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1 Don Quixote Decides To Be a Knight-
Errant

To the reader

About three hundred and fifty years ago, in the part of Spain®
called La Mancha, there lived a man named Alonso Quijano. Today he
is always called Don Quixote. We shall see later in the story why he
changed his name.

One hot summer afternoon, this gentleman was sitting in a room in
his small house. A very thick book was lying open on the table, and he
was reading it with great interest. There were other big, thick books
around him, on the chairs and on the floor.

He was about fifty years old, tall and thin, with a long face. His
brain was full of wild ideas, for he lived in a world of dreams. One
hand was on the open book. With the other hand he held a sword® that
lay across his knees.

His imagination

Everything in the room was quiet, but the reader was becoming
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more and more interested in his book. His excitement grew; he pulled®
at his hair with both hands. Then he jumped up suddenly, raised his
sword and began to fight with it. He imagined there was a real enemy in
the room, and he shouted loudly, “Take your hands off the lady, you
dog! Do you wish to fight, robber®? Come then, and take your
punishment®! ”

As he said this, he struck his imaginary® enemy, and only just
missed a pretty young lady, his niece®, who ran into the room. Behind
her was a much older woman, the old gentleman’s servant.

“Dear uncle, what is the matter?” asked the young lady. She was
afraid of the excited man, who seemed half mad.

He imagined his niece was a princess®, and that he had saved her
from danger. He knelt® in front of her, touched her hand, and said,
“There is nothing to be afraid of, gentle lady. I have defeated and killed
your enemy.”

The girl was used to the strange, mad acts of her uncle. She
wished to please® him, and replied, “You have done well. I thank you.
Please sit down and rest after your great efforts; I will fetch you
something to drink.” She took him to a chair, and went out with the
servant. In a few minutes, she came back with some cold water.

“It is a most wonderful drink,” he said, “which will make me live
forever.” He was tired by all his efforts, and he lay down on his bed

and went to sleep.

What he has been reading

At the time when this gentleman lived, most readers liked books
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about the wonderful adventures® of knights®-errant®. These were very
long stories, full of impossible things. A madman might dream about
that kind of thing. These knights-errant went around the country
attacking thieves and robbers. They defended women and rescued ®
people from wicked® men.

If you are patient® enough, you can read some of these books
today. You will find some pleasant writing in them. But you will soon
get tired of magic woods full of giants® and strange animals. The
people who lived then liked to imagine all sorts of wild things!

These books were called books of chivalry®, and sometimes the
results of reading them were very serious. For example, this simple
gentleman of La Mancha had stopped working on his land. Instead, he
read books of chivalry. He sold good farm land for money to buy more
of these big, heavy books. He filled his room with them. From morning
to night he read them carefully; sometimes he did not go to bed, but
read all night.

The effect of the reading

Alonso Quijano filled his head with these dangerous stories. He
began to believe that all these adventures were true and real. This was a
bad mistake, because he now thought that he was a knight-errant. He
became very excited and took his sword and fought the strange people
he imagined. He rushed wildly around his room, and frightened
everybody in the house with his cries.

At first, this wild behaviour® lasted only a few hours each time.
But his condition® got worse and worse. He decided he must be a
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knight-errant and travel. He wanted to defend the weak against bad
people everywhere.

In a dark corner of the house he found some old armour®. It had
been forgotten for perhaps a hundred years. It was dirty and broken in
places. He cleaned it and fastened® the pieces together. The helmet®
had no visor®, so he made one with pieces of iron. He now believed

his helmet was the best in the world!

He gets ready to leave

Then he went to look at his horse. It was a poor, weak animal;
you could see its bones through its skin. But Alonso Quijano thought it
was the most beautiful horse in history. This horse was going to carry a
famous knight and it needed a name. So he thought about the question
for four days. There were hundreds of possible names, but in the end he
decided to call his horse Rozinante.

It took another eight days before he decided what to call himself;
for he could not accept his own name. At last he chose the name of
Don Quixote, and to that he added “de la Mancha”, which means “of
La Mancha”. He did this because he wanted to praise® the part of
Spain where he was born.

There was one more thing he had to do; he had to choose a lady
to love and obey. He said to himself, “If I meet a giant, as knights-
errant often do, I will make him my prisoner. Then I will send him to
my lady, to kneel in front of her. He will then say, ‘Lady, I am the
giant, Caraculiambro. The knight, Don Quixote de la Mancha, who

deserves® great praise, has beaten me in a fight. He has ordered me to
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come to you, great lady; do to me what you wish.’”

The good knight was very pleased with® his own words. He was
even more pleased with the lady he chose®. In a village not far away,
there was a young girl who worked on a farm. Don Quixote had once
been in love with her, though he had never been brave enough to tell
her. Her name was Aldonza Lorenzo. He decided that she was the queen®
of his heart. He gave her the new name of Dulcinea del Toboso, or

Sweet Lady of Toboso, for Toboso was the village where she was born.




