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Introduction

Washington frving

The writer of these stories. Washington Irving, was born
in New York City in 1783. As a young man, he stodied
law. But at the age of twenty-one he had to leave his law
studies because of poor health. He spent the next few years
travelling in Europe and reading widely.

When he returned to America, lrving went back to his
law studies, but he became less interested in them, and he
began to write. His first successes, the Salmagundi papers
(1807—1808> and A History of New York (1809) were very
light and amusing.

In 1815, he returned to Furope and stayed there for
seventeen years. He met European writers, and there is no
doubt he learnt a lot from them. He especially liked the
work of Walter Scott, and he visited Scott at Abbotsford in
1817. But his own work was becoming more clearly Ameri-
can, and that is what people enjoyed in both Europe and
America.

The three stories we have in this book come from a
book by Washington Irving (calling himself Geoffrey
Crayon) that appeared in 1820. The Sketch-book. It was
an anosual mixture of a book: pieces about the places he
had visited and the people he had met in Europe and
America, two essays about the American Indian people, as
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well as Rip van Winkle, The Spectre Bridegroom and The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow .

There was plenty of humour in The Sketch-book , but it
was gentle, playful humour of the sort you will find in this
book—the kind of humour we use when we make fun of
someone we love. For example, you can see in The Spectre
Bridegroom that he was amused by, and at the same time
loved, the people he met and read about in Germany. The
same gentle touch can be seen in his next two books,
Bracebridge Hall (1822) and Tales of a Traveller (1824),

A few years in Spain brought more serious writing: A
History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus
(1828) , A Chronicle of Granada (1829), and The Alham-
bra (1832).

On his return to America, Washington Irving bought
some land to live on near the Hudson River and became a
serious writer, much loved by American readers and hon-
oured in many other parts of the world. He had just fin-
ished his long work on The Life of George Washingion
when he died in 1859,

A little history

When Rip van Winkle left his village. his country was un-
der British rule, and it had as its king George IIl {Kking
from 1760 to 1820).

" During Rip’s long sleep, the American Revolution
made great changes. There were early battles at Lexington
and Concord in 1775. There was the Declaration of Inde-
pendence in 1776, followed by more battles in which the
Americans, led by George Washington and helped by
France, at last gained independence for the “ United
States” in 1783.

When. in the story, Rip returns to the village. the
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country is a republic, independent of Britain, and busy
with elections for Congress.

In The Legend of Sleepy Hollow you will find the name
Ichabod . This name is taken from the Bible (I Samuel 4 :

_ 21) and means “The glory has gone away”. The sound of

Ich— is like ick in thick or quick.

Ghosts

All three of the stories in this book have ghosts in them.
The story of Rip van Winkle does not use any of the words
that usually name ghosts: words like “spectres”, “spooks”,
“spirits” and “shades”. But Henry Hudson and his nine-
pins-playing men have certainly come back from the land
of the dead. In The Legend of Sleepy Hollow we have a
very busy ghost. and in The Spectre Bridegroom some of
the people certainly believe in ghosts. So what did Wash-
ington Irving think about ghosts? He thought they were
great fun, and not to be treated at all seriously.
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