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Rip Van Winkle
By Washington Irving

Washington Irving (1783-—1859) was born in the right time in history and the
right place in the world. The year of his birth was the year when England offi-
cially recognized the new nation, and the victory of the War of American Inde-
pendence brought American people a new freedom. And yet, this hard-won
freedom became a new anxiety gradually, for it was very hard for the first gen-
eration of Americans to find their own identity as Americans immediately after

the war. They were lost, uncertain of what to do with the freedom.

So was Washington Irving. The absence of the cultural and literary identity and
tradition was felt in the new country, creating a vacuum that Irving and his gen-
eration had to fill. But how in the country where few people could read and
write and more people fought for land and political rights? And Washington
Irving himself was not prepared or ready, as a historical mission, to find the
national literary identity, even though he felt the tension between the New
World and the Old World. Rather, he drifted into the national glory and the
literary fatherhood by luck and chance and fate.

Irving was born in a wealthy family in 1783, the youngest of eight children. His
father, William Irving, was a successful importer in New York City, whose
money and love allowed Irving to live happily through life until he was 32 years

old in 1815, when the first phase in his research for identity ended. During
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those happy years, Irving attended Columbia- College, as his two brothers

William and Peter did, and was eventually groomed as a lawyer.

In 1807, Washington Irving joined a literary club known as the “lads of Kilken-
ny”, and wrote, with two club members, Salmagundi (Z2#£), a collection of
satirical essays on the social changes in New York. While torn between being a
lawyer and becoming a writer, Irving fell madly in love with Matilda Hoffman,
the daughter of his employer, Judge Josiah Hoffman. But before he was able to
finish History of New York{ A #4445 ), a most successful book ever written
by Irving, Matilda died of tuberculosis. The birth of a great book and the death
of his fiancée completely changed Irving’s life, ushering him into the second

phase of his life and search for identity.

In_May of 1815, Washington Irving set sail for Europe, and lived there for al-
most 17 years. One of the reasons for Irving to go to the Old World was that
the War of 1812 lowered the US demand for goods from England, and caused
the family import business in England to fail. The year 1818 witnessed the
bankruptcy of the family business, which devastated Irving. For the first time
in his life, Irving began to write in earnest to make a living. The Sketch Book
of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (W, #Lic)(1819-1820) was a huge commercial
and literary success, though only 4 of the 34 sketches in the book are about
America. And two of them are considered as American classics, which have

been translated into every known language and read world wide today. They are
Rip Van Winkle (Fi&% « ML+ #B5/R) and The Legend of Sleepy Hollow (i
HRIMEB).

The success of The Sketch Book brought Irving, the first professional writer in
America, an international reputation, though his following two books “by
Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. ” Bracebridge Hall (47 & #r#fp B 27 F [ » (1822) and
Tales of a Traveller (¥ TR F) (1824) were poorly received. The commercial

and literary ups and downs cooled Irving’s zest for fiction and essays and he
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began to write history and biography, which proved to be a right turn in his lit-
erary career. The Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus 8BS i {& Yand
Life of George Washington (& 15{&) show us another talent of his.

The year 1832 brought him a new identity as a diplomat, for in September he
was appointed as secretary at the American legation in l.ondon, where his

friends there helped him a lot in negotiating trade and business agreements with
England.

Irving was a good learner, a party-goer and a successful diplomat in the Old
World, but he did not forget his native land. In 1835, he bought a house,
which he called “Sunnyside” on the Hudson River north of New York City,
where many and many years ago, good-natured Rip Van Winkle might h;ve

been spotted drinking with his Dutch friends.

Washington Irving, the first American man of letters, who pioneered the short
story as genre and folklore as a source of literary creation, died of a heart attack
after a long period of illness at Sunnyside, surrounded by his family: his broth-
er Ebenezer and Ebenezer’s five daughters on November 28, 1859, and was
buried in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery at the Old Dutch Church in Sleepy Hol-
low, New York on the eve of the American Civil War. His lifespan linked the
two great wars that gave birth to the new nation, and his books bridged the two
sides of the Atlantic Ocean. And for nearly one and half centuries, any one who

knows English, reads him.
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Rip Van Winkle . 3

WHOEVER has made a voyage up the Hudson must re- voyage #u.47T
member the Kaatskill mountains. They are a dismembered dismembered
branch of the great Appalachian family, and are seen away to ¥ f##4; 53189
the west of the river, swelling up to a noble height, and
lording it over the surrounding country. Every change of lord it over & F

season, every change of weather, indeed, every hour of the ... 2 E

«

day, produces some change in the magical hues and shapes of magical #ﬂé‘}
these mountains, and they are regarded by all the good
wives, far and near, as perfect barometers. When the barometer ¥ %
weather is fair and settled, they are clothed in blue and pur- settled < % #%
ple, and print their bold outlines on the clear evening sky; bold #8&)
but, sometimes, when the rest of the landscape is cloudless,
they will gather a hood of gray vapors about their summits, vapor K& %,
which, in the last rays of the setting sun, will glow and light
up like a crown of glory. crown 15§

At the foot of these fair mountains, the voyager may
have descried the light smoke curling up from a village, desery &1
whose shingle-roofs gleam among the trees, just where the shingle-roof &
blue tints of the upland melt away into the fresh green of the E &R
nearer landscape. It is a little village, of great antiquity, antiquity 3 %
having been founded by some of the Dutch colonists, in the
early times of the province, just about the beginning of the
government of the good Peter Stuyvesant, (may he rest in Peter Stuyvesant

peace!) and there were some of the houses of the original 2 A, ¥ &
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settlers standing within a few years, built of small yellow
bricks brought from Holland, having latticed windows and
gable fronts, surmounted with weather-cocks.

In that same village, and in one of these very houses
(which, to tell the precise truth, was sadly time-worn and
weather-beaten), there lived many years since, while the
country was yet a province of Great Britain, a simple good-
natured fellow, of the name of Rip Van Winkle. He was a
descendant of the Van Winkles who figured so gallantly in
the chivalrous days of Peter Stuyvesant, and accompanied
him to the siege of Fort Christina. He inherited, however,
but little of the martial character of his ancestors. I have
observed that he was a simple good-natured man; he was,
moreover, a kind neighbor, and an obedient hen-pecked hus-
band. Indeed, to the latter circumstance might be owing that
meekness of spirit which gained him such universal populari-
ty; for those men are most apt to be obsequious and
conciliating abroad, who are under the discipline of shrews at
home. Their tempers, doubtless, are rendered pliant and
malleable in the fiery furnace of domestic tribulation; and a
curtain lecture is worth all the sermons in the world for
teaching the virtues of patience and long-suffering. A
termagant wife may, therefore, in some respects, be considered a
tolerable blessing; and if so, Rip Van Winkle was thrice blessed.

Certain it is, that he was a great favorite among all the
good wives of the village, who, as usual, with the amiable
sex, took his part in all family squabbles; and never failed,
whenever they talked those matters over in their evening

gossipings, to lay all the blame on Dame Van Winkle. The
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children of the village, too, would shout with joy whenever
he approached. He assisted at their sports, made their play-
things, taught them to fly kites and shoot marbles, and told
them long stories of ghosts, witches, and Indians. Whenev-
er he went dodging about the village, he was surrounded by
a troop of them, hanging on his skirts, clambering on his
back, and playing a thousand tricks on him with impunity;
and not a dog would bark at him throughout the neighbor-
hood.

The great error in Rip’s composition was an insuperable
aversion to all kinds of profitable labor. It could not be from
the want of assiduity or perseverance; for he would sit on a
wet rock, with a rod as long and heavy as a Tartar’s lance,
and fish all day without a murmur, even though he should
not be encouraged by a single nibble. He would carry a fowl-
ing-piece on his shoulder for hours together, trudging
through woods and swamps, and up hill and down dale, to
shoot a few squirrels or wild pigeons. He would never refuse
to assist a neighbor even in the roughest toil, and was a fore-
most man at all country frolics for husking Indian corn, or
building stone-fences; the women of the village, too, used to
employ him to run their errands, and to do such little odd
jobs as their less obliging husbands would not do for them.
In a word Rip was ready to attend to anybody’s business but
his own; but as to doing family duty, and keeping his farm
in order, he found it impossible.

In fact, he declared it was of no use to work on his
farm; it was the most pestilent little piece of ground in the

whole country; every thing about it went wrong, and would
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go wrong, in spite of him. His fences were continually fall-
ing to pieces; his cow would either go astray, or get among
the cabbages; weeds were sure to grow quicker in his fields
than anywhere else; the rain always made a point of setting
in just as he had some out-door work to do; so that though
his patrimonial estate had dwindled away under his manage-
ment, acre by acre, until there was little more left than a
mere patch of Indian corn and potatoes, yet it was the worst
conditioned farm in the neighborhood.

His children, too, were as ragged and wild as if they
belonged to nobody. His son Rip, an urchin begotten in his
own likeness, promised to inherit the habits, with the old
clothes of his father. He was generally seen trooping like a
colt at his mother’s heels, equipped in a pair of his father’s
cast-off galligaskins, which he had much ado to hold up with
one hand, as a fine lady does her train in bad weather.

Rip Van Winkle, however, was one of those happy
mortals, of foolish, well-oiled dispositions, who take the
world easy, eat white bread or brown, whichever can be got
with least thought or trouble, and would rather starve on a
penny than work for a pound. If left to himself, he would
have whistled life away in perfect contentment; but his wife
kept continually dinning in his ears about his idleness, his
carelessness, and the ruin he was bringing on his family.
Morning, noon, and night, her tongue was incessantly go-
ing, and every thing he said or did was sure to produce a tor-
rent of household eloquence. Rip had but one way of
replying to all lectures of the kind, and that, by frequent use,
had grown into a habit. He shrugged his shoulders, shook his
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head, cast up his eyes, but said nothing. This, however, al-
ways provoked a fresh volley from his wife so that he was
fain to draw off his forces, and take to the outside of the
house, the only side which, in truth, belongs to a hen-
pecked husband.

Rip’s sole domestic adherent was his dog Wolf, who
was as much hen-pecked as his master; for Dame Van
Winkle regarded them as companions in idleness, and even
looked upon Wolf with an evil eye, as the cause of his mas-
ter’s going so often astray. True it is, in all points of spirit
befitting an honorable dog, he was as courageous an animal
as ever scoured the woods—but what courage can withstand
the ever-during and all-besetting terrors of a woman’ s
tongue? The moment Wolf entered the house his crest fell,
his tail drooped to the ground, or curled between his legs,
he sneaked about with a gallows air, casting many a sidelong
glance at Dame Van Winkle, and at the least flourish of a
broomstick or ladle, he would fly to the door with yelping
precipitation.

Times grew worse and worse with Rip Van Winkle as
years of matrimony rolled on; a tart temper never mellows
with age, and a sharp tongue is the only edged tool that
grows keener with constant use. For a long while he used to
console himself, when driven from home, by frequenting a
kind of perpetual club of the sages, philosophers, and other
idle personages of the village; which held its sessions on a
bench before a small inn, designated by a rubicund portrait
of His Majesty George the Third. Here they used to sit in

the shade through a long lazy summer’s day, talking
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