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TO HACKLEY SCHOOL,  
Tarrytown, New York,  
where the life of the mind has always mattered






Fiction is history that might have taken place, and history fiction that has taken place. We are, indeed, forced to acknowledge that the novelist’s art often compels belief, just as reality sometimes defies it.

—André Gide, from Lafcadio’s Adventures






MANHATTANITE





CHAPTER 1

New York’s Lost Past

1783-1803

 

Moonlight walk on the Battery, in serene pomp of heaven from white light of the moon. sails gliding along—slipping along with the tide. ripple of the river with gleam of moonlight on it. voice of seamen—pull of an oar.

—Scattered images recalled from his New York boyhood, in a notebook Washington Irving kept while in England, 1818.1

 

 

 

 

WHAT REMNANTS OF THE PAST LIE UNDER THE asphalt, or in the muck just off shore? It is a question that anyone curious about the overbuilt and very vertical City of New York asks at some point. Take away the high-rise apartments, the traffic lights, and the taxis—visualize the city as the equivalent of a middle-sized town. Go back a little further in time to cobblestone and dirt, when there were as many crooked and narrow lanes as perpendicular streets. One could espy longshoremen unloading sailing vessels containing European manufactures and then reloading them with furs, hides, lumber, and wheat. Think of scores of sails visible at any one time. Manhattan, then, would be truly an unfamiliar place, or to use a term Washington Irving liked, “terra incognita.”

In his 1809 A History of New York, the masterful crazy quilt that first made Irving a national celebrity, the author exposed the attitude of an early nineteenth-century Manhattanite: Overdo everything while keeping a straight face, and always pretend to be bigger than you are. As if Jeffersonian democracy were the end, not the beginning, of the national experience, he enlarged the sovereign decades of Dutch New Amsterdam of 150 years past,  “those sweet days of simplicity and ease, which never more will dawn on the lovely island of Manna-hata.” He gave his hometown a huge and prosperous history, which it never had. He was on his way to composing some of the greatest legends about American history in American history.

Readers in other parts of the Union understood him. They understood that without wit and humor, it would be impossible to tell the story of America except in stiff, snobbish, puritanical form. The young country had little to recommend it but its people’s expectation that they would amount to something soon enough. By poking fun at pomp and pretense, the resourceful author, a cross-cultural observer of moods and trends, made room for America on the world stage.

At the time he published his farcical History, Washington Irving knew more about politics and manners than he let on. As much as he was fascinated by New York’s past, he wished to critique its fashionable present garb, too. A History of New York is peppered with erudite footnotes in which the mock-serious author seriously mocks the “notorious wise men of Gotham,” bloated theorists stumbling over themselves as they tried to imitate European science. In the end, the upstart Irving would outshine the best post-Revolutionary brains because he accepted New York for what it really was—provincial. The modest Manhattanite loved his “Manna-hata” and the view of the world it afforded him. 

 New York’s allure was its deep harbor, but its geography had been adapting to settlement since the arrival of the earliest Dutch inhabitants, who saw the island as “a convenient place abounding with grass.” A contemporary of Irving’s—one of the “wise men of Gotham”—wrote about its natural features and how they were being altered. Samuel L. Mitchill inspected the area’s gray granite and observed the “crags and vallies,” hills already “dug down”; swamps being “filled up”; knolls being “pared away”; gullies “brought to a level.” Thus began the smoothing of old Manhattan, a process that eliminated its local waterways and reshaped its contours, all to accommodate commerce and a growing population.2

In a literary sense, Washington Irving would come to “own” the Hudson River. When he was born, the Hudson was as often called the North River, just as the Delaware had once been the South River, names that delineated the unofficial margins of the former colony of New Netherland. From the Dutch to the English to the early American empire, the wide Hudson was thickly occupied by crossing ferries and Albany-bound commercial vessels  that paused at landings along the way to pick up passengers. In 1807, two years before Irving’s comic History emerged, the great inland waterway saw the commercialization of steam with Robert Fulton’s Clermont. Irving was to experience the age of oar and sail, steam and rail, as he plied the Hudson and gave its towns and byways a storied past; eventually, he would settle on its banks, just below Tarrytown.3

The Manhattan he called home until the age of thirty-two is all but impossible for us to picture in its full sensory detail. Imagine a time when no sounds were louder than church bells and sleigh bells. Think of stockyards on the Bowery, or of Astor Place as an expansive garden. Think of men in high hats and loose pantaloons. Think of stables the way we think of parking lots. Think of progress as brightening the shops on lower Broadway with gaslights instead of dim oil lamps.

That was the town Irving first wrote about. Days of commercial movement were followed by nights when family members huddled close. On bitterly cold evenings, a writer’s ink might freeze on the nib of the pen, even as he or she was sitting by a fire. Winter sleigh rides had been popular since the time of the Dutch; sleigh bells were mandated because, without them, pedestrians were sometimes blindsided in the quiet of the night, stomped on and run over. That was not the only remnant of Dutch New Amsterdam: Some old houses with distinctive gabled roofs survived, structures with high steps still known as “stoops.” Dutch surnames were scattered through the City Register.

The city’s institution of higher learning, Columbia College, then located in a garden-like setting a few blocks west of today’s City Hall Park, required proficiency in Greek and Latin for admission. Its Faculty of Arts taught moral philosophy, mathematics, astronomy, geography, logic, rhetoric, and belles lettres. Its government in these years was unwieldy (initially under the control of sixty-five regents). Still, it fielded an excellent faculty and added to the city’s spirit.

Especially near the wharves and among the markets that predominated there, the bustle that Manhattan would become famous for was already a part of every resident’s every day. The East River beat with oceangoing vessels; Pearl and Broad Streets, a bit inland, served as the center of the wholesale trade; William Street, between Fulton and Wall, “elevated and convenient,” was the best-known location for retail shops—this was where the Irving family earned its livelihood during Washington’s first years. New York was, even then, a vibrant, multiethnic city, with lots of visitors and constant traffic in and out. Blacks were most noticeable on the waterfront, and represented around  15 percent of the population; among whites, there was one person of Dutch or German ancestry for every three of English or Scotch-Irish background.

Yet lower Manhattan remained bucolic. Beyond its wind-worn brick and wooden struts and broad harbor views were a rural landscape and an essential earthiness we are no longer reminded of when we gaze up at today’s steel structures. The street grid of the 1780s would probably be recognizable to modern New Yorkers, though it stopped below the old city gates at what is today’s City Hall Park. To the north lay grazing land, and a place called the Collect, a roughly circular fresh-water pond, its contents soon to be acknowledged as undrinkable. Strong breezes were not yet diverted around tall buildings, few streets were paved, and, though hard to imagine, hogs, unregimented in their comings and goings, freely consumed the city’s plentiful garbage.

That Manhattan is where the life of Washington Irving begins. The year he was born, 1783, witnessed the end of the Revolutionary War. Manhattan Island was on a slow mend, having been caught up in hostilities and left in British hands. Residents had witnessed abuses of power, espionage, plunder, desperate acts of violence and self-preservation, the grievous mistreatment of rebel prisoners, an upsurge in infectious disease—seven years of uncertainty. A disastrous nighttime fire of unknown cause had occurred in 1776, soon after the long occupation began. Almost all the inhabitable properties west of Broadway were scorched when historic Trinity Church burnt down. With peace, little was being done to reclaim what was lost. During the year 1783 alone, some 20,000 British soldiers and 30,000 apprehensive civilians left town. Government was sorely needed to clean up the mess; exiled patriots were poised to reenter the city and to reestablish the promising commercial hub that had existed before the war.

Before long, New York would be that inviting, sea-blue port city all envisioned, marked by its gentle hills and dotted with church spires. But first, a tremendous movement of population would have to take place. The excitement of that year brought an assemblage of strong-minded lawyers to town, many of them groomed for bright careers after service in the officer corps of the Continental Army. Aaron Burr and Alexander Hamilton, among them, opened law offices on Wall Street and began their political careers in the heart of the city. Many like them exchanged war-weariness for a different kind of combat: controlling access to power.

By 1790, the official U.S. census would put the city’s population at 33,000, pushing it, once and for all, past that of Philadelphia. Masses had returned to pick up their shattered lives, and many more came from abroad to take their  chances. Among the immigrants at the beginning of this topsy-turvy period was a German butcher’s twenty-year-old son, John Jacob Astor, who would later play an important role in the life of our subject.4

 

The active war was over, but the city was in for several more years of rebuilding amid economic hardship when Washington Irving was born to William and Sarah Sanders Irving on April 3, 1783. Parents many times over, they had emigrated from England twenty years before. William and Sarah were fifty-one and not quite forty-five, respectively, when their youngest was born.

From 1762, the year after her marriage, Sarah Irving had produced children every other year: Her first two Williams, one born in England, the other in New York, both died in infancy; the third William, the first to survive, was born in 1766; next came the ill-fated John, in 1768, who lived barely a year; Ann (Nancy) in 1770; Peter in 1772; Catharine in 1774; Ebenezer in 1776; a longer-lived John in 1778; Sarah (Sally) in 1780. Washington, as the eleventh and youngest, was doted on by his seven surviving older siblings. He remained close to all—especially William, Peter, and Ebenezer—and was notably attached to his cheerful, kindhearted mother.

The two-story home where Irving grew up, at 128 William Street, between Fulton (then Partition) and John Streets, was only yards from the North Dutch Church, where Revolutionary prisoners were housed during the war, and a few blocks above Wall Street and the building now called Federal Hall. On one afternoon in November 1783, when the future author was barely six months old, the last of the British occupiers, the staunchest of their civilian allies in tow, glumly marched to the East River and boarded ships. In their wake, General George Washington and some eight hundred of his soldiers, far less well clad than the departing redcoats, paraded down Broadway to the accompaniment of ecstatic cheers and reclaimed the city.

Irving was named for the victorious general, of course, and the uncontested story of his Scottish maidservant Lizzie’s encounter with President Washington must be repeated: One day in 1789, while New York was, albeit briefly, the new nation’s capital, she spotted the First of Men on the street and followed him into a shop; there she introduced the six-foot-three chief executive to his six-year-old constituent. Irving’s writer-nephew and the family’s diligent biographer, Pierre Munro Irving, quotes the audacious Lizzie, evidently from his famous uncle’s recollection of the family account. “Please your Honor,” she is to have said, “here’s a bairn was named after you.” George Washington then gently laid his hand on the head of his future biographer.5

The Father of His Country may or may not have felt a momentary sentimental attachment, but it seems clear that Washington Irving’s biological father was not a warm individual. Pierre describes him unsympathetically as “a sedate, conscientious, God-fearing man, with much of the strictness of the old Scotch Covenanter in his composition.” Deacon William Irving deplored dancing as an irreligious activity. Politically, however, he was unquestionably attached to the Revolutionary cause. He and his growing family rode out most of the war in the occupied city, yet he was able to establish his patriot credentials afterward. A Presbyterian minister who testified to the deacon’s loyalty at the height of the period of retribution against Tories certified that William Irving was “friendly inclined to the liberties of the United States, and greatly lamented the egregious barbarities practised by her enemies on the unhappy sons of liberty, that unhappily fell in their power.” Sarah Irving, too, was said to have evidenced her political sentiments—or, at least, her humanity—by tending to American prisoners.6

As the youngest child, Washington received plenty of guidance. His much older siblings and their friends helped to inspire in him a love of language and literature. Brothers William and Peter absented themselves from religious society, which had a more pronounced effect on his young mind than the stern religiosity of his Presbyterian father, or even the tender Episcopalian faith of his mother. The father’s rule was that all his children had to be present for bedtime prayers at nine o’clock. As a teenager, Washington occasionally crawled out of his second-floor bedroom window and scampered off, unbeknownst to his parents, to enjoy the city’s nightlife. He told Pierre these stories when he took his nephew to the old William Street homestead in 1849, just before it was to be torn down.7

As a young man in England, Irving’s father had been employed on the high seas. After coming to New York in the 1760s, he became a merchant. In the years after his youngest child was born, he encouraged his eldest son to help run his hardware, wine, and sundries business. William, Jr., was already seventeen when Washington entered the world. He spent his early adulthood in the fur trade among northern New York’s Indian tribes before moving back to the city. The family business was located among the specialty shops on William Street, at number 75, a block from their home in the direction of Wall Street.

When Washington Irving was six—the year he received his blessing from his famous namesake—the state legislature ordered old Fort George on the Battery, at the southern tip of Manhattan, torn down, and Broadway extended south. Fine private homes would rise here during his youth, and Sunday  strollers could eye the fashionable crowd. The demilitarized Battery was beautified: Elm trees lined a new walkway. Here, and about the revitalized town, police constables made the rounds in a concerted effort to defend the emerging public parks from insensitive citizens. Fines were imposed for “leaving broken-down carriages . . . or other nuisances” that might damage the roads. Citizens were required to have leather buckets on hand in case of fire. Elsewhere, people planted poplars in front of their houses. Greenwich Street, west of Broadway nearer the Hudson, became the neighborhood of choice for the upwardly mobile middle class.

At the north end of the settlement, above modern City Hall, developers wondered what to do about the Collect, so long the city’s fresh water supply. Marshlands bordered it to the west, and Lispenard’s meadows lay adjacent. The 1790s would pass before local government resolved to drain and fill in the seventy-acre pond. In the last days of the century, the discovery of a drowned woman in a newly constructed well, and the ensuing murder trial of her lover, would call attention to these mysterious surroundings where in colonial times gentlemen took their dogs and hunting guns and scared out game birds. The city’s rapidly expanding population needed places to go.

The 1790s also witnessed pestilential outbreaks. Despite the authorities’ warnings, animal carcasses rotted in the streets as yellow fever, presumed to have been imported from the West Indies, caused widespread panic. From 1795 to 1798, late summer and early autumn brought the deaths of many hundreds of New Yorkers, especially the poor, who were carted away and buried in a new potter’s field at the site of present-day Washington Square Park.8

 

Without straying far from home, young Washington Irving received a proper education. The first school he attended was a three-minute walk for little legs, a kindergarten run by one Ann Kilmaster. He apparently recalled her name years later when he described a real-life U.S. Army officer named Thomas Butler, who was dismissed for refusing to cut his old-fashioned queue in favor of a standard military haircut; in A History of New York, the hapless colonel was fictionalized and Dutchified as “Keldermeester.” In the early 1790s, one could still hear a good bit of Dutch spoken in the streets of downtown, and Irving himself picked up just enough of the language to twist the city’s history into an imaginary world of wonders.9

Later, he matriculated at the coeducational school of a Revolutionary War veteran, Benjamin Romaine, located on Partition Street, and scarcely a  greater walk from home than Miss Kilmaster’s was. Romaine oversaw Irving’s education for the next eight years. He was strict, and, as the family historian Pierre wrote, “a man of good sense and sound judgment, but of moderate scholarship.” He liked his pupil personally, but he never believed that Irving had much intellectual potential. The fun-seeking student later recounted that he had an early crush on a classmate at Romaine’s who stood a head taller than he, a girl who was his opposite in a dramatic performance. She confessed to finding him appealing, too, but his diminutive size proved the ultimate barrier to the consummation of this childhood crush—as if it were not enough to be the youngest in a large family.10

In his brief introduction to The Sketch Book, Irving referred to this period of his youth. He dreamed of the wider world, he said: “Books of voyages and travels became my passion, and in devouring their contents I neglected the regular exercises of the school.” In fair weather, he would stroll to the East River, where cargo-laden vessels were docked, watch as they set sail, and “waft myself in imagination to the ends of the earth!” Pierre records that his uncle was eleven—it was 1794—when he read Robinson Crusoe, and then  The World Displayed, a collection devoted to seafaring adventures. Irving later acknowledged having been “slow” at school; but as a lover of books, he recalled going to a particular inn, where the “old landlord” encouraged the lad to read aloud to him for hours at a time. His parents laid down rules about reading. They would not permit him to read after bedtime, and so he clandestinely lit candles and quietly turned the pages. Romaine caught him during class peering into a pocket-sized travel adventure, which he was trying to hide in his lap, under his desk.11

Little has been preserved about Irving’s sisters in the years on William Street, other than that Catharine was unsuccessfully courted by John Anderson, who loaned young Washington his drawing books, and whose better-known brother Alexander would later produce engravings for Irving’s stories. We do know that the Irving household was full of energy, and that literary curiosity was by no means confined to the youngest child. William, Jr., committed his free hours to the Calliopean Society, a literary club for young men that sometimes met at his home; brothers Peter and John also belonged.

In late 1793, when Washington was ten, William married Julia Paulding, the older sister of a young poet who was set on becoming a novelist and essayist. James Kirke Paulding (1778-1860) would be Washington Irving’s early collaborator, valued correspondent, and lifelong friend. Though his literary reputation would never approach that of the youngster who was initially his  disciple, Paulding is noteworthy for being the first outside the Irving clan to be considered a confidant, and, as important, the one who introduced Washington Irving to Sleepy Hollow.

The Irvings were of English and Scottish ancestry, and Paulding (originally “Pauldinck”) was half Dutch. His boyhood years were spent in the vicinity of Sleepy Hollow, which his young friend, not he, would make famous. Jim Paulding could relate the history of this region from the most direct of connections: His family contained a number of dedicated Revolutionaries who fought and suffered there. The Hudson Valley had been a danger zone known as the “Neutral Ground,” which separated British-occupied New York from American forces to the north and west. Residents of uncertain allegiance roamed in small bands, committing highway robbery and worse; and here, in 1780, a few daring souls captured the British spy Major John André, who was in league with the American general Benedict Arnold in the attempt to deliver West Point to the enemy. One of André’s captors was Paulding’s cousin John.12

The twenty-odd miles that separated lower Manhattan from Tarrytown-on-Hudson might as well have been a hundred. Roadways leading north from the city were poorly kept, and in wet weather slow and dangerous. Travel upriver, on the other hand, was becoming accessible, though not yet routine, in the 1790s. Citizens of the republic were keen on “internal improvements,” as the extension of a communications infrastructure was termed. The concurrent growth of overland postal routes and cheaper newspaper delivery across state lines and into the interior gradually made people more aware of their distant neighbors. All this contributed to New York’s rise as a site for capital investment, retail business, and the dissemination of ideas.13

Jim Paulding, a country boy by the standard of the day, moved from his uncle’s home in Tarrytown to New York City in 1796. He accompanied his brother-in-law’s brother, then just entering his teens, to the theater. The four years that separated them did not mean much, at least not for long. Paulding had a dreamy character comparable to that of his younger friend. Both felt the influence of Oliver Goldsmith’s Citizen of the World, a pert collection of letters from a fictional Chinese philosopher. Goldsmith imparted sentiment along with irrepressible comedy—in later years, Irving would become Goldsmith’s biographer. When Irving was sent north during a yellow fever scare, he and Paulding chatted freely as they hiked through the Hudson Valley. It was at this time that young Irving first glimpsed “Wolfert’s Roost” on the banks of the Hudson River, the picturesque estate that would become, by 1836, his Sunnyside home.14

That was how Washington Irving’s impressions of the world were forming. New Yorkers were reaching out. Of an early overnight voyage up the Hudson, before the steamboat age had commenced, he wrote of the Dutch-speaking river captain and the enslaved black crew who understood his Dutch. In even more memorable fashion, Irving gushed about the scenery: 



What a time of intense delight was that first sail through the Highlands. I sat on the deck as we slowly tided along the foot of those stern mountains, and gazed with wonder and admiration at cliffs impending far above me, crowned with forests, with eagles sailing and screaming around them; or listened to the unseen stream dashing down precipices; or beheld rock, and tree, and cloud, and sky reflected in the glassy stream of the river. And then how solemn and thrilling the scene as we anchored at night at the foot of those mountains, clothed with overhanging forests; and every thing grew dark and mysterious.15


 

Just going upriver was, at this time, a fine adventure.

When Irving was a teenager, his William Street neighbors included milliners, a shipmaster, a shoemaker, a carpenter, and a furrier. He was not raised among the privileged.16 It was from the East River wharves that he imagined the globe; from Greenwich Street, on the west side of town, that he viewed the northward extension of the fashionable world; and it was in the Hudson Valley, where Jim Paulding made him feel at home, that Irving’s mind already wandered—and would wander authoritatively when he became a professional writer.

 

At sixteen, and with just a smattering of Latin, Irving joined his Columbia-educated brother John at the law office of Henry Masterton. The two lawyers-in-training bore no great love for the law. John, at this time, preferred theology; Washington, of course, sensed that he ought to be writing with imaginative description, not technical precision. Meanwhile, brother Peter, though trained by Columbia’s distinguished medical faculty and called “Dr. Irving” for most of his life, did not care to practice medicine; his passion was politics at this time, and before long he would give Washington his first real opportunity to write and influence—or rather, to write and entertain—the people of New York.

William, the eldest of the brothers, spent years as a leader in the New York literary community, which he used as a stepping-stone to political office. He  never lost direction. A realist like his father, he was eventually able to parlay his local reputation into a seat in Congress. Ebenezer, the third oldest brother, was perhaps the true inheritor of his father’s business sense. He remained entirely “a regular man of business,” as Washington put it. He wrote of Ebenezer feelingly in 1840: “He has all father’s devotion and zeal, without his strictness. Indeed, his piety is of the most genial and cheerful kind. . . . I wish to God I could feel like him.”17

Peter, the second oldest, was unpredictable. The course he took raises questions. Everyone spoke of his potential, but in everything he did, his commitment wavered. His disposition was mild; he was not suited for a tough crowd. It was Peter to whom Washington grew emotionally closest, and that is why his choices matter here. He attended Columbia for three years in the mid-1780s; after dropping out for unknown reasons, he returned and completed a medical degree in 1794. His dissertation on the nature and treatment of influenza was remarkable because few called the contagion by its modern name at this time; most physicians merely isolated the “violent catarrh” that accompanied it. But Peter Irving gave a clear clinical description of the common flu.

He was a physician in name only, as far as anyone can tell. He went by the professional title of “M.D.,” and for a time he kept a pharmacy on Broadway. He felt compelled into political activism, but lacked the thick skin to master it. He tied his fortunes to those of the energetic Aaron Burr, editing Burr’s New York newspaper for as long as Burr needed such a vehicle—and for as long as Burr’s career thrived. Peter did not have William Jr.’s resilience; and so, long before William entered the House of Representatives, he would trade politics for the family business, almost as a last resort, and look to England for opportunity.18

For the moment, politics was unavoidable, and the Irving brothers were in the thick of it. The year 1799, the youngest Irving’s sixteenth year, was pivotal. In New York, and across America, liberal-minded Republicans clashed with old-school Federalists for state and national offices. Vice President Thomas Jefferson threatened to unseat the incumbent president, John Adams. In Manhattan, one of the most curious figures in all of American history, Aaron Burr, undertook to elect a Republican slate of presidential electors and so pave the way for a Jefferson presidency. Burr’s star was rising, and to the Irving brothers who were adept with a pen—William, Peter, and Washington—his success would be good for New York and good for the rising generation.

Burr came from superior stock. He was a graduate of Princeton, and the son of a respected former president of that institution. As New York State  attorney general from 1789 to 1791, and a United States senator after that, he was known for his fresh ideas and his agile mind. The workingmen of New York City eagerly embraced his populist proposals to expand the electorate and to extend bank credit beyond the elite families, and yet Burr was able to maintain cordial relations with prominent Federalists. This made him unusual in a time of bitter partisanship. And threatening to the status quo—the way any free spirit unnerves the power elite.

Then, reports of a sensational murder diverted attention from the single-minded political struggle already under way. In mid-December 1799, as news of George Washington’s death traveled north from Virginia, a sweet, unoffending young woman of marriageable age, the dutiful ward of a Quaker couple, disappeared. It was a season of steady snows, and she was last seen stepping into a sleigh in front of her Greenwich Street boardinghouse. Rescue efforts went forward in the cold.

Only days after she went missing, Gulielma Sands was found at the bottom of a newly constructed well in Lispenard’s meadows. The well provided an alternative source of drinking water to the contaminated Collect and it belonged, coincidentally, to Aaron Burr’s fledgling Manhattan Company. Hauled up from the well just after New Year’s Day, 1800, her pale corpse was put on public display at the insistence of her relatives—who somehow thought that justice would be better served in this grisly manner.

All eyes focused on a lodger at the unfortunate woman’s boardinghouse, her supposed lover, Levi Weeks. He was promptly arrested and taken to the Bridewell prison, on the northern reaches of Broadway, to await trial. The prison was old and dank, but no accused murderer in the early republic was ever so fortunate as Levi Weeks. He had as his defense team New York’s most skilled attorneys: Aaron Burr, Alexander Hamilton, and Henry Brockholst Livingston.

The legal world fixated on the Weeks case. Levi’s brother Ezra, a builder, supplied wooden pipes for Burr’s Manhattan well project, and he was at the same time under contract to construct a new home for Hamilton. It is also possible that the two eldest of the Irving brothers, William Jr. and Peter, knew Ezra through their common activities as Freemasons. Ezra Weeks had political clout in New York.19

Two other Irving brothers, John and Washington, were already a part of the city’s small legal community, and could not but have taken an interest in the case that was on everyone’s lips. Of Levi’s three distinguished counsel, Brockholst Livingston is least known today, but not then. He was the only one with experience as a defense attorney in a murder case, and it was in Livingston’s  office that the eighteen-year-old lawyer-in-training Washington Irving would gain six months’ experience in the year following the Weeks trial. There was no better proving ground for a young man.

Brockholst Livingston, raised amid conflict, was ripe for this case. The son of New Jersey’s wartime governor, he was a man who never shunned political controversy. Throughout the raucous and divisive 1790s, he was an ally of Burr’s and, in the course of all-too-human events, embroiled himself in public shouting matches, once taking on the equally intemperate Alexander Hamilton, his co-counsel in the Weeks case. On a separate occasion, Livingston agreed to serve as the second (chief negotiator for one party in a prospective duel) when the Republican James Nicholson challenged the arch-Federalist Hamilton; as Nicholson’s second Livingston succeeded in preventing an armed confrontation.

But Livingston, a trustee of Columbia College, was known for his volatility at least as much as for his diplomacy. In 1798, a couple of years before the untested Irving went to work for him, he killed one James Jones in a duel—Burr’s stepson having served as his second in that deadly affair. As a published satirist, Livingston had penned a piece for the Republican New York Argus,  which made light of the Federalist agenda. Jones, a merchant, took offense, and confronted Livingston at the Battery, pulling his nose in a traditional gesture of disdain. No gentleman could let such a provocation stand, and Livingston mortally wounded his opponent by putting a bullet in his groin.20

This is all to say that, aside from whatever legal ambition his family might have had for him, Washington Irving grew up in a highly charged political world; he hobnobbed not just with the pen-wielding but also the pistol-wielding men of the founding generation. In such a climate Levi Weeks was tried at Federal Hall (functioning in this instance as City Hall) on Wall Street, in March 1800. Irving was a legal novice, made aware of the activities of Burr, Hamilton, and Livingston by his politically inclined brothers. We have no record of the teenager’s thoughts on this occasion, yet he could not but have paid close attention to the proceedings.

Americans have always loved to fixate on crimes of passion, not to mention a circus-like murder trial. The young and attractive defendant was said to have held his head proudly, as a presumably innocent man would: But were the “thousand rumors” true? Did Levi Weeks callously drown the modest young Quaker, after seducing her, because he did not wish to marry her?

The trial was sensationalized in the press. Weeks’s attorneys suggested that Elma took her own life because she was depressed. Many of those who squeezed into the courtroom remarked on the powerful opening statement  delivered by Aaron Burr, who described his client as “a man of much worth, of mild and amiable manners, and of a very gentle and affectionate disposition.” Burr was known for his keen eyes, and his powers of persuasion as a speaker were perhaps unmatched in his generation.21

Washington Irving knew all this. A few years hence, he would capture Burr’s subtle character for posterity—though he ultimately did less than he could have to rescue Burr’s name. Irving was a part of Burr’s inner circle, drawn in by his older brothers. They were of the mercantile class, but aimed to better themselves through literary production; Burr was from one of colonial America’s most distinguished families, and a war hero to boot. He supported the arts. Since the Irving brothers were trying to establish a name for their family, it made sense to attach themselves to eminent characters. The better one knew Aaron Burr at this time, the more likely he was to know the Irving brothers—they had just set down in the vortex of a political whirlpool.

The trial went through one night and into a second day—an unusual occurrence in the criminal courts of 1800. The defendant with the enviable political connections was found not guilty in the death of Gulielma Sands, though most circumstantial evidence certainly pointed in his direction. The “dream team” of Burr, Hamilton, and Livingston simply overpowered the underdog state prosecutor, Cadwallader Colden. Yet Levi Weeks was a marked man. After his acquittal, he left town because he could not find work in New York. Eventually he turned up in Mississippi Territory, where, like his successful brother before him, he gained local acclaim as a builder.22

The case lingered in the minds of New Yorkers,23 much as melodrama of this kind dominated the literature of 1800. It was not just sensational journalism but a fetishization of the dead that revealed an underlying restlessness among the reading public.24 Irving absorbed this fact, though by the time he came to deal with death and remembrance in his stories, he would communicate a subtler, more intense, more reflective language that linked him with other writers of the budding Romantic age.

But at this point, largely to please his family, he stood at the beginning of a career in the law. It is hard to say precisely what impact Aaron Burr had on him, but for the next several years, Irving could not ignore Burr. More than once, he would find himself face-to-face with this “mysterious” man, long anathematized by history. Burr was more than a tainted official accused and found not guilty of treason in 1807; more than the “murderer of Hamilton.” He was a leading figure in New York (and then national) politics. He was wry and precise and intelligible, and shed an air of quiet confidence. He was no  worse and no better than the glorified founders: He indulged with them in political manipulation and ethically questionable land speculation. To the Irvings, he was a potential patron.

Why, then, has history made so much of his supposed bad morals? As a popular figure in New York politics, Burr found himself caught up in several whisper campaigns, more often than not initiated by the talented (but jealous and ungracious) Alexander Hamilton. Burr turned the other cheek, with rare exceptions, and made little attempt to fight back, until 1804, when Hamilton’s mouth precipitated their famous duel. He would suffer worse press after killing Hamilton, of course, and everything unraveled from there.

History needs villains. Neither Republicans nor Federalists entirely trusted Burr. Thomas Jefferson called him “a crooked gun,” that is to say, unpredictable. But Jefferson was uncomfortable with political independents, and unpredictable does not mean villainous. Burr was a formidable national candidate in 1800, and a trustworthy vice president to Jefferson. Fearful of his chances in future elections, his enemies fashioned him into a villain; an unquestioning posterity followed suit. The truth is that history becomes simplified as time wears on.25

Then as now, the press was extremely influential. The politically vulnerable Burr turned to Dr. Peter Irving to state his case to the public. Peter wished to represent the Burr line in the state assembly and was deeply devoted to Burr’s cause. But as the embattled editor of the Burrite Morning Chronicle he lacked political canniness—and he certainly did not grow rich in the endeavor. He would need his younger brother’s help, more than once, to prop him up. Thus Washington Irving would write in support of Burr’s political chances, and bear witness to Burr’s ultimate political downfall.

The Levi Weeks trial, meanwhile, with its undertones of seduction, violence, and justice denied, remains symbolic not only of the times but of the centrality of the Irving brothers in Manhattan social circles. They knew everyone connected to the high-profile case. They interacted not only with Aaron Burr and Brockholst Livingston, but also with the unsuccessful prosecutor, Cadwallader Colden, a future New York mayor and U.S. congressman. And then there was the ambitious printer-bookseller-attorney David Longworth, compiler of the annual City Directory. Longworth produced the first of three pamphlets on the Weeks case—just hours after the verdict was read. The Irvings knew him familiarly as either “Dark Dave” or “Dusky Davy” when he agreed to publish Salmagundi, a series of sarcastic musings authored pseudonymously by Washington and William Irving and James Kirke Paulding. But that, too, was yet to come.

A second pamphlet on the Weeks trial was authored by William Coleman, a protégé of Hamilton’s, who was shortly to be named editor of the New York  Evening Post, in which capacity he would invite Washington Irving to publish political tracts. Coleman would live to see Irving celebrated as America’s premier man of letters in the columns of the newspaper he began. His pamphlet on the trial was published by John Furman. The sister of an Irving family friend of the same name was to marry John Irving.26

These are all indicators that the Irving brothers’ New York was a fairly intimate place as yet, a place where sharp pens assessed every event and every mood. By the turn of the century, the brothers were testing the political waters and building their social connections.

 

Washington Irving never expressed fondness for the study or practice of law, though for lack of a better opportunity he was destined to remain in the profession for several years more. In 1801, as the eighteen-year-old went to work for Brockholst Livingston, Aaron Burr was elected vice president of the United States amid an upsurge of Republican sentiment. The office was repayment for Burr’s success in seeing New York’s Federalists voted out of office. Then, when Irving was only six months in his employ, Livingston was named to the New York State Supreme Court; after only a short time, President Jefferson would appoint him to the U.S. Supreme Court.

None of this high-level political reshuffling immediately altered the youngest Irving’s prospects. It did, however, show New York’s fluidity: When Brockholst Livingston’s New York office closed, Irving went to work not for another Republican but for a prominent Federalist, Josiah Ogden Hoffman (1766-1837). This changed his life. In Hoffman’s service he would, for the first time, find a real home in the law; meanwhile, brother Peter intensified his advocacy on behalf of Vice President Burr, who now set his sights on the governorship of New York. Washington Irving’s connections kept on tangling: With what political ideology would he finally identify, Hoffman’s Federalism or Peter’s Burrite program?27 Of the Irving brothers, Washington alone described himself as a Federalist. But there were various degrees of Federalist affiliation and various kinds of Republicans.

The Federalist in his life, Josiah Ogden Hoffman, was the same age as Irving’s eldest brother, William, that is, seventeen years his elder. Hoffman had served as attorney general of the state of New York from 1795 to 1802 (after Burr had held the same office). In New York politics, the morals of many a public figure were called into question, not just Burr’s; Irving no doubt knew that  Hoffman had been accused of misusing the power of his office, of taking a bribe to rule in favor of the foreign-controlled Holland Company land venture that served the interests of his Ogden relatives as well as Alexander Hamilton’s land-rich Federalist father-in-law. His reputation did not suffer significantly from the suggestion of unethical favoritism, however.

In 1802, just as Irving came to work at his office, the widower Hoffman married a daughter of the late newspaper editor John Fenno, whose paper, the Gazette of the United States, had been the principal voice of the Hamiltonians in the early 1790s. Certainly Hoffman’s political loyalties lay with the already privileged and powerful. So although Irving remained faithful to his brothers’ interests, he attached himself to Hoffman and his family, appreciating their social and economic prospects. The rough and tumble of popular politicking disagreed with Irving’s temperament; Hoffman’s Federalism seemed to offer a respite from it.

By extrapolating from later statements, one can see that even while writing for Peter’s Burrite newspaper, the Morning Chronicle, Washington Irving was more comfortable, generally, with a mild Federalist view of the world. He looked critically at Jefferson’s commercial philosophy, which theorized an anti-urban, anti-speculative sensibility; and he distrusted the idealistic Jeffersonian design to give the American Everyman political authority equal to that of his traditional social betters. Irving thought that the less educated should yield to their social betters—that was the Federalists’ mantra.28

The Irving brothers’ livelihood owed much to their humorless father’s determined commercial enterprise, and several of the siblings, including Washington, would assiduously attend to it over the years. They therefore trusted Burr more than they trusted the agrarian populist Jefferson. If the youngest Irving was a Hoffman Federalist, he was not uncomfortable with the character of Aaron Burr, Republican. Burr was sensitive to a range of New York interests. The institution he founded as the Manhattan Company would eventually be known as the Chase Manhattan Bank.

The balance that Washington Irving maintained (to be both Burrite and Federalist) was possible because there was no singular Republican national platform. New York Republicans were a more diverse lot than, say, the Virginia (Jeffersonian) Republicans. New York political alliances were based upon an identification with one of a few dominant family networks—principally the Clintons and the Livingstons. Both of these families flirted with the Jeffersonians while significantly refusing to burn their bridges to the New York Federalists. The Burrites were different from the land-based Clintons and the old money Livingstons: For one, they were a scrappier lot.  This is how William and Peter Irving so easily identified with them. Burrites negotiated with the Clinton and Livingston clans and their patroon allies without subordinating themselves to one or another of the families. They were independent.

After 1800, the Clinton people became closely associated with Jefferson. And so, even as Jefferson’s first-term vice president, Burr received no favored treatment—indeed, Jefferson restricted Burr’s power. One likely explanation for the president’s behavior is that he had reason to fear that Burr’s popularity might hurt the chances of his handpicked successor, fellow Virginian James Madison. As further evidence of this, Burr was replaced on the national ticket in 1805 with George Clinton, a much older man, and never much of a political philosopher, whose best days were behind him.

Thus, even though he was an established attorney, and adept at glad-handing the voters of Albany as well as Manhattan, Aaron Burr was still something of an underdog in national politics. This made him attractive to such enterprising nonconformists as Andrew Jackson of Tennessee. And again, as a connoisseur of literature and a patron of the arts, Burr suited the Irvings’ taste.

Washington Irving, law clerk, walked a fine line. He liked the society of interesting men. Politics was bringing him in touch with some of New York’s most interesting, Federalist and Republican. He knew whom he liked, individually, more than he had a strong party identification. He tolerated (perhaps even admired) Burr more than he approved of Republican Party principles. He preferred the Federalists’ notion that good government did not require pandering to the mythic “people”—but he did not run from Burr’s republicanism and stand up for all-out Federalist snobbery. Simply put, he gravitated to people of substance.29

The point to be made is that, while still in his teens, Washington Irving had formed a political personality distinct from that of his Democratic-Republican brothers.30 He showed conviction. He would write in support of Burr, and no one would have to twist his arm; but the better model for his political temperament was his new employer, Josiah Ogden Hoffman, who entered Irving’s life in 1802.

Like those who preceded him in evaluating young Irving’s scholarly worth, Hoffman was apparently less impressed with his brainpower than with his personal amiability. And Hoffman’s new wife, Maria, fifteen years younger than her lawyer husband and only two years older than Irving, appreciated the good humor of the outgoing nineteen-year-old, a sentiment entirely reciprocated.  Not long after the Morning Chronicle began its publication, Washington Irving was writing in its pages pseudonymously as “Jonathan Oldstyle,” an individual torn between Republican aspirations and Federalist vanity.

Between November 1802 and April 1803, Oldstyle contributed nine pieces. This was the first public collaboration of the two brothers, Peter and Washington, who would grow interdependent as time went on. In letters of later years, Washington would never mention Peter’s name without some recollection of their sympathetic understanding of each other or their common labors; it was always “my dear, dear brother Peter,” “the companion of my thoughts,” or “bosom friend.” At a slightly younger age in colonial Boston, Benjamin Franklin had labored as an apprentice at his older brother’s newspaper; here he composed his marvelously piquant, pseudonymously authored “Silence Dogood” essays, in which he dangerously dissected language and as dangerously preached tolerance. The difference between Franklin and Irving was that James Franklin was notably jealous of his brother’s talent, obliging Ben to flee to Philadelphia, whereas Peter and Washington were mutually supportive. The apprentice had all the freedom he wanted or needed right at home.31

As Jonathan Oldstyle, Irving deliberately adopted a Federalist-sounding  nom de plume. One year earlier, Joseph Dennie’s Federalist-leaning Port Folio had introduced “Oliver Oldschool,” whose demeanor was somewhat pedantic—Irving was playfully piggybacking on Dennie’s persona. The noted playwright William Dunlap (a Jefferson partisan) had named one of his characters “Major Oldstyle” in a piece performed in 1801, with which Irving was also unquestionably familiar.

Irving’s Oldstyle was also meant to be read another way, as a throwback to the famed Spectator essays of the early eighteenth century. Spectator was the work of a pair of Oxford-educated literary entertainers, Joseph Addison and Richard Steele, whose “old” style still echoed with a vibrancy and a vitality that time had not impaired. From 1711 to 1714, more than six hundred Spectator essays were published. The American founders had honored Addison and Steele for their elegance of thought and pertinacious wit; even after the founding era, every young man of substance read them.

As a quaint, provincial theater critic, Oldstyle remarked on every facet of New York culture that came to mind. Irving knew early, just as Benjamin Franklin had as “Silence Dogood,” that “fashion” masked insecurity, and that something stylish could fall out of favor and become absurd. Manhattan’s  Park Theater had opened in 1798, at a cost of $130,000, on Park Row, near where a new City Hall was shortly to be built. The four surrounding acres were planted with elms, willows, catalpas, and young poplars. Seven arched doorways led inside. Identifying himself as an “uninterested spectator,” Irving’s ready critic wondered aloud whether there was ever a time when people did not take themselves too seriously. Gentlemen with powdered hair had, until late, dressed for the theater in “an air of the greatest spruceness and tightness.” Then, out of the blue, the male of the species transformed itself, now assuming an air of “the most studied carelessness.” He was “lounging along the streets in the most apparent listlessness and vacuity of thought.” Minding this creature was the New York “belle,” who, strapped into her proper clothes, resembled “a walking bottle.” It was she who was obliged to “undergo the fatigue of dragging along this sluggish animal”—the “modern beau”—to the theater. Irving was nudging those who he thought were in on the joke, in effect asking, “Who might we be, after we shed our good manners and drop our pretended courtesies?”32

That taste for irony was in Spectator, too. Number 17 begins: “Since our persons are not of our own making, when they are such as appear defective or uncomely, it is, methinks, an honest and laudable fortitude to dare to be ugly.”33 For young Irving, theatergoers were an easy group to caricature, as they had been for Spectator’s narrator, who defined himself quintessentially as a member of an audience, watching a play.

New Yorkers were taking their places in a new kind of society, an adaptable republican society in which everyone was seeking to fashion his or her own brand of respectability. Liberated ladies and gentlemen put on airs, testing new forms of behavior in the new republic. In contrast, there was the democratic gallery, paying less and demanding more from the experience—and behaving rudely. Irving used his debut as a critic to mock them all.34

As for “Jonathan” Oldstyle, he was kin to the “Brother Jonathan” of Revolution-era cartoons, who symbolized the New World’s untutored white male, and who was, therefore, American through and through. Jonathan was the youthful ancestor of Uncle Sam, a father figure yet to be born; but unlike the large, outward-looking Sam, Jonathan was a simple countryman who, when he stood before the erudition of the Old World, could be construed as an embarrassment.

Irving’s Jonathan was a newcomer to the theater, overwhelmed by city life. In one essay, a naïve Jonathan-type confesses as much to Oldstyle, leading Irving’s narrator to explain: “Bye the bye, my honest friend was much puzzled about the curtain itself. He wanted to know why that carpet was hung up in  the theatre? I assured him it was no carpet, but a very fine curtain.” The same fellow’s attention is diverted by a copious quantity of “candle-grease” dripping from the chandelier; it soils his clothes, that is, his “bran-new” coat, Irving tells us, supplying the dialect of poor Jonathan.35

Irving-as-Oldstyle took aim at the gallery, which was monitored by constables. From the cheap seats, he wrote, the noises were “somewhat similar to that which prevailed in Noah’s ark.” Whistling and verbal outbursts were succeeded by “a discharge of apples, nuts & ginger-bread, on the heads of the honest folks in the pit.” He himself claimed to have been “saluted aside my head with a rotten pippin.” The gentleman beside him urged composure, only to be pelted himself, and still he “bore the blow like a philosopher.” A “sharp-faced Frenchman, dress’d in a white coat and small cock’d hat,” was less patient, and “jumped upon his seat, shook his fist at the gallery, and swore violently in bad English.”

“I find there is no play, however poor or ridiculous from which I cannot derive some entertainment,” Irving opened his comic review of The Tripolitan Prize, a drama taken from current events. The Jefferson administration was involved in a limited naval war with Tripoli to defend American shipping in the Mediterranean. Just as the on again, off again war itself dragged on, Irving the spectator had to wait, too long, he felt, for the appearance onstage of anyone resembling a fierce North African pirate. Each time a stage direction was given—some bustling backstage, or a roaring thunderstorm—he expected to see that nasty, bewhiskered terrorist appear before him; but instead, invariably, some “pretty behaved young gentry” came on, “a party of village masters and misses taking a walk for exercise.” When the battle was at last engaged, there was too much “decency and decorum” for his taste, and the Tripolitan “very politely gave in—as it would be indecent to conquer in the face of an American audience.”36

Irving’s nine short essays in his brother’s newspaper mostly dealt with the theater scene and reflected the general excitement over the pricey Park Theater. Despite the outlay in building it, the most expensive seat cost fifty cents, making Irving’s varied social commentary possible. His critical ploy was to draw extreme comparisons; yet there was no militancy about him. The blow never smarted. His primary purpose was to deliver good-natured fun.

He loved attending performances at the Park, and his romance with the theater would flourish as the years went by.37 If he carried himself with a condescending air at this point, the pose was expected of a self-satisfied theater critic (or, for that matter, a dandified nineteen-year-old trying to hide his youth). Anticipating for a moment a more advanced Irving style, what we see  already is a taste for burlesque. He wants to make trouble, and he wants it to feel good.38

He had hardly had time to develop an original style: “Jonathan Oldstyle” was awfully close to Spectator, but it was hard not to emulate brilliance. The attention to history, geography, and manners, a narrator who laughs off his own modest origins—many besides Irving learned their technique from Addison and Steele.39 None of this detracts from the character of Irving’s prose. The eighteenth century was not concerned with originality in the sense that the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were. Neither Franklin nor Irving was seeking to establish himself as an “original” when each started writing for the public. All writers routinely discoursed on body and soul, mind and spirit, and eccentric behavior, whether directly or parenthetically. They wrote to please an audience, but also put that audience off balance, for effect. What distinguished a good writer, or a popular wit, from the mass of writers was the ability to forge a smooth, convivial style, or what the mid-eighteenth century’s preeminent rhetorician Hugh Blair called “perspicuity of language” arising from “native genius.” Irving understood the game.40

 

At this point, Washington Irving could not but define himself by his affiliations. His crowd was a book crowd as well as a theater crowd. They met at various places, often in a tavern, to mix words. Theirs was an old Anglo-American institution: a club. Again, the prototype belongs to Spectator, which described the idiosyncrasies of friends and acquaintances amid the raillery and ultimate solidarity of those who belonged to literary clubs. The next phase of Irving’s career as an author would require collaboration. “Jonathan Oldstyle” was a first attempt; he needed his peers to help him along.

It was Addison who wrote of “those little nocturnal assemblies, which are commonly known by the name of Clubs.” He described the self-selected fraternities as innocent, unproductive, and irresistible. The clubs that flourished in the first decade of the eighteenth century in England had such names as the “Hum-drum club” (“made up of very honest gentlemen, of peaceable dispositions, that used to sit together, smoke their pipes, and say nothing, till midnight”).41 Benjamin Franklin began his climb to respectability in Philadelphia in 1727-1728 by forming the Junto, a cooperative of sorts, in which friends met, ordinarily at a tavern, to take up topics of common interest. They downed moral philosophy, or discussed the design of nature, in company with wine. On the eve of the American Revolution, while serving in London as the agent of several colonies, the by now world-famous Dr. Franklin frequented  various distinguished clubs, philosophizing, lifting glasses, and singing. The fellowship he imbibed among the ingenious crowd at the Thursday evening “Club of Honest Whigs” in the early 1770s reminded him that the “friends of liberty” enjoyed enlightened support abroad.42

The club tradition was very much alive in Irving’s New York. From the time he was in grammar school, his brothers William, Peter, and John were, as already noted, active members of the Calliopean Society, named after the Greek muse of the heroic epic. That club, founded on the eve of George Washington’s presidency, would still exist in 1830, when Pierre M. Irving became a member. The Federalist newspaper editor and student of the American language Noah Webster, and the early republic’s most enthusiastic supporter of the theater, William Dunlap, were members of the Philological Society, begun in 1788, which seems to have merged into the Friendly Club in the early 1790s. At one point, Josiah Ogden Hoffman served as the Philological Society’s president.

A sense of literary community sustained the maturing intellects of Irving’s New York, young men born too late to partake of Revolutionary glory and requiring some civil means of contributing to republican society. Before there was a national literature to adhere to, and a lucrative market for their productions, they were drawn to one another, and Irving was drawn to them. He did not have the advantages of his older brothers—he did not attend Columbia. But he was already a recognized talent: Club culture, with its ever-growing lending libraries and friendly, often humor-filled, debates, promised to sustain him. The wits who preceded Irving in the literary club scene were all reared on eighteenth-century models: Laurence Sterne, Oliver Goldsmith, and Alexander Pope, in addition to Spectator. Irving’s brothers, and Paulding, led him to soak up the works of these same authors, and he would one day be among those who helped Sterne and Goldsmith, though perhaps not the older Pope, remain relevant to the Anglo-American scene decades after the height of their popularity.43

 

What “Jonathan Oldstyle” showed was Washington Irving’s audacity. One might say that he was prematurely self-confident as a writer. He was not the most studious of the Irving brothers, as he would have agreed. But he was, early on, and with a less regular education, able to exceed whatever creative genius his older brothers might have possessed. He followed their example, profited from their connections, and before long established himself as their lead writer. The family cohered.

He belonged to a politically engaged family, yet at twenty, Washington Irving cannot be associated with a theory of politics, either Federalist or Republican. Both parties demanded a kind of enthusiasm for the “sport” of politics that he could not muster. But when it came to the “sport” of language, he took a sanguine approach. We need only contrast Joseph Dennie, as “Oliver Oldschool,” who was a hardcore Federalist and who broadly condemned the destabilizing effect of popular speech on a proper English language.44 Irving, younger and no killjoy, and far from desiring a leveling democracy, was not above capitalizing on (or lowercasing) the linguistic novelties he could draw from his middle-class surroundings. He accepted the mutability of language as a good thing.
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