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Washington Irving – A Biographical Primer
 
 
 
Washington Irving  (1783-1859), American man of letters,
was born at New York on the 3rd of April 1783. Both his
parents were immigrants from Great Britain, his father,
originally an officer in the merchant service, but at the time
of Irving's birth a considerable merchant, having come
from the Orkneys, and his mother from Falmouth. Irving
was intended for the legal profession, but his studies were
interrupted by an illness necessitating a voyage to Europe,
in the course of which he proceeded as far as Rome, and
made the acquaintance of Washington Allston. He was
called to the bar upon his return, but made little effort to
practice, preferring to amuse himself with literary
ventures. The first of these of any importance, a satirical
miscellany entitled Salmagundi, or the Whim-Whams and
Opinions of Launcelot Langstaff and others, written in
conjunction with his brother William and J. K. Paulding,
gave ample proof of his talents as a humorist. These were
still more conspicuously displayed in his next attempt, A
History of New York from the Beginning of the World to the
End of the Dutch Dynasty, by “Diedrich Knickerbocker” (2
vols., New York, 1809). The satire of Salmagundi had been
principally local, and the original design of
“Knickerbocker's” History was only to burlesque a



pretentious disquisition on the history of the city in a
guidebook by Dr Samuel Mitchell. The idea expanded as
Irving proceeded, and he ended by not merely satirizing the
pedantry of local antiquaries, but by creating a distinct
literary type out of the solid Dutch burgher whose phlegm
had long been an object of ridicule to the mercurial
Americans. Though far from the most finished of Irving's
productions, “Knickerbocker” manifests the most original
power, and is the most genuinely national in its quaintness
and drollery. The very tardiness and prolixity of the story
are skillfully made to heighten the humorous effect.
 
Upon the death of his father, Irving had become a sleeping
partner in his brother's commercial house, a branch of
which was established at Liverpool. This, combined with
the restoration of peace, induced him to visit England in
1815, when he found the stability of the firm seriously
compromised. After some years of ineffectual struggle it
became bankrupt. This misfortune compelled Irving to
resume his pen as a means of subsistence. His reputation
had preceded him to England, and the curiosity naturally
excited by the then unwonted apparition of a successful
American author procured him admission into the highest
literary circles, where his popularity was ensured by his
amiable temper and polished manners. As an American,
moreover, he stood aloof from the political and literary
disputes which then divided England. Campbell, Jeffrey,
Moore, Scott, were counted among his friends, and the last-
named zealously recommended him to the publisher
Murray, who, after at first refusing, consented (1820) to
bring out The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (7
pts., New York, 1819-1820). The most interesting part of
this work is the description of an English Christmas, which
displays a delicate humor not unworthy of the writer's
evident model Addison. Some stories and sketches on
American themes contribute to give it variety; of these Rip



van Winkle is the most remarkable. It speedily obtained the
greatest success on both sides of the Atlantic. Bracebridge
Hall, or the Humourists (2 vols., New York), a work purely
English in subject, followed in 1822, and showed to what
account the American observer had turned his experience
of English country life. The humor is, nevertheless, much
more English than American. Tales of a Traveller (4 pts.)
appeared in 1824 at Philadelphia, and Irving, now in
comfortable circumstances, determined to enlarge his
sphere of observation by a journey on the continent. After a
long course of travel he settled down at Madrid in the
house of the American consul Rich. His intention at the
time was to translate the Coleccion de los Viajes y
Descubrimientos (Madrid, 1825-1837) of Martin Fernandez
de Navarrete; finding, however, that this was rather a
collection of valuable materials than a systematic
biography, he determined to compose a biography of his
own by its assistance, supplemented by independent
researches in the Spanish archives. His History of the Life
and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (London, 4 vols.)
appeared in 1828, and obtained a merited success. The
Voyages and Discoveries of the Companions of Columbus
(Philadelphia, 1831) followed; and a prolonged residence in
the south of Spain gave Irving materials for two highly
picturesque books, A Chronicle of the Conquest of Granada
from the MSS. of [an imaginary] Fray Antonio Agapida (2
vols., Philadelphia, 1829), and The Alhambra: a series of
tales and sketches of the Moors and Spaniards (2 vols.,
Philadelphia, 1832). Previous to their appearance he had
been appointed secretary to the embassy at London, an
office as purely complimentary to his literary ability as the
legal degree which he about the same time received from
the university of Oxford.
 
Returning to the United States in 1832, after seventeen
years' absence, he found his name a household word, and



himself universally honored as the first American who had
won for his country recognition on equal terms in the
literary republic. After the rush of fêtes and public
compliments had subsided, he undertook a tour in the
western prairies, and returning to the neighborhood of
New York built for himself a delightful retreat on the
Hudson, to which he gave the name of “Sunnyside.” His
acquaintance with the New York millionaire John Jacob
Astor prompted his next important work — Astoria (2 vols.,
Philadelphia, 1836), a history of the fur-trading settlement
founded by Astor in Oregon, deduced with singular literary
ability from dry commercial records, and, without labored
attempts at word-painting, evincing a remarkable faculty
for bringing scenes and incidents vividly before the eye.
The Adventures of Captain Bonneville (London and
Philadelphia, 1837), based upon the unpublished memoirs
of a veteran explorer, was another work of the same class.
In 1842 Irving was appointed ambassador to Spain. He
spent four years in the country, without this time turning
his residence to literary account; and it was not until two
years after his return that Forster's life of Goldsmith, by
reminding him of a slight essay of his own which he now
thought too imperfect by comparison to be included among
his collected writings, stimulated him to the production of
his Life of Oliver Goldsmith, with Selections from his
Writings (2 vols., New York, 1849). Without pretensions to
original research, the book displays an admirable talent for
employing existing material to the best effect. The same
may be said of The Lives of Mahomet and his Successors
(New York, 2 vols., 1840-1850). Here as elsewhere Irving
correctly discriminated the biographer's province from the
historian's, and leaving the philosophical investigation of
cause and effect to writers of Gibbon's caliber, applied
himself to represent the picturesque features of the age as
embodied in the actions and utterances of its most
characteristic representatives. His last days were devoted



to his Life of George Washington (5 vols., 1855-1859, New
York and London), undertaken in an enthusiastic spirit, but
which the author found exhausting and his readers tame.
His genius required a more poetical theme, and indeed the
biographer of Washington must be at least a potential
soldier and statesman. Irving just lived to complete this
work, dying of heart disease at Sunnyside, on the 28th of
November 1859.
 
Although one of the chief ornaments of American literature,
Irving is not characteristically American. But he is one of
the few authors of his period who really manifest traces of
a vein of national peculiarity which might under other
circumstances have been productive. “Knickerbocker's”
History of New York, although the air of mock solemnity
which constitutes the staple of its humor is peculiar to no
literature, manifests nevertheless a power of reproducing a
distinct national type. Had circumstances taken Irving to
the West, and placed him amid a society teeming with
quaint and genial eccentricity, he might possibly have been
the first Western humorist, and his humor might have
gained in depth and richness. In England, on the other
hand, everything encouraged his natural fastidiousness; he
became a refined writer, but by no means a robust one. His
biographies bear the stamp of genuine artistic intelligence,
equally remote from compilation and disquisition. In
execution they are almost faultless; the narrative is easy,
the style pellucid, and the writer's judgment nearly always
in accordance with the general verdict of history. Without
ostentation or affectation, he was exquisite in all things, a
mirror of loyalty, courtesy and good taste in all his literary
connexions, and exemplary in all the relations of domestic
life. He never married, remaining true to the memory of an
early attachment blighted by death.
 



The principal edition of Irving' s works is the “Geoffrey Crayon,” published at
New York in 1880 in 26 vols. His Life and Letters was published by his nephew
Pierre M. Irving (London, 1862-1864, 4 vols.; German abridgment by Adolf
Laun, Berlin, 1870, 2 vols.) There is a good deal of miscellaneous information in
a compilation entitled Irvingiana (New York, 1860); and W. C. Bryant's
memorial oration, though somewhat too uniformly laudatory, may be consulted
with advantage. It was republished in Studies of Irvine (1880) along with C.
Dudley Warner's introduction to the “Geoffrey Crayon” edition, and Mr. G. P.
Putnam's personal reminiscences of Irving, which originally appeared in the
Atlantic Monthly. See also Washington Irving (1881), by C. D. Warner, in the
“American Men of Letters” series; H. R. Haweis, American Humourists
(London, 1883).
 
 
 
 
Life Of Oliver Goldsmith
 
 
PREFACE
 
In the course of a revised edition of my works I have come
to a biographical sketch of Goldsmith, published several
years since. It was written hastily, as introductory to a
selection from his writings; and, though the facts contained
in it were collected from various sources, I was chiefly
indebted for them to the voluminous work of Mr. James
Prior, who had collected and collated the most minute
particulars of the poet's history with unwearied research
and scrupulous fidelity; but had rendered them, as I
thought, in a form too cumbrous and overlaid with details
and disquisitions, and matters uninteresting to the general
reader.
 
When I was about of late to revise my biographical sketch,
preparatory to republication, a volume was put into my
hands, recently given to the public by Mr. John Forster, of
the Inner Temple, who, likewise availing himself of the



labors of the indefatigable Prior, and of a few new lights
since evolved, has produced a biography of the poet,
executed with a spirit, a feeling, a grace and an eloquence,
that leave nothing to be desired. Indeed it would have been
presumption in me to undertake the subject after it had
been thus felicitously treated, did I not stand committed by
my previous sketch. That sketch now appeared too meager
and insufficient to satisfy public demand; yet it had to take
its place in the revised series of my works unless something
more satisfactory could be substituted. Under these
circumstances I have again taken up the subject, and gone
into it with more fullness than formerly, omitting none of
the facts which I considered illustrative of the life and
character of the poet, and giving them in as graphic a style
as I could command. Still the hurried manner in which I
have had to do this amid the pressure of other claims on my
attention, and with the press dogging at my heels, has
prevented me from giving some parts of the subject the
thorough handling I could have wished. Those who would
like to see it treated still more at large, with the addition of
critical disquisitions and the advantage of collateral facts,
would do well to refer themselves to Mr. Prior's
circumstantial volumes, or to the elegant and discursive
pages of Mr. Forster.
 
For my own part, I can only regret my shortcomings in
what to me is a labor of love; for it is a tribute of gratitude
to the memory of an author whose writings were the
delight of my childhood, and have been a source of
enjoyment to me throughout life; and to whom, of all
others, I may address the beautiful apostrophe of Dante to
Virgil:
 
 "Tu se' lo mio maestro, e 'l mio autore:
  Tu se' solo colui, da cu, io tolsi
  Lo bello stile, che m' ha fato onore."



 
W.I.
 
SUNNYSIDE, Aug. 1, 1849.
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
BIRTH AND PARENTAGE—CHARACTERISTICS OF
THE GOLDSMITH RACE—POETICAL BIRTHPLACE—
GOBLIN HOUSE—SCENES OF BOYHOOD—LISSOY—
PICTURE OF A COUNTRY PARSON—GOLDSMITH'S
SCHOOLMISTRESS—BYRNE, THE VILLAGE
SCHOOLMASTER —GOLDSMITH'S HORNPIPE AND
EPIGRAM—UNCLE CONTARINE—SCHOOL STUDIES
AND SCHOOL SPORTS—MISTAKES OF A NIGHT
 
There are few writers for whom the reader feels such
personal kindness as for Oliver Goldsmith, for few have so
eminently possessed the magic gift of identifying
themselves with their writings. We read his character in
every page, and grow into familiar intimacy with him as we
read. The artless benevolence that beams throughout his
works; the whimsical, yet amiable views of human life and
human nature; the unforced humor, blending so happily
with good feeling and good sense, and singularly dashed at
times with a pleasing melancholy; even the very nature of
his mellow, and flowing, and softly-tinted style, all seem to
bespeak his moral as well as his intellectual qualities, and
make us love the man at the same time that we admire the
author. While the productions of writers of loftier
pretension and more sounding names are suffered to
moulder on our shelves, those of Goldsmith are cherished
and laid in our bosoms. We do not quote them with
ostentation, but they mingle with our minds, sweeten our



tempers, and harmonize our thoughts; they put us in good
humor with ourselves and with the world, and in so doing
they make us happier and better men.
 
An acquaintance with the private biography of Goldsmith
lets us into the secret of his gifted pages. We there discover
them to be little more than transcripts of his own heart and
picturings of his fortunes. There he shows himself the same
kind, artless, good-humored, excursive, sensible, whimsical,
intelligent being that he appears in his writings. Scarcely
an adventure or character is given in his works that may
not be traced to his own party-colored story. Many of his
most ludicrous scenes and ridiculous incidents have been
drawn from his own blunders and mischances, and he
seems really to have been buffeted into almost every maxim
imparted by him for the instruction of his reader.
 
Oliver Goldsmith was born on the 10th of November, 1728,
at the hamlet of Pallas, or Pallasmore, county of Longford,
in Ireland. He sprang from a respectable, but by no means
a thrifty stock. Some families seem to inherit kindliness and
incompetency, and to hand down virtue and poverty from
generation to generation. Such was the case with the
Goldsmiths. "They were always," according to their own
accounts, "a strange family; they rarely acted like other
people; their hearts were in the right place, but their heads
seemed to be doing anything but what they ought."—"They
were remarkable," says another statement, "for their
worth, but of no cleverness in the ways of the world."
Oliver Goldsmith will be found faithfully to inherit the
virtues and weaknesses of his race.
 
His father, the Rev. Charles Goldsmith, with hereditary
improvidence, married when very young and very poor, and
starved along for several years on a small country curacy
and the assistance of his wife's friends. His whole income,



eked out by the produce of some fields which he farmed,
and of some occasional duties performed for his wife's
uncle, the rector of an adjoining parish, did not exceed
forty pounds.
 
"And passing rich with forty pounds a year."
 
He inhabited an old, half rustic mansion that stood on a
rising ground in a rough, lonely part of the country,
overlooking a low tract occasionally flooded by the river
Inny. In this house Goldsmith was born, and it was a
birthplace worthy of a poet; for, by all accounts, it was
haunted ground. A tradition handed down among the
neighboring peasantry states that, in after years, the house,
remaining for some time untenanted, went to decay, the
roof fell in, and it became so lonely and forlorn as to be a
resort for the "good people" or fairies, who in Ireland are
supposed to delight in old, crazy, deserted mansions for
their midnight revels. All attempts to repair it were in vain;
the fairies battled stoutly to maintain possession. A huge
misshapen hobgoblin used to bestride the house every
evening with an immense pair of jack-boots, which, in his
efforts at hard riding, he would thrust through the roof,
kicking to pieces all the work of the preceding day. The
house was therefore left to its fate, and went to ruin.
 
Such is the popular tradition about Goldsmith's birthplace.
About two years after his birth a change came over the
circumstances of his father. By the death of his wife's uncle
he succeeded to the rectory of Kilkenny West; and,
abandoning the old goblin mansion, he removed to Lissoy,
in the county of Westmeath, where he occupied a farm of
seventy acres, situated on the skirts of that pretty little
village.
 



This was the scene of Goldsmith's boyhood, the little world
whence he drew many of those pictures, rural and
domestic, whimsical and touching, which abound
throughout his works, and which appeal so eloquently both
to the fancy and the heart. Lissoy is confidently cited as the
original of his "Auburn" in the Deserted Village; his father's
establishment, a mixture of farm and parsonage, furnished
hints, it is said, for the rural economy of the Vicar of
Wakefield; and his father himself, with his learned
simplicity, his guileless wisdom, his amiable piety, and utter
ignorance of the world, has been exquisitely portrayed in
the worthy Dr. Primrose. Let us pause for a moment, and
draw from Goldsmith's writings one or two of those
pictures which, under feigned names, represent his father
and his family, and the happy fireside of his childish days.
 
"My father," says the "Man in Black," who, in some
respects, is a counterpart of Goldsmith himself, "my father,
the younger son of a good family, was possessed of a small
living in the church. His education was above his fortune,
and his generosity greater than his education. Poor as he
was, he had his flatterers poorer than himself; for every
dinner he gave them, they returned him an equivalent in
praise; and this was all he wanted. The same ambition that
actuates a monarch at the head of his army influenced my
father at the head of his table: he told the story of the ivy-
tree, and that was laughed at; he repeated the jest of the
two scholars and one pair of breeches, and the company
laughed at that; but the story of Taffy in the sedan chair
was sure to set the table in a roar. Thus his pleasure
increased in proportion to the pleasure he gave; he loved
all the world, and he fancied all the world loved him.
 
"As his fortune was but small, he lived up to the very extent
of it; he had no intention of leaving his children money, for
that was dross; he resolved they should have learning, for



learning, he used to observe, was better than silver or gold.
For this purpose he undertook to instruct us himself, and
took as much care to form our morals as to improve our
understanding. We were told that universal benevolence
was what first cemented society; we were taught to
consider all the wants of mankind as our own; to regard the
human face divine with affection and esteem; he wound us
up to be mere machines of pity, and rendered us incapable
of withstanding the slightest impulse made either by real or
fictitious distress. In a word, we were perfectly instructed
in the art of giving away thousands before we were taught
the necessary qualifications of getting a farthing."
 
In the Deserted Village we have another picture of his
father and his father's fireside:
 
  "His house was known to all the vagrant train,
  He chid their wanderings, but relieved their pain;
  The long-remembered beggar was his guest,
  Whose beard, descending, swept his aged breast;
  The ruin'd spendthrift, now no longer proud
  Claim'd kindred there, and had his claims allow'd;
  The broken soldier, kindly bade to stay.
  Sat by his fire, and talk'd the night away;
  Wept o'er his wounds, or tales of sorrow done,
  Shoulder'd his crutch, and show'd how fields were won.
  Pleased with his guests, the good man learned to glow
  And quite forgot their vices in their woe;
  Careless their merits or their faults to scan,
  His pity gave ere charity began."
 
The family of the worthy pastor consisted of five sons and
three daughters. Henry, the eldest, was the good man's
pride and hope, and he tasked his slender means to the
utmost in educating him for a learned and distinguished
career. Oliver was the second son, and seven years younger



than Henry, who was the guide and protector of his
childhood, and to whom he was most tenderly attached
throughout life.
 
Oliver's education began when he was about three years
old; that is to say, he was gathered under the wings of one
of those good old motherly dames, found in every village,
who cluck together the whole callow brood of the
neighborhood, to teach them their letters and keep them
out of harm's way. Mistress Elizabeth Delap, for that was
her name, flourished in this capacity for upward of fifty
years, and it was the pride and boast of her declining days,
when nearly ninety years of age, that she was the first that
had put a book (doubtless a hornbook) into Goldsmith's
hands. Apparently he did not much profit by it, for she
confessed he was one of the dullest boys she had ever dealt
with, insomuch that she had sometimes doubted whether it
was possible to make anything of him: a common case with
imaginative children, who are apt to be beguiled from the
dry abstractions of elementary study by the picturings of
the fancy.
 
At six years of age he passed into the hands of the village
schoolmaster, one Thomas (or, as he was commonly and
irreverently named, Paddy) Byrne, a capital tutor for a
poet. He had been educated for a pedagogue, but had
enlisted in the army, served abroad during the wars of
Queen Anne's time, and risen to the rank of quartermaster
of a regiment in Spain. At the return of peace, having no
longer exercise for the sword, he resumed the ferule, and
drilled the urchin populace of Lissoy. Goldsmith is supposed
to have had him and his school in view in the following
sketch in his Deserted Village:
 
  "Beside yon straggling fence that skirts the way,
  With blossom'd furze unprofitably gay,



  There, in his noisy mansion, skill'd to rule,
  The village master taught his little school;
  A man severe he was, and stern to view,
  I knew him well, and every truant knew:
  Well had the boding tremblers learned to trace
  The day's disasters in his morning face;
  Full well they laugh'd with counterfeited glee
  At all his jokes, for many a joke had he;
  Full well the busy whisper circling round,
  Convey'd the dismal tidings when he frown'd:
  Yet he was kind, or, if severe in aught,
  The love he bore to learning was in fault;
  The village all declared how much he knew,
  'Twas certain he could write and cipher too;
  Lands he could measure, terms and tides presage,
  And e'en the story ran that he could gauge:
  In arguing, too, the parson own'd his skill,
  For, e'en though vanquished, he could argue still;
  While words of learned length and thund'ring sound
  Amazed the gazing rustics ranged around—
  And still they gazed, and still the wonder grew,
  That one small head could carry all he knew."
 
There are certain whimsical traits in the character of
Byrne, not given in the foregoing sketch. He was fond of
talking of his vagabond wanderings in foreign lands, and
had brought with him from the wars a world of
campaigning stories, of which he was generally the hero,
and which he would deal forth to his wondering scholars
when he ought to have been teaching them their lessons.
These travelers' tales had a powerful effect upon the vivid
imagination of Goldsmith, and awakened an unconquerable
passion for wandering and seeking adventure.
 
Byrne was, moreover, of a romantic vein, and exceedingly
superstitious. He was deeply versed in the fairy



superstitions which abound in Ireland, all which he
professed implicitly to believe. Under his tuition Goldsmith
soon became almost as great a proficient in fairy lore. From
this branch of good-for-nothing knowledge, his studies, by
an easy transition, extended to the histories of robbers,
pirates, smugglers, and the whole race of Irish rogues and
rapparees. Everything, in short, that savored of romance,
fable, and adventure was congenial to his poetic mind, and
took instant root there; but the slow plants of useful
knowledge were apt to be overrun, if not choked, by the
weeds of his quick imagination.
 
Another trait of his motley preceptor, Byrne, was a
disposition to dabble in poetry, and this likewise was
caught by his pupil. Before he was eight years old
Goldsmith had contracted a habit of scribbling verses on
small scraps of paper, which, in a little while, he would
throw into the fire. A few of these sybilline leaves, however,
were rescued from the flames and conveyed to his mother.
The good woman read them with a mother's delight, and
saw at once that her son was a genius and a poet. From
that time she beset her husband with solicitations to give
the boy an education suitable to his talents. The worthy
man was already straitened by the costs of instruction of
his eldest son Henry, and had intended to bring his second
son up to a trade; but the mother would listen to no such
thing; as usual, her influence prevailed, and Oliver, instead
of being instructed in some humble but cheerful and
gainful handicraft, was devoted to poverty and the Muse.
 
A severe attack of the small-pox caused him to be taken
from under the care of his story-telling preceptor, Byrne.
His malady had nearly proved fatal, and his face remained
pitted through life. On his recovery he was placed under
the charge of the Rev. Mr. Griffin, schoolmaster of Elphin,
in Roscommon, and became an inmate in the house of his



uncle, John Goldsmith, Esq., of Ballyoughter, in that
vicinity. He now entered upon studies of a higher order, but
without making any uncommon progress. Still a careless,
easy facility of disposition, an amusing eccentricity of
manners, and a vein of quiet and peculiar humor, rendered
him a general favorite, and a trifling incident soon induced
his uncle's family to concur in his mother's opinion of his
genius.
 
A number of young folks had assembled at his uncle's to
dance. One of the company, named Cummings, played on
the violin. In the course of the evening Oliver undertook a
hornpipe. His short and clumsy figure, and his face pitted
and discolored with the small-pox, rendered him a
ludicrous figure in the eyes of the musician, who made
merry at his expense, dubbing him his little Aesop.
Goldsmith was nettled by the jest, and, stopping short in
the hornpipe, exclaimed:
 
  "Our herald hath proclaimed this saying,
  See Aesop dancing, and his monkey playing."
 
The repartee was thought wonderful for a boy of nine years
old, and Oliver became forthwith the wit and the bright
genius of the family. It was thought a pity he should not
receive the same advantages with his elder brother Henry,
who had been sent to the University; and, as his father's
circumstances would not afford it, several of his relatives,
spurred on by the representations of his mother, agreed to
contribute toward the expense. The greater part, however,
was borne by his uncle, the Rev. Thomas Contarine. This
worthy man had been the college companion of Bishop
Berkeley, and was possessed of moderate means, holding
the living of Carrick-on-Shannon. He had married the sister
of Goldsmith's father, but was now a widower, with an only
child, a daughter, named Jane. Contarine was a kind-



hearted man, with a generosity beyond his means. He took
Goldsmith into favor from his infancy; his house was open
to him during the holidays; his daughter Jane, two years
older than the poet, was his early playmate, and uncle
Contarine continued to the last one of his most active,
unwavering, and generous friends.
 
Fitted out in a great measure by this considerate relative,
Oliver was now transferred to schools of a higher order, to
prepare him for the University; first to one at Athlone, kept
by the Rev. Mr. Campbell, and, at the end of two years, to
one at Edgeworthstown, under the superintendence of the
Rev. Patrick Hughes.
 
Even at these schools his proficiency does not appear to
have been brilliant. He was indolent and careless, however,
rather than dull, and, on the whole, appears to have been
well thought of by his teachers. In his studies he inclined
toward the Latin poets and historians; relished Ovid and
Horace, and delighted in Livy. He exercised himself with
pleasure in reading and translating Tacitus, and was
brought to pay attention to style in his compositions by a
reproof from his brother Henry, to whom he had written
brief and confused letters, and who told him in reply that if
he had but little to say to endeavor to say that little well.
 
The career of his brother Henry at the University was
enough to stimulate him to exertion. He seemed to be
realizing all his father's hopes, and was winning collegiate
honors that the good man considered indicative of his
future success in life.
 
In the meanwhile Oliver, if not distinguished among his
teachers, was popular among his schoolmates. He had a
thoughtless generosity extremely captivating to young
hearts; his temper was quick and sensitive, and easily



offended; but his anger was momentary, and it was
impossible for him to harbor resentment. He was the leader
of all boyish sports and athletic amusements, especially
ball-playing, and he was foremost in all mischievous
pranks. Many years afterward, an old man, Jack
Fitzimmons, one of the directors of the sports and keeper
of the ball-court at Ballymahon, used to boast of having
been schoolmate of "Noll Goldsmith," as he called him, and
would dwell with vainglory on one of their exploits, in
robbing the orchard of Tirlicken, an old family residence of
Lord Annaly. The exploit, however, had nearly involved
disastrous consequences; for the crew of juvenile
depredators were captured, like Shakespeare and his deer-
stealing colleagues, and nothing but the respectability of
Goldsmith's connections saved him from the punishment
that would have awaited more plebeian delinquents.
 
An amusing incident is related as occurring in Goldsmith's
last journey homeward from Edgeworthstown. His father's
house was about twenty miles distant; the road lay through
a rough country, impassable for carriages. Goldsmith
procured a horse for the journey, and a friend furnished
him with a guinea for traveling expenses. He was but a
stripling of sixteen, and being thus suddenly mounted on
horseback, with money in his pocket, it is no wonder that
his head was turned. He determined to play the man, and
to spend his money in independent traveler's style.
Accordingly, instead of pushing directly for home, he halted
for the night at the little town of Ardagh, and, accosting the
first person he met, inquired, with somewhat of a
consequential air, for the best house in the place. Unluckily,
the person he had accosted was one Kelly, a notorious wag,
who was quartered in the family of one Mr. Featherstone, a
gentleman of fortune. Amused with the self-consequence of
the stripling, and willing to play off a practical joke at his
expense, he directed him to what was literally "the best



house in the place," namely, the family mansion of Mr.
Featherstone. Goldsmith accordingly rode up to what he
supposed to be an inn, ordered his horse to be taken to the
stable, walked into the parlor, seated himself by the fire,
and demanded what he could have for supper. On ordinary
occasions he was diffident and even awkward in his
manners, but here he was "at ease in his inn," and felt
called upon to show his manhood and enact the
experienced traveler. His person was by no means
calculated to play off his pretensions, for he was short and
thick, with a pock-marked face, and an air and carriage by
no means of a distinguished cast. The owner of the house,
however, soon discovered his whimsical mistake, and, being
a man of humor, determined to indulge it, especially as he
accidentally learned that this intruding guest was the son
of an old acquaintance.
 
Accordingly Goldsmith was "fooled to the top of his bent,"
and permitted to have full sway throughout the evening.
Never was schoolboy more elated. When supper was
served, he most condescendingly insisted that the landlord,
his wife and daughter should partake, and ordered a bottle
of wine to crown the repast and benefit the house. His last
flourish was on going to bed, when he gave especial orders
to have a hot cake at breakfast. His confusion and dismay,
on discovering the next morning that he had been
swaggering in this free and easy way in the house of a
private gentleman, may be readily conceived. True to his
habit of turning the events of his life to literary account, we
find this chapter of ludicrous blunders and cross purposes
dramatized many years afterward in his admirable comedy
of "She Stoops to Conquer, or the Mistakes of a Night."
 
CHAPTER TWO
 



IMPROVIDENT MARRIAGES IN THE GOLDSMITH
FAMILY—GOLDSMITH AT THE UNIVERSITY—
SITUATION OF A SIZER—TYRANNY OF WILDER, THE
TUTOR—PECUNIARY STRAITS—STREET BALLADS—
COLLEGE RIOT—GALLOWS WALSH—COLLEGE PRIZE
—A DANCE INTERRUPTED
 
While Oliver was making his way somewhat negligently
through the schools, his elder brother Henry was rejoicing
his father's heart by his career at the University. He soon
distinguished himself at the examinations, and obtained a
scholarship in 1743. This is a collegiate distinction which
serves as a stepping-stone in any of the learned
professions, and which leads to advancement in the
University should the individual choose to remain there.
His father now trusted that he would push forward for that
comfortable provision, a fellowship, and thence to higher
dignities and emoluments. Henry, however, had the
improvidence or the "unworldliness" of his race; returning
to the country during the succeeding vacation, he married
for love, relinquished, of course, all his collegiate prospects
and advantages, set up a school in his father's
neighborhood, and buried his talents and acquirements for
the remainder of his life in a curacy of forty pounds a year.
 
Another matrimonial event occurred not long afterward in
the Goldsmith family, to disturb the equanimity of its
worthy head. This was the clandestine marriage of his
daughter Catherine with a young gentleman of the name of
Hodson, who had been confided to the care of her brother
Henry to complete his studies. As the youth was of wealthy
parentage, it was thought a lucky match for the Goldsmith
family; but the tidings of the event stung the bride's father
to the soul. Proud of his integrity, and jealous of that good
name which was his chief possession, he saw himself and
his family subjected to the degrading suspicion of having



abused a trust reposed in them to promote a mercenary
match. In the first transports of his feelings he is said to
have uttered a wish that his daughter might never have a
child to bring like shame and sorrow on her head. The
hasty wish, so contrary to the usual benignity of the man,
was recalled and repented of almost as soon as uttered; but
it was considered baleful in its effects by the superstitious
neighborhood; for, though his daughter bore three children,
they all died before her.
 
A more effectual measure was taken by Mr. Goldsmith to
ward off the apprehended imputation, but one which
imposed a heavy burden on his family. This was to furnish a
marriage portion of four hundred pounds, that his daughter
might not be said to have entered her husband's family
empty-handed. To raise the sum in cash was impossible; but
he assigned to Mr. Hodson his little farm and the income of
his tithes until the marriage portion should be paid. In the
meantime, as his living did not amount to £200 per annum,
he had to practice the strictest economy to pay off
gradually this heavy tax incurred by his nice sense of
honor.
 
The first of his family to feel the effects of this economy
was Oliver. The time had now arrived for him to be sent to
the University, and, accordingly, on the 11th of June, 1747,
when sixteen years of age, he entered Trinity College,
Dublin; but his father was no longer able to place him there
as a pensioner, as he had done his eldest son Henry; he was
obliged, therefore, to enter him as a sizer or "poor scholar."
He was lodged in one of the top rooms adjoining the library
of the building, numbered 35, where it is said his name may
still be seen, scratched by himself upon a window frame.
 
A student of this class is taught and boarded gratuitously,
and has to pay but a very small sum for his room. It is



expected, in return for these advantages, that he will be a
diligent student, and render himself useful in a variety of
ways. In Trinity College, at the time of Goldsmith's
admission, several derogatory and indeed menial offices
were exacted from the sizer, as if the college sought to
indemnify itself for conferring benefits by inflicting
indignities. He was obliged to sweep part of the courts in
the morning, to carry up the dishes from the kitchen to the
fellows' table, and to wait in the hall until that body had
dined. His very dress marked the inferiority of the "poor
student" to his happier classmates. It was a black gown of
coarse stuff without sleeves, and a plain black cloth cap
without a tassel. We can conceive nothing more odious and
ill-judged than these distinctions, which attached the idea
of degradation to poverty, and placed the indigent youth of
merit below the worthless minion of fortune. They were
calculated to wound and irritate the noble mind, and to
render the base mind baser.
 
Indeed, the galling effect of these servile tasks upon youths
of proud spirits and quick sensibilities became at length too
notorious to be disregarded. About fifty years since, on a
Trinity Sunday, a number of persons were assembled to
witness the college ceremonies; and as a sizer was carrying
up a dish of meat to the fellows' table, a burly citizen in the
crowd made some sneering observation on the servility of
his office. Stung to the quick, the high-spirited youth
instantly flung the dish and its contents at the head of the
sneerer. The sizer was sharply reprimanded for this
outbreak of wounded pride, but the degrading task was
from that day forward very properly consigned to menial
hands.
 
It was with the utmost repugnance that Goldsmith entered
college in this capacity. His shy and sensitive nature was
affected by the inferior station he was doomed to hold



among his gay and opulent fellow-students, and he became,
at times, moody and despondent. A recollection of these
early mortifications induced him, in after years, most
strongly to dissuade his brother Henry, the clergyman, from
sending a son to college on a like footing. "If he has
ambition, strong passions, and an exquisite sensibility of
contempt, do not send him there, unless you have no other
trade for him except your own."
 
To add to his annoyances the fellow of the college who had
the peculiar control of his studies, the Rev. Theaker Wilder,
was a man of violent and capricious temper, and of
diametrically opposite tastes. The tutor was devoted to the
exact sciences; Goldsmith was for the classics. Wilder
endeavored to force his favorite studies upon the student
by harsh means, suggested by his own coarse and savage
nature. He abused him in presence of the class as ignorant
and stupid; ridiculed him as awkward and ugly, and at
times in the transports of his temper indulged in personal
violence. The effect was to aggravate a passive distaste into
a positive aversion. Goldsmith was loud in expressing his
contempt for mathematics and his dislike of ethics and
logic; and the prejudices thus imbibed continued through
life. Mathematics he always pronounced a science to which
the meanest intellects were competent.
 
A truer cause of this distaste for the severer studies may
probably be found in his natural indolence and his love of
convivial pleasures. "I was a lover of mirth, good humor,
and even sometimes of fun," said he, "from my childhood."
He sang a good song, was a boon companion, and could not
resist any temptation to social enjoyment. He endeavored
to persuade himself that learning and dullness went hand
in hand, and that genius was not to be put in harness. Even
in riper years, when the consciousness of his own



deficiencies ought to have convinced him of the importance
of early study, he speaks slightingly of college honors.
 
"A lad," says he, "whose passions are not strong enough in
youth to mislead him from that path of science which his
tutors, and not his inclination, have chalked out, by four or
five years' perseverance will probably obtain every
advantage and honor his college can bestow. I would
compare the man whose youth has been thus passed in the
tranquillity of dispassionate prudence, to liquors that never
ferment, and, consequently, continue always muddy."
 
The death of his worthy father, which took place early in
1747, rendered Goldsmith's situation at college extremely
irksome. His mother was left with little more than the
means of providing for the wants of her household, and was
unable to furnish him any remittances. He would have been
compelled, therefore, to leave college, had it not been for
the occasional contributions of friends, the foremost among
whom was his generous and warm-hearted uncle
Contarine. Still these supplies were so scanty and
precarious that in the intervals between them he was put to
great straits. He had two college associates from whom he
would occasionally borrow small sums; one was an early
schoolmate, by the name of Beatty; the other a cousin, and
the chosen companion of his frolics, Robert (or rather Bob)
Bryanton, of Ballymulvey House, near Ballymahon. When
these casual supplies failed him he was more than once
obliged to raise funds for his immediate wants by pawning
his books. At times he sank into despondency, but he had
what he termed "a knack at hoping," which soon buoyed
him up again. He began now to resort to his poetical vein
as a source of profit, scribbling street-ballads, which he
privately sold for five shillings each at a shop which dealt in
such small wares of literature. He felt an author's affection
for these unowned bantlings, and we are told would stroll



privately through the streets at night to hear them sung,
listening to the comments and criticisms of bystanders, and
observing the degree of applause which each received.
 
Edmund Burke was a fellow-student with Goldsmith at the
college. Neither the statesman nor the poet gave promise
of their future celebrity, though Burke certainly surpassed
his contemporary in industry and application, and evinced
more disposition for self-improvement, associating himself
with a number of his fellow-students in a debating club, in
which they discussed literary topics, and exercised
themselves in composition.
 
Goldsmith may likewise have belonged to this association,
but his propensity was rather to mingle with the gay and
thoughtless. On one occasion we find him implicated in an
affair that came nigh producing his expulsion. A report was
brought to college that a scholar was in the hands of the
bailiffs. This was an insult in which every gownsman felt
himself involved. A number of the scholars flew to arms,
and sallied forth to battle, headed by a hare-brained fellow
nicknamed Gallows Walsh, noted for his aptness at mischief
and fondness for riot. The stronghold of the bailiff was
carried by storm, the scholar set at liberty, and the
delinquent catchpole borne off captive to the college,
where, having no pump to put him under, they satisfied the
demands of collegiate law by ducking him in an old cistern.
 
Flushed with this signal victory, Gallows Walsh now
harangued his followers, and proposed to break open
Newgate, or the Black Dog, as the prison was called, and
effect a general jail delivery. He was answered by shouts of
concurrence, and away went the throng of madcap
youngsters, fully bent upon putting an end to the tyranny of
law. They were joined by the mob of the city, and made an
attack upon the prison with true Irish precipitation and



thoughtlessness, never having provided themselves with
cannon to batter its stone walls. A few shots from the
prison brought them to their senses, and they beat a hasty
retreat, two of the townsmen being killed, and several
wounded.
 
A severe scrutiny of this affair took place at the University.
Four students, who had been ringleaders, were expelled;
four others, who had been prominent in the affray, were
publicly admonished; among the latter was the unlucky
Goldsmith.
 
To make up for this disgrace, he gained, within a month
afterward, one of the minor prizes of the college. It is true
it was one of the very smallest, amounting in pecuniary
value to but thirty shillings, but it was the first distinction
he had gained in his whole collegiate career. This turn of
success and sudden influx of wealth proved too much for
the head of our poor student. He forthwith gave a supper
and dance at his chamber to a number of young persons of
both sexes from the city, in direct violation of college rules.
The unwonted sound of the fiddle reached the ears of the
implacable Wilder. He rushed to the scene of unhallowed
festivity, inflicted corporal punishment on the "father of the
feast," and turned his astonished guests neck and heels out
of doors.
 
This filled the measure of poor Goldsmith's humiliations; he
felt degraded both within college and without. He dreaded
the ridicule of his fellow-students for the ludicrous
termination of his orgy, and he was ashamed to meet his
city acquaintances after the degrading chastisement
received in their presence, and after their own ignominious
expulsion. Above all, he felt it impossible to submit any
longer to the insulting tyranny of Wilder; he determined,
therefore, to leave, not merely the college, but also his



native land, and to bury what he conceived to be his
irretrievable disgrace in some distant country. He
accordingly sold his books and clothes, and sallied forth
from the college walls the very next day, intending to
embark at Cork for—he scarce knew where—America, or
any other part beyond sea. With his usual heedless
imprudence, however, he loitered about Dublin until his
finances were reduced to a shilling; with this amount of
specie he set out on his journey.
 
For three whole days he subsisted on his shilling; when that
was spent, he parted with some of the clothes from his
back, until, reduced almost to nakedness, he was four-and-
twenty hours without food, insomuch that he declared a
handful of gray peas, given to him by a girl at a wake, was
one of the most delicious repasts he had ever tasted.
Hunger, fatigue, and destitution brought down his spirit
and calmed his anger. Fain would he have retraced his
steps, could he have done so with any salvo for the
lingerings of his pride. In his extremity he conveyed to his
brother Henry information of his distress, and of the rash
project on which he had set out. His affectionate brother
hastened to his relief; furnished him with money and
clothes; soothed his feelings with gentle counsel; prevailed
upon him to return to college, and effected an indifferent
reconciliation between him and Wilder.
 
After this irregular sally upon life he remained nearly two
years longer at the University, giving proofs of talent in
occasional translations from the classics, for one of which
he received a premium, awarded only to those who are the
first in literary merit. Still he never made much figure at
college, his natural disinclination to study being increased
by the harsh treatment he continued to experience from his
tutor.
 


