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THE DISAPPEARANCE OF
THE MAN WHO

NEVER WAS

WASHINGTON IRVING, DIEDRICH KNICKERBOCKER ,
AND THE HOAX THAT L AUNCHED AMERICAN L ITERATURE
This essay originally appeared in Antithesis 22 (May 2012): 93-99.

IF AMERICAN LITERATURE TODAY ENJOYS A WIDELY RESPECTED
global profile, that is due in large part to its long and distinguished
history. From Moby-Dick and Huckleberry Finn to The Great Gatsby,
The Catcher in the Rye, To Kill a Mockingbird, and scores of others,
American authors have produced a slew of novels that are arguably
among the best ever written. More recently, as Marc McGurl reminds us in The Program Era, the post-War vocationalisation of the
discipline of creative writing has produced such literary luminaries
as Flannery O‟Connor, Philip Roth, Thomas Pynchon, Toni Morrison, Paul Auster, Marilynne Robinson, Jonathan Franzen, Joan Didion, and David Foster Wallace, amid countless others. Obscured
by the current respectability of these writers, however, are the less
refined, less craft-oriented origins of the national tradition to which
their output contributes. Those origins are equal parts slapdash,
rambunctious, and ostentatious, because rooted in a good old-fashioned literary hoax — a public deception of fantastic proportions
masterminded by one of the most shameless muckrakers of early
nineteenth century America. His name was Washington Irving.
From a purely professional point of view, Irving stands as the
first definitive American author. I do not mean to suggest that he
had no predecessors or that the literature of his predecessors is
somehow unimportant. Benjamin Franklin, St. Jean de Crèvecœur,
Thomas Paine, Phillis Wheatley, William Hill Brown, and Charles
Brockden Brown all published landmarks in American belles lettres
before Irving made a name for himself. I mean only to reiterate
what Brian Jay Jones has illustrated in his recent Irving biography:
that Irving was the first American litterateur to attract a readership
wide enough to earn a living solely by virtue of what he wrote. These days, Irving is best known for two of the many short stories he
wrote in mid-career. „Rip van Winkle‟ tells the tale of a man who
falls asleep for twenty years and then awakens into a life in which
his loved ones have long presumed him dead. It has survived the
passage of time thanks largely to the tone of fairytale whimsy that
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makes it a mainstay of children‟s picture books. „The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow‟ has survived, somewhat similarly, thanks to the efforts of Walt Disney Productions and Tim Burton, both of whom
have successfully adapted it for the cinema. It tells the tale of Icha bod Crane, a cowardly schoolteacher assigned to a classroom in a
small New York town haunted by the ghost of a headless horseman
astride a gigantic black stallion. When these two stories were published together in 1820, however, they were credited not to their
actual author but to a man named Diedrich Knickerbocker — and
Knickerbocker emerges, in retrospect, as the beating heart of the
hoax with which Irving launched his literary career.

A DECADE EARLIER, IN 1809, IRVING AND HIS BROTHER PETER SET
about writing a humorous guide to New York City and its inhabitants. “Our idea,” Irving recalled in 1848,
was to parody a small hand-book which had recently appeared,
entitled, „A Picture of New York.‟ ... [O]ur work was to begin an
historical sketch; to be followed by notices of the customs,
manners and institutions of the city; written in a serio -comic
vein, and treating local errors, follies and abuses with good humored satire.
To burlesque the pedantic lore displayed in certain American
works, our historical sketch was to commence with the creation
of the world; and we laid all kinds of works under contribution
for trite citations, relevant or irrelevant, to give it the proper air
of learned research. [But b]efore this crude mass of mock erud ition could be [written], my brother departed for Europe, and I
was left to prosecute the enterprise alone. (3)

What Irving did next was ingenious, sparking a word-of-mouth publicity campaign at a time when the only form of large-scale social
media was the classifieds section of the daily newspaper. As Irving
later wrote, he found himself surprised by how few of his fellow
New Yorkers “were aware that New York had ever been called New
Amsterdam... or cared a straw about their ancient Dutch progeni-
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tors,” and so he “altered the plan of the work” to strengthen its f ocus on New York‟s “period of Dutch domination” (3). What he
proceeded to write was pure fiction under the guise of scholarly
history, a grab-bag of rural myths and folkloric fantasies ostensibly
passed down from the ancient backwoodsmen of the New Amsterdam colony to the frontiersmen of western New York. The colonial
era, Irving wrote later,
broke upon me as the poetic age of our city; poetic from its very
obscurity, and open... to all the embellishments of heroic fiction.
I hailed my native city as fortunate above all other American cities in having an antiquity thus extending back into the regions
of doubt and fable; neither did I conceive I was committing any
grievous historical sin in helping out the few facts I could co llect... with figments of my own brain... (3-4)

But, crucially, Irving cast a veneer of gentlemanly propriety over his
work when he attributed it to one Diedrich Knickerbocker, and
then he began galvanising public interest in the work when he injected a dose of his fiction into the everyday reality of New York.
On October 26, 1809, prior to the publication of his History of
New-York from the Beginning of the World to the End of the Dutch Dynasty,
Irving persuaded two friends to visit the offices of New York‟s
Evening Post and to purchase, on his behalf, a public notice that
would introduce readers to the mysterious but apparently very real
Knickerbocker:
DISTRESSING.
Left his lodgings some time since, and has not since been heard
of, a small elderly gentleman, dressed in an old black coat and
cocked hat, by the name of Knickerbocker. As there are some reasons for believing he is not entirely in his right mind, and as great
anxiety is entertained about him, any information concerning him ,
left either at the Columbian Hotel... or at the office of this paper, will be thankfully received. (6)
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For more than two weeks, Irving let word of the disappearance of
this patrician stranger spread throughout New York City. The Evening Post received dozens of reported sightings of Knickerbocker, and
city officials considered offering remuneration for any advice on his
whereabouts. Irving even fanned the flames when, identifying himself only as „A Traveler,‟ he purchased another public notice in the
Evening Post on November 6:
Having read... a paragraph respecting an old gentleman by the
name of Knickerbocker, who was missing from his lodgings; if
it would be any relief to his friends, or furnish them with any
clue to discover where he is, you may inform them that a person
answering the description given was seen by the passengers of
the Albany stage[coach], early in the morning, about four or five
weeks since, resting himself by the side of the road, a little above
King‟s Bridge. He had in his hand a small bundle tied in a red
bandana handkerchief: he appeared to be traveling northward,
and was very much fatigued and exhausted. (6)

Then, on November 16, identifying himself as Seth Handaside,
landlord of the hotel from which Knickerbocker went missing, Irving published a letter to the editor of the Post:
SIR, — You have been good enough to publish in your paper a
paragraph about Mr. Diedrich Knickerbocker, who was missing so
strangely some time since. Nothing satisfactory has been heard
of the old gentleman since; but a very curious kind of a written book
has been found in his room, in his own handwriting. Now, I
wish you to notice him, if he is still alive, that if he does not return and pay off his bill... I shall have to dispose of his book to
satisfy me for the same. (6-7)

Of course, since there was no Knickerbocker, there was neither a
book left behind nor a bill left unpaid; and yet, because the reading
public believed in Knickerbocker‟s existence, readers were in turn
led to believe in both the book and the bill and to anticipate the
publication of the book as Knickerbocker‟s absence promised to
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leave the bill unpaid. Aware of this, Irving next published a „Literary
Notice‟ in the Evening Post of November 28:
INSKEEP and BRADFORD have in the press,
and will shortly publish,
A History of New York,
In two volumes, duodecimo. Price three dollars.
Containing an account of its discovery and settlement, with its
internal policies, manners, customs, wars, &c.... under the Dutch
government, furnishing many curious and interesting particulars
never before published, and which are gathered from various
manuscript and other authenticated sources... interspersed with
philosophical speculations and moral precepts.
This work was found in the chamber of Mr. Diedrich
Knickerbocker, the old gentleman whose... mysterious disappearance has been noticed. It is published in order to discharge
certain debts he has left behind. (7)

And, on December 6, Irving purchased one final notice to advise
Post readers of the publication of A History of New-York, released in
stores that same day and credited to Diedrich Knickerbocker (7).
This was not the first instance in which Irving assumed a false
identity to publish his satires: he had done so at the turn of the century, when he published occasional newspaper pieces as Jonathan
Oldstyle and Launcelot Langstaff. But it was the most sustained
instance, and it was the instance most directed towards broader aims
than the mere concealment of identity, and it did not end with that
final notice in the newspaper. The History of New-York, credited to
Knickerbocker, contained another public notice by Seth Handaside,
landlord of the Columbian Hotel, as well as a notice that Knickerbocker had supposedly intended to release upon the later publication of his History, partly to explain his reasons for writing the book
but also to glorify himself as a sort of latter-day Herodotus:
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„To rescue from oblivion the memory of former incidents, and
to render a just tribute of renown to the many great and wonderful transactions of our Dutch progenitors, Diedrich Knickerbocker, native of the city of New York, produces this historical
essay.‟ Like the great Father of History, whose words I have just
quoted, I treat of times long past, over which the twilight of u ncertainty had already thrown its shadows, and the night of fo rgetfulness was about to descend for ever. With great solicitude
had I long beheld the early history of this venerable and ancient
city gradually slipping from our grasp, trembling on the lips of
narrative old age, and day by day dropping piecemeal into the
tomb. ... Determined, therefore, to avert if possible this threatened misfortune, I industriously set m yself to work to gather together all the fragments of our ancient history which still existed; and, like my revered prototype, Herodotus, where no written records could be found, I have endeavored to continue the
chain of history by well-authenticated traditions. (16)

Handaside, meanwhile, offered a less lofty portrait of the missing
man. “[I]n the early part of the fall of 1808... a stranger applied for
lodgings at [the hotel] of which I am landlord,” he wrote:
He was a small, brisk-looking old gentleman, dressed in a rusty
black coat, a pair of olive velvet breeches, and a small cocked
hat. He had a few gray hairs plaited and clubbed behind, and his
beard seemed to be of some eight-and-forty hours‟ growth. The
only piece of finery which he bore about him was a bright pair
of square silver shoe-buckles; and all his baggage was contained
in a pair of saddle-bags, which he carried under his arm.
During the whole time that he stayed with [my wife and I],
we found him a very worthy, good sort of an old gentleman,
though a little queer in his ways. He would keep in his room for
days together, and if any of the children cried, or made a noise
about his door, he would bounce out in a great passion, with his
hands full of papers, and say something about „deranging his
ideas‟; which made my wife believe sometimes that he was not
altogether compos. Indeed, there was more than one reason to
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make her think so, for his room was always covered with scraps
of paper and old mouldy books, lying about at sixes and sevens,
which he would never let anybody touch; [... and] I shall never
forget what a [b]other he once made, because my wife cleaned
out his room when his back was turned, and put everything to
rights; for he swore he would never be able to get his papers in
order again. ... Upon this my wife ventured to ask him, what he
did with so many books and papers? and he told her, that he
was „seeking for immortality‟; which made her think... that the
poor old gentleman‟s head was a little cracked. (9-10)

Cracked it must have been for the elderly Knickerbocker to disappear into thin air and leave behind his precious manuscript. More
than anything else, though, it was this dissonance between the
Knickerbocker who painstakingly assembled the erudite if pretentious History and the Knickerbocker who seemed to have completely
lost his mind that worked wonders for sales of the book, for Washington Irving‟s career, and thus for American literature.
Thereafter, Irving extended and capitalised on the Knickerbocker legend as much as he possibly could. First he announced
that the missing Knickerbocker had lately been discovered, explaining, in the second edition of the History, that Knickerbocker had
travelled to “a small Dutch village on the banks of the Hudson... for
the purpose of inspecting certain ancient records,” and had contacted Seth Handaside when he chanced upon the published edition of
his own work (12). “As this was one of those few and happy villages,
into which newspapers never find their way,” Irving wrote under
the guise of the second edition‟s anonymous editor, “it is not a matter
of surprise, that Mr. Knickerbocker should never have seen the numerous advertisements that were made concerning him” (12). Then,
reporting that Knickerbocker had been disgusted by the sudden celebrity he received as author of the bestselling History, Irving sent
Knickerbocker into hiding and effectively killed him off. “[He] took
up his residence at a little rural retreat,” readers of the History‟s second edition were advised, “[but h]ere, we are sorry to say, the good
old gentleman fell dangerously ill of a fever, occasioned by the
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neighboring marshes” (14-15). In an ironic twist that would have
made Irving proud, his satirical History has since obtained a modern
Dewey classification number that places it, on library shelves, not
where it belongs with Irving‟s other fictional writings but alongside
dozens of other very real and very earnest histories of New York.
Irving did not publicly reveal that he had invented Diedrich
Knickerbocker until the History was republished in 1848; but, before
that, he managed to build a successful literary career on a feigned
pillaging of Knickerbocker‟s estate when he published a number of
folkloric stories supposedly recovered from the late historian‟s private papers. „Rip van Winkle‟ and „Sleepy Hollow‟ were both among
these, and were prefaced by a brief note informing readers of
Knickerbocker‟s authorship when they first went to press in Irving‟s
Sketch Book of 1820 — a book that mimicked Knickerbocker‟s History
in being credited not to Irving himself but to another of his pseudonyms: Geoffrey Crayon, Gentleman.
With that, American literature embarked on the journey that
would culminate in its becoming less haphazard and ragged around
the edges, more craft-oriented, and more respectable. If it is today
largely the province of writers for whom writing is a professional
activity, this is partly the case because Irving was the American writer who first transformed it into a profession — and that transformation, at bottom, was the fruit of a hoax that manifested as a fictional
history credited to an old man who was himself fictitious.
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