“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” was published in 1820 and is considered America’s first ghost
story. It has inspired many re-tellings and interpretations in film and television, as well as popular
music. This article in the Smithsonian magazine argues that the story is really about contagion
(New York City was under a plague of yellow fever when Washington Irving first visited the
village that would inspire Sleepy Hollow) and group fear. It reads:
“If we read a little more carefully, we’ll find a history lesson embedded in the
Halloween tale, a reminder to contemporary readers that the pathologies of the
past were just as terrifying as our own modern plagues—and just as cloaked in
mystery and misunderstanding.”
http://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/what-legend-sleepy-hollow-tells-us-about-contagionfear-and-epidemics-180953192/?no-ist

Excerpts from THE LEGEND OF SLEEPY HOLLOW by Washington Irving
This sequestered glen has long been known by the name of SLEEPY HOLLOW.
A drowsy, dreamy influence seems to hang over the land, and to pervade the very
atmosphere. Some say that the place was bewitched by a High German doctor, during the
early days of the settlement; others, that an old Indian chief, the prophet or wizard of his
tribe, held his powwows there before the country was discovered. Certain it is, the place
still continues under the sway of some witching power. They are given to all kinds of
marvelous beliefs, are subject to trances and visions, and frequently see strange sights,
and hear music and voices in the air. The whole neighborhood abounds with local tales,
haunted spots, and twilight superstitions; stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the
valley than in any other part of the country.
The dominant spirit, however, that haunts this enchanted region, and seems to be
commander of all the powers of the air, is the apparition of a figure on horseback, without
a head. It is said by some to be the ghost of a Hessian trooper, whose head had been
carried away by a cannon-ball, in some nameless battle during the Revolutionary War,
and who is ever and anon seen by the country folk hurrying along in the gloom of night,
as if on the wings of the wind. His haunts are not confined to the valley, but extend at
times to the adjacent roads, and especially to the vicinity of a church at no great distance.
Indeed, certain of the most authentic historians of those parts, who have been careful in
collecting and collating the floating facts concerning this spectre, allege that the body of
the trooper having been buried in the churchyard, the ghost rides forth to the scene of
battle in nightly quest of his head, and that the rushing speed with which he sometimes
passes along the Hollow, like a midnight blast, is owing to his being belated, and in a
hurry to get back to the churchyard before daybreak.
Such is the general purport of this legendary superstition, which has furnished
materials for many a wild story in that region of shadows; and the spectre is known at all
the country firesides, by the name of the Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow.

To this place came Ichabod Crane, who sojourned in Sleepy Hollow for the
purpose of instructing the children of the vicinity. He was a native of Connecticut, a State
which supplies the Union with pioneers for the mind as well as for the forest, and sends
forth yearly its legions of frontier woodmen and country schoolmasters. The cognomen
of Crane was not inapplicable to his person. He was tall, but exceedingly lank, with
narrow shoulders, long arms and legs, hands that dangled a mile out of his sleeves, feet
that might have served for shovels, and his whole frame most loosely hung together. His
head was small, and flat at top, with huge ears, large green glassy eyes, and a long snipe
nose, so that it looked like a weather-cock perched upon his spindle neck to tell which
way the wind blew. To see him striding along the profile of a hill on a windy day, with
his clothes bagging and fluttering about him, one might have mistaken him for the genius
of famine descending upon the earth, or some scarecrow eloped from a cornfield.

[The story continues. In the final scene, Ichabod Crane returns home after a party…]
It was the very witching time of night that Ichabod, heavy-hearted and crestfallen,
pursued his travels homewards, along the sides of the lofty hills which rise above Tarry
Town, and which he had traversed so cheerily in the afternoon. The hour was as dismal as
himself. In the dead hush of midnight, he could even hear the barking of the watchdog
from the opposite shore of the Hudson. No signs of life occurred near him, but
occasionally the melancholy chirp of a cricket, or perhaps the guttural twang of a bullfrog
from a neighboring marsh, as if sleeping uncomfortably and turning suddenly in his bed.
All the stories of ghosts and goblins that he had heard in the afternoon now came
crowding upon his recollection. The night grew darker and darker; the stars seemed to
sink deeper in the sky, and driving clouds occasionally hid them from his sight. He had
never felt so lonely and dismal. He was, moreover, approaching the very place where
many of the scenes of the ghost stories had been laid. In the center of the road stood an
enormous tulip-tree, which towered like a giant above all the other trees of the
neighborhood, and formed a kind of landmark. Its limbs were gnarled and fantastic, large
enough to form trunks for ordinary trees, twisting down almost to the earth, and rising
again into the air.
As Ichabod approached this fearful tree, he began to whistle. As he approached a
little nearer, he thought he saw something white, hanging in the midst of the tree: he
paused and ceased whistling but, on looking more narrowly, perceived that it was a place
where the tree had been scathed by lightning, and the white wood laid bare. Suddenly he
heard a groan—his teeth chattered, and his knees smote against the saddle: it was but the
rubbing of one huge bough upon another, as they were swayed about by the breeze.
About two hundred yards from the tree, a small brook crossed the road. As
Ichabod approached the stream, his heart began to thump. He summoned up, however, all

his resolution, gave his horse half a score of kicks in the ribs, and attempted to dash
briskly across the bridge. But instead of starting forward, the old animal ran broadside
against the fence. Ichabod, whose fears increased with the delay, jerked the reins on the
other side, and kicked lustily with the contrary foot. It was all in vain; his steed fell to the
opposite side of the road into a thicket of brambles and bushes. Just at this moment a
plashy tramp by the side of the bridge caught the sensitive ear of Ichabod. In the dark
shadow of the grove, he beheld something huge, misshapen and towering. It seemed like
some gigantic monster ready to spring upon the traveller.
Ichabod’s hair rose upon his head with terror. What was to be done? He
demanded, "Who are you?" He received no reply. He repeated his demand in a still more
agitated voice. Still there was no answer. Once more he cudgeled the sides of his horse,
and, shutting his eyes, broke forth with involuntary fervor into a psalm tune. Just then the
shadowy object of alarm put itself in motion and stood at once in the middle of the road.
He appeared to be a horseman of large dimensions, and mounted on a black horse of
powerful frame.
Ichabod now quickened his steed in hopes of leaving him behind. The stranger,
however, quickened his horse to an equal pace. Ichabod pulled up, and fell into a walk,
thinking to lag behind,—the other did the same. His heart began to sink within him. At
the top of a hill, Ichabod saw his fellow traveller was gigantic in height and muffled in a
cloak. Ichabod was horror-struck on perceiving that he was headless! But his horror was
still more increased on observing that the head, which should have rested on his
shoulders, was carried before him on the pommel of his saddle!
His terror rose to desperation; he rained a shower of kicks and blows upon
Gunpowder (Ichabod’s horse), hoping by a sudden movement to give his companion the
slip; but the spectre started full jump with him. Away, then, they dashed through thick
and thin; stones flying and sparks flashing at every bound. Ichabod's flimsy garments
fluttered in the air, as he stretched his long lank body away over his horse's head, in the
eagerness of his flight.
They had now reached the road which turns
off to Sleepy Hollow; but Gunpowder, who seemed
possessed with a demon, instead of keeping up it,
made an opposite turn, and plunged headlong
downhill to the left. This road leads through a sandy
hollow shaded by trees for about a quarter of a mile,
where it crosses the bridge famous in goblin story;
and just beyond swells the green knoll on which stands the whitewashed church.
He saw the walls of the church dimly glaring under the trees beyond. He
recollected the place where Brom Bones's ghostly competitor had disappeared. "If I can
but reach that bridge," thought Ichabod, "I am safe." Just then he heard the black steed
panting and blowing close behind him; he even fancied that he felt his hot breath.

Another convulsive kick in the ribs, and old Gunpowder sprang upon the bridge; he
thundered over the resounding planks; he gained the opposite side; and now Ichabod cast
a look behind to see if his pursuer should vanish, according to rule, in a flash of fire and
brimstone. Just then he saw the goblin rising in his stirrups, and in the very act of hurling
his head at him. Ichabod endeavored to dodge the horrible missile, but too late. It
encountered his cranium with a tremendous crash,—he was tumbled headlong into the
dust, and Gunpowder, the black steed, and the goblin rider, passed by like a whirlwind.
The next morning the old horse was found without his saddle, and with the bridle
under his feet. Ichabod did not make his appearance at breakfast; dinner-hour came, but
no Ichabod. The boys assembled at the schoolhouse, and strolled idly about the banks of
the brook; but no schoolmaster. An inquiry was set on foot, and after diligent
investigation they came upon his traces. In one part of the road leading to the church was
found the saddle trampled in the dirt; the tracks of horses' hoofs deeply dented in the
road, and evidently at furious speed, were traced to the bridge, beyond which, on the
bank of a broad part of the brook, where the water ran deep and black, was found the hat
of the unfortunate Ichabod, and close beside it a shattered pumpkin.
The mysterious event caused much speculation at the church on the following
Sunday. Knots of gazers and gossips were collected in the churchyard, at the bridge, and
at the spot where the hat and pumpkin had been found. The stories of Brouwer, of Bones,
and a whole budget of others were called to mind; and when they had diligently
considered them all, and compared them with the symptoms of the present case, they
shook their heads, and came to the conclusion that Ichabod had been carried off by the
Galloping Hessian. As he was a bachelor, and in nobody's debt, nobody troubled his head
any more about him; the school was removed to a different quarter of the hollow, and
another pedagogue reigned in his stead.
The old country wives, however, who are the best judges of these matters,
maintain to this day that Ichabod was spirited away by supernatural means; and it is a
favorite story often told about the neighborhood round the winter evening fire. The bridge
became more than ever an object of superstitious awe; and that may be the reason why
the road has been altered of late years, so as to approach the church by the border of the
millpond. The schoolhouse being deserted soon fell to decay, and was reported to be
haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue and the plowboy, loitering homeward
of a still summer evening, has often fancied his voice at a distance, chanting a
melancholy psalm tune among the tranquil solitudes of Sleepy Hollow.

