THE LEGEND
OF SLEEPY HOLLOW
Found among the papers of the late
Diedrich Knickerbocker
A pleasing land of drowsy-head it was,
Of dreams that wave before the half-shut eye,
And of gay castles in the clouds that pays,
For ever flushing round a summer sky.
“Castle of Indolence”

In the bosom of one of those spacious coves which
indent the eastern shore of the Hudson, at that broad
expansion of the river denominated by the ancient
Dutch navigators the Tappan Zee, and where they always prudently shortened sail and implored the protection of St. Nicholas when they crossed, there lies a small
market-town or rural port, which by some is called
Greensburgh, but which is more generally and properly
known by the name of Tarry Town. This name was given, we are told, in former days by the good housewives
of the adjacent country from the inveterate propensity
of their husbands to linger about the village tavern on
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market days. Be that as it may, I do not vouch for the
fact, but merely advert to it for the sake of being precise
and authentic. Not far from this village, perhaps about
two miles, there is a little valley, or rather lap of land,
among high hills, which is one of the quietest places in
the whole world. A small brook glides through it, with
just murmur enough to lull one to repose, and the occasional whistle of a quail or tapping of a woodpecker is
almost the only sound that ever breaks in upon the uniform tranquillity.
I recollect that, when a stripling, my ﬁrst exploit in
squirrel-shooting was in a grove of tall walnut trees that
shades one side of the valley. I had wandered into it at
noontime, when all Nature is peculiarly quiet, and was
startled by the roar of my own gun as it broke the Sabbath stillness around and was prolonged and reverberated by the angry echoes. If ever I should wish for a retreat whither I might steal from the world and its distractions and dream quietly away the remnant of a
troubled life, I know of none more promising than this
little valley.
From the listless repose of the place and the peculiar
character of its inhabitants, who are descendants from
the original Dutch settlers, this sequestered glen has
long been known by the name of Sleepy Hollow, and its
rustic lads are called the Sleepy Hollow Boys throughout
all the neighboring country. 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
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country was discovered by Master Hendrick Hudson.
Certain it is, the place still continues under the sway of
some witching power that holds a spell over the minds
of the good people, causing them to walk in a continual
reverie. They are given to all kinds of marvellous 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, and the nightmare, with her whole ninefold, seems to make it the favorite scene of her gambols.
The dominant spirit, however, that haunts this enchanted region, and seems to be commander-in-chief 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 trooper1, whose head had been carried away by a cannonball 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
1
Hessian trooper — the 18th-century German mercenary
used by England during the American Revolutionary War (1775—
1783). (Here and henceforward — editor’s notes).
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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.
It is remarkable that the visionary propensity I have
mentioned is not conﬁned to the native inhabitants of
the valley, but is unconsciously imbibed by every one
who resides there for a time. However wide awake they
may have been before they entered that sleepy region,
they are sure in a little time to inhale the witching inﬂuence of the air, and begin to grow imaginative — to
dream dreams and see apparitions.
I mention this peaceful spot with all possible laud,
for it is in such little retired Dutch valleys, found here
and there embosomed in the great State of New York,
that population, manners, and customs remain ﬁ xed,
while the great torrent of migration and improvement,
which is making such incessant changes in other parts
of this restless country, sweeps by them unobserved.
They are like those little nooks of still water, which border a rapid stream, where we may see the straw and
bubble riding quietly at anchor, or slowly revolving in
their mimic harbor, undisturbed by the rush of the passing current. Though many years have elapsed since I
trod the drowsy shades of Sleepy Hollow, yet I question
whether I should not still ﬁnd the same trees and the
same families vegetating in its sheltered bosom.
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RIP VAN WINKLE

A posthumous writing of Diedrich Knickerbocker
By Woden, God of Saxons,
From whence comes Wensday, that
is Wodensday,
Truth is a thing that ever I will keep
Unto thylke day in which I creep into
My sepulchre —
Cartwright

The following Tale was found among the papers of
the late Diedrich Knickerbocker, an old gentleman of
New York, who was very curious in the Dutch History
of the province and the manners of the descendants
from its primitive settlers. His historical researches,
however, did not lie so much among books as among
men; for the former are lamentably scanty on his favorite topics; whereas he found the old burghers, and
still more, their wives, rich in that legendary lore, so
invaluable to true history. Whenever, therefore, he
happened upon a genuine Dutch family, snugly shut up
46

in its low-roofed farm-house, under a spreading sycamore, he looked upon it as a little clasped volume of
black-letter, and studied it with the zeal of a bookworm.
The result of all these researches was a history of the
province, during the reign of the Dutch governors,
which he published some years since. There have been
various opinions as to the literary character of his work,
and, to tell the truth, it is not a whit better than it should
be. Its chief merit is its scrupulous accuracy, which indeed was a little questioned on its ﬁrst appearance, but
has since been completely established; and it is now admitted into all historical collections, as a book of unquestionable authority.
The old gentleman died shortly after the publication of his work; and now that he is dead and gone, it
cannot do much harm to his memory to say that his
time might have been much better employed in weightier labors. He, however, was apt to ride his hobby his
own way; and though it did now and then kick up the
dust a little in the eyes of his neighbors, and grieve the
spirit of some friends, for whom he felt the truest deference and aﬀection, yet his errors and follies are remembered “more in sorrow than in anger,” and it begins to
be suspected, that he never intended to injure or offend. But however his memory may be appreciated by
critics, it is still held dear among many folks, whose
good opinion is well worth having; particularly by certain biscuit-bakers, who have gone so far as to imprint
his likeness on their new-year cakes, and have thus
given him a chance for immortality, almost equal to
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the being stamped on a Waterloo medal, or a Queen
Anne’s farthing1.
Whoever has made a voyage up the Hudson must remember the Kaatskill mountains. They are a dismembered branch of the great Appalachian family, and are
seen away to the west of the river, swelling up to a noble
height, and lording it over the surrounding country. Every change of season, every change of weather, indeed,
every hour of the day produces some change in the magical hues and shapes of these mountains; and they are
regarded by all the good wives, far and near, as perfect
barometers. When the weather is fair and settled, they
are clothed in blue and purple, and print their bold outlines on the clear evening sky; but sometimes, when the
rest of the landscape is cloudless, they will gather a hood
of gray vapors about their summits, which, in the last
rays of the setting sun, will glow and light up like a
crown of glory.
At the foot of these fairy mountains, the voyager may
have descried the light smoke curling up from a Village,
whose shingle roofs gleam among the trees, just where
the blue tints of the upland melt away into the fresh
green of the nearer landscape. It is a little village of great
antiquity, having been founded by some of the Dutch
colonists, in the early times of the province, just about
the beginning of the government of the good Peter
Stuyvesant (may he rest in peace!), and there were some
of the houses of the original settlers standing within a
1
Queen Anne’s farthing — a copper coin (one quarter of a
penny) that was minted during the reign of Queen Anne (1702—
1714). There was only one obverse and one reverse issued.

48

few years, built of small yellow bricks, brought from
Holland, having latticed windows and gable fronts, surmounted with weathercocks.
In that same village, and in one of these very houses
(which, to tell the precise truth, was sadly time-worn
and weather-beaten), there lived, many years since, while
the country was yet a province of Great Britain, a simple,
good-natured fellow, of the name of Rip Van Winkle. He
was a descendant of the Van Winkles who ﬁgured so
gallantly in the chivalrous days of Peter Stuyvesant, and
accompanied him to the siege of Fort Christina. He inherited, however, but little of the martial character of his
ancestors. I have observed that he was a simple, goodnatured man; he was, moreover, a kind neighbor, and an
obedient henpecked husband. Indeed, to the latter circumstance might be owing that meekness of spirit
which gained him such universal popularity; for those
men are apt to be obsequious and conciliating abroad,
who are under the discipline of shrews at home. Their
tempers, doubtless, are rendered pliant and malleable in
the ﬁery furnace of domestic tribulation, and a curtainlecture is worth all the sermons in the world for teaching the virtues of patience and long-suﬀering. A termagant wife may, therefore, in some respects, be considered
a tolerable blessing, and if so, Rip Van Winkle was thrice
blessed.
Certain it is, that he was a great favorite among all
the good wives of the village, who, as usual with the
amiable sex, took his part in all family squabbles, and
never failed, whenever they talked those matters over
in their evening gossipings, to lay all the blame on
Dame Van Winkle. The children of the village, too,
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would shout with joy whenever he approached. He assisted at their sports, made their playthings, taught
them to ﬂy kites and shoot marbles, and told them long
stories of ghosts, witches, and Indians. Whenever he
went dodging about the village, he was surrounded by
a troop of them hanging on his skirts, clambering on
his back, and playing a thousand tricks on him with
impunity; and not a dog would bark at him throughout
the neighborhood.
The great error in Rip’s composition was an insuperable aversion to all kinds of proﬁtable labor. It could
not be for want of assiduity or perseverance; for he
would sit on a wet rock, with a rod as long and heavy as
a Tartar’s lance, and ﬁ sh all day without a murmur,
even though he should not be encouraged by a single
nibble. He would carry a fowling-piece on his shoulder,
for hours together, trudging through woods and
swamps, and up hill and down dale, to shoot a few
squirrels or wild pigeons. He would never refuse to assist a neighbor even in the roughest toil, and was a
foremost man in all country frolics for husking Indian
corn, or building stone fences; the women of the village, too, used to employ him to run their errands, and
to do such little odd jobs as their less obliging husbands would not do for them. In a word, Rip was ready
to attend to anybody’s business but his own; but as to
doing family duty, and keeping his farm in order, he
found it impossible.
In fact, he declared it was of no use to work on his
farm; it was the most pestilent little piece of ground in
the whole country; everything about it went wrong, in
spite of him. His fences were continually falling to
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