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ABOUT THE REAL SLEEPY HOLLOW

Washington Irving is best known for writing the short story called “The Legend
of Sleepy Hollow,” but he was also a biographer and historian. He liked to use real
places, people, and events as the basis for his fictional stories.

Tarrytown lies along the eastern bank of the Hudson River, about 25 miles north of
New York City. Irving actually spent the final years of his life there. Today, there is also
a small village called Sleepy Hollow just down the road from Tarrytown. The church
that Ichabod walks by on his way into Tarrytown is the Old Dutch Church of Sleepy
Hollow. Built in 1685, it is one of the oldest churches in New York. The Headless
Horseman is said to be buried in the Old Dutch Burying Grounds, next to the church.
A nearby bridge crosses the Pocantico River.

Irving may have based his characters for “"The Legend of Sleepy Hollow"” on
people he met and knew in the area. Many Van Tassels lived near Tarrytown. Eleanor
Van Tassel Brush, the beautiful niece of Catriena Van Tassel, is said to have been
Irving’s model for Katrina. The local blacksmith, Abraham Martling, may have been
the inspiration for Brom Bones (“"Brom"” was often a nickname for someone with the
name Abraham).

The character of Ichabod Crane could have come from several sources, but Irving
probably borrowed the name from a soldier, Colonel Ichabod Crane, whom he met
while serving in the army. Jesse Merwin, a schoolteacher from nearby Kinderhook,
was a friend of Irving’s and may have been the basis for Ichabod’s character.

There's also an actual legend about a Hessian soldier who was found in Sleepy
Hollow. The Hessian was killed by soldiers of the Continental Army, and his head was
nearly cut off. The legend says a local couple, out of respect for the Hessian, buried
him in the Old Dutch Burying Grounds because a Hessian soldier had once saved their
baby. Irving may have stumbled across this legend while working on a biography of
George Washington, and it could have become the basis for "The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow.”
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