New TV show boosts tourism in real Sleepy Hollow

Jim Fitzgerald The Associated Press      Oct. 28, 2013 at 10:39 AM ET 
In the real village of Sleepy Hollow, where the tour guides say "Halloween is our Christmas," the fall season is even busier than usual, thanks to a hit TV show that plays off the legend of the Headless Horseman.  The new Fox series "Sleepy Hollow," which brings Ichabod Crane into the present day with a save-the-world mission, has fostered interest in Washington Irving's 1819 short story, "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow." In the original, Crane is a skinny, superstitious schoolmaster who has a nightmarish encounter with a decapitated Hessian soldier. It mentions several places in modern-day Sleepy Hollow, located on the Hudson River 25 miles north of New York City. 

One of them is the Old Dutch Church, which Susan Laclair, of Granby, Conn., explored with her husband this month. "We were watching the show, and I was remembering the old story I'd read as a kid. I love anything to do with history, and I said, 'There's a real Sleepy Hollow. Let's go for a few days.'" 

The extra attention fits the village's goal of encouraging tourism to support a downtown that has struggled since General Motors closed an assembly plant in 1996. Later that year, the village voted to change its name from North Tarrytown to Sleepy Hollow. 

In 2006, on Halloween, an 18-by-18-foot sculpture depicting the climax of Irving's story was installed alongside Route 9. With a haunted Horseman's Hollow at an 18th-century mill and performances of the "Legend" at the Old Dutch Church, the village is part of Historic Hudson Valley's increasingly popular Halloween attractions. 

Giaccio said the tourist season seems to be getting longer, starting in mid-September and stretching into mid-November, but the village hopes to encourage people to visit at other times of the year as well. A current TV ad, created using a state grant, says Sleepy Hollow "isn't all about horror" — but the characters intoning the phrase include the Grim Reaper and a disembodied head. 

Mark Goffman, an executive producer of "Sleepy Hollow," said Irving's tale was inspirational. "Every Halloween I was read it as a kid, and I have loved it," he said. "The idea that you can take this short story, which has such iconic characters in it, and then recreate it and reinvent it and involve the Revolution and put it in modern times, all told it just makes for a really epic kind of drama." 
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The Legend of Sleepy Hollow Returns    by Mark R. Malebranche II
Without doubt, Sleepy Hollow bears little resemblance to Irving’s 1820 story. First of all, the series is set not in 1790, as was Washington Irving's original short story, but in 1781, during the Revolutionary War. Ichabod Crane, the protagonist of the story, was originally written as an awkward, gangly, superstitious, and even odd-looking pedagogue by Irving, but the Fox treatment shows him as an attractive, smart, confident soldier-spy with a crisp British accent.

The story’s main villain, the Headless Horseman, rather than being a Hessian ghost who exists to harass the men and women of Sleepy Hollow, first appears as a soldier fighting alongside the British where he faces Crane in the heat of battle. As the pilot progresses, the viewer learns that the horseman is actually Death, one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. References to the character as a Hessian do exist in the show and appear to be increasing as it develops (the fourth episode even mentions the Hessian legacy for ruthlessness, which is a subject of debate), however the main impression viewers walk is that the Headless Horseman is also one of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.

There are countless other deviations from the original story, like the fact that the bulk of the series is set in modern times, and no doubt there are several devotees to Irving and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” that remain critical of this modern day take on the tale. However, in considering this show and comparing it to the 1820 version one must take into account the historical period and culture under which it was written. Though penned while Irving was in Europe, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” would have certainly been meaningful to the Americans reading the story in the first few years of its existence, particularly with regards to the choice of villain.

At the time of its first publication, those reading of Crane’s midnight ride would have either lived through the American Revolution, or grown up hearing their parents and grandparents tell them first-hand accounts of the war. Moreover, writing the Headless Horseman as a Hessian was a calculated move on Irving’s part to inspire terror in his readers. The ghost could have been anyone, but the Hessian legacy of ferocity during the American Revolution resonated loudly with Irving’s generation.

It is difficult for a modern audience to view the Headless Horseman in the same way the people of 1820 did. The term Hessian is in reference to the people coming from a region in Germany called Hesse. More specifically, the state of Hesse-Kassel, being a poor nation, regularly hired out its soldiers for additional income. The British government hired these soldiers to put down the rebellion in their American colonies. Though many Hessians settled in America after the war, the citizens of the newly created United States personally witnessed the Hessian method of war. Whether coming from a place of awe or terror, the the term Hessian had an emotional reaction for these people.

Unfortunately the legacy is largely lost on a modern-day audience. The unification of Germany – and subsequent German history – has cast a shroud on earlier German history. Even if Fox made a more faithful adaptation of the story, casting the horseman as a Hessian would not mean anything to the typical viewer unless Fox chose to educate as well as entertain. Writing the series as a setup for the end of the world strikes at a modern day audience’s core much more firmly than would playing the story more true to form. It would certainly be of service to the historical community to take this opportunity to expound upon the Hessian story for the sake of the general public. Doing so would develop Crane’s character more fully, and perhaps Fox will take the chance to do so. However, one cannot hold it against an entertainment corporation for choosing not to focus on the finer points of Hessian history in the Americas.
