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Introduction

It was a cold evening in late October. I adjusted my scarf to keep out the chill as I strolled through the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, the purported resting place of the infamous Headless Horseman. It was a special night. A famous local actor was doing a one-man show of the Legend of Sleepy Hollow, right here on the grounds of the Old Dutch Church where much of the action took place. The church was constructed of fieldstone with a white octagonal belfry that still held the original bell. Within, the small sanctuary was split into three sections of wooden pews with aisles on the left and right. The altar was framed by lovely arched windows and the organ was on a balcony in back.


I took a seat in the middle section and watched as the church filled with eager patrons of the arts. When our narrator entered the sanctuary, already in character and costume, he brought down the house. The audience sat spellbound by the adventures of Ichabod Crane as he taught the school children, wooed the fair (and wealthy) Katrina Van Tassel, became the target of the jealous Brom Bones, and was chased away from the village by the infamous Headless Horseman.


The performance was over too soon. I rose from the pew almost in a daze, reluctant to leave that legendary place behind. But another spooky adventure awaited across the street at the equally historic Philipsburg Manor, with its annual haunted trail featuring the Headless Horseman, who (some say) still haunts the grounds to this day. I cowered just like Ichabod Crane when I saw the phantom ride dramatically up the field toward me as I crept along the spooky pathway!


They say that the veil between worlds thins in the final days of October and the dawn of November. It certainly felt that way during my visit to Sleepy Hollow. There was something in the air that gave me goosebumps, even at midday.


This time when worlds collide—the dead and the living, the mundane and the supernatural—has been called by many names: Samhain, All Hallows’ Eve, All Saints’ Day, All Souls’ Day, Fèt Gede, and Día de los Muertos. It is a time of ghosts, monsters, fairy rades, high adventure, and miracles. The folktales in this collection are some of my favorites.


Happy Halloween


Sandy Schlosser
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The Ghost Club

ASHEVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA

Nathaniel was reading in his usual spot on the steps of the schoolhouse while the rest of us threw a ball around the yard. Nathaniel’s father traveled a lot and brought home newspapers from everywhere he went for his intellectual son. Nathaniel faithfully read them during the lunch hour while the rest of us were relaxing.

“Fellows!” Nathaniel shouted. He was waving his father’s old newspaper over his head as he ran toward us. “Fellows! Look at this article about Crawfordsville, Indiana.”

“Why should we care about Crawfordsville Indiana?” one fellow asked.

“Because they have a ghost club,” Nathaniel said.

That got our attention. Everyone—even the girls—hurried over to see his newspaper. It was a long article, so Nathaniel summed it up for us. A group in Crawfordsville had formed a club whose membership had one single requirement: The members must have personally seen a ghost at least once in their lives. The club was formed on October 31—All Hallows’ Eve—and each year they indoctrinated new members. They met regularly to tell true ghost stories in a building that itself had several hauntings.
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Several of their ghostly tales were related in the article, but before we could read any of them, Nathaniel folded the paper under his arm and said: “I think we should do it!”

“Do what?” asked a girl suspiciously.

“I think we should form our own ghost club,” Nathaniel said patiently.

“How can we? We’ve never seen a ghost,” a boy pointed out skeptically.

“I have,” said Nathaniel promptly. “My granny is Scottish, and I was born with her sixth sense.”

“I have too,” I said at once. Well, it was probably a sheet flapping on a windy night, but since I never went to check before running for the house, I figure it could have been a ghost.

“I live in a haunted house,” my sweetheart, Mary, volunteered. “My aunt’s ghost is said to haunt the front parlor.”

Alas, the bell rang at that moment, and we were called back to class. But we all agreed that we needed our own ghost cub and that the inaugural meeting should be on All Hallows’ Eve, which was a week away.

Mary’s parents were happy to host our first club meeting in their haunted home. The whole family pitched in to turn their front parlor into a spooky masterpiece. On All Hallows’ Eve, every member of our class showed up on Mary’s doorstep at the appointed hour—even Gregory who spent Wednesday night in a haunted graveyard in order to qualify for the club. His tale of a misty figure rising from a grave was probably as real as my haunted sheet, but there was no way either of us were missing out on this club.

Mary looked pretty as a picture standing in the doorway greeting all her classmates. She blushed when I complimented her dress and told me she’d saved me a seat. She ushered us into the parlor, which was deliciously creepy. White cheesecloth hung from the ceiling and draped the walls. The furnishings had been replaced with rows of chairs covered in black cloth. A massive table stood in front of the fireplace. On the table lay a bell, a prayer book, and a candle to lay any ghosts that were raised that night, in accordance with the tenets of ghost lore.

Nathaniel took his place behind the table. We had already elected him club president, so he brought us to order and explained the club rules and the meeting schedule. He’d even written out a charter for us to sign. According to the rules, there would be two formal presentations per meeting. Each speaker would tell a true ghost story that they themselves had experienced. After the stories were concluded, they would answer questions, and we would have a group discussion before closing with cake and refreshments. Nathaniel and Mary had volunteered to present that evening.

Nathaniel was the first to relate his ghost story. “When I was seven, my parents took me to a box supper at the church. It was a lovely evening, so we decided to walk since the sanctuary wasn’t far from our house. The church was packed with people and there were lots of children my age running around having a great time.”

Nathaniel paused for a sip of water, then continued. “At first, I didn’t notice the little barefoot little girl in the white dress. She was much younger than me—maybe four or five—and she wasn’t from any of the families with which we were acquainted. She followed me as I went from table to table, talking with my friends. And she followed me outside when a bunch of us boys decided to run races. I ignored her, hoping she’d find some girls to play with.”

Nathaniel tugged on his fingers as if he felt guilty for ignoring the little girl. “It was getting dark, so we said good night to our friends and left the church. I had forgotten all about the barefoot little girl in white, until we turned onto the road leading to our home and I saw her following us. I said: ‘Go back to your family, little girl. They will be missing you.’ My parents stared at me. ‘Who are you talking to, Nathaniel?’ asked my mother. I pointed toward the little girl, who was standing a couple feet away. ‘I’m talking to that little girl. She followed me around during the box supper and she won’t go back to the church.’ My father frowned and said: ‘I do not see anyone standing there, Nathaniel.’ And suddenly, neither did I.”

Everyone in the room gasped.

“The barefoot little girl vanished without a trace. I’d been followed all evening by a ghost,” Nathaniel confirmed our suspicions. “My parents, to their credit, believed my story at once. They took me home and put me to bed with a glass of warm milk. Then my father went back to the church to ask about the phantom. The pastor told him that a little girl fitting my description had been killed in a carriage accident in front of the sanctuary. Her ghost sometimes appears in the churchyard, watching other children play.”

We applauded vigorously at the conclusion of Nathaniel’s tale, but our enthusiasm did little to dispel the gloomy menace that enveloped the room. The air felt so cold that I expected ice crystals to form on the windows.

When the clapping ceased, a pale young woman stepped to the front of the room. She was wearing a long white gown that nearly blended with the cheesecloth hangings. Her presence seemed to cast a spell over the room. She was unknown to us, but we did not question her appearance. Indeed, we were mesmerized as she told her tale.

“It was an arranged marriage,” the woman began. “Two prominent local families decided to unite their lineage. The son of a penniless nobleman was marrying the eldest daughter of a rich merchant. Thus, the middleclass family gained prestige and the nobleman’s family procured a fortune.”

The pale woman’s voice was sibilant and strange. Icy chills were running up and down my spine. Mary’s clasp on my hand grew so tight I lost the sensation in my fingers.

“The merchant’s daughter loved the noble heir. He was darkly handsome with flashing eyes and a roguish grin. His courtship was dashing and outwardly sincere. He brought her flowers and expensive gifts. He wooed her with pretty words. Everything on the surface seemed perfect and a grand wedding was planned. But something was not right. The girl’s brother was concerned. The heir had been seen several times around town, flirting with the daughter of a lawyer who had just moved to Asheville.”

The pale woman paused. The room was so still you could hear the wind whistling outside the window.

“The wedding invitations were sent, the wedding gown purchased, the paperwork uniting the family fortunes signed. There was no backing out of the marriage, no matter how many lawyers’ daughters moved to town,” the pale woman said. “In spite of her brother’s concern, the merchant’s daughter was hopeful. She was sure the noble heir loved her. To ease her brother’s mind, she sent a note to the heir asking him to meet her at the house. It was the eve of her wedding and therefore unlucky for the groom to see his bride. Knowing the family would object to this lapse in tradition, she asked the heir to meet her upstairs in a private sitting room where they could talk without being disturbed. There, the merchant’s daughter asked the heir about the other woman. The heir’s eyes flashed with anger, and the truth spilled out. He did not love her. He had never loved her. If it weren’t for the money, he would never marry her.”

An indignant rustle passed through the room. The pale woman waited until it subsided to continue.

“The heir stormed out of the room and the merchant’s daughter followed, threatening to break their engagement and nullify the agreement between their families. The heir and the merchant’s daughter stood face-to-face at the top of the staircase, glaring at each other. Then a cruel smile crossed the heir’s face. ‘You will never break our engagement,’ he told the merchant’s daughter and pushed her down the stairs. When she lay crumpled and broken at the bottom, the heir slipped away unnoticed. No one ever knew he had been in the house the night the merchant’s daughter died.”

Someone gasped and we turned to see Mary’s father standing in the doorway of the dining room. “Maud?” he whispered, staring in disbelief at the pale woman. “Maud, is that true? Did Henry kill you?”

My eyes widened as his words registered in my mind. The pale woman standing beside the massive table was his sister’s ghost!

“Henry pushed me down the stairs on the eve of our wedding,” Maud’s spirit confirmed. “There was a clause in the marriage agreement that said the money would go to the heir if I died before the wedding, provided the engagement was not broken. When I threatened to end our betrothal, Henry knew the only way to keep the money was to kill me. So, he did.”

“The scoundrel. The reprobate!” Mary’s father was incoherent with rage.

“Tell our father the truth,” Maud said. “That is all I ask.” Her pale body grew translucent and then faded slowly away.

My classmates screamed and a mass exodus ensued. Within moments, not a soul was left in the room save Mary, her father, and me.

Mary’s father sank into a black-draped chair. He was trembling from head to toe.

“What will you do, sir?” I asked since Mary seemed incapable of speech.

“I will tell my father the truth,” Mary’s father said. “There’s nothing we can do about the marriage agreement. Without proof of the murder, it is impossible to break. It is our word against theirs. And it happened so many years ago that Henry and his family are long returned to England.” He rubbed a trembling hand over his face, looking lost and sorrowful.

“I think Aunt Maud just wanted us to know the truth,” Mary said, hugging her father.

I helped the family clean up the front parlor before taking my leave. Mary walked me to the front door.

“No one will ever forget the first meeting of the ghost club,” I said as stepped out into the chilly air of All Hallows’ Eve.

“Do you think there will be a second meeting?” Mary asked dryly.

“I hope not,” I said sincerely. “I don’t need any more convincing. Aunt Maud’s ghost was as real as they come.”

The next day at school, Nathaniel tore up the charter and we unanimously agreed that the gathering on All Hallows’ Eve was the first and only meeting of the Asheville Ghost Club. Rest in peace, Aunt Maud.
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The Headless Horseman

SLEEPY HOLLOW, NEW YORK

The Hessian soldier was given command of the Prince Hereditaire Regiment in 1776, just two days before they set sail from Germany at the behest of George III, King of Great Britain. The British king did not have enough soldiers in his own army to put down the revolution in the American Colonies, so he employed German soldiers to fill in the gap.

The British and the American rebel armies were skirmishing for possession of the county of Westchester, just north of New York City. The Hessian soldier and his regiment were sent to support the British general Howe at New Rochelle while the American revolutionary general—a man called George Washington—made his headquarters near the village of White Plains.

On October 28, the two armies, each about thirteen thousand strong, met in battle array at the village of White Plains. The Americans were encamped just north of the village, with two pieces of artillery posted on Chatterton’s Hill. The British sent in two divisions to engage them. General Howe’s division, marching in from the left flank, ordered the Hessian soldier and his men to drive the Americans from Chatterton’s Hill.
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The artillery battered at the beleaguered Hessian troops, and it wasn’t until reinforcements arrived that the Hessian soldier was able to lead his men in a charge up the slope. They were met by a tempest of bullets, and the Hessian soldier’s steed was shot in the forehead. As the horse toppled to the ground, the Hessian soldier yanked his foot from the stirrup and rolled aside to avoid being crushed by its weight. Then he leapt to his feet so his men could see he had not perished with the horse. But his timing was ill judged. Even as he straightened, a cannonball flew into range and blew his head from his shoulders. The Hessian soldier tumbled backward, and his headless corpse lay sprawled across the body of his dead horse. His well-trained men and their British counterparts continued upward, taking Chatterton’s Hill and forcing the Americans to retreat to Washington’s camp near White Plains. Defeated, the American troops eventually withdrew into New Jersey, leaving the British in possession of Westchester.

For many days following the battle, local residents and the British troops gathered up the dead and buried them. The Hessian soldier’s body was discovered on Chatterton’s Hill, but no one located his head, and so he was interred headless in the graveyard near Sleepy Hollow.

In the weeks following the battle of White Plains, many of the good people living in Sleepy Hollow went out of their way to avoid passing the cemetery after dark. There was a restless spirit about, folks said. Strange lights would appear in the graveyard around midnight, and one woman claimed to have heard the sound of an invisible horse galloping madly down the road. Most people treated the rumors as a funny joke and ignored them. However, a few of the older residents took care to mention a folk belief they had learned in childhood: evil spirits and ghosts did not care to cross running water. If the spirit haunting the graveyard ever bothered anyone, that person should make for the bridge as fast as his legs would carry him.

One cold night, a certain Dutchman named Hans left the tavern and started walking to his home in the hollow nearby. His path led next to the shadowy old cemetery where the Hessian soldier was buried. Right around midnight, Hans came within sight of the church, surrounded by its solemn graveyard. It was a dark night with no moon, and the only light came from his lantern and a few patches of ice that sparkled when they caught the light. The dark trees seemed to close in around Hans and the wind rattled the bare branches, making his hands tremble with nerves. Through his mind passed all the rumors of a galloping ghost that he had heard at the tavern. He stumbled along, humming to himself to keep up his courage as he passed the seeming safety of the stone church where he worshipped each Sunday and came alongside the moldering graves under their melting mounds of snow. The lantern light cast strange shadows over the stones, and a chill wind slapped him in the face, sending small icy fragments toppling down from the trees above.

Hans paused to rub his stinging eyes and then he froze in shock when he saw a swirling white mist, glowing brighter than the light from his lantern, rise from the ground in the cemetery. He stood transfixed with fear, his heart pounding.

“Wh-who is there?” he called, trying to sound casual. The only response was a whooshing sound as the white mist suddenly jettisoned forth from an unmarked grave, swirling upward higher and then higher like a geyser. Hans reeled backward in shock as the lurid spewing light coalesced slowly into a large horse carrying a headless rider.

For a timeless moment, Hans stared into the blackness above the empty shoulders, trying to outstare a ghost with no head. Then the ghost horse snorted and scraped at the turf with one enormous hoof and the headless rider leaned forward and spurred his steed into action. The phantom horse exploded into a full gallop, running straight at Hans, who screamed in terror and took to his heels, the lantern falling unheeding from his hand.

Hans ran as fast as he could, making for the bridge where he prayed the fearful apparition would disappear. He could hear the pounding of ghostly hooves behind him, and he stumbled suddenly and fell, rolling off the road into a melting patch of snow. The headless rider thundered past him, and Hans got a second look at the ghost. It was, he realized, wearing a Hessian commander’s uniform.

Hans lay shaking under a leafless shrub for an hour after the ghost disappeared, unable to move from sheer terror. Finally, he hauled himself upright using the trunk of a nearby tree for support and stood panting with nerves as he attempted to steady his trembling knees enough to walk home. There was no way, he decided, that he was going back to the graveyard to retrieve his lantern. He’d leg it home in the dark.

After fortifying himself with several glasses of schnapps, Hans told his worried wife about his encounter with the ghost. By noon of the next day, Hans’s wife had spread the story all over Sleepy Hollow.

The good Dutch folk were divided in their opinions. Some thought that the ghost must be roaming the roads at night in search of its head. Others claimed that the Hessian soldier rose from the grave to lead his men in a charge up Chatterton’s Hill, not knowing that the hill had been taken by the British. A third contingent opined that the Headless Horseman was seeking vengeance against the rebellious colonists who cost him his life. Regardless of opinion, the fact remains that the galloping Hessian continues to roam the roads of Sleepy Hollow on dark nights—striking terror into the hearts of all who encounter him—from that day to this.
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The Grim

WEST MILFORD, NEW JERSEY

I normally don’t go for spooky adventures, being too busy trying to earn a college scholarship to take time off from my studies. But when I heard that Rob was going up to a Halloween bonfire on Clinton Road, I decided to go along for the ride. I was impressed with Rob. He was fairly new to our school, having joined our class halfway through our junior year. It was now October of our senior year, and he had already won a full scholarship to Harvard University. But Rob also liked to have fun, and I admired that in a man. I was the intelligent-but-shy type; an outgoing “brainiac” was my kind of guy.
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