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Grettir at Thorhall-stead

I— Glamr

Thorhall the bonder had been to the great Thingvalla, or
annual fair of Iceland, to engage a shepherd, and was now re-
turning. It had been a good two-days’ journey home, for his
shaggy  little pony, though sure footed, was slow. For the
 better part of three hours on the evening of the second day he
had been picking his way cautiously among the great boulders
of black basalt that encumbered the path. At length, on the
summit of a low hill, he brought the  little  animal to a standstill
and paused a moment,  looking off to the northward, a smile of
satisfaction spreading over his broad, sober face. For he had
just passed the white stone that marked the boundary of his
own land. Below him opened the  little valley named the Vale
of Shadows, and in its midst, overshadowed by a single Nor-
way pine, black, wind-distorted, was the stone farmhouse, the
byre, Thorhall’s home.
Only an Icelander could have found plea sure in that pros pect.

It was dreary  beyond expression. Save only for the deformed
pine, tortured and warped by its unending battle with the win-
try gales, no  other tree relieved the monotony of the land-
scape. To the west, mountains barred the horizon— volcanic
mountains, gashed, cragged, basaltic, and still blackened with
primeval fires. Bare of vegetation they were— somber, solitary,
empty of life. To the eastward, low, rolling sand dunes, sprin-
kled thinly with gorse, bore down to the sea. They shut off a
view of the shore, but farther on the horizon showed itself, a
bitter, inhospitable waste of gray  water, blotted by fogs and
murk and sudden squalls. Though the shore was invisible, it
none the less asserted itself. With the rushing of the wind was
mingled the prolonged, everlasting  thunder of the surf, while
the taint of salt, of decaying kelp, of fish, of seaweed, of all the
pungent aromas of the sea, pervaded the air on  every hand.
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Black gulls, sharply defined against the gray sky, slanted in
long tacking flights hither and thither over sea and land. The
raucous bark of the seal hunting mackerel off the shore made
itself occasionally heard. Otherwise there was no sign of life.
Veils of fine rain, half fog, drove across the scene  between
ocean and mountain. The wind blew incessantly from off the
sea with a steady and uninterrupted murmur.
Thorhall rode on, inclining his head against the gusts and

driving wind. Soon he had come to the farmhouse. The ser-
vants led the pony to the stables and in the doorway Thorhall
found his wife waiting for him. They embraced one  an other
and— for they were pious folk— thanked God for the bonder’s
safe journey and speedy return.  Before the roaring fire of drift
that evening Thorhall told his wife of all that had passed at the
Thingvalla, of the wrestling, and of the stallion fights.
“And did you find a shepherd to your liking?” asked his

wife.
“Yes; a great fellow with white teeth and black hair. Rather

surly, I  believe, but strong as a troll. He prom ised to be with
me by the  begin ning of the Winter night. His name is Glamr.”
But the Summer passed, the sun dipped below the horizon

not to reappear for six months, the Winter night drew on, snow
buried all the landscape, hurricanes sharp as boar-spears de-
scended upon the Vale of Shadows; in their beds the dwellers
in the byre heard the grind and growl of the great bergs ca-
reering onward through the ocean, and many a night the howl
of hunger-driven wolves startled Thorhall from his sleep; yet
Glamr did not come.
Then at length and of a sudden he appeared; and Thorhall

on a certain evening, called hastily by a frightened servant, be-
held the great figure of him in the midst of the kitchen floor,
his eyebrows frosted yet scowling, his white teeth snapping
with cold, while in a great hoarse voice, like the grumble of a
bear, he called for meat and drink.
From thenceforward Glamr became a member of Thorhall’s

household. Yet seldom was he found in the byre. By day he was
away with the sheep; by night he slept in the stables. The ser-
vants were afraid of him, though he rarely addressed them a
word. He was not only feared, but disliked. This aversion was
partly explained by Glamr’s own peculiar disposition— gloomy,
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solitary, uncanny, and partly by a fact that came to light within
the first month of his coming to the Vale of Shadows.
He was an un believer. Never did his broad bulk darken the

lich-gate of the kirk; the knolling of matin and vesper-bell put
him in a season of even deeper gloom than usual. It was no-
ticed that he could not bear to look upon a cross; the priest he
abhorred as a pestilence. On holy days he kept far from home,
absenting himself upon one pretext or  an other, withdrawing
up into the chasms and gorges of the hills.
So passed the first months of the Winter.
Christmas Day came, and Christmas Night. It was bitter,

bitter cold. Snow had fallen since second cockcrow the day
 before, and as night closed in such a gale as had not been
known for years gathered from off the Northern Ocean and
whirled shrieking over the Vale of Shadows. All day long Glamr
was in the hills with the sheep, and even above the roaring of
the wind his bell-toned voice had occasionally been heard as
he called and shouted to his charges. At candle-lighting time
he had not returned. The bonder and his family busked them-
selves to attend the Christmas mass.
Some two hours later they were returning. The wind was

 going down, but even yet shreds of torn seaweed and scud of
foam, swept up by the breath of the gale, drove landward across
the valley. The clouds overhead were breaking up, and  between
their galloping courses one saw the sky, the stars glittering like
hoar frost.
The bonder’s party drew near the farmhouse, and the ser-

vants,  going  before with lanthorns and pine torches, undid the
fastenings of the gate. Thewind lapsed suddenly, and in the still-
ness  between two gusts the plunge of the surf made itself heard.
Then all at once Thorhall and his wife stopped and her hand

clutched quickly at his wrist.
“Hark! what was that?”
What, indeed? Was it an echo of the storm sounding hollow

and faint from some  thunder-split crag far off there in those
hills  toward which all eyes were suddenly turned; was it the cry
of a wolf, the clamor of a falcon, or was it the horrid scream of
 human agony and fury, vibrating to a hoarse and bell-like note
that sounded familiar in their ears?
“Glamr! Where is Glamr?” shouted Thorhall, as he entered
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the byre. But those few servants who had been left in charge of
the house reported he had not yet returned.
Night passed and no Glamr; and in the  morning the search-

party set out  toward the hills. Half way up the slope, the sheep
— a few of them— were found, scattered, half buried in drifts;
then a dog, dead and frozen hard as wood. From it led a track
up into the highermountains, a strange track indeed, not  human
certainly, yet whether of wolf or bear no one could determine.
Some had started to follow when a lad who had looked  behind
the shoulder of a great rock raised a cry.
There was the body of Glamr. The shepherd was stretched

upon his back, dead, rigid. The open eyes were glazed, the face
livid; the tongue protruding from the mouth had been bitten
through in the last agony. All about the snow was trampled
down, and the bare bushes crushed and flattened out. Even the
massive boulder nearwhich thebodyhadbeen foundwasmoved
a  little from its place. A fearful struggle had been wrought out
here, yet upon the body of Glamr was no trace of a wound, no
mark of claw or hand. Only among his footprints was mingled
that strange track that had been noticed  before, and as  before
it led straight up  toward the high part of the mountains.
The youngmen raised the body of the shepherd and the party

moved off  toward the kirk and the graveyard. Even though
Glamr had shunned the mass, the priest might be prevailed
upon to bury him in consecrated ground. But soon the young
men had to pause to rest. The body was unexpectedly heavy.
Once again,  after stopping to breathe, they raised the bier
upon their shoulders. Soon  an other helperwas summoned, then
 an other; even Thorhall aided. Ten strong men though they
were, they staggered and trembled  under that unearthly weight.
Even in that icy air the perspiration streamed from them.
Heavier and still heavier grew the burden; it bore them to the
earth. Their knees bowed out from  under them, their backs
bent. They were obliged to give over.
Later in the day they returned with oxen and a sledge. They

repaired to the spot where the body had been left; then stared
at each  other with paling faces. In the snow at their feet there
was the impression made by the great frame of the shepherd.
But that was all; the body was gone, nor was there any foot-
print in the snow  other than they themselves had made.
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A cairn was erected over the spot, and for many a long day
the strange death of the shepherd of the Vale of Shadows was
the talk of the country side. But about a month or so  after the
death of Glamr a strange sense of uneasiness seemed to invade
the household of the byre. By degrees it took possession of
first one and then  an other of the servants and family. No one
spoke about this. It was not a thing that could be reduced to
words, and for the  matter of that, each one  believed that he or
she was the only one affected. This one thought himself sick;
that one  believed herself merely nervous. But nevertheless a
certain perplexity, a certain disturbance of spirit was in the air.
One evening Thorhall and his wife met accidentally in the

passage  between the main body of the house and the dairy.
They paused and looked at each  other for no reason that they
could imagine. Thus they stood for several seconds.
“Well,” said Thorhall at length, “what is it?”
“Ay,” responded his wife. “Ay, what is it?”
“Nothing,” he replied; and she, echoing his words, also an-

swered “Nothing.”
Then they laughed nervously, yet still  looking fixedly into

each  other’s eyes for all that.
“I  believe,” said Thorhall the next day, “that I am to be sick.

I cannot tell— I feel no pain— no fever— and yet— — ”
“And I, too,” declared his wife. “I am— no, not sick— but

distressed. I— I am troubled. I cannot tell what it is. I some-
times think I am afraid.”
A week later, on a certain evening just  after curfew, the

whole family was aroused by a wild shriek as of some one in
mortal terror. Thorhall and his wife rushed into the dairy
whence the cry came and found one of the maids in a fit upon
the floor.
When she recovered she cried out that she had seen at one

of the  windows the face of Glamr.

II—Grettir

The cold, bright Icelandic Summer shone over Thorhall’s byre
and theVale of Shadows.Therewas no cloud in the sky. The void
and lonely ocean was indigo blue. But still the prospect was
barren, inhospitable. Only a few pallid  flowers, hardy bluebells
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and buttercups, appeared here and there on the sand dunes in
the hollows beneath the gorse and bracken. In the lower hills,
on the far side of the valley, a tenuous skim of verdure ap-
peared. At times a ptarmigan fluttered in and out of the crevices
of these hills searching for blueberries; at times on the surfaces
of the waste of dunes a sandpiper uttered its shrill and feeble
piping.  Always, as ever, the wind blew from off the ocean;
 always, as ever, the solitary pine by the farmhouse writhed and
tossed its gaunt arms;  always the gorse and bracken billowed
and weltered  under it. The sand drifted like snow, encroaching
forever upon the cultivated patches around the house.  Always
the surf— surgeon surge— boomedand  thunderedon the shore,
casting up broken kelp and jetsam of wreck.  Always,  always
forever and forever, the monotony remained. The bleakness,
the wild, solitary stretches of sea and sky and land turned to
the eye their staring emptiness. At long intervals the figure of a
servant, a herdsman or at times Thorhall himself moved— a
speck of black on the illimitable gray of nature— across the
landscape. Ponies, shagged, half wild, their eyes hidden  under
tangled forelocks, sometimes wandered down upon the shore
— their thick hair roughing in the wind— to snuff at the salty
seaweeds. The males sometimes fought here on the shore,
their hoofs thudding on the resounding beach, their screams
mingling with the incessant roar of the breakers.
Once even, at Easter-tide, during a gale, an empty galley

drove ashore, a snekr with dragon prow, the broken oars dan-
gling from the thole-pins; and in the waist of her a Viking
chieftain, dead, the salt rime rusting on his helmet.
With the advent of Summer the mysterious trouble at the

farmhouse in the Vale of Shadows disappeared. But the fall
equinox drew on, the nights became longer; soon the daylight
lasted but a few hours and the sun set  before it could be said to
have actually risen.
As the Winter darkness descended upon the farmhouse the

trouble recommenced. During the night the tread of footsteps
could be heard making the rounds of the byre. The fumbling
of unseen fingers could be distinguished at the locks. The low
eaves of the house were seized in the grip of strong hands and
wrenched and pulled till the rafters creaked. Outhouses were
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plucked apart and destroyed, fences uprooted.  After nightfall
no one dared venture abroad.
Thorhall had engaged a new shepherd, one Thorgaut, a

young man, who professed himself fearless of the haunted
sheep-walks and farmyard.Hewas as popular as Glamr had been
disliked. Hemade love to the housemaids, helped in the butter-
making and rode the children on his back. As to the Vampire, he
snapped his fingers and asked only to meet him in the open.
The snow came in August, and was followed by sleet and icy

rains and blotting sea-fogs. As the time went on the nightly
manifestations increased. Windows were broken in; iron bars
shaken and wrenched; sheep and even horses killed.
At length one night a terrible commotion broke out in the

stables— the shrill squealing of the horses and the tramping
and bellowing of cows, mingled with deep tones of a dreadful
voice. Thorhall and his  people rushed out. They found that the
stable door had been riven and splintered, and they entered
the stable itself across the wreckage. The cattle were goring
each  other, and across the stone partition  between the stalls
was the body ofThorgaut, the shepherd, his head uponone side,
his feet on the  other, and his spine snapped in twain.

It chanced that about this time Grettir, well known and well
beloved throughout all Iceland, came into that part of the
country and one eventide drew rein at Thorhall’s farmhouse.
This was  before Grettir had been hunted from the  island by
the implacable Thorbjorn, called The Hook, and driven to an
asylum and practical captivity upon the rock of Drangey.
He was at this time in the prime of his youth and of a noble

appearance. His shoulders were broad, his arms long, his eye a
bright blue and his flaxen hair braided like a Viking’s. For
cloak he wore a bearskin, while as for weapons he carried
 nothing but a short sword.
Thorhall, as may be easily  understood, welcomed the famous

outlaw, but warned him of Glamr.
Grettir, however, was not to be dissuaded from remaining

overnight at the byre.
“Vampire or troll, troll or vampire, here bide I till daybreak,”

he declared.
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Yet despite the bonder’s fears the night passed  quietly. No
sound broke the stillness but the murmur of the distant surf,
no footfall sounded around the house, no fingers came groping
at the doors.
“I have never slept easier,” announced Grettir in the

 morning.
“Good; and Heaven be praised,” declared the bonder fer-

vently.
They walked together  toward the stables, Thorhall instruct-

ing Grettir as to the road he should follow that day. As they
drew near, Grettir whistled for his horse, but no answering
whicker responded.
“How is this?” he muttered, frowning.
Thorhall and the outlaw hurried into the building, and

Grettir, who was in the advance, stopped stock-still in the
midst of the floor and swore a great oath.
His horse lay prone in the straw of his stall, his eyeballs pro-

truding, the foam stiff upon his lips. He was dead. Grettir ap-
proached and examined him. Between shoulder and withers,
the back— as if it had been a wheat-straw— was broken.
“Never mind,” cried the bonder eagerly, “I have  an other

 animal for you, a piebald stallion of Norway stock, just the
beast for your weight. Here is your saddle. On with it. Up you
go and a speedy journey to you.”
“Never!” exclaimed Grettir, his blue eyes flashing. “Here

will I stay till I meet Glamr face to face. No man did me an in-
jury that he did not rue it. I sleep at the byre  an other night.”
Dark as a wolf’s mouth, silent as his footfalls, the night

closed down. There was no moon as yet, but the heavens were
bright. Steadily as the blast of some great huntsman’s horn, the
wind held from the northeast. The sand skimming over the
dunes and low hills near the coast was caught up and carried
landward and drifted in at crevice and door-chink of the farm-
house. A young seal— lost, no doubt, from the herd that had all
day been feeding in the offing— barked and barked incessantly
from a rock in the breakers. In the pine tree by the house a
huge night-bird, owl or hawk, stirred occasionally with a pro-
longed note. By and by the weather grew colder, the ground
 began to freeze and crack. Inside in the main hall of the house,
covered by his bearskin cloak, Grettir lay wakeful and watching.
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He reclined in such a manner— his head pillowed on his arm—
that he could see the door. At the  other end of the hall the fire
of drift was dying down upon the flags. On the  other side of
the partition, in the next room, lay the bonder, alternately
dozing and waking.
The time passed heavily, slowly. From far off  toward the

shore could be heard the lost seal raising from time to time his
hoarse, sobbing bark.
Then at length a dog howled, and an instant  after the bonder

spoke aloud. He had risen from his bed and stood in the door
of his room.
“Hark! Did you not hear something?”
“I hear the barking of the seal,” said Grettir, “the baying of

the hound, the cry of the night-bird, and the break of the
surges;  nothing else.”
“No. This was a footstep. There. Listen!”
A heavy footfall sounded crunching in the snow from with-

out and close by. It passed around and in front of the house;
and the wooden shutter of a  window of the hall was plucked at
and shaken. Then an outhouse was attacked— a shed where in
Summer time the calves were fed. Grettir could hear the snap
and rasp of splintering boards.
“It has a strong arm,” he muttered.
Once more the tread encircled the house. In a very short

time it sounded again in the front of the byre.
“It has a long stride,” said Grettir.
The tread ceased. For a longmoment there was silence, while

the scurrying sand  rattled delicately against the house like
minute hailstones. Suddenly a corner eave was seized. Some-
thing tugged at it, wrenching, and the thatch gave with the
long swish of rent linen.
“It has a tall figure,” said Grettir.
For nearly a quarter of an hour these different sounds con-

tinued, now distinct, now confused, now distant, now near at
hand. Suddenly from overhead there came a jar and a crash,
and Grettir felt the dust from the rafters descend upon his face;
the Vampire was on the roof. But soon he leaped down and now
the footsteps came straight to the door of the hall. The door
itself was gripped with colossal strength. In the crescent-shaped
openings of the  upper panels a hand appeared, black against
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the faint outside light, groping, picking. It seized upon the
edge of the board in the lower bend of the crescent and pulled.
The board gave way, ripped to the very door-sill; then an arm
followed the hand, reaching for one of the two iron bars with
which the door was fenced. Evidently it could not find these,
for the effort was soon abandoned and  an other panel was split
and torn away. The cross-panel followed, the nails shrieking as
they were drawn from out the wood. Then at last the door,
shattered to its very hinges, gave way, leaving only the bars set
in the stone sockets of the jamb, and against the square of gray
light of the entrance stood, silhouetted, the figure of a mon-
ster. Stood but for a moment, for  almost at once the bars were
pulled out.
The Vampire was within the house, the light from the smol-

dering logs illuminating the face.
Glamr’s face was livid. The pupils of the eyes were white, the

hair matted and thick. The whole figure was monstrously en-
larged, bulked like a jotun, and the vast hands, white as those
of the drowned, swung heavily at his sides.
Once in the hall, he stood for a long moment  looking from

side to side, then moved slowly forward, reaching his great
arms overhead, feeling and fumbling with the roof-beams with
his fingers, and guiding himself thus from beam to beam.
Grettir, watching, alert, never moved, but lay in his place,

his eyes fixed upon the monster.
But at length Glamr made out the form stretched upon the

couch and came up and laid hold of a flap of the bearskin
 under Grettir’s shoulders and tugged at it. But Grettir, bracing
his feet against the foot-board of the couch, held back with all
his strength. Glamr seized the flap in both hands and set his
might to the pull, till the tough hide fetched away, and he stag-
gered back, the corner of skin still in his grip. He looked at it
stupidly, wondering, bewildered.
Then suddenly the bonder, listening from within his bolted

door, heard the muffled crashing shock of the onset. The rafters
cracked, the byre shook, the shutters rocked in their grooves,
and Grettir, eyes alight, hair flying like a torch, thews rigid as
iron, leaped to the attack.
Downupon the hero’s arms came the numbing, crushing grip

of the dead man’s might. One instant of that in human em-
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brace and Grettir knew that now peril of his life was  toward.
Never in all his days of battle and strength had such colossal
might risen to match his own. Back bore the wrestlers, back,
back  toward the sides of the hall. Benches ironed to the wall
were overturned, wrenched like  paper from their fastenings.
The great table crashed and splintered beneath their weight.
The floor split with their tramping, and the fire was scattered
upon the hearth. Now forward, now back, from side to side
and from end to end of the wrecked hall drove the fight. Great
of build though the fighters were, huge of bone, big of mus-
cle, they yet leaped and writhed with the agility, the rapidity of
young lambs.
But fear was not in Grettir. Never in his life had he been

afraid. Only anger shook him, and fine, above-board fury, and
the iron will to beat his enemy.
All at once Grettir, his arms gripped about the Vampire’s

middle, his head beneath the armpit, realized that the creature
was dragging him  toward the door. He fought back from this
till the effort sent the blood surging in his ears, for he knew
well that ill as the fight had fared within the house it must go
worse without. But it was all one that he braced his feet against
the broken benches, the wreck of the table, the  every uneven-
ness of the floor. The Vampire had gripped him close and
dragged and clutched and heaved at his body, so that the white
nails drove into his flesh, and the embrace of those arms of
steel shut in the ribs till the breath gushed from the nostrils in
long gasps of agony.
And now they swayed and grappled in the doorway. Gret-

tir’s back was bent like a bow, and Grettir’s arms at fullest
stretch strained to their sockets, till it seemed as though the
very tendons must tear from off the bones. And ever the foul
thing above him drew him farther and yet farther from out the
entrance-way of the house.
“God save you, Grettir!” cried the bonder, “God save you,

brave man and true. Never was such fight as this in all Iceland.
Are you spent, Grettir?”
Muffled  under the arms of his foe, the voice of Grettir

shouted: “Stand from us. I am much spent, but I fear not.”
Then with the words, feeling the half-sunk stone of the

threshold beneath his feet, he bowed his knees, and with his
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shoulder against the Vampire’s breast drove, not, as hitherto,
back, but forward, and that with all the power of limb and
loin.
The Vampire reeled from the attack. His shoulder crashed

against the outer door-case, and with that gigantic shock the
roof burst as under. Down crushed and roared the frozen
thatch, and then in that hideous ruin of splintering rafters,
grinding stones and wreck of panel and beam the Vampire fell
backward and prone to the ground, while Grettir toppled
down upon him till his face was against the dead man’s face,
his eye to his dead eye, his forehead against his front, and the
gray bristle of his beard  between his teeth.
The moon was bright outside, and all at once, lighted by her

rays, Grettir for the first time saw the Vampire’s face.
Then the soul of him shrank and sank, and the fear that all

his days he had not known leaped to life in his heart. Terror of
that glare of the dead man’s gaze caught him by the throat, till
his grip relaxed, and his strength dwindled away and he
crouched there motionless but for his trembling,  looking,
 looking into those blind, white, dead eyes.
And then the Vampire  began to speak:
“Eagerly hast thou striven to match thyself with me, and ill

hast thou done this night. Now thou art weak with the fear and
the rigorof this fight, yet neverhenceforth shalt thoube stronger
than at this moment. Till now thou hast won much fame by
great deeds, yet henceforth ill-luck shall follow thee and woe
and man-slayings and un toward fortune. Outlawed shalt thou
be, and thy lot shall be cast in lands far from thine home.
Alone shalt thou dwell, and in that loneliness, this weird I lay
upon thee: Ever to see these eyes with thine eyes, till the terror
of the Dark shall come upon thee and the fear of night, and
the twain shall drag thee to thy death and thy undoing.”
As the voice ceased, Grettir’s wits and strength returned,

and suddenly seizing the hair of the creature in one hand and
his short sword in the  other, he hewed off the head.
But within the heart of him he knew that the Vampire had

said true words, and as he stood  looking down upon the great
body of his enemy and saw the glazed and fish-like eyes be-
neath the lids, he could for one instant look ahead to the days
of his life yet to be, to the ill-fortune that should dog him from
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henceforth, and knew that at the gathering of each night’s
dusk the eyes of Glamr would look into his.
Thorhall came out when the fight was done, praising God

for the issue, and he and Grettir together burned the body
and, wrapping the ashes in a skin, buried them in a far corner
of the sheep-walks.
In the  morning Thorhall gave Grettir the piebald horse and

new clothes and set him a mile on his road. They rode through
the Vale of Shadows and kissed each  other farewell on the
shore where the road led away  toward Waterdale.
The clouds had gathered again during the dawn and the rain

was falling, driven landward by the incessant wind. The seals
again barked and hunted in the offing, and the rough-haired
ponies once more wandered about on the beach snuffing at
the kelp and seaweed.
Long time Thorhall stood on the ridge watching the figure

of Grettir grow small and indistinct in the waste of north
country and  under the blur of the rain. Then at last he turned
back to the byre.
But Grettir  after these things rode on to Biarg, to his

 mother’s house, and sat at home through the winter.
1903
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