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        Under the outermost

        root of the great ash tree

        went to their rest

        giantesses, vættir,

        dead men, dwarves,

        and the dark elves.

      

        

      
        Heroes arose,

        elvish light flared.

        The night fled north

        toward Niflheim.
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      When people think of mythical beings from the Scandinavian countries, the gods of Norse Mythology seem to dominate. Their stories survived through the centuries and were eventually adapted into popular culture like books, comics, and movies. But while Norse Mythology might be best known out there in the big world, the later folk beliefs have a large and colorful cast of characters as well.

      I grew up with the tales of these creatures, and they are part of my cultural heritage. I used to love hearing about them as a child, and now, as an adult, I’ve found it both entertaining and interesting to delve back in and immerse myself in the creatures that have been so deeply connected to the Scandinavian landscape. These are the Vættir, the creatures of Scandinavian folklore. They were not gods, but supranormal creatures who lived and lurked nearby human settlements, often unseen, and always up to mischief, evil deeds, and sometimes even good deeds. 

      It might be wise to point out what countries actually comprise Scandinavia. Today, it is the countries of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. Scandinavia is therefore not to be confused with the larger Nordic area. But Scandinavia was a larger area in the Middle Ages and beyond for a while, which is why I’ve included sagn from Swedish-occupied Finnish areas, for example. I’ve attempted to include a fair share of stories from each country, but some Vættir are mostly concentrated in one of the three countries. If this is the case, I’ve mentioned it in the short intro of each chapter on the Vættir.

      The Vættir were the Hidden Folk of Scandinavia and they comprised all kinds of creatures who lived on land, in the water, or even flew through the air. They served as explanations for the inexplicable, like natural disasters, accidents, crop failure, disease, and so on. And unlike the gods of old, the Vættir evolved, adapted, and thrived in a new world where a new religion emerged, the written word became known to more and more, and cities and royal crowns consolidated their powers. The Hidden Folk mostly existed in rural areas, and they rarely dealt with kings. These creatures manifested in the everyday lives of regular people who lived close to nature and the forces there that were both hard to explain and control. 

      It is these creatures, the Vættir, that you’ll meet in this book. These are creatures you may already have heard of, like trolls, giants, elves, and dwarves, and also other more obscure ones like the creaky cart. Some, like those who used witchcraft, aren’t actually Vættir, but humans who, in some form, were connected to the supranormal, but they also made up a great share of the stories told.

      Many Vættir have become conflated over the centuries, like the hulder and elves, or even the mermaid, and it’s sometimes hard to tell them apart. I’ve classified the tales the way they were when originally written down, keeping them in the group they were intended for.

      The stories themselves are represented here by a type of tale called a sagn (one sagn, several sagn). This is a Scandinavian term used for a particular type of tale that is traditional in the Scandinavian folk beliefs. You will find no fairy tales in this book. I have chosen to focus on the sagn because they share such varied stories of all kinds of creatures. Sagn constitutes a sub-genre of folktales in Scandinavia. These are short tales, some no more than a sentence long, that get straight to the point without too much embellishment. They are told in a manner that’s supposed to make the listener believe they truly happened. This is why many of them mention names of people and places. It brought credibility to the tales. 

      Sagn, like fairy tales, were collected and written down in the nineteenth-, and early part of the twentieth centuries, though the sagn themselves can be much older than this. This collection of tales was done just in time, as this was the time most people stopped believing in these creatures. Thankfully, the original flavor of the tales was saved, so those of us who came after could also share in this universe of strange, marvelous, and dangerous creatures. I have translated these sagn to English and tried to stay as close to the original source as possible, though I have in some places left out names if they serve no structural purpose in the story. This type of information can become unnecessary for an international reader. 

      These tales didn’t exist merely for the fun of it, though many a story must have been shared with a glint in the teller’s eye. These stories were pedagogical, humorous, and meant to teach survival in a cold and unforgiving world, and of course, also morals. We must be thankful some of those morals have changed over time. But these words from the past bring us a little closer to those who came before us , and that is a gift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A WARNING BEFORE READING FURTHER

          

        

      

    

    
      I realize many of you might want to share these stories with your kids. While some of these tales are pretty innocent, exciting, and fun, a few of them might be fairly violent or even touch upon themes better suited for adults, though there’s nothing explicit in these tales. Whether they are suitable for your kids is up to you to decide, and I recommend reading through them yourself first. 

      Also, a lot of these sagn show the influence that Christianity had on the folk beliefs. Christianity developed as the dominant religion in Scandinavia from the eleventh century onward. Be aware that, despite the fact that you as a reader may share these beliefs, the way people practiced and viewed religion a century or two ago, when these tales were written down, may vary from your own experience.
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      The term Vættir (one Vættr, several Vættir) serves a double purpose in Scandinavia. It is the term used to describe all kinds of supranormal creatures and they are usually divided into subgroups based on the creatures’ habitats like land-vættir and water-vættir. The Vættir are the Hidden Folk of Scandinavia, the creatures who couldn’t be seen unless they wanted to themselves, creatures who meddled in human lives for better or worse. Often the latter. 

      But the Vættir are, somewhat confusingly, also a term for a particular group of creatures who lived in their own societies near human settlements, usually below ground. These creatures, often small in stature and wearing gray and blue clothes, were a mirror image of the farming society and they made their living with farming lands, fishing, forestry, and the like.

      They could be helpful, but if treated badly, they could be cruel and vindictive. They also explained the inexplicable like natural disasters, accidents, and lack of food. It was best for humans to pay them heed in everyday life and make sure they didn’t upset these hidden folk. It was always the best bet to stay on their good side. 
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      The sea captain who lost his wife 

      Once, there was a sea captain who got married. He brought his new wife with him out to sea. He’d go on such long journeys that he only had time for one voyage a year.

      One day, his ship was caught in a headwind and made no progress. With nothing else to do but wait, he thought he and his wife could go ashore and take a walk. When they came ashore, though, he lost her. A Vættr took her.

      The woman lived for seven years underground with the Vættr. Every summer at the same time, the captain would come ashore at the same place, looking for his wife. And for every year, the woman had one child, so by this time, she had seven of them.

      Every day between eleven and noon, she was allowed outside so she could walk a bit in the fresh air. One day, when she was outside, she heard the snap of oars down by the beach. She ran down there at once and found her husband there. She hurried to follow him aboard his ship so the Vættr wouldn’t catch and kill them all.

      When safely aboard the ship, she at once dressed in her own clothes, which the captain had kept ever since he lost her. At this point, the Vættr had come down to the beach, waving and screaming for her to come back, but she told him she wouldn’t.

      The Vættr then went and fetched their oldest child and swore he’d throw it in the sea unless she came back.

      “Throw, if you feel like it,” she told him, and he did throw the child in the water. But the woman remained on the ship.

      The Vættr then went and fetched the other children, except their youngest, and threw them all into the water. But the woman didn’t return to him, and she remained with her husband.

      
      A Vættr in a glass wagon

      Once, a boy was traveling on the ice in the early winter. Suddenly, one of those who live below appeared—a small man who was traveling on a glass wagon pulled by a tiny horse. The journey went back and forth across the ice many times, and at such a speed, the boy could hear the horse gasping when it passed him. In the end, the little man steered toward a hill, where he disappeared with a roar.

      
      The wrong kind of money

      Once, an old man of the Hidden Folk came to a ship to buy some supplies from the captain. Since the man didn’t have any money on him, he asked one of the sailors to follow him. The sailor did so and walked with him into a forest where they came to an opening in the ground. They walked down some stairs into a cave, and there the old man handed him three bags of coins. The sailor returned to the ship and handed the money over to the captain, but the captain told him: “He who’s taken devil money must also keep it.” And so, the sailor became quite a wealthy man.

      
      Just a bit to the side

      There once was a farm where no animal ever thrived. They were wet every morning, stood there shaking in the barn, and no one understood what was wrong. Finally, one evening, when one of the farm women was out in the barn, a small man came and talked to her.

      “You have to move your barn,” the stranger said. “Or else your cattle will never thrive, because you see, you’re placed right above our dinner table. You don’t have to move far, just a bit to the side.”

      And so they did, and the cattle at once became healthier and happier.

      
      The midwife

      In the olden days, a Vættr came to a mother and asked her to come and help with his wife’s birth. The woman was frightened but, in the end, crossed herself and went with him. They walked along long roads and finally arrived at stairs that led down below ground. The woman was terrified, but still, she followed him. Down there, she saw uncountably many of the small folk. She was given food, and everyone was so happy she was there to help. The child was born, and it looked exactly like a human child. After this, they gave the woman as much money as she could carry, and the man escorted her back home again.

      
      The blood sight

      One time, it happened in Sweden that a man who was a Vættr came to a mother and wanted her to come and help his wife because she was having a baby.

      “But I don’t know you,” the woman said. “Where are you from?”

      “I’m your closest neighbor,” the man said.

      She got ready and went with him, and when they came to the gate of his home, they went straight down below ground. This frightened the woman, but she had no choice but to keep up now and soon found herself on a large and grand farm. The man’s wife was in heavy labor, and the woman helped deliver the baby. Everything went well, but when she was to cut the umbilical cord, a drop of blood squirted into her eye, and she couldn’t wipe it away.

      The wife and the child were both safe and healthy after this. The woman was paid handsomely for helping, and the man followed her back to her home.

      Sometime later, the woman was on her way to church, and on the road, she met the same man. She could see him because of the drop of blood in her eye.

      “Where on earth did you come from?” she asked.

      “How can you see me?” the man asked right back.

      “I can see you with the drop of blood that hit my eye when I helped your wife.”

      When he heard that, the man struck her so hard her eye fell from her head. She was not supposed to see his kind.

      
      No cruelty goes unpunished

      A farmwife once went out on an errand, accompanied by her maid. On the road next to her farm, they encountered a toad that was so plump it couldn’t jump out of the way. The farmwife wanted to stomp on it, but the maid felt sorry for the poor creature, took it in her hands, and moved it to the grass next to the road. 

      A few days later, a small woman came to the farm and invited the hostess and the maid both to a feast to celebrate the birth of her baby. They followed her and walked down a tunnel, the opening of which was right next to the wife’s farm. After a while, they came to a grand hall where many small creatures were gathered. Both guests from above ground were given plenty to eat and drink.

       After the meal, the little woman asked the farmwife to come into a chamber. No sooner had she set foot inside than the door slammed shut, locked, and bolted. She was trapped in a small room, and when she looked around, she saw, to her unspeakable horror, a millstone strung up by a single sewing thread right above her head. The farmwife felt great anxiety and thought her last moment in life had come. But after a few moments, the door opened, and the little woman came inside. 

      “This is how close to death I was under your foot on the road,” she told the farmwife. She was so grateful to the maid, however, that she
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