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FOREWORD

Just over one thousand years ago, the rulers of Iceland decided that 

drawn by goats, to do battle with the giants. The trickster Loki came 

goddess. Hermod came down on his way to the misty, freezing world 



vii

beings—most of them stay-at-home farming families, who fi shed, grew 

their crops, and tended their livestock in a harsh environment while some 

of their daring young sons the men we call Vikings  sailed east, south, 

and west and raided, traded, and even settled in Russia, the British Isles, 

and much of mainland Europe, Greenland, and Newfoundland. No one, 

incidentally, is completely sure what the word Viking actually means. Viking actually means. Viking

The most likely translation is “a Scandinavian abroad.”

stranger.  Ghosts and specters were here, there, and everywhere, and 



People thought that those who had wrongly suffered in their lives, 

or who were misers, were unable to sleep quietly in their graves. They 

believed their ghosts walked at night, like the farmer Skarp’s ghost. 

But they also thought that a man or woman who had just died could 

pass on a precious gift to a living boy or girl, as the poet Halldor does 

in the moving last story in this book.

These rural tales were mostly written down in Iceland after what 

is known as the Viking Age, the period between the early ninth and 

late eleventh centuries. Look closely now. What makes them so blood-

bright and so relevant today is what underlies and drives them. They 

assert the great importance of family and of equal partnership between 

men and women. They demonstrate the value of true friendship, hard 

work, having a dream, and having a sense of humor too. They tell us 

to face up to our greatest fears and to be brave when it’s not so easy 

to be. They awaken us to the sheer beauty of the physical world and 

quicken us to the joy of being alive.

Kevin Crossley-Holland, 

Chalk Hill, October 2020

–
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THE

TROLL 

AND THE

TRICKSTER

Some things are very bad. 

Trolls are worse.





How could it be?
But it could.

After a mellow, yellow August afternoon, the north wind could 

get up all of a sudden and sweep over the glacier, across the scrub 

and the scruffy pasture, and down to Ulf and Thora’s longhouse, and 

if they or their little daughter, Asta, were out and about without their 

hoods or oilskins, it could stiffen their bones so that they staggered 

back indoors, stiff-legged, like walking skeletons.

That was when trolls went on the prowl and ghosts went walk-

ing, and there was nothing for it but to sprinkle fresh water on the 

threshold, bolt the door, and hope for the best.

Some days Asta fi shed for herring and cod with her father, but 

they never ventured so far out that the fearsome Midgard Serpent 

could rise from the depths and snaffl e them. Some days she helped 

her mother to milk their three cows and feed them sweet hay. When 

he was born, her baby brother turned out to be a sad little thing, a 

mewing weakling, and her parents had left him up on the glacier. So 

Asta was their only child, and they never let her out of their sight.
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In the evenings, Ulf rather liked to play a board game or two—fox 

and geese, or draughts. Sometimes he played with Asta, sometimes 

with a neighbor, though the nearest lived a mile and more away.

One late August evening, when the days were already getting so 

much shorter and the bitter north wind was rollicking round their 

longhouse, there was a knocking at the door.

“Who’s there?” Ulf called out.

“Me.”

“Who’s me?”

“Open the door or I’ll knock it down,” barked the voice.

So Ulf unbolted the door, and there stood a mountain-troll, and 

he wasn’t a small one.

The troll bent at the waist, lowered his head, and pushed through 

the door into the fi re hall.

“That’s better,” he growled. “It’s blue-cold outside.”

Then he peered down at Asta and little Asta stared up at him. And 

when she saw how ugly he was, with a nose like a purple pumpkin, 

and strings of snot hanging from each nostril, and how he couldn’t 

even stand upright without bumping his head on the roof beam, she 

felt more sorry for him than scared of him.

“Don’t just gape, girl,” her father told her. “Go and pour our guest 

some milk or ale.”

“Ale,” said the mountain-troll, and he slapped his stomach and 

clapped his coarse hands.

Thora stood up from her loom. “I’ll go and get some bread and 

cheese,” she said.
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The troll wiped his nose on his 

sleeve and stared around him.

“Ah! You can play board games, 

can you?”

“Why?” replied Ulf. “Can you?”

“Certainly,” said the troll. “What 

stakes shall we play for?”

“Me,” said Ulf, “I usually play for 

a coin or two.”

The troll grunted. “I say . . . who-

ever wins can ask the loser for one of 

his possessions. He can ask for what-

ever he wants.”

Ulf lowered his eyes. If I lose, he 

thought, well, Thora and I are so poor 

we have little this troll would want. But 

if I win, I’ll ride over to wherever he lives 

and take my pick . . .

“Well?” demanded the troll.

“Agreed,” said Ulf, and with that 

the two of them sat down on the 

huge split log beside the fi repit with 

the gaming board between them. 

They arranged the wooden pegs and 

began to play the game of fox and 

geese.
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They played for one hour, they played for two. And sitting on a 

wooden tub, Asta watched them.

Outside, the north wind was bumping and blundering into the 

turf walls of the longhouse, but in the fi re hall it was comfy and 

warm. The wax candles scarcely trembled and the peat in the fi re 

smelled sweet. Asta listened to the clicking and threshing of her 

mother’s loom, she stared at the bone pieces until they shone in the 

gloom and came alive, she heard the troll sniffi ng and snorting or 

from time to time muttering—“Hmm! . . . No! . . . No, better not . . . 

What a disaster!”—and she began to drowse, then to dream.

Late into the night, the troll knew that Ulf was beaten. He pol-

ished off his ale, slapped his stomach again, and began to chuckle.

“A good game,” said Ulf. “I must admit, if I hadn’t seen it with my 

own eyes, I wouldn’t have believed a fellow as huge and hefty as you 

could be so neat and nimble with all the little pegs.”
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“Or so sharp-witted,” added the troll. “Well, I’m the winner . . . What 

did you say your girl’s name is?”

“I didn’t,” said Ulf.

“I choose her,” announced the troll, and he guffawed. “I choose 

your daughter.”

“No, no, you can’t,” Ulf protested, and then Thora woke up and 

joined in. The two of them got down on their knees and put their 

hands over their hearts and begged the troll.

“She’s the life of our lives,” they pleaded. “She’s our future.”

“A deal’s a deal,” grunted the troll.

He looked down at sobbing Thora and then at Asta, still sleeping 

under her sheepskin.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “You can keep her for one more night. 

Until tomorrow at midday. And if you can hide her so well that I can’t fi nd 

her, you can keep her for good. But if I can fi nd her, I’ll take her away.”
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Then the mountain-troll laughed in 

their faces, unbolted the door himself, 

and stumped out into the night.

Ulf and Thora thought of all the places 

where they might hide their golden daugh-

ter, but there wasn’t a single one where they 

could be sure the troll wouldn’t fi nd her.

“Pray to the water-spirit who helped you 

give birth to Asta,” her husband pleaded.

But his wife shook her head. “She’s 

only a spirit. I’ll pray to Odin himself. I’ll 

beg Allfather to come and help us.”

So Thora and Ulf got down on their 

knees and implored the greatest of all the 

gods to come and help them. Then they 

lay down beside the dozing fi re with their 

daughter between them.

But they hadn’t been asleep for long 

before there was a knocking so loud that 

the poor door shook in its frame.

Thora and Ulf both sat up.

“It’s the troll,” gasped Thora.

“No,” said her husband. “It’s not even 

daybreak yet.”

Their visitor was wearing a wide-

brimmed hat and a midnight-blue cloak 


