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t
h e g r e at fa r m h a l l� was 
ablaze with the firelight, and 
noisy with laughter and talk 
and many-sounding work. None 
could be idle but the very young 

and the very old: little Rol, who was hugging a 
puppy, and old Trella, whose palsied hand fumbled 
over her knitting. The early evening had closed in, 
and the farm-servants, come from their outdoor 
work, had assembled in the ample hall, which gave 
space for a score or more of  workers. Several of  
the men were engaged in carving, and to these 
were yielded the best place and light; others made 
or repaired fishing tackle and harness, and a great 
seine net occupied three pairs of  hands. Of  the 
women most were sorting and mixing eider feather 
and chopping straw to add to it. Looms were there, 
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though not in present use, but three wheels whirred 
emulously, and the finest and swiftest thread of  the 
three ran between the fingers of  the house-mistress. 
Near her were some children, busy too, plaiting 
wicks for candles and lamps. Each group of  
workers had a lamp in its centre, and those furthest 
from the fire had live heat from two braziers filled 
with glowing wood embers, replenished now and 
again from the generous hearth. But the flicker of  
the great fire was manifest to remotest corners, and 
prevailed beyond the limits of  the weaker lights.

Little Rol grew tired of  his puppy, dropped it 
incontinently, and made an onslaught on Tyr, the 
old wolfhound, who basked dozing, whimpering and 
twitching in his hunting dreams. Prone went Rol beside 
Tyr, his young arms round the shaggy neck, his curls 
against the black jowl. Tyr gave a perfunctory lick, and 
stretched with a sleepy sigh. Rol growled and rolled 
and shoved invitingly, but could only gain from the 
old dog placid toleration and a half-observant blink. 
‘Take that then!’ said Rol, indignant at this ignoring 
of  his advances, and sent the puppy sprawling against 
the dignity that disdained him as playmate. The dog 
took no notice, and the child wandered off to find 
amusement elsewhere.
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The baskets of  white eider feathers caught his 
eye far off in a distant corner. He slipped under 
the table, and crept along on all fours, the ordinary 
commonplace custom of  walking down a room 
upright not being to his fancy. When close to the 
women he lay still for a moment watching, with his 
elbows on the floor and his chin in his palms. One 
of  the women seeing him nodded and smiled, and 
presently he crept out behind her skirts and passed, 
hardly noticed, from one to another, till he found 
opportunity to possess himself  of  a large handful 
of  feathers. With these he traversed the length of  
the room, under the table again, and emerged 
near the spinners. At the feet of  the youngest he 
curled himself  round, sheltered by her knees from 
the observation of  the others, and disarmed her of  
interference by secretly displaying his handful with 
a confiding smile. A dubious nod satisfied him, and 
presently he started on the play he had devised. He 
took a tuft of  the white down, and gently shook it 
free of  his fingers close to the whirl of  the wheel. 
The wind of  the swift motion took it, spun it round 
and round in widening circles, till it floated above 
like a slow white moth. Little Rol’s eyes danced, and 
the row of  his small teeth shone in a silent laugh of  
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delight. Another and another of  the white tufts 
was sent whirling round like a winged thing in a 
spider’s web, and floating clear at last. Presently 
the handful failed.

Rol sprawled forward to survey the room, and 
contemplate another journey under the table. 
His shoulder, thrusting forward, checked the 
wheel for an instant; he shifted hastily. The wheel 
flew on with a jerk, and the thread snapped. 
‘Naughty Rol!’ said the girl. The swiftest wheel 
stopped also, and the house-mistress, Rol’s aunt, 
leant forward, and sighting the low curly head, 
gave a warning against mischief, and sent him off 
to old Trella’s corner.

Rol obeyed, and after a discreet period of  
obedience, sidled out again down the length 
of  the room furthest from his aunt’s eye. As he 
slipped in among the men, they looked up to see 
that their tools might be, as far as possible, out 
of  reach of  Rol’s hands, and close to their own. 
Nevertheless, before long he managed to secure 
a fine chisel and take off its point on the leg of  
the table. The carver’s strong objections to this 
disconcerted Rol, who for five minutes thereafter 
effaced himself  under the table.



t h e w e r e wo l f

11

During this seclusion he contemplated the many 
pairs of  legs that surrounded him, and almost shut 
out the light of  the fire. How very odd some of  
the legs were: some were curved where they should 
be straight, some were straight where they should 
be curved, and, as Rol said to himself, ‘They all 
seemed screwed on differently.’ Some were tucked 
away modestly under the benches, others were 
thrust far out under the table, encroaching on Rol’s 
own particular domain. He stretched out his own 
short legs and regarded them critically, and, after 
comparison, favourably. Why were not all legs 
made like his, or like his?

These legs approved by Rol were a little apart 
from the rest. He crawled opposite and again made 
comparison. His face grew quite solemn as he 
thought of  the innumerable days to come before 
his legs could be as long and strong. He hoped they 
would be just like those, his models, as straight as to 
bone, as curved as to muscle.

A few moments later Sweyn of  the long legs felt 
a small hand caressing his foot, and looking down, 
met the upturned eyes of  his little cousin Rol. 
Lying on his back, still softly patting and stroking 
the young man’s foot, the child was quiet and 
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happy for a good while. He watched the movement 
of  the strong deft hands, and the shifting of  the 
bright tools. Now and then, minute chips of  wood, 
puffed off by Sweyn, fell down upon his face. At 
last he raised himself, very gently, lest a jog should 
wake impatience in the carver, and, crossing his 
own legs round Sweyn’s ankle, clasping with his 
arms too, laid his head against the knee. Such act is 
evidence of  a child’s most wonderful hero worship. 
Quite content was Rol, and more than content 
when Sweyn paused a minute to joke, and pat 
his head and pull his curls. Quiet he remained, as 
long as quiescence is possible to limbs young as his. 
Sweyn forgot he was near, hardly noticed when his 
leg was gently released and never saw the stealthy 
abstraction of  one of  his tools.

Ten minutes thereafter was a lamentable wail 
from low on the floor, rising to the full pitch of  Rol’s 
healthy lungs; for his hand was gashed across, and 
the copious bleeding terrified him. Then was there 
soothing and comforting, washing and binding, and 
a modicum of  scolding, till the loud outcry sank 
into occasional sobs, and the child, tear-stained 
and subdued, was returned to the chimney-corner 
settle, where Trella nodded.
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In the reaction after pain and fright, Rol found 
that the quiet of  that firelit corner was to his mind. 
Tyr, too, disdained him no longer, but, roused by 
his sobs, showed all the concern and sympathy that 
a dog can by licking and wistful watching. A little 
shame weighed also upon his spirits. He wished 
he had not cried quite so much. He remembered 
how once Sweyn had come home with his arm 
torn down from the shoulder, and a dead bear; and 
how he had never winced nor said a word, though 
his lips turned white with pain. Poor little Rol gave 
another sighing sob over his own faint-hearted 
shortcomings.

The light and motion of  the great fire began to 
tell strange stories to the child, and the wind in the 
chimney roared a corroborative note now and then. 
The great black mouth of  the chimney, impending 
high over the hearth, received as into a mysterious 
gulf  murky coils of  smoke and brightness of  
aspiring sparks; and beyond, in the high darkness, 
were muttering and wailing and strange doings, so 
that sometimes the smoke rushed back in panic, 
and curled out and up to the roof, and condensed 
itself  to invisibility among the rafters. And then 
the wind would rage after its lost prey, and rush 




