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The Facts in the Case of 
M. Valdemar

Of course I shall not pretend to consider it any matter for 
wonder, that the extraordinary case of M.  Valdemar has 
excited discussion. It would have been a miracle had it not—
especially under the circumstances. Through the desire of 
all parties concerned, to keep the affair from the public, at 
least for the present, or until we had further opportunities 
for investigation—through our endeavors to effect this—a 
garbled or exaggerated account made its way into society, and 
became the source of many unpleasant misrepresentations; 
and, very naturally, of a great deal of disbelief.

It is now rendered necessary that I give the facts—as far 
as I comprehend them myself. They are, succinctly, these:

My attention, for the last three years, had been repeat-
edly drawn to the subject of Mesmerism; and, about nine 
months ago, it occurred to me, quite suddenly, that in the 
series of experiments made hitherto, there had been a very 
remarkable and most unaccountable omission:—no person 
had as yet been mesmerized in articulo mortis. It remained 
to be seen, first, whether, in such condition, there existed in 
the patient any susceptibility to the magnetic influence; sec-
ondly, whether, if any existed, it was impaired or increased 
by the condition; thirdly, to what extent, or for how long a 
period, the encroachments of Death might be arrested by 
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the process. There were other points to be ascertained, but 
these most excited my curiosity—the last in especial, from 
the immensely important character of its consequences.

In looking around me for some subject by whose means 
I might test these particulars, I was brought to think of my 
friend, M. Ernest Valdemar, the well-known compiler of the 
“Bibliotheca Forensica,” and author (under the nom de plume 
of Issachar Marx) of the Polish versions of “Wallenstein” and 
“Gargantua.” M. Valdemar, who has resided principally at 
Harlem, N. Y., since the year of 1839, is (or was) particu-
larly noticeable for the extreme spareness of his person—
his lower limbs much resembling those of John Randolph; 
and, also, for the whiteness of his whiskers, in violent con-
trast to the blackness of his hair—the latter, in consequence, 
being very generally mistaken for a wig. His temperament 
was markedly nervous, and rendered him a good subject for 
mesmeric experiment. On two or three occasions I had put 
him to sleep with little difficulty, but was disappointed in 
other results which his peculiar constitution had naturally 
led me to anticipate. His will was at no period positively, or 
thoroughly, under my control, and in regard to clairvoyance, 
I could accomplish with him nothing to be relied upon. I 
always attributed my failure at these points to the disordered 
state of his health. For some months previous to my becom-
ing acquainted with him, his physicians had declared him 
in a confirmed phthisis. It was his custom, indeed, to speak 
calmly of his approaching dissolution, as of a matter neither 
to be avoided nor regretted.

When the ideas to which I have alluded first occurred 
to me, it was of course very natural that I should think of 
M.  Valdemar. I knew the steady philosophy of the man 
too well to apprehend any scruples from him; and he had 
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no relatives in America who would be likely to interfere. I 
spoke to him frankly upon the subject; and, to my surprise, 
his interest seemed vividly excited. I say to my surprise; for, 
although he had always yielded his person freely to my exper-
iments, he had never before given me any tokens of sympa-
thy with what I did. His disease was of that character which 
would admit of exact calculation in respect to the epoch of 
its termination in death; and it was finally arranged between 
us that he would send for me about twenty-four hours before 
the period announced by his physicians as that of his decease.

It is now rather more than seven months since I received, 
from M. Valdemar himself, the subjoined note:

“My Dear P——
“You may as well come now. D—— and F—— are agreed 

that I cannot hold out beyond to-morrow midnight; and I think 
they have hit the time very nearly.

Valdemar”

I received this note within half an hour after it was written, 
and in fifteen minutes more I was in the dying man’s cham-
ber. I had not seen him for ten days, and was appalled by 
the fearful alteration which the brief interval had wrought 
in him. His face wore a leaden hue; the eyes were utterly 
lustreless; and the emaciation was so extreme, that the skin 
had been broken through by the cheek-bones. His expecto-
ration was excessive. The pulse was barely perceptible. He 
retained, nevertheless, in a very remarkable manner, both 
his mental power and a certain degree of physical strength. 
He spoke with distinctness—took some palliative medicines 
without aid—and, when I entered the room, was occupied 
in penciling memoranda in a pocket-book. He was propped 
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up in the bed by pillows. Doctors D—— and F—— were 
in attendance.

After pressing Valdemar’s hand, I took these gentlemen 
aside, and obtained from them a minute account of the 
patient’s condition. The left lung had been for eighteen 
months in a semi-osseous or cartilaginous state, and was, of 
course, entirely useless for all purposes of vitality. The right, 
in its upper portion, was also partially, if not thoroughly, ossi-
fied, while the lower region was merely a mass of purulent 
tubercles, running one into another. Several extensive per-
forations existed; and, at one point, permanent adhesion to 
the ribs had taken place. These appearances in the right lobe 
were of comparatively recent date. The ossification had pro-
ceeded with very unusual rapidity; no sign of it had been 
discovered a month before, and the adhesion had only been 
observed during the three previous days. Independently of the 
phthisis, the patient was suspected of aneurism of the aorta; 
but on this point the osseous symptoms rendered an exact 
diagnosis impossible. It was the opinion of both physicians 
that M. Valdemar would die about midnight on the morrow 
(Sunday.) It was then seven o’clock on Saturday evening.

On quitting the invalid’s bedside to hold conversation 
with myself, Doctors D—— and F—— had bidden him a 
final farewell. It had not been their intention to return; but, 
at my request, they agreed to look in upon the patient about 
ten the next night.

When they had gone, I spoke freely with M. Valdemar on 
the subject of his approaching dissolution, as well as, more 
particularly, of the experiment proposed. He still professed 
himself quite willing and even anxious to have it made, and 
urged me to commence it at once. A male and a female nurse 
were in attendance; but I did not feel myself altogether at 
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liberty to engage in a task of this character with no more 
reliable witnesses than these people, in case of sudden acci-
dent, might prove. I therefore postponed operations until 
about eight the next night, when the arrival of a medical 
student, with whom I had some acquaintance (Mr Theo-
dore L——l), relieved me from further embarrassment. It 
had been my design, originally, to wait for the physicians; 
but I was induced to proceed, first, by the urgent entreaties 
of M. Valdemar, and secondly, by my conviction that I had 
not a moment to lose, as he was evidently sinking fast.

Mr L——l was so kind as to accede to my desire that 
he would take notes of all that occurred; and it is from his 
memoranda that what I now have to relate is, for the most 
part, either condensed or copied verbatim.

It wanted about five minutes of eight when, taking the 
patient’s hand, I begged him to state, as distinctly as he could, 
to Mr L——l, whether he (M. Valdemar) was entirely will-
ing that I should make the experiment of mesmerizing him 
in his then condition.

He replied feebly, yet quite audibly: “Yes, I wish to be mes-
merized”—adding immediately afterward: “I fear you have 
deferred it too long.”

While he spoke thus, I commenced the passes which I 
had already found most effectual in subduing him. He was 
evidently influenced with the first lateral stroke of my hand 
across his forehead; but, although I exerted all my powers, 
no further perceptible effect was induced until some minutes 
after ten o’clock, when Doctors D—— and F—— called, 
according to appointment. I explained to them, in a few 
words, what I designed, and as they opposed no objection, 
saying that the patient was already in the death agony, I pro-
ceeded without hesitation—exchanging, however, the lateral 
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passes for downward ones, and directing my gaze entirely 
into the right eye of the sufferer.

By this time his pulse was imperceptible and his breathing 
was stertorious, and at invervals of half a minute.

This condition was nearly unaltered for a quarter of an 
hour. At the expiration of this period, however, a natural 
although a very deep sigh escaped from the bosom of the 
dying man, and the stertorious breathing ceased—that is to 
say, its stertoriousness was no longer apparent; the intervals 
were undiminished. The patient’s extremities were of an icy 
coldness.

At five minutes before eleven, I perceived unequivocal 
signs of the mesmeric influence. The glassy roll of the eye 
was changed for that expression of uneasy inward examina-
tion which is never seen except in cases of sleep-waking, and 
which it is quite impossible to mistake. With a few rapid lat-
eral passes I made the lids quiver, as in incipient sleep, and 
with a few more I closed them altogether. I was not satisfied, 
however, with this, but continued the manipulations vigor-
ously, and with the fullest exertion of the will, until I had 
completely stiffened the limbs of the slumberer, after placing 
them in a seemingly easy position. The legs were at full length; 
the arms were nearly so, and reposed on the bed at a moderate 
distance from the loins. The head was very slightly elevated.

When I had accomplished this, it was fully midnight, and 
I requested the gentlemen present to examine M. Valdemar’s 
condition. After a few experiments, they admitted him to be 
in an unusually perfect state of mesmeric trance. The curi-
osity of both the physicians was greatly excited. Dr. D——
resolved at once to remain with the patient all night, while 
Dr. F——took leave with a promise to return at daybreak. 
Mr L——l and the nurses remained.
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We left M. Valdemar entirely undisturbed until about three 
o’clock in the morning, when I approached him and found 
him in precisely the same condition as when Dr. F——went 
away—that is to say, he lay in the same position; the pulse 
was imperceptible; the breathing was gentle (scarcely notice-
able, unless through the application of a mirror to the lips); 
the eyes were closed naturally; and the limbs were as rigid 
and as cold as marble. Still, the general appearance was cer-
tainly not that of death.

As I approached M.  Valdemar I made a kind of half 
effort to influence his right arm into pursuit of my own, 
as I passed the latter gently to and fro above his person. 
In such experiments with this patient, I had never perfectly 
succeeded before, and assuredly I had little thought of suc-
ceeding now; but to my astonishment, his arm very readily, 
although feebly, followed every direction I assigned it with 
mine. I determined to hazard a few words of conversation.

“M.  Valdemar,” I said, “are you asleep?” He made no 
answer, but I perceived a tremor about the lips, and was 
thus induced to repeat the question, again and again. At its 
third repetition, his whole frame was agitated by a very slight 
shivering; the eyelids unclosed themselves so far as to display 
a white line of a ball; the lips moved sluggishly, and from 
between them, in a barely audible whisper, issued the words:

“Yes;—asleep now. Do not wake me!—let me die so!”
I here felt the limbs, and found them as rigid as ever. The 

right arm, as before, obeyed the direction of my hand. I ques-
tioned the sleep-waker again:

“Do you still feel pain in the breast, M. Valdemar?”
The answer now was immediate, but even less audible than 

before:
“No pain—I am dying!”
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I did not think it advisable to disturb him further just 
then, and nothing more was said or done until the arrival of 
Dr. F——, who came a little before sunrise, and expressed 
unbounded astonishment at finding the patient still alive. 
After feeling the pulse and applying a mirror to the lips, he 
requested me to speak to the sleep-waker again. I did so, 
saying:

“M. Valdemar, do you still sleep?”
As before, some minutes elapsed ere a reply was made; and 

during the interval the dying man seemed to be collecting his 
energies to speak. At my fourth repetition of the question, he 
said very faintly, almost inaudibly:

“Yes; still asleep—dying.”
It was now the opinion, or rather the wish, of the physi-

cians, that M. Valdemar should be suffered to remain undis-
turbed in his present apparently tranquil condition, until 
death should supervene—and this, it was generally agreed, 
must now take place within a few minutes. I concluded, 
however, to speak to him once more, and merely repeated 
my previous question.

While I spoke, there came a marked change over the coun-
tenance of the sleep-waker. The eyes rolled themselves slowly 
open, the pupils disappearing upwardly; the skin generally 
assumed a cadaverous hue, resembling not so much parch-
ment as white paper; and the circular hectic spots which, 
hitherto, had been strongly defined in the centre of each 
cheek, went out at once. I use this expression, because the 
suddenness of their departure put me in mind of nothing 
so much as the extinguishment of a candle by a puff of the 
breath. The upper lip, at the same time, writhed itself away 
from the teeth, which it had previously covered completely; 
while the lower jaw fell with an audible jerk, leaving the 
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mouth widely extended, and disclosing in full view the swol-
len and blackened tongue. I presume that no member of the 
party then present had been unaccustomed to death-bed hor-
rors; but so hideous beyond conception was the appearance 
of M. Valdemar at this moment, that there was a general 
shrinking back from the region of the bed.

I now feel that I have reached a point of this narrative at 
which every reader will be startled into positive disbelief. It 
is my business, however, simply to proceed.

There was no longer the faintest sign of vitality in M. Valde-
mar; and concluding him to be dead, we were consigning him 
to the charge of the nurses, when a strong vibratory motion 
was observable in the tongue. This continued for perhaps a 
minute. At the expiration of this period, there issued from the 
distended and motionless jaws a voice—such as it would be 
madness in me to attempt describing. There are, indeed, two 
or three epithets which might be considered as applicable to 
it in part; I might say, for example, that the sound was harsh, 
and broken and hollow; but the hideous whole is indescrib-
able, for the simple reason that no similar sounds have ever 
jarred upon the ear of humanity. There were two particulars, 
nevertheless, which I thought then, and still think, might 
fairly be stated as characteristic of the intonation—as well 
adapted to convey some idea of its unearthly peculiarity. In 
the first place, the voice seemed to reach our ears—at least 
mine—from a vast distance, or from some deep cavern within 
the earth. In the second place, it impressed me (I fear, indeed, 
that it will be impossible to make myself comprehended) as 
gelatinous or glutinous matters impress the sense of touch.

I have spoken both of “sound” and of “voice.” I mean to 
say that the sound was one of distinct—of even wonderfully, 
thrillingly distinct—syllabification. M. Valdemar spoke—
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obviously in reply to the question I had propounded to him 
a few minutes before. I had asked him, it will be remem-
bered, if he still slept. He now said:

“Yes;—no;—I have been sleeping—and now—now—I am 
dead.”

No person present even affected to deny, or attempted 
to repress, the unutterable, shuddering horror which these 
few words, thus uttered, were so well calculated to convey. 
Mr L——l (the student) swooned. The nurses immediately 
left the chamber, and could not be induced to return. My 
own impressions I would not pretend to render intelligible to 
the reader. For nearly an hour, we busied ourselves, silently—
without the utterance of a word—in endeavors to revive 
Mr L——l. When he came to himself, we addressed our-
selves again to an investigation of M. Valdemar’s condition.

It remained in all respects as I have last described it, with 
the exception that the mirror no longer afforded evidence of 
respiration. An attempt to draw blood from the arm failed. I 
should mention, too, that this limb was no further subject to 
my will. I endeavored in vain to make it follow the direction 
of my hand. The only real indication, indeed, of the mes-
meric influence, was now found in the vibratory movement 
of the tongue, whenever I addressed M. Valdemar a ques-
tion. He seemed to be making an effort to reply, but had no 
longer sufficient volition. To queries put to him by any other 
person than myself he seemed utterly insensible—although 
I endeavored to place each member of the company in mes-
meric rapport with him. I believe that I have now related all 
that is necessary to an understanding of the sleep-waker’s 
state at this epoch. Other nurses were procured; and at ten 
o’clock I left the house in company with the two physicians 
and Mr L——l.
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In the afternoon we all called again to see the patient. His 
condition remained precisely the same. We had now some 
discussion as to the propriety and feasibility of awakening 
him; but we had little difficulty in agreeing that no good pur-
pose would be served by so doing. It was evident that, so far, 
death (or what is usually termed death) had been arrested by 
the mesmeric process. It seemed clear to us all that to awaken 
M. Valdemar would be merely to insure his instant, or at least 
his speedy, dissolution.

From this period until the close of last week—an interval 
of nearly seven months—we continued to make daily calls at 
M. Valdemar’s house, accompanied, now and then, by med-
ical and other friends. All this time the sleep-waker remained 
exactly as I have last described him. The nurses’ attentions 
were continual.

It was on Friday last that we finally resolved to make the 
experiment of awakening, or attempting to awaken him; and 
it is the (perhaps) unfortunate result of this latter experi-
ment which has given rise to so much discussion in private 
circles—to so much of what I cannot help thinking unwar-
ranted popular feeling.

For the purpose of relieving M. Valdemar from the mes-
meric trance, I made use of the customary passes. These for 
a time were unsuccessful. The first indication of revival was 
afforded by a partial descent of the iris. It was observed, as 
especially remarkable, that this lowering of the pupil was 
accompanied by the profuse out-flowing of a yellowish ichor 
(from beneath the lids) of a pungent and highly offensive odor.

It was now suggested that I should attempt to influence 
the patient’s arm as heretofore. I made the attempt and failed. 
Dr. F—— then intimated a desire to have me put a question. 
I did so, as follows:
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“M. Valdemar, can you explain to us what are your feel-
ings or wishes now?”

There was an instant return of the hectic circles on the 
cheeks: the tongue quivered, or rather rolled violently in the 
mouth (although the jaws and lips remained rigid as before), 
and at length the same hideous voice which I have already 
described, broke forth:

“For God’s sake!—quick!—quick!—put me to sleep—or, 
quick!—waken me!—quick!—I say to you that I am dead ! ”

I was thoroughly unnerved, and for an instant remained 
undecided what to do. At first I made an endeavor to recom-
pose the patient; but, failing in this through total abeyance 
of the will, I retraced my steps and as earnestly struggled to 
awaken him. In this attempt I soon saw that I should be suc-
cessful—or at least I soon fancied that my success would be 
complete—and I am sure that all in the room were prepared 
to see the patient awaken.

For what really occurred, however, it is quite impossible 
that any human being could have been prepared.

As I rapidly made the mesmeric passes, amid ejaculations 
of “dead! dead!” absolutely bursting from the tongue and not 
from the lips of the sufferer, his whole frame at once—within 
the space of a single minute, or less, shrunk—crumbled—
absolutely rotted away beneath my hands. Upon the bed, 
before that whole company, there lay a nearly liquid mass of 
loathsome—of detestable putrescence.



A Descent into the Maelström

The ways of God in Nature, as in Providence, 
are not as our ways; nor are the models that we 
frame in any way commensurate to the vastness, 
profundity, and unsearchableness of His works, 
which have a depth in them greater than the well 
of Democritus.

—Joseph Glanville

We had now reached the summit of the loftiest crag. For 
some minutes the old man seemed too much exhausted to 
speak.

“Not long ago,” said he at length, “and I could have guided 
you on this route as well as the youngest of my sons; but, 
about three years past, there happened to me an event such 
as never happened before to mortal manor at least such as 
no man ever survived to tell of—and the six hours of deadly 
terror which I then endured have broken me up body and 
soul. You suppose me a very old man—but I am not. It took 
less than a single day to change these hairs from a jetty black 
to white, to weaken my limbs, and to unstring my nerves, so 
that I tremble at the least exertion, and am frightened at a 
shadow. Do you know I can scarcely look over this little cliff 
without getting giddy?”
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The “little cliff,” upon whose edge he had so carelessly 
thrown himself down to rest that the weightier portion of 
his body hung over it, while he was only kept from fall-
ing by the tenure of his elbow on its extreme and slippery 
edge—this “little cliff” arose, a sheer unobstructed precipice 
of black shining rock, some fifteen or sixteen hundred feet 
from the world of crags beneath us. Nothing would have 
tempted me to be within half a dozen yards of its brink. In 
truth so deeply was I excited by the perilous position of my 
companion, that I fell at full length upon the ground, clung 
to the shrubs around me, and dared not even glance upward 
at the sky—while I struggled in vain to divest myself of the 
idea that the very foundations of the mountain were in dan-
ger from the fury of the winds. It was long before I could 
reason myself into sufficient courage to sit up and look out 
into the distance.

“You must get over these fancies,” said the guide, “for I 
have brought you here that you might have the best possible 
view of the scene of that event I mentioned—and to tell you 
the whole story with the spot just under your eye.”

“We are now,” he continued, in that particularizing man-
ner which distinguished him—“we are now close upon the 
Norwegian coast—in the sixty-eighth degree of latitude—in 
the great province of Nordland—and in the dreary district 
of Lofoden. The mountain upon whose top we sit is Helseg-
gen, the Cloudy. Now raise yourself up a little higher—hold 
on to the grass if you feel giddy—so—and look out, beyond 
the belt of vapor beneath us, into the sea.”

I looked dizzily, and beheld a wide expanse of ocean, whose 
waters wore so inky a hue as to bring at once to my mind 
the Nubian geographer’s account of the Mare Tenebrarum. A 
panorama more deplorably desolate no human imagination 
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can conceive. To the right and left, as far as the eye could 
reach, there lay outstretched, like ramparts of the world, 
lines of horridly black and beetling cliff, whose character of 
gloom was but the more forcibly illustrated by the surf which 
reared high up against it its white and ghastly crest, howling 
and shrieking for ever. Just opposite the promontory upon 
whose apex we were placed, and at a distance of some five or 
six miles out at sea, there was visible a small, bleak-looking 
island; or, more properly, its position was discernible through 
the wilderness of surge in which it was enveloped. About two 
miles nearer the land, arose another of smaller size, hideously 
craggy and barren, and encompassed at various intervals by 
a cluster of dark rocks.

The appearance of the ocean, in the space between the 
more distant island and the shore, had something very unu-
sual about it. Although, at the time, so strong a gale was 
blowing landward that a brig in the remote offing lay to 
under a double-reefed trysail, and constantly plunged her 
whole hull out of sight, still there was here nothing like a 
regular swell, but only a short, quick, angry cross dashing of 
water in every direction—as well in the teeth of the wind as 
otherwise. Of foam there was little except in the immediate 
vicinity of the rocks.

“The island in the distance,” resumed the old man, 
“is called by the Norwegians Vurrgh. The one midway is 
Moskoe. That a mile to the northward is Ambaaren. Yonder 
are Islesen, Hotholm, Keildhelm, Suarven, and Buckholm. 
Further off—between Moskoe and Vurrgh—are Otterholm, 
Flimen, Sandflesen, and Stockholm. These are the true names 
of the places—but why it has been thought necessary to name 
them at all, is more than either you or I can understand. Do 
you hear any thing? Do you see any change in the water?”

21



We had now been about ten minutes upon the top of 
Helseggen, to which we had ascended from the interior of 
Lofoden, so that we had caught no glimpse of the sea until it 
had burst upon us from the summit. As the old man spoke, 
I became aware of a loud and gradually increasing sound, 
like the moaning of a vast herd of buffaloes upon an Ameri
can prairie; and at the same moment I perceived that what 
seamen term the chopping character of the ocean beneath us, 
was rapidly changing into a current which set to the east-
ward. Even while I gazed, this current acquired a monstrous 
velocity. Each moment added to its speed—to its headlong 
impetuosity. In five minutes the whole sea, as far as Vurrgh, 
was lashed into ungovernable fury; but it was between 
Moskoe and the coast that the main uproar held its sway. 
Here the vast bed of the waters, seamed and scarred into a 
thousand conflicting channels, burst suddenly into phrensied 
convulsion—heaving, boiling, hissing—gyrating in  gigantic 
and innumerable vortices, and all whirling and plunging on 
to the eastward with a rapidity which water never elsewhere 
assumes, except in precipitous descents.

In a few minutes more, there came over the scene another 
radical alteration. The general surface grew somewhat more 
smooth, and the whirlpools, one by one, disappeared, while 
prodigious streaks of foam became apparent where none had 
been seen before. These streaks, at length, spreading out to 
a great distance, and entering into combination, took unto 
themselves the gyratory motion of the subsided vortices, and 
seemed to form the germ of another more vast. Suddenly—
very suddenly—this assumed a distinct and definite exis
tence, in a circle of more than a mile in diameter. The edge of 
the whirl was represented by a broad belt of gleaming spray; 
but no particle of this slipped into the mouth of the terrific 
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funnel, whose interior, as far as the eye could fathom it, was 
a smooth, shining, and jet-black wall of water, inclined to 
the horizon at an angle of some forty-five degrees, speed-
ing dizzily round and round with a swaying and sweltering 
motion, and sending forth to the winds an appalling voice, 
half shriek, half roar, such as not even the mighty cataract of 
Niagara ever lifts up in its agony to Heaven.

The mountain trembled to its very base, and the rock 
rocked. I threw myself upon my face, and clung to the scant 
herbage in an excess of nervous agitation.

“This,” said I at length, to the old man—“this can be noth-
ing else than the great whirlpool of the Maelström.”

“So it is sometimes termed,” said he. “We Norwegians 
call it the Moskoe-ström, from the island of Moskoe in the 
midway.”

The ordinary account of this vortex had by no means pre-
pared me for what I saw. That of Jonas Ramus, which is 
perhaps the most circumstantial of any, cannot impart the 
faintest conception either of the magnificence, or of the hor-
ror of the scene—or of the wild bewildering sense of the 
novel which confounds the beholder. I am not sure from 
what point of view the writer in question surveyed it, nor at 
what time; but it could neither have been from the summit 
of Helseggen, nor during a storm. There are some passages of 
his description, nevertheless, which may be quoted for their 
details, although their effect is exceedingly feeble in convey-
ing an impression of the spectacle.

“Between Lofoden and Moskoe,” he says, “the depth of 
the water is between thirty-six and forty fathoms; but on 
the other side, toward Ver (Vurrgh) this depth decreases so 
as not to afford a convenient passage for a vessel, without 
the risk of splitting on the rocks, which happens even in 
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the calmest weather. When it is flood, the stream runs up 
the country between Lofoden and Moskoe with a boister-
ous rapidity; but the roar of its impetuous ebb to the sea is 
scarce equalled by the loudest and most dreadful cataracts; 
the noise being heard several leagues off, and the vortices or 
pits are of such an extent and depth, that if a ship comes 
within its attraction, it is inevitably absorbed and carried 
down to the bottom, and there beat to pieces against the 
rocks; and when the water relaxes, the fragments thereof are 
thrown up again. But these intervals of tranquillity are only 
at the turn of the ebb and flood, and in calm weather, and 
last but a quarter of an hour, its violence gradually returning. 
When the stream is most boisterous, and its fury heightened 
by a storm, it is dangerous to come within a Norway mile 
of it. Boats, yachts, and ships have been carried away by not 
guarding against it before they were carried within its reach. 
It likewise happens frequently, that whales come too near 
the stream, and are overpowered by its violence; and then it 
is impossible to describe their howlings and bellowings in 
their fruitless struggles to disengage themselves. A bear once, 
attempting to swim from Lofoden to Moskoe, was caught 
by the stream and borne down, while he roared terribly, so 
as to be heard on shore. Large stocks of firs and pine trees, 
after being absorbed by the current, rise again broken and 
torn to such a degree as if bristles grew upon them. This 
plainly shows the bottom to consist of craggy rocks, among 
which they are whirled to and fro. This stream is regulated 
by the flux and reflux of the sea—it being constantly high 
and low water every six hours. In the year 1645, early in the 
morning of Sexagesima Sunday, it raged with such noise and 
impetuosity that the very stones of the houses on the coast 
fell to the ground.”
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In regard to the depth of the water, I could not see how 
this could have been ascertained at all in the immediate 
vicinity of the vortex. The “forty fathoms” must have refer-
ence only to portions of the channel close upon the shore 
either of Moskoe or Lofoden. The depth in the centre of the 
Moskoe-ström must be unmeasurably greater; and no better 
proof of this fact is necessary than can be obtained from even 
the sidelong glance into the abyss of the whirl which may 
be had from the highest crag of Helseggen. Looking down 
from this pinnacle upon the howling Phlegethon below, 
I could not help smiling at the simplicity with which the 
honest Jonas Ramus records, as a matter difficult of belief, 
the anecdotes of the whales and the bears, for it appeared to 
me, in fact, a self-evident thing, that the largest ships of the 
line in existence, coming within the influence of that deadly 
attraction, could resist it as little as a feather the hurricane, 
and must disappear bodily and at once.

The attempts to account for the phenomenon—some 
of which I remember, seemed to me sufficiently plausible 
in perusal—now wore a very different and unsatisfactory 
aspect. The idea generally received is that this, as well as 
three smaller vortices among the Ferroe Islands, “have no 
other cause than the collision of waves rising and falling, at 
flux and reflux, against a ridge of rocks and shelves, which 
confines the water so that it precipitates itself like a cata-
ract; and thus the higher the flood rises, the deeper must 
the fall be, and the natural result of all is a whirlpool or vor-
tex, the prodigious suction of which is sufficiently known 
by lesser experiments.”—These are the words of the Ency-
clopædia Britannica. Kircher and others imagine that in 
the centre of the channel of the maelström is an abyss pen-
etrating the globe, and issuing in some very remote part—
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the Gulf of Bothnia being somewhat decidedly named in 
one instance. This opinion, idle in itself, was the one to 
which, as I gazed, my imagination most readily assented; 
and, mentioning it to the guide, I was rather surprised to 
hear him say that, although it was the view almost uni-
versally entertained of the subject by the Norwegians, it 
nevertheless was not his own. As to the former notion he 
confessed his inability to comprehend it; and here I agreed 
with him—for, however conclusive on paper, it becomes 
altogether unintelligible, and even absurd, amid the thun-
der of the abyss.

“You have had a good look at the whirl now,” said the 
old man, “and if you will creep round this crag, so as to get 
in its lee, and deaden the roar of the water, I will tell you a 
story that will convince you I ought to know something of 
the Moskoe-ström.”

I placed myself as desired, and he proceeded.
“Myself and my two brothers once owned a schooner-

rigged smack of about seventy tons burthen, with which 
we were in the habit of fishing among the islands beyond 
Moskoe, nearly to Vurrgh. In all violent eddies at sea there 
is good fishing, at proper opportunities, if one has only the 
courage to attempt it; but among the whole of the Lofoden 
coastmen, we three were the only ones who made a regular 
business of going out to the islands, as I tell you. The usual 
grounds are a great way lower down to the southward. There 
fish can be got at all hours, without much risk, and therefore 
these places are preferred. The choice spots over here among 
the rocks, however, not only yield the finest variety, but in 
far greater abundance; so that we often got in a single day, 
what the more timid of the craft could not scrape together 
in a week. In fact, we made it a matter of desperate specula-
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tion—the risk of life standing instead of labor, and courage 
answering for capital.

“We kept the smack in a cove about five miles higher up 
the coast than this; and it was our practice, in fine weather, 
to take advantage of the fifteen minutes’ slack to push across 
the main channel of the Moskoe-ström, far above the pool, 
and then drop down upon anchorage somewhere near Otter-
holm, or Sandflesen, where the eddies are not so violent as 
elsewhere. Here we used to remain until nearly time for 
slack-water again, when we weighed and made for home. We 
never set out upon this expedition without a steady side wind 
for going and coming—one that we felt sure would not fail 
us before our return—and we seldom made a miscalculation 
upon this point. Twice, during six years, we were forced to 
stay all night at anchor on account of a dead calm, which is a 
rare thing indeed just about here; and once we had to remain 
on the grounds nearly a week, starving to death, owing to a 
gale which blew up shortly after our arrival, and made the 
channel too boisterous to be thought of. Upon this occasion 
we should have been driven out to sea in spite of every thing 
(for the whirlpools threw us round and round so violently, 
that, at length, we fouled our anchor and dragged it), if it had 
not been that we drifted into one of the innumerable cross 
currents—here to-day and gone tomorrow—which drove us 
under the lee of Flimen, where, by good luck, we brought up.

“I could not tell you the twentieth part of the difficul-
ties we encountered ‘on the ground’—it is a bad spot to be 
in, even in good weather—but we make shift always to run 
the gauntlet of the Moskoe-ström itself without accident; 
although at times my heart has been in my mouth when we 
happened to be a minute or so behind or before the slack. 
The wind sometimes was not as strong as we thought it at 
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starting, and then we made rather less way than we could 
wish, while the current rendered the smack unmanageable. 
My eldest brother had a son eighteen years old, and I had 
two stout boys of my own. These would have been of great 
assistance at such times, in using the sweeps as well as after-
ward in fishing—but, somehow, although we ran the risk 
ourselves, we had not the heart to let the young ones get into 
the danger—for, after all said and done, it was a horrible dan-
ger, and that is the truth.

“It is now within a few days of three years since what I 
am going to tell you occurred. It was on the tenth of July, 
18—, a day which the people of this part of the world will 
never forget—for it was one in which blew the most terrible 
hurricane that ever came out of the heavens. And yet all the 
morning, and indeed until late in the afternoon, there was a 
gentle and steady breeze from the southwest, while the sun 
shone brightly, so that the oldest seaman among us could not 
have foreseen what was to follow.

“The three of us—my two brothers and myself—had 
crossed over to the islands about two o’clock P. M., and 
soon nearly loaded the smack with fine fish, which, we all 
remarked, were more plenty that day than we had ever known 
them. It was just seven, by my watch, when we weighed and 
started for home, so as to make the worst of the Ström at 
slack water, which we knew would be at eight.

“We set out with a fresh wind on our starboard quarter, 
and for some time spanked along at a great rate, never dream-
ing of danger, for indeed we saw not the slightest reason to 
apprehend it. All at once we were taken aback by a breeze 
from over Helseggen. This was most unusual—something 
that had never happened to us before—and I began to feel 
a little uneasy, without exactly knowing why. We put the 
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boat on the wind, but could make no headway at all for the 
eddies, and I was upon the point of proposing to return to 
the anchorage, when, looking astern, we saw the whole hori-
zon covered with a singular copper-colored cloud that rose 
with the most amazing velocity.

“In the meantime the breeze that had headed us off fell 
away and we were dead becalmed, drifting about in every 
direction. This state of things, however, did not last long 
enough to give us time to think about it. In less than a 
minute the storm was upon us—in less than two the sky 
was entirely overcast—and what with this and the driving 
spray, it became suddenly so dark that we could not see each 
other in the smack.

“Such a hurricane as then blew it is folly to attempt 
describing. The oldest seaman in Norway never experienced 
any thing like it. We had let our sails go by the run before it 
cleverly took us; but, at the first puff, both our masts went 
by the board as if they had been sawed off—the mainmast 
taking with it my youngest brother, who had lashed himself 
to it for safety.

“Our boat was the lightest feather of a thing that ever sat 
upon water. It had a complete flush deck, with only a small 
hatch near the bow, and this hatch it had always been our 
custom to batten down when about to cross the Ström, by 
way of precaution against the chopping seas. But for this 
circumstance we should have foundered at once—for we lay 
entirely buried for some moments. How my elder brother 
escaped destruction I cannot say, for I never had an oppor-
tunity of ascertaining. For my part, as soon as I had let the 
foresail run, I threw myself flat on deck, with my feet against 
the narrow gunwale of the bow, and with my hands grasping 
a ring-bolt near the foot of the foremast. It was mere instinct 
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