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Grethel and the Fawn Came to a Cottage in the Wood


HANSEL AND GRETHEL

[image: image]EAR a large wood a poor woodcutter once lived with his wife and two children. The little boy was called Hansel, and the little girl was called Grethel. They rarely had nice things to eat, and when there was a famine in the land they could not get so much as their daily bread. As he lay in bed at night the father was greatly troubled; he sighed and groaned and said to his wife:

“What is to become of us? How are we to feed our little ones when we haven’t anything ourselves?”

“We can’t feed them, husband,” answered the woman, “so tomorrow morning early we will lead the children far into the wood, light them a fire, give each a bit of bread, and then go to our work and leave them alone. They will never find their way home, and we shall be rid of them.”
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“No, wife,” said the man, “I cannot do that. How could anyone have the heart to leave two dear children alone in the wood to be devoured by wild beasts?”

“Oh!” said she, “then we must all four die of hunger.” She continued to persuade him, and at last he half consented.

The two children were so hungry that they had not been able to go to sleep, and they overheard what their stepmother proposed to do with them. Grethel wept bitter tears and said to Hansel, “They don’t love us.”

“Don’t cry, Grethel,” said Hansel, “I will see that we are not lost.”

When the old couple had fallen asleep, he put on his little coat, crept down the stairs and let himself out at the back door. The moon was shining brightly, and the white pebbles on the path in front of the house shone like new coins. Hansel stopped and stuffed his coat pockets full of pebbles. Then he went back and said to Grethel, “Dry your tears, little sister, and go to sleep. God will not forsake us.” Then he lay down on his little bed.
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When day dawned the woman called the two children and told them to dress before the sun was high. “Get up, both of you,” she said, “and come into the wood and pick up sticks.” Then she gave each a piece of bread, and told them to keep it for dinner and not eat it sooner, as they would get nothing else. Grethel put the bread under her apron, because Hansel’s pockets were full of pebbles.

Soon afterward, they all started for the wood. They had not gone far before Hansel stood still and looked back at the house. He did this again and again, till his father said, “Hansel, what are you staring at?”
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“Oh, father,” said Hansel, “I am looking at my white kitten, which is sitting on the roof waving good-bye to me.”

“That isn’t your kitten, silly child,” said the woman, “it’s the morning sunlight shining on the chimney.” But Hansel had not been really looking at the kitten; he was dropping behind him the pebbles out of his pocket.

When they came to the middle of the wood the father said, “Now, children, pick up sticks, and we will make a fire.”
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Hansel and Grethel built up a large pile of twigs, and when the fire was lighted and the flames were rising high, the woman said, “You can lie down by the fire and rest yourselves while we go farther to cut wood. When we have finished we will come and get you.”

Hansel and Grethel sat by the fire, and when dinnertime came they ate their bread. Because they heard the blows of the ax they thought their father was not far off. But it was not the ax they heard. It was a branch which he had tied to a rotten tree so that the wind blew it up and down. And they sat such a long time that they grew tired and closed their eyes and went to sleep. They did not wake till it was night, and pitch dark.
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Grethel began to cry, and said, “We shall never find our way out of the wood.”

“Wait,” said Hansel; “the moon will be up in a minute, and then we’ll find our way fast enough.”

Soon the great full moon rose in the sky, and Hansel took his little sister’s hand and followed the track of the pebbles, which shone like silver coins and showed them the way. They walked the whole night, and at break of day reached their father’s house. They knocked at the door, and when the woman opened it and saw Hansel and Grethel she said, “Why did you sleep so long in the wood? We began to think you were not coming back at all.”

The father was delighted to see the children, for he had not liked to desert them so cruelly.
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Not long afterward there were again hard times, and the children heard their mother saying to their father in the night, “There is hardly anything left to eat, only half a loaf of bread, and when that is gone what are we to do? The children must be done away with. We will take them deeper into the wood this time, so that they will not be able to find their way out. It’s the only thing to be done to save us.”

The man’s heart was heavy, and he thought, “I would rather share our last crust with the children.” But the woman had made up her mind, and all the man said made no difference, and he was obliged to give in the second time.

But the children again heard the whole of the conversation. When his parents had gone to sleep, Hansel got up to go out as he had done before and pick up pebbles, but he found that the woman had locked the door. All the same, he comforted his little sister, saying, “Never mind, Grethel, don’t cry, but go to sleep. God will take care of us.”

At dawn the woman came and roused the children. She gave them each a slice of bread, but it was even smaller than the time before. As they walked to the wood, Hansel crumbled the bread in his pocket, stood still now and then, and dropped a crumb on the ground.

“Hansel, why do you hang back and look around?” his father asked.

“I am looking at my little dove, who is sitting on the roof to coo good-bye.”

“Stupid,” cried the woman, “it is not your dove but the morning sun shining on the chimney.” But Hansel went on dropping his crumbs by the way.
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The woman led the children deeper and deeper into the wood, to a part where they never had been before.

Again a huge fire was kindled, and the stepmother said, “Stay here, children, and when you are tired take a nap. We are going farther to chop wood. When we have finished, we will come for you.”

When dinner-time came Grethel divided her bread with Hansel, because he had scattered his as they came along. Then they sat under the trees listening to the sound of the wind in the branches until it lulled them to sleep. The whole day and evening went by without anyone coming to get them. When they awoke, it was pitch dark.

Grethel was frightened and began to cry, but Hansel comforted his sister by saying, “Wait till the moon is up, then we shall see the bread crumbs I threw on the ground, and they will show us the way home.”
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But when the moon rose they could see no crumbs, for the birds had picked up every one.
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Hansel and Grethel Fell Asleep in the Wood

Hansel said, “We shall soon find our way, Grethel.”

But they did not find it—though they walked the whole night and the whole of the next day, they were still in the wood and faint from hunger, for they had eaten nothing but a few berries. And now, because they were so tired, they lay down under a tree and fell asleep.

The third morning after they had left their father’s house, they were still deeper in the wood, and quite lost. If help did not come, they knew they would die. Then they saw a beautiful snow-white bird sitting on a branch, and it was singing so beautifully that they stopped to listen. It spread its wings when it had finished its song, and flew in front of them. They followed it till it perched on the roof of a little house. On coming near, they saw that the house was built of bread thatched with cake, and the windows were made of barley-sugar.

“We will make a good meal for once,” said Hansel. “I’ll have a good slice of the roof, and you, Grethel, shall begin with a piece of the window, which will be sweet.”

Hansel climbed up and broke off a bit of the roof to see how it tasted, and Grethel stood by a window and nibbled it. Then a voice called from inside:

“Nibble! nibble! nibble! Who’s nibbling at my house?” The children answered, “The wind, the wind,” and ate on, quite unconcerned.

Suddenly the door opened and an old woman, leaning on a crutch, hobbled out. Hansel and Grethel shook in their shoes for fright, letting the good food fall from their hands.

The woman nodded her aged head, and croaked, “Dear children, who brought you here? Come in, do, and stay with me. No harm shall come to you!”

She took them by the hand and led them into the house. There a good dinner stood ready, milk pancakes, with sugar, apples, and nuts. Afterward, two little white beds were uncovered, and Hansel and Grethel lay down in them, and felt as if they were in heaven.
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But the old woman was only pretending to be friendly. She was really a wicked old witch, who lay in wait for children, and had her house built of things good to eat in order to lure them into her clutches. When she had them in her power, she cooked and ate them. The witch had pink eyes and could not see far, but she had keen scent, like an animal, and could smell human flesh far away.
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Early the next morning, before the children were awake, she got up, and as she saw their round rosy cheeks, she muttered, “There’s a tasty dish.” Then she shook Hansel, and, seizing him with her shriveled hand, carried him to a little stable, where she shut him in behind a grating. He howled as loudly as he could, but it was no use. Next she went to Grethel, shook her, and screamed, “Get up, lazy girl. Go and draw water to cook your brother something good; he is outside in the stable and must be fattened up. When he is fat I shall eat him.”

Grethel began to cry bitterly, but she was forced to do what the wicked witch commanded.

Hansel was now given the most nourishing food, but Grethel got only scraps. Every morning the old witch hobbled to the stable, and cried, “Hansel, put your finger out that I may feel how fat you are getting.”
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But Hansel stuck out a bone instead of a finger and the old woman, whose eyes were so poor that she could not see, marveled that he did not grow fat.

When four weeks had passed, and Hansel seemed still thin, she lost patience and declared she would not wait longer.

“Here, Grethel,” she cried, “make haste and draw water—whether Hansel is fat or thin, I will eat him tomorrow!”

The poor little sister wept and lamented as she brought the water, and tears poured down her cheeks. “Dear God, help us!” she prayed. “If the wild beasts had eaten us in the woods, we should at least have died together.”
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