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Hansel and Gretel 
 

Once upon a time there lived a poor woodcutter, his wife and his two 
children named Hansel and Gretel.  In the best of times there was barely enough for the 
family to eat, but when famine came, the woodcutter could no longer provide enough food or 
his family.  He asked his wife what she thought they should do, saying, “How will we ever 
feed our two children?  We do not have enough food for them and for us?” 

“You know what, husband,” replied the wife who was the stepmother of the two 
children.  “Tomorrow morning we will take them into the forest and give them each a last 
morsel of bread.  Then we will go to our work and leave them all alone in the forest.  They 
will never be able to find their way back home again, and we will be rid of them.” 

The woodcutter protested that he could never do that to his children, but the wife 
insisted that they would all die unless he did as she wished.  She kept complaining to her 
husband until he agreed to her plan. 

The two children had not been able to sleep because of their hunger, so they heard 
what their stepmother had been planning to do.  Gretel began to cry, and Hansel assured her 
that he would not let her die.  Once the adults were asleep, Hansel put on his jacket and went 
outside.  The moonlight shone down on the small pebbles in the path outside the house.  
Hansel picked up as many pebbles as he could fit into his pockets. 

The next morning the stepmother woke up Hansel and Gretel very early.  She gave 
them each a piece of bread for their lunch and warned them that it would be the only food 
they would eat that day.  Then she marched them deep into the woods.  As they went along 
the path, Hansel dropped the stones one by one so they could find their way home later.   

When they came to a small clearing, they ate their bread, gathered some firewood and 
made a fire to keep the children warm.  “Stay here and rest, children; your father and I will 
come to fetch you when it is time to go home,” the stepmother said, and then she and the 
woodcutter went further into the forest.  They did not return, and it grew dark. 

Gretel was scared and began to cry, but then Hansel told her what he had done.  The 
moon shone on the white pebbles, and the children easily found their way home. 

The stepmother scolded them for staying so long in the woods, but the woodcutter 
was happy to see his children again.  That night the wife convinced him that they should take 
the children further into the woods the next time.  The children again heard the plan and 
waited until the adults were asleep.  Hansel tried to go out to gather more stones, but he 
found that the stepmother had locked the door so he was unable to go outside. 

The next morning the stepmother again woke the children up early and gave them an 
even smaller piece of bread for their lunch.  On the way into the woods, Hansel crumbled the 
bread in his pocket and scattered small pieces on the path.  Deep in the woods the children 
built a fire to stay warm and the parents went off to cut wood.  At noon, Gretel shared her 
small piece of bread with her brother.   

When it grew dark and the parents had not returned, the children got up to walk home, 
but no bread crumbs could be found.  The children realized that the birds and animals of the 



forest had eaten the crumbs of bread.  The children tried to find their way home in the dark 
but only managed to get hopelessly lost in the woods.   

After walking all night and all the next day, the children came to a large clearing in 
the forest where they saw a gingerbread house, complete with crystal sugar windows and 
candy treats covering the walls.  The children were astonished and since they were so 
hungry, Hansel reached up to get a bit of the roof to taste.   

Immediately, they heard a voice coming from inside the house.  “Nibble, nibble, 
munch, munch, munch; who is gnawing at my house?” 

The children answered, “It is the wind.”  They went right on eating without pausing at 
all.  The children were so hungry that they did not notice when the door of the house opened 
and an old woman came out and stood next to them. 

“Oh, my dear children, whoever brought you to my house?  Come in and stay with 
me.  No harm will come to you.”  She took them by the hand and led them into her house.  
Inside she fed Hansel and Gretel with milk, pancakes, apples and nuts.  She led them to two 
soft beds and tucked them in to sleep.  The children thought they were in heaven. 

Even though the old woman pretended to be nice, she was really an evil witch who 
had built her candy house to lure children into her power so that she could cook and eat 
them.  She looked at the children sleeping and mumbled, “These children will make a tasty 
morsel!”  Quickly, the old witch picked up Hansel and carried him to a special cage she had 
made.  Then the old witch woke up Gretel and told her to fetch some water so they could 
make some food for Hansel.  “When he is nice and fat, I will eat him.”   

Every day Hansel was given the best food while Gretel was given nothing but scraps 
to eat.  Early each morning the old witch crept out to the cage and peered at Hansel.  “Hold 
out your finger, so I can see how fat you are now.”  It did not take long for Hansel to realize 
that the old woman could not see very well.  Instead of poking his finger out of the cage, he 
held out a small bone for her to feel.   

After four weeks, the old witch grew tired of waiting.  She ordered Gretel to fetch 
wood for the oven.  “Before we cook your brother, come over here to the oven,” said the old 
witch.  “See if it is hot enough.”  The old witch intended to push Gretel into the oven and 
bake her, skinny though she was.   

Gretel guessed what the old witch wanted to do so she said, “I can’t tell if the oven is 
hot enough.  Can you show me how to do it?”  The witch was so impatient to eat some 
children that she came over to the oven and leaned her head in.  Gretel gave the old witch a 
good, strong push into the oven, then bolted the oven shut and ran to the cage to free Hansel. 

The children were delighted to be free from the old witch. In every corner of the 
witch’s house, they found chests of gold and precious jewels.  “These are even better than 
pebbles,” said Hansel as he and Gretel filled their pockets.   

Hansel and Gretel began to walk through the forest looking for anything familiar that 
would help them find their way back home.  At last they saw their father’s cottage and the 
children began to run.  They ran up to their father and hugged him.  He was overjoyed.  He 
had not had a moment of peace since the children had been gone.  His wife had died and he 
had been very lonely without the children.   

Hansel and Gretel showed their father the jewels they had found.  The woodcutter and 
his children lived together for the rest of their lives, never to go hungry again. 


