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The Poisoned Countess 
Margaretha von Waldeck and the Tragic Real Snow White 

It’s 1549, and dawn is hitting the hills of Waldeck in what was then 
the Holy Roman Empire. If you were standing there, you’d hear the 
rhythmic “thwack” of pickaxes before you saw anything through 

the fog. Down in the copper mines, kids and young women—some 
barely tall enough to reach the handles of their tools—are crawling out 
of dark shafts, covered in ore dust and physically wrecked from years of 
working in narrow tunnels. Meanwhile, up in the castle, a sixteen-year-
old noblewoman named Margaretha is watching them from a window, 
probably wondering what the day has in store for her. She had no way 
of knowing her life would eventually serve as the dark inspiration for a 
fairy tale much grimmer than anything Disney ever put on screen. 

Margaretha lived during the Renaissance in Germany, a time of cutthroat 
noble alliances and flat-out brutal economic realities. Her life reads like 
a checklist for the Snow White legend: she was a famous beauty, had 
a complicated relationship with a stepmother, lived near mines full of 
“stunted” child laborers, and died under very suspicious circumstances. 
Now, to be clear, historians are split on this; much of the connection 
stems from a 1994 theory by historian Eckhard Sander, which most 
mainstream scholars find a bit “meh.” But even if she didn’t literally 
inspire the Grimm brothers, her life was a high-stakes drama of survival, 
politics, and murder rumors. 

The Mines and the Early Years
Margaretha was born around 1533 in the county of Waldeck-Wildungen 
(modern-day Hesse). Her dad, Count Philip IV, was the local big shot 
who made his money off the copper deposits in the hills. Her mom died 
when she was only four, and even as a little kid, the local records noted 
she was exceptionally beautiful—the kind of look that would eventually 
cause major problems at royal courts. 

Her family’s mines were a nightmare. In the 16th century, child labor 
was just standard operating procedure. Eight-year-olds were sent into 
toxic, cramped tunnels in a village called Bergfreiheit (which now leans 
into the “Snow White Village” branding). The conditions were so bad—
toxic fumes, zero nutrition, and constant crawling—that many of these 
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kids never grew to full height. These weren’t “cute” dwarves; they were 
“little people of the mines” whose growth was stunted by the industry 
that made Margaretha’s family rich. 

When she was six, her dad remarried a woman named Katharina, 
who was reportedly a bit of a pill. In these Renaissance households, 
stepmothers were basically rivals for inheritance and status. By twelve, 
Margaretha was shipped off to another court to learn how to be a 
“proper” countess, which really meant becoming a useful bargaining 
chip in a future marriage. 

Sent Away: High Drama in Brussels
By 1545, Margaretha was sent even further from home to live in the 
Habsburg Netherlands. By 1549, she was at the glittering court in 
Brussels, the epicenter of Renaissance intrigue. This was a world of silk 
gowns, silent assassins, and marriage-as-warfare. Margaretha was the “it 
girl” of the court, and high-ranking suitors were all over her. The most 
interesting one? Crown Prince Philip—the future King of Spain. 

They reportedly had a thing, but there was a massive problem: she was 
a Lutheran, and he was a Catholic Habsburg. In the 1500s, that was 
a geopolitical disaster waiting to happen. We actually still have three 
letters she wrote to her dad, and you can sense the “I want to go home” 
vibes. Her health started failing fast—she dealt with weird fevers and 
general weakness. By 1554, she was 21 and essentially on her deathbed. 
The local gossip at the time was that she was being “poisoned by 
degrees.” Her will was written with a shaky hand, which some believe 
shows the tremors of arsenic poisoning. While we can’t prove a murder 
happened, poison was the go-to political tool of the era. 

Fact vs. Fiction
The poisoning theory fits the 16th-century vibe perfectly. Toxins like 
arsenic were easy to get if you had the right connections, and the 
Prince’s father, Charles V, would have definitely wanted a “Lutheran 
problem” like Margaretha to disappear. 

However, the “wicked stepmother” trope falls apart under a microscope: 
Margaretha’s stepmother, Katharina, had actually been dead for eight 
years before Margaretha died. Scholars think Snow White is more likely 

 a “greatest hits” of various historical tragedies and local folklore about 
mining and beauty rather than a literal biography of one woman. 

The Evolution of the Story 
Margaretha’s tragic end lingered in local oral traditions for a couple of 
centuries. Over time, the “poisoned gift” probably became a poisoned 
apple, and the child miners were rebranded as magical dwarves. By the 
time the Brothers Grimm published the story in 1812, they polished it 
up for a general audience. In 1937, Walt Disney scrubbed the dark parts 
away entirely, replacing the grim reality with singing animals and true 
love’s kiss. 

But the real history is way more haunting. Margaretha wasn’t a passive 
victim; she was a noblewoman caught in the middle of a deadly political 
game, writing letters home while her body failed her. Her life shows the 
ugly underside of the Renaissance: daughters as pawns, child labor as 
profit, and sudden death as a political solution. The fairy tale gave us a 
happy ending, but the real history of Margaretha von Waldeck reminds 
us that the truth is rarely that kind.
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Mirrors of Power  
The Glassmaking Industry and the “Magic Mirror” in Snow 

White’s World 

It’s 1720, and inside the glassworks in Lohr am Main, the heat 
is absolutely brutal. You’ve got skilled French glassblowers—
essentially the tech-superstars of their day—sweating over roaring 

furnaces, turning molten glass into sheets that look like liquid silver. 
Nearby, apprentices are scrubbing and polishing for hours while wealthy 
merchants stand around counting their future profits. Up in the castle 
overlooking the town, a noblewoman named Claudia Elisabeth stands 
before one of these finished products. For the first time, she’s seeing her 
reflection with total clarity. 

Some people would later whisper that this mirror “never lied.” But this 
wasn’t magic—it was 18th-century cutting-edge technology. It was a 
mix of intense industry, political ego, and raw human vanity. This real-
world factory is the reason we have the “magic mirror on the wall” in 
our fairy tales today. 

Lohr am Main wasn’t some sleepy village; it was a powerhouse. Tucked 
into dense forests (perfect for fuel) and right on a major river (perfect 
for shipping), it became the home of Germany’s first big mirror factory. 
While scholars today say the direct link to the Snow White story is more 
of a local marketing win than a hard historical fact, the actual history 
of Lohr’s glass industry reveals the dark side of beauty and power that 
made those fairy-tale motifs feel so real. 

Breaking the Monopoly 
Before the 1500s, mirrors sucked. They were basically just polished 
metal or cloudy glass that made you look like a distorted ghost. The 
Venetians eventually figured out how to make clear glass and back it 
with a mix of tin and mercury, creating a reflection that was brutally 
honest. These mirrors were the ultimate luxury flex, costing a fortune. 

By the end of the 1600s, German rulers were tired of paying Italian 
prices. A local bigwig, Lothar Franz von Schönborn, decided to start 
his own factory in Lohr. He basically engaged in industrial espionage, 
recruiting master glassmakers from France to smuggle out the Venetian 
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 secrets. Soon, Lohr was cranking out mirrors for noble houses all over 
Europe. 

The work was terrifyingly dangerous. The final step involved coating the 
glass in mercury to make it reflective. The mercury vapors poisoned the 
workers, leading to tremors, mental breakdowns, and early deaths. But 
the result was a mirror so clear it became famous for “always speaking 
the truth.” In an age where most people had never actually seen their 
own faces clearly, these objects felt supernatural. 

The Real “Snow White” Family? 
By the early 1700s, a wealthy nobleman, Philipp Christoph von Erthal, 
was running the show in Lohr. He lived in the castle with his daughter, 
Maria Sophia. After his first wife died, he remarried a widow named 
Claudia Elisabeth, who moved in with her own kids. According to local 
gossip, Claudia was a “dominant” personality who definitely favored her 
own children over her stepdaughter. 

Philipp’s dual life as a nobleman and the boss of a mirror factory meant 
his house was full of the latest products. One mirror that still hangs in 
the castle today is over five feet tall and features ornate “mottos” in its 
frame, such as “Self-Love” and “For Reward and For Punishment.” 
These weren’t magic talking mirrors, but the moral inscriptions made 
them feel like they were judging you. For a woman like Claudia, 
a massive mirror was a status symbol and a subtle weapon in the 
competitive world of noble family politics. 

Vanity, Power, and Poison
In the 1700s, mirrors were more than just bathroom accessories—they 
were political theater. King Louis XIV had already set the bar with the 
Hall of Mirrors at Versailles to intimidate rivals and look powerful. 
German nobles were desperate to copy him. Owning a Lohr mirror 
meant you had officially “arrived.” 

But beauty had a toxic price tag. While the workers were dying of 
mercury poisoning in the factory, the nobles using the mirrors were also 
being exposed to trace amounts of those same vapors. It’s a literal case 
of “toxic beauty,” echoing the poisoned apple theme we see later in the 
stories. 

From the Factory to the Grimm Brothers 
The mirror industry in Lohr eventually died out in the early 1800s, but 
the cultural impact was massive. These mirrors changed how people 
saw themselves and fueled a new obsession with fashion and self-image. 
Local storytellers in the region naturally started weaving the forest, the 
mines, and the “talking” mirrors into their folklore. 

In the 1980s, a local historian named Karlheinz Bartels started 
connecting the dots between Maria Sophia’s life and Snow White. He 
pointed out the beautiful daughter, the bossy stepmother, and the “talking 
mirror” from the family factory. While serious scholars think it’s a bit of 
a reach—Snow White motifs existed long before the 1700s—the town of 
Lohr leaned in hard. Today, they call themselves “Snow White City” and 
display the 300-year-old “magic” mirror in their museum. 

The Evolution of the Story 
When the Brothers Grimm published their version of Snow White in 
1812, the mirror was the ultimate truth-teller. A century later, Disney 
turned it into a spooky, green-faced spirit in a frame. But the real history 
is actually more interesting than any spell. It’s a story of early industrial 
grit, mercury poisoning, and the high-stakes vanity of the ruling class. 

In a time when technology finally let people see who they really were, 
the reflection became both a gift and a threat. The fairy tale just gave 
that threat a voice. The dark, hot ovens of the glassworks remind us that 
the most terrifying mirrors were the ones that didn’t use magic—they 
just told the truth.
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SNOWDROP - Snow White from Grimm’s Fairy Tales 
(Public Domain)

It was the middle of winter, when the broad flakes of snow were 
falling around, that the queen of a country many thousand miles 
off sat working at her window. The frame of the window was 

made of fine black ebony, and as she sat looking out upon the snow, she 
pricked her finger, and three drops of blood fell upon it. Then she gazed 
thoughtfully upon the red drops that sprinkled the white snow, and said, 
‘Would that my little daughter may be as white as that snow, as red as 
that blood, and as black as this ebony windowframe!’ And so the little 
girl really did grow up; her skin was as white as snow, her cheeks as 
rosy as the blood, and her hair as black as ebony; and she was called 
Snowdrop.

But this queen died; and the king soon married another wife, who 
became queen, and was very beautiful, but so vain that she could not 
bear to think that anyone could be handsomer than she was. She had 
a fairy looking-glass, to which she used to go, and then she would gaze 
upon herself in it, and say:

 ‘Tell me, glass, tell me true!
  Of all the ladies in the land,
  Who is fairest, tell me, who?’
And the glass had always answered:

 ‘Thou, queen, art the fairest in all the land.’
But Snowdrop grew more and more beautiful; and when she was seven 
years old she was as bright as the day, and fairer than the queen herself. 
Then the glass one day answered the queen, when she went to look in it 
as usual:

 ‘Thou, queen, art fair, and beauteous to see,
  But Snowdrop is lovelier far than thee!’
When she heard this she turned pale with rage and envy, and called to 
one of her servants, and said, ‘Take Snowdrop away into the wide wood, 
that I may never see her any more.’ Then the servant led her away; but his 
heart melted when Snowdrop begged him to spare her life, and he said, ‘I 
will not hurt you, thou pretty child.’ So he left her by herself; and though 
he thought it most likely that the wild beasts would tear her in pieces, 
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he felt as if a great weight were taken off his heart when he had made up 
his mind not to kill her but to leave her to her fate, with the chance of 
someone finding and saving her.

Then poor Snowdrop wandered along through the wood in great fear; 
and the wild beasts roared about her, but none did her any harm. In the 
evening she came to a cottage among the hills, and went in to rest, for 
her little feet would carry her no further. Everything was spruce and neat 
in the cottage: on the table was spread a white cloth, and there were seven 
little plates, seven little loaves, and seven little glasses with wine in them; 
and seven knives and forks laid in order; and by the wall stood seven 
little beds. As she was very hungry, she picked a little piece of each loaf 
and drank a very little wine out of each glass; and after that she thought 
she would lie down and rest. So she tried all the little beds; but one was 
too long, and another was too short, till at last the seventh suited her: 
and there she laid herself down and went to sleep.

By and by in came the masters of the cottage. Now they were seven little 
dwarfs, that lived among the mountains, and dug and searched for gold. 
They lighted up their seven lamps, and saw at once that all was not right. 
The first said, ‘Who has been sitting on my stool?’ The second, ‘Who has 
been eating off my plate?’ The third, ‘Who has been picking my bread?’ 
The fourth, ‘Who has been meddling with my spoon?’ The fifth, ‘Who 
has been handling my fork?’ The sixth, ‘Who has been cutting with my 
knife?’ The seventh, ‘Who has been drinking my wine?’ Then the first 
looked round and said, ‘Who has been lying on my bed?’ And the rest 
came running to him, and everyone cried out that somebody had been 
upon his bed. But the seventh saw Snowdrop, and called all his brethren 
to come and see her; and they cried out with wonder and astonishment 
and brought their lamps to look at her, and said, ‘Good heavens! what a 
lovely child she is!’ And they were very glad to see her, and took care not 
to wake her; and the seventh dwarf slept an hour with each of the other 
dwarfs in turn, till the night was gone.

In the morning Snowdrop told them all her story; and they pitied her, 
and said if she would keep all things in order, and cook and wash and 
knit and spin for them, she might stay where she was, and they would 
take good care of her. Then they went out all day long to their work, 
seeking for gold and silver in the mountains: but Snowdrop was left at 
home; and they warned her, and said, ‘The queen will soon find out 

where you are, so take care and let no one in.’

But the queen, now that she thought Snowdrop was dead, believed that 
she must be the handsomest lady in the land; and she went to her glass 
and said:

 ‘Tell me, glass, tell me true!
  Of all the ladies in the land,
  Who is fairest, tell me, who?’
And the glass answered:

 ‘Thou, queen, art the fairest in all this land:
  But over the hills, in the greenwood shade,
  Where the seven dwarfs their dwelling have made,
  There Snowdrop is hiding her head; and she
  Is lovelier far, O queen! than thee.’
Then the queen was very much frightened; for she knew that the glass 
always spoke the truth, and was sure that the servant had betrayed 
her. And she could not bear to think that anyone lived who was more 
beautiful than she was; so she dressed herself up as an old pedlar, and 
went her way over the hills, to the place where the dwarfs dwelt. Then she 
knocked at the door, and cried, ‘Fine wares to sell!’ Snowdrop looked out 
at the window, and said, ‘Good day, good woman! what have you to sell?’ 
‘Good wares, fine wares,’ said she; ‘laces and bobbins of all colours.’ ‘I 
will let the old lady in; she seems to be a very good sort of body,’ thought 
Snowdrop, as she ran down and unbolted the door. ‘Bless me!’ said the 
old woman, ‘how badly your stays are laced! Let me lace them up with 
one of my nice new laces.’ Snowdrop did not dream of any mischief; 
so she stood before the old woman; but she set to work so nimbly, and 
pulled the lace so tight, that Snowdrop’s breath was stopped, and she 
fell down as if she were dead. ‘There’s an end to all thy beauty,’ said the 
spiteful queen, and went away home.

In the evening the seven dwarfs came home; and I need not say how 
grieved they were to see their faithful Snowdrop stretched out upon the 
ground, as if she was quite dead. However, they lifted her up, and when 
they found what ailed her, they cut the lace; and in a little time she began 
to breathe, and very soon came to life again. Then they said, ‘The old 
woman was the queen herself; take care another time, and let no one in 
when we are away.’



16 17

When the queen got home, she went straight to her glass, and spoke to it 
as before; but to her great grief it still said:

 ‘Thou, queen, art the fairest in all this land:
  But over the hills, in the greenwood shade,
  Where the seven dwarfs their dwelling have made,
  There Snowdrop is hiding her head; and she
  Is lovelier far, O queen! than thee.’
Then the blood ran cold in her heart with spite and malice, to see 
that Snowdrop still lived; and she dressed herself up again, but in 
quite another dress from the one she wore before, and took with her a 
poisoned comb. When she reached the dwarfs’ cottage, she knocked at 
the door, and cried, ‘Fine wares to sell!’ But Snowdrop said, ‘I dare not 
let anyone in.’ Then the queen said, ‘Only look at my beautiful combs!’ 
and gave her the poisoned one. And it looked so pretty, that she took it 
up and put it into her hair to try it; but the moment it touched her head, 
the poison was so powerful that she fell down senseless. ‘There you may 
lie,’ said the queen, and went her way. But by good luck the dwarfs came 
in very early that evening; and when they saw Snowdrop lying on the 
ground, they thought what had happened, and soon found the poisoned 
comb. And when they took it away she got well, and told them all that 
had passed; and they warned her once more not to open the door to 
anyone.

Meantime the queen went home to her glass, and shook with rage when 
she read the very same answer as before; and she said, ‘Snowdrop shall 
die, if it cost me my life.’ So she went by herself into her chamber, and 
got ready a poisoned apple: the outside looked very rosy and tempting, 
but whoever tasted it was sure to die. Then she dressed herself up as a 
peasant’s wife, and travelled over the hills to the dwarfs’ cottage, and 
knocked at the door; but Snowdrop put her head out of the window and 
said, ‘I dare not let anyone in, for the dwarfs have told me not.’ ‘Do as 
you please,’ said the old woman, ‘but at any rate take this pretty apple; I 
will give it you.’ ‘No,’ said Snowdrop, ‘I dare not take it.’ ‘You silly girl!’ 
answered the other, ‘what are you afraid of? Do you think it is poisoned? 
Come! do you eat one part, and I will eat the other.’ Now the apple was 
so made up that one side was good, though the other side was poisoned. 
Then Snowdrop was much tempted to taste, for the apple looked so very 
nice; and when she saw the old woman eat, she could wait no longer. But 

she had scarcely put the piece into her mouth, when she fell down dead 
upon the ground. ‘This time nothing will save thee,’ said the queen; and 
she went home to her glass, and at last it said:

 ‘Thou, queen, art the fairest of all the fair.’
And then her wicked heart was glad, and as happy as such a heart could 
be.

When evening came, and the dwarfs had gone home, they found 
Snowdrop lying on the ground: no breath came from her lips, and they 
were afraid that she was quite dead. They lifted her up, and combed her 
hair, and washed her face with wine and water; but all was in vain, for 
the little girl seemed quite dead. So they laid her down upon a bier, and 
all seven watched and bewailed her three whole days; and then they 
thought they would bury her: but her cheeks were still rosy; and her face 
looked just as it did while she was alive; so they said, ‘We will never bury 
her in the cold ground.’ And they made a coffin of glass, so that they 
might still look at her, and wrote upon it in golden letters what her name 
was, and that she was a king’s daughter. And the coffin was set among 
the hills, and one of the dwarfs always sat by it and watched. And the 
birds of the air came too, and bemoaned Snowdrop; and first of all came 
an owl, and then a raven, and at last a dove, and sat by her side.

And thus Snowdrop lay for a long, long time, and still only looked as 
though she was asleep; for she was even now as white as snow, and as 
red as blood, and as black as ebony. At last a prince came and called at 
the dwarfs’ house; and he saw Snowdrop, and read what was written 
in golden letters. Then he offered the dwarfs money, and prayed and 
besought them to let him take her away; but they said, ‘We will not part 
with her for all the gold in the world.’ At last, however, they had pity on 
him, and gave him the coffin; but the moment he lifted it up to carry 
it home with him, the piece of apple fell from between her lips, and 
Snowdrop awoke, and said, ‘Where am I?’ And the prince said, ‘Thou art 
quite safe with me.’

Then he told her all that had happened, and said, ‘I love you far better 
than all the world; so come with me to my father’s palace, and you shall 
be my wife.’ And Snowdrop consented, and went home with the prince; 
and everything was got ready with great pomp and splendour for their 
wedding.
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To the feast was asked, among the rest, Snowdrop’s old enemy the queen; 
and as she was dressing herself in fine rich clothes, she looked in the 
glass and said:

 ‘Tell me, glass, tell me true!
  Of all the ladies in the land,
  Who is fairest, tell me, who?’
And the glass answered:

 ‘Thou, lady, art loveliest here, I ween;
  But lovelier far is the new-made queen.’

When she heard this she started with rage; but her envy and curiosity 
were so great, that she could not help setting out to see the bride. And 
when she got there, and saw that it was no other than Snowdrop, who, as 
she thought, had been dead a long while, she choked with rage, and fell 
down and died: but Snowdrop and the prince lived and reigned happily 
over that land many, many years; and sometimes they went up into the 
mountains, and paid a visit to the little dwarfs, who had been so kind to 
Snowdrop in her time of need.
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Abandoned to the Woods  
The Great Famine & the Real Desperation Behind Hansel & Gretel

It’s 1316, and the English Midlands are being hammered by a cold, 
relentless rain that just won’t quit. Imagine a woodcutter and his 
wife standing in the mud at the edge of a dark forest, staring at 

their tiny, failing plot of land. Inside their shack, their two kids—maybe 
five and seven years old—are huddled under a thin blanket. Their 
bellies are swollen from malnutrition, and their eyes have that hollow, 
thousand-yard stare. 

The parents haven’t had a real meal in days, surviving on watery mush 
made from acorns and the last of the seed grain. The farm animals are 
long gone, and the fields have been underwater since last spring—
everything is just rotting in the dirt. With winter coming and zero food 
in sight, the couple makes a choice that will eventually become the stuff 
of nightmares. They take their kids by the hand, lead them deep into 
the woods, and just... leave. They’re basically betting that someone—or 
something—will find them before the wolves do. 

This isn’t just a spooky story; it’s the documented reality of the Great 
Famine that wrecked Northern Europe from 1315 to 1317. It was so 
brutal that parents all over the continent were driven to abandon their 
children in the wilderness just to give the rest of the family a tiny chance 
at survival. 

The Hansel and Gretel we know today—starving parents, a candy house, 
and a cannibalistic witch—comes directly from the “core memory” of 
these desperate years. When the Brothers Grimm collected the story 
in 19th-century Germany, they were writing down oral traditions that 
had carried the trauma of that famine for five hundred years. The 
abandonment, the survival instincts, and the terror of being eaten weren’t 
just “once upon a time” tropes; they were echoes of actual history. 

The Rains That Never Stopped 
The nightmare started in the spring of 1315. After years of decent 
weather and good harvests, the climate basically glitched. It got cold, 
and it got wet—May through August 1315 was just one long downpour 
from England to Poland. The wheat and rye rotted right in the ground.  
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1316 was even worse. By 1317, the entire region—France, Germany, 
Scandinavia—was in a full-blown crisis. 

Chroniclers at the time didn’t sugarcoat it. In England, a monk named 
Johannes de Trokelowe wrote that people were eating horses and 
dogs, and that in some places, “men and women secretly ate their own 
children.” In Bristol, the records claim that thieves in prison were so 
hungry they tore new inmates apart and ate them “half alive.” The 
disease also hit the livestock, leaving no meat, no milk, and no animals 
to pull the plows. 

Prices for basic grain went through the roof—literally eight times the 
normal cost in a single year. Landlords and local officials watched as 
mortality rates doubled. Even King Edward II of England had a hard 
time finding bread for his crew while traveling—a massive humiliation 
that showed just how broken the system had become. 

The Agony of Abandonment 
When you’re literally starving to death, social norms go out the window. 
One of the most documented and heartbreaking reactions to the famine 
was child abandonment. Parents across Northern Europe started leaving 
infants and toddlers in forests, at monastery gates, or on the side of the 
road. 

The logic was cold but practical: if you have fewer mouths to feed, the 
people left behind might actually make it. In some cases, the elderly 
would stop eating entirely so the younger adults and kids could have 
what little was left. But even that wasn’t enough. Records show entire 
villages losing their youngest generation as parents made the impossible 
call to “expose” their kids to fate. This happened enough that historians 
treat it as a confirmed social phenomenon, not just a rumor. 

The Shadow of Cannibalism
As things got even darker, the stories got grimmer. There were reports 
of people digging up fresh graves to eat the dead. While historians think 
some of the “parents eating children” stories were exaggerated to serve 
as moral warnings or panic-fueled gossip, the fact that so many different 
sources in different countries reported the same thing suggests that 
isolated incidents of cannibalism definitely happened. It was a desperate, 
horrific response to a once-in-a-generation catastrophe. 

By the time the weather finally cleared in 1317, it’s estimated that 10% 
to 25% of the population had died. Millions of people were just gone. 

From Real Horror to Fairy Tale 
Hansel and Gretel take these historical scars and turn them into symbols. 
The parents’ decision to leave the kids in the woods is a direct mirror of 
what real families were doing. The kids using breadcrumbs or pebbles to 
find their way back reflect the desperate resourcefulness of anyone who 
survived those years. 

Even the “witch” and her candy house make sense in context: she 
represents the cannibalism rumors that haunted the hungry, and a house 
made of sweets was the ultimate, unreachable fantasy in a world where 
people were eating mud and bark. 

The story was passed down through generations of families who 
remembered the kind of hunger that could turn a parent into a monster. 
By the time the Grimms published it in 1812, the “mother” had been 
turned into a “stepmother,” and the ending was made a bit more 
“Victorian-friendly,” but the core trauma stayed. 

The Legend’s Legacy
Today, Hansel and Gretel are a global staple, but the version we tell kids 
is usually pretty sanitized. The real history behind the “magic mirror” 
and “cannibal ovens” is way more interesting—and terrifying—than the 
cartoon versions. 

It’s a story about the sweat, the rain, and the mercury-poisoned industries 
of the past. It’s about people facing a world that had completely turned 
against them. The fairy tale gave the story a happy ending, but the real 
history reminds us that for many families in 1315, there was no prince or 
pile of jewels waiting at the end of the forest—just the thin line between 
survival and the dark.
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HANSEL AND GRETEL 
Grimm’s Fairy Tales (Public Domain)

Hard by a great forest dwelt a poor wood-cutter with his wife 
and his two children. The boy was called Hansel and the girl 
Gretel. He had little to bite and to break, and once when great 

dearth fell on the land, he could no longer procure even daily bread. 
Now when he thought over this by night in his bed, and tossed about in 
his anxiety, he groaned and said to his wife: ‘What is to become of us? 
How are we to feed our poor children, when we no longer have anything 
even for ourselves?’ ‘I’ll tell you what, husband,’ answered the woman, 
‘early tomorrow morning we will take the children out into the forest 
to where it is the thickest; there we will light a fire for them, and give 
each of them one more piece of bread, and then we will go to our work 
and leave them alone. They will not find the way home again, and we 
shall be rid of them.’ ‘No, wife,’ said the man, ‘I will not do that; how 
can I bear to leave my children alone in the forest?—the wild animals 
would soon come and tear them to pieces.’ ‘O, you fool!’ said she, ‘then 
we must all four die of hunger, you may as well plane the planks for our 
coffins,’ and she left him no peace until he consented. ‘But I feel very 
sorry for the poor children, all the same,’ said the man.

The two children had also not been able to sleep for hunger, and had 
heard what their stepmother had said to their father. Gretel wept bitter 
tears, and said to Hansel: ‘Now all is over with us.’ ‘Be quiet, Gretel,’ 
said Hansel, ‘do not distress yourself, I will soon find a way to help us.’ 
And when the old folks had fallen asleep, he got up, put on his little coat, 
opened the door below, and crept outside. The moon shone brightly, 
and the white pebbles which lay in front of the house glittered like real 
silver pennies. Hansel stooped and stuffed the little pocket of his coat 
with as many as he could get in. Then he went back and said to Gretel: 
‘Be comforted, dear little sister, and sleep in peace, God will not forsake 
us,’ and he lay down again in his bed. When day dawned, but before 
the sun had risen, the woman came and awoke the two children, saying: 
‘Get up, you sluggards! we are going into the forest to fetch wood.’ She 
gave each a little piece of bread, and said: ‘There is something for your 
dinner, but do not eat it up before then, for you will get nothing else.’ 
Gretel took the bread under her apron, as Hansel had the pebbles in his 
pocket. Then they all set out together on the way to the forest. When 
they had walked a short time, Hansel stood still and peeped back at the 
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house, and did so again and again. His father said: ‘Hansel, what are you 
looking at there and staying behind for? Pay attention, and do not forget 
how to use your legs.’ ‘Ah, father,’ said Hansel, ‘I am looking at my 
little white cat, which is sitting up on the roof, and wants to say goodbye 
to me.’ The wife said: ‘Fool, that is not your little cat, that is the morning 
sun which is shining on the chimneys.’ Hansel, however, had not been 
looking back at the cat, but had been constantly throwing one of the 
white pebble-stones out of his pocket on the road.

When they had reached the middle of the forest, the father said: ‘Now, 
children, pile up some wood, and I will light a fire that you may not be 
cold.’ Hansel and Gretel gathered brushwood together, as high as a little 
hill. The brushwood was lighted, and when the flames were burning very 
high, the woman said: ‘Now, children, lay yourselves down by the fire 
and rest, we will go into the forest and cut some wood. When we have 
done, we will come back and fetch you away.’

Hansel and Gretel sat by the fire, and when noon came, each ate a 
little piece of bread, and as they heard the strokes of the wood-axe they 
believed that their father was near. It was not the axe, however, but a 
branch which he had fastened to a withered tree which the wind was 
blowing backwards and forwards. And as they had been sitting such a 
long time, their eyes closed with fatigue, and they fell fast asleep. When 
at last they awoke, it was already dark night. Gretel began to cry and 
said: ‘How are we to get out of the forest now?’ But Hansel comforted 
her and said: ‘Just wait a little, until the moon has risen, and then we 
will soon find the way.’ And when the full moon had risen, Hansel took 
his little sister by the hand, and followed the pebbles which shone like 
newly-coined silver pieces, and showed them the way.

They walked the whole night long, and by break of day came once 
more to their father’s house. They knocked at the door, and when the 
woman opened it and saw that it was Hansel and Gretel, she said: ‘You 
naughty children, why have you slept so long in the forest?—we thought 
you were never coming back at all!’ The father, however, rejoiced, for it 
had cut him to the heart to leave them behind alone.

Not long afterwards, there was once more great dearth throughout the 
land, and the children heard their mother saying at night to their father: 
‘Everything is eaten again, we have one half loaf left, and that is the 

end. The children must go, we will take them farther into the wood, so 
that they will not find their way out again; there is no other means of 
saving ourselves!’ The man’s heart was heavy, and he thought: ‘It would 
be better for you to share the last mouthful with your children.’ The 
woman, however, would listen to nothing that he had to say, but scolded 
and reproached him. He who says A must say B, likewise, and as he had 
yielded the first time, he had to do so a second time also.

The children, however, were still awake and had heard the 
conversation. When the old folks were asleep, Hansel again got up, and 
wanted to go out and pick up pebbles as he had done before, but the 
woman had locked the door, and Hansel could not get out. Nevertheless 
he comforted his little sister, and said: ‘Do not cry, Gretel, go to sleep 
quietly, the good God will help us.’

Early in the morning came the woman, and took the children out 
of their beds. Their piece of bread was given to them, but it was still 
smaller than the time before. On the way into the forest Hansel crumbled 
his in his pocket, and often stood still and threw a morsel on the ground. 
‘Hansel, why do you stop and look round?’ said the father, ‘go on.’ ‘I am 
looking back at my little pigeon which is sitting on the roof, and wants 
to say goodbye to me,’ answered Hansel. ‘Fool!’ said the woman, ‘that 
is not your little pigeon, that is the morning sun that is shining on the 
chimney.’ Hansel, however little by little, threw all the crumbs on the 
path.

The woman led the children still deeper into the forest, where they 
had never in their lives been before. Then a great fire was again made, 
and the mother said: ‘Just sit there, you children, and when you are tired 
you may sleep a little; we are going into the forest to cut wood, and 
in the evening when we are done, we will come and fetch you away.’ 
When it was noon, Gretel shared her piece of bread with Hansel, who 
had scattered his by the way. Then they fell asleep and evening passed, 
but no one came to the poor children. They did not awake until it was 
dark night, and Hansel comforted his little sister and said: ‘Just wait, 
Gretel, until the moon rises, and then we shall see the crumbs of bread 
which I have strewn about, they will show us our way home again.’ 
When the moon came they set out, but they found no crumbs, for the 
many thousands of birds which fly about in the woods and fields had 
picked them all up. Hansel said to Gretel: ‘We shall soon find the way,’ 
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but they did not find it. They walked the whole night and all the next 
day too from morning till evening, but they did not get out of the forest, 
and were very hungry, for they had nothing to eat but two or three 
berries, which grew on the ground. And as they were so weary that their 
legs would carry them no longer, they lay down beneath a tree and fell 
asleep.

It was now three mornings since they had left their father’s house. 
They began to walk again, but they always came deeper into the forest, 
and if help did not come soon, they must die of hunger and weariness. 
When it was mid-day, they saw a beautiful snow-white bird sitting on a 
bough, which sang so delightfully that they stood still and listened to it. 
And when its song was over, it spread its wings and flew away before 
them, and they followed it until they reached a little house, on the roof 
of which it alighted; and when they approached the little house they saw 
that it was built of bread and covered with cakes, but that the windows 
were of clear sugar. ‘We will set to work on that,’ said Hansel, ‘and 
have a good meal. I will eat a bit of the roof, and you Gretel, can eat 
some of the window, it will taste sweet.’ Hansel reached up above, and 
broke off a little of the roof to try how it tasted, and Gretel leant against 
the window and nibbled at the panes. Then a soft voice cried from the 
parlour:

 ‘Nibble, nibble, gnaw,
  Who is nibbling at my little house?’
The children answered:

 ‘The wind, the wind,
  The heaven-born wind,’
and went on eating without disturbing themselves. Hansel, who liked 

the taste of the roof, tore down a great piece of it, and Gretel pushed out 
the whole of one round window-pane, sat down, and enjoyed herself 
with it. Suddenly the door opened, and a woman as old as the hills, who 
supported herself on crutches, came creeping out. Hansel and Gretel 
were so terribly frightened that they let fall what they had in their hands. 
The old woman, however, nodded her head, and said: ‘Oh, you dear 
children, who has brought you here? do come in, and stay with me. No 
harm shall happen to you.’ She took them both by the hand, and led 
them into her little house. Then good food was set before them, milk and 
pancakes, with sugar, apples, and nuts. Afterwards two pretty little beds 

were covered with clean white linen, and Hansel and Gretel lay down in 
them, and thought they were in heaven.

The old woman had only pretended to be so kind; she was in reality a 
wicked witch, who lay in wait for children, and had only built the little 
house of bread in order to entice them there. When a child fell into her 
power, she killed it, cooked and ate it, and that was a feast day with 
her. Witches have red eyes, and cannot see far, but they have a keen 
scent like the beasts, and are aware when human beings draw near. 
When Hansel and Gretel came into her neighbourhood, she laughed 
with malice, and said mockingly: ‘I have them, they shall not escape 
me again!’ Early in the morning before the children were awake, she 
was already up, and when she saw both of them sleeping and looking so 
pretty, with their plump and rosy cheeks she muttered to herself: ‘That 
will be a dainty mouthful!’ Then she seized Hansel with her shrivelled 
hand, carried him into a little stable, and locked him in behind a grated 
door. Scream as he might, it would not help him. Then she went to 
Gretel, shook her till she awoke, and cried: ‘Get up, lazy thing, fetch 
some water, and cook something good for your brother, he is in the 
stable outside, and is to be made fat. When he is fat, I will eat him.’ 
Gretel began to weep bitterly, but it was all in vain, for she was forced to 
do what the wicked witch commanded.

And now the best food was cooked for poor Hansel, but Gretel got 
nothing but crab-shells. Every morning the woman crept to the little 
stable, and cried: ‘Hansel, stretch out your finger that I may feel if you 
will soon be fat.’ Hansel, however, stretched out a little bone to her, and 
the old woman, who had dim eyes, could not see it, and thought it was 
Hansel’s finger, and was astonished that there was no way of fattening 
him. When four weeks had gone by, and Hansel still remained thin, she 
was seized with impatience and would not wait any longer. ‘Now, then, 
Gretel,’ she cried to the girl, ‘stir yourself, and bring some water. Let 
Hansel be fat or lean, tomorrow I will kill him, and cook him.’ Ah, how 
the poor little sister did lament when she had to fetch the water, and how 
her tears did flow down her cheeks! ‘Dear God, do help us,’ she cried. 
‘If the wild beasts in the forest had but devoured us, we should at any 
rate have died together.’ ‘Just keep your noise to yourself,’ said the old 
woman, ‘it won’t help you at all.’
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Early in the morning, Gretel had to go out and hang up the cauldron 
with the water, and light the fire. ‘We will bake first,’ said the old 
woman, ‘I have already heated the oven, and kneaded the dough.’ She 
pushed poor Gretel out to the oven, from which flames of fire were 
already darting. ‘Creep in,’ said the witch, ‘and see if it is properly 
heated, so that we can put the bread in.’ And once Gretel was inside, she 
intended to shut the oven and let her bake in it, and then she would eat 
her, too. But Gretel saw what she had in mind, and said: ‘I do not know 
how I am to do it; how do I get in?’ ‘Silly goose,’ said the old woman. 
‘The door is big enough; just look, I can get in myself!’ and she crept up 
and thrust her head into the oven. Then Gretel gave her a push that drove 
her far into it, and shut the iron door, and fastened the bolt. Oh! then she 
began to howl quite horribly, but Gretel ran away and the godless witch 
was miserably burnt to death.

Gretel, however, ran like lightning to Hansel, opened his little stable, 
and cried: ‘Hansel, we are saved! The old witch is dead!’ Then Hansel 
sprang like a bird from its cage when the door is opened. How they did 
rejoice and embrace each other, and dance about and kiss each other! 
And as they had no longer any need to fear her, they went into the 
witch’s house, and in every corner there stood chests full of pearls and 
jewels. ‘These are far better than pebbles!’ said Hansel, and thrust into 
his pockets whatever could be got in, and Gretel said: ‘I, too, will take 
something home with me,’ and filled her pinafore full. ‘But now we 
must be off,’ said Hansel, ‘that we may get out of the witch’s forest.’

When they had walked for two hours, they came to a great stretch 
of water. ‘We cannot cross,’ said Hansel, ‘I see no foot-plank, and no 
bridge.’ ‘And there is also no ferry,’ answered Gretel, ‘but a white duck 
is swimming there: if I ask her, she will help us over.’ Then she cried:

 ‘Little duck, little duck, dost thou see,
  Hansel and Gretel are waiting for thee?
  There’s never a plank, or bridge in sight,
  Take us across on thy back so white.’
The duck came to them, and Hansel seated himself on its back, and 

told his sister to sit by him. ‘No,’ replied Gretel, ‘that will be too heavy 
for the little duck; she shall take us across, one after the other.’ The 
good little duck did so, and when they were once safely across and had 
walked for a short time, the forest seemed to be more and more familiar 

to them, and at length they saw from afar their father’s house. Then they 
began to run, rushed into the parlour, and threw themselves round their 
father’s neck. The man had not known one happy hour since he had 
left the children in the forest; the woman, however, was dead. Gretel 
emptied her pinafore until pearls and precious stones ran about the room, 
and Hansel threw one handful after another out of his pocket to add to 
them. Then all anxiety was at an end, and they lived together in perfect 
happiness. My tale is done, there runs a mouse; whosoever catches it, 
may make himself a big fur cap out of it.
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Imprisoned in the Tower 
Saint Barbara and the Medieval Roots of Rapunzel

It’s 1440, somewhere in the Rhineland, and inside a cold stone 
tower, a young woman named Barbara is staring out through a 
narrow slit in the wall. It’s the closest she’s ever gotten to the 

outside world. Her father—a wealthy, controlling noble in the story that 
would spread across Europe—has locked her away to “protect” her. 
Really, he wants to control everything about her: who she sees, what she 
believes, and who she might marry. 

The air inside is heavy, quiet, and tense. Outside, people are talking 
about religious change and rebellion. Inside, Barbara quietly makes 
a move that changes everything—she has a third window added to 
the tower, a secret symbol of her Christian faith. It’s a small act, but a 
dangerous one. And it’s going to cost her everything. 

This isn’t a historical event in the strict sense—it’s a legend. The story of 
Saint Barbara comes from medieval sources, especially a popular 13th-
century collection called The Golden Legend. There’s no solid proof 
she ever existed, and in fact, the Catholic Church officially removed her 
from its calendar of saints in 1969 because the story couldn’t be verified. 
But that didn’t stop it from spreading everywhere. People told it, painted 
it, acted it out—and its central image stuck: a young woman locked in a 
tower by her own father. 

That idea didn’t come out of nowhere. It reflected something very real. 

The Legend of the Tower
According to the story, Barbara lived sometime during the Roman 
Empire. Her father, Dioscorus, was terrified of losing control over her—
either to a husband or to Christianity, which was spreading at the time. 
So he built a tower and shut her inside. She could look out at the world, 
but never be part of it. 

While he was away, Barbara secretly converted to Christianity and had 
that third window added to represent the Holy Trinity. When her father 
found out, he completely lost it. He dragged her to the local authorities, 
who tortured her for refusing to give up her beliefs. In the end, her own 
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father executed her—and then, according to the legend, he was instantly 
struck dead by lightning as punishment. 

It’s dramatic, symbolic, and definitely not proven history—but it stuck 
because it tapped into something people recognized. 

The Real-World Control Behind the Story 
Even if Saint Barbara herself might not have been real, the situation she 
represents absolutely was. In both the late Roman world and medieval 
Europe, families—especially wealthy ones—exerted significant control 
over their daughters’ lives. Marriage was about alliances and money, not 
personal choice. Religion mattered too. A daughter stepping out of line 
could cause serious problems for the entire family. 

So what did families do? They controlled their daughters as tightly as 
possible. 

Sometimes that meant literal confinement. Not always towers, but close 
enough. Women were often kept in castles, family estates, or sent to 
convents—sometimes willingly, but often not. In places like Venice, 
families regularly forced daughters into convents if they couldn’t afford 
dowries. These weren’t peaceful retreats—they could feel more like 
a long-term lockdown. Some women wrote about feeling trapped and 
powerless. 

There are real documented cases too. One example is Eleanor of 
Brittany, a noblewoman who spent decades imprisoned in castles 
because she claimed the English throne. She wasn’t allowed to marry or 
live freely—basically, her entire life was controlled to prevent political 
trouble. 
So while Barbara’s tower might be legendary, the idea behind it—
locking women away to control them—was very real. 

From Legend to Fairy Tale 
This is where things start connecting to Rapunzel. The story of a girl 
locked in a tower didn’t start with the Grimms. It shows up in earlier 
stories across Europe. But Saint Barbara’s version gave it a strong 
emotional and cultural punch: a beautiful young woman trapped by 
someone who claims to love her, cut off from the world, punished for 
independence. 

By the time we get to later versions—like the Italian story Petrosinella or 
the French Persinette—the setup is familiar: a girl is isolated in a tower 
by a controlling figure. The Grimms took that and turned it into the 
Rapunzel story we recognize—no door, long hair, and a prince climbing 
up to reach her. 

The details change, but the core idea stays the same: isolation, control, 
and the struggle for freedom. 

What Changed Over Time 
When the Brothers Grimm published Rapunzel in 1812, the story still 
had some darker elements. Earlier versions even included hints that 
Rapunzel became pregnant before escaping—something later editions 
quietly removed to make the story more “appropriate.” Over time, the 
tale got softened, especially in modern retellings like Disney’s Tangled, 
which turns it into a story about independence and adventure. 

But underneath all that, the original idea is still there. 

The Real Story Behind the Tower 
At its core, Rapunzel isn’t really about magic hair or evil witches. It’s 
about control—specifically, the control of women’s lives, bodies, and 
choices. Saint Barbara’s story may be a legend, but it reflects a world 
where many women were effectively “locked away,” whether physically 
or socially. 

The tower is the symbol that stuck. Not just a building, but a system—
family expectations, religious pressure, and political power all rolled 
into one. Fairy tales gave these stories an escape route. A prince. A 
rescue. A way out. 

But real history wasn’t always so kind. For a lot of women, there was no 
rescue—just walls, rules, and a life decided for them. 

And that’s what makes the story linger. Not the magic, but the truth 
behind it. 



38 39

References 

•	Wikipedia contributors. “Saint Barbara.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia (detailing legend, lack of 
historicity, 1969 calendar removal).
•	Jacobus de Voragine. The Golden Legend (13th century; primary source of the tower imprisonment 
narrative).
•	Kosloski, Philip. “How St. Barbara Was the Original ‘Rapunzel.’” Aleteia, December 4, 2018 (explicit 
connection between Barbara legend and Rapunzel tower motif).
•	Wikipedia contributors. “Rapunzel.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia (origins in Basile 1634, de La 
Force 1698, Grimms 1812; Saint Barbara influence).
•	Carter, Michael. “Women in Male Monasteries” and related English Heritage studies on claustration 
practices.
•	Tarabotti, Arcangela. Writings on forced convent life (17th century, reflecting medieval patterns of 
involuntary enclosure in Venice).
•	Medievalists.net and scholarly articles on non-judicial confinement of women in late medieval Italy and 
England (e.g., Eleanor of Brittany case). 
 
Additional context from folkloristic analyses linking maiden-in-the-tower motif to Saint Barbara, Danaë, 
and medieval patriarchal control (e.g., discussions in The Consequences of Courage and hagiographic 
studies). 
 
All details are drawn from primary medieval sources, modern scholarly consensus on the legendary 
status of Saint Barbara, and documented historical practices of female seclusion. No speculative links or 
invented events are included.



40 41

RAPUNZEL
Grimm’s Fairy Tales - Public Domain

There were once a man and a woman who had long in vain 
wished for a child. At length the woman hoped that God was 
about to grant her desire. These people had a little window at 

the back of their house from which a splendid garden could be seen, 
which was full of the most beautiful flowers and herbs. It was, however, 
surrounded by a high wall, and no one dared to go into it because it 
belonged to an enchantress, who had great power and was dreaded by 
all the world. One day the woman was standing by this window and 
looking down into the garden, when she saw a bed which was planted 
with the most beautiful rampion (rapunzel), and it looked so fresh and 
green that she longed for it, she quite pined away, and began to look 
pale and miserable. 

Then her husband was alarmed, and asked: ‘What ails you, dear wife?’ 
‘Ah,’ she replied, ‘if I can’t eat some of the rampion, which is in the 
garden behind our house, I shall die.’ The man, who loved her, thought: 
‘Sooner than let your wife die, bring her some of the rampion yourself, 
let it cost what it will.’ At twilight, he clambered down over the wall into 
the garden of the enchantress, hastily clutched a handful of rampion, 
and took it to his wife. She at once made herself a salad of it, and ate it 
greedily. It tasted so good to her—so very good, that the next day she 
longed for it three times as much as before. If he was to have any rest, 
her husband must once more descend into the garden. In the gloom of 
evening therefore, he let himself down again; but when he had clambered 
down the wall he was terribly afraid, for he saw the enchantress standing 
before him. ‘How can you dare,’ said she with angry look, ‘descend 
into my garden and steal my rampion like a thief? You shall suffer for 
it!’ ‘Ah,’ answered he, ‘let mercy take the place of justice, I only made 
up my mind to do it out of necessity. My wife saw your rampion from 
the window, and felt such a longing for it that she would have died if 
she had not got some to eat.’ Then the enchantress allowed her anger to 
be softened, and said to him: ‘If the case be as you say, I will allow you 
to take away with you as much rampion as you will, only I make one 
condition, you must give me the child which your wife will bring into 
the world; it shall be well treated, and I will care for it like a mother.’ 
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The man in his terror consented to everything, and when the woman 
was brought to bed, the enchantress appeared at once, gave the child the 
name of Rapunzel, and took it away with her.

Rapunzel grew into the most beautiful child under the sun. When she 
was twelve years old, the enchantress shut her into a tower, which lay 
in a forest, and had neither stairs nor door, but quite at the top was a 
little window. When the enchantress wanted to go in, she placed herself 
beneath it and cried:

 ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel,
  Let down your hair to me.’

Rapunzel had magnificent long hair, fine as spun gold, and when she 
heard the voice of the enchantress she unfastened her braided tresses, 
wound them round one of the hooks of the window above, and then the 
hair fell twenty ells down, and the enchantress climbed up by it.

After a year or two, it came to pass that the king’s son rode through 
the forest and passed by the tower. Then he heard a song, which was so 
charming that he stood still and listened. This was Rapunzel, who in her 
solitude passed her time in letting her sweet voice resound. The king’s 
son wanted to climb up to her, and looked for the door of the tower, 
but none was to be found. He rode home, but the singing had so deeply 
touched his heart, that every day he went out into the forest and listened 
to it. Once when he was thus standing behind a tree, he saw that an 
enchantress came there, and he heard how she cried:

 ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel,
  Let down your hair to me.’
Then Rapunzel let down the braids of her hair, and the enchantress 

climbed up to her. ‘If that is the ladder by which one mounts, I too will 
try my fortune,’ said he, and the next day when it began to grow dark, he 
went to the tower and cried:

 ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel,
  Let down your hair to me.’
Immediately the hair fell down and the king’s son climbed up.

At first Rapunzel was terribly frightened when a man, such as her 
eyes had never yet beheld, came to her; but the king’s son began to talk 
to her quite like a friend, and told her that his heart had been so stirred 
that it had let him have no rest, and he had been forced to see her. Then 
Rapunzel lost her fear, and when he asked her if she would take him 
for her husband, and she saw that he was young and handsome, she 
thought: ‘He will love me more than old Dame Gothel does’; and she 
said yes, and laid her hand in his. She said: ‘I will willingly go away 
with you, but I do not know how to get down. Bring with you a skein 
of silk every time that you come, and I will weave a ladder with it, and 
when that is ready I will descend, and you will take me on your horse.’ 
They agreed that until that time he should come to her every evening, for 
the old woman came by day. The enchantress remarked nothing of this, 
until once Rapunzel said to her: ‘Tell me, Dame Gothel, how it happens 
that you are so much heavier for me to draw up than the young king’s 
son—he is with me in a moment.’ ‘Ah! you wicked child,’ cried the 
enchantress. ‘What do I hear you say! I thought I had separated you from 
all the world, and yet you have deceived me!’ In her anger she clutched 
Rapunzel’s beautiful tresses, wrapped them twice round her left hand, 
seized a pair of scissors with the right, and snip, snap, they were cut off, 
and the lovely braids lay on the ground. And she was so pitiless that she 
took poor Rapunzel into a desert where she had to live in great grief and 
misery.

On the same day that she cast out Rapunzel, however, the enchantress 
fastened the braids of hair, which she had cut off, to the hook of the 
window, and when the king’s son came and cried:

 ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel,
  Let down your hair to me.’

she let the hair down. The king’s son ascended, but instead of finding 
his dearest Rapunzel, he found the enchantress, who gazed at him with 
wicked and venomous looks. ‘Aha!’ she cried mockingly, ‘you would 
fetch your dearest, but the beautiful bird sits no longer singing in the 
nest; the cat has got it, and will scratch out your eyes as well. Rapunzel 
is lost to you; you will never see her again.’ The king’s son was beside 
himself with pain, and in his despair he leapt down from the tower. He 
escaped with his life, but the thorns into which he fell pierced his eyes. 
Then he wandered quite blind about the forest, ate nothing but roots and 
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berries, and did naught but lament and weep over the loss of his dearest 
wife. Thus he roamed about in misery for some years, and at length 
came to the desert where Rapunzel, with the twins to which she had 
given birth, a boy and a girl, lived in wretchedness. He heard a voice, 
and it seemed so familiar to him that he went towards it, and when he 
approached, Rapunzel knew him and fell on his neck and wept. Two of 
her tears wetted his eyes and they grew clear again, and he could see 
with them as before. He led her to his kingdom where he was joyfully 
received, and they lived for a long time afterwards, happy and contented.
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The Piper’s Vanished Children 
The 1284 Hamelin Disappearance 

It’s June 26, 1284—the morning of a local feast day in Hamelin, 
a busy riverside trade town in Germany. Sunlight is hitting the 
half-timbered houses, the market is packed with grain and fish, and 

kids are doing what kids do: running around the narrow streets, playing 
games, and getting in the way of the adults. Then, a stranger walks 
through the West Gate. He’s in his thirties, handsome, and wearing a 
coat made of so many different colors he’s impossible to miss. He pulls 
out a silver pipe and starts to play. 

The music is something they’ve never heard before—bright, loud, and 
totally hypnotic. One by one, the kids stop what they’re doing. They 
drop their chores, leave their toys, and just… follow him. By the time 
he reaches the East Gate, 130 boys and girls are trailing behind him like 
a wave. They walk out of the city, head toward the nearby hills, and 
disappear. None of them is ever seen again. 

This isn’t a “once upon a time” myth. This is the one event in Hamelin’s 
history that traumatized the town so much that they literally never 
stopped talking about it. 

The disappearance of the Hamelin children is one of the weirdest 
documented events of the Middle Ages. Most people assume the “Pied 
Piper” is just a story like Cinderella, but this legend is actually based on 
local records, a 1300s stained-glass window, and manuscripts written 
shortly after the event. The core fact—130 kids vanishing into thin air—
is treated by historians as a real event, even if nobody can agree on what 
actually happened. 

Hamelin in 1284: A City with a Problem
Hamelin wasn’t some tiny village; it was a growing economic hub. At 
the time, Germany was in the middle of a massive eastward expansion, 
during which young people were lured away to start new colonies with 
promises of cheap land. This “Eastward Movement” (the Ostsiedlung) is 
a huge clue. 
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Life was hard back then, but Hamelin was doing well. Losing 130 
children—basically the entire next generation—was a total catastrophe 
for the town’s future. What’s truly haunting is that there’s no mention 
of a plague, a flood, or a war. The records just say the kids followed a 
stranger and were gone. 

The Day the Music Took Them
The earliest accounts, like the Lüneburg Manuscript from the mid-
1400s, are chillingly specific. They describe the “handsome young man” 
in the multicolored coat and the silver pipe leading exactly 130 children 
to a place called Calvary near the Koppen hill. They even note that the 
mother of a well-known local deacon witnessed it. 

There’s an inscription on a house in Hamelin, carved in 1602, that copies 
an even older tradition, repeating the same date and the same number of 
kids. And a town record from 1384—exactly 100 years after the event—
literally uses the tragedy to mark time, stating simply: “It is 100 years 
since our children left.” This wasn’t a fairy tale to them; it was a civic 
trauma used to date their business records, like saying “ten years after 
the big fire.” 

Where Are the Rats? 
Here’s the kicker: the earliest accounts don’t mention rats at all. The 
whole “hired to kill the rats, didn’t get paid, took the kids as revenge” 
plot didn’t show up until the 1500s. It was added centuries later to turn 
a senseless tragedy into a moral story about why you should always pay 
your contractors. The original event was much scarier because it had no 
obvious motive. 

What Really Happened? 
So, who was the guy with the pipe? Historians have a few theories. He 
might have been a “Lokator”—a professional recruiter who lured young 
people away to settle new lands. These guys were essentially 13th-
century influencers; they dressed flashy and used music or drums to 
get a crowd’s attention. Maybe the town elders were fine with the kids 
leaving for “new opportunities,” but the parents were devastated. 

Other theories involve a landslide in the hills, a cult recruitment, or a 
sudden outbreak of disease. But the records are silent on the why. They 
just record the loss. 

From Local Trauma to Global Legend
The Hamelin disappearance gave us the “Pied Piper.” Over the centuries, 
storytellers added the rats and the broken promise to give the story 
a “reason.” The Brothers Grimm wrote it down in 1816, and Robert 
Browning’s poem made it an English classic. 

But the dark truth isn’t about magic or revenge. It’s about the 
documented loss of 130 real human beings on a single summer afternoon 
in 1284. In a world where parents couldn’t do much about famine or 
war, the fact that their kids could just walk out the gate and vanish was 
the ultimate nightmare. 

The Piper became a symbol for all the things that can steal a town’s 
future— recruiters, migration, or just plain bad luck. Every June 26, 
Hamelin still marks the date. When we hear the story today, we’re 
hearing an echo of a silence that hasn’t been filled for seven hundred 
years: the moment a town watched its children walk away and never, 
ever come back. 
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THE PIED PIPER OF HAMELIN.
Robert Browing - public domain

  I.

    Hamelin Town’s in Brunswick,
  By famous Hanover city;
    The river Weser, deep and wide,
    Washes its wall on the southern side;
    A pleasanter spot you never spied;
  But, when begins my ditty,
    Almost five hundred years ago,
    To see the townsfolk suffer so
      From vermin, was a pity.

  II.

    Rats!
  They fought the dogs and killed the cats,
    And bit the babies in the cradles,
  And ate the cheeses out of the vats,
    And licked the soup from the cooks’ own ladles,
  Split open the kegs of salted sprats,
  Made nests inside men’s Sunday hats,
  And even spoiled the women’s chats
    By drowning their speaking
    With shrieking and squeaking
  In fifty different sharps and flats.

  III.

  At last the people in a body
    To the Town Hall came flocking:
  “’Tis clear,” cried they, “our Mayor’s a noddy;
    And as for our Corporation--shocking
  To think we buy gowns lined with ermine
  For dolts that can’t or won’t determine
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  What’s best to rid us of our vermin!
  You hope, because you’re old and obese,
  To find in the furry civic robe ease?
  Rouse up, sirs! Give your brains a racking
  To find the remedy we’re lacking,
  Or, sure as fate, we’ll send you packing!”
  At this the Mayor and Corporation
  Quaked with a mighty consternation.

  IV.

  An hour they sat in council;
    At length the Mayor broke silence:
  “For a guilder I’d my ermine gown sell,
    I wish I were a mile hence!
  It’s easy to bid one rack one’s brain--
  I’m sure my poor head aches again,
  I’ve scratched it so, and all in vain.
  Oh, for a trap, a trap, a trap!”
  Just as he said this, what should hap
  At the chamber-door but a gentle tap?
  “Bless us,” cried the Mayor, “what’s that?”
  (With the Corporation as he sat,
  Looking little though wondrous fat;
  Nor brighter was his eye, nor moister
  Than a too-long-opened oyster,
  Save when at noon his paunch grew mutinous
  For a plate of turtle green and glutinous)
  “Only a scraping of shoes on the mat?
  Anything like the sound of a rat
  Makes my heart go pit-a-pat!”

  V.

  “Come in!”--the Mayor cried, looking bigger:
  And in did come the strangest figure!
  His queer long coat from heel to head
  Was half of yellow and half of red,

  And he himself was tall and thin,
  With sharp blue eyes, each like a pin,
  And light loose hair, yet swarthy skin,
  No tuft on cheek nor beard on chin,
  But lips where smiles went out and in;
  There was no guessing his kith and kin:
  And nobody could enough admire
  The tall man and his quaint attire.
  Quoth one: “It’s as my great-grandsire,
  Starting up at the Trump of Doom’s tone,
  Had walked this way from his painted tombstone!”

  VI.

  He advanced to the council-table:
  And, “Please your honours,” said he, “I’m able,
  By means of a secret charm, to draw
  All creatures living beneath the sun,
  That creep or swim or fly or run,
  After me so as you never saw!
  And I chiefly use my charm
  On creatures that do people harm,
  The mole and toad and newt and viper;
  And people call me the Pied Piper.”
  (And here they noticed round his neck
  A scarf of red and yellow stripe,
  To match with his coat of the self-same cheque;
  And at the scarf’s end hung a pipe;
  And his fingers, they noticed, were ever straying
  As if impatient to be playing
  Upon this pipe, as low it dangled
  Over his vesture so old-fangled.)
  “Yet,” said he, “poor piper as I am,
  In Tartary I freed the Cham,
  Last June, from his huge swarms of gnats;
  I eased in Asia the Nizam
  Of a monstrous brood of vampire-bats:
  And as for what your brain bewilders,
  If I can rid your town of rats
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  Will you give me a thousand guilders?”
  “One? fifty thousand!”--was the exclamation
  Of the astonished Mayor and Corporation.

  VII.

  Into the street the Piper stept,
    Smiling first a little smile,
  As if he knew what magic slept
    In his quiet pipe the while;
  Then, like a musical adept,
  To blow the pipe his lips he wrinkled,
  And green and blue his sharp eyes twinkled,
  Like a candle-flame where salt is sprinkled;
  And ere three shrill notes the pipe uttered,
  You heard as if an army muttered;
  And the muttering grew to a grumbling;
  And the grumbling grew to a mighty rumbling;
  And out of the houses the rats came tumbling.
  Great rats, small rats, lean rats, brawny rats
  Brown rats, black rats, gray rats, tawny rats
  Grave old plodders, gay young friskers,
    Fathers, mothers, uncles, cousins,
  Cocking tails and pricking whiskers,
    Families by tens and dozens,
  Brothers, sisters, husbands, wives--
  Followed the Piper for their lives.
  From street to street he piped advancing,
  And step for step they followed dancing,
  Until they came to the river Weser,
  Wherein all plunged and perished!
  --Save one who, stout as Julius Cæsar,
  Swam across and lived to carry
  (As he, the manuscript he cherished)
  To Rat-land home his commentary:
  Which was, “At the first shrill notes of the pipe,
  I heard a sound as of scraping tripe,
  And putting apples, wondrous ripe,
  Into a cider-press’s gripe:

  And a moving away of pickle-tub-boards,
  And a leaving ajar of conserve-cupboards,
  And a drawing the corks of train-oil-flasks,
  And a breaking the hoops of butter-casks:
  And it seemed as if a voice
  (Sweeter far than by harp or by psaltery
  Is breathed) called out, ‘Oh, rats, rejoice!
  The world is grown to one vast drysaltery!
  So munch on, crunch on, take your nuncheon,
  Breakfast, supper, dinner, luncheon!’
  And just as a bulky sugar-puncheon,
  All ready staved, like a great sun shone
  Glorious scarce an inch before me,
  Just as methought it said, ‘Come, bore me!’
  --I found the Weser rolling o’er me.”

  VIII.

  You should have heard the Hamelin people
  Ringing the bells till they rocked the steeple.
  “Go,” cried the Mayor, “and get long poles,
  Poke out the nests and block up the holes!
  Consult with carpenters and builders,
  And leave in our town not even a trace
  Of the rats!”--when suddenly, up the face
  Of the Piper perked in the market-place,
  With a, “First, if you please, my thousand guilders!”

  IX.

  A thousand guilders! The Mayor looked blue;
  So did the Corporation, too.
  For council dinners made rare havoc
  With Claret, Moselle, Vin-de-Grave, Hock;
  And half the money would replenish
  Their cellar’s biggest butt with Rhenish.
  To pay this sum to a wandering fellow
  With a gypsy coat of red and yellow!
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  “Beside,” quoth the Mayor with a knowing wink,
  “Our business was done at the river’s brink;
  We saw with our eyes the vermin sink,
  And what’s dead can’t come to life, I think.
  So, friend, we’re not the folks to shrink
  From the duty of giving you something for drink,
  And a matter of money to put in your poke;
  But as for the guilders, what we spoke
  Of them, as you very well know, was in joke.
  Beside, our losses have made us thrifty.
  A thousand guilders! Come, take fifty!”

  X.

  The Piper’s face fell, and he cried,
  “No trifling! I can’t wait, beside!
  I’ve promised to visit by dinner-time
  Bagdat, and accept the prime
  Of the Head-Cook’s pottage, all he’s rich in,
  For having left, in the Caliph’s kitchen,
  Of a nest of scorpions no survivor:
  With him I proved no bargain-driver,
  With you, don’t think I’ll bate a stiver!
  And folks who put me in a passion
  May find me pipe after another fashion.”

  XI.

  “How?” cried the Mayor, “d’ye think I brook
  Being worse treated than a Cook?
  Insulted by a lazy ribald
  With idle pipe and vesture piebald?
  You threaten us, fellow? Do your worst,
  Blow your pipe there till you burst!”

  XII.

  Once more he stept into the street,
    And to his lips again
  Laid his long pipe of smooth straight cane;
    And ere he blew three notes (such sweet
  Soft notes as yet musician’s cunning
    Never gave the enraptured air)
  There was a rustling that seemed like a bustling
  Of merry crowds justling at pitching and hustling;
  Small feet were pattering, wooden shoes clattering,
  Little hands clapping and little tongues chattering,
  And, like fowls in a farmyard when barley is scattering,
  Out came the children running.
  All the little boys and girls,
  With rosy cheeks and flaxen curls,
  And sparkling eyes and teeth like pearls,
  Tripping and skipping, ran merrily after
  The wonderful music with shouting and laughter.

  XIII.

  The Mayor was dumb, and the Council stood
  As if they were changed into blocks of wood,
  Unable to move a step, or cry
  To the children merrily skipping by,
  --Could only follow with the eye
  That joyous crowd at the Piper’s back.
  But how the Mayor was on the rack,
  And the wretched Council’s bosoms beat,
  As the Piper turned from the High Street
  To where the Weser rolled its waters
  Right in the way of their sons and daughters!
  However, he turned from South to West,
  And to Koppelberg Hill his steps addressed,
  And after him the children pressed;
  Great was the joy in every breast.
  “He never can cross that mighty top!
  He’s forced to let the piping drop,
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  And we shall see our children stop!”
  When, lo, as they reached the mountainside,
  A wondrous portal opened wide,
  As if a cavern was suddenly hollowed;
  And the Piper advanced and the children followed,
  And when all were in to the very last,
  The door in the mountainside shut fast.
  Did I say, all? No! One was lame,
  And could not dance the whole of the way;
  And in after years, if you would blame
  His sadness, he was used to say,--
  “It’s dull in our town since my playmates left!
  I can’t forget that I’m bereft
  Of all the pleasant sights they see,
  Which the Piper also promised me.
  For he led us, he said, to a joyous land,
  Joining the town and just at hand,
  Where waters gushed and fruit-trees grew
  And flowers put forth a fairer hue,
  And everything was strange and new;
  The sparrows were brighter than peacocks here,
  And their dogs outran our fallow deer,
  And honey-bees had lost their stings,
  And horses were born with eagles’ wings:
  And just as I became assured
  My lame foot would be speedily cured,
  The music stopped and I stood still,
  And found myself outside the hill,
  Left alone against my will,
  To go now limping as before,
  And never hear of that country more!”

  XIV.

  Alas, alas for Hamelin!
    There came into many a burgher’s pate
    A text which says that heaven’s gate
    Opes to the rich at as easy rate
  As the needle’s eye takes a camel in!

  The Mayor sent East, West, North, and South,
  To offer the Piper, by word of mouth,
    Wherever it was men’s lot to find him,
  Silver and gold to his heart’s content,
  If he’d only return the way he went,
    And bring the children behind him.
  But when they saw ‘twas a lost endeavour,
  And Piper and dancers were gone for ever,
  They made a decree that lawyers never
    Should think their records dated duly
  If, after the day of the month and year,
  These words did not as well appear,
  “And so long after what happened here
    On the Twenty-second of July,
  Thirteen hundred and seventy-six:”
  And the better in memory to fix
  The place of the children’s last retreat,
  They called it, the Pied Piper’s Street--
  Where any one playing on pipe or tabour
  Was sure for the future to lose his labour.
  Nor suffered they hostelry or tavern
    To shock with mirth a street so solemn;
  But opposite the place of the cavern
    They wrote the story on a column,
  And on the great church-window painted
  The same, to make the world acquainted
  How their children were stolen away,
  And there it stands to this very day.
  And I must not omit to say
  That in Transylvania there’s a tribe
  Of alien people who ascribe
  The outlandish ways and dress
  On which their neighbours lay such stress,
  To their fathers and mothers having risen
  Out of some subterraneous prison
  Into which they were trepanned
  Long time ago in a mighty band
  Out of Hamelin town in Brunswick land,
  But how or why, they don’t understand.
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  XV.

  So, Willy, let me and you be wipers
  Of scores out with all men--especially pipers!
  And, whether they pipe us free fróm rats or fróm mice,
  If we’ve promised them aught, let us keep our promise!
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Raped in Her Sleep  
Giambattista Basile’s Original Sleeping Beauty Horror

It’s 1634, and deep in the woods outside Naples, a young woman 
named Talia is lying perfectly still on a velvet bed. Dust is floating 
in the sunlight, and she’s breathing so shallowly she looks dead. 

But there’s no prince coming, and there’s definitely no “true love’s 
kiss” waiting for her. Instead, a king—who’s already married and just 
out hunting—finds the abandoned palace, breaks in, and finds her. He’s 
blown away by her beauty, but he doesn’t try to help her. He rapes her 
while she’s unconscious and then just leaves to go back to his own life. 

Nine months later, still in a coma, Talia gives birth to twins. This isn’t 
a bedtime story for kids; it’s the original Sleeping Beauty as written 
by Giambattista Basile in 17th-century Italy. It was a version meant 
to entertain—and probably shock—the jaded courtiers of Naples long 
before later writers sanitized it for children. 

Basile’s version, “Sun, Moon, and Talia,” was published in a collection 
called The Tale of Tales (or the Pentamerone). Basile was a courtier and 
soldier who knew exactly how brutal and messy royal life could be. He 
wrote in a gritty Neapolitan dialect, filling his stories with dark humor 
and unflinching violence. His “Sleeping Beauty” wasn’t about magic; it 
was about power, violation, and the terrifying medical mysteries of the 
1600s. 

The Prophecy and the Palace of Sleep
In the story, Talia’s father is a powerful lord who gets a warning from 
astrologers: his daughter will be endangered by a splinter of flax. He 
bans all flax and hemp from the house, but years later, curiosity gets the 
better of Talia. She tries out a spinning wheel, a splinter gets stuck under 
her fingernail, and she drops “dead.” Her father can’t bring himself to 
bury her, so he locks her in a remote palace on a velvet throne and walks 
away. 

This setup wasn’t purely fantasy to a 17th-century audience. Horoscopes 
were a huge deal in the courts of Naples, and the “death-like sleep” 
tapped into a very real fear of the time: catalepsy. Medical books from 
that era described people falling into deep, rigid trances where they 
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appeared dead for days or weeks. The idea of being “dead but not dead” 
was a common nightmare in a world where you might wake up inside a 
coffin. 

The Violation and the Twins
The “romance” in the original story is non-existent. The king who finds 
Talia “gathers the first fruits of love”—a polite 17th-century way of 
saying he raped a comatose woman—and then goes home to his wife. 
Talia stays asleep through the entire pregnancy and birth. She only 
wakes up because one of the hungry newborns, searching for a nipple, 
accidentally sucks the flax splinter out of her finger. 

Basile wasn’t just being edgy for the sake of it. He was reflecting the 
casual brutality of the world he lived in. In Spanish-ruled Naples, 
powerful men took what they wanted with total impunity. Women’s 
bodies were often treated as property or political currency. By having 
Talia wake up not from a kiss but because of her own children’s survival 
instincts, Basile created a story that was more about a survivor than a 
pampered princess. 

The Jealous Queen and the Cannibal Stew
The story gets even darker when the King’s wife finds out about his 
secret second family. She gets the kids kidnapped and tells the palace 
cook to turn them into a stew to serve to the King. The cook, having 
a soul, swaps the kids for lamb and hides them. When the Queen tries 
to burn Talia alive, the King shows up, realizes what’s happening, and 
tosses his wife into the fire instead. Talia and the King then get married. 

While the “cannibal stew” sounds extreme, it echoed the very real, high-
stakes drama of royal succession. Queens and mistresses in European 
courts were constantly at war over who would inherit the throne. 
Poisonings and secret executions weren’t just plot points; they were 
actual risks in the cutthroat world of the Baroque nobility. 

Scrubbing the Horror Away
Basile’s Talia is a far cry from the Disney version. She was a woman 
in a coma who was violated, became an accidental mother, and had to 
survive a murderous queen. It was a story about the raw power dynamics 
of the 1600s. 

Later writers like Charles Perrault and the Brothers Grimm realized this 
was way too dark for the “nursery” market. They turned the rape into a 
chaste kiss, removed the twins, and made the whole thing about “true 
love.” By 1959, Disney added singing birds and a dragon, completely 
burying the original’s themes of violation and survival. 

The dark truth behind Sleeping Beauty is that the original story wasn’t a 
romance; it was a warning. It reminds us that in the real world of 17th-
century Italy, the most dangerous thing wasn’t a magic spindle—it was 
being a defenseless woman in a world run by men who thought they 
could take whatever they wanted. Talia didn’t need a hero to save her; 
she just needed to survive the world she woke up in.
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BRIAR ROSE Aka Sleeping Beauty 
   Grimm’s Fairy Tales - Public Domain 

Once upon a time there lived a king and queen who had no 
children; and this they lamented very much. But one day, as 
the queen was walking by the side of the river, a little fish 

lifted its head out of the water, and said, “Your wish shall be fulfilled, 
and you shall soon have a daughter.”

What the little fish had foretold soon came to pass; and the queen had a 
little girl who was so very beautiful that the king could not cease looking 
on her for joy, and determined to hold a great feast. So he invited not 
only his relations, friends, and neighbors, but also all the fairies, that 
they might be kind and good to his little daughter. Now there were 
thirteen fairies in his kingdom, and he had only twelve golden dishes 
for them to eat out of, so that he was obliged to leave one of the fairies 
without an invitation. The rest came, and after the feast was over they 
gave all their best gifts to the little princess; one gave her virtue, another 
beauty, another riches, and so on till she had all that was excellent in 
the world. When eleven had done blessing her, the thirteenth, who had 
not been invited, and was very angry on that account, came in, and 
determined to take her revenge. So she cried out, “The king’s daughter 
shall in her fifteenth year be wounded by a spindle, and fall down dead.” 
Then the twelfth, who had not yet given her gift, came forward and said 
that the bad wish must be fulfilled, but that she could soften it, and that 
the king’s daughter should not die, but fall asleep for a hundred years.

But the king hoped to save his dear child from the threatened evil, and 
ordered that all the spindles in the kingdom should be bought up and 
destroyed. All the fairies’ gifts were in the meantime fulfilled; for the 
princess was so beautiful, and well-behaved and amiable, and wise, that 
every one who knew her loved her.

Now it happened that on the very day she was fifteen years old the 
king and queen were not at home, and she was left alone in the palace. 
So she roamed about by herself, and looked at all the rooms and 
chambers, till at last she came to an old tower, to which there was a 
narrow staircase ending with a little door. In the door there was a golden 
key, and when she turned it the door sprang open, and there sat an old 
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lady spinning away very busily.

“Why, how now, good mother,” said the princess, “what are you doing 
there?”

“Spinning,” said the old lady, and nodded her head. “How prettily 
that little thing turns round!” said the princess, and took the spindle and 
began to spin. But scarcely had she touched it before the prophecy was 
fulfilled, and she fell down lifeless on the ground.

However, she was not dead, but had only fallen into a deep sleep; and 
the king and the queen, who just then came home, and all their court, fell 
asleep too, and the horses slept in the stables, and the dogs in the yard, 
and the pigeons on the house-top, and the flies on the walls. Even the 
fire on the I hearth left off blazing, and went to sleep; and the meat that 
was roasting stood still; and the cook, who was at that moment pulling 
the kitchen-boy by the hair to give him a box on the ear for something he 
had done amiss, let him go, and both fell asleep; and so everything stood 
still, and slept soundly.

A high hedge of thorns soon grew around the palace, and every year it 
became higher and thicker, till at last the whole palace was surrounded 
and hidden, so that not even the roof or the chimneys could be seen.

But there went a report through all the land of the beautiful sleeping 
Briar Rose, for thus was the king’s daughter called; so that from time to 
time several kings’ sons came, and tried to break through the thicket into 
the palace.

This they could never do; for the thorns and bushes laid hold of them 
as it were with hands, and there they stuck fast and died miserably.

After many, many years there came another king’s son into that land, 
and an old man told him the story of the thicket of thorns, and how a 
beautiful palace stood behind it, in which was a wondrous princess, 
called Briar Rose, asleep with all her court. He told, too, how he had 
heard from his grandfather that many, many princes had come, and had 
tried to break through the thicket, but had stuck fast and died.

Then the young prince said, “All this shall not frighten me; I will go 
and see Briar Rose.” The old man tried to dissuade him, but he persisted 
in going.

Now that very day the hundred years were completed; and as the 
prince came to the thicket he saw nothing but beautiful flowering shrubs, 
through which he passed with ease, and they closed after him as firm as 
ever.

Then he came at last to the palace, and there in the yard lay the dogs 
asleep, and the horses in the stables, and on the roof sat the pigeons fast 
asleep with their heads under their wings; and when he came into the 
palace, the flies slept on the walls, and the cook in the kitchen was still 
holding up her hand as if she would beat the boy, and the maid sat with a 
black fowl in her hand ready to be plucked.

Then he went on still further, and all was so still that he could hear 
every breath he drew; till at last he came to the old tower and opened the 
door of the little room in which Briar Rose was, and there she lay fast 
asleep, and looked so beautiful that he could not take his eyes off, and 
he stooped down and gave her a kiss. But the moment he kissed her she 
opened her eyes and awoke, and smiled upon him.

Then they went out together, and presently the king and queen also 
awoke, and all the court, and they gazed on each other with great 
wonder.

And the horses got up and shook themselves, and the dogs jumped 
about and barked; the pigeons took their heads from under their wings, 
and looked about and flew into the fields; the flies on the walls buzzed 
away; the fire in the kitchen blazed up and cooked the dinner, and the 
roast meat turned round again; the cook gave the boy the box on his ear 
so that he cried out, and the maid went on plucking the fowl.

And then was the wedding of the prince and Briar Rose celebrated, 
and they lived happily together all their lives.
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Wolves at the Door
Real Attacks and Werewolf Trials Behind Little Red Riding Hood 

It’s 1589, and the sun is setting over Bedburg, a tiny farming town 
in what’s now western Germany. The wind is freezing, cutting right 
through you. In the distance, you hear a pack of wolves howling—not 
like a background sound in a movie, but a high-pitched, desperate 
sound that tells everyone it’s time to lock their doors and stay inside. 
Imagine a young girl walking a narrow path through the woods toward 
her grandmother’s place, wearing a bright red hooded cloak. Behind her, 
something moves in the bushes. Yellow eyes are watching. 

This isn’t just a story for kids. This was the literal, everyday nightmare 
of rural Europe in the late 1500s. Back then, real wolves were hungry 
enough to snatch kids right off the street, and ordinary men were 
frequently accused of actually becoming the monsters that were eating 
people. 

The version of Little Red Riding Hood we know today—the one by 
Charles Perrault or the Brothers Grimm—is based on these very real 
terrors. Between the late 1500s and 1700s, Europe was in the middle of 
a “Little Ice Age.” Winters were brutal, crops failed, and wolves were 
pushed out of the deep woods and into the villages in search of food. 
On top of that, a massive wave of “werewolf trials” was sweeping the 
continent, turning neighbors against one another. 

The Real Werewolf of Bedburg: Peter Stumpp 
The most famous “real-life” wolf story happened right in Bedburg 
in 1589. A farmer named Peter Stumpp was arrested after years of 
mysterious killings and livestock being found mutilated. Under torture, 
he confessed to things that make horror movies look tame. He claimed 
the Devil gave him a magic belt that let him turn into a wolf. In that 
form, he said he’d murdered and eaten thirteen children and two 
pregnant women over twenty-five years. He even admitted to eating his 
own son’s brains. 

The legal “punishment” for Stumpp was a public spectacle of pure 
brutality. They tore his flesh off with red-hot pincers, broke his limbs on 
a wheel, and then beheaded him before burning his body. His mistress 
and daughter were also executed. While historians today point out that 
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his confession was forced under extreme torture, the sheer volume of 
local testimony about missing kids and strange sightings shows that 
Stumpp was almost certainly a real-life serial killer. Whether he actually 
thought he was a wolf or just let people believe the legend to cover his 
tracks, he was the monster the town feared. 

The Culture of Paranoia
Stumpp wasn’t the only one. There were dozens of werewolf trials 
across Germany, France, and Switzerland. These trials usually flared up 
during times of famine and disease. If a child vanished in the woods, 
people didn’t just blame an animal; they blamed a human who had made 
a pact with the Devil. 

This fear turned every stranger or eccentric neighbor into a potential 
threat. Parents gave their daughters survival instructions: Stay on the 
path. Don’t talk to anyone. Don’t linger in the woods. These weren’t 
metaphors about growing up—they were literal orders to keep them 
from being eaten. 

From Real Wolves to the Fairy Tale
The early oral versions of Little Red Riding Hood often featured a 
“bzou,” which is French for werewolf—rather than just a big wolf. In 
these older, grittier stories, the wolf tricks the girl into eating a piece of 
her own grandmother before getting into bed with her. The red hood, 
added later by Perrault, was likely a warning sign: red represents blood, 
danger, and the coming of age. 

Perrault’s 1697 version ended with a very clear moral: “pretty, well-
bred young ladies” shouldn’t talk to strangers because there are wolves 
everywhere—some with four legs, and some who look like normal men. 

The Legend’s Evolution 
By the time the Brothers Grimm got hold of the story in 1812, they 
added a hunter to save the day, making it a bit more “nursery-friendly.” 
Over the centuries, the wolf went from a terrifying man-eater to a 
cartoon villain, and eventually into a romantic or empowering figure in 
modern movies like Tangled or Red Riding Hood. 

But the dark truth is that for a long time, the “wolf at the door” wasn’t 
a metaphor. It was either a predator waiting in the woods or a neighbor 

who might be a serial killer. The original story was a survival guide for a 
world where straying from the path could literally cost you your life. In 
the real history of Bedburg, the monster wasn’t magical—it was just the 
person living next door, or the hunger that lived in the trees.
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LITTLE RED-CAP [LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD]
Grimm’s Fairy Tales (public domain)

Once upon a time there was a dear little girl who was loved 
by everyone who looked at her, but most of all by her 
grandmother, and there was nothing that she would not have 

given to the child. Once she gave her a little cap of red velvet, which 
suited her so well that she would never wear anything else; so she was 
always called ‘Little Red-Cap.’

One day her mother said to her: ‘Come, Little Red-Cap, here is a piece 
of cake and a bottle of wine; take them to your grandmother, she is ill 
and weak, and they will do her good. Set out before it gets hot, and when 
you are going, walk nicely and quietly and do not run off the path, or 
you may fall and break the bottle, and then your grandmother will get 
nothing; and when you go into her room, don’t forget to say, “Good 
morning”, and don’t peep into every corner before you do it.’

‘I will take great care,’ said Little Red-Cap to her mother, and gave her 
hand on it.

The grandmother lived out in the wood, half a league from the village, 
and just as Little Red-Cap entered the wood, a wolf met her. Red-Cap 
did not know what a wicked creature he was, and was not at all afraid of 
him.

‘Good day, Little Red-Cap,’ said he.

‘Thank you kindly, wolf.’

‘Whither away so early, Little Red-Cap?’

‘To my grandmother’s.’

‘What have you got in your apron?’

‘Cake and wine; yesterday was baking-day, so poor sick grandmother 
is to have something good, to make her stronger.’
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‘Where does your grandmother live, Little Red-Cap?’

‘A good quarter of a league farther on in the wood; her house stands 
under the three large oak-trees, the nut-trees are just below; you surely 
must know it,’ replied Little Red-Cap.

The wolf thought to himself: ‘What a tender young creature! what a 
nice plump mouthful—she will be better to eat than the old woman. I 
must act craftily, so as to catch both.’ So he walked for a short time by 
the side of Little Red-Cap, and then he said: ‘See, Little Red-Cap, how 
pretty the flowers are about here—why do you not look round? I believe, 
too, that you do not hear how sweetly the little birds are singing; you 
walk gravely along as if you were going to school, while everything else 
out here in the wood is merry.’

Little Red-Cap raised her eyes, and when she saw the sunbeams 
dancing here and there through the trees, and pretty flowers growing 
everywhere, she thought: ‘Suppose I take grandmother a fresh nosegay; 
that would please her too. It is so early in the day that I shall still get 
there in good time’; and so she ran from the path into the wood to look 
for flowers. And whenever she had picked one, she fancied that she 
saw a still prettier one farther on, and ran after it, and so got deeper and 
deeper into the wood.

Meanwhile the wolf ran straight to the grandmother’s house and 
knocked at the door.

‘Who is there?’

‘Little Red-Cap,’ replied the wolf. ‘She is bringing cake and wine; 
open the door.’

‘Lift the latch,’ called out the grandmother, ‘I am too weak, and cannot 
get up.’

The wolf lifted the latch, the door sprang open, and without saying a 
word he went straight to the grandmother’s bed, and devoured her. Then 
he put on her clothes, dressed himself in her cap laid himself in bed and 
drew the curtains.

Little Red-Cap, however, had been running about picking flowers, 
and when she had gathered so many that she could carry no more, she 
remembered her grandmother, and set out on the way to her.

She was surprised to find the cottage-door standing open, and when 
she went into the room, she had such a strange feeling that she said 
to herself: ‘Oh dear! how uneasy I feel today, and at other times I like 
being with grandmother so much.’ She called out: ‘Good morning,’ but 
received no answer; so she went to the bed and drew back the curtains. 
There lay her grandmother with her cap pulled far over her face, and 
looking very strange.

‘Oh! grandmother,’ she said, ‘what big ears you have!’

‘The better to hear you with, my child,’ was the reply.

‘But, grandmother, what big eyes you have!’ she said.

‘The better to see you with, my dear.’

‘But, grandmother, what large hands you have!’

‘The better to hug you with.’

‘Oh! but, grandmother, what a terrible big mouth you have!’

‘The better to eat you with!’

And scarcely had the wolf said this, than with one bound he was out of 
bed and swallowed up Red-Cap.

When the wolf had appeased his appetite, he lay down again in the 
bed, fell asleep and began to snore very loud. The huntsman was just 
passing the house, and thought to himself: ‘How the old woman is 
snoring! I must just see if she wants anything.’ So he went into the room, 
and when he came to the bed, he saw that the wolf was lying in it. ‘Do 
I find you here, you old sinner!’ said he. ‘I have long sought you!’ Then 
just as he was going to fire at him, it occurred to him that the wolf might 
have devoured the grandmother, and that she might still be saved, so 
he did not fire, but took a pair of scissors, and began to cut open the 
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stomach of the sleeping wolf. When he had made two snips, he saw the 
little Red-Cap shining, and then he made two snips more, and the little 
girl sprang out, crying: ‘Ah, how frightened I have been! How dark it 
was inside the wolf’; and after that the aged grandmother came out alive 
also, but scarcely able to breathe. Red-Cap, however, quickly fetched 
great stones with which they filled the wolf’s belly, and when he awoke, 
he wanted to run away, but the stones were so heavy that he collapsed at 
once, and fell dead.

Then all three were delighted. The huntsman drew off the wolf’s skin 
and went home with it; the grandmother ate the cake and drank the 
wine which Red-Cap had brought, and revived, but Red-Cap thought to 
herself: ‘As long as I live, I will never by myself leave the path, to run 
into the wood, when my mother has forbidden me to do so.’

It also related that once when Red-Cap was again taking cakes to 
the old grandmother, another wolf spoke to her, and tried to entice her 
from the path. Red-Cap, however, was on her guard, and went straight 
forward on her way, and told her grandmother that she had met the 
wolf, and that he had said ‘good morning’ to her, but with such a wicked 
look in his eyes, that if they had not been on the public road she was 
certain he would have eaten her up. ‘Well,’ said the grandmother, ‘we 
will shut the door, that he may not come in.’ Soon afterwards the wolf 
knocked, and cried: ‘Open the door, grandmother, I am Little Red-Cap, 
and am bringing you some cakes.’ But they did not speak, or open the 
door, so the grey-beard stole twice or thrice round the house, and at last 
jumped on the roof, intending to wait until Red-Cap went home in the 
evening, and then to steal after her and devour her in the darkness. But 
the grandmother saw what was in his thoughts. In front of the house was 
a great stone trough, so she said to the child: ‘Take the pail, Red-Cap; 
I made some sausages yesterday, so carry the water in which I boiled 
them to the trough.’ Red-Cap carried until the great trough was quite 
full. Then the smell of the sausages reached the wolf, and he sniffed and 
peeped down, and at last stretched out his neck so far that he could no 
longer keep his footing and began to slip, and slipped down from the 
roof straight into the great trough, and was drowned. But Red-Cap went 
joyously home, and no one ever did anything to harm her again.
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The Hairy Beast at Court 
Petrus Gonsalvus and the Real Beauty and the Beast 

It’s 1550, and the French court at the Château de Fontainebleau 
is buzzing. King Henry II and his legendary queen, Catherine 
de’ Medici, are on their thrones, surrounded by silk, jewels, and 

flickering candlelight. The crowd parts, and a young boy steps forward. 

He isn’t your average courtier. From his forehead to his fingernails, he 
is covered in thick, reddish-brown hair. Only his eyes and mouth look 
“human.” Some people in the crowd cross themselves in fear; others lean 
in like they’re at a freak show. But then the boy bows with perfect grace, 
starts speaking fluent Latin, and recites poetry. The King is thrilled. The 
Queen is already plotting. 

This isn’t a “beast” dragged out of a cave; this is Petrus Gonsalvus. He 
was a real person with a rare genetic condition called hypertrichosis 
(essentially “werewolf syndrome”), and his life is the documented, 
historical inspiration for Beauty and the Beast. But in the 16th century, 
he wasn’t cursed by a fairy—he was treated as a “living wonder,” a mix 
between a scholarly gentleman and a royal pet. 

The “Wild Boy” from the Canary Islands
Petrus was born around 1537 on Tenerife. Back then, people called him 
a “wild man.” Around age ten, he was taken from his family and shipped 
to France as a gift for King Henry II. At first, it was brutal—they 
allegedly kept him in a cage and fed him raw meat just to see if he was 
an animal or a person. 

But Henry II realized the kid was smart. He decided to “civilize” him. 
Petrus was taught French, Latin, law, and etiquette. Before long, the 
“caged beast” was a polished intellectual who could hold his own in a 
room full of ambassadors. He wore the finest velvet and lace, which just 
made his hairy face look even more striking. He became a celebrity, a 
walking experiment proving that “culture” could tame “nature.” 

The Queen’s Breeding Experiment 
When Henry II died, Catherine de’ Medici took over, and she had a 
much colder plan for Petrus. In the 1570s, she decided to conduct a 
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“scientific” marriage experiment. She picked out a beautiful young 
woman, Catherine Raffelin, and set up a wedding. 

The Queen reportedly didn’t tell the bride what Petrus looked like until 
the wedding day. When Catherine first saw her groom, she allegedly 
fainted. But the Queen got her way, and the marriage went through. 
Catherine de’ Medici wasn’t being romantic; she wanted to see if the 
“beast” would produce hairy babies or “normal” ones. She was basically 
treating them like pedigree dogs. 

A Real Love Story
Here’s where history beats the fairy tale: the marriage actually worked. 
Despite the horrific way they were set up, Petrus and Catherine stayed 
together for decades and had seven children. Four of them inherited their 
father’s condition. 

The “hairy children” became the new stars of the European court circuit. 
They were painted in expensive clothes and sent to other royals as 
“gifts.” It was a bizarre, bittersweet life—they lived in palaces and were 
treated like nobles, but they were also essentially high-end exhibits. One 
famous portrait of Petrus and Catherine shows her resting her hand on 
his shoulder in a way that looks genuinely affectionate. They found a 
real bond in a world that treated them like specimens. 

From Court Specimen to Fairy Tale Legend 
While the famous 1740 version of Beauty and the Beast isn’t a literal 
biography, the parallels are too close to ignore. The story of a “beast” 
who is actually a refined, gentle man winning the heart of a beautiful 
woman was a well-known bit of gossip in the French court for 
generations. 

The fairy tale eventually turned the Beast into a cursed prince who, at 
the end, becomes a handsome man. But the real history is much more 
profound. Petrus Gonsalvus never “transformed” into a smooth-skinned 
prince. He lived and died with his hair, and his wife lived and died 
loving the man behind it. 

The Bottom Line 
The dark truth is that the real “monster” wasn’t Petrus—it was the 
Renaissance society that treated him like a curiosity instead of a human. 

Petrus didn’t need magic to be “humanized”; he was already human. 
He was a scholar, a husband, and a father who just happened to look 
different. 

In the real-life version of Beauty and the Beast, there was no magical 
spell that broke at the end. There was just a woman who looked past the 
shock of his appearance and a man who proved that being “civilized” 
has nothing to do with how you look. It’s a survivor’s story that’s been 
hidden under layers of Disney magic for way too long.
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a proven direct inspiration for Villeneuve’s 1740 tale. No speculative events or invented dialogue are included.
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BEAUTY AND THE BEAST
M.F. Lansing 1907 (public domain)

There was once a very rich merchant who had three sons and 
three daughters. These children had everything money could 
buy them. The daughters were all pretty, but the youngest 

was so very beautiful that from her childhood she was always called 
“Beauty.” This made her sisters very jealous; but they were proud of 
their wealth and of their position in society, and took pains to be haughty 
with any people who were not as rich as they.

One day the merchant suddenly lost all his fortune. All that he had 
left of his vast property was a little house in the country, a long distance 
from the town. He told his children that they must go there now and 
work for a living. The two eldest replied that they need not leave town, 
for they had several lovers who would be glad to marry them. In this 
they found they were [87]mistaken; their lovers would not look at them 
now. Because of their pride they had not made real friends, and nobody 
was very sorry to see them humbled. But every one pitied Beauty, 
who had always been kind and friendly to every one. Indeed, several 
gentlemen offered to marry her, though they knew she had not a penny; 
but she told them she could not think of leaving her father in his trouble.

When they were settled in the country the merchant and his three sons 
set to work to till the fields. Beauty took care of the house. She rose 
at four o’clock in the morning, lighted the fires, swept and dusted the 
house, and got breakfast for the family. At first she found all this very 
hard, for she was not used to it; but she soon grew stronger and healthier, 
and prettier than ever. When her work was over she would read, or play 
on the harpsichord, or sing as she sat at her spinning wheel.

Her two sisters did not know what to do with themselves. They would 
get up at ten, [88]and idle away the whole day, fretting for the loss of 
their fine clothes and gay parties. “Do but see that girl!” they would say 
to one another. “What stupid, low tastes she has to be contented with this 
kind of life!” But their father thought differently, and loved his youngest 
daughter more than ever.
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When her work was over she would sing as she sat at her spinning 
wheel.

After two years, when they were all beginning to get accustomed to 
this new life, something happened to disturb them again. The merchant 
received the news that one of his ships, which he had believed to be 
lost, had come safely into port with a rich cargo. [89]All the sons and 
daughters were much excited at this news, and believed that their 
poverty was at an end. The two eldest daughters were wild with joy, and 
wanted to set out for town at once. When their father was ready to start, 
they begged him to bring them jewels and rings and rich dresses. Beauty 
was the only one of the children who had any doubt that this one ship 
would bring back their fortune; so, not wishing to trouble her father, 
she asked for nothing. But her father noticed her silence, and inquired, 
“What shall I bring you, Beauty?”

“Well, dear father,” she said, “since you ask me, I should like to have 
you bring me a rose. They do not grow about here, and I am very fond of 
them.”

Beauty did not particularly desire a rose, but she did not wish to seem 
to blame her sisters by saying she did not want anything.

The merchant set off on his journey, but when he reached the port he 
was obliged to go to law about the cargo, and it ended in his returning 
home as poor as he came. He [90]was within thirty miles of home when, 
in the middle of a large forest, he was overtaken by a heavy snowstorm. 
He lost his way, and was beginning to fear he should die of hunger and 
cold, when all of a sudden he saw a light at the end of a long avenue of 
trees. As he came nearer he found it came from a splendid palace, the 
windows of which were blazing with light. He entered the courtyard, 
but, to his surprise, did not meet any one. His horse followed him, and 
seeing a stable door open, he walked in. The manger was filled with hay 
and oats, and the poor beast, who was almost famished, fell to eating 
heartily. His master walked toward the palace, and passed through 
several splendidly furnished rooms, but still saw nobody. He came to the 
dining room, where he found a good fire, and a table plentifully spread, 
and set for one person. As he was wet to the skin, he drew near the fire 
to dry his clothes, saying to himself, “I hope the master of the house or 
his servants will excuse the liberty I am taking; [91]I suppose it will not 

be long before some of them appear.”

He waited for some time, and still no one came; at last the clock struck 
eleven, and as he was so hungry he could not wait any longer, he helped 
himself to some chicken, and drank a little wine. Then he opened a door 
at the end of the hall, and found himself in a room with a very good bed 
in it. As he was very tired, he closed the door and went to bed.

It was ten o’clock in the morning before the merchant awoke. As he 
was getting up, he was surprised to find a new suit of clothes in place of 
his own which were torn and spoiled.

“This palace,” said he to himself, “certainly belongs to some good 
fairy who has seen and pitied my misfortunes.”

He looked out of the window, but instead of snowy woods he saw the 
most delightful arbors, filled with beautiful blooming flowers.

He returned to the great hall where he had had supper the night before, 
and found [92]breakfast ready on a little table. He drank his chocolate, 
and then went out to look for his horse. As he was passing under an 
arbor of roses, he remembered Beauty’s request to him, and gathered a 
branch on which were several roses. Immediately he heard a loud roar, 
and saw stalking towards him so frightful a beast that he was ready to 
faint with fear.

“You are most ungrateful,” said the beast in a terrible voice. “I saved 
your life by admitting you to my palace, and in return you steal my 
roses, which I value more than anything in the world. But your insolence 
shall not go unpunished; you shall die for it.”

The poor merchant threw himself on his knees before the beast, and 
cried: “Pardon me, my lord. I had no intention of offending you by 
gathering a rose for one of my daughters, who desired me to bring her 
one.”

“I am not a lord, but a beast,” replied the monster. “I hate flattery and 
compliments; so do not fancy you can move me by your fine speeches. 
You say you have daughters; [93]now I will spare you if you will give 
me one of your daughters. If not, promise that you will yourself return in 
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three months.”

As he was passing under an arbor of roses he gathered a branch on 
which were several roses.

The merchant had no intention of sacrificing one of his daughters, but 
he knew that if he agreed to come back he should see his children once 
more. So he promised to return, and the beast told him he might set out 
when he pleased; “but,” he added, “you need not go empty-handed. Go 
back to the room in which you slept, and you will see a great empty 
chest; fill it with whatever you [94]like best, and I will have it taken to 
your house for you.” Then the beast left him.

“Well,” said the good man to himself, “if I must die, I shall at least 
have the comfort of leaving my children provided for.”

He returned to the room, and found there heaps of gold pieces. With 
these he filled the chest. Then he went to the stable, took his horse, and 
left the palace in a far sadder mood than that in which he had entered it.

In a few hours he reached home, and his children came running out to 
meet him. Instead of embracing them with joy, he gazed at them sadly 
and, holding out the branch of roses he had in his hand, said, “Here, 
Beauty, take them; you little know how much they have cost your poor 
father.”

Then he told them all that had happened to him. The two eldest sisters 
began to lament loudly, and to reproach Beauty, saying that it was all her 
fault.

“See,” they said, “what comes from her pride. She would not ask for 
such things [95]as we did, but wanted to seem wiser than we; so now 
she will be the death of our poor father, and yet she does not so much as 
shed a tear.”

“Why should I?” said Beauty. “It would be useless, for my father shall 
not suffer on my account. As the beast will accept one of the daughters, I 
will gladly give myself up in his stead.”

“No, indeed!” said her three brothers; “that shall not be. We will go 

and find the monster, and either kill him or perish in the attempt.”

“Do not imagine you can do any such thing,” said the merchant. 
“I have seen him and know that his power is too great. But I will not 
consent to Beauty’s offer. I am old, and have not long to live, so I can 
lose only a few years. I am only sorry for you, my children.”

But Beauty insisted, saying, “Indeed, father, you shall not go to the 
palace without me; you cannot hinder me from following you.”[96]

The merchant was so distressed at the thought of losing his daughter 
that he quite forgot the chest filled with gold; but at night, when he 
retired to his room, he found, to his great surprise, the chest standing 
by his bedside. He decided to say nothing of his riches to his eldest 
daughters, for he knew they would want to return to town at once; but 
he told Beauty his secret, and she then told him that while he was away 
two gentlemen came and courted her sisters. She begged her father to 
consent to their marriage, and give them their portions, for she was so 
sweet-tempered that she wished them to be happy.

“Good evening, Beauty,” said the beast. “Have you come here 
willingly?”

When the day came Beauty got ready to set out with her father for the 
home of the beast. The horse took the direct road to the palace, and they 
arrived there all too soon. As they approached they found the windows 
brilliantly lighted as before. The horse went at once to the stable of 
his own accord, and the merchant and his daughter went into the great 
hall, where they found [98]a table loaded with every dainty and set 
with two plates. The merchant had no heart to eat, but Beauty, trying to 
appear cheerful, sat down and served both him and herself. After supper 
they heard a great noise, and the merchant began to bid his child a sad 
farewell. In a moment the beast entered. Beauty was terrified at the 
frightful form, but she tried not to show her fear.

“Good evening, Beauty,” said the beast. “Have you come here 
willingly?”

“Yes,” she faltered.
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“You are very good, and I am greatly obliged to you,” he growled; and 
turning to the father, he added: “As for you, old man, you are to go your 
way to-morrow morning, and never to return here again. Good night, 
merchant. Good night, Beauty.”

“Good night, Beast,” she answered, and the monster withdrew.

Again the merchant tried to persuade Beauty to go back without him, 
but she would not hear to it. They went to bed, thinking they should not 
close their eyes all [99]night; but as soon as they lay down they fell fast 
asleep. Beauty dreamed that a stately and beautiful lady came to her, and 
said: “I am very much pleased, dear Beauty, with the goodness you have 
shown in giving yourself to save your father. Do not be afraid; you shall 
be rewarded. Only do not trust to appearances.”

Beauty told this dream to her father in the morning; but though it 
comforted him a little, he wept bitterly when he took leave of his dear 
child, for he feared he might never see her again.

When her father was out of sight poor Beauty could not help crying, 
but she had made up her mind to be brave, and she proceeded to explore 
the various rooms of the palace. What was her surprise when she came 
to a door over which was written, “BEAUTY’S ROOM.” She opened it 
in haste, and found a magnificently furnished room; but what delighted 
her most was a large library, a harpsichord, and several music books. 
She concluded that all this would [100]not be provided for her if she had 
only a day to live, and she took courage. Her surprise increased when 
she opened one of the books and found on the first page, in letters of 
gold, these words:

“Welcome, Beauty! banish fear!

You are queen and mistress here;

Speak your wishes, speak your will,—

You will find them granted still.”

“Alas!” said she, sighing, “there is nothing I wish so much as to see 
my father and know what he is doing.”

She happened to turn towards a large mirror that was hanging near her, 
and there she saw her father arriving sadly at home. Her sisters came 
out to meet him, and in spite of their efforts to look sorrowful, it was 
plain that in their hearts they were very glad to see him return alone. The 
picture disappeared, and Beauty felt very grateful to the beast for thus 
giving her her wish.

At noon she found dinner ready, and was entertained at table with 
music, though she [101]could see no player. After dinner she found 
she was very sleepy, and went to lie down in her room. She fell asleep 
instantly, and dreamed that a handsome young Prince came to her, and 
said: “Beauty, you need not be so unhappy here as you expect. All your 
wishes will be granted. Only try to find me out, and love me as I love 
you, and above all do not trust to appearances.”

In the evening, as she was going to sit down to supper, the beast came 
and asked leave to sit with her at table. She was frightened, but tried not 
to show it, saying, “That is as you please.”

“No,” replied the beast, “you alone are mistress here. You need only 
tell me to go, if my presence troubles you, and I will withdraw at once. 
Everything here is yours, and I should be much distressed if you were 
not happy.”

Presently he inquired if she did not think him very ugly.

“Yes,” said Beauty, “but I think you are very kind, too.”[102]

They talked for some time, and Beauty found her fear of him almost 
gone, when suddenly, just as they were leaving the table, the beast said, 
“Beauty, will you marry me?”

Beauty was so startled that she could hardly speak, but she faltered 
out, “Oh, no! Beast.”

“Then good night, Beauty,” said the beast, very sadly, and left the 
room.

Beauty felt very sorry for him, but she soon went to bed and dreamed 
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of the unknown prince who had been in her mind all day. This time she 
thought he came and said to her: “Ah, Beauty! why are you so unkind to 
me? Must I be unhappy always?”

She could not understand it, but when she woke she thought that he 
must be in some way in the power of the beast, and began to wonder 
how she could help him.

The days passed quickly enough in the lovely palace. Every evening 
the beast came to her, and they had entertaining talks together. Beauty 
began to look forward to his visits, for she had become accustomed 
[103]to his ugliness, and found him very kind and interesting. But one 
thing gave her great concern: every night, before he left her, the beast 
asked her to become his wife. One night she said to him: “Beast, you 
make me unhappy, for I can only offer you friendship. I cannot love 
you.”

He begged her at least to promise never to leave him; but Beauty had 
seen in the glass that day that her father was sick with grief at the loss of 
her. Her sisters were married and her brothers had gone into the army, so 
he was all alone. She had so great a longing to see him that she told the 
beast that she should die if he refused her leave.

“Indeed, I had rather die of grief for your absence,” replied the 
beast, “than that you should be unhappy. You shall be there to-morrow 
morning.”

Beauty promised to return in a week, and the beast told her that she 
had only to lay her ring on the table before she went to bed, when she 
wanted to come back, and she would find herself in the palace.[104]

When she woke the next morning she found herself in her father’s 
cottage, and his delight at seeing her soon made him well again. He sent 
for her sisters, who came with their husbands. They were both unhappily 
married, one to a man who was so vain of his good looks that he cared 
nothing for his wife, the other to a man who was so sarcastic that he tired 
everybody out with his speeches, and teased his poor wife most of all. 
The sisters were so jealous at seeing Beauty so magnificently dressed, 
and hearing how kind the beast was to her, that they laid a plan to detain 
her longer than the week she had intended to stay, in hopes that this 

might make the beast angry, so that he would devour her. Accordingly, 
when the week was over, they affected such grief at her departure that 
Beauty was touched by their affection and agreed to stay longer. She 
could not help reproaching herself for staying, but she could not make 
up her mind to wish herself back when they urged her so strongly.[105]

But on the night of the tenth day she dreamed that she saw the beast 
lying half-dead on the grass in the palace garden. Waking in tears, she 
reproached herself bitterly for her ingratitude, and rose, put her ring 
on the table, and then went back to bed, where she fell asleep again. 
When she woke the next morning she was overjoyed to find herself 
back at the palace. She put on one of her richest dresses to please him, 
and waited impatiently till evening; but nine o’clock struck, and still 
no beast appeared. Then Beauty remembered her dream and ran to the 
garden to search for him. At last she found the path she had seen in her 
dream, and there lay the poor beast senseless on the grass. Forgetting 
his ugliness, she threw herself on him in despair, and felt that his heart 
was still beating. Then she ran to fetch some water from the spring, and 
weeping, poured it on his head. The beast opened his eyes, and said 
faintly: “You forgot your promise, and I did not care to live without you, 
so I determined [106]to starve myself; but since you are come, I shall die 
happy.”

“No, you shall not die, dear Beast!” cried Beauty; “for I love you, and 
want you to be my husband.”

“No, you shall not die, dear Beast!” cried Beauty; “for I love you, and 
want you to be my husband.”

She had scarcely spoken these words when a blaze of light streamed 
from the palace [107]windows, fireworks were displayed, and 
triumphant strains of music sounded. Beauty turned to the beast to 
inquire what had happened, but he had disappeared, and in his place 
stood the Prince of her dreams, whom she had loved so long. He thanked 
her for having broken his enchantment.

“But where is my poor beast?” asked Beauty, anxiously.

“I am he,” replied the Prince. “A wicked fairy condemned me to 
remain in that form till some beautiful maiden should love me and 
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consent to marry me in spite of my ugliness.”

The Prince conducted Beauty to the palace, where they were 
welcomed by the stately lady of her dream, who was the mother of the 
Prince, and who thanked her for restoring her son to his proper form. 
She found her father there, too. The young couple were married the very 
next day, and the Prince and his beautiful bride were heartily welcomed 
by his subjects, who had long mourned his absence. Beauty and the 
Prince reigned happily for many, many, long years.
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Bargaining with the Devil 
Peasant Poverty and the Dark Bargains of Rumpelstiltskin 

It’s 1785, somewhere in the German countryside. Inside a cramped 
little room, a single candle is barely holding on, flickering while 
three figures sit hunched over spinning wheels. The air smells like 

damp flax and smoke, and everything feels heavy—cold, exhaustion, 
stress. A mother and her two daughters have been spinning thread for 
hours, their fingers cracked and bleeding. The wheels just keep turning, 
over and over, turning rough fibers into thread that barely covers their 
debts. 

Outside, it’s pouring. Inside, the youngest girl—maybe seven years 
old—is fighting to stay awake. Her mother keeps glancing at the door, 
knowing the bailiff will be back in the morning, asking for more money 
or more yarn. And they don’t have either. So she mutters an old warning, 
half to herself, half to her daughters: “Never make a deal you can’t pay 
back. The little helpers always take more than they promise.” 

This isn’t some spooky fairy tale setup. This was real life for many 
families in 18th-century Germany. Spinning wasn’t just work—it was 
survival. And sometimes, when things got desperate enough, people 
started believing that help might come from… less-than-safe places. 
That’s the world Rumpelstiltskin came out of. 

The Never-Ending Grind 
Back then, peasant life in places like Hesse was brutal. Families owed 
taxes, rent, labor—basically everything—to local lords. And if you 
couldn’t pay? You lost what little you had. Spinning flax into thread was 
one of the only ways families could scrape together income, and it fell 
mostly on women and kids. 

We’re talking 12 to 16 hours a day, every day. Little kids—like five- or six-
year-olds—were already working. Their small hands were perfect for the 
fine, repetitive work, but it took a toll on them physically. Fingers split 
open, backs hunched, eyes strained in low light. And even after all that? 
It still usually wasn’t enough. 

Debt didn’t go away. It just hung over everything. 
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Kids Were Part of the Economy
Child labor wasn’t hidden or controversial back then—it was just how 
things worked. Kids helped card wool, wind thread, and eventually run 
the spinning wheels themselves. A child’s work could literally mean the 
difference between eating and starving. 

And when things got really bad, families made deals. Real ones. Parents 
would promise a child’s future labor to a creditor or a guild in exchange 
for immediate help. It wasn’t supernatural—it was legal. But emotionally? 
It felt pretty close to selling your kid. 
That’s where the folklore creeps in. 

The “Little Man” Wasn’t Just Imagination
People told stories about kobolds—little house spirits that could help 
with chores but always wanted something in return. Food, milk… or 
something worse. These weren’t just fun stories. In a world where things 
could go wrong fast, people used them to explain the unexplainable. 

If your workload suddenly got easier or your debt disappeared, people 
might whisper that you’d made a deal with something… not human. 

Rumpelstiltskin is basically that idea turned into a character: a helpful 
little guy who shows up when you’re desperate—and then asks for way 
more than you expected. 

The Deal That Costs Everything
In the story, the miller brags that his daughter can spin straw into gold. 
That sounds ridiculous, but it actually reflects something real—people 
exaggerating or lying to powerful figures just to survive or buy time. 

Once the king demands proof, the daughter is stuck. She can’t do it, so 
she takes the deal. The little man spins the gold, but in return, he wants 
her firstborn child. 

That sounds extreme, but in a world where children were your only real 
“asset,” it hits close to home. Giving up a child wasn’t just emotional—it 
meant losing your future, your security, everything. 

The Power of a Name 
The way she escapes—by guessing his name—comes straight out of old 

German folklore. Knowing a spirit’s true name gave you power over it. 
That idea shows up all over European stories, but here it’s tied directly to 
survival. 
 
It’s not magic saving her—it’s knowledge. Cleverness. Outsmarting 
something that seemed unstoppable. 
 
How It Got Softened Over Time 
When the Brothers Grimm wrote Rumpelstiltskin in 1812, they retained 
much of the original tension. But over time, the story got cleaned up. 
The creepy, desperate edge got turned into something more playful. 
Rumpelstiltskin became less terrifying and more like a weird little 
trickster. 
 
But the original version? It’s not really about magic gold or guessing 
games. 
 
It’s about what happens when people are pushed to the edge—when 
you’re exhausted, broke, and out of options, and the only way forward 
feels like making a deal you know you shouldn’t. 
 
At its core, Rumpelstiltskin is a story about desperation. About how far 
people will go to survive. And how sometimes, the scariest “monsters” 
aren’t magical at all—they’re the debts, the pressure, and the feeling that 
you’ve got nothing left to give… except the thing you love most. 
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RUMPELSTILTSKIN
Grimm’s Fairy Tales - (Public Domain)

By the side of a wood, in a country a long way off, ran a fine 
stream of water; and upon the stream there stood a mill. The 
miller’s house was close by, and the miller, you must know, 

had a very beautiful daughter. She was, moreover, very shrewd and 
clever; and the miller was so proud of her, that he one day told the king 
of the land, who used to come and hunt in the wood, that his daughter 
could spin gold out of straw. Now this king was very fond of money; and 
when he heard the miller’s boast his greediness was raised, and he sent 
for the girl to be brought before him. Then he led her to a chamber in his 
palace where there was a great heap of straw, and gave her a spinning-
wheel, and said, ‘All this must be spun into gold before morning, as you 
love your life.’ It was in vain that the poor maiden said that it was only a 
silly boast of her father, for that she could do no such thing as spin straw 
into gold: the chamber door was locked, and she was left alone.

She sat down in one corner of the room, and began to bewail her hard 
fate; when on a sudden the door opened, and a droll-looking little man 
hobbled in, and said, ‘Good morrow to you, my good lass; what are you 
weeping for?’ ‘Alas!’ said she, ‘I must spin this straw into gold, and I 
know not how.’ ‘What will you give me,’ said the hobgoblin, ‘to do it for 
you?’ ‘My necklace,’ replied the maiden. He took her at her word, and 
sat himself down to the wheel, and whistled and sang:

 ‘Round about, round about,
    Lo and behold!
  Reel away, reel away,
    Straw into gold!’
And round about the wheel went merrily; the work was quickly done, 

and the straw was all spun into gold.

When the king came and saw this, he was greatly astonished and 
pleased; but his heart grew still more greedy of gain, and he shut up the 
poor miller’s daughter again with a fresh task. Then she knew not what 
to do, and sat down once more to weep; but the dwarf soon opened the 
door, and said, ‘What will you give me to do your task?’ ‘The ring on 
my finger,’ said she. So her little friend took the ring, and began to work 
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at the wheel again, and whistled and sang:

 ‘Round about, round about,
    Lo and behold!
  Reel away, reel away,
    Straw into gold!’
till, long before morning, all was done again.

The king was greatly delighted to see all this glittering treasure; but 
still he had not enough: so he took the miller’s daughter to a yet larger 
heap, and said, ‘All this must be spun tonight; and if it is, you shall be 
my queen.’ As soon as she was alone that dwarf came in, and said, ‘What 
will you give me to spin gold for you this third time?’ ‘I have nothing 
left,’ said she. ‘Then say you will give me,’ said the little man, ‘the first 
little child that you may have when you are queen.’ ‘That may never 
be,’ thought the miller’s daughter: and as she knew no other way to get 
her task done, she said she would do what he asked. Round went the 
wheel again to the old song, and the manikin once more spun the heap 
into gold. The king came in the morning, and, finding all he wanted, was 
forced to keep his word; so he married the miller’s daughter, and she 
really became queen.

At the birth of her first little child she was very glad, and forgot the 
dwarf, and what she had said. But one day he came into her room, where 
she was sitting playing with her baby, and put her in mind of it. Then 
she grieved sorely at her misfortune, and said she would give him all the 
wealth of the kingdom if he would let her off, but in vain; till at last her 
tears softened him, and he said, ‘I will give you three days’ grace, and if 
during that time you tell me my name, you shall keep your child.’

Now the queen lay awake all night, thinking of all the odd names that 
she had ever heard; and she sent messengers all over the land to find 
out new ones. The next day the little man came, and she began with 
TIMOTHY, ICHABOD, BENJAMIN, JEREMIAH, and all the names 
she could remember; but to all and each of them he said, ‘Madam, that is 
not my name.’

The second day she began with all the comical names she could hear 
of, BANDY-LEGS, HUNCHBACK, CROOK-SHANKS, and so on; but 
the little gentleman still said to every one of them, ‘Madam, that is not 

my name.’

The third day one of the messengers came back, and said, ‘I have 
travelled two days without hearing of any other names; but yesterday, as 
I was climbing a high hill, among the trees of the forest where the fox 
and the hare bid each other good night, I saw a little hut; and before the 
hut burnt a fire; and round about the fire a funny little dwarf was dancing 
upon one leg, and singing:

  “Merrily the feast I’ll make.
  Today I’ll brew, tomorrow bake;
  Merrily I’ll dance and sing,
  For next day will a stranger bring.
  Little does my lady dream
  Rumpelstiltskin is my name!”
 
When the queen heard this she jumped for joy, and as soon as her little 

friend came she sat down upon her throne, and called all her court round 
to enjoy the fun; and the nurse stood by her side with the baby in her 
arms, as if it was quite ready to be given up. Then the little man began to 
chuckle at the thought of having the poor child, to take home with him 
to his hut in the woods; and he cried out, ‘Now, lady, what is my name?’ 
‘Is it JOHN?’ asked she. ‘No, madam!’ ‘Is it TOM?’ ‘No, madam!’ ‘Is it 
JEMMY?’ ‘It is not.’ ‘Can your name be RUMPELSTILTSKIN?’ said 
the lady slyly. ‘Some witch told you that!—some witch told you that!’ 
cried the little man, and dashed his right foot in a rage so deep into the 
floor, that he was forced to lay hold of it with both hands to pull it out.

Then he made the best of his way off, while the nurse laughed and the 
baby crowed; and all the court jeered at him for having had so much 
trouble for nothing, and said, ‘We wish you a very good morning, and a 
merry feast, Mr RUMPLESTILTSKIN!’
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Dancing Shoes of Death 
Vanity Punishments and the Real Red Shoes Legend 

It’s 1845 in Copenhagen, and a fancy ballroom is glowing with 
candlelight. Music fills the room while couples spin across the 
floor in silk and satin. Everyone’s laughing, flirting, and showing 

off a little. But off to the side stands a girl named Karen, pale and quiet, 
completely locked in on one thing: a pair of bright red shoes. 

They’re bold, flashy—almost glowing compared to everything else in 
the room. She can’t stop staring at them. To her, they’re not just pretty—
they’re a way out, a way up, a way to be seen. So she puts them on. 

And that’s when things go wrong. 

At first, it’s just dancing. Then it turns into something else. Her feet 
won’t stop. Faster and faster, out of control. The ballroom disappears, 
but the dancing doesn’t. She’s dragged through streets, fields, even past 
funerals—unable to rest, unable to stop—until she’s completely worn 
down and begging for someone to literally cut off her feet just to end it. 

Yeah… this isn’t your typical fairy tale. 

Hans Christian Andersen’s The Red Shoes, published in 1845, is way 
darker than most people expect. Unlike the Grimms, Andersen wasn’t 
collecting old folk stories—he was writing his own, pulling from his life, 
his beliefs, and the strict religious culture around him. This story isn’t 
based on some real cursed shoes—it’s about something much more real: 
the fear of vanity, ambition, and stepping out of line in a society that 
really didn’t like that. 

Where the Story Came From 
Andersen actually got the idea from a pretty personal moment. His dad 
was a shoemaker, and one day a rich woman brought in fancy red silk to 
have shoes made for her daughter. Andersen’s father added some of his 
own leather to make them nicer—but when the woman saw them, she 
freaked out and accused him of ruining the material. 
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Frustrated, he basically said, “Fine, then I’ll ruin the leather too,” and 
cut the shoes apart right in front of her. 

That moment stuck with Andersen. The mix of pride, humiliation, and 
class tension appears throughout The Red Shoes. He even named the 
main character Karen after a relative he didn’t like much—someone he 
thought might embarrass him socially. 

Why Red Shoes Were a Big Deal 
In 19th-century Denmark, society was heavily shaped by strict Lutheran 
values. People were expected to be modest, obedient, and humble. 
Standing out—especially through flashy clothes—was risky. It could 
make people think you were vain, immoral, or trying to act above your 
place. 

And red? Red was loud. It meant attention, temptation, even danger. 

So when Karen shows up to church wearing bright red shoes instead 
of something modest, it’s not just a fashion choice—it’s basically a 
statement. And in that world, that kind of statement had consequences. 

Vanity Wasn’t Just a Flaw—It Was a Sin
Karen’s story spirals because she can’t let go of how much she loves 
the shoes and what they represent. She ignores warnings, disobeys her 
guardian, and keeps choosing appearance over responsibility. That’s 
what triggers the “curse”—not magic, really, but the idea that once you 
give in to that kind of obsession, it takes over. 

The endless dancing is basically a metaphor for losing control. She 
wanted attention and beauty, and now she’s trapped in it. 

And the punishment? It’s extreme on purpose. Stories back then didn’t 
mess around. If you were teaching kids (and adults) a moral lesson, you 
made it unforgettable. Hence… the whole “cutting off her feet” thing. 

The Bigger Picture 
Even though there weren’t actual cursed shoes running around Denmark, 
the fear behind the story was very real. Society was strict. Moving up in 
class was hard. And if you pushed too far—through ambition, vanity, or 
just wanting more—you could be judged, excluded, or worse. 

Andersen knew that firsthand. He grew up poor and worked his way into 
high society, always walking that line between ambition and being seen 
as “too much.” 

Karen’s story reflects that tension perfectly. 

How It Changed Over Time 
Like many fairy tales, The Red Shoes has softened over the years. 
Later versions toned down the brutality or reinterpreted the story as 
an exploration of obsession, art, or personal struggle. There’s even a 
famous 1948 film that turns it into a ballet drama. 

But the original? It’s harsh. It’s uncomfortable. And it’s meant to be. 

At its core, The Red Shoes isn’t about magic—it’s about what happens 
when desire takes over your life. When wanting to be seen, admired, or 
elevated becomes the only thing that matters. 

Andersen’s message is pretty blunt: if you lose yourself chasing those 
things, you might not be able to stop… even when you want to. 

In the end, the scariest part isn’t the shoes—it’s how easy it is to put 
them on in the first place. 
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THE RED SHOES
HANS ANDERSEN’S FAIRY TALES 1913 (Public Domain) 

THERE was once a little girl, very pretty and delicate, but so 
poor that in summer-time she always went barefoot, and in 
winter wore large wooden shoes, so that her little ankles grew 

quite red and sore.

In the village dwelt the shoemaker’s mother. She sat down one day and 
made out of some old pieces of red cloth a pair of little shoes; they were 
clumsy enough, certainly, but they fitted the little girl tolerably well, and 
she gave them to her. The little girl’s name was Karen.

It was the day of her mother’s funeral when the red shoes were given 
to Karen; they were not at all suitable for mourning, but she had no 
others, and in them she walked with bare legs behind the miserable straw 
bier.

Just then a large old carriage rolled by; in it sat a large old lady; she 
looked at the little girl and pitied her, and she said to the priest, ‘Give me 
the little girl and I will take care of her.’

And Karen thought it was all for the sake of the red shoes that the old 
lady had taken this fancy to her, but the old lady said they were frightful, 
and they were burnt. And Karen was dressed very neatly; she was taught 
to read and to work; and people told her she was pretty—but the mirror 
said, ‘Thou art more than pretty, thou art beautiful!’

It happened one day that the Queen travelled through that part of the 
country with her little daughter, the Princess; and all the people, Karen 
amongst them, crowded in front of the palace, whilst the little Princess 
stood, dressed in white, at a window, for every one to see her. She wore 
neither train nor gold crown; but on her feet were pretty red morocco 
shoes, much prettier ones indeed than those the shoemaker’s mother had 
made for little Karen. Nothing in the world could be compared to these 
red shoes!

Karen was now old enough to be confirmed, she was to have both new 
frock and new shoes. The rich shoemaker in the town took the measure 
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of her little foot. Large glass cases full of neat shoes and shining boots 
were fixed round the room; however, the old lady’s sight was not very 
good, and, naturally enough, she had not so much pleasure in looking at 
them as Karen had. Amongst the shoes was a pair of red ones, just like 
those worn by the Princess. How gay they were! and the shoemaker said 
they had been made for a count’s daughter, but had not quite fitted her.

‘They are of polished leather,’ said the old lady, ‘see how they shine!’

‘Yes, they shine beautifully!’ exclaimed Karen. And as the shoes fitted 
her, they were bought; but the old lady did not know that they were 
red, for she would never have suffered Karen to go to confirmation 
in red shoes. But Karen did so. Everybody looked at her feet, and as 
she walked up the nave to the chancel, it seemed to her that even the 
antique sculptured figures on the monuments, with their stiff ruffs and 
long black robes, fixed their eyes on her red shoes. Of them only she 
thought when the Bishop laid his hand on her head, when he spoke of 
Holy Baptism, of her covenant with God, and how that she must now be 
a full-grown Christian. The organ sent forth its deep, solemn tones, the 
children’s sweet voices mingled with those of the choristers, but Karen 
still thought only of her red shoes.That afternoon, when the old lady 
was told that Karen had worn red shoes at her confirmation, she was 
much vexed, and told Karen that they were quite unsuitable, and that, 
henceforward, whenever she went to church, she must wear black shoes, 
were they ever so old.

Next Sunday was the communion day. Karen looked first at the red 
shoes, then at the black ones, then at the red again, and—put them on.

It was beautiful sunshiny weather; Karen and the old lady walked to 
church through the corn-fields; the path was very dusty.

At the church door stood an old soldier; he was leaning on crutches, 
and had a marvellously long beard, not white, but reddish-hued, and 
he bowed almost to the earth, and asked the old lady if he might wipe 
the dust off her shoes. And Karen put out her little foot also. ‘Oh, what 
pretty dancing-shoes!’ quoth the old soldier; ‘take care, and mind you 
do not let them slip off when you dance’; and he passed his hands over 
them.

The old lady gave the soldier a halfpenny, and then went with Karen 
into church.

And every one looked at Karen’s red shoes; and all the carved figures, 
too, bent their gaze upon them; and when Karen knelt before the altar, 
the red shoes still floated before her eyes; she thought of them and of 
them only, and she forgot to join in the hymn of praise—she forgot to 
repeat ‘Our Father.’

At last all the people came out of church, and the old lady got into 
her carriage. Karen was just lifting her foot to follow her, when the 
old soldier standing in the porch exclaimed, ‘Only look, what pretty 
dancing-shoes!’ And Karen could not help it, she felt she must make 
a few of her dancing steps;and after she had once begun, her feet 
continued to move, just as though the shoes had received power over 
them; she danced round the church-yard, she could not stop. The 
coachman was obliged to run after her; he took hold of her and lifted her 
into the carriage, but the feet still continued to dance, so as to kick the 
good old lady most cruelly. At last the shoes were taken off, and the feet 
had rest.

KAREN AND THE OLD LADY WALKED TO CHURCH

And now the shoes were put away in a press, but Karen could not help 
going to look at them every now and then.

The old lady lay ill in bed; the doctor said she could not live much 
longer. She certainly needed careful nursing, and who should be her 
nurse and constant attendant but Karen? But there was to be a grand 
ball in the town. Karen was invited; she looked at the old lady who was 
almost dying—she looked at the red shoes—she put them on, there 
could be no harm in doing that, at least; she went to the ball, and began 
to dance. But when she wanted to move to the right, the shoes bore her 
to the left; and when she would dance up the room, the shoes danced 
down the room, danced down the stairs, through the streets, and through 
the gates of the town. Dance she did, and dance she must, straight out 
into the dark wood.
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Something all at once shone through the trees. She thought at first 
it must be the moon’s bright face, shining blood-red through the night 
mists; but no, it was the old soldier with the red beard—he sat there, 
nodding at her, and repeating, ‘Only look, what pretty dancing-shoes!’

She was very much frightened, and tried to throw off her red shoes, but 
could not unclasp them. She hastily tore off her stockings; but the shoes 
she could not get rid of—they had, it seemed, grown on to her feet. 
Dance she did, and dance she must, over field and meadow, in rain and 
in sunshine, by night and by day. By night! that was most horrible! She 
danced into the lonely church-yard, but the dead there danced not, they 
were at rest. She would fain have sat down on the poor man’s grave, 
where the bitter tansy grew, but for her there was neither rest nor respite. 
She danced past the open church door; there she saw an angel, clad in 
long white robes, and with wings that reached from his shoulders to the 
earth; his countenance was grave and stern, and in his hand he held a 
broad glittering sword.

‘Dance thou shalt,’ said he; ‘dance on, in thy red shoes, till thou art 
pale and cold, and thy skin shrinks and crumples up like a skeleton’s! 
Dance thou shalt still, from door to door, and wherever proud, vain 
children live thou shalt knock, so that they may hear thee and fear! 
Dance shalt thou, dance on——’

‘Mercy!’ cried Karen; but she heard not the angel’s answer,{224} for 
the shoes carried her through the gate, into the fields, along highways 
and by-ways, and still she must dance.

One morning she danced past a door she knew well; she heard psalm-
singing from within, and presently a coffin, strewn with flowers, was 
borne out. Then Karen knew that the good old lady was dead, and she 
felt herself a thing forsaken by all mankind, and accursed by the Angel 
of God.

HE SAT THERE NODDING AT HER

Dance she did, and dance she must, even through the dark night; the 
shoes bore her continually over thorns and briars, till her limbs were torn 
and bleeding. Away she danced over the heath to a little solitary house; 

she knew that the headsman dwelt there, and she tapped with her fingers 
against the panes, crying—

‘Come out! come out!—I cannot come in to you, I am dancing.’

And the headsman replied, ‘Surely thou knowest not who I am. I cut 
off the heads of wicked men, and my axe is very sharp and keen.{225}’

‘Cut not off my head!’ said Karen; ‘for then I could not live to repent 
of my sin; but cut off my feet with the red shoes.’

And then she confessed to him all her sin, and the headsman cut off 
her feet with the red shoes on them; but even after this the shoes still 
danced away with those little feet over the fields, and into the deep 
forests.

And the headsman made her a pair of wooden feet and hewed down 
some boughs to serve her as crutches, and he taught her the psalm which 
is always repeated by criminals, and she kissed the hand that had guided 
the axe, and went her way over the heath. ‘Now I have certainly suffered 
quite enough through the red shoes,’ thought Karen, ‘I will go to church 
and let people see me once more!’ and she went as fast as she could to 
the church-porch, but as she approached it, the red shoes danced before 
her and she was frightened and turned her back.

All that week through she endured the keenest anguish and shed many 
bitter tears; however, when Sunday came, she said to herself, ‘Well, 
I must have suffered and striven enough by this time, I dare say I am 
quite as good as many of those who are holding their heads so high in 
church.’ So she took courage and went there, but she had not passed the 
churchyard gate before she saw the red shoes again dancing before her, 
and in great terror she again turned back, and more deeply than ever 
bewailed her sin.

She then went to the pastor’s house, and begged that some 
employment might be given her, promising to work diligently and do all 
she could; she did not wish for any wages, she said, she only wanted a 
roof to shelter her, and to dwell with good people. And the pastor’s wife 
had pity on her, and took her into her service. And Karen was grateful 
and industrious.
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Every evening she sat silently listening to the pastor, while{226} he 
read the Holy Scriptures aloud. All the children loved her, but when she 
heard them talk about dress and finery, and about being as beautiful as a 
queen, she would sorrowfully shake her head.

DANCE SHE MUST, OVER FIELD AND MEADOW

Again Sunday came, all the pastor’s household went to church, and 
they asked her if she would not go too, but she sighed and looked with 
tears in her eyes upon her crutches.

When they were all gone, she went into her own little, lowly 
chamber—it was but just large enough to contain a bed and chair—and 
there she sat down with her psalm-book in her hand, and whilst she 
was meekly and devoutly reading in it, the wind wafted the tones of the 
organ from the church intoher room, and she lifted up her face to heaven 
and prayed, with tears, ‘O God, help me!’

Then the sun shone brightly, so brightly!—and behold! close before 
her stood the white-robed Angel of God, the same whom she had seen 
on that night of horror at the church-porch, but his hand wielded not 
now, as then, a sharp, threatening sword—he held a lovely green bough, 
full of roses. With this he touched the ceiling, which immediately rose to 
a great height, a bright gold star spangling in the spot where the Angel’s 
green bough had touched it. And he touched the walls, whereupon the 
room widened, and Karen saw the organ, the old monuments, and the 
congregation all sitting in their richly carved seats and singing from their 
psalm-books.

For the church had come home to the poor girl in her narrow chamber, 
or rather the chamber had grown, as it were, into the church; she sat with 
the rest of the pastor’s household, and, when the psalm was ended, they 
looked up and nodded to her, saying, ‘Thou didst well to come, Karen!’

‘This is mercy!’ said she.

And the organ played again, and the children’s voices in the choir 
mingled so sweetly and plaintively with it! The bright sunbeams 

streamed warmly through the windows upon Karen’s seat; her heart was 
so full of sunshine, of peace and gladness, that it broke; her soul flew 
upon a sunbeam to her Father in heaven, where not a look of reproach 
awaited her, not a word was breathed of the red shoes.
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The Emperor’s Naked Truth 
Flattery and Court Deception in Real Royal Life

It’s 1713, and Versailles is glowing. We’re talking thousands of 
candles reflecting off the Hall of Mirrors, casting a golden light 
on a sea of silk, lace, and powdered wigs. In the center of it all 

is Louis XIV—the “Sun King”—looking as majestic as possible on 
his throne. Around him, a crowd of courtiers is basically performing 
an Olympic-level sport of brown-nosing. One cries out about the 
King’s “world-lighting wisdom,” while another rants about France’s 
“unmatched glory.” 

Then, a new tailor enters. He kneels and starts presenting bolts of cloth 
that he claims are so fine they’re invisible to anyone who is “unworthy.” 
The courtiers don’t see a thing, but do they admit it? Of course not. 
They gasp, they point, they pretend to admire the weave. The King nods, 
satisfied. The lie is set. 

This isn’t just a funny story for kids. This was the literal, day-to-day 
reality of life in an absolute monarchy. In the real world of early modern 
Europe, flattery wasn’t just a compliment—it was a survival strategy. 
Truth was dangerous, and entire courts could convince themselves that 
their leader was wearing a masterpiece even when he was completely 
exposed. 

Hans Christian Andersen’s The Emperor’s New Clothes (1837) is one 
of his most brilliant hits, but it wasn’t based on a folk legend. It was a 
sharp-edged satire of how power actually works. It pulls back the curtain 
on the “machinery of flattery” that kept European royalty afloat for 
centuries. 

The Professional Brown-Nosers of Versailles
When it came to sucking up to the boss, no one did it better than the 
French court. Louis XIV demanded constant adoration. If he walked into 
a room, you had to have a compliment ready. If he wore a new wig, you 
had better act like it was the greatest fashion innovation in history. 

Memoirs from that time, like those of the Duc de Saint-Simon, describe 
a world where every word was a calculation. Louis himself famously 
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preferred a “useful lie” to an uncomfortable truth. In one documented 
case, a courtier suggested a wig style was a bit much—he was 
immediately kicked out of the inner circle. The “invisible cloth” in this 
world wasn’t fabric; it was the silent agreement that the King was never 
wrong, no matter how ridiculous he looked or acted. 

The Bubble of the Habsburgs
In Spain, the Habsburg kings lived in a similar bubble. While their 
empire was literally falling apart and their finances were a mess, the 
people around King Philip IV told him he was invincible and divinely 
blessed. Even as Spain was losing territory, the court continued to use an 
elaborate, empty language of praise called cultismo. 

The most extreme example was Charles II, a king who was significantly 
disabled both physically and mentally. Despite his barely standing, his 
ministers and ambassadors spent decades pretending he was a strong, 
capable ruler. This massive “Emperor’s New Clothes” moment only 
ended when he died, and the whole crumbling system was finally 
exposed. 

When the Spell Finally Breaks: The French Revolution 
The most dramatic historical parallel happened right before the French 
Revolution. Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette lived in an absolute bubble 
of “yes-men.” Their courtiers told them the people loved them and that 
the country’s massive debt was no big deal. When reality finally crashed 
through the doors in 1789, the royal family was so insulated by flattery 
that they had no idea how to handle it. 

When the people finally revolted, it was exactly like the child in 
Andersen’s story shouting, “But he has nothing on!” The decades of lies 
collapsed practically overnight, and the guillotine became the ultimate, 
bloody reality check for a system built on deception. 

Why the Story Still Stings 
Andersen didn’t invent the plot—he adapted it from a 14th-century 
Spanish tale—but he gave it the bite that makes it a classic. It’s a story 
that doesn’t need magic or monsters because the “monster” is just 
human nature. The “nakedness” of the leader is obvious to everyone, but 
the fear of looking stupid or losing one’s job keeps everyone quiet. 

The child in the story represents the one thing a court cannot handle: an 
honest, outside perspective that hasn’t been trained to lie yet. 

The Bottom Line
Today, we use this story as a metaphor for “groupthink” or whenever 
a leader is surrounded by “yes-men,” but the historical truth is much 
darker. In the real courts of Versailles or Madrid, speaking up didn’t just 
make you “unworthy”—it got you exiled, imprisoned, or killed. 

The “Emperor’s New Clothes” is a reminder that power often demands 
applause instead of honesty. The King isn’t naked because of a magic 
trick; he’s naked because every person around him chose their own 
comfort over the truth. It’s a survivor’s guide to spotting the lies we tell 
ourselves to stay close to power—and a reminder that sometimes, it 
takes a small, clear voice to break the spell.
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THE EMPEROR’S NEW CLOTHES
Hans Andersen’s Fairy Tales (Public Domain) 

MANY years ago, there was an Emperor, who was so 
excessively fond of new clothes that he spent all his money 
in dress. He did not trouble himself in the least about his 

soldiers; nor did he care to go either to the theatre or the chase, except 
for the opportunities then afforded him for displaying his new clothes. 
He had a different suit for each hour of the day; and as of any other king 
or emperor one is accustomed to say, ‘He is sitting in council,’ it was 
always said of him, ‘The Emperor is sitting in his wardrobe.’

Time passed away merrily in the large town which was his capital; 
strangers arrived every day at the court. One day, two rogues, calling 
themselves weavers, made their appearance. They gave out that they 
knew how to weave stuffs of the most beautiful colours and elaborate 
patterns, the clothes manufactured from which should have the 
wonderful property of remaining invisible to every one who was unfit 
for the office he held, or who was extraordinarily simple in character.

‘These must indeed be splendid clothes!’ thought the Emperor. ‘Had 
I such a suit, I might, at once, find out what men in my realms are unfit 
for their office, and also be able to distinguish the wise from the foolish! 
This stuff must be woven for me immediately.’ And he caused large 
sums of money to be given to both the weavers, in order that they might 
begin their work directly.

So the two pretended weavers set up two looms, and affected to work 
very busily, though in reality they did nothing at all. They asked for the 
most delicate silk and the purest gold thread, put both into their own 
knapsacks, and then continued their pretended work at the empty looms 
until late at night.

‘I should like to know how the weavers are getting on with my cloth,’ 
said the Emperor to himself, after some little time had elapsed; he was, 
however, rather embarrassed, when he remembered that a simpleton, or 
one unfit for his office, would be unable to see the manufacture. ‘To be 
sure,’ he thought, ‘he had nothing to risk in his own person; but yet, he 
would prefer sending somebody else, to bring him intelligence about the 
weavers, and their work, before he troubled himself in the affair.’ All the 
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people throughout the city had heard of the wonderful property the cloth 
was to possess; and all were anxious to learn how wise, or how ignorant, 
their neighbours might prove to be.

‘I will send my faithful old minister to the weavers,’ said the Emperor 
at last, after some deliberation, ‘he will be best able to see how the cloth 
looks; for he is a man of sense, and no one can be more suitable for his 
office than he is.’

So the faithful old minister went into the hall, where the knaves were 
working with all their might at their empty looms. ‘What can be the 
meaning of this?’ thought the old man, opening his eyes very wide. ‘I 
cannot discover the least bit of thread on the looms!’ However, he did 
not express his thoughts aloud.

The impostors requested him very courteously to be so good as to 
come nearer their looms; and then asked him whether the design pleased 
him, and whether the colours were not very beautiful, at the same time 
pointing to the empty frames. The poor old minister looked and looked, 
he could not discover anything on the looms, for a very good reason, viz. 
there was nothing there. ‘What!’ thought he again, ‘is it possible that I 
am a simpleton? I have never thought so myself; and no one must know 
it now if I am so. Can it be that I am unfit for my office? No, that must 
not be said either. I will never confess that I could not see the stuff.’

‘Well, Sir Minister,’ said one of the knaves, still pretending to work, 
‘you do not say whether the stuff pleases you.’

‘Oh, it is excellent!’ replied the old minister, looking at the loom 
through his spectacles. ‘This pattern, and the colours—yes, I will tell the 
Emperor without delay how very beautiful I think them.’

‘OH, IT IS EXCELLENT!’ REPLIED THE MINISTER

‘We shall be much obliged to you,’ said the impostors, and then they 
named the different colours and described the pattern of the pretended 
stuff. The old minister listened attentively to their words, in order that he 
might repeat them to the Emperor; and then the knaves asked for more 
silk and gold, saying that it was necessary to complete what they had 

begun. However, they put all that was given them into their knapsacks, 
and continued to work with as much apparent diligence as before at their 
empty looms.

The Emperor now sent another officer of his court to see how the 
men were getting on, and to ascertain whether the cloth would soon be 
ready. It was just the same with this gentleman as with the minister; 
he surveyed the looms on all sides, but could see nothing at all but the 
empty frames.

‘Does not the stuff appear as beautiful to you as it did to my lord the 
minister?’ asked the impostors of the Emperor’s second ambassador; at 
the same time making the same gestures as before, and talking of the 
design and colours which were not there.

‘I certainly am not stupid!’ thought the messenger. ‘It must be that I 
am not fit for my good, profitable office! That is very odd; however, no 
one shall know anything about it.’ And accordingly he praised the stuff 
he could not see, and declared that he was delighted with both colours 
and patterns. ‘Indeed, please your Imperial Majesty,’ said he to his 
sovereign, when he returned, ‘the cloth which the weavers are preparing 
is extraordinarily magnificent.’

The whole city was talking of the splendid cloth which the Emperor 
had ordered to be woven at his own expense.

And now the Emperor himself wished to see the costly manufacture 
whilst it was still on the loom. Accompanied by a select number of 
officers of the court, among whom were the two honest men who had 
already admired the cloth, he went to the crafty impostors, who, as 
soon as they were aware of the Emperor’s approach, went on working 
more diligently than ever, although they still did not pass a single thread 
through the looms.

‘Is not the work absolutely magnificent?’ said the two officers of the 
Crown, already mentioned. ‘If your Majesty will only be pleased to look 
at it! what a splendid design! what glorious colours!’ and, at the same 
time, they pointed to the empty frames; for they imagined that every one 
else could see this exquisite piece of workmanship.
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‘How is this?’ said the Emperor to himself, ‘I can see nothing! this 
is indeed a terrible affair! Am I a simpleton, or, am I unfit to be an 
Emperor? that would be the worst thing that could happen. Oh! the 
cloth is charming,’ said he aloud. ‘It has my complete approbation.’ 
And he smiled most graciously, and looked closely at the empty looms; 
for on no account would he say that he could not see what two of the 
officers of his court had praised so much. All his retinue now strained 
their eyes, hoping to discover something on the looms, but they could 
see no more than the others; nevertheless, they all exclaimed, ‘Oh, how 
beautiful!’ and advised his Majesty to have some new clothes made from 
this splendid material, for the approaching procession. ‘Magnificent! 
charming! excellent!’ resounded on all sides; and every one was 
uncommonly gay. The Emperor shared in the general satisfaction; and 
presented the impostors with the riband of an order of knighthood, to be 
worn in their button-holes, and the title of ‘Gentlemen Weavers.’

The rogues sat up the whole of the night before the day on which the 
procession was to take place, and had sixteen lights burning, so that 
every one might see how anxious they were to finish the Emperor’s new 
suit. They pretended to roll the cloth off the looms; cut the air with their 
scissors; and sewed with needles without any thread in them. ‘See!’ cried 
they at last, ‘the Emperor’s new clothes are ready!’

AS IF IN THE ACT OF HOLDING SOMETHING UP

And now the Emperor, with all the grandees of his court, came to the 
weavers; and the rogues raised their arms, as if in the act of holding 
something up, saying, ‘Here are your Majesty’s trousers! here is the 
scarf! here is the mantle! The whole suit is as light as a cobweb; one 
might fancy one has nothing at all on, when dressed in it; that, however, 
is the great virtue of this delicate cloth.’

‘Yes, indeed!’ said all the courtiers, although not one of them could see 
anything of this exquisite manufacture.

‘If your Imperial Majesty will be graciously pleased to take off your 
clothes, we will fit on the new suit in front of the looking-glass.’

The Emperor was accordingly undressed, and the rogues pretended to 

array him in his new suit; the Emperor turning round, from side to side, 
before the looking-glass.

SO NOW THE EMPEROR WALKED UNDER HIS HIGH CANOPY

‘How splendid his Majesty looks in his new clothes! and how well 
they fit!’ every one cried out. ‘What a design! what colours! these are 
indeed royal robes!’

‘The canopy which is to be borne over your Majesty in the procession 
is waiting,’ announced the chief master of the ceremonies.

‘I am quite ready,’ answered the Emperor. ‘Do my new clothes fit 
well?’ asked he, turning himself round again before{235} the looking-
glass, in order that he might appear to be examining his handsome suit.

The lords of the bed-chamber, who were to carry his Majesty’s train, 
felt about on the ground, as if they were lifting up the ends of the mantle, 
and pretending to be carrying something; for they would by no means 
betray anything like simplicity or unfitness for their office.

So now the Emperor walked under his high canopy in the midst of the 
procession, through the streets of his capital; and all the people standing 
by, and those at the windows, cried out, ‘Oh! how beautiful are our 
Emperor’s new clothes! what a magnificent train there is to the mantle! 
and how gracefully the scarf hangs!’ in short, no one would allow that 
he could not see these much-admired clothes; because, in doing so, he 
would have declared himself either a simpleton or unfit for his office. 
Certainly, none of the Emperor’s various suits had ever made so great an 
impression as these invisible ones.

‘But the Emperor has nothing at all on!’ said a little child. ‘Listen to 
the voice of innocence!’ exclaimed his father; and what the child had 
said was whispered from one to another.

‘But he has nothing at all on!’ at last cried out all the people. The 
Emperor was vexed, for he knew that the people were right; but he 
thought the procession must go on now! And the lords of the bed-
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chamber took greater pains than ever to appear holding up a train, 
although, in reality, there was no train to hold.
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Brothers in a Time of Chaos 
How the Grimms Collected Tales Amid War and Revolution 

It’s 1806, and Kassel—a quiet German town—is suddenly full of 
French soldiers. Boots on cobblestones, cannons in the distance, 
flags that aren’t your own. Napoleon’s army has rolled in, and 

everything feels off. New rulers, new laws, new taxes. Even the 
language and culture are starting to shift. 

Inside a small, dimly lit room, two brothers—Jacob and Wilhelm 
Grimm—are sitting at a desk piled with books and notes. They’re not 
soldiers. They’re not politicians. But they know something important 
is slipping away. So while all this chaos is happening outside, they’re 
doing something quieter: listening to stories. 

Friends, neighbors, women from nearby households—they come in 
and share tales they’ve heard since childhood. Stories passed down for 
generations. The Grimms start writing them down, carefully, almost 
obsessively. Not because they’re trying to entertain kids—but because 
they’re trying to save something before it disappears. 

That’s how the fairy tales we know today actually started. Not around 
cozy fireplaces, but in the middle of war, occupation, and a growing fear 
that German culture might get swallowed up entirely. 

Not Wandering Storytellers—Actual Scholars 
The Brothers Grimm weren’t wandering around villages collecting 
random folklore like people sometimes imagine. They were educated, 
serious academics—librarians, legal scholars—living through one of the 
most unstable periods in European history. 

Their famous book, Children’s and Household Tales, came out in 
1812—right when Napoleon’s army was collapsing in Russia. That 
timing wasn’t random. They saw their work as part of something bigger: 
protecting German identity, even though Germany wasn’t really a 
unified country yet. 

Living Under French Rule 
After Napoleon dissolved the Holy Roman Empire, Kassel became part 
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of a new French-controlled kingdom run by his brother. The Grimms 
were basically living under foreign occupation. 

Jacob worked in government roles under this system, and Wilhelm 
struggled with health issues while working as a librarian. But both of 
them felt the same thing: that German language, culture, and traditions 
were being pushed aside. So instead of fighting with weapons, they 
fought with stories. 

Where the Stories Actually Came From 
Here’s something a lot of people don’t realize: most of their stories 
didn’t come directly from peasants in remote villages. They mostly 
came from middle-class women in Kassel who had learned them from 
servants, nannies, or family members. 

One of their biggest sources was a woman named Dortchen Wild (who 
later married Wilhelm). She gave them early versions of Hansel and 
Gretel, Snow White, and Rumpelstiltskin. Others, like the Hassenpflug 
sisters, contributed stories rooted in French traditions as well. 
So even though the Grimms were trying to preserve “German” culture, 
the stories were already a mix of influences. 

The First Version Was Way Darker 
When they first published the book in 1812, it wasn’t meant for kids. 
It was for scholars. And it was… intense. We’re talking violence, 
creepy undertones, and moral ambiguity everywhere. Kids are getting 
abandoned. Cannibalism. Harsh punishments. It reflected the real world 
people were living in—war, poverty, broken families. 

Later editions toned things down a bit. Wilhelm especially softened the 
language and added clearer moral lessons so families could read them to 
children. But the core darkness never really went away. 

Stories as a Form of Resistance 
For the Grimms, collecting these stories wasn’t just about folklore—it 
was political. They believed that a nation wasn’t defined by borders or 
rulers, but by shared language and culture. 

So by preserving these stories, they helped build a sense of “German 
identity” at a time when Germany didn’t officially exist as a single 

country. They even got into trouble later for standing up to authority. 
In 1837, they were part of a group of professors who protested a king’s 
decision to cancel a constitution—and they were fired and exiled for it. 

Why the Stories Feel the Way They Do 
A lot of Grimm stories have the same vibe: underdogs outsmarting 
powerful figures, families struggling to survive, and harsh consequences 
for bad behavior. 

That’s not random. It reflects the time they lived in. People were dealing 
with war, economic pressure, and uncertainty. The stories didn’t invent 
those fears—they mirrored them. 

The Legacy 
What started as a quiet project in a war-torn town turned into one of 
the most influential books in history. The Grimms’ collection has been 
translated into over 100 languages and shaped stories all over the world. 

But underneath the magic and fairy dust, these stories carry something 
real. They’re snapshots of a time when everything felt unstable, and 
people clung to stories as a way to hold onto who they were. 

At the end of the day, the Brothers Grimm didn’t just collect fairy 
tales—they preserved a cultural identity at a moment when it could’ve 
easily been lost. And that’s why their stories still hit the way they do 
today.
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Severed Toes and Bloody Slippers 
The Violent Stepsisters of Cinderella’s Grim Reality 

It’s 1720, and a royal procession is winding through a wealthy 
German town. Imagine the sound of horses on cobblestones and the 
sight of servants in fancy uniforms carrying a small golden slipper 

on a velvet cushion, like it’s a religious relic. They have strict orders: 
every single girl in the land has to try it on. It has to be a perfect fit—no 
exceptions. 

At one huge manor house, two sisters are waiting. Their mother is 
standing over them, and you can see the ambition in her eyes. When the 
first sister’s foot is clearly way too big, the mother doesn’t give up. She 
hands her daughter a knife and whispers, “Cut off your toe. Once you’re 
queen, you won’t need to walk anywhere anyway.” 

Blood starts soaking into the shoe. The girl bites her tongue to keep from 
screaming and shoves her foot in. The prince’s men, oblivious to the 
gore, move on to the next house. 

This isn’t a fantasy. This is the brutal, cold-blooded logic of the 18th-
century marriage market. Back then, a single shoe could literally decide 
your entire future, and stepfamily rivalries were so intense they could—
and did—turn bloody. 

The Original Grimm Horror
When the Brothers Grimm published their version of Cinderella 
(Aschenputtel) in 1812, it wasn’t the sparkly Disney version we know. 
In the original German folk tale, the stepsisters don’t just gossip—they 
literally mutilate themselves. One cuts off her big toe; the other slices off 
part of her heel. 

They’re only caught because white doves sitting in a tree start chirping 
about the blood filling the shoes. And just to drive the point home, 
at the end of the story, those same birds peck out the sisters’ eyes at 
Cinderella’s wedding. 

While this sounds like a horror movie, it was actually a folk 
exaggeration of a very real social pressure: the life-or-death importance 
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of a “perfect” marriage and beauty standards that expected women to 
literally reshape their bodies to fit what men wanted. 

The Obsession with “Dainty” Feet 
Small, delicate feet were the ultimate status symbol back then. If you 
had small feet, it meant you didn’t have to work in the fields or do 
manual labor—you were “refined.” 

While Europe didn’t go as far as China did with foot-binding, the 
pressure to have tiny feet was still intense. 17th and 18th-century shoes 
were often incredibly narrow and painful. There are even medical 
records from the time of noblewomen undergoing “foot reductions”—
basically using tight bandages or minor surgeries—just to make 
themselves more marriageable. The slipper in the story isn’t just a shoe; 
it’s a metaphor for the physical price women had to pay to get ahead. 

Inheritance Wars: Stepmothers vs. Stepdaughters 
The “Evil Stepmother” trope wasn’t just a cartoon character, either. In 
the 1700s, remarriage was incredibly common because so many women 
died in childbirth. This created households full of “yours, mine, and 
ours” kids, all fighting over the same inheritance. 

Legal archives from the time are packed with lawsuits where 
stepmothers were accused of hiding money from their stepchildren or 
forcing stepdaughters into convents or bad marriages just to save the 
family fortune for their own biological kids. A stepdaughter who didn’t 
marry was basically a permanent, unpaid servant—which is exactly why 
Aschenputtel is stuck sweeping the fireplace while her sisters are getting 
ready for balls. 

The Prince’s “Wife Audit”
That royal search for a bride? That was a real thing, too. When a prince 
needed a wife, he didn’t just swipe right. He sent emissaries with 
portraits and measurements. Potential brides were paraded, measured, 
and inspected. Reports were sent back on everything: complexion, teeth, 
figure, and, yes, foot size. 

In one 18th-century case in a German court, the prince’s agents actually 
rejected women because their feet wouldn’t fit into the ceremonial 
slippers that had already been made for the wedding. The prince wasn’t 

looking for a “soulmate”; he was seeking a physical ideal suited to a 
specific role. 

From Folk Horror to Disney Magic 
Over time, the story got a massive makeover. When Charles Perrault 
wrote the French version (Cendrillon) in 1697, he took out the blood and 
added the fairy godmother and the pumpkin coach. By the time Disney 
acquired it in 1950, the violence was completely gone, replaced by 
singing mice and comic relief. 

But the dark, historical core is still there if you look for it. It’s a story 
about a world where women were measured by the size of their feet and 
the strength of their family’s ambition. 

The real truth behind Cinderella isn’t that a fairy godmother will save 
you—it’s that, for centuries, women were willing to literally cut off 
pieces of themselves just to fit into the narrow roles society gave them. 
The bloody slipper wasn’t just a shoe; it was a test that proved how 
much pain someone was willing to endure for a shot at a better life. 
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ASHPUTTEL - AKA Cinderella
Grimms Fairy Tales (public domain) 

The wife of a rich man fell sick; and when she felt that her end 
drew nigh, she called her only daughter to her bed-side, and 
said, ‘Always be a good girl, and I will look down from heaven 

and watch over you.’ Soon afterwards she shut her eyes and died, and 
was buried in the garden; and the little girl went every day to her grave 
and wept, and was always good and kind to all about her. And the snow 
fell and spread a beautiful white covering over the grave; but by the time 
the spring came, and the sun had melted it away again, her father had 
married another wife. This new wife had two daughters of her own, that 
she brought home with her; they were fair in face but foul at heart, and 
it was now a sorry time for the poor little girl. ‘What does the good-
for-nothing want in the parlour?’ said they; ‘they who would eat bread 
should first earn it; away with the kitchen-maid!’ Then they took away 
her fine clothes, and gave her an old grey frock to put on, and laughed at 
her, and turned her into the kitchen.

There she was forced to do hard work; to rise early before daylight, to 
bring the water, to make the fire, to cook and to wash. Besides that, the 
sisters plagued her in all sorts of ways, and laughed at her. In the evening 
when she was tired, she had no bed to lie down on, but was made to lie 
by the hearth among the ashes; and as this, of course, made her always 
dusty and dirty, they called her Ashputtel.

It happened once that the father was going to the fair, and asked his 
wife’s daughters what he should bring them. ‘Fine clothes,’ said the 
first; ‘Pearls and diamonds,’ cried the second. ‘Now, child,’ said he to 
his own daughter, ‘what will you have?’ ‘The first twig, dear father, that 
brushes against your hat when you turn your face to come homewards,’ 
said she. Then he bought for the first two the fine clothes and pearls and 
diamonds they had asked for: and on his way home, as he rode through 
a green copse, a hazel twig brushed against him, and almost pushed off 
his hat: so he broke it off and brought it away; and when he got home he 
gave it to his daughter. Then she took it, and went to her mother’s grave 
and planted it there; and cried so much that it was watered with her tears; 
and there it grew and became a fine tree. Three times every day she went 
to it and cried; and soon a little bird came and built its nest upon the tree, 
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and talked with her, and watched over her, and brought her whatever she 
wished for.

Now it happened that the king of that land held a feast, which was to 
last three days; and out of those who came to it his son was to choose a 
bride for himself. Ashputtel’s two sisters were asked to come; so they 
called her up, and said, ‘Now, comb our hair, brush our shoes, and tie 
our sashes for us, for we are going to dance at the king’s feast.’ Then she 
did as she was told; but when all was done she could not help crying, for 
she thought to herself, she should so have liked to have gone with them 
to the ball; and at last she begged her mother very hard to let her go. 
‘You, Ashputtel!’ said she; ‘you who have nothing to wear, no clothes at 
all, and who cannot even dance—you want to go to the ball? And when 
she kept on begging, she said at last, to get rid of her, ‘I will throw this 
dishful of peas into the ash-heap, and if in two hours’ time you have 
picked them all out, you shall go to the feast too.’

Then she threw the peas down among the ashes, but the little maiden 
ran out at the back door into the garden, and cried out:

 ‘Hither, hither, through the sky,
  Turtle-doves and linnets, fly!
  Blackbird, thrush, and chaffinch gay,
  Hither, hither, haste away!
  One and all come help me, quick!
  Haste ye, haste ye!—pick, pick, pick!’

Then first came two white doves, flying in at the kitchen window; 
next came two turtle-doves; and after them came all the little birds under 
heaven, chirping and fluttering in: and they flew down into the ashes. 
And the little doves stooped their heads down and set to work, pick, 
pick, pick; and then the others began to pick, pick, pick: and among 
them all they soon picked out all the good grain, and put it into a dish 
but left the ashes. Long before the end of the hour the work was quite 
done, and all flew out again at the windows.

Then Ashputtel brought the dish to her mother, overjoyed at the 
thought that now she should go to the ball. But the mother said, ‘No, 
no! you slut, you have no clothes, and cannot dance; you shall not go.’ 
And when Ashputtel begged very hard to go, she said, ‘If you can in one 

hour’s time pick two of those dishes of peas out of the ashes, you shall 
go too.’ And thus she thought she should at least get rid of her. So she 
shook two dishes of peas into the ashes.

But the little maiden went out into the garden at the back of the house, 
and cried out as before:

 ‘Hither, hither, through the sky,
  Turtle-doves and linnets, fly!
  Blackbird, thrush, and chaffinch gay,
  Hither, hither, haste away!
  One and all come help me, quick!
  Haste ye, haste ye!—pick, pick, pick!’

Then first came two white doves in at the kitchen window; next came 
two turtle-doves; and after them came all the little birds under heaven, 
chirping and hopping about. And they flew down into the ashes; and the 
little doves put their heads down and set to work, pick, pick, pick; and 
then the others began pick, pick, pick; and they put all the good grain 
into the dishes, and left all the ashes. Before half an hour’s time all was 
done, and out they flew again. And then Ashputtel took the dishes to her 
mother, rejoicing to think that she should now go to the ball. But her 
mother said, ‘It is all of no use, you cannot go; you have no clothes, and 
cannot dance, and you would only put us to shame’: and off she went 
with her two daughters to the ball.

Now when all were gone, and nobody left at home, Ashputtel went 
sorrowfully and sat down under the hazel-tree, and cried out:

 ‘Shake, shake, hazel-tree,
  Gold and silver over me!’

Then her friend the bird flew out of the tree, and brought a gold and 
silver dress for her, and slippers of spangled silk; and she put them 
on, and followed her sisters to the feast. But they did not know her, 
and thought it must be some strange princess, she looked so fine and 
beautiful in her rich clothes; and they never once thought of Ashputtel, 
taking it for granted that she was safe at home in the dirt.
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The king’s son soon came up to her, and took her by the hand and 
danced with her, and no one else: and he never left her hand; but when 
anyone else came to ask her to dance, he said, ‘This lady is dancing with 
me.’

Thus they danced till a late hour of the night; and then she wanted to 
go home: and the king’s son said, ‘I shall go and take care of you to your 
home’; for he wanted to see where the beautiful maiden lived. But she 
slipped away from him, unawares, and ran off towards home; and as 
the prince followed her, she jumped up into the pigeon-house and shut 
the door. Then he waited till her father came home, and told him that 
the unknown maiden, who had been at the feast, had hid herself in the 
pigeon-house. But when they had broken open the door they found no 
one within; and as they came back into the house, Ashputtel was lying, 
as she always did, in her dirty frock by the ashes, and her dim little lamp 
was burning in the chimney. For she had run as quickly as she could 
through the pigeon-house and on to the hazel-tree, and had there taken 
off her beautiful clothes, and put them beneath the tree, that the bird 
might carry them away, and had lain down again amid the ashes in her 
little grey frock.

The next day when the feast was again held, and her father, mother, 
and sisters were gone, Ashputtel went to the hazel-tree, and said:

 ‘Shake, shake, hazel-tree,
  Gold and silver over me!’

And the bird came and brought a still finer dress than the one she 
had worn the day before. And when she came in it to the ball, everyone 
wondered at her beauty: but the king’s son, who was waiting for her, 
took her by the hand, and danced with her; and when anyone asked her 
to dance, he said as before, ‘This lady is dancing with me.’

When night came she wanted to go home; and the king’s son followed 
here as before, that he might see into what house she went: but she 
sprang away from him all at once into the garden behind her father’s 
house. In this garden stood a fine large pear-tree full of ripe fruit; and 
Ashputtel, not knowing where to hide herself, jumped up into it without 
being seen. Then the king’s son lost sight of her, and could not find out 
where she was gone, but waited till her father came home, and said to 

him, ‘The unknown lady who danced with me has slipped away, and 
I think she must have sprung into the pear-tree.’ The father thought to 
himself, ‘Can it be Ashputtel?’ So he had an axe brought; and they cut 
down the tree, but found no one upon it. And when they came back into 
the kitchen, there lay Ashputtel among the ashes; for she had slipped 
down on the other side of the tree, and carried her beautiful clothes back 
to the bird at the hazel-tree, and then put on her little grey frock.

The third day, when her father and mother and sisters were gone, she 
went again into the garden, and said:

 ‘Shake, shake, hazel-tree,
  Gold and silver over me!’

Then her kind friend the bird brought a dress still finer than the former 
one, and slippers which were all of gold: so that when she came to the 
feast no one knew what to say, for wonder at her beauty: and the king’s 
son danced with nobody but her; and when anyone else asked her to 
dance, he said, ‘This lady is my partner, sir.’

When night came she wanted to go home; and the king’s son would 
go with her, and said to himself, ‘I will not lose her this time’; but, 
however, she again slipped away from him, though in such a hurry that 
she dropped her left golden slipper upon the stairs.

The prince took the shoe, and went the next day to the king his father, 
and said, ‘I will take for my wife the lady that this golden slipper fits.’ 
Then both the sisters were overjoyed to hear it; for they had beautiful 
feet, and had no doubt that they could wear the golden slipper. The 
eldest went first into the room where the slipper was, and wanted to try 
it on, and the mother stood by. But her great toe could not go into it, and 
the shoe was altogether much too small for her. Then the mother gave 
her a knife, and said, ‘Never mind, cut it off; when you are queen you 
will not care about toes; you will not want to walk.’ So the silly girl cut 
off her great toe, and thus squeezed on the shoe, and went to the king’s 
son. Then he took her for his bride, and set her beside him on his horse, 
and rode away with her homewards.

But on their way home they had to pass by the hazel-tree that 
Ashputtel had planted; and on the branch sat a little dove singing:
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 ‘Back again! back again! look to the shoe!
  The shoe is too small, and not made for you!
  Prince! prince! look again for thy bride,
  For she’s not the true one that sits by thy side.’

Then the prince got down and looked at her foot; and he saw, by the 
blood that streamed from it, what a trick she had played him. So he 
turned his horse round, and brought the false bride back to her home, 
and said, ‘This is not the right bride; let the other sister try and put on the 
slipper.’ Then she went into the room and got her foot into the shoe, all 
but the heel, which was too large. But her mother squeezed it in till the 
blood came, and took her to the king’s son: and he set her as his bride by 
his side on his horse, and rode away with her.

But when they came to the hazel-tree the little dove sat there still, and 
sang:

 ‘Back again! back again! look to the shoe!
  The shoe is too small, and not made for you!
  Prince! prince! look again for thy bride,
  For she’s not the true one that sits by thy side.’

Then he looked down, and saw that the blood streamed so much from 
the shoe, that her white stockings were quite red. So he turned his horse 
and brought her also back again. ‘This is not the true bride,’ said he to 
the father; ‘have you no other daughters?’ ‘No,’ said he; ‘there is only 
a little dirty Ashputtel here, the child of my first wife; I am sure she 
cannot be the bride.’ The prince told him to send her. But the mother 
said, ‘No, no, she is much too dirty; she will not dare to show herself.’ 
However, the prince would have her come; and she first washed her face 
and hands, and then went in and curtsied to him, and he reached her the 
golden slipper. Then she took her clumsy shoe off her left foot, and put 
on the golden slipper; and it fitted her as if it had been made for her. And 
when he drew near and looked at her face he knew her, and said, ‘This is 
the right bride.’ But the mother and both the sisters were frightened, and 
turned pale with anger as he took Ashputtel on his horse, and rode away 
with her. And when they came to the hazel-tree, the white dove sang:

 ‘Home! home! look at the shoe!
  Princess! the shoe was made for you!
  Prince! prince! take home thy bride,
  For she is the true one that sits by thy side!’

And when the dove had done its song, it came flying, and perched 
upon her right shoulder, and so went home with her.
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Highwaymen and Robber Bridegrooms – The Bandits 
Who Haunted German Forests 

It’s 1801, and a carriage is bouncing along a muddy, narrow 
track deep in the German woods. It’s pouring rain, and inside, a 
merchant is white-knuckling a box full of gold coins while his 

wife stares nervously into the dark pines. Suddenly, masked men burst 
out of the trees. Pistols are drawn. A voice yells, “Stand and deliver!” 

The leader, a young guy with a sharp look in his eye, hops onto the side 
of the carriage and smiles like a wolf as he cleans out the passengers. 
This isn’t a scene from a movie; it’s a typical Tuesday for Johannes 
Bückler, better known as “Schinderhannes”—the most famous outlaw 
in western Germany. Back then, if you were traveling through the 
forest, you weren’t worried about witches or wolves; you were worried 
about guys like him. 

That fear is exactly where the Brothers Grimm got the story for The 
Robber Bridegroom. In their version, a beautiful girl gets engaged to 
a stranger who turns out to be the leader of a gang of cannibals who 
lure women to their forest hideout to murder and eat them. While the 
cannibalism was a bit of “folk flair” added for shock value, the core of 
the story—organized gangs using charm and marriage to lure victims to 
their deaths—was 100% based on real-life terror. 

The Golden Age of the Highwayman 
The late 1700s and early 1800s were basically the “Golden Age” 
of bandits in Germany. The country was a mess—torn apart by the 
Napoleonic Wars, full of deserting soldiers, and split into tiny territories 
with weak laws. Regions like the Hunsrück and the Spessart forest 
became “no-go zones” where gangs of dozens of men lived and 
operated. 

These weren’t just random thugs; they were highly organized. They had 
scouts, people to sell their stolen goods, and safe houses. They’d pose 
as travelers, merchants, or even noblemen to get close to their targets. 
The most famous was Schinderhannes (which basically means “Hans 
the Skinner,” a call-back to his family’s job in the executioner/skinner 
trade). 
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Schinderhannes: The “Rhineland Flayer” 
Johannes Bückler started his criminal career as a teenager, stealing 
animal skins. By his early 20s, he was running a massive gang that 
committed hundreds of crimes—armed robberies, kidnappings, and 
murders. 

Schinderhannes was a bit of a celebrity. He once robbed a coach in broad 
daylight while wearing a stolen French officer’s uniform, and he used to 
send mocking letters to the police. People saw him as a “Robin Hood” 
figure because he targeted the wealthy and the French occupiers, but 
in reality, he was a brutal predator. In 1803, the law finally caught up 
with him. He and 19 of his crew were guillotined in front of a crowd of 
30,000 people. 

The Real “Robber Bridegroom” Tactic 
The creepiest part of the Grimm story is the “bridegroom” angle—the 
idea that a robber would use romance to lure a victim. This wasn’t just a 
plot device. Bandit gangs were known to scout out wealthy families and 
have their most charming member pose as a respectable suitor under a 
fake ID. 

Once they gained the family’s trust, they could either rob the house 
from the inside or kidnap the daughter for ransom on the way to the 
“wedding.” In a time of arranged marriages and long-distance travel 
through isolated woods, this was a very real, very terrifying danger. The 
Robber Bridegroom tale was a blunt warning to young women: the guy 
who looks like a prince might actually be carrying a knife and waiting 
for the right moment to use it. 

Why Banditry Blew Up 
The rise of these gangs wasn’t an accident. War had created a lot 
of desperate, unemployed men who knew how to use guns. French 
occupation meant high taxes and forced military service, driving many 
men into the forests to survive. While the public sometimes romanticized 
them in songs and plays, the reality for the victims was horrific—
burned-out farms, murdered families, and constant fear. 

From Real Life to Fairy Tale 
When the Grimms wrote down The Robber Bridegroom in 1812, the 

memory of these gangs was still fresh. The story is a moral warning 
disguised as a thriller. The heroine saves herself through her own 
cleverness and bravery, and the robbers get a public execution at the end, 
just like Schinderhannes did. 

Over the years, the story has been softened or turned into more of a 
“romantic outlaw” tale, but the original power comes from a very dark 
truth: the German forests really were haunted by men who could play 
the part of a charming suitor one minute and a deadly predator the next. 

In the end, The Robber Bridegroom reminds us that the most dangerous 
monsters aren’t imaginary spirits. They’re the people waiting for you 
on a lonely road when you’ve got something they want. It’s a story born 
from a time when the wilderness was just out the back door—and the 
darkness in human hearts was even closer. 
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THE ROBBER BRIDEGROOM
Grimm’s Fairy Tales (public domain)

There was once a miller who had one beautiful daughter, and as she 
was grown up, he was anxious that she should be well married and 
provided for. He said to himself, ‘I will give her to the first suitable man 
who comes and asks for her hand.’ Not long after a suitor appeared, and 
as he appeared to be very rich and the miller could see nothing in him 
with which to find fault, he betrothed his daughter to him. But the girl 
did not care for the man as a girl ought to care for her betrothed husband. 
She did not feel that she could trust him, and she could not look at him 
nor think of him without an inward shudder. One day he said to her, 
‘You have not yet paid me a visit, although we have been betrothed 
for some time.’ ‘I do not know where your house is,’ she answered. 
‘My house is out there in the dark forest,’ he said. She tried to excuse 
herself by saying that she would not be able to find the way thither. Her 
betrothed only replied, ‘You must come and see me next Sunday; I have 
already invited guests for that day, and that you may not mistake the 
way, I will strew ashes along the path.’

When Sunday came, and it was time for the girl to start, a feeling of 
dread came over her which she could not explain, and that she might be 
able to find her path again, she filled her pockets with peas and lentils 
to sprinkle on the ground as she went along. On reaching the entrance to 
the forest she found the path strewed with ashes, and these she followed, 
throwing down some peas on either side of her at every step she took. 
She walked the whole day until she came to the deepest, darkest 
part of the forest. There she saw a lonely house, looking so grim and 
mysterious, that it did not please her at all. She stepped inside, but not a 
soul was to be seen, and a great silence reigned throughout. Suddenly a 
voice cried:

 ‘Turn back, turn back, young maiden fair,
  Linger not in this murderers’ lair.’
The girl looked up and saw that the voice came from a bird hanging in 

a cage on the wall. Again it cried:

 ‘Turn back, turn back, young maiden fair,
  Linger not in this murderers’ lair.’
The girl passed on, going from room to room of the house, but they 
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were all empty, and still she saw no one. At last she came to the cellar, 
and there sat a very, very old woman, who could not keep her head from 
shaking. ‘Can you tell me,’ asked the girl, ‘if my betrothed husband lives 
here?’

‘Ah, you poor child,’ answered the old woman, ‘what a place for you 
to come to! This is a murderers’ den. You think yourself a promised 
bride, and that your marriage will soon take place, but it is with death 
that you will keep your marriage feast. Look, do you see that large 
cauldron of water which I am obliged to keep on the fire! As soon as 
they have you in their power they will kill you without mercy, and cook 
and eat you, for they are eaters of men. If I did not take pity on you and 
save you, you would be lost.’

Thereupon the old woman led her behind a large cask, which quite 
hid her from view. ‘Keep as still as a mouse,’ she said; ‘do not move or 
speak, or it will be all over with you. Tonight, when the robbers are all 
asleep, we will flee together. I have long been waiting for an opportunity 
to escape.’

The words were hardly out of her mouth when the godless crew 
returned, dragging another young girl along with them. They were all 
drunk, and paid no heed to her cries and lamentations. They gave her 
wine to drink, three glasses full, one of white wine, one of red, and one 
of yellow, and with that her heart gave way and she died. Then they tore 
off her dainty clothing, laid her on a table, and cut her beautiful body 
into pieces, and sprinkled salt upon it.

The poor betrothed girl crouched trembling and shuddering behind 
the cask, for she saw what a terrible fate had been intended for her by 
the robbers. One of them now noticed a gold ring still remaining on the 
little finger of the murdered girl, and as he could not draw it off easily, 
he took a hatchet and cut off the finger; but the finger sprang into the 
air, and fell behind the cask into the lap of the girl who was hiding there. 
The robber took a light and began looking for it, but he could not find it. 
‘Have you looked behind the large cask?’ said one of the others. But the 
old woman called out, ‘Come and eat your suppers, and let the thing be 
till tomorrow; the finger won’t run away.’

‘The old woman is right,’ said the robbers, and they ceased looking for 
the finger and sat down.

The old woman then mixed a sleeping draught with their wine, and 
before long they were all lying on the floor of the cellar, fast asleep 
and snoring. As soon as the girl was assured of this, she came from 
behind the cask. She was obliged to step over the bodies of the sleepers, 
who were lying close together, and every moment she was filled with 
renewed dread lest she should awaken them. But God helped her, so 
that she passed safely over them, and then she and the old woman went 
upstairs, opened the door, and hastened as fast as they could from the 
murderers’ den. They found the ashes scattered by the wind, but the peas 
and lentils had sprouted, and grown sufficiently above the ground, to 
guide them in the moonlight along the path. All night long they walked, 
and it was morning before they reached the mill. Then the girl told her 
father all that had happened.

The day came that had been fixed for the marriage. The bridegroom 
arrived and also a large company of guests, for the miller had taken care 
to invite all his friends and relations. As they sat at the feast, each guest 
in turn was asked to tell a tale; the bride sat still and did not say a word.

‘And you, my love,’ said the bridegroom, turning to her, ‘is there no 
tale you know? Tell us something.’

‘I will tell you a dream, then,’ said the bride. ‘I went alone through a 
forest and came at last to a house; not a soul could I find within, but a 
bird that was hanging in a cage on the wall cried:

 ‘Turn back, turn back, young maiden fair,
  Linger not in this murderers’ lair.’
And again a second time it said these words.’

‘My darling, this is only a dream.’

‘I went on through the house from room to room, but they were all 
empty, and everything was so grim and mysterious. At last I went down 
to the cellar, and there sat a very, very old woman, who could not keep 
her head still. I asked her if my betrothed lived here, and she answered, 
“Ah, you poor child, you are come to a murderers’ den; your betrothed 
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does indeed live here, but he will kill you without mercy and afterwards 
cook and eat you.”’

‘My darling, this is only a dream.’

‘The old woman hid me behind a large cask, and scarcely had she done 
this when the robbers returned home, dragging a young girl along with 
them. They gave her three kinds of wine to drink, white, red, and yellow, 
and with that she died.’

‘My darling, this is only a dream.’

‘Then they tore off her dainty clothing, and cut her beautiful body into 
pieces and sprinkled salt upon it.’

‘My darling, this is only a dream.’

‘And one of the robbers saw that there was a gold ring still left on her 
finger, and as it was difficult to draw off, he took a hatchet and cut off 
her finger; but the finger sprang into the air and fell behind the great 
cask into my lap. And here is the finger with the ring.’ And with these 
words the bride drew forth the finger and shewed it to the assembled 
guests.

The bridegroom, who during this recital had grown deadly pale, up 
and tried to escape, but the guests seized him and held him fast. They 
delivered him up to justice, and he and all his murderous band were 
condemned to death for their wicked deeds.
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Servant Swaps and Court Betrayals 
The Real Intrigue Behind The Goose Girl 

It’s 1491, and a royal bridal party is trekking through the rain 
toward the Scottish court. You’ve got banners flying, guards 
everywhere, and a young princess tucked inside a heavy carriage. 

Sitting right next to her is her lady-in-waiting—the person she trusts 
most in the world. They’re carrying jewels, letters of introduction, and 
the future of a massive political alliance. The maid is smiling, acting like 
everything is fine, but nobody outside the carriage realizes that a coup 
has already happened. 

By the time they actually arrive, the woman the world thinks is the 
princess is a total fraud. The real royal has been threatened into silence 
and shoved into a servant’s role, while the maid is getting ready to marry 
into the throne. 

This isn’t just a plot for a thriller. This was a deep, legitimate terror 
that haunted European royals for centuries: the constant fear that the 
person sitting right next to you—the one who knows all your habits and 
secrets—could just... take your life. 

The Brothers Grimm published this as The Goose Girl in 1815. In their 
version, the maid forces the princess to swap clothes, threatens to kill her 
if she talks, and takes her place at the altar while the real princess is sent 
to the castle yard to herd geese. While the talking horse head in the story 
is obviously a bit of “magic” flair, the heart of the tale is about identity 
theft and servant betrayal—and that part was 100% real. 

The Professional Identity Thief 
Back then, royal weddings weren’t about love; they were high-stakes 
business mergers. Because travel was slow and dangerous, a princess 
might be sent to a country where nobody had ever actually seen her face 
in person. 

This created a massive security loophole. If you were a maid who looked 
enough like your mistress and knew her mannerisms, you had a golden 
ticket. A successful swap could literally change the map of Europe. The 
Grimm version ends with the fake bride being publicly executed, which 
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was the standard real-life PR move for royals trying to discourage other 
servants from getting “creative.” 

Real-Life Impostors: The Perkins and the Lamberts 
History is packed with people who actually pulled this off—or almost 
did. Take Lambert Simnel, a ten-year-old kid from a humble family. In 
1487, Yorkist rebels coached him to pretend he was a legitimate heir to 
the English throne. People actually believed him! He was even crowned 
in Ireland. When the King finally caught him, instead of killing him, he 
made the boy a kitchen servant—a pretty brutal “I know you’re fake” 
power move. 

Then there was Perkin Warbeck in 1491. He claimed to be a missing 
prince who had supposedly been murdered. He was so convincing that 
he lived like royalty in several European courts for years and nearly 
toppled the King of England. These cases prove that if you have enough 
confidence and a good backstory, you could infiltrate the highest levels 
of power. 

Why Identity Was So Fragile
We live in an era of passports and social media, but in the 1500s, identity 
was mostly just what people said it was. If a princess died on the road 
(which happened a lot), it was surprisingly easy for a rumor to start that 
she had actually been replaced or hidden. 

Court records from Germany and France show that royals were 
genuinely paranoid about this. They started demanding physical 
descriptions, detailed portraits, and specific letters of credit just to make 
sure the person arriving was the one they paid for. The fear wasn’t just 
about the person—it was about bloodlines. A “false bride” meant a “false 
heir,” which could trigger a civil war. 

The “Talking Horse” as a Snitch 
In the fairy tale, the princess talks to her severed horse’s head to keep 
the truth alive. In historical terms, the “talking horse” was basically the 
proof. It was the loyal retainers, the family signet rings, or the witnesses 
who had met the princess before she left. Eventually, if you were a fraud, 
someone would notice a detail you missed—a birthmark, a dialect, or a 
piece of family history. 

The Bottom Line
The Goose Girl is a reminder that for a royal bride, the biggest threat 
wasn’t a dragon—it was the girl sitting right next to her in the carriage. 
Someone who watched her sleep, knew her weaknesses, and could step 
into her shoes at a moment’s notice. 

The story has been softened for kids, but the original is basically a 
thriller about how fragile “status” really is. It tells us that trust is a 
dangerous game when a throne is on the line. Even now, it hits on a 
universal fear: the idea that the person you trust most is just waiting for 
the perfect moment to step out of the shadows and take your place.
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THE GOOSE-GIRL
Grimms Fairy Tales (public domain)

The king of a great land died, and left his queen to take care 
of their only child. This child was a daughter, who was very 
beautiful; and her mother loved her dearly, and was very kind 

to her. And there was a good fairy too, who was fond of the princess, 
and helped her mother to watch over her. When she grew up, she was 
betrothed to a prince who lived a great way off; and as the time drew 
near for her to be married, she got ready to set off on her journey to 
his country. Then the queen her mother, packed up a great many costly 
things; jewels, and gold, and silver; trinkets, fine dresses, and in short 
everything that became a royal bride. And she gave her a waiting-maid 
to ride with her, and give her into the bridegroom’s hands; and each had 
a horse for the journey. Now the princess’s horse was the fairy’s gift, and 
it was called Falada, and could speak.

When the time came for them to set out, the fairy went into her bed-
chamber, and took a little knife, and cut off a lock of her hair, and gave it 
to the princess, and said, ‘Take care of it, dear child; for it is a charm that 
may be of use to you on the road.’ Then they all took a sorrowful leave 
of the princess; and she put the lock of hair into her bosom, got upon her 
horse, and set off on her journey to her bridegroom’s kingdom.

One day, as they were riding along by a brook, the princess began to 
feel very thirsty: and she said to her maid, ‘Pray get down, and fetch me 
some water in my golden cup out of yonder brook, for I want to drink.’ 
‘Nay,’ said the maid, ‘if you are thirsty, get off yourself, and stoop down 
by the water and drink; I shall not be your waiting-maid any longer.’ 
Then she was so thirsty that she got down, and knelt over the little 
brook, and drank; for she was frightened, and dared not bring out her 
golden cup; and she wept and said, ‘Alas! what will become of me?’ And 
the lock answered her, and said:

 ‘Alas! alas! if thy mother knew it,
  Sadly, sadly, would she rue it.’
But the princess was very gentle and meek, so she said nothing to her 

maid’s ill behaviour, but got upon her horse again.
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Then all rode farther on their journey, till the day grew so warm, and 
the sun so scorching, that the bride began to feel very thirsty again; and 
at last, when they came to a river, she forgot her maid’s rude speech, and 
said, ‘Pray get down, and fetch me some water to drink in my golden 
cup.’ But the maid answered her, and even spoke more haughtily than 
before: ‘Drink if you will, but I shall not be your waiting-maid.’ Then 
the princess was so thirsty that she got off her horse, and lay down, and 
held her head over the running stream, and cried and said, ‘What will 
become of me?’ And the lock of hair answered her again:

 ‘Alas! alas! if thy mother knew it,
  Sadly, sadly, would she rue it.’
And as she leaned down to drink, the lock of hair fell from her bosom, 

and floated away with the water. Now she was so frightened that she 
did not see it; but her maid saw it, and was very glad, for she knew the 
charm; and she saw that the poor bride would be in her power, now that 
she had lost the hair. So when the bride had done drinking, and would 
have got upon Falada again, the maid said, ‘I shall ride upon Falada, and 
you may have my horse instead’; so she was forced to give up her horse, 
and soon afterwards to take off her royal clothes and put on her maid’s 
shabby ones.

At last, as they drew near the end of their journey, this treacherous 
servant threatened to kill her mistress if she ever told anyone what had 
happened. But Falada saw it all, and marked it well.

Then the waiting-maid got upon Falada, and the real bride rode upon 
the other horse, and they went on in this way till at last they came to the 
royal court. There was great joy at their coming, and the prince flew to 
meet them, and lifted the maid from her horse, thinking she was the one 
who was to be his wife; and she was led upstairs to the royal chamber; 
but the true princess was told to stay in the court below.

Now the old king happened just then to have nothing else to do; so he 
amused himself by sitting at his kitchen window, looking at what was 
going on; and he saw her in the courtyard. As she looked very pretty, and 
too delicate for a waiting-maid, he went up into the royal chamber to ask 
the bride who it was she had brought with her, that was thus left standing 
in the court below. ‘I brought her with me for the sake of her company 
on the road,’ said she; ‘pray give the girl some work to do, that she may 

not be idle.’ The old king could not for some time think of any work for 
her to do; but at last he said, ‘I have a lad who takes care of my geese; 
she may go and help him.’ Now the name of this lad, that the real bride 
was to help in watching the king’s geese, was Curdken.

But the false bride said to the prince, ‘Dear husband, pray do me one 
piece of kindness.’ ‘That I will,’ said the prince. ‘Then tell one of your 
slaughterers to cut off the head of the horse I rode upon, for it was very 
unruly, and plagued me sadly on the road’; but the truth was, she was 
very much afraid lest Falada should some day or other speak, and tell 
all she had done to the princess. She carried her point, and the faithful 
Falada was killed; but when the true princess heard of it, she wept, and 
begged the man to nail up Falada’s head against a large dark gate of the 
city, through which she had to pass every morning and evening, that 
there she might still see him sometimes. Then the slaughterer said he 
would do as she wished; and cut off the head, and nailed it up under the 
dark gate.

Early the next morning, as she and Curdken went out through the gate, 
she said sorrowfully:

 ‘Falada, Falada, there thou hangest!’
and the head answered:

 ‘Bride, bride, there thou gangest!
  Alas! alas! if thy mother knew it,
  Sadly, sadly, would she rue it.’

Then they went out of the city, and drove the geese on. And when she 
came to the meadow, she sat down upon a bank there, and let down her 
waving locks of hair, which were all of pure silver; and when Curdken 
saw it glitter in the sun, he ran up, and would have pulled some of the 
locks out, but she cried:

 ‘Blow, breezes, blow!
  Let Curdken’s hat go!
  Blow, breezes, blow!
  Let him after it go!
  O’er hills, dales, and rocks,
  Away be it whirl’d
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  Till the silvery locks
  Are all comb’d and curl’d!

Then there came a wind, so strong that it blew off Curdken’s hat; and 
away it flew over the hills: and he was forced to turn and run after it; 
till, by the time he came back, she had done combing and curling her 
hair, and had put it up again safe. Then he was very angry and sulky, and 
would not speak to her at all; but they watched the geese until it grew 
dark in the evening, and then drove them homewards.

The next morning, as they were going through the dark gate, the poor 
girl looked up at Falada’s head, and cried:

 ‘Falada, Falada, there thou hangest!’
and the head answered:

 ‘Bride, bride, there thou gangest!
  Alas! alas! if thy mother knew it,
  Sadly, sadly, would she rue it.’
Then she drove on the geese, and sat down again in the meadow, and 

began to comb out her hair as before; and Curdken ran up to her, and 
wanted to take hold of it; but she cried out quickly:

 ‘Blow, breezes, blow!
  Let Curdken’s hat go!
  Blow, breezes, blow!
  Let him after it go!
  O’er hills, dales, and rocks,
  Away be it whirl’d
  Till the silvery locks
  Are all comb’d and curl’d!

Then the wind came and blew away his hat; and off it flew a great 
way, over the hills and far away, so that he had to run after it; and when 
he came back she had bound up her hair again, and all was safe. So they 
watched the geese till it grew dark.

In the evening, after they came home, Curdken went to the old king, 
and said, ‘I cannot have that strange girl to help me to keep the geese 
any longer.’ ‘Why?’ said the king. ‘Because, instead of doing any good, 

she does nothing but tease me all day long.’ Then the king made him tell 
him what had happened. And Curdken said, ‘When we go in the morning 
through the dark gate with our flock of geese, she cries and talks with 
the head of a horse that hangs upon the wall, and says:

 ‘Falada, Falada, there thou hangest!’
and the head answers:

 ‘Bride, bride, there thou gangest!
  Alas! alas! if thy mother knew it,
  Sadly, sadly, would she rue it.’

And Curdken went on telling the king what had happened upon the 
meadow where the geese fed; how his hat was blown away; and how he 
was forced to run after it, and to leave his flock of geese to themselves. 
But the old king told the boy to go out again the next day: and when 
morning came, he placed himself behind the dark gate, and heard how 
she spoke to Falada, and how Falada answered. Then he went into the 
field, and hid himself in a bush by the meadow’s side; and he soon saw 
with his own eyes how they drove the flock of geese; and how, after a 
little time, she let down her hair that glittered in the sun. And then he 
heard her say:

 ‘Blow, breezes, blow!
  Let Curdken’s hat go!
  Blow, breezes, blow!
  Let him after it go!
  O’er hills, dales, and rocks,
  Away be it whirl’d
  Till the silvery locks
  Are all comb’d and curl’d!

And soon came a gale of wind, and carried away Curdken’s hat, and 
away went Curdken after it, while the girl went on combing and curling 
her hair. All this the old king saw: so he went home without being seen; 
and when the little goose-girl came back in the evening he called her 
aside, and asked her why she did so: but she burst into tears, and said, 
‘That I must not tell you or any man, or I shall lose my life.’

But the old king begged so hard, that she had no peace till she had told 
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him all the tale, from beginning to end, word for word. And it was very 
lucky for her that she did so, for when she had done the king ordered 
royal clothes to be put upon her, and gazed on her with wonder, she was 
so beautiful. Then he called his son and told him that he had only a false 
bride; for that she was merely a waiting-maid, while the true bride stood 
by. And the young king rejoiced when he saw her beauty, and heard how 
meek and patient she had been; and without saying anything to the false 
bride, the king ordered a great feast to be got ready for all his court. The 
bridegroom sat at the top, with the false princess on one side, and the 
true one on the other; but nobody knew her again, for her beauty was 
quite dazzling to their eyes; and she did not seem at all like the little 
goose-girl, now that she had her brilliant dress on.

When they had eaten and drank, and were very merry, the old king 
said he would tell them a tale. So he began, and told all the story of 
the princess, as if it was one that he had once heard; and he asked the 
true waiting-maid what she thought ought to be done to anyone who 
would behave thus. ‘Nothing better,’ said this false bride, ‘than that she 
should be thrown into a cask stuck round with sharp nails, and that two 
white horses should be put to it, and should drag it from street to street 
till she was dead.’ ‘Thou art she!’ said the old king; ‘and as thou has 
judged thyself, so shall it be done to thee.’ And the young king was then 
married to his true wife, and they reigned over the kingdom in peace 
and happiness all their lives; and the good fairy came to see them, and 
restored the faithful Falada to life again.
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