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Once upon a time, there lived an old woman who had a small cottage on the edge of the forest. As long 
as she was strong enough to work all day in her garden the old woman never felt lonely, but after a 
while, she had a bad illness, which left her much weaker than before, and she began to think that now 
and then it would be nice to have someone to speak to. 

Soon after, she adopted a 12-year-old boy whose parents had died. The boy should have considered 
himself very lucky, for his new mother was as kind to him. But, unfortunately, he made friends with 
some bad rude companions whose tricks caused them to be a terror to everyone, and the poor old 
woman never ceased regretting her lost solitude.  

Once the boy became a man, the old woman had him wed to a good, industrious, and pretty woman in 
hopes to change the husband’s conduct. He did not change but instead took up the practice of beating 
his wife and child with a stick. Disgusted by her son’s behavior, the old woman scolded him and 
threatened to turn him into a donkey where he would be beaten and forced to carry heavy loads. 

The young man grew angry and cried rudely, 'Bah! Hold your tongue, or I will whip you also.' 

'Will you?' she answered grimly; and, swift as lightning, she picked up a steel cane and laid it across his 
shoulders. In an instant, his ears had grown long and his face longer, his arms had become legs, and his 
body was covered with close grey hair. Truly, he was a donkey; and a very ugly one, too!  

Shuffling awkwardly, he left the house. As he was standing in the path outside, not knowing what to do, 
a man passed by. Grabbing the donkey by the ear, the man put him into seven years of hard labor. But 
instead of remembering that he had brought all his suffering on himself, and being sorry for his evil 
ways, he grew harder and more bitter. At the end of the seven years his donkey skin wore out, and he 
became a man again, and one day returned to the cottage. 

When he was back to his family and old mother, he behaved still worse than before. After a time, the 
old woman again threatened her son to change him into a wolf and be chased by dogs and men if he did 
not learn from his lesson. 

'You talk too much. I shall break your head for you!' was all the answer she got. 

Had the young man looked at her face he might have taken warning, but he was busy making a pipe and 
took no notice. The next moment the steel cane had touched his shoulders and a big grey wolf bounded 
through the door. 

For seven years he led the life of a hunted animal, often cold and nearly always hungry. At the end of 
that time his wolf skin wore out also, and again he appeared at the cottage door. But the second seven 
years had taught him no more than the first -- his conduct was worse than before; and one day he beat 
his wife and son so brutally that they screamed to the old woman to come to their aid. 



She did and brought the steel cane with her. However, her son made a quick escape through an open 
window and seeking the companions who had ruined him, he managed to make them understand what 
had happened. 'We will avenge you,' said they; and taking up a rope, set out to strangle the old woman. 

But she was ready for them. One stroke of her cane and they were all changed into a troop of black 
crows, and this time their feathers are lasting still.  

http://mythfolklore.net/andrewlang/352.htm 

 

Discussion 

1. Define new words and retell the story in your own words. 
 

2. Discipline is what parents do to children to train and correct them.  
Tell about a time you were disciplined, and you changed your behavior because of it.  
Tell about a time when you were disciplined but you did not change your behavior or choices. 
 

3. Choose a. or b. 
a. Anne Frank said, “Parents can only give good advice or put them on the right paths, but 

the final forming of a person’s character lies in their own hands.” 
Do you think this is true? 
Why do you think some young people make good choices while others make destructive 
choices? 
 

b. The writer to the Hebrews says this about discipline. “Endure hardship as discipline 
(correction); God is treating you as his children.  We have all had human fathers who 
disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the 
Father of spirits (God) and live! They disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; 
but God disciplines us for our good, in order that we may share in his holiness” 
(Hebrews 12:7-10). 
What is the writer’s main thought? 
How does his thought change our attitudes about the hardships we face in life? 
 

4. In the story of The Steel Cane, the adopted son was so influenced by his evil companions he 
ended up listening to them more than his mother.  
Tell about the influence peers can have on a young person. 
 Is it likely that the influence of peers is greater than the influence of parents or family?  
Give an example. 
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