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  Context


  Wilson Rawls was born in the Ozark Mountains, which spread out over eastern Oklahoma and Western Arkansas, on September 24, 1913. Like his character Billy, Rawls spent a lot of time during his childhood exploring the nearby hills, accompanied by his hound. He loved to tell hound stories, even though he did not read a proper book until he was in high school. When he grew up, it was only natural for him to write novels. At one point he threw away his manuscripts, but his wife made him write them out again. Rawls was ashamed because he had a poor command of grammar, but his wife edited the books, and both Where the Red Fern Grows (1961) and The Summer of the Monkeys (1976) became great successes. Rawls died in 1984, in Idaho Falls, Idaho.


  Where the Red Fern Grows concerns a boy who buys and trains a pair of coonhounds. ("Coon" is short for raccoon.) Raccoons are considered pests by farmers, because they steal food; but they are also very clever creatures, and so it became a sport to train hound dogs to catch raccoons. Coon hunting is done at night because raccoons are nocturnal--they sleep during the day and move around at night. The dogs enter the woods and explore until they catch the scent of a coon's trail. They then begin to bark and follow the trail. The coon will try to shake the hounds off its path. To do this, it can jump in a river and cross at any point on the opposite bank. After all, nothing leaves a scent in water. This is only the most common of many ways for a coon to trick a dog.


  For a dog to catch a coon, it has to chase the coon until the coon runs up a tree and is stuck. Then the dog makes a special howl that tells its master it has "treed" a coon. The master comes and shoots the coon off the tree or chops down the tree so that the hounds can catch and kill the coon. These actions and others associated with coon hunting were intimately familiar to Rawls, and they form the backbone of Where the Red Fern Grows.


  Summary


  Billy lives on a farm. He wants two good coonhounds very badly, but his Papa cannot afford any. Billy works hard, selling fruit and bait to fishermen, so eventually he has enough money for the dogs. He gives the money to his grandfather, who orders the dogs for him. Billy sneaks off in the middle of the night to go to town and pick them up. While in town, other children pick on him, but he stands up for himself and is helped by the marshal. On his way home, he and his two pups sleep in a cave. Outside, they hear a mountain lion, and the pups bravely howl back. He decides to name them Old Dan and Little Ann. He can see that Old Dan is very brave, and that Little Ann is very smart.


  Once home, he wants to begin training them. He has to have a raccoon hide to train them with. His grandfather shows him a way to set a trap that will catch even a clever coon. Just when he is about to give up on the traps, he catches a coon. The next day he begins to train Old Dan and Little Ann. By the time raccoon season starts in the fall, they are ready. On the first night, his dogs tree a coon in the biggest tree imaginable. Billy immediately sees that it will take days to cut down. He is determined to cut it down, because he told his dogs that if they could tree a coon he would take care of the rest. His dogs are counting on him. His parents bring him food. His grandfather shows him how to make a scarecrow, to keep the coon in the tree so he can go home and eat dinner. When the big sycamore finally falls and his dogs catch the coon, he is very proud.


  Billy goes coon hunting almost every night. His father relieves him of his chores, and Billy gives him the money from his coonskins. Sometimes, coons try to trick his dogs, and Old Dan gets into trouble. One night, Dan gets stuck in a muskrat hole. Another night, he climbs a tree. Little Ann is usually too smart to get into trouble, but one night, after the first snowfall, she falls through the ice on the river. Billy barely rescues her.


  One day, Billy and his grandfather make a bet with Ruben and Rainie Pritchard, that Billy's hounds can catch the legendary "ghost coon." The Pritchard boys set out with Billy to see if Old Dan and Little Ann can catch the ghost coon. The coon leads the dogs on a long, complicated chase, and the Pritchard boys want to give up. But Billy is determined. Finally, when the dogs have the coon treed, Billy refuses to kill her. Just as Ruben starts to beat up Billy, Old Dan and Little Ann begin to attack the Pritchards' dog. Ruben runs to attack the dogs with an axe, but falls and kills himself. Billy is very distraught afterward. Finally he goes to Ruben's grave with some flowers, then feels much better.


  Billy's grandfather enters Billy in a coon-hunting contest. He, his grandfather, and his father take a buggy to the contest. It is filled with adult coon hunters with expensive gear and beautiful hounds. Somehow, Little Ann wins the beauty contest on the first day. The other coon hunters are very kind to Billy. Billy and his dogs qualify for the championship round. While Billy, his papa, his grandfather, and a judge are out hunting with coons, a winter blizzard begins. They lose track of the dogs, and Billy's grandfather falls and badly sprains his ankle. They stop and build a fire as day begins to break. Soon enough, they find the dogs, covered with ice. They have gotten just enough coons to win. Everyone at the tournament cheers. Billy has also won a jackpot of 300 dollars.


  Billy's mama and sisters are overjoyed. Billy keeps up his hunting. One night, however, his dogs tree a mountain lion. Old Dan howls defiantly, and the big cat attacks. Billy is horrified, and with his axe he enters the fray, hoping to save his dogs, but they end up having to save him. Eventually, the dogs defeat the mountain lion, but Old Dan is badly wounded. He dies the next day. Billy is heartbroken, but Little Ann is so sad that she loses her will to live, and dies a few days later. Billy's papa tries to tell him that it is all for the best, because with the money Billy has earned, the family hopes to move to town. Billy does not completely recover until on the day of the move; he goes to visit the dogs' graves and finds a giant red fern. According to Indian legend, only an angel can plant a red fern. Billy and his family look at the fern in awe, and he feels ready to leave for the town.


  Characters


  
    Billy Colman - The protagonist of Where the Red Fern Grows. At the start of the novel he is ten years old. He has three younger sisters. He is filled with "puppy love"--he wants a dog badly. He is a brave boy, full of determination and grit.

  


  
    Old Dan - Old Dan is one of Billy's red bone coonhounds. He is bigger and stronger than Little Ann, the other hound. He will never leave a raccoon once he is on its trail, although sometimes his impatience gets the best of him, and he loses the trail.

  


  
    Little Ann - Little Ann is one of Billy's red bone coonhounds. She is smaller but smarter than Old Dan. She is a beautiful hound, and will not stop hunting until she knows exactly where the coon is hiding. No coon can trick her. For a hound, she is extremely playful.

  


  
    Papa - Billy's papa is a good, honest farmer. He is poor, but is working hard so his family can move to the city. Once Billy buys his hounds, he starts to treat Billy like a man.

  


  
    Grandfather - Billy's grandfather runs a general store and a small mill. His store is a place where coon hunters gather to talk about hunting. He is full of imagination, and gets Billy into a lot of adventures.

  


  
    Mama - Billy's mama is part Cherokee. She is very religious and always enjoys answering Billy's questions about God. She worries about him when he is hunting, but is also very proud of him. She wants very much to move to town so the children can get a good education.

  


  
    Billy's Sisters - Billy has three sisters, all younger than him. They help with chores, but are often too little to understand what is going on.

  


  
    Ruben Pritchard - Ruben is the older of the two Pritchard brothers. They come from a strange, disliked family. Ruben is full of insults and ready to fight. While on a hunt with Billy and Rainie, he falls on an axe and dies.

  


  
    Rainie Pritchard - Rainie is the younger of the two Pritchard brothers. They come from a strange, disliked family. Rainie is not very bright, but he is full of tricks and is always trying to make bets.

  


  


  Chapters 1-6


  Summary


  The narrator, Billy, is coming home from work, in a good mood. Suddenly some dogs roar up the street, fighting. They are picking on a redbone hound. Billy goes in and saves it and cares for it through the night. It reminds him of his childhood.


  Billy lives on a farm in the Ozark Mountains of northeastern Oklahoma; he is ten years old. He wants two good coonhounds very badly; he calls this "puppy love." But his Papa cannot afford to buy him the dogs. For many months, Billy tries to content himself with some rodent traps his papa gives him, but he still wants a dog. Then one day he finds a sportsman's catalog in an abandoned camp. In it he sees an ad for good hounds, at $25 each. He resolves to save $50 and order two hounds. He finds a K.C. Baking Powder can to put his money in. Billy works hard, selling fruit and bait to fishermen, and gathering fruit that he sells to his grandfather at his store.


  He gives the money to his grandfather, who orders the dogs for him, although Billy asks him to keep it a secret. When a notice comes that they have arrived at the mail depot in the nearby town of Tahlequah, they decide to go into town on the next week's buggy. But that night, Billy decides he can't wait any longer. He packs himself a little food, and heads off for town, following the river through the woods. He walks all night, and finally reaches town in the morning.


  There, people stare and laugh at the young hillbilly. With his leftover money, he buys some clothes as gifts for his parents. He sees children playing at recess, and tries to play on a slide. He finally collects his dogs and walks back out of town with their small heads sticking out of his bag. Some schoolchildren mob around him and knock him down, but the town marshal rescues him and buys him a strawberry soda. The marshal is impressed with Billy's determination, and says he has grit.


  That night, Billy camps in a cave with his two puppies. They awake in the middle of the night to hear the call of a mountain lion. Billy builds up the fire to keep them safe, while the bigger of the two dogs, the male, defiantly bawls out into the night air. The next morning he stops in the campsite where he found the catalog. There he sees the names "Dan" and "Ann" carved into a tree. He decides to name his dogs Old Dan and Little Ann, and he is pleased with the coincidence. He can see that Old Dan is very brave, and that Little Ann is very smart. However, he is nervous to return to his house, fearing that his parents will be worried and angry with him for leaving unexpectedly. But they are not--his grandfather has told them everything. They are proud, and they love the clothes he has brought.


  Commentary


  This will be a novel about determination. Even before Billy gets his hounds, we see how determined he has to be to get them. But even before that, in the opening chapter, we see how the older Billy cherishes the memories of his redbone hounds. That opening chapter serves to set a tone. As the narrator sits down by his fire, we know that it will be a sentimental tale.


  The novel is full of descriptions of how things are done. We learn how Billy earns his money; we learn where he found the can that he puts his money in. These details do more than teach us how to do things. They do more that embellish the plot. They serve to demonstrate what kind of character Billy has. By seeing his persistence and his willingness to do hard things, we learn that he is full of determination. Later, we will learn about Old Dan and Little Ann by seeing how they do things. The author, Wilson Rawls, tells us about his characters by showing in detail how they accomplish simple tasks.


  Chapters 7-9


  Summary


  Now Billy wants to start training his dogs. He needs a raccoon hide. He goes to his grandfather for help. His grandfather shows him how to make a trap that lures a coon into reaching for a bright shiny object. When the coon lifts his paw out of the hole with the shiny object, it gets stuck on some angled nails. Billy tries this, but for days he doesn't catch a coon. His papa reassures him, saying he just has to wait for his scent to wear off the traps. Finally, a coon is caught, and father and son kill it together.


  Using the hide, Billy trains his hounds. He drags the coon over a certain path, and then the hounds have to track the hide by smelling its scent. By the time raccoon season starts in the fall, they are ready. On the first night, his dogs tree a coon in the biggest tree imaginable. Billy has always admired the "big tree" of the bottoms; it is gigantic, so he decides he won't be able to cut it down. But when they see his intent, his dogs pout. He becomes determined to cut it down, because he told his dogs that if they could tree a coon he would take care of the rest. His dogs are counting on him. His father finds him in the morning, and has food brought to him. That evening, his grandfather shows him how to make a scarecrow, to keep the coon in the tree so he can go home and eat dinner.


  The next morning, he finds that Old Dan has been guarding the tree all night long. He is very proud of him but resents Little Ann until he sees two little impressions in the leaves, and realizes that they took turns guarding the tree over the night. His heart swells. Later in the day, he gets blisters. He is heartbroken, because he thinks he will have to stop. He says a prayer, however, and then the wind finally pushes the tree down. His dogs kill the raccoon, and they proudly head for home. When he gets home, he asks his papa if they think God answered his prayer and pushed over the tree with the wind.


  Commentary


  Billy trains his dogs very carefully. He teaches them all kinds of tricks. He goes to his grandfather's store and learns tricks from other coon hunters who gather there. He is able to devote a great deal of time to training them, and they are very young when he begins to teach them. In part, this explains why the dogs are such good hunters by the end of the novel.


  On the other hand, the dogs are simply remarkable. The way they take turns guarding the tree is one of the first signs in the novel of how well they communicate and work as a team. The two hounds seem to care deeply for each other. Also, they seem incredibly determined to "tree" the coon and to kill it. When Billy decides he can't cut down the big sycamore, they whine. This is a sign of a good hunting dog. A good hunting dog is always eager to hunt and is never satisfied until the hunt has reached its successful conclusion.


  Although they do not figure prominently in the main adventures of the novel, Billy's mama and sisters play an important role. They worry about Billy when he goes hunting and they cringe at violence. This contrasts with Billy's quiet bravery. Of course, it might also be called sexist. It reinforces stereotypes; but at the same time, it is probably an accurate reflection of gender roles as they were practiced in the time and place of the novel, and it certainly makes Billy seem more heroic.


  Chapters 10-11


  Billy's mama makes him a coonskin cap out of his first hide. He goes coon hunting almost every night. His coons become smarter and smarter. His grandfather says that coonskin prices are going up, because there is a fad for coonskin coats in the New England states. Meanwhile, Billy's papa relieves him of his chores, so Billy can hunt all he wants. Billy goes to his grandfather's store and sells his skins and gives the money to his father.


  Sometimes, coons try to trick his dogs and Old Dan gets into trouble. One night, as they are hunting, Billy loses track of his dogs. Finally, Little Ann comes to him, looking worried. She whines, and sniffs at an embankment. Billy is bewildered, until he realizes that she is sniffing at a small muskrat hole. He bends down, and can hear Old Dan inside. He has to run home to get a shovel to dig the muddy dog out.


  Another night, Billy finds Old Dan has climbed a tree. The skunk is higher up in the ground, and Little Ann is barking down below. Billy sees that his dog climbed up through a hollow in the trunk. He climbs up and pushes the dog down, but Old Dan immediately climbs back up. Billy again has to force him to go down and then jump down and hold him.


  One night, Little Ann gets into trouble. The first snow has come, and Billy knows that coons sometimes play deadly tricks on hounds in snow and ice. When he no longer hears the bark of Little Ann, his blood freezes. He finds her way out on the river. She has fallen through the ice and is barely hanging on to some ice. Billy thinks it is hopeless. He sits down and prays for a miracle. Then his lantern, which he pushed out onto the ice with a stick, makes a noise. Its handle has fallen down. Billy realizes he can curve the lantern handle into a hook and fish Little Ann out of the river with a long stick. He saves her. When he goes home, he thinks about the lantern handle that fell as he prayed. He asks his mother if all prayers are answered. She thinks it is very sweet that he has asked such a question.


  Commentary


  This section of the novel establishes Billy's coon hunting routine. Although only exceptional hunts where one of the hounds is almost hurt are discussed, we learn about how the process usually works. We see how Billy learns to follow the chase with his ears, understanding what is happening even if he can't see it. We see how his dogs have become more experienced. When we learn that he is in the habit of going to the store and swapping stories with other coon-hunters, we are not surprised. When we learn that his hounds are getting reputations for being skilled hunting dogs, we are not surprised. We have seen evidence of their skill in action.


  The theme of religion continues. Billy said a prayer when he wanted dogs, and he got them. He said a prayer when he got blisters on his hands and thought he could never chop down the big sycamore tree, but then the wind blew it over. And when Little Ann was about to freeze to death, the lantern handle clanged down while he was praying for a miracle, giving him the idea to make a hook. Later he lets the lantern sit in his room, handle up, but the handle never falls down as it did when he was praying. The little boy becomes convinced that his prayers are being answered.


  Chapters 12-13


  One day, while Billy is at his grandfather's store, he sees a buggy approach. Driving it are Ruben and Rainie Pritchard, two of the meanest boys in the area. They say they don't think his hounds look very tough, and they say that his grandfather is crooked. Billy's mama always tells him not to mind the Pritchard boys, as they are beaten and can't help being mean. They dare Billy to a bet. His grandfather is so mad, that he accepts the bet for Billy. Now Billy has to meet the Pritchard boys by their land and try to catch the legendary "ghost coon." He is apprehensive, but he has to accept.


  At first, the chase goes well. When the sounds of the chase die down, Ruben and Rainie suggest that Billy should get up. But as the night wears on and the dogs prove their ability, Ruben tells his younger brother to shut up so they can listen to the chase. Finally, it seems the ghost coon has disappeared. Ruben says the coon always climbs a certain tree, in the middle of the field, and then disappears. The same thing has happened. Even Little Ann gives up, when suddenly the wind picks up and she catches a scent on the wind. Discovering the coon in a nearby hollow fence post, she goes crazy.


  When the coon is finally treed, Billy thinks of how impressive it is and doesn't want to kill it. Just then, the Pritchard's hound, Old Blue, appears. Ruben wrestles Billy to the ground, planning to let Old Blue kill the coon. Suddenly, Rainie shouts out. Old Dan and Little Ann are fighting Old Blue, and winning. Ruben leaps off of Billy and runs, axe in hand, to kill Billy's hounds. Billy shouts and runs after him but knows he is going to be too late. Suddenly, Ruben trips on a stick. Blazing past him, Billy pulls his dogs off the old hound. The old blue hound seems almost dead. Suddenly, Rainie shouts. Billy ties up his dogs, and then goes to look. Ruben has fallen on the axe. He is dead. Very scared, Billy immediately runs for home.


  His father and other men go and take care of things. Billy feels very bad for days. He doesn't feel like hunting; his dogs don't understand. Finally, he goes and puts some dried flowers he finds on Ruben's grave. He feels much better, and goes camping that night.


  Commentary


  Death enters the novel. Violence has been common, with fights between dogs and coons. Now, all of a sudden, a fight between three dogs breaks out at the same time as a fight between two boys. It is as if the dogs have come to Billy's rescue. Although Billy is not very strong himself, his dogs are more than a match for the Pritchard's Old Blue. Throughout the novel, although Billy is a boy, his dogs do amazing things. They grow up quickly. Part of the excitement of the book is seeing Billy accomplish all that he does, as only a little boy. Because he is good, and dedicated to his dogs, he doesn't need strength. His dogs willingly provide it for him.


  Throughout the novel, the only really "bad" characters are the Pritchard boys. They are mean, ugly, and no reader will want to sympathize with them. Yet Billy's mother reminds him not to hate them, because they have hard lives and can't help being strange. Not only does this underscore the strong moral feeling that seems to guide all the characters in the novel but the Pritchards, it also makes the tragedy of Ruben all the more tragic. This will not be the first time in the book that Rawls seems to want to make events as poignant and moving as possible.


  Chapters 14-18


  Summary


  One day, Grandfather sends for Billy. He tells him that he has entered Old Dan and Little Ann in a coon-hunting championship. He has been careful to record how many skins Billy has brought in--enough to qualify. And he has paid the entry fee. Billy, his Papa, and grandfather take a buggy to the contest. The campsite is filled with tents, each containing adult coon hunters with expensive gear and beautiful hounds. Somehow, Little Ann wins the beauty contest on the first day. The other coon hunters are very kind to Billy, and his grandfather goes from tent to tent, bragging about the hounds.


  The runoff hunt begins. The two men and Billy go out with a judge and the hounds. The hounds work fast. The judge is impressed by how closely they work together. Billy's father tells about how Old Dan won't eat unless he's sure Little Ann will get a share too. They have to catch three coons to qualify for the finals. As the sun is about to come up, the two men and the judge grow discouraged, but Billy is hopeful. Suddenly, he hears the dogs bark "treed." It has taken great skill on the part of Little Ann, tracking a coon on the wind as it leaped from tree to tree, but she has treed a coon.


  The night of the championship comes. Billy chooses a good starting point for his hounds, and they quickly catch their first coon of the night. Then, as they chase another, a blizzard comes. The men have all decided to come back, when suddenly they hear the sound of the dogs. When they arrive at the tree, they see that Billy's grandfather is missing. They go back and find him, unconscious and with a twisted ankle. Once he revives, he tells Billy to chop down the tree and get the coon. Three coons come out. The dogs kill two of them, but the third escapes. It is freezing cold. Billy idly gestures in the direction of the third coon, and to his dismay the hounds bound after it. He hopes they are all right. When they are found, the dogs are covered with ice. They have treed a fourth coon, and won the championship. Everyone at the tournament cheers. Billy has won a jackpot of 300 dollars. When he and his father return home, his mama and sisters are overjoyed to see him. He has promised to give the gold cup to his youngest sister, and he gives the silver cup from the beauty contest to the older two.


  Commentary


  The hounds win the championship. Although there are some problems, everyone survives. Rawls keeps the excitement going by putting various characters in grave danger. At first, we see the older men want to turn back, and this is contrasted with Billy's persistent determination. Then grandfather disappears. Throughout the contest, he has been tripping and unsteady, and so the reader naturally fears that he might be dead. Finally, for a moment Billy fears that his dogs are dead, and even when he finds them alive they are in danger of freezing to death. Yet everyone survives, even the dogs. The victory is sweeter because it was dangerous.


  Wilson Rawls is clearly interested in telling a gripping, but also moving tale. It seems likely that this is why he chose a young narrator. Since Billy is so young, he has very strong emotions, such as the "puppy love" discussed earlier in the book. Now we see his persistence in chasing the coons, and how worried he becomes when his coons are in danger. When he wins, he is as excited as a twelve-year-old can be. With Billy as the narrator, Rawls can tell a highly emotional tale.


  Chapter 19-20


  Summary


  Billy keeps up his hunting. One night, however, his dogs tree a mountain lion. Old Dan howls defiantly, and the big cat attacks. The two dogs and the mountain lion fight evenly for a while, but then Billy sees Little Ann receive a sharp wound to the shoulder. He rushes in with his axe. A moment later, knocked to the ground, the big cat is about to pounce on him, when his two dogs jump up as one and save Billy. Getting back up, Billy drives a powerful wound in the mountain lion's back. Eventually, the mountain lion dies, with both of the dogs hanging limply from its throat, their jaws clamped down on its jugular.


  Little Ann only has her shoulder wound, but Old Dan is hurt all over. Billy cries, and uses the dog's blood to make mud which he uses to fill up the deep cuts long enough to get the dog home. Walking home, he hears Little Ann whimper. Old Dan has fallen behind; his innards have fallen out and snagged on a bush. Billy carefully pushes them back into his body.


  When they finally return home, his mama runs the dog's entrails through water, but it is not enough. The dog dies, and Billy is crushed. He buries Old Dan on a high hill overlooking the valley. In a few days, it is clear that Little Ann has lost her will to live. She dies too, and he buries her next to Old Dan. Billy is heartbroken; he says that God is not fair. Billy's papa tries to tell him that it is all for the best, because with the money Billy has earned, the family hopes to move to town. Billy does not completely recover until on the day of the move, when he goes to visit the dogs' graves and finds a giant red fern. According to Indian legend, only an angel can plant a red fern. Billy and his family look at the fern in awe. They leave him, and while he is looking at the fern he makes peace with the fact that his dogs have died.


  Commentary


  The end of the book is gruesome. The ghastliness of the death of Ruben, and the violence that fills the book, prepare the reader for the end. Also, it is not surprising that Rawls makes the ending extremely moving. The reader has read about the entire life of the dogs, from when they were pups until their death. We have seen all of the characters, even mama, even the competitors at the championship coon hunt, grow fond of the dogs.


  Also, the death of the dogs only reinforces our feelings of admiration for them. They do not die because they made a mistake, but because they bravely faced a mountain lion. Rawls includes many heroic actions in the fight. It is important to remember the beginning of the story, when Billy and his hounds heard the mountain lion's call from their cave. Now, the story has come full circle, and the dogs have defeated the lion.


  Little Ann's death also reinforces the idea that these two dogs are special. She has such a close, strong bond with Old Dan that she cannot live without him.


  The red fern helps Billy understand why his dogs are gone. His father believes in fate, that everything happens for a reason. When Billy sees the red fern and knows that an angel must have planted it, he begins to think that maybe his dogs were part of a higher purpose. It is important to remember all the times in the book when Billy prayed for his dogs, and they survived. Within the context of the book, religion has certainly played a large role in the lives and deaths of the dogs.


  Analysis


  Where the Red Fern Grows has two main themes: determination and man's relationship to dogs. The two are closely related. After all, Old Dan, a dog, is perhaps the most determined character in the novel. Billy earns his beloved dogs through his determination, and together, they are unstoppable; they are a trio of dedication. Billy distinguishes between Old Dan and Little Ann, deciding that Old Dan is brave (that is, determined) while Little Ann is smart. But what does Little Ann's intelligence entail? It means that she always keeps searching for a coon. It means that she doesn't bark "treed" until she has done as thorough a search as possible, and is sure that the coon is in the tree. She is smart because she doesn't give up too early.


  The plot of the book consists of adventure after adventure, each one a little more dangerous than the last. And to survive each adventure, Billy and his dogs have to be increasingly determined. But there are other elements that make this dedication meaningful. Rawls shows the strong love that develops between the boy and his dogs, and supporting Billy's love is his parents' love for him. There is a chain of love linking all the characters, so that when the reader fears Little Ann might die, the reader imagines the sad reactions of everyone in the book. This is how Rawls involves us in his fiction and is what makes the book so famously sad.


  Rawls braces the theme of dedication with moral characters. Not only do they love one another, but they always do what is right. If they make mistakes, they are accidents. If anything bad happens, it is usually the fault of nature or a wild animal. The only exception is the Pritchards, and Rawls includes Mama's admonition that they can't help the way they act, because they have a poor life. The reader has no choice but to support all of the characters and hope that everything comes out for the best.


  Study Questions


  
    
      
        What makes Old Dan and Little Ann different from most hounds?
      


      First, Old Dan and Little Ann are a rare combination. Little Ann is smart, and Old Dan is strong and brave. It is a combination that can catch almost any coon. More important, perhaps, is the way that the two dogs get along together. Old Dan never eats until Little Ann gets her share of food. They lick each others wounds, and won't hunt without one another. They are so close, they are almost human. Perhaps they are better than human, the book seems to suggest. Finally, Little Ann is incredibly playful. Hounds are normally serious hunters, eager for the chase but otherwise quite calm. Little Ann is different. She jumps and skips and tries to play with Old Dan and Billy.

    


    
      
        In what ways does Billy show determination?
      


      One of the most important themes of Where the Red Fern Grows is determination. The hounds are always determined to catch a raccoon. Billy is as full of determination as his dogs. First, he shows determination by saving his money for two years in order to buy his dogs. When the marshal learns that Billy has saved for two years, he remarks that he has shown a lot of "grit." Billy also shows grit by walking barefoot through the woods in the middle of the night to get his dog. He spends several days chopping down the big sycamore. He does that because he doesn't want to let his pups down. Because of Billy's determination in cutting down the big sycamore, he wins the trust of Old Dan and Little Ann. Billy's determination causes other people to respect him. When he is hunting with the Pritchard boys, he refuses to give up. The same is true of the championship. Billy's determination brings him good things, such as the trust of his dogs and money for his parents.

    


    
      
        What does the red fern symbolize?
      


      Obviously, the red fern is a kind of memorial to the spirits of Billy's departed dogs. According to legend, an angel has to plant the seed of the red fern, and so wherever there is a red fern, it marks something very admirable and special. It is red, the color of blood, yet it is not a symbol of death. On the contrary, it helps Billy forget about the deaths of his dogs. Because an angel has honored his dogs, he understands that they are part of God's plans. His papa believes in fate, and when Billy sees the red fern, he is led to believe that there is a divine hand in what has happened to his dogs. He remembers that he prayed for the dogs and that all along, they seem to have been a gift of God. Perhaps this makes Billy accept that they were only a temporary gift. At least, it allows him to accept that their loss is part of a larger plan. So, the red fern helps Billy to understand that the death of his dogs is part of a bigger plan.

    

  


  
    
      How does Billy's mama show her affection for him?
    


    
      How does papa change the way he treats Billy over the course of the novel? What does Billy do that makes his father respect him more?
    


    
      What character flaws does his grandfather exhibit?
    


    
      How does Wilson Rawls portray women? Does he use too many stereotypes?
    


    
      How are the dogs made real? Do they seem like humans? They seem to have distinct personalities. What details does Rawls include to describe their personalities?
    


    
      Look again at the first chapter of Where the Red Fern Grows. What does it show about Billy's personality?
    


    
      What is the role of religion in the novel?
    

  


  
    Review Quiz


    
      1. Where does Billy live?


      
        A. Oklahoma

        B. Arkansas

        C. Texas

        D. Idaho

      

    


    
      2. Billy's mother descends from what Native American tribe?


      
        A. Creek

        B. Chickasaw

        C. Choctaw

        D. Cherokee

      

    


    
      3. What is the inspiration for the dogs' names?


      
        A. A tree carving

        B. An old cartoon

        C. His grandfather

        D. The Bible

      

    


    
      4. What kind of can did Billy save his money in?


      
        A. An R.C. Cola can

        B. A Standard Oil can

        C. An Arm & Hammer Baking Soda can

        D. A K.C. Baking Powder can

      

    


    
      5. How much money did Billy save?


      
        A. $50

        B. $200

        C. $1000

        D. $25

      

    


    
      6. Where does Billy go to pick up his hounds?


      
        A. Texas

        B. a coon-hunting contest

        C. Tahlequah

        D. Catoosa

      

    


    
      7. What does the marshal give to Billy?


      
        A. Blackberry licorice

        B. A rifle

        C. Strawberry soda pop

        D. A fat lip

      

    


    
      8. At the beginning of the novel, what is Billy doing?


      
        A. Walking home from the office.

        B. Milking the cows.

        C. Raking the lawn.

        D. Churning butter.

      

    


    
      9. Where does Billy sell his coonskins?


      
        A. At coon-hunting contests.

        B. On the main road.

        C. In Tahlequah.

        D. At his grandfather's store.

      

    


    
      10. How many sisters does Billy have?


      
        A. 6

        B. 1

        C. 2

        D. 3

      

    


    
      11. Who teaches Billy how to trap raccoons and how to make a scarecrow?


      
        A. the Pritchard boys

        B. Bentley

        C. Grandfather

        D. Papa

      

    


    
      12. Which of the Pritchard boys is the oldest?


      
        A. Samie

        B. Bentley

        C. Rainie

        D. Ruben

      

    


    
      13. To win the bet with the Pritchard boys, what do Billy's hounds have to catch?


      
        A. the "feral coon"

        B. the "ghost coon"

        C. the "magnificent coon"

        D. the "supine coon"

      

    


    
      14. What kind of hounds are Old Dan and Little Ann?


      
        A. Bluetick

        B. Bloodhound

        C. Redbone

        D. Yellowtail

      

    


    
      15. Which of the hounds is smarter?


      
        A. Billy

        B. Old Dan

        C. Little Ann

        D. Grandfather

      

    


    
      16. Into what does Little Ann fall?


      
        A. A muskrat den

        B. A swamp

        C. A hollow log

        D. A freezing stream

      

    


    
      17. What does Billy put on the Pritchard boy's grave?


      
        A. Fresh tulips

        B. A memorial stone

        C. Dried flowers

        D. A coonskin

      

    


    
      18. Who enters Billy's hounds in the contest?


      
        A. Billy

        B. Mama

        C. Papa

        D. Grandfather

      

    


    
      19. What kind of contest does Little Ann win all by herself?


      
        A. A beauty contest

        B. A tracking contest

        C. A swimming contest

        D. A race

      

    


    
      20. Why does the price of coonskins rise?


      
        A. There is a fad back east.

        B. They become endangered species.

        C. Scientists discover an important nutrient in coon fur.

        D. A plague kills most of the raccoon population.

      

    


    
      21. How much is the contest jackpot?


      
        A. $40

        B. $200

        C. $300

        D. $500

      

    


    
      22. What will the jackpot money be used for?


      
        A. New mules.

        B. To buy a home in Tahlequah.

        C. More hounds.

        D. To save Grandfather's store.

      

    


    
      23. How many coons do Old Dan and Little Ann catch on the night of the blizzard?


      
        A. 7

        B. 3

        C. 12

        D. 4

      

    


    
      24. Who is the author of Where the Red Fern Grows?


      
        A. Harper Lee

        B. Wilson Rawls

        C. Kenneth Clarke

        D. Fred Gipson

      

    


    
      25. How does Old Dan die?


      
        A. He grows old.

        B. He eats the poisonous red fern.

        C. He is mortally wounded in a fight with a mountain lion.

        D. He runs headlong into a thorn bush.

      

    


    
      Answer Key:


      1: A; 2: D; 3: A; 4: D; 5: A; 6: C; 7: C; 8: A; 9: D; 10: D; 11: C; 12: D; 13: B; 14: C; 15: C; 16: D; 17: C; 18: D; 19: A; 20: A; 21: C; 22: B; 23: D; 24: B; 25: C
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