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Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls is a poignant tale of adventure,
love, and loss that resonates with readers of all ages. Set in the Ozark
Mountains during the 1930s, this novel tells the story of a young boy named
Billy Colman and his two dogs, Old Dan and Little Ann. The book is not just a
coming-of-age story; it explores themes of perseverance, friendship, and the
deep bond between humans and animals. In this article, we will delve into the
plot, characters, themes, and impact of Where the Red Fern Grows,
highlighting why it remains a classic in American literature.

Plot Summary

Where the Red Fern Grows follows the journey of Billy Colman, a ten-year-old
boy who dreams of owning two coonhounds. His determination leads him to work
tirelessly, saving money by selling various goods, including bait and even
working odd jobs. After two years of hard work, Billy finally earns enough to
buy his dogs, whom he names Old Dan and Little Ann.

The story unfolds as Billy trains his dogs to hunt raccoons, showcasing his
dedication and the strong bond he develops with them. The trio embarks on
numerous hunting adventures, facing various challenges and dangers that test
their skills and determination. As they gain recognition in the local hunting
community, they also encounter the harsh realities of life, including the
struggle against nature and the emotional toll of loss.

The climax of the story arrives when Billy and his dogs face off against a
mountain lion, a thrilling and emotional encounter that highlights the
courage and loyalty of the characters. However, the narrative takes a tragic
turn, leading to a heartbreaking conclusion that emphasizes the themes of
love and loss.

Main Characters

Where the Red Fern Grows features several key characters who play pivotal
roles in the story:

Billy Colman
- Description: The protagonist of the story, Billy is a determined and
hardworking young boy who longs for companionship and adventure.
- Character Traits: He is resilient, resourceful, and deeply attached to his



dogs, showcasing his loyalty and bravery throughout the novel.

Old Dan
- Description: One of Billy's coonhounds, Old Dan is strong, fearless, and
dedicated to hunting.
- Character Traits: Known for his strength and tenacity, Old Dan is fiercely
loyal to Billy and Little Ann, often leading the charge during hunts.

Little Ann
- Description: The other of Billy's coonhounds, Little Ann is smart, agile,
and has a gentle nature.
- Character Traits: She complements Old Dan perfectly, often using her
intelligence to outsmart raccoons during hunts.

Billy's Family
- Description: Billy’s family plays a supportive role in his journey,
especially his parents, who encourage his dreams.
- Character Traits: They embody love and understanding, providing a nurturing
environment for Billy.

Themes and Symbols

Where the Red Fern Grows is rich in themes that resonate with readers. Some
of the most prominent themes include:

Perseverance and Hard Work
Billy's journey to acquire his dogs is a testament to the power of
perseverance and hard work. His determination to save money reflects the idea
that dedication can lead to fulfilling one's dreams, no matter how
challenging the circumstances may be.

Friendship and Loyalty
The bond between Billy and his dogs is central to the narrative. Their
friendship is characterized by loyalty, trust, and mutual respect. The
loyalty displayed by Old Dan and Little Ann highlights the theme of
companionship and the deep connections that can exist between humans and
animals.



Love and Loss
One of the most poignant themes in the novel is the exploration of love and
loss. The emotional journey of Billy as he faces the tragic fate of his dogs
serves as a powerful reminder of the fragility of life and the deep emotional
bonds that can form between beings.

The Red Fern
The red fern itself is a significant symbol in the story. According to Native
American legend, a red fern grows only where a great love has been,
signifying the enduring nature of love even after loss. The appearance of the
red fern at the end of the story serves as a symbol of hope, love, and
remembrance.

Writing Style and Narrative Technique

Wilson Rawls employs a straightforward yet evocative writing style that
resonates with readers. The narrative is written in the first person,
allowing readers to experience Billy's thoughts and emotions intimately.
Rawls uses vivid descriptions to bring the Ozark Mountains to life, creating
a rich backdrop for the story. His use of dialogue captures the essence of
the characters, making them relatable and authentic.

Imagery and Descriptive Language
- Nature: Rawls paints a vivid picture of the natural environment, immersing
readers in the beauty and challenges of the Ozarks.
- Emotional Depth: The emotional weight of the story is enhanced through
descriptive language that captures the joy and sorrow experienced by Billy
and his dogs.

Symbolism:
- The Coonhunting Adventures: These serve as
metaphors for growth, learning, and the challenges
of life.
- The Red Fern: As previously mentioned, it
symbolizes love and remembrance, offering solace in
the face of loss.



Impact and Legacy

Where the Red Fern Grows has left a lasting impact
on readers since its publication in 1961. It has
been embraced by educators and parents alike for its
valuable life lessons and emotional depth. The novel
is often included in school curriculums, encouraging
discussions about responsibility, empathy, and the
relationship between humans and animals.

Adaptations

The book has inspired multiple adaptations,
including:
1. A film adaptation in 1974, which brought the
story to life on the big screen.
2. A second film adaptation in 2003, which aimed to
introduce the story to a new generation of viewers.

Influence on Literature:
- Coming-of-Age Genre: The novel is often cited as a
classic in the coming-of-age genre, influencing
later works that explore similar themes of growth
and resilience.
- Animal Literature: It has also contributed to the
genre of animal literature, showcasing the profound
connections between humans and their pets.

Conclusion



Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls is more
than just a story about a boy and his dogs; it is a
profound exploration of love, loss, and the enduring
bonds of friendship. Through Billy's journey,
readers are reminded of the importance of
perseverance, the beauty of nature, and the deep
connections that exist between all living beings.
The novel's emotional depth, combined with its rich
themes and relatable characters, ensures its place
as a beloved classic that continues to touch the
hearts of readers around the world. As we reflect on
Billy's adventures, we are left with a sense of hope
and a deeper appreciation for the love that endures,
even in the face of life's challenges.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Where the Red Fern
Grows'?

The main theme of 'Where the Red Fern Grows' is the
bond between humans and animals, particularly the
loyalty and love between a boy and his dogs. It also
explores themes of perseverance, loss, and the
coming-of-age journey.

Who is the protagonist of the story?

The protagonist of 'Where the Red Fern Grows' is a
young boy named Billy Colman, who dreams of owning
two hunting dogs.



What are the names of Billy's dogs?

Billy's dogs are named Old Dan and Little Ann.

What does the red fern symbolize in the story?

The red fern symbolizes love, hope, and the idea
that some things are sacred. It is said to grow only
where an angel has laid the souls of the deceased to
rest.

What challenges does Billy face in the book?

Billy faces several challenges, including overcoming
poverty, dealing with the skepticism of his family,
and facing the dangers of hunting in the wilderness.

How does Billy acquire his dogs?

Billy saves up money from working various jobs to
buy his two coonhound puppies from a catalog.

What role does the setting play in 'Where the Red
Fern Grows'?

The setting, which is the Ozark Mountains during the
1930s, plays a crucial role by providing a backdrop
for Billy's adventures and highlighting the natural
beauty and challenges of rural life.



What is the significance of the coon hunting
competitions in the story?

The coon hunting competitions are significant as
they showcase Billy's skills and the talents of his
dogs, ultimately leading to moments of triumph and
tragedy that shape his character.

How does the story address the theme of loss?

The story addresses the theme of loss through the
tragic events that occur later in the book,
particularly the deaths of Old Dan and Little Ann,
which profoundly affect Billy and teach him about
grief and resilience.

What lessons does Billy learn throughout his journey
in the book?

Billy learns valuable lessons about hard work,
dedication, love, loss, and the importance of
following one's dreams despite the obstacles.
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