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"Where the Red Fern Grows" is a timeless novel by Wilson Rawls that captures the spirit of
determination, love, and loss through the eyes of a young boy named Billy Colman. Set in
the Ozark Mountains during the Great Depression, the story revolves around Billy's quest to
earn enough money to buy two coonhounds, Old Dan and Little Ann, to fulfill his dream of
becoming a skilled hunter. This study guide aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the themes, characters, and literary elements in the novel, helping
readers to appreciate its depth and significance.

Plot Summary

"Where the Red Fern Grows" follows the journey of Billy Colman as he pursues his dream of
owning hunting dogs. The narrative unfolds in several key stages:

1. Billy's Determination: The story begins with Billy's deep desire for hunting dogs. He
works tirelessly for two years to save money, overcoming various obstacles along the way.

2. Acquisition of the Dogs: Once he has saved enough money, Billy travels to Tahlequah,
Oklahoma, where he buys two Redbone Coonhounds. He names them Old Dan and Little
Ann.

3. Training and Bonding: Billy trains his dogs, and the trio forms a strong bond. They
embark on hunting adventures that test their skills and resilience.



4. Challenges and Triumphs: Throughout the story, Billy faces various challenges, including
fierce competition from other hunters and the harsh realities of nature. He experiences
both triumphs and defeats, but his determination never wavers.

5. Heartbreak and Loss: The climax of the story involves a tragic event that leads to the
loss of Billy's beloved dogs, forcing him to confront the pain of grief and the importance of
love and memory.

6. The Symbol of the Red Fern: The novel concludes with the discovery of a red fern
growing between the graves of Old Dan and Little Ann, symbolizing the enduring love and
bond between Billy and his dogs.

Characters

The characters in "Where the Red Fern Grows" are richly developed, each contributing to
the themes and emotional depth of the story.

Billy Colman
Billy is the protagonist, a determined and hardworking young boy who embodies the spirit
of perseverance. His love for his dogs and his commitment to achieving his dreams make
him a relatable and inspiring character.

Old Dan
Old Dan is one of Billy's hunting dogs, known for his strength and bravery. He is fiercely
loyal to Billy and is a skilled coonhound, often leading the charge during hunts.

Little Ann
Little Ann, the other half of Billy's hunting duo, is intelligent and agile. She complements
Old Dan's strengths and is equally devoted to Billy, showcasing the deep bond between the
characters.

Billy's Parents
Billy's parents provide a foundation of love and support throughout the story. They
exemplify the values of hard work and resilience, encouraging Billy in his pursuits.

Ruben and Rainie Pritchard
The Pritchard brothers serve as antagonists in the story. Their rivalry with Billy highlights
the competitive nature of hunting and the challenges young hunters face.



Themes

"Where the Red Fern Grows" is rich in themes that resonate with readers of all ages. Here
are some of the most prominent:

Perseverance and Determination
Billy's journey to acquire his dogs and become a skilled hunter exemplifies the theme of
perseverance. Despite numerous challenges, he remains focused on his goal,
demonstrating that hard work and determination can lead to success.

Love and Loyalty
The bond between Billy and his dogs is a central theme in the novel. Their loyalty to each
other and the love they share highlight the importance of relationships and companionship.

Coming of Age
The novel is a coming-of-age story that explores Billy's growth and maturity as he learns
valuable life lessons through his experiences. He confronts the realities of life, including
loss and grief, which contribute to his development.

Nature and the Environment
The setting of the Ozark Mountains plays a significant role in the narrative. The beauty and
challenges of nature reflect the struggles and triumphs of the characters, emphasizing the
connection between humans and their environment.

Grief and Healing
The novel tackles the theme of grief as Billy faces the loss of his beloved dogs. It explores
the process of mourning and the ways in which love can help heal emotional wounds.

Symbols

Symbolism is prevalent throughout "Where the Red Fern Grows," enriching the narrative
and deepening its themes.

The Red Fern
The red fern that grows between the graves of Old Dan and Little Ann symbolizes eternal
love and the idea that love transcends death. It serves as a poignant reminder of the bond



Billy shared with his dogs.

The Coonhunting Competitions
The hunting competitions represent both the challenges and the camaraderie within the
hunting community. They highlight the competitive nature of the sport while also
showcasing the respect between hunters.

The Ozark Mountains
The setting itself is symbolic of both beauty and danger. The mountains serve as a
backdrop for Billy's adventures, representing the trials he must face and the beauty that
can be found in perseverance.

Literary Elements

Wilson Rawls employs various literary elements to enhance the storytelling in "Where the
Red Fern Grows."

Imagery
Rawls uses vivid imagery to paint a picture of the Ozark Mountains and the hunting
experiences. Descriptive language immerses readers in the sights, sounds, and emotions of
the story.

Foreshadowing
Foreshadowing is present throughout the novel, hinting at the eventual loss that Billy will
face. Subtle clues prepare readers for the emotional impact of the climax.

Point of View
The story is told from a third-person limited point of view, primarily focusing on Billy's
thoughts and emotions. This perspective allows readers to connect deeply with his
experiences.

Discussion Questions

To facilitate deeper understanding and reflection on the novel, the following discussion
questions can be considered:

1. What does Billy's determination to save money for his dogs reveal about his character?



2. How do Old Dan and Little Ann complement each other as hunting dogs, and what do
they represent in Billy's life?
3. In what ways does the novel portray the theme of grief, and how does Billy cope with his
loss?
4. How does the setting of the Ozark Mountains contribute to the story's themes and
character development?
5. What role does the red fern play in the conclusion of the novel, and what does it
symbolize for Billy?

Conclusion

"Where the Red Fern Grows" is more than just a story about a boy and his dogs; it is a
profound exploration of love, loss, and the journey to adulthood. Through Billy's
experiences, Wilson Rawls crafts a narrative that resonates with readers, reminding them of
the enduring bonds of companionship and the importance of perseverance in the face of
adversity. This study guide serves as a valuable resource for readers seeking to delve
deeper into the novel's themes, characters, and literary elements, fostering a greater
appreciation for this classic work.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes of 'Where the Red Fern
Grows'?
The main themes of 'Where the Red Fern Grows' include perseverance, the bond between
humans and animals, the coming of age, and the cycle of life and death.

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

What is the significance of the red fern in the story?
The red fern symbolizes love, loyalty, and the enduring spirit of the dogs, representing a
sacred connection between life and death.

How does Billy acquire his dogs?
Billy saves money for two years by working various jobs to buy his dogs, Old Dan and Little
Ann, from a catalog.

What challenges does Billy face in his journey?
Billy faces various challenges, including skepticism from his parents, harsh weather
conditions, and the difficulties of training his dogs for hunting.



What role does the setting play in 'Where the Red Fern
Grows'?
The setting in the Ozark Mountains provides a rich backdrop for the story, emphasizing
themes of nature, adventure, and the rural lifestyle of the time.

How does the relationship between Billy and his dogs
develop throughout the story?
Billy's relationship with Old Dan and Little Ann deepens as they train and hunt together,
showcasing loyalty, teamwork, and unconditional love.

What is the climax of 'Where the Red Fern Grows'?
The climax occurs during the coon hunt when Billy and his dogs face a dangerous mountain
lion, testing their courage and bond.

What lessons does Billy learn by the end of the novel?
By the end of the novel, Billy learns about love, loss, responsibility, and the importance of
cherishing memories.

How does the author, Wilson Rawls, convey emotional
depth in the story?
Wilson Rawls conveys emotional depth through vivid descriptions, heartfelt moments
between Billy and his dogs, and the exploration of grief and joy.
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Unlock the key themes and characters with our comprehensive study guide for Where the Red Fern
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