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WHERE THE RED FERN GROWS

“A rewarding book . . . [with] careful, precise observation, all of
it rightly phrased.” —The New York Times Book Review

“An exciting tale of love and adventure you'll never forget.”
—School Library Journal

“A book of unadorned naturalness.” —Kirkus Reviews

“Written with so much feeling and sentiment that adults as
well as children are drawn [in] with a passion.”
—Arizona Daily Star

“It's a story about a young boy and his two hunting dogs
and . .. I can’t even go on without getting a little misty.”
—The Huffington Post

“A brilliant hiterary work.” —TeenInk.com

“One of the great classics of children's literature . . . Any child
who doesn't get to read this beloved and powerfully emotional
book has missed out on an important piece of childhood for
the last 40-plus years.” —Common Sense Media

“We tear up just thinking about it.”
—Time on the film adaptation

“The excitement of the hunt, the love of the boy for his dogs
and they for him, the beautifully depicted relationship between
the boy and his parents and the human elements of the story
make this a ‘must-see.’” —Deseret News on the film adaptation
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INTRODUCTION BY CLARE VANDERPOOL

Author of the Newbery Medal-winning Meon Over Marnifest
and the Printz Honor-winning Navigating Early

A boy and his dogs roaming among the redbuds, pawpaws,
and dogwoods of the Ozark Mountains—what more could
a reader ask for? And yet, Where the Red Fern Grows does in
fact give us much more than that. Wilson Rawls's beloved
tale taps into the wellspring that runs deep in all of us—the
desire for adventure, discovery, room to wander, and the
“real love” that exists between a boy and his dogs.

My favorite stories are ones that are rich in setting and
firmly rooted in place. Having spent part of many summers
during my younger years in the same Ozark hills and bluffs
of northeastern Oklahoma, I feel very much at home in
the main character’s, Billy Colman’s, neck of the woods.
His nighttime treks stirred memories of walking down tree-
lined roads so dark I couldn’t see my own feet, telling ghost
stories on a gently floating dock, listening to tree frogs sing-
ing their vesper songs outside my cabin window, and lying
under an explosion of stars while contemplating my place
in the world.



Where the Red Fern Grows is a novel that invites the
reader into the minds and hearts of its characters but pro-
vides a window into our own stories as well. Billy's story is
told from a point of looking back—from memory. An older
Billy Colman encounters a grizzled redbone hound that
draws him to relive his boyhood days. He willfully enters
into those memories as his story unfolds “piece by piece.”

My story is different. 1 didn’t grow up hunting and I'm
not a boy. But like Billy, I had dreams that would not be
quieted. So it was with this shared sense of wanting that I
entered into Billy’s story and fell in step beside him.

Billy Colman is the kid we all wish we still were: as-
piring, hopeful, steadfast. The kind who braves frigid tem-
peratures on a nighttime hunt in the remote hills and river
bottoms of Cherokee country, holds his own in a skirmish
with the town kids, and takes on the challenge of treeing
the elusive “ghost coon” in an all-night vigil. He is also that
special kind of kid who is brought to tears by feeling that he
has let his dogs down. Billy's “dog-wanting disease” takes
him on a journey of courage and discovery that beckons to
the kid, the dreamer, and the dog-lover in all of us.

And what wonderful dogs they are. From the first time
we lay eyes on the two floppy-eared pups at the train station
in Tahlequah, we know these dogs. Little Ann is smart, play-
ful, and sweet—“she could make friends with a tomcat.”
And Old Dan—impulsive, friendly, and loyal—"would not
hunt with another hound, other than Little Ann.”

But the best dog stories are never just about the hunt
or the adventure, They're about discovery, friendship, and
love. It's the relationship between Billy, Little Ann, and Old
Dan that brings this story to life. Their bond develops over
time, from the trial and error of many a lost scent, through



deadly scrapes with coon dogs, raccoons, and mountain
lions, to moments of great devotion, trust, and sacrifice.

Like the older Billy Colman, it's no wonder that I look
back on my younger years with such clarity. Those early ex-
periences, each so new and formative. Those early dreams
that stay in the blood like a wanting disease. But years later,
it is the memories that continue to reveal us to ourselves
and spike the fever again. Where the Red Fern Grows taps
into the wellspring that runs deep in all of us as we fall in
step with a boy and his dogs and, piece by piece, our own
stories unfold.

Clare Vanderpool



WHERE THE RED FERN GROWS



ONE

WHEN I LEFT MY OFFICE TIIAT BEAUTIFUL SPRING DAY, 1 HAD
no idea what was in store for me. To begin with, ev-
erything was too perfect for anything unusual to hap-
Fen. It was one of those days when a man feels good,
eels like speaking to his neighbor, is glad to live in a
country like ours, and proud of his government. You
know what 1 mean, one of those rare days when ev-
erything is ::ﬂ and nothing is wrong.

I was ing along whistling when I heard the
dogfight. At first I paid no attention to it. After all it
wasn t anything to get excited about, just another dog-
fight in a residential section.

As the sound of the fight grew nearer, I could tell
there were quite a few gs mixed up in it. They
boiled out of an alley, turned, and headed straight to-
ward me. Not wanting to get bitten or run over, I
moved over to the edge of the sidewalk.

I could see that all the dogs were ting one.
About twenty-five feet from me they t him and
down he went. I felt sorry for the unfortunate one. I
knew if something wasn’t done quickly the sanitation
department waul:f have to pick up a dead dog.

1



2 WHERE THE RED FERN GROWS

I was trying to make up my mind to help when I
got a surprise. Up out of that snarling, growling, slash-
ing mass reared an old redbone hound. For a second I
saw him. I caught my breath. I couldn’t believe what I
had seen. ]

Twisting and slashing, he fought his way throu
the pack and backed up under the low branches of a
hedfe Growling and snarling, they formed a halfmoon
circle around him. A big bird dog, bolder than the
others, darted in. The hedge shook as he tangled with
the hound. He came out so fast he fell over back-
wards. I saw that his right ear was split wide open. It
was too much for him and he took off down the street,
squalling like a scalded cat.

A big ugly cur tried his luck. He didn't get off so
easy. He came out with his left shoulder laid open to
the bone. He sat down on his rear and let the world
know that he had been hurt.

By this time, my fighting blood was boiling. It's
hard for a man to stand and watch an old hound fight
against such odds, especially if that man has memories
in his heart like I had in mine. [ had seen the time
when an old hound like that had given his life so that
I might live. -

Taking off my coat, | waded in. My yelling and
scolding didn't have much effect, but the swinging
coat did. The dogs scattered and left.

Down on my knees, 1 peered back under the
hedge. The hound was still mad. He growled at me
and showed his teeth. T knew it wasn’t his nature to
fight a man.

In a soft voice, I started talking to him. “Come
on, boy,” I said. “It’s all right. I'm your friend. Come

on now.

The fighting fire slowly left his . He bowed
his head and his long, red tail thumping the
ground. 1 kept coaxing. On his stomach, an inch at a
time, he came to me and laid his head in my hand.

I almost cried at what I saw. His coat was dirty
and mud-caked. His skin was stretched drum-tight
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over his bony frame. The knotty joints of his hips and
shoulders stood out a good three inches from his
body. I could tell he was starved.

I couldn’t figure it out. He didn't belong in town.
He was far out of place with the boxers, poodles, bird
dogs, and other breeds of town dogs. He belonged in
the country. He was a hunting hound.

I raised one of his paws. There I read the story.
The pads were worn down slick as the rind on an ag—
ple. I knew he had come a long way, and no doubt
had a long way to go. Around his neck was a crude
collar. On closer inspection, I saw it had been made
from a piece of check-line leather. Two holes had been
punched in each end and the ends were laced to-
gether with bailing wire.

As 1 turned the collar with my finger, I saw
something else. There, scratched deep in the tough
leather, was the name “Buddie.” I guessed that the
crude, scribbly letters had probably been written by a
little boy.

It's strange indeed how memories can lie dor-
mant in a man’s mind for so many years. Yet those
memories can be awakened and brought forth fresh
and new, just by something you've seen, or something
you've heard, or the sight of an old familiar face.

What I saw in the warm gray eyes of the friendly
old hound brought back wonderful memories. To show
my gratitude, I took hold of his collar and said, “Come
on, , let'’s go home and get something to eat.”

He seemed to understand that he had found a
friend. He came willingly.

I gave him a bath and rubbed all the soreness
from his muscles. He drank quarts of warm milk and
ate all the meat 1 had in the house. I hurried down to
;ilxisture and bought more. He ate until he was satis-

He slept all that night and most of the next day.
Late in the afternoon he grew restless. 1 told him I
understood, and as soon as it was dark, he could be on
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his way. I figured he had a much better chance if he
left town at night.

That evening, a little after sundown, 1 ed the
back gate. He walked out, stopped, mmge'n around,
and looked at me. He thanked me by wagging his tail.

With tears in my eyes, I said, “You're more
welcome, old fellow. In fact, you could’ve stayed here
as long as you wanted to.”

He whined and licked my hand.

I was wmrdeﬁniwhich way he would go. With
one final whimper he turned and headed east. I
couldn’t help smiling as I watched him trot down the
alley. I noticed the way his hind quarters shifted over
to the right, never in line with the front, yet always in

rfect rhythm. His long ears flopped up and down,

eeping time with the jogging motion of his body. Yes,

they were all there, the unmistakable marks of a hunt-
ing hound,

Where the alley emptied into the street, he
stopped and looked back. I waved my hand.

As 1 watched him disap in the twilight shad-
ows, | whispered these warc{;em Good-bye, old fellow.
Good luck, and good hunting!”

I didn’t have to let him go. I could have kept him
in my back yard, but to pen up a dog like that is a sin.
It would have broken his heart. The will to live would
have slowly left his body.

I had no idea where he had come from or where
he was going. Perhaps it wasn't too far, or maybe it
was a long, long way. I tried to make myself believe
that his home was in the Ozark Mountains somewhere
in Missouri, or Oklahoma. It wasn’t impossible even
though it was a long way from the Snake River Valley

in Idaho.

I red something drastic must have ha
in his life, as it is very unusual for a hound to be trav-
eh'niall alone. Perhaps he had been stolen, or maybe
he had been sold some much-needed money.
Whatever it was that had interrupted his life, he was
trying to straighten it out. He was going home to the
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mter he loved, and with the help of God, he would
e it.

To him it made no difference how long the road,
or how rough or rocky. His old red feet would keep
{ogglng along, on and on, mile after mile. There would
}:: no erving or giving up. When his feet grew tired
and weary, e would cu upmlimweedsandrest
Water from a rain puddle or a mountain stream would

uench his thirst and cool his hot throat. Food
ound along the hi y, or the rings from a
friendly hand would ease the s of hungar
Through the rains, the snows, ur tﬂmgescrt heat, he
would jog along, never looki

Some morning he woultlﬁ)e found curled up on
the front long journey would be over. He
would be home. There would be a lot of tail-wagging
and a few whimpering cries. His warm moist to
would caress the hand of his master. All would be for-
given. Unne again the |I¢f_~: would shine in his dog's
e

r my frien in the 5,
[ stood and stared at the empty alley. A strange feel-
ing came over me. At first I thought I was lonely or
sad, but I realized that wasn't it at all. The feeling was
a wonderful one.

Although the old hound had no way of knowing
it, he had stirred memories, and what Enceless trea-
sures they were. Memories of my boyhood days, an
old K. C. Baking Powder can, and two little red
hounds. Memories of a wonderful love, unselfish de-
votion, and death in its saddest form.

As I turned to enter my yard I started to lock the
gate, and then [ thought, “"No, I'll leave it open. He
might come back.”

I was about halfway to the house when a cool
hreezednﬂeddmmfmmthemggsdmtnns It had a
bite in it and goosepimples jumped out on my skin. I
stopped at the wi hed and picked up several sticks
of wood.

I didn’t turn on any lights on entering the house.
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The dark, quiet atmosphere was a perfect setting for
the mood I was in. I built a fire in the fireplace and
pulled up my favorite rocker.

As 1 sat there in the silence, the fire grew larger.
It crackled and popped. Firelight shadows began to
shimmer and dance around the room. The warm, com-
fortable heat felt good.

I struck a-match to light my pipe. As I did, two
beautiful cups gleamed from the mantel. I held the
match up so I could get a better look. There they
were, sitting side by side. One was large with long,
upright handles that stood out like wings on a morn-
ing dove. The highly polished surface gleamed and
glistened with a golden sheen. The other was smaller
and made of silver. It was neat and trim, and sparkled
like a white star in the heavens.

I got up and took them down. There was a sto
in those cups—a story that went back more than a half
century.

As 1 caressed the smooth surfaces, my mind
drifted back through the vears, back to my boyhood
days. How wonderful the memories were. Piece by
piece the story unfolded.



TWO

I SUPPOSE THERE'S A TIME IN PRACTICALLY EVERY YOUNG
buyshfewhenhesaﬂéctedbyﬂmtwmdmﬁﬂdim
nfp don’t mean the kind a boy has for the

Ettlegul that lives down the road. I mean the
re:al nd, the kind that has four small feet and a wig-
El m]andsharpllttleteethmatmgmwunaboys
nger; the kind a boy can romp and play with, even
eat and sleep with.

I was ten old when I first became infected
withﬂ'listemblg disease. I'm sure no boy in the world
had it worse than I did. It's not easy for a young boy
m“mntaduﬁaudnothcab]emhaveme It starts

is heart, and gets all mixed in his
mms It gets worse and worse, unti]ﬂna]ll;'itbe-
comes almost unbearable.
If my dog-wanting had been that of an ordinary
boy, I'm sure my andfnﬂ}erwmldhweﬁl
tcnmeapup , but my wants were different. I didn’t
ng I wanted two, and not just any kind
Ei:ed Theyhndtubeaspwa]lundmdammml
I had to have some dogs. I went to my father and

7
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had a talk with him. He scratched his head and
thought it over.

“Well, Billy,” he said, “I heard that Old Man
Hatfield's collie is going to have pups. I'm sure I can
get one of them for you.”

He may as well have poured cold water on me.
“Papa,” I said, “I don't want an old collie dog. I want
hounds—coon hounds—and I want two of them.”

I could tell by the look on his face that he wanted
to help me, but couldn't.

He said, “Billy, those kind of dogs cost money,
and that's something we don't have right now. Maybe
some day when we can afford it, you can have them,
but not right now.”

I didn't give up. After my talk with Papa, I went
to Mama. [ fared no better there. Right off she said I
was too young to be hunting with hounds. Besides, a
hunter needed a gun, that was one thing [
couldn't have, not until I was twenty-one anyway.

I couldn’t understand it. There I was sitting right
in the middle of the finest hunting country in the
world and I didn't even have a dog.

Our home was in a beautiful valley far back in
the rugged Ozarks. The country was new and sparsel
settled. The land we lived on was Cherokee land, a],:
lotted to my mother because of the Cherokee blood
that flowed in her veins. It lay in a strip from the foot-
hills of the mountains to the banks of tEe Illinois River
in northeastern Oklahoma.

The land was rich, black, and fertile. Papa said it
would grow hair on a crosscut saw. He was the first
man to stick the cold steel point of a turning plow into
the virgin soil.

Mama had picked the spot for our log house. It
nestled at the of the foothills in the mouth of a
small canyon, was surrounded by a grove of huge
red oaks. Behind our house one could see miles and
miles of the mighty Ozarks. In the spring the aromatic
scent of wild flowers, redbuds, papaws, and dogwoods,
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drifting on the wind currents, spread over the valley
and around our home.

Below our fields, twisting and winding, ran the
clear blue waters of the Illinois River. The banks were
cool and shady. The rich bottom land near the river
E‘u studded with tall sycamores, birches, and box el-

ers.

To a ten-year-old country boy it was the most
beautiful place in the whole wide world, and I took
advantage of it all. I roamed the hills and the river
bottoms. 1 knew every trail in the thick cane-
brakes, and every animal track that was pressed in the
mud along the riverbanks.

The ones that fascinated me the most were the
baby-like tracks of a river coon. I'd lie for hours exam-
ining them, Before leaving, I'd take a switch and
sweep them all away. These I called my “trail looks.”
The next da?r I'd hurry back, and sure enough, nine
times out of ten, there in the clean-swept ground I
would again find the tracks of a ringtail coon.

I knew he had passed over the trail during the
night. I could close my eyes and almost see him,
humped up and waddlintﬁﬂalung. fishing under the
banks with his delicate little paws for crawfish, frogs,
and minnows.

I was a hunter from the time I could walk. I
caught lizards on the rail fences, rats in the comncrib,
and frogs in the little creek that ran through the fields.
i Gk pas 1 g ming 8

As the e -wanting disease grew
worse. I began to see dogs in my sleep. I went back to
my father and mother. It was the same old story.
Cood hounds cost money, and just didn't have it.

My dog-wanting became so I began to lose
weight and my food didn't taste good any more. Mama
noticed this and she had a talk with Papa.

“You're going to have to do something,” she said.
"I never saw a boy grieve like that. It's not right, not
right at all.”

“I know,” said Papa, “and I feel just as badly as
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you do, but what can I do? You know we don't have
that kind of money.”

“l don't care,” said Mama. “You've got to do
something. I can't stand to see him cry like that. Be-
sides he's getting to be a problem. I can't get my work
done. He follows me around all day long begging for
hounds.”

“I offered to get him a dog,” said Papa, “but he
doesn’t want just any kind of dog. He wants hounds,
and they cost money. Do you know what the Parker
boys paid for those two hounds they bought? Seventy-
five dollars! If I had that much money, I'd buy an-
other mule. I sure do need one.” '

I had overheard this conversation from another
room. At first it made me feel pretty good. At least I
was getting to be a problem. Then I didn’t feel so
m. I knew my mother and father were poor and

idn't have any money. I began to feel sorry for them

and If.

m thinking it over, I figured out a way to help.
Even though it was a great sacrifice, I told Papa I had
decided 1 didnt want two hounds. One would be
enough. I saw the hurt in his eyes. It made me feel
like someone was squeezing water out of my heart.

Papa set me on his lap and we had a good talk.
He told me how hard times were, and that it looked
like a man couldn’t get a fair price for anything he
raised. Some of the farmers had quit farming and were
cutting railroad ties so they could feed their families.
If things didn’t get better, that's what he'd have to do.
He said he'd give anything if he could get some good
hounds for me, but there didn’t seem to be any way
he could right then.

I went off to bed with my heart all torn up in
little pieces, and cried myself to sleep.

The next day Pa l');ad to go to the store. Late
that evening I saw him coming back. As fast as I
could, I ran to meet him, expecting a sack of candy.
Instead he handed me three small steel traps.

If Santa Claus himself had come down out of the
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mountains, reindeer and all, I would not have been
more pleased. I jumped up and down, and cried a
whole bucketful of tears. I hugged him and told him
what a wonderful papa he was.

He showed me to set them by mashing the
spring down with mgcfmrl. and how to work the trig-
ger. I took them to bed with me that night.

The next morning I started trapping around the
barn. The first thing I caught was Samie, our house
cat. If this didn’t cause a commotion! I didn't intend
to catch him. I was trying to catch a rat, but somehow
he came nosing around and got in my trap.

My sisters started bawling and yelling for Mama.
She came running, wanting to know what in the world
was going on. None of us had to tell her. Samie told
her with his spitting and squalling.

He was mad. He couldnt understand what that
thing was that was biting his foot, and he was making
an awful fuss about it. His tail was as big as a wet
corncob and every hair on his small body was sticking
straight up. He spit and yowled and dared anyone to
get close to him.

My sisters velled their fool heads off, all the time
saying, “Poor Samie! Poor Samie!”

Mama shushed them up and told me to go get
the forked stick from under the clothesline. I ran and
got it.

Mama was the best helper a boy ever had. She
put the forked end over Samie’s neck and pinned him
to the ground.

It was bad enough for the to be biting his

foot, but to have his neck pinned that way was
too much. He threw a fit. I never heard such a racket
in all my life.

It wasn't long until everything on the place was
all spooked ﬁ The chickens started cackling and flew
way up on the hillside. Daisy, our milk cow, all but
tore the barn lot up and refused to give any milk that
night. Sloppy Ann, our hog, started running in circles,
squealing and grunting,
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Samie wigeled and twisted. He yowled and spit,
but it didn't do him any good. Mama was good and
stout. She held him down, tight to the ground. I ran
in and put my foot on the trap spring, mashed it
down, and released his foot. With one loud squall, he
scooted under the barn.

After it was all over, Mama said, "I don't think
you'll have any more trouble with that cat. I think he
has learned his lesson.”

How wrong Mama was. Samie was one of those
nosy kind of cats. He would lie up on the red oak
limbs and watch every move I mad»cp

I found some slick little trails out in our garden
down under some tall hollyhocks. Thinking they were
game trails, and not knowing they were Samie’s favor-
ite hunting trails, I set my traps. Samie couldn’t un-
derstand what I was doing out there, messing around
his hunting territory. He went to investigate.

It wasn't long until I had him limping with all
four feet. Every time Papa saw Samie lying around in
the warm sun with his feet wrapped up in turpentine
rags, he would laugh until big tears rolled down his
cheeks.

Mama had another talk with Papa. She said he
was going to have to say something to me, because if |
caught that cat one more time, it would drive her out
of her mind.

Papa told me to be a little more careful where I
set my traps.

Papa,” I said, “I don’t want to catch Samie, but
he’s the craziest cat I ever saw. He sees everything I
do, and just has to go sniffing around.”

Papa looked over at Samie. He was lying all
5 led out in the sunshine with all four paws ban-
cﬂg::,i and sticking straight up. His long tail was
swishing this way and that.

“You see, Papa,” I said, “he's watching me right
now, just waiting for me to set my traps.”

Papa walked off toward the barmn. I heard him
laughing fit to kill.
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It finally got too tough for Samie. He left home.
Oh, he came in once in a while, all long and lean
looking, but he never was the same friendly cat any
more. He was nervous and wouldn't let anyone pet
him. He would gobble down his milk and then scoot
for the timber.

Once | decided to make friends with him be-
cause 1 felt bad about catching him in my traps. 1
reached out my hand to rub his back. He swelled up
like a sitting hen. His eyeballs got all green, and he
rnm']m] way down deep. He spat at me, and drew
wick his paw like he was going to knock my head off.
| decided I'd better leave him alone.

In no time at all I cleaned out the rats, Then
something bad happened. I caught one of Mama's
prize hens. I got one of those “young man peach tree”
switchings over that.

Papa told me to go down in the canebrakes back
of our fields and trap. This opened up all kinds of new
wonders. [ caught opossums, skunks, rabbits, and
sqquirrels.

Papa showed me how to skin my game. In neat
litte rows 1 tacked the hides on the smokehouse wall.
l']d stand for hours and admire my magnificent tro-
P 1 [&d

There was only one thing wrong. I didn’t have a
big coonskin to add to my collection. I couldn’t trap
old Mister Ringtail. He was too smart for me. He'd
steal the bait from the traps, spring the triggers, and
sometimes even turn them over.

Once I found a small stick standing upright in
one of my traps. I showed it to Papa. He laughed and
said the stick must have fallen from a tree. It made no
difference what Papa said. I was firmly convinced that
n smart old coon had deliberately poked that stick in
my trap.

The traps helped my dog-wanting considerably,
but like a new toy, the newness wore off and I was
right back where 1 started from. Only this time it was
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worse, much worse. I'had been exposed to the feel of
wildlife.

I started pestering Mama again. She said, “Oh,
no! Not that again. I ght vou'd be satisfied with
the traps. No, Billy, I don’t want to hear any more
about hounds.”

I knew Mama meant what she said. This broke
my heart. I decided I'd leave home. I sneaked out a
quart jar of peaches, some cold corn bread, and a few
onions, and started up the hollow back of our house. 1
had it all figured out. I'd go away off to some biE
town, get a hundred dogs, and bring them all bac
with me.

I made it all right until I heard a timber wolf
howl. This stopped my home-leaving.

When the hunting season opened that fall, some-
thinﬁ happened that was almost more than I could
stand. I was lying in bed one night trying to figure out

i\;.rayl;:ﬂul gﬂmiiogswa:;heud e deep |
ying of a coon hound. I got up opened my win-
dow. It came again. The deep voice rang loud and

clear in the frosty night. Now and then I could hear
the hunter whooping to him.

The hound i:unl'.ed all night. He quit when the
roosters started crowing at daﬂm](. e hunter and
the hound weren't the only ones awake that night. 1
stayed up and listened to &em until the last tones of
the hound’s voice died away in the daylight hours.

That moming [ was getennined to have some
hounds. I went again to Mama. This time I tried brib-
ery. I told her if she'd get me a hunﬁn% doief_'d save
the money I earned from my furs, and buy her a new
dress and a boxful of pretty hats.

That time I saw tears in her . It made me
feel all empty inside and I cried a little, too. By the

time she was through kissing me and talking to me, [
was sure I didn’t need any dogs at all. I couldn’t stand

to see Mama cry.
The next night I heard the hound again. I tried to
cover my head with a pillow to shut out the sound. It
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was no use. His voice seemed to bore its way through
the pillow and ring in my ears. I had to get up and
ugnin go to the window. I'm sure if that coon hunter
had known that he was slowly killing a ten-year-old
boy, he would have put a muzzle on his hound.

Sleep was out of the question. Even on nights
when I couldn’t hear the hound, I couldn't sleep. I
was afraid if T did, he would come and 1 would miss
hearing him.

By the time hunting season was over, I was a
nervous wreck. My eyves were red and bloodshot. 1
had lost weight and was as thin as a bean pole. Mama
checked me over. She looked at my tongue and
turned back one of my eyelids.

“If 1 didn't know er, she said, “T'd swear you
weren't sleeping well. Are you?”

“Why, Mama,” I said, "I go to bed, don't I? What
does a go to bed for if 1t isn't to sleep?

By the little wrinkles that bunched up on her
forehead, I could tell that Mama wasn't satishied. Pa
came in during one of these inspections. Mama told
him she was worried about my health.

“Aw,” he said, “there’s nothing wrong with him.
It's just because he's been cooped up all winter. A boy
needs sunshine, and exercise. He's almost eleven now,
und I'm going to let him help me in the fields this
summer. That will put the muscles back on him.”

I thought this was wonderful. I'd finally grown up
to be a man. T was going to help Papa wmti: the farm.



THREE

THE DOG-WANTING DISEASE NEVER DID LEAVE ME ALTO-
gether, With the new work I was doing, helping Papa,
it just kind of burned itself down and left a big sore
on my heart. Every time I'd see a coon track down in
our fields, or along the riverbanks, the old sore would
get all festered up and start hurting again.

Just when I iven up all hope of ever owning
u good hound, something wonderful happened. The
good Lord figured 1 had hurt enough, :mg it was time
to lend a helping hand.

It all started one day while I was hoeing com
town in our field close to the river. Across the river, a
rurt)' of fishermen had been camped for several days.

heard the old Maxwell car as it snorted and chugged
its way out of the bottoms. I knew they were leaving,
Throwing down my hoe, 1 ran down to the river and
waded across at a place called the Shannon Ford. I
hurried to the campground.

It was always a pleasure to 1 where fisher-
[ men had camped. I usually could find things: a fish

line, or a forgotten fish pole. On one occasion, I found
i beautiful knife stuck in the bark of a sycamore tree,

17
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forgotten by a careless fisherman. But on that day, I |
found the greatest of treasures, a sportsman’s maga-
zine, discarded by the campers. It was a real treasure |
for a country boy. Because of that magazine, my entire |
life was : i
I sat down on an old sycamore log, and started
thumbing through the leaves. On the pages of
the mﬁzine, I came to the “For Sale” section—
“Dogs for Sale”—every kind of dog. I read on and on. |
They had dogs I had never heard of, names I couldn’t |
make out. Far down in the right-hand comer, 1 found
Ed ad that mnlgdmy breath away. Indsmall letters, it
: "Registered redbone coon nd pups—twenty-
five dollars each.” 3
The advertisement was from a kennel in Ken-
tucky. [ read it over and over. By the time I had
memorized the ad, I was seeing dogs, hearing dogs, *
and even feeling them. The magazine was forgotten. I
was lost in thought. The brain of an eleven-year-old i
boy can dream some fantastic dreams. ,
ﬂmHmv wmderfu]bltymmdibe if 1 muLtzlhnw mﬂf
ps. Every in the country but me a
good E::und or two. But fifty dollars—how could I
ever get fifty dollars? I knew I couldn’t expect help
i from the' Bible: my |
I remem a pas my |
mother had read to us: szﬁe helps those who help |
themselves.” 1 thought of the words. I mulled them
over in my mind. I decided I'd ask God to help me.
There on the banks of the Illinois River, in the cool
shade of the tall white sycamores, 1 asked God to help
me get two huundlémﬂi.' It wasn't much of a prayer,
t 1

but it did come i m the heart.
When I left the cam nd of the fishermen, it
ﬁ |ah;.ﬂlﬂs I walked Drl:gdl could fﬁ:! ptggkhm:f
ulge of the magazine jam deep in et
my overalls. The beautiful silence that follows the set-
ting sun had settled over the river bottoms. The cool-
ness of the rich, black soil felt to my bare feet.
It was the time of day when all furried things
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come to life. A big swamp rabbit hopped out on the
truil, sat on his haunches, stared at me, and then
seampered away. A mother gray squirrel ran out on
the limb of a burr cak tree. She barked a warning to
the four furry balls behind her. They melted

sight in the thick green. A silent gray shadow drifted
down from the top of a tall sycamore. There was a
squeal and a beating of wings. I heard the tinkle of a
hell in the distance ahead. I knew it was Daisy, our
milk cow. I'd have to start her on the way home.

I took the magazine from my pocket and again I
read the ad. Slowly a plan began to form. I'd save the
money. | could sell stuff to the fishermen: crawfish,
minnows, and fresh vegetables, In berry season, 1
vould sell all the berries I could pick at my grandfa-
ther's store. 1 could trap in the winter. The more I
plunned, the more real it became. There was the way
1o get those pups—save my money,

I could almost feel the pups in my hands. I
unned the little doghouse, a.ng where to put it. Col-
urs 1 could make myself. Then the thought came,
"What could I name ?" 1 tried name after name,
voleing them out loud. None seemed to fit. Well, there
would be plenty of time for names.

Right now there was something more important
«fifty dollars—a fabulous sum—a fortune—far more
money than I had ever seen. Somehow, some way, I
was determined to have it. I had twenty-three cents—
u dime I had earmned running errands for my pa,
und thirteen cents a fisherman had given me for a can
ol worms.

The next morning [ went to the trash pile behind
the barn. 1 was looking for a can—my bank. I picked
_lmtseveral. but they didn't seem to be what 1 wanted.

'n | saw it, an old K. C. Baking Powder can. It was

rfect, long and slender, with a ight lid. I took
t down to the creek and scrubbed it with sand until it
wiis bright and new-looking.

I dropped the twenty-three cents in the can. The
voins looked so small lying there on the shiny bottom,



20 WHERE THE RED FERN CROWS

but to me it was a good start. With my finger, I tried
to measure how full it would be with fifty dollars in it.

Next, [ went to the barn and up in the loft. Far
back over the hay and up under the eaves, I hid my
can. I had a start toward making my dreams come
true—twenty-three cents. I had a good bank, safe
from the rats and from the rain and snow. 1

All through that summer I worked like a beaver.
In the small creek that wormed its way down through
our fields, I caught crawfish with my bare hands. I
trapped minnows with an old screen-wire trap [ made
myself, baited with yellow com bread my
mother’s kitchen. These were sold to the fishermen, -
along with fresh vegetables and roasting ears. I tore
my way through the blackberry patches until my
hands and feet were scratched raw and red from the
thorns. 1 tramped the hills seeking out the huckle-
berry bushes. My grandfather pmni me ten cents a
bucket for my berries.

Once Grandpa asked me what I did with the
money | eamned. I told him I was saving it to buy
some hunting dogs. I asked him if he would order
them for me when I had saved enough. He said he
would. I asked him not to-say anything to my father.
He promised me he wouldnt. I'm sure Grandpa paid |
little attention to my plans. |

That winter I trapped harder than ever with the
three little traps I owned. Grandpa sold my hides to (
fur buyers who came to his store all through the fur
season. Prices were cheap: fifteen cents for a la.rge‘
opossum hide, twenty-five for a good skunk hide. |

Little by little, the nickels and dimes added up.
The old K. C. Baking Powder can grew heavy. I
would heft its weight in the palm of my hand. With a
straw, I'd measure from the lip of ti;e can to the
money. As the months went by, the straws grew
shorter and shorter.

The next summer I followed the same routine.

“Would you like to buy some crawfish or min-
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nows? Maybe you'd like some fresh, vegetables or
roasting ears.”

The fishermen were wonderful, as true sportsmen
wre. They seemed to sense the urgency in my voice
und always bought my wares. However, many was
time I'd find my vegetables left in the doned
camp.

There never was a set price. Anything they of-
fered was good enough for me.

A year passed. I was twelve. I was over the half-
way mark. [ had twenty-seven dollars and forty-six
cents. My spirits soared. I worked harder.

Another year crawled slowly by, and then the
great day came. The long hard grind was over. [ had it
—my dollars! I cried as I counted it over and
aver,

Aslsetﬂlemnhnckh]ﬂmshxda:ﬁea\resnfﬂw
barn, it seemed to glow with a radiant whiteness 1 had
never seen before. Perhaps it was all imagination. [
don't know.

Lying back in the soft hay, I folded my hands be-
hind my head, closed eyes, and let my mind
wander over the two long . I thought of the
fishermen, the blackberry patches, and the huckle-
berry hills. I thought of the prayer I had said when I
usked God to help me get two hound pups. I knew He
had surely helped, for He had given me the heart,
courage, and determination.

Early the next morning, with the can jammed
deep in the pocket of my overalls, 1 flew to the store.
As | trotted along, I whistled and sang. 1 felt as big as
the tallest mountain in the Ozarks.

Arriving at my destination, I saw two wagons
were tied up at the hitching rack. I knew some farm-
ers had come to the store, so [ waited until they left.
As I walked in, 1 saw my grandfather behind the
counter. Tugging and pulling, I worked the can out of
my pocket and dumped it out in front of him and
looked up.

Grandpa was dumbfounded. He tried to say
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something, but it wouldn't come out. He looked at
me, and %IE looked at the pile of coins. Finally, in a
voice much louder than he ordinarily used, he asked,
“Where dfj you get a]cl!ptl],is?, 4

“I told you, Grandpa,” I said, “I was saving my
money so I could buy two hound pups, and I did. You
said you would order them for me. I've got the money
and now [ want you to order them.”

Grandpa stared at me over his glasses, and then
back at the money.

“How long have you been saving this?” he asked.

“A long time, Grandpa,” 1 said.

“How long?” he asked.

I told him, “Two years.”

His mouth flew open and in a loud voice he said,
“Two years!”

I nodded my head.

The way my grandfather stared at me made me
uneasy. I was on needles and pins. Taking his eyes
from me, he glanced back at the money. He saw the
faded vellow piece of paper sticking out from the
cﬂ?m?_s. He wﬂriled it out, asking as he did, “What's

is?”

I told him it was_ the ad, telling where to order
my dogs.

He read it, turned it over, and glanced at the
other side

I saw the astonishment leave his eyes and the
E‘eiend]y-nld-grm'.dfat]mr look come back. I felt much

Dropping the paper back on the money, he
turned, ed up an old turkey-feather duster, and
started dusting where there was no dust. He t
glancing at me out of the comer of his eye as
walked slowly down to the other end of store,
dusting here and there.

He put the duster down, came from behind the
counter, and walked up to me. Laying a friendly old
work-callotised hand on my head, he -:Eanged the con-

I
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