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Lifting the sack of meal to the back of my old 
mule, I started for home. All the way, I kept thinking 
of Old Dan, Little Ann, ghost coons, and the two ugly, 
dirty Pritchard boys. I decided not to tell my mother 
and father anything about the hunt for I knew Mama 
wouldn't approve of anything I had to do with the 
Pritchards. 

The following evening I arrived at the designated 
spot early. I sat down by a red oak tree to wait. I 
called Little Ann over to me and had a good talk with 
her. I told her how much I loved her, scratched her 
back, and looked at the pads of her feet. 

"Sweetheart," I said, "you must do something for 
me tonight. I want you to tree the ghost coon for it 
means so much to Grandpa and me." 

She seemed to understand and answered by 
washing my face and hands. 

I tried to talk to Old Dan, but I may as weH have 
talked to a stump for all the attention he paid to m�. 
He kept walking around sniffing here and there. He 
couldn't understand why we were waiting. He was 
wanting to hunt 

Rubin and Rainie showed up just at dark. Both 
had sneers on their faces. 

"Are you ready?" Rubin asked. 
"Yes," I said, and asked him which way was the 

best to go. 
"Let's go downriver a way and work up," he said. 

"'We' re sure to strike him coming upriver, and that 
way we've got the wind in our favor." 

"Are these the hounds that we've been hearing so 
much about?" Rainie asked. 

I nodded. 
"They look too little to be any good," he said. 
I told him dynamite came in little packages. 
He asked me if I had my two dollars. 
"Yes," I said. 
He wanted to see my money. I showed it to him. 

Rubin, not to be outdone, showed me his. 
We crossed an old field and entered the river bot-
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toms. By this time it was quite dark I lit my lantern 
and asked which one wanted to carry my ax. 

"It's yours," Rainie said. "You carry it." 
Not wanting to argue, I carried both the lantern 

and the ax. 
Rainie started telling me how stingy and crooked 

my grandfather was. I told him I hadn't come to have 
any trouble or to fight. All I wanted to do was to hunt 
the ghost coon. If there was going to be any trouble, I 
would just call my dogs ·and go home. 

Rubin had a nickel's worth of sense, but Rainie 
had none at all. Rubin told him if he didn't shut up, 
he was going to bloody his nose. That shut Rainie up. 

Old Dan opened up first. It was a beautiful thing 
to hear. The deep tones of his voice rolled in the si
lent night. 

A bird in a canebrake on our right started chirp
ing. A big swamp rabbit came running down the river
bank as if all hell was close to his heels. A bunch of 
mallards, feeding in the shallows across the river, took 
flight with frightened quacks. A feeling that only a 
hunter knows slowly crept over my body. I whooped 
to my dogs, urging them on. 

Little Ann came in. Her bell-like tones blended 
with Old Dan's, in perfect rhythm. We stood and lis
tened to the beautiful music, the deep-throated notes 
of hunting hounds on the hot-scented trail of a river 
coon. 

Rubin said, "If he crosses the river up at the 
Buck Ford, f,t' s the ghost coon, as that's the way he 
always runs. 

We stood and listened. Sure enough, the voices of 
my dogs were silent for a few minutes. Old Dan, a 
more powerful swimmer than Little Ann, was the first 
to open up after crossing over. She was close behind 
him. 

Rubin said, "That's him, all right. That's the ghost 
coon." 

They crossed the river again. 
We waited. 





132 WHERE THE RED FERN GROWS 

::something's wrong," I said. "I can't hear Little 
Ann. 

Rainie spoke up, "Maybe the ghost coon ate her 
up." 

I glared at him. 
Hurrying on, we came to my dogs. Old Dan was 

bawling at a hole in a large sycamore that had fallen 
into the river. 

At that spot, the bank was a good ten feet above 
the water level. As the big tree had fallen, the roots 
had been torn and twisted from the ground. The 
jagged roots, acting as a drag, had stopped it from fall
ing all the way into the stream. The trunk lay on a 
steep slant from the top of the bank to the water. 
Looking down, I could see the broken tangled mass of 
the top. Debris from floods had caught in the limbs, 
fonning a drift. 

Old Dan was trying to. dig and gnaw his way into 
the log. Pulling him from the hole, I held my lantern 
up and looked down into the dark hollow. I knew that 
somewhere down below the surface there had to be 
another hole in the tnmk, as water had fiUed the hol-
low to the river level. 

Rubin, looking over my shoulder, said, "That 
coon couldn't be in there. If he was, he'd be 
drowned." 

I agreed. 
Rainie spoke up. "You ready to pay off?" he 

asked. "I told you them hounds couldn't tree the ghost 
coon." 

I told him the show wasn't over. 
Little Ann had never bawled treed, and I knew 

she wouldn't until she knew exactly where the coon 
was. Working the bank up and down, and not finding 
the trail, she swam across the river and worked the 
other side. For a good half-hour she searched that side 
before she came back across to where Old Dan was. 
She sniffed around the hollow log. 

"We might as well get away from here," Rainie 
said. "They ain't going to find the ghost coon." 
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said," I reminded them. "He'll do just what he said he 
would." 

Rubin didn't hit me. He just grabbed me and 
with his brute strength threw me down on the ground. 
He had me on my back with my arms outspread. He 
had a knee on each arm. I made no effort to fight 
back. I was scared. 

"If you say one word to your grandpa about this," 
Rubin said, 'TU catch you hunting some night and 
take my knife to you." 

Looking up into his ugly face, I knew he would 
do just what he said. I told him to let me up and I 
would go and not say anything to anyone. 

"Don't let him up, Rubin," Rainie said.' "Beat the 
hell out of him, or hold him and let me do it." 

Just then I heard growling, and a commotion off 
to one side. The blue hound had finally gotten a fight 
out of Old Dan. Turning my head sideways, I could 
see them sta:ading on their hind legs, tearing and 
slashing at each other. The weight of the big hound 
pushed Old Dan over. 

I told Rubin to let me up so we could stop the 
fight; 

He laughed, "While my dog is whipping yours, I
think I'll just work you over a little." So saying, he 
jerked my cap off, and started whipping me in the 
face with it. 

I heard Rainie yell, "Rubin, they're killing Old 
Blue." 

Rubin jumped up off me. 
I clambered up and looked over to the fight. 

What I saw thrilled me. Faithful Little Ann, bitch 
though she was, had gone to the assistance of Old 
Dan. 

I knew my dogs were very dose to each other. 
Everything they did was done as a combination, but I 
never expected this. It is a very rare occasion for a 
bitch dog to fight another dog, but fight she did. 

I could see that Little Ann's jaws were glued to 
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Mama said she couldn't help feeling sorry for 
Mrs. Pritchard, and wished they were more friendly. 

I asked Papa about Rainie. 
Papa said, "According to what Old Man Pritchard 

said, Rainie just couldn't. seem to get over the shock. 
They ��re figuring on taking him into town to see the
doctor. 

In a stern voice, Papa said, "Billy, I don't want 
you fooling around with the Pritchards any more. You 
have plenty of country around here so you don't have 
to go there to hunt." 

I said-l'wQuldn't. 
I felt bad about the death of Rubin. I didn't feel 

like hunting and kept having bad dreams. I couldn't 
forget the way he had looked at me just before he 
died. I moped and wandered around in a daze. I 
wanted to do something but didn't know what it was. 

I explained my feelings to my mother. She said, 
"Billy, I feel the same way and would like to do some
thing to help, but I guess there's nothing we can do. 
There are people like the Pritchards all through the 
hills. They live in little worlds of their own and are all 
alone. They don't like to have outsiders interfere." 

I told my mother I had been thinking about how 
dangerous it was to carry an ax while hunting, and I 
had decided I'd save a few coon hides and get a good 
gun. Boy, I just shouldn't have mentioned getting a 
gun. My mother got "sitting-hen" mad. 

.. "You're not getting a gun," she said. "I won't 
have that at all. I told you a long time ago you could 
have one when you are twenty-one years old, and I 
mean just that. I worry enough with you out there in 
the hills .all hours of the night, running and jumping, 
but I couldn't stand it if I knew you had a gun with 
you. No, sir. You can just forget about a gun." 

"Yes, Mama," I said, and sulked off to my room. 
Lying on my bed, still trying to figure out what I 

could do to help, I glanced over to the wall. There, . 
tied in a small bundle, was just what I needed. 

Some time back my sisters had made some flow-
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The twinkle in Grandpa's eyes reminded me oJ 
what my father had said: "Seems like that old man can 
cook up more deals than anyone in the country." 

I didn't care how many deals Grandpa cooked 
up. He wa� still the best grandpa in the whole wide 
world. 

"What have you got?" I asked. 
"Come over to the store," he said, "and, I'll show 

you." 
On our way over, I heard him mutter, "I hope 

this doesn't tum out like the ghost-coon hunt." 
On entering the store, Grandpa walked to the 

post office department, and came back with a newspa
per in his hand. He spread it out on the counter. 

Pointing with his finger, he said in a loud voice, 
"Look, there!" 

I looked. The large black letters read: CHAMPION

SHIP COON HUNT TO BE HELD. My eyes popped open. 
Again I read the words. 

Grandpa was chuckling. 
I said, "Boy, if that isn't something. A champion

ship coon hunt." Wide-eyed, I asked, "Where are they 
having this hunt, and what does it have to do with 

?" us. 
Grandpa was getting excited. Off came his glasses 

and out came the old red handkerchief. He blew his 
breath on the lens and polished them. He snorted a 
time or two, reared back, and almost shouted, "Do 
with us? Why it has everything to do with us. All my 
life I've wanted to go to one of these big coon hunts. 
Why I've even dreamed about it. And now the oppor
tunity has come. Yes, sir, now I can go." He paused. 
"That is, if it's all right with you." 

I was dumbfounded. I said, "All right with me? 
Why, Grandpa, you know it's all right with me, but 
what have I got to do with it?" 

Grandpa was so excited I thought he was going to 
burst a blood vessel. 

Talking excitedly, he said, "I've got it all fixed, 
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"Yes, they followed me," I said. "They're out
side." 

"Well, call them in," he said. "I've got something 
for them." 

I called to them. Little Ann came in the store, 
walking like she was scared. Old Dan came to the 
door and stopped. I tried to coax him in. It was no 
use. My dogs, never being allowed in the house, were 
scared to come in. 

Grandpa walked over to a hoop of cµeese and cut 
off two chunks about the size of my fist. He walked to 
the door, talking to Old Dan. "What's the matter, 
boy?" he said. "You scared to come in? Well, that 
shows you're a good dog." 

He handed him a piece of the cheese. I heard it 
rattle in his throat as he gulped it down. 

Grandpa came back and set Little Ann up on the 
counter. He chuckled as he broke the cheese up in 
small pieces and fed her. 

"Yes, sir," he said, "I think we have the best dam 
coon hounds in these Ozark Mountains, and just as 
sure as shootin', we're going to win that gold cup." 

Grandpa didn't have to say that. The way I was 
feeling, I already had the cup. All I had to do was go 
and get it. 

Finished with his feeding of Little Ann, Grandpa 
said, "Now, let's see. The hunt starts on the twenty
third. That's about-well, let's see-this is the seven
teenth." Counting on his :fingers he :finally :figured it 
out. "That's six days from now," he said in a jubilant 
voice. 

I nodded my head. 
"We can leave here early on the morning of the 

twenty-second," he said, "and barring accidents, we 
should make the campground in plenty of time for the 
grand opening." 

I asked how we were going. 
"We'll go in my buggy," he said. 'TU load the 

tent and everything the night before." 
I asked him what he wanted me to bring. 
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tones of his deep voice. The sound seemed to be 
trapped for an instant in the thick timber. It rolled 
around under the tall white sycamores, beat its way 
through the wild cane, and found freedom out over 
the clear blue waters of the river. The. sound; follow
ing the river's course, rolled like the beat of a jungle 
drum. 

As the echo died away in the distance, silence 
settled over the bottoms. The gray squirrels stopped 
their chattering. The wild birds quit their singing. I 
stood still. No sound could be heard. It seemed that 
all the creatures of the wild were holding their breath. 
I gazed up to the towering heights of the tall trees. No 
leaf was stirring. The silence seemed strained and ex
pectant, like a young boy waiting for a firecracker to 
explode. 

I looked at Old Dan. He was standing perfectly 
still, with his right front foot raised and his long ears 
fanned open. He seemed to be listening, and challeng
ing any living creature to make a noise. 

The silence was broken by the "Whee-e-e-e" of a 
red-tailed hawk This seemed to be a signal. All 
around me the happy atmosphere resumed its natural 
state. 

I heard the "Barn, barn, ham" of a woodpecker 
high in the top of a box elder snag. The cry of a king
fisher and the scream of a bluejay blended perfectly 
with the drumlike beat. A barking red squirrel, glued 
to the side of a hackberry tree, kept time to the music 
with the beat of his tail. 

Each noise I heard and each sight I saw was very 
familiar to me but I never grew tired of listening and 
watching. They were a God-sent gift and I enjoyed 
them all. 

As I skipped along, it was hard for me to realize 
all the wonderful things that had happened to me in 
such a few short years. I had two of the finest little 
hounds that ever bawled on the trail of a ringtail coon. 
I had a wonderful mother and father and three little 
sisters. I had the best grandpa a boy ever had, and to 
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cally done. I don't know of one you couldn't 
off for a few days. Why you go? You haven't 
been anywhere since I don't know when." 

"It's not only the work ti1iinking of," 
said. "It's you and the girls." 

"Why, don't wony about girls and me," 
Mama said. "We'll be all right. Besides, it'll several 
months yet before I need any " 

When Mama said this, it dawned on me. I had 
been so busy with my coon hunting I hadn't noticed 
anything unusual. Mama's was all swelled up. 
She was going to have a baby. I guilty for not hav-
ing noticed. I went over and my arms around her 
and kissed her. 

Papa spoke up. "It's sure 
he said. ,:'I heard something
one day. 

to be a big hunt," 
it up at the store 

"Grandpa said there would hunters there from 
everywhere," I said, "and some of the best coon 
hounds in the countrv." 

"Do you think you 
cup?" Papa asked. 

a chance to win the 

I started to answer him when the little one piped 
up. "They can't beat Old Dan and Little Ann," she 
said. "I just bet they can't." 

Everyone laughed at her serious remark. I would 
have kissed her but she had candy, corn bread, and 
molasses all over her face. 

I told Papa I didn't know how good those dogs 
were, but there was one thing I did know. If they beat 
mine, they would have to hunt harder than they ever 
had before. 

After I had had my say about the dogs, a silence 
settled over the dining room. Everyone was looking at 
Papa and waiting for his answer. 

I saw a pleased smile spread over his face. He 
stood up. "All right, I'll go," he said, "and, by golly, 
we'll bring that gold cup back, too." 

My sisters started clapping their hands and 
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of the store. Grandpa had loaded the tent and several 
boxes of groceries. 

I had never seen him in such high spirits. He 
slapped Papa on the back, saying, 'Tm sure glad you 
could go with us. It'll do you good to get out once in a 
while." 

Papa laughed and said, "It looked like I had to go 
or have everyone in the family mad at me." 

Looking in the buggy I saw my ax. I didn't think 
I ever wanted to see it again, but for some reason it 
didn't look like I thought it would. There was no 
blood on it and it looked harmless enough laying there 
all clean and bright. 

Grandpa saw me looking at it. He came over. 
"I kept it a few days," he said, "just in case the 

marshal wanted to ask some questions. Everything 
seems to be all right now, and we may need a good ax 
on this hunt." 

Grandpa sensed how I felt about the ax. He 
waited in silence for my answer. 

The excitement of the hunt was so strong in me, 
even the sight of the ax brought back only a fleeting 
remembrance of Rubin's accident. 

I said, "Yes, we will need one. Besides, it's a good 
one and there's no use in throwing it away." 

Grandpa laughed, reached over, and screwed my 
cap around on my head, saying, "That the boy, that's 
what I wanted you to say. Now, you better go to the 
barn and get some hay and make a bed in the buggy 
box for your dogs." 

"Aw, Grandpa," I said, "they can walk. They 
don't ever .get tired; besides, they're used to walking." 

"Walk!" Grandpa almost shouted. "They' re not 
going to walk. No, sir, not if I can help it. You want 
them to be footsore when we get there?" 

Papa chuckled and said, "We can't win a gold cup 
with two sore-footed hounds, can we?" 

"Of course not," Grandpa said. "Now, you go and 
get that hay like I said." 

As I turned to go to the barn .I couldn't help but 
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take it easy," he said. "We'll get there in plenty of 
time. Besides, these mares can't fly." 

I saw the flag first. "There it is, Grandpa," I 
shouted. 

"Where?" he asked. 
"Over there. See, tied on that grapevine." 
As we left the main road, I heard Papa say, "Boy, 

look at all those tracks. Sure has been a lot of traveling 
on this road." 

"That smoke over there must be coming from the 
camps," Grandpa said, 

When we came in sight of the camp, I couldn't 
believe what I saw. I stared in amazement. I had 
never seen so many people at one gathering. Tents 
were spread out over an acre and a half of ground; all 
colors, shapes, and sizes. There were odd-looking cars, 
buggies, wagons, and saddle horses. 

I heard Grandpa say almost in a whisper, "I knew 
there would be a lot of people here but I never ex
pected so many." 

I saw the astonished look on my father's face. 
Off to one side of the camp, under a large black 

gum tree, we set up our tent. I tied my dogs to the 
buggy, and fixed a nice bed for them under it. After 
everything was taken care of, I asked if I could look 
around the camp. 

"Sure," Grandpa said. "Go any place you want to

go, only don't get in anyone's way." 
I started walking through the large camp. Every

one was friendly. Once I heard a voice say, "That's 
the boy who owns the two little red hounds. I've 
heard they' re pretty good." 

If my head had gotten any bigger, I know it 
would have burst. 

I walked on, as straight as a canebrake cane. 
I looked at the hounds. They were tied in pairs 

here and there. I had seen many coon hounds but 
none that could equal these. There were redbones, 
blue ticks, walkers, and blood hounds. I marveled at 
their beauty. All were spotlessly clean with slick and 
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beauty contest. Beautiful combs and brushes were 
used to brush expensive oils into· their glossy hair. 

Going over to my dogs, I stood and looked at 
them. 1 started to untie Old Dan but, taking a closer 
look at him, I could see he could never win a beauty 
contest. His face and ears were a mass of old scars, 
caused from the many fights with tough old coons and 
bobcats. I held his head in my hands and felt sorry for 
him, but loved him that much more. 

I looked Little Ann over and couldn't see any 
scars. I laughed because I knew why. She was too 
smart to walk right up in the face of a fight. She would 
wait until Old Dan took hold and then dart in. 

I untied her rope and walked her over to our 
tent. 

My father and grandfather were gone. No doubt 
they were over in some tent visiting old friends and 
making new ones. 

Looking around to find something I could use to 
groom my dog, I saw Grandpa's open suitcase. There, 
right on top, was the very thing I needed, his beauti
ful bone-handled hairbrush and his ivory comb. Pick
ing them up, I turned them over and over in my hand. 

Little Ann stood looking at me. Impulsively I 
reached down and raked her from shoulder to hip 
with the brush. She seemed to like it. I knew I 
shouldn't do it, but I decided to use them. 

Knowing I had· no oils, I got some butter from 
our grocery box. With the homemade butter and 
Grandpa's hair set, I brushed her until she shone. All 
the time I was grooming her, she tried to lick the but
ter from my hands. 

The job completed, I stepped back and inspected 
her. I was surprised at the change. Her short red hair 
glistened and every one was in perfect place. 

Shaking my finger at her, I said, "If you lay down 
and roll, I'll wear you out," although I knew I 
wouldn't. 

Hearing a lot of movement outside, I looked out. 
Men were setting their dogs on a long table which 
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A low murmur ran through the crowd. 
It was my turn. Three times I tried to call to Lit

tle Ann. Words just wouldn't come out. My throat was 
too dry. The vocal cords refused to work, but I could 
snap my fingers. That was all I needed. She started 
toward me. I held my breath. There was silence all 
around me. 

As graceful as any queen, with her head high in 
the air, and her long red tail arched in a perfect rain
bow, my little dog walked down the table. With her 
warm gray eyes staring straight at me, on she came. 
Walking up to me, she laid her head on my shoulder. 
As I put my arms around her, the crowd exploded. 

During the commotion I felt hands slapping me 
on the back, and heard the word "congratulations" 
time after time. The head judge came over and made 
a speech. Handing me a small silver cup, he said, 
"Congratulations, son. It was justly won." 

The tears came rolling. I gathered my dog up in 
my arms and walked to our tent. Grandpa followed, 
proudly carrying the cup. 

That evening the head judge stepped up on the 
table. He had a small box in his hand. He shouted, 
"Over here, men! I have s0me announcements to 
make." 

We all gathered around. 
In a loud voice, he said, "Gentlemen, the contest 

will start tonight. I'm sure most of you men have been 
in these hunts before. For those of you who haven't, I 
will explain the rules. Each night five sets of dogs will 
be taken out to hunt. A judge will go along with each 
pair of hounds. Every morning, the judges will turn in 
that night's catch. The two hounds that tree the most 
coons will qualify for the championship runoff. The 
other four sets will be eliminated from the hunt. Of 
course, if there is a tie, both sets will qualify. Ori the 
f�llowing nights, only those hounds tying the first
mght' s score, or getting more, will be in the runoff. 

"Now, gentlemen, this hunt must be carried out 
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You can swim the river, Old Mister Ringtail, 
And play your tricks out one by one. 
It won't do any good, Old Mister Ringtail, 
My Little Ann k'nows every one. 

The hunters roared with laughter. Some slapped 
me on the back. 

Tired and sleepy, but with a smile on my face, I 
went off to bed.

The next morning two blue tick hounds, from the 
Smoky Mountains of Tennessee, came out in the lead 
with three big coons to their credit. The other four 
sets were eliminated.

The following morning all five sets of dogs were 
eliminated. None had even tied the blue ticks, al
though two sets had gotten two coons, and one of 
these had treed a third one in a bluff. 

That day, while eating dinner, my grandfather 
asked me if my dogs had ever treed three coons in 
one night. 

I said, "Yes, four different times, but that's aU." 
"Where do you think we should hunt on our 

night?" Papa asked. 
I told him if we could get our judge to go with us 

in the buggy, we would be better off if we could go 
far downriver and get out of the range where other 
dogs had hunted. 

He said, "That's a good idea. I'll go to see the 
judges about it." 

While I was washing the dishes, Grandpa said, "I 
think I'll shave." 

I should've left the tent then, but I wasn't done 
with my dish-washing. 

With a pin, Grandpa hung a small mirror on the 
tent wall. After much snorting, mumbling, and screw
ing of his face this way and that, the job was com
pleted. Dabbing a little water on his iron-gray hair, he 
reached for his bmsh and comb. 

From the comer of my eye I watched him. I had 






