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UNDERSTANDING THE ENDURING
CLASSIC: WHAT GENRE IS WHERE
THE RED FERN GROWS?

For decades, readers have been moved
to tears by the powerful story of a boy
and his two coonhounds in the Ozark
Mountains. Where the Red Fern Grows,
written by Wilson Rawls and first
published in 1961, occupies a cherished

place in American literature. Yet, when
someone asks, "What genre is Where the
Red Fern Grows?" the answer is not a
single label. This beloved novel
gracefully overlaps several literary
categories, each contributing to its
lasting impact. Understanding its genre
classification helps readers appreciate
the depth of the story and why it
continues to be taught in classrooms and
read by families across generations.
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A Brief Overview
of the Story

Before dissecting its genres, it helps to
recall the plot. The novel follows Billy
Colman, a young boy growing up in the
Oklahoma Ozarks during the Great
Depression. His greatest wish is to own
two hunting hounds. After years of hard
work and saving money, he finally
acquires Old Dan and Little Ann, a pair of
Redbone Coonhounds. Together, the trio
embarks on numerous raccoon hunting
adventures, forging an unbreakable
bond. The story builds toward a climactic
hunt and a heart-wrenching conclusion
that explores themes of love, loyalty,
sacrifice, and loss. The frame narrative

begins with an adult Billy witnessing a
red fern growing on an old grave,
prompting him to recount his childhood
memories.

The Primary
Genre: Realistic
Fiction

At its core, Where the Red Fern Grows is
a work of realistic fiction. The setting,
characters, and events are grounded in a
world that could actually exist. The
Ozark landscape, the economic
hardships of the 1930s, and the
everyday challenges of rural life are
depicted with authenticity. Billy's
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struggles—saving money, training dogs,
facing bullies, and dealing with family
dynamics—are believable and relatable.
There are no supernatural elements or
fantasy devices. Even the legendary red
fern, which symbolizes a sacred
blessing, is presented as a folk tale
within the story rather than a magical
event. Realistic fiction allows readers to
immerse themselves in Billy's world and
experience his joys and sorrows as if
they were their own.

The Coming-of-
Age

(Bildungsroman)
Element

A defining aspect of the novel is its
coming-of-age narrative, also known as
a bildungsroman. The term refers to a
story that focuses on the psychological
and moral growth of the protagonist
from youth to adulthood. Billy Colman
begins the novel as a determined but
naive boy obsessed with dogs. By the
end, he has faced profound loss, learned
about responsibility, and gained a
deeper understanding of life and death.
His journey is not just about hunting
raccoons; it is about growing up. The
death of his beloved dogs forces him to
confront grief and mature in ways that



shape his adult character. This coming-
of-age arc is why the novel is often
assigned in middle school and high
school curricula—it deals with universal
transitions.

Adventure and
Survival
Elements

The novel also fits comfortably within the
adventure genre. The hunting
sequences are vividly described, full of
tension and excitement. Billy and his
dogs face harsh weather, treacherous
terrain, and even a mountain lion attack.
The sense of survival in the wild is

palpable. Readers who enjoy action and
outdoor challenges will find plenty to
hold their interest. The adventure is not
just physical but emotional; every hunt
tests the bond between boy and dogs.
However, the adventure is always
subservient to character development
and thematic depth, which is why the
book transcends being a simple action
tale.

Historical Fiction:

The Great
Depression
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Setting

While not primarily a historical text,
Where the Red Fern Grows is often
classified as historical fiction because
it is set in the 1930s, a specific period of
American history. The Great Depression
forms the backdrop for the Colman
family's struggles. They live in a simple
log house, grow their own food, and
rarely have cash. Billy's determination to
earn money for the dogs—by trapping,
selling berries, and doing odd
jobs—reflects the economic realities of
the era. The lack of modern
conveniences, the reliance on hunting
for food and income, and the close-knit
community all provide a window into a
bygone time. For many readers, the

historical setting adds richness and
context to the story.

Children's
Literature and
Middle-Grade
Fiction

Commercially and educationally, the
book is firmly placed within children's
literature and middle-grade fiction. It
was originally marketed for readers aged
10 to 14. The language is accessible, the
protagonist is a child, and the themes of
loyalty and growing up are appropriate
for younger audiences. However, the



emotional intensity—particularly the
death of the dogs—makes it a story that
many adults also find powerful. It is one
of those rare children's books that does
not shy away from difficult emotions. In
schools, it is often read aloud in late
elementary or middle school grades as a
tool for discussing literary elements like
symbolism, foreshadowing, and theme.

The Dog Story
Subgenre

Within children's literature, Where the
Red Fern Grows belongs to a beloved
subgenre often called the dog story or
animal story. This tradition includes
classics like The Call of the Wild, Old
Yeller, and Lassie Come-Home. In these

stories, the bond between a human and
an animal is central, and the animal
often serves as a catalyst for emotional
growth. Old Dan and Little Ann are not
just pets; they are fully realized
characters in their own right, with
distinct personalities. The tragic ending
is characteristic of many dog stories,
which frequently use the loss of a
beloved animal to teach children about
mortality and love.

Why Genre
Classification

6 What Genre Is Where The Red Fern Grows

2023-12-06



What Genre Is Where The Red Fern Grows 7

Matters

Understanding what genre Where the
Red Fern Grows belongs to can help
readers choose the book based on their
interests. If you enjoy realistic stories
about growth and change, the coming-
of-age aspect will appeal. If you love
adventure and the outdoors, the hunting
scenes deliver. If you appreciate
historical settings, the Depression-era
Ozarks provide a vivid backdrop.
Moreover, teachers and librarians use
genre to recommend books and create
lesson plans. Knowing that the novel
blends multiple genres demonstrates its
complexity—it is not merely a sad dog
story but a layered exploration of human
experience.

Thematic Depth
Across Genres

The novel's versatility across genres also
allows it to address several profound
themes. Loyalty is central: Billy's loyalty
to his dogs, and theirs to him.
Perseverance appears as Billy works
for two years to save money. Family is
depicted with warmth and honesty—his
parents support his dream despite their
poverty. Faith and spirituality emerge
through the red fern legend, which
suggests divine intervention or a sacred
blessing. The novel also tackles grief
and acceptance without being overly
sentimental. These themes are universal
and span genre boundaries, which is why



the book has remained in print for over
sixty years.

Comparisons to
Other Works

When discussing genre, it is helpful to
compare Where the Red Fern Grows with
similar books. Like OlId Yeller by Fred
Gipson, it is a realistic dog story set in a
rural past, ending with the death of a
beloved canine. Like The Adventures of
Huckleberry Finn (though markedly
different in tone), it features a boy's
journey of self-discovery along a river of
experience. Like Island of the Blue
Dolphins, it depicts a young person's
struggle for survival and independence.
These comparisons underscore its place

in the canon of American children's
literature.

Conclusion

So, what genre is Where the Red Fern
Grows? The most accurate answer is that
it is a multi-genre novel. It is primarily
a work of realistic fiction with strong
coming-of-age and adventure elements,
set in a specific historical period, and
written for a middle-grade audience. It is
also a classic example of a dog story
that has touched millions of hearts. This
blend of genres is precisely what makes
the book so enduring: it speaks to
different readers in different ways.
Whether you approach it as a lesson in
growing up, a thrilling outdoor
adventure, a historical snapshot, or a
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tear-jerking tribute to the bond between experience. For anyone wondering, the
humans and animals, Where the Red novel defies a single label—and that is
Fern Grows delivers a rich, unforgettable its greatest strength.



