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  Context


  Born in Waukegan, Illinois, in 1920, Ray Bradbury's formal education ended with his graduation from a Los Angeles high school in 1938. For several years after graduating high school he earned money by selling newspapers on street corners in Los Angeles. Bradbury began writing at a young age, and in 1941 he sold his first science fiction short story. Bradbury became well known writing short stories that were published in science fiction magazines, and he won several awards for his science fiction short story writing. True fame for Bradbury, however, came with the publication in 1950 of The Martian Chronicles. His most widely read book is Fahrenheit 451, published in 1953. Bradbury had published hundreds of books and stories and in addition has written for television, radio, theater, and film. He has won numerous awards for his fiction, and a crater on the moon was named after Dandelion Wine.


  Dandelion Wine takes place in Green Town, Illinois. Green Town is the fictional name that Ray Bradbury gives to his hometown of Waukegan. As Bradbury explains in "Just this side of Byzantium," an essay written in the summer of 1974 and used as an introduction to the book, Dandelion Wine is a recreation of a boy's childhood, based upon an intertwining of Bradbury's real experiences and his brilliant imagination. From age twenty-four to thirty-six, Bradbury says he wrote almost daily about his childhood, and one year later, in 1957, he published Dandelion Wine. The book is the story of a twelve- year-old boy growing up and learning what life is about over the course of a summer. Although Bradbury writes about his past, the book is hardly an autobiography. It is more like a fantastical retelling of many events from his childhood all fused into one summer in the life of a boy named Douglas Spaulding. Bradbury mentions that the character John Huff, although a real friend of his, lived in Arizona. It was easy to move his childhood friend from Arizona to Green Town because he was a necessary part of the story.


  Although Bradbury is primarily known as a science fiction writer, Dandelion Wine is not a science fiction book. However, it does contain elements of the dark side of human nature and the fantastical magic that permeates the book makes it different from other novels. In his introduction, Bradbury comments that a reviewer once took him to task for not describing Waukegan (Green Town) as an ugly and sometimes depressing town. Bradbury's response is that he was writing from the perspective of a twelve-year-old boy. To children, everything can be magical, and that is the sentiment that Bradbury attempts to bring across in his novel. Furthermore, Bradbury insists that his novel is real and true because he says it is. Even if it is not historically accurate, it is the portrayal of a child's summer. Bradbury believes that because that portrayal is his way of writing his own childhood and is steeped in the poignant memories of his past, it is therefore real.


  Summary


  Douglas Spaulding is a twelve-year-old boy living in Green Town, Illinois. The summer starts with Douglas coming to the realization that he is alive, and he rejoices in the beauty of everything around him. The dandelion wine that he makes with his ten year old brother Tom and his grandfather represents that beauty. At the end of June, July, and August, they press one small bottle for each day of the summer. Douglas is ready to enjoy the magical life of summer, but something is missing. He needs new sneakers. Douglas does not need new sneakers because he wants to look good or because last years pair is out of style. He needs new sneakers because the Royal Crown Cream-Sponge Para Litefoot Tennis Shoes have the magic that he needs to run like the wind and bound through the world. Douglas tells Mr. Sanderson, the shoe salesman, the importance of the sneakers to him and his passion is so great that the old man is transported briefly back to his own childhood, when he wanted to run like gazelles and antelopes. The man is so thrilled by Douglas's speech that he gives him a list of errands to run in exchange for the new shoes. Douglas is now ready to run through the town and its ravine, the gateway to the wilderness, with his pals Charlie Woodman and John Huff.


  Douglas decides that this summer he will record the events that occur in two different ways: he will write down all of the rituals that occur every summer, and write down his reflections on those rituals. He has already discovered that adults and children are two different races, and he lets Tom in on his plan to record the summer. The summer is full of events. Leo Auffmann, the town jeweler, decides to invent a Happiness Machine. He fails, but learns from his failure that his family is the only Happiness Machine he will ever need. Douglas is saddened that Leo could not succeed in his endeavor. Grandpa Spaulding points out the beauty of mowing the lawn to Bill Forrester, the newspaperman who is a boarder at Douglas's grandparents' house (next door to his house). Along with their mother, grandmother, and great-grandmother, Douglas and Tom help beat the dust and dirt out of the huge rugs from the house. Tom discovers that old people were never children, and he relays this to Douglas. Douglas is amazed by this but soon finds that old people have tremendous value. Charlie takes John and Douglas to meet Colonel Freeleigh, a very old man whom they call a Time Machine because his stories transport them back to an earlier time. Douglas realizes that old people may not have been children, but they have a past.


  Things also begin to change for Douglas. The Green Machine, the electric car driven by Miss Fern and Miss Roberta that all of the children would sometimes ride in, is put away in their garage, never to be driven again. The town trolley, driven by Mr. Tridden, runs for the final time. Buses will replace the trolley. John Huff, Douglas's best friend, informs him that he is moving away, to Milwaukee. Douglas is crushed by John's departure, and he deals with the loss of his friend by getting very angry with him for leaving. Mrs. Elmira Brown accuses Clara Goodwater of using magic to win the election every year at the Honeysuckle Ladies Lodge, and attempts to use a magic spell of her own. This episode ends in comic disaster, and Tom relays it all to Douglas, who is enthralled with the idea of magic. Then Colonel Freeleigh passes away, and Douglas feels a great loss. He realizes that all of the colonel's stories and memories have passed away with him, and as August starts Douglas begins to get down about the summer. However, his grandfather is able to raise his spirits with a bit of dandelion wine.


  Soon the image of death begins to haunt Douglas even more. He observes the brief but sweet romance between Bill Forrester and ninety-five-year-old Helen Loomis. Although their ages are poorly matched, they spend hours talking together every day for weeks, and it seems that their minds are perfect for each other. This ends when Miss Loomis dies, and Douglas is left wondering why there are no happy endings. His brother Tom tries to explain that the romance was happy because it was all they could ever have, but Douglas is not satisfied. The Lonely One, an evil prowler who lurks in the night and strangles women, has the town in a state of fright. Lavinia Nebbs and Francine stumble upon the dead body of Elizabeth Ramsell on their way to the movies. Douglas sees the body and runs off. Later that night Miss Nebbs stabs and kills the Lonely One in her house. While Tom convinces Charlie that the man killed could not have been the Lonely One because he did not look like the Lonely One they imagined, Douglas is shocked by how close he was to death. Next his great-grandma dies, and although she tells Douglas that death is not a bad thing, he begins to draw a fateful conclusion. Douglas realizes that he must die. He convinces his brother to help him in a crazy escapade to save the wax Tarot Witch from the penny arcade where she tells people's fortunes. Douglas thinks that she is really Mme. Tarot, imprisoned in wax, and when he frees her she will help him live forever.


  Douglas knows that no witch can save him from death, and his coming to terms with the fact that he must die sends him into a terrible fever. No one can help Douglas except Mr. Jonas, the junkman, who gives him two bottles of pure winter air, to be tasted when the summer heat is too great. Mr. Jonas's gift breaks the fever. The summer had become too much for Douglas, but the air helps him see that change is a part of life and restores the magic to the summer. Douglas is able to come to terms with his death. He passes on the gift that Mr. Jonas gave him to his grandmother when she loses her spontaneous talent for cooking. The summer ends with Douglas once again thrilled with the magic of life.


  Characters


  
    Douglas Spaulding - The protagonist of the book. Douglas is a twelve-year-old boy with a vivid imagination and a compassionate nature. He cares deeply about his family and his friends, and he wants to understand the events that transpire around him. Douglas has trouble understanding why things do not always work out well, and death is particularly troublesome to him. His passion for life and his ability to clearly elucidate it are rare traits for a twelve-year-old child. Douglas possesses a deep understanding of life, and this is precisely why it is so difficult for him to come to terms with the concept of death. However, Douglas is an avid learner, and he takes to heart the lessons that he learns from his family members and his friends.

  


  
    Tom Spaulding - Douglas's ten-year-old brother. Tom in many ways provides a foil to his older brother. Tom is not yet faced with some of the challenges of growing up that Douglas must go through. His responses to situations help Douglas maintain a balance between taking an adult perspective and seeing things from a child's point of view. Tom is extremely intelligent and very imaginative. He understands Douglas extremely well, even if he cannot always relate to what Douglas is dealing with. Tom sees things that other characters in the book do not see, and he is aware of that fact.

  


  
    Grandpa Spaulding - Douglas and Tom's grandfather. Grandpa Spaulding provides much of the wisdom that Douglas and Tom depend on throughout the novel. He is a witty old man who delights in the beauty of life and the world and has the ability to make his feelings transparent to both adults and children. Grandpa Spaulding is the head of the family, and everyone in the town likes him. He loves to philosophize, and justifies lawn mowing as a great activity because it allows a person to be alone with himself and the world. Grandpa Spaulding finds pleasure in the little things—like dandelions.

  


  
    Grandma Spaulding - Douglas and Tom's grandmother. Grandma Spaulding shares the same zest for life as Grandpa Spaulding and the rest of the family. However, unlike her husband, she has a specific ability that demonstrates how in tune she is with the world—her cooking. Grandma Spaulding is a brilliant spontaneous chef, capable of concocting magnificent feasts without any concept of the specific ingredients. She is a woman who is at home in the world and content with her life and her cooking reflects that security and contentedness.

  


  
    Great-grandma Spaulding - The matriarch of the Spaulding family. Great-grandma Spaulding lives like the rest of the family. She is happy with the world and the life that she has lived and she dies contentedly. She tries to pass on to Tom and Douglas her understanding of life as a process that must end even though people live on in their families.

  


  
    John Huff - Douglas's best friend. John Huff is the best athlete among the boys. He is also kind and knows all of the things that twelve-year-old boys want to know. John worries that he will be nothing more than a forgotten memory once he leaves Green Town.

  


  
    Colonel Freeleigh - A very old man whose body has failed him, Colonel Freeleigh lives for the moments when his heart throbs in his chest and his breath comes in gasps. He wants nothing more than to live life to its fullest, and he passes on that passion to the boys through the stories he tells them.
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