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death” as his elderly friend Colonel Freeleigh and his great-grandmother pass away 
(43). Douglas has the horrible realization that because he is truly alive, he too will 
someday die. Sick with worry, he breaks out in a fever that the doctor can’t explain 
and not even Tom really understands. 

What does it mean to grow up? Another issue that Dandelion 
Wine talks about is that old people were once young. In one 
section, an elderly lady, Mrs. Bentley, tries to convince two little 
girls and Tom that she was once as young as them. The girls 
giggle at the idea that Mrs. Bentley was ever called Helen or that 
the smiling little girl in the picture is now an old lady. Mrs. 
Bentley was at first heartbroken, but then finally remembers 
something her husband said to her when he was alive. While 
looking at the things she wore as a little girl, she imagined her 
husband explain, “those things don’t belong to you here, you now. 
They belonged to her, the other you, so long ago” (75). After this 

revelation, Mrs. Bentley is not angry at the children’s skepticism anymore and begins 
agreeing with them; no, she never was young, pretty, or younger than the seventy-two 
she is now. 
 Growing up, or simply being the same, is a very interesting idea for readers to 
ponder: why would the children not understand that Mrs. Bentley was obviously 
young once? More than this, why would Mrs. Bentley herself decide to claim that she 
was never young. Why does the third person narration call her “Mrs. Bentley” rather 
than “Helen”? Perhaps it’s because Mrs. Bentley herself realizes that she is very 
changed from the person she once was. She was once an eight-year-old, and a ten-
year-old and a fourteen-year-old, but she is no longer any of those people. This can be 
used as an activity for students to think back when they were very different from what 
they are now. 

How can I cope with partings? Partings relate to the deaths 
in the story, but also to Douglas growing up. He sees his 
friend, John Huff, have to move away. Douglas has a really 
hard time accepting it, attempting to force John to stay. 
Douglas insists that John play statues, a game where the 
person who is it yells “freeze,” and everyone has to freeze. 
Douglas freezes John, and then tells him that he can’t move or 
(more importantly) leave (110). However, John leaves, and 
Douglas immediately is furious and hates John for it—one of 
the signs of mourning a loss. It’s important that Douglas 
encounters losing someone who is his own age because it helps Douglas understand 
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life better. Still, the fact that a friend moved away rather than died means that the 
story is a bit lighter hearted.  
 Those that do die in the story also contribute to Douglas mourning a loss. When 
Douglas’s great-grandmother feels like she’s going to die, Douglas is upset to lose her. 
Then she shares this wisdom: “No one really died that had a family. I’ll be around a 
long time. A thousand years from now a whole township of my ancestry will be biting 
sour apples in the gumwood shade” (183). Here Douglas learns that death is not to be 
feared, even if the partings are hard. He will miss his great-grandmother, but he also 
understands that partings are a part of life. 
   

Other Themes: 

Finding happiness: Douglas notes that the happiness of 
summer is fleeting, so he asks Leo Auffmann, a man who 
loves to tinker with things, to invent a Happiness Machine 
(chapters 8-9, 11, 13). Much to the dismay of his wife, Lena, 
Leo works for weeks and completes the machine. His son is 
the first to try the machine and comes out crying. Lena is 
furious and threatens to leave until Leo asks her to try the 
machine. She exclaims in delight until she must leave the 

machine, and then she, too, is in tears. After that, Leo himself tries the machine, but it 
overheats and burns up. Douglas, Tom, and their grandfather rush to the scene and lament 
the loss, but Leo stops them. Leo tells them about the real Happiness Machine, directing 
them to his front window where he can see his wife and kids inside.  
         Readers can note that Leo and Douglas’s quest for happiness ended in them simply 
living their lives that they always had. The difference is the new perspective to the life 
they live. Leo took his family for granted, ignoring them while he pursued happiness 
through building a machine, until his wife threatened to leave, and then his machine 
burned down. He recognizes that having his family is more important than any machine. 
 
Adults’ knowledge: As Douglas struggles with the idea of growing up, he and Tom make 
the discovery that grown-ups don’t know everything. One day when Douglas had gone 
missing at night, Tom and his mother fearfully walk to the dangerous ravine, wondering if 
Douglas had fallen and killed himself. This is when Tom realizes that his mother is just as 
scared as he is. Tom becomes even less assured because of this and laments, “was there, 
then, no strength in growing up? No solace in being an adult?” (42). After Douglas is 
discovered alive and well, Tom relates the idea that adults don’t have all power like 
children give them credit for.  
         The text also embraces the idea that adults have many difficulties understanding 
what should be done and what should happen when it tells the story of Miss Fern, Miss 
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Gender Issues: Although this novel centers around Douglas and Tom, and not often about any 
young girls, many men and women are portrayed both as good and bad. In this way, one gender 
is not favored about the other. For example, Douglas’s grandmother is seen as a well-loved, 
accomplished baker. The only person who pushes her around is Douglas’s Aunt Rose in chapter 
34. It is not a man controlling grandma, but another woman. Another strong willed woman is 
Lavinia Nebb, in chapters 30-31, who is not afraid of a serial killer, and goes to the movies and 
then returns home alone. However, the killer, the Lonely One is waiting inside her house for her. 
She kills him with a pair of sewing scissors. Lavinia is an example of an independent woman. 
However, there are also very silly women in the novel, such as Elmira Brown (see above section).  

Research Issues/Project Ideas:  

Growing Up: Chapters 15-16 is about Mrs. Bentley and how the children do not believe she was 
ever a child. Mrs. Bentley thinks to herself, “children are children, old women old women, and 
nothing in between” (70-71). Point out to students how Mrs. Bentley remembers her things as a 
child, and yet knows she is too old to wear her old ring. Have students think of a time when they 
were so different, they were like a different person: when they were babies, they enjoyed 
different toys and games than they do now. They had different thoughts than they do now. Tell 
students to talk in small groups about their favorite activity now as compared to their favorite 
activity when they were younger and so different. 

The Happiness Machine: (Chapters 8, 9, 11, 13) Discuss as a class what makes each person 
happy. Now have students create a collage of what they would find in their happiness machine. 
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Notes: 

All pictures used from Microsoft Word clip art.  
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