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<I>The Red Pony</I> tells the story of a 
young boy who is given his own pony, and 
of his growth in wisdom and understanding 
through the experience of loss.

Topics: Animals, Horses

Main Characters
Billy Buck    the Tiflins' only hired hand, a 

good, kind man and a hard worker

Carl Tiflin    Jody's father and the owner of 
a ranch

Gabilan    the red pony that Jody receives 
as a gift from his father

Gitano    an old man who returns to the 
ranch to die near the place where he was 
born

Grandfather    Ruth Tiflin's father

Jody Tiflin    the principal character of the 
story;  a ten-year-old boy growing up on a 
ranch near Salinas

Ruth Tiflin    Jody's mother

Vocabulary
ague    a fever with recurrent chills and 

sweating

carrion    dead or decaying flesh

cayuse    a native range horse of the 
western United States

disciplinarian    one who disciplines or 
enforces order

morocco    fine leather made with 
goatskins

rapier    a straight, two-edged sword with a 
narrow, pointed blade

Synopsis

Jody Tiflin is a ten-year-old boy who lives 
on a ranch near Salinas, California. His 
father, Carl, and the hired hand, Billy Buck, 
return from an auction with a pony for Jody. 
Although he can't ride him for some time, 
Jody quickly becomes attached to the little 
colt, who he calls Gabilan after the 
mountains that surround the ranch. Jody 
takes good care of the colt, but one day he 
decides to leave him out in the corral while 
he goes to school. Billy Buck agrees that it 
is a good idea to let Gabilan have some 
sun on his back, however it begins to rain 
during the day and the pony catches a chill, 
dying of the "strangles" a few days later. 
Jody is distraught at the death of his colt. 
When a buzzard begins to eat the pony's 
flesh within minutes, Jody kills the bird in 
anger.
 
The next summer, an old man, Gitano, 
shows up at the ranch, claiming to have 
been born in the crumbling adobe building 
on the Tiflins' land. He wants to stay at the 
ranch so he can die near the place of his 
birth. He fascinates Jody, but Carl Tiflin has 
little tolerance for him. He agrees to feed 
him a couple of meals, but tells him to go to 
his relatives in Monterey. When Gitano 
leaves, he steals Carl's old horse, Easter.
 
The following spring, Carl Tiflin decides to 
breed his mare, Nellie, and give the colt to 
Jody. The colt is born a year later, however 
there are complications with the birth and 
Billy has to decide between saving Nellie or 
the foal. Billy cannot bear for Jody to lose 
another foal, so he chooses to save the 
foal.
 
Mrs Tiflin's father arrives at the ranch for a 
two-week visit. Jody is delighted with the 
old man's stories of his exploits as a wagon 
train leader, but Carl is bored by them, and 
Grandfather finally realises that people are 
not always interested in hearing about the 
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past. Grandfather tries to stop Jody 
dreaming of "westering", saying that there 
is nowhere left to conquer.

Open-Ended Questions

Use these open-ended questions as the 
basis for class discussions, student 
presentations, or extended writing 
assignments.

Initial Understanding
How do you think Jody felt after Gitano 
stole Easter?

Steinbeck writes that Jody was "full of a 
nameless sorrow" after watching Gitano 
riding off into the distance. Possibly it made 
Jody realise he was stuck on the ranch, 
and might never get to cross the mountains 
and see the ocean. Also, the horse leaving 
might have reminded him of the premature 
death of his pony. Finally, Jody may have 
been saddened by his father's ability to 
give up his horse so easily and without 
emotion.

Literary Analysis
Some of Jody's activities, such as the time 
he attacks the buzzard, or when he throws 
a stone at his dog, parallel his father's 
attitude and cruelty. What might save Jody 
from turning into a man like his father?

It is obvious that Jody idolises the hired 
hand, Billy Buck, and Billy is able to speak 
to the boy, teaching him things and doing 
favours for him in a way Carl can never do. 
Billy demonstrates, by example, 
compassion, a love for animals, honesty 
and hard work. He tells Jody stories and 
makes him promises, which he desperately 
wants to keep. These lessons will stay with 
Jody all his life. Also, Jody is in many ways 
more like his grandfather than his father, 
and is willing to talk about his dreams.

Inferential Comprehension
Why does Jody's behaviour change after 
Carl decides to breed Nellie?

When Jody's father tells him he is going to 
breed Nellie, Jody becomes the epitome of 
a good son, doing his chores properly and 
without being reminded. He is afraid that 
his father might not let him keep the pony if 
he is not responsible, and perhaps worried 
that if he does not behave well something 
bad may happen again.

Constructing Meaning
Carl dislikes hearing about his 
father-in-law's stories concerning the 
wagon train, calling them boring and 
repetitious. What might be another reason 
he dislikes the stories?

Carl is a person who seems to live in the 
moment, and with much to do on the farm 
he may resent the old man's ability to 
spend time reliving his past. It may be that 
Carl has unfulfilled dreams and resents the 
old man's much more exciting life and the 
respect he had from the men that he led 
over the mountains.

Teachable Skills

Understanding Literary Features:  The 
story has quite a negative mood. Mr Tiflin 
is at the centre of this negativity; through 
him we gain the impression that the ranch 
is barely surviving, and there is little to 
rejoice in. Find examples in the book that 
highlight the bleakness of life on the 
ranch, then rewrite them, putting the 
events and characters in a more positive 
light. An example would be the way Carl 
treats Jody when he is about to show him 
his new pony.

Understanding Characterization:  When 
Gitano arrives at the ranch, he stirs up 
Jody's desire to explore areas beyond the 
ranch. However Gitano is old, and 
reluctant to answer Jody's questions 
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about adventure. With this in mind, write a 
short story on how things could have been 
if Gitano were a younger man, willing to 
take Jody on an excursion to the 
mountains. Compare this to Jody's 
grandfather, and discuss what Jody's 
experience might have been if they had 
been able to go westering together. 
Encourage the use of rich, descriptive 
language for the setting as well as the 
characters.

Understanding the Author's Craft:  This 
novel is multi-layered in the way it 
develops the reader's understanding of 
the characters. On the surface it is a 
simple story about a family's struggle to 
survive. On another level the reader can 
identify the different personalities and 
conflicts among the characters. On an 
even deeper level we can see how his 
father's insensitivity causes psychological 
damage to Jody. Initiate a class 
discussion on how we would perceive a 
father speaking to his son like Jody's 
father speaks to him, and why this was 
accepted in the past.

Describing Actions or Events:  When 
Jody discovers that Gabilan is dead, there 
is a disturbing scene in which Jody kills 
the buzzard. It reveals the depth of Jody's 
emotion, and also his ability to be cruel. 
Noting his father's comment that it was 
not the bird's fault that the pony had died, 
ask the class to find other examples of 
senseless cruelty in the book. Discuss 
how Jody's relationships with his father 
and Billy Buck influence his attitudes and 
actions. Then ask students to rewrite the 
buzzard scene, showing Jody as more 
compassionate. How does this change 
the story? Which version has the greatest 
impact, and why?

Responding to Literature:  The ending of 
the story is rather abrupt. The last scene 
involves Jody in a seemingly insignificant 
discussion with his mother about making 
lemonade. Discuss why Steinbeck chose 

to end the story in this manner. Ask 
students to write three to five paragraphs 
which finish the book in a different way 
after brainstorming in small groups or as a 
class to come up with alternative endings.
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