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Assignment 16: Short story comprehension

This evening, my example to help with assignment 16 is a 
true story from Wawa, Ontario.

I would like to thank the author of "Faces of Lake Superior", 
Dixie Franklin, for her permission to use her story, "Young's 
General Store". And of course, thank you to Anita Young at 
Young's General Store for her blessing. I am very excited to 
share this story.

After I read it, we will talk about the different elements of a 
short story (characters, setting, conflict, plot, and theme), 
and we will practice answering questions.
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REMINDER: When you do assignment 16, read the story in your 
textbook called, "Thanksgiving". Tonight's story is an example.

Reprinted with permission from Faces of Lake Superior, p. 79 – 82, 1991, published by Dixie Franklin.

YOUNG’S GENERAL STORE

A sign on Young’s General store in Wawa, Ontario, proclaims, “There is no other 
place like this, so this must be the place.” Inside, customers and visitors discover why.

Bill Young is perched on the top of an empty milk can like a mischievous 
leprechaun. He speaks softly, almost in a whisper, yet the gleam in his eye gave a hint 
of tales to be told. He insisted that business is different in the bush where “it takes more 
nerve than dollars to operate.” That is where he sometimes runs afoul of the law.

Unless the twenty-eight-foot-tall, two-ton statue of the Wawa wild goose that stands 
at the Welcome Centre down the highway has made tracks again, Young has kept his 
tricks in check for quite a while. However, he promised the goose will walk again.

Young’s General Store is a weather-worn collection of buildings that houses almost 
everything a person ever thought of buying. Tacked on walls, stacked in aisles, piled in 
and on showcases, are bear traps and boxing gloves, spices, cast-iron skillets, eggs in 
open flats, lanterns hanging from the ceiling, an old treadle sewing machine, 
snowshoes, hard candy, scrub boards, horse collars, cookies from a tin sold by the 
pound. He sells grain in open bags: barley, buckwheat, beans, peas. Reach in and help 
yourself. Or fork a sour pickle from the open barrel that stands at the front door.

“Customers get entertainment while they shop,” he says. “People tie it to the good 
old days and old pleasant memories.”

During Young’s youth, his grandfather operated a store east of Sault Ste. Marie. 
Young thought it might be fun to be a storekeeper, but he wanted a store with an old-
fashioned air. The animals came by accident.

Quotation marks mean that these are Bill Young's exact words.
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His first store was a twenty-by-twenty-eight-foot structure, which he opened with 
an investment of seventy dollars for taxes and goods on consignment. “I bought a 
model cottage from the Indians, hauled it over with a school bus and stocked up,” he 
said.

When summer came, weeds grew rapidly in the rocky front yard, weeds that 
Young had neither time nor inclination to mow. He decided to invest in a goat, which 
he hoped would keep the grass clipped short. Trouble started when he answered an 
advertisement for a goat and the owner said, “Why don’t you borrow my ass, too?”

Young did, and was soon charged with keeping a goat and a donkey at a 
business establishment. In answer to a complaint, “police came and took my goat 
and donkey while my wife Anita was home alone,” Young says.

On his way to bail out his animals, Young made a detour to the local newspaper 
and placed and advertisement in the Lost and Found. He save the clipping: 
“Someone got my GOAT and took my ASS (donkey). Anyone knowing whereabouts 
of same please notify Bill at Young’s Gift and Bait Shop. Suspect believed to be 
driving Police Cruiser.”

Business picked up as everyone came to see what the trouble was all about. 
Young says the advertisement and the resulting rush of customers is probably what 
prompted the visit from police. However, by the time they arrived, the incident had 
landed in newspapers as far south as Toronto.

“The police learned that they couldn’t have two charges on one summons, so 
they dropped the goat,” he said.

With the donkey trial set, Young renamed his animal “Chief.” He contended that 
Chief was a mule. Defense was that a mule was part horse, which was legal in 
Wawa. 

Meanwhile, more publicity was in the making. Young insists that he thought it 
only proper that he photograph his donkey-mule-horse. He drove to police 
headquarters and asked to borrow the police chief’s uniform had for the pose. The 
chief walked in during negotiations and reclaimed his hat in a huff. “He didn’t have 
much of a sense of humor.”

NOTE: I highlighted the important plot points. These are the main events in the 
story. Remember that the plot only includes the actions that keep the story 
moving. That is why none of the details at the beginning are highlighted.
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Young said he had other advertisements ready if he had lost his case, where he 
insisted that if he had to go to jail, so did the mule.

Crown experts were called to Wawa to testify on the animal’s classification. 
Charges for keeping animals at a business establishment were dropped, according 
to newspapers, when “those persons involved couldn’t distinguish between a 
donkey, ass, mule, and so on.”

Then there was excitement at the same store over geese, a bear, fifteen 
hundred chickens that didn’t sell, “so, I traded for hogs,” and the big row over the 
pickle barrel.

Ontario department of Health officials did not take to open pickle barrels which 
they considered unsanitary. “Your theme of an old-fashioned general store is good, 
but you’ve let your business run away with you,” they said.

While insisting that his salesmanship was not prompted by mischief, Young 
somehow held on to his pickle barrel.

Then near-disaster struck. At four A.M. on April 4, 1979, a seventy-pound Husky 
named Tonka woke the Youngs from deep sleep. The store attached to their living 
quarters was in flames. Almost everything was destroyed. They started to rebuild 
with “very little insurance and not much time. We were up and into the store the last 
of June, except for windows.”

Young opened the store for business, trying to complete the building between 
customers. Plastic sheets were secured at night. Police moved in. They said the 
store was technically closed while it was completed and all inspections passed. 
Orders were to padlock.

Young fastened a padlock in the plastic, and kept selling. Police padlocked the 
door, so Young rolled up the plastic over the window every morning and conducted 
business through the opening. Police threatened to board up everything, so Young 
got ready with another newspaper ad: “Chain saw opening coming up.”

Sales flourished.

In my opinion, this is the climax of the plot. 
This is the most important event in the story.
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“I had TV coverage lined up from the Soo if the jailed me,” he said. “The police 
were pulling rank. When the junior guy on the force was told he had to arrest me, he 
threatened to quit. It was cute.”

Somehow frontier justice prevailed with everybody saving face, and further 
confrontation was avoided.

Then, there was the matter of the Wawa goose. Young admits one morning in the 
dawning light, leading from the statue, across the Welcome Center’s parking area, 
and down the highway. A highway crew was sent from the Soo to paint over the tracks 
of the wayward nocturnal goose. That night, a phantom crew went out and painted 
tracks a second time, with the addition of shiny, sparkling glass beads sprinkled into 
wet paint.

Perched on his milk can, Young pokes at the fire in the big cast-iron stove and 
glances furtively across the store before speaking softly, nodding knowingly. “It’s 
going to happen again soon,” he says. “It creates employment.”

The Wawa goose never walked again. Bill Young died in 1988.

You might be interested in visiting the website for 
Young's General Store: http://www.youngsgeneralstore.com/

http://www.youngsgeneralstore.com/
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EXAMPLE QUESTION 1:

In 2-3 complete sentences, describe what Bill Young was like. Your answer should 
include at least three details, and it should be written in your own words. 

DO NOT copy words from the story.

SHORT STORY ELEMENT: CHARACTERS
The characters are the "who" or the "what" that takes action in the story.

In "Young's General Store," Bill Young is the primary character (protagonist) 
because he is who the story is mainly about. 

There are secondary characters, too:

- animals

- police

There is even a tertiary character:

- Bill's wife, Anita

These characters are involved in the story, and without 
them, there wouldn't be a story.

She is mentioned and has a scene in the story. She is part 
of the story, but not crucial like the secondary characters.

Bill had a business/store. He also had a goat and a 
donkey. Bill had a mischievous personality, and he 
tended to get in trouble with the police.



Character Traits:

When you answer question 1, it might be helpful to have a list of character traits. Character traits 
are words that you can use to describe what a character is like.

Here is a link to a webpage that you might find useful:

http://www.fiction-writers-mentor.com/list-of-character-traits/ 

http://www.fiction-writers-mentor.com/list-of-character-traits/
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SHORT STORY ELEMENT: SETTING

The setting is where and when the story takes place. When you answer a 
question about the setting, you can talk about just the place, just the time, 
or both the place and the time. We will talk about the place and the time 
of our example story.

PLACE: The story, "Young's General Store," takes place in Wawa, Ontario.
We are told a lot about the store and what it is like inside.

We learn about Wawa, too, but not as much. 

TIME: There are no specific statements about time in the story. We know that 
the story took place in the past, but there is nothing in the story that tells 
us exactly when. So, for the setting in this story, we can only answer by 
talking about the place. Research skills are not needed for any reading 
comprehension that is done in this course.

EXAMPLE QUESTION 2:
The setting is the time and/or place where the action occurs. Identify and give three 
details about the setting in this short story.  Your answer must include:

· A place OR a time
· Information about what happened

              Before he got his animals out of jail, Bill put an ad in 
the newspaper. At the store, people came to see all of 
animals. In court, Bill won and got to keep his donkey. 

Here is an extra example, explaining another time in the story besides 
what happened before Bill got the goat and donkey out of jail): 

One night, at 4 a.m., the store burned down. 
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SHORT STORY ELEMENT: CONFLICT
First, let's review what your textbook says about conflict:

The conflict in "Young's General Store" is very interesting. Let's discuss it, 
and then we will answer two example questions on the next page.

Conflict: This is what happens that causes trouble or difficulty. There are different 
types of conflict:

Man versus man: This is when two people disagree with each other. It doesn’t have to 
be two men; it could be any people.

Man versus self: This is also known as an inner conflict. An inner conflict 
happens when an individual struggles with something personally. It 
often has to do with how the individual thinks or feels about 
something. Maybe the person isn’t sure what to do or how to act. It 
is a conflict that one person faces alone. 

Man versus nature: This is when people are in conflict with their natural 
environment. For example, someone might be hunting for food, 
there might be a natural disaster, or maybe someone just 
doesn’t like being outdoors.

Man versus society: This is when people are in conflict with the society that they 
live in. For example, maybe they are trying to change 
something that they don’t like, such as a policy or law.

man versus man: Bill Young was arguing with a police officer at several different times. 

man versus self: The police weren't sure how to deal with Bill Young. The younger 
officers threatened to quit because they couldn't think of a way out of the situation.

man versus nature: There was a fire, and the store burned down.

man versus society: Most of the story focuses on how Bill Young pushed the limits of 
the law in order to succeed in his business. 
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EXAMPLE QUESTION 1:

In 1-2 complete sentences, explain a “man versus man” conflict that happened in the 
story. Your answer should name the characters involved and provide at least one 
detail about how they struggled. 

EXAMPLE QUESTION 2:

In 1-2 complete sentences, explain a "man versus society" conflict that happened in 
the story. Your answer should name the character involved and provide at least one 
detail about how that character struggled. 

SHORT STORY ELEMENT: CONFLICT continued
Now that we have discussed the conflict in the story, "Young's General Store," 
let's go through a few example questions. 

Bill argued with a police officer about having a goat at and a 
donkey at the place of business (where he worked).

Bill Young did not want to follow the rules, and he found 
ways of getting around the law. He went against the rules, 
against what was expected of him.
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SHORT STORY ELEMENT: PLOT
The plot is the action that happens from the beginning to the end. Some of 
you might have learned about a plot line: 

Remember that the plot is what keeps the story moving; characters have to do 
something. The plot is what the characters do. If you can understand the plot, 
then you can explain the important events in the order that they happened.

Exposition

Rising

Action

Climax

Falling

Action

Resolution

EXAMPLE QUESTION:

List what you think are the most important details in the story, in order, 
starting after the beginning of the story to the end of the story. 

1. Bill bought a goat and a donkey.

2. He was charged with keeping the animals illegally.

3. He bailed out his animals and placed an ad in the paper.

4. People came to see the store.

5. Bill got to keep the donkey because of a legal loophole.

6. He went to trial and got to keep the goat, too.

7. Bill got to keep the pickle barrels, even though the health 
authority disagreed.

8. The store burned down.

9. Bill kept selling while he rebuilt his store.

10. Bill and the authorities sort of reached a resolution, and 
they avoided further conflict.



Term 2A PLAR English notes after class

Assignment 16: Short story comprehension 11

Monday, February 27th, 2017

SHORT STORY ELEMENT: THEME

The theme is what the story is about. It is the overall idea that the story 
explains. You need to read the whole story before you can figure out what 
the theme is. Some examples of themes include: overcoming challenge, 
quest for power, quest for discovery, importance of family, nature as beauty, 
and coming of age. There are many more possibilities. 

Let's discuss the theme in our example story, "Young's General Store". 

NOTE: The theme in our example story is not the same as the theme in the 
story that you will read for assignment 16. However, this is okay 
because you do not have to answer any questions about theme. 

Later in this course, you will do a short story summary. If you can 
understand the theme, then it will be a lot easier to write a summary. 
The reason for this is because knowing the theme will make it easier to 
explain what the whole story is about. When you write summary, you 
will need to be able to do that, using just one sentence. I will be sharing 
a different example to help with that.

There are different ways that you could explain the theme of this story, and that is okay. 
It is possible for a story to have more than one theme.

However, the point of understanding the theme is so that you can quickly explain what 
the whole story was about.

This story was kind of about overcoming challenges, and it was also about a struggle 
for power. So, you could say that the story was about how Bill Young overcame legal 
challenges to be successful in business. Or, you could say that the story was about 
how Bill Young was victorious in a power struggle between himself and the authorities, 
as he succeeded in business. 
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I hope that you enjoy reading the story, "Thanksgiving," that 
is in your textbook when you do assignment 16.

Remember that even though we talked about a different 
story tonight, you can still use the examples that I have 
shared with you. 

You will need to answer the questions in your own words, 
and you will need to use full sentences. My examples should 
help, especially when it comes to writing full sentences.

Closing remarks and reminders:
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