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The Taste of Watermelon 

- by Borden Deal 

Biographical Information 

Borden Deal was born October 12, 1922, in Pontotoc, 

Mississippi, the youngest of three children in a family of 

tenant 

farmers. 

He grew 

up in the 

American 

state of 

Mississipp

i. 

Deal is a 

product of 

the region in which he grew up as well 

as the times. He knows the people, 

country and era of which he writes. He 

grew up during the Depression and his 

father, a farmer, lost his land when the price of cotton dropped during the Depression.  

His family's perseverance during the Depression accounts for the pervasive themes of 

land quest and personal ambition in his stories. 

Deal read voraciously as a boy and became interested in writing at a young age. 

Deal's first piece of work was published in 1948 and he won the first prize in a contest 

sponsored by Tomorrow magazine with his short story, ‘Exodus’. This story was 

published under his birth name, Loyse Deal, but he soon began using the name 

Borden Deal. In 1955, Deal became a full-time professional writer of fiction 

publishing under the names Loyse Deal, Lee Borden and Leigh Borden.  

Borden Deal was a prolific novelist as well as a short story writer. He is best known 

for his novels set in the American South, much of it in rural farming communities. As 

a Mississippi native and the son of a farming family, Deal returned again and again in 

his fiction to places and people that he knew. The farming ventures from his youth 

became the basis for communities written about and the quest for land, identity and 

personal ambition figure strongly in much of his work. "The South, in both its good 

and its bad, is the cradle of my heart," Deal wrote. He felt that the value of his work 

lay "in the progressive panorama of the 'real' South...If someone two hundred years 

from now wants to know about the real South, of people working and living, they'll 

have to go to my books."  Deal’s stories portray the "ordinary, practical lives of 

contemporary Southerners.” (Kibler).   Deal has secured a reputation as a storyteller 

who re-creates man's most ancient conflicts within the context of the contemporary 

South. His characters are honest and uncomplicated characters who are "motivated by 

some elemental drives of human nature".   

On January 22, 1985, Borden Deal died of a heart attack in Sarasota, Florida.  

Introduction 
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The story, ‘The Taste of Watermelon’ is written in the First Person in the voice of the 

author who recalls the summer when he was sixteen and is semi – autobiographical in 

tone.  The setting of the story is a rural community in the American South in the pre 

War years and brings to mind the much loved adventures of Tom Sawyer by Mark 

Twain, which describe similar boyish escapades and their consequences till eventually 

the halcyon days of childhood pass away and the young carefree boy begins to turn 

into a responsible adult.  

Summary 

 

The author thinks back to the time when he had been sixteen and had moved from a 

town to a farming community. His father still worked in the town, unlike the fathers 

of all his peers and friends, who all farmed. As a result, there was a sense of reserve 

between him and the rest of his gang. He knew that they were still wary of him and 

“kept a small distance” between them. While he was accepted, the acceptance was not 

total; he was still the outsider.  

 

For the first time in his life, the author had taken a liking to a girl, a sixteen year old 

like him, named Willadean Wills. The local boys admitted that Willadean’s looks, 

gait and habits had changed in the past year; from being an active participant in all 

their rough and tumble, she now had no interest in any of their activities. She was tall 

and thin and walked in manner that caught their attention. She was the daughter of a 

wealthy farmer (Mr. Wills), whom they were all petrified of, a big man with “bright, 

fierce eyes under heavy brows”. The result was that none of the boys had the guts to 

exchange more than a pleasantly polite good morning with her all summer. 

  

Mr. Wills was a prominent and prosperous farmer, probably the best farmer in the 

community, well known for his skill and dexterity in farming. He worked hard and 

passionately, almost as if fighting the earth for every bit of crop it could yield. He also 

grew the best watermelons in the entire community. Mr. Wills always planted the 

little field behind his barn with watermelons and in that good piece of land with the 

right sandy soil for growing watermelons, he invariably had a good yield every year. 

He was possessive about his watermelons and guarded them jealously against 

marauding terrapins and preying boys. It was not considered wrong by the community 

if young boys stole watermelons, provided there was no wanton damage done. In fact 

some folks believed that a stolen watermelon tasted better that a bought one. This 

notion however did not hold true with Mr. Wills though. He gritted his teeth at the 

thought of sharing them with anyone, terrapins or young boys alike.  

 

 

That year when the author was sixteen, the centre of Mr. Wills’ patch boasted of the 

‘greatest melon ever seen’. It was three times as big as a normal watermelon and the 

pride of Mr. Wills’ heart. He would not allow even visitors who had travelled miles to 

see this huge watermelon to enter the patch, insisting they view it from around the 

edge. Mr. Wills guarded it even more zealously than usual, day in and day out. At 

night too, he would sit in the hayloft window of his barn with his shotgun, guarding 

the prized watermelon. He had decided to use the seed of this melon to plant the next 

year’s crop and that made the fruit doubly precious to him. Attracted to Willadean, 

but fearing her father, the author felt that at this point of time perhaps the watermelon 
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was of more importance to the farmer than his own daughter; at least he didn’t stand 

guard over her with a shotgun.  

 

Like all young boys in the area, the author, a perky sixteen year old and his friends 

too discussed idly the possibility of stealing and sampling old man Wills’ prized 

watermelon. The author remembers watching and being both excited and petrified 

every night at the sight of Mr. Wills sitting up in the hayloft window of his barn with 

his shotgun, guarding the watermelon. His father would comment derisively about the 

man’s paranoia stating that nobody would steal a man’s seed melon; while his mother 

would say that Mr. Wills should be in the house taking care of his ailing wife instead 

of out in the barn and would pooh pooh the idea that young Willadean was an 

adequate substitute. She almost wished that someone would steal the watermelon to 

teach Mr. Wills a lesson.  

 

One bright moonlit night, the author and his friends, J.D. and Freddy Gray decided to 

go swimming in the creek. There is something about the moonlight which gives a 

different, almost surreal look and perspective to things as compared to the bright, 

sometimes harsh light of the day. As the author says, “It was the kind of night when 

you feel as though you can do anything in the world, even boldly asking Willadean 

Wills for a date.” They were at an age when dating and girls had begun to interest 

them though they were still shy of admitting this. The thrill of swimming at night was 

still there but deep inside each of them knew that their interest in this was growing 

stronger than their enjoyment of old pastimes.  

 

As was natural, conversation veered towards Mr. Wills and his prized water melon 

and in a moment of bravado, the author declared his intention to steal the watermelon 

on that very night, even though it was brightly lit by the moon. His decision was not a 

deliberate, consciously taken one.  It stemmed from various reasons. He sought 

complete acceptance as an insider from his peer group; he wished to impress 

Willadean, the girl he liked; and he wanted to defy Mr. Wills’ authority and break his 

pride for the thought that the farmer would kill a man over a watermelon was 

unacceptable to him. He was an adolescent at this time and from deep within him 

surged a feeling that it was alright to revolt, to defy the world and Mr. Wills. He could 

almost feel the taste of watermelon and within him rose a deep, almost irresistible 

longing to steal and sample the prized watermelon. 

 

Of course his friends tried to dissuade the author, stating that it was foolhardy to try to 

do so especially on such a bright moonlit night; but it was almost as if the idea had 

taken hold of the author and was driving him to commit the foolhardy and dangerous 

deed. Though he felt terribly afraid, the author was resolute in his decision to steal the 

watermelon from right under Mr. Wills’ nose. 

 

The author crawled on his belly through the patch as flat as he could, “closer to the 

earth than I thought it was possible to get”. It seemed to take forever to reach the great 

watermelon in the centre of the field but at last he reached it undetected and pondered 

over how to carry away his prize. It was too big and heavy for him to lift by himself 

and too cumbersome for him to carry without giving himself away. He lay still for 

five minutes and wondered why he was out there in the moonlight on such a venture. 

It was then that he realized that what he had done was not out of sheer bravado – it 

was an attempt to prove something to himself as well as to Mr. Wills and Willadean. 
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For a moment, he was tempted to leave without the watermelon, merely carving his 

name on the fruit as an indication that he had come, could have stolen but had not; but 

he did not do so. Instead, he broke off the stem of the watermelon and rolled it slowly 

through the grass and across the field to safety. It was hard work and fraught with 

danger, but he succeeded in his endeavour much to the admiration of his friends.  

 

Carrying their prize to the comparative safety of the swimming hole proved to be a 

mammoth task requiring the energies of all three of them, but it was worth all pain 

and effort for it was a gorgeous fruit. As he says, “I had never tasted watermelon so 

delicious”.  

 

When they had had their fill, they realized that a great deal of the fruit was still left 

and felt depressed at the idea of wasting such good fruit for they knew they could not 

carry the leftovers home to their families. It was then that the author savagely and 

methodically attacked the remnants of the watermelon destroying all that was left of 

it, aided by his friends. Yet the feeling of depression stayed with them on their way 

home and the author felt no sense of elation or triumph, though he knew that the 

night’s escapade had brought him closer to his friends.  

 

He reached home to find Mr. Wills moving toward the centre of the melon patch in 

search of the prized watermelon. He saw him bend, look and discover that the melon 

was not there. He heard his cry of pain, almost “like the cry of a wild animal”. 

Together with his father, he witnessed Mr. Wills throw away his shotgun and 

savagely race up and down the patch “destroying every melon”.  

 

As the author’s father ran towards Mr. Wills anxious to soothe and help, the author 

followed him. From close, he witnessed Mr. Wills’ terrible anger. Both Mrs. Wills 

and Willadean stood huddled together in the kitchen doorway while the author’s 

father bravely but unsuccessfully tried to stop Mr. Wills from destroying his entire 

melon crop. Mr. Wills had tears in his eyes as he lamented over the fact that someone 

had stolen his seed melon. It was almost unbearable for the author to see Mr. Wills’ 

sorrow and realize the intensity of the older man’s pain; and it became worse when he 

heard why Mr. Wills had desperately guarded the melon all summer. When he heard 

that he had done so for two reasons - for his ailing wife who had yearned for the 

melon through summer and for the seeds to sow next year’s crop, he had to flee 

before his feelings overcame him. 

 

All night, the author could not sleep, wracked as he was by guilt at his own wrong 

doing. Urged by a false sense of bravado, wanting to be accepted totally by his group 

of friends, desirous of impressing a girl and challenging her father, he had lightly 

committed the awful deed, little realizing that the repercussions would be so terrible 

and cause Mr. Wills so much pain. He had not thought it out deeply and he felt 

terribly guilty in the aftermath. While watermelon stealing in itself was not a heinous 

crime, in fact in the community he lived in, it was more like a game, a ritual of 

defiance by young males, stealing Mr. Wills’ prized watermelon somehow crossed the 

thin line between what was acceptable and what was not. The author realized that he 

had to ‘repair’ as best he could the destruction he had wrought. 

 

The next morning he toiled at picking up the watermelon seeds from the ground. He 

‘doggedly’ collected all the seeds he could find and put them into a paper bag. Then 
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he resolutely went back home and asked his father to accompany him to Mr. Wills’ 

house. He confessed that he was afraid but he had to do what he had to do and wanted 

his father’s support.  

 

Terribly afraid, nevertheless the author faced Mr. Wills as bravely as he could and 

gave him the bag of seeds. He confessed his deed straight and openly to Mr. Wills, 

expecting to be shot down and sincerely apologized when he realized that Mrs. Willis 

had wished to invite the whole community to taste the prized watermelon. Self 

realization had dawned on Mr. Wills in the cold of the morning and he accepted that 

in a temperamental bout of rage, he had wrought as much destruction as the immature 

boy and they were both to blame for the devastation.  

 

The author was at a loss for words but wanting to make amends, he offered Mr. Wills 

hope for the “next year” by offering to help Mr. Wills plant the crop and work very 

hard. This dispelled Mr. Wills’ fury altogether and the good impression the author had 

made on him by his confession and his sincere desire to make amends is clearly 

visible when he tells the author’s father that a big farm like his needed a son and that 

he wished that he had a son like his.  

 

Mr. Wills accepted the author’s offer of help for the new year and this emboldened 

him to express his interest in courting Willadean. Wishing to overcome one of his last 

doubts, the author asked Mr. Wills if he had loaded his gun with gunpowder in order 

to injure a man and was relieved when he realized that this too had been an 

exaggerated story for the shell was filled with ordinary, harmless salt.  

 

With his courage and honesty, the author succeeded in winning the admiration not 

only of his friends, but also won over Mr. Will’s heart.  

 

Characters 

The Author/Narrator 

The main voice in the story is that of the author as a young sixteen year old boy who 

had newly moved from the town to the rural community along with his family. He 

feels the difference between him and the rest of the boys acutely – he is a newcomer 

and the son of a man who works in town as opposed to boys born and bred in the 

country, the sons of farmers. As a sixteen year old adolescent, the approval of his 

peers matters deeply and the distance between his ‘bunch’ and him is something he 

wants to bridge. He wants to be totally accepted by his group of friends. For the first 

time in his young life, he is attracted to the beautiful Willadean, a girl whom his 

friends want to date as well. He wants to do something great to prove himself to his 

friends and the girl he wants to date.  

 

In sheer bravado, he declares his intention of stealing Mr. Wills’ prized watermelon, 

even though it is bright, moonlit night. He had not intended to do something as daring 

as this but at that particular moment, he felt buoyant and brave enough to achieve 

‘anything’. With sheer grit and determination, he carries out the Herculean task and 

the three of them escape from Mr. Wills’ house to the creek to share the spoils. He has 

successfully defied Mr. Wills by stealing his prized fruit from under his very eyes; 

and he has won the respect of his friends by his act of bravery. 
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After the author and his friends have dug into the melon and eaten their fill, the 

realization dawns upon the author that the melon is too big for them to consume in its 

entirety. As it is stolen fruit, they cannot share the remnants and take the balance 

home. Therefore the author finds himself faced with no option but to destroy what is 

left of the water melon. He feels sad at the ‘wanton waste’. The melon he and his 

friends had sought after lay spent in the mud with no one be able to enjoy its ‘oozing’ 

red, sweet juice any more. This shows that the author has an active conscience and a 

strong sense of right and wrong.  

 

  He perceives the futility of his act when he witnesses the pain of Mr. Wills, when he 

sees how deeply his act had impaired Mr. Wills’ spirit. He feels small and paltry. This 

incident transforms the author from a careless, hedonistic teenager to a responsible 

young man. He knows it is up to him to own up and volunteer to make amends in order 

to ‘repair’ the ‘damage’ he had wrought and is determined to do so. He understands that 

the act he had performed ‘lightly’ had dire consequences for somebody else. He is 

terribly afraid of Mr. Wills’ anger and so he seeks his father’s support but nowhere does 

he backtrack from his decision. As he says, he is going because he has got to. His 

conscience will not let him rest otherwise. 

 

It is in the small but courageous acts of everyday life that a person’s character is 

moulded and expressed. The author passes the test with flying colours, emerging as a 

truly brave and honest young teenager. From a thoughtless fun loving defiant teenager, 

he covers the rites of passage on the way to becoming a responsible and thoughtful 

young adult.  

 

Mr. Wills 

Mr. Wills was a ‘big’ man with ‘bright, fierce’ eyes and ‘heavy brows’. Just the idea of 

his getting angry with the boys was enough to ‘shrivel the soul’. Mr. Wills was 

demanding and aggressive as he ‘fought the earth’ when he worked on it. He bellowed 

loudly as though he defied earth to refuse him her produce.  

 

He was the finest farmer in the community as he grew well the most ‘curious’ of all 

crops, watermelons, an apt measure of a farmer’s expertise. Others would hack and hoe 

and still grow melons as small as their fists but Mr. Wills was different.  

Mr. Wills guarded his melons fiercely as knew they were a prized possession. If he 

spotted anybody close to the melon patch, he would have a ‘glower’ on his face.  He 

grudged his precious melons not only to humans but also to terrapins. That year his 

patch had given birth to the ‘greatest’ melon ever grown in ‘that country’. 

 

The boys were aware of the grave consequences of sneaking away one of Mr. Wills’  

melons. In their rural community, it was not considered a crime to raid watermelons 

since farmers expected warm blooded boys to exhibit their prowess by challenging  

authority and raiding melons. However Mr. Wills did not agree and closely guarded his 

 melon patch even at night since he had no intention of sharing the yield with the  

‘neighbourhood’. He comes through as a closed, tight fisted man in the initial  

descriptions. 

 

As the story will have it, the author stole Mr. Will’s seed melon just to prove himself 

but succeeded in giving him a new lease of life and revealing Mr. Will’s true thoughtful 
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and gentle self. On seeing the missing seed melon, Mr. Wills tore up the melon patch in 

a fury. He destroyed his melon patch and cried. This shows his immense anger and lack 

of self control at such moments of acute stress. He then revealed a gentler side of 

himself when he told the author’s father that he had desperately sought the melon 

because his ailing wife ‘hungered’ for it. She had been waiting all through summer for 

that melon.  

 

Mr. Will also exhibits the divine value of forgiveness as he gently reprimands the 

author for stealing the melon but accepts the author’s apology and willingly agrees to 

take the author’s help the following year. He confesses to the author that he too had 

‘ruined the other’ half and was equally to blame for the wanton destruction of his melon 

crop. He is able to realize the true worth of the author’s character and wishes that he 

had a son like him.  

 

Themes 

 

Rites of Passage 

The short story leads up to and revolves around the rite of passage undergone by the 

author at the age of sixteen. A rite of passage is a ritual that marks a change in a 

person's social status. It is a universal phenomenon which shows which social 

hierarchies, values and beliefs are important in specific cultures. Rites of passage are 

often ceremonies surrounding events such as childbirth, menarche or other milestones 

within puberty, coming of age, marriage, weddings and death. Initiation ceremonies 

such as baptism, confirmation and bar mitzvah are considered important rites of 

passage. It marks a period of change when a person reaches a new and significant 

turning point in his life. It usually deals with an affirmative transition often also known 

as the ‘coming of age’.  

 

The story, ‘The taste of Watermelon’ relates to the ‘rites of passage’ theme in that it  

presents a character who is involved in moving, or trying to move, from one significant 

stage of life to the next—he is making a passage—in this case from childhood, or 

adolescence, to maturity.  The story explores what it takes to make this move and how 

he seems to make it successfully. It is not about ceremonies or rituals, but instead about 

an experience that is so powerfully transformative that it moves the protagonist from 

one stage of life to another.  Faced with certain kinds of experiences one may grow in 

subtle or obvious ways, or one may shatter—and sometimes one becomes mired in a 

mental, spiritual, emotional, or intellectual paralysis. The author undergoes a unique 

type of initiation we’ll never undergo; yet it feels like a common, universal experience.   

 

 The author is transformed from a defiant and hedonistic boy to a mature and 

responsible individual. He perceives the gravity of his actions and understands why Mr. 

Wills guarded his melons fiercely. He feels upset over the meanness of his action even 

though it has brought him closer to his friends. A certain maturity of thought has set in 

as the result of an incident which shakes him to the core, at the end of which the author 

emerges a better and more sensitive human being. 

 

The author realizes that realizes that there is a difference amongst people and situations 

even though they may appear to be similar. Stealing melons from another farm would 

have been a quip to laugh over and brag to his friends. Yet to steal Mr. Wills’ prized 

watermelon somehow overstepped the boundaries of acceptable behaviour.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ritual
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_status
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ceremony
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Childbirth
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Menarche
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Puberty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coming_of_age
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marriage
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wedding
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Death
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The author feels remorseful when he sees the extent to which Mr. Wills is upset. He is 

terribly scared and yet he apologizes to him and even promises to help him sow the 

seeds the following season. He has transformed from being a prankster stealing melons 

to Mr. Will’s son who has agreed to aid a man with a ‘big farm’.  

 

The author’s action also brings about a significant change in Mr. Wills who realizes that 

he was as much to blame for the destruction as the author was.  

 

Style 

 

‘The Taste of Watermelon’ has been written is semi autobiographical in form. The 

narrative voice is that of the author as a young adolescent, implying perhaps that the 

author has written about a certain aspect of his life. The author writes in the First Person 

using pronouns such as ‘I’ and ‘we’. This technique helps the reader to live the story 

through the narrator’s eyes. The reader feels a part of the story as he directly 

experiences the narrator’s thoughts and emotions. For instance when the author says, ‘I 

couldn’t bear anymore’, one realizes his remorseful state.  

 

The author uses colloquial language to create the mood and flavour of a typical 

southern village where farming was the predominant occupation. This aids the reader to 

understand the social and cultural context of the characters.  For instance, colloquial 

expressions such as ‘By golly, you did it!’ or ‘bust’ instead of break bring out the 

flavour of America. Mr. Wills talks like an Amercian farmer when he says, ‘I do wish I 

had me a boy like that’. 

 

Narrative is a story that describes a sequence of events. It derives from the Latin verb 

narrare, which means "to recount" and is related to the adjective gnarus, meaning 

"knowing" or "skilled. The author, Borden Deal employs the form of a narrative where 

a series of events with the central plot of raiding a melon leads to the ‘coming of age’ of 

an immature sixteen year old to a responsible young man. 

 

  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Story
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin_language

