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Introduction 

Western New York, 1978: Jamie, Lewis, and Connor Thurber 

watch their parents’ destructive dance of loving, hating, and 

drinking. Terrance Thurber spends this year teaching his children 

about the natural world: they listen to the heartbeat of trees, track 

animal footprints, sleep under the star-filled sky. Despite these 

lessons, he doesn’t show them how to survive without him. And 

when these seasons of trying and failing to quit booze and be a better man are over, Terrance is 

gone. 

Alone with their artist mother, Catrin, the Thurber children are left to grapple with the anger they 

feel for the one parent who deserted them and a growing resentment for the one who didn’t. As 

Catrin withdraws into her own world, Jamie throws herself into painting while her brothers 

smash out their rage in brutal, no-holds-barred football games with neighborhood kids. Once 

they can leave—Jamie for college, Lewis for the navy, and Connor for work—they don’t look 

back. 

But Terrance does. Crossing the country, sobering up, and starting over has left him with razor-

sharp regret. Terrance doesn’t know that Jamie, now an academic, inhabits an ever-shrinking 

circle of loneliness; that Lewis, a merchant marine, fears life on dry land; that Connor struggles 

to connect with the son he sees teetering on an all-too-familiar edge. He only knows that he has 

one last try to build a bridge, through the years, to his family. 

Composed of a series of touchstone moments, Tiny Americans is a thrilling and bittersweet 

rendering of a family that, much like the tides, continues to come together and drift apart. 

Questions for Discussion 

1. What are the central conflicts in the Thurber family and how do they influence the trajectory 

of each family member?  

 

2. Which character became your favorite? Your least favorite? Was there a member of the 

Thurber family who resonated with you the most? How did your opinions of these people 

change through the book? 

 

3. How has the notion of family changed for each of these characters? What does family mean 

to you?  



 
 

 

4. How does the past play out in the lives of each of the Thurber children? Does this evoke a 

sense of the past as a living entity in your own life?  

 

5. What kinds of love exist in the book and where? (e.g. romantic love, familial love, love of 

friends, for self, and love of the natural world) 

 

6. How does the creative streak that runs through the Thurber family manifest itself? Is it a gift 

or a burden to have this need to create? 

 

7. Why do you think the author chose to structure the book by jumping over large swaths of 

time to keep checking in on his characters as they evolve in their own lives? What was your 

favorite chapter? 

 

8. This one family covers a lot of miles in their travels. Why do you think they feel the need to 

scatter? Lewis lives perhaps the most unconventional life working at sea. Why does he 

make this his career and what pitfalls and rewards come to him because of his profession?  

 

9. How do the Thurber family dynamics evolve over the span of these characters lives? What 

events imprint themselves on these characters the most? Were any of the experiences the 

Thurber family members had to go through similar to your own life?  

 

10. What role do secrets have in families? Do you feel that they are more likely to unite families 

or drive them apart? How does secret-keeping shape the Thurber family? 

 

11. What might redemption look like for each of the members of the Thurber family? 

 

12. Do you feel the title, Tiny Americans, accurately represents the novel? Why or Why not? 

Does the story of this one family say anything about America as a whole?  


