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The Story:

Blue Skies, Troubled Waters is the incredible true story of
an American-born twin who was deported with her
Indonesian immigrant father from New York in 1940, only to
be trapped in a Japanese POW camp in Minahasa,
Indonesia, for the duration of WWII. It is a rare, first-hand
account of the civilian experience of the Pacific War, a story
of profound resilience, and a testament to the enduring
bonds of family.

Book Themes:

Civilian WWII Perspective: A child's unique view of the
Pacific war.

Cultural Crossroads: Exploring heritage of the
Netherlands, Indonesia, and Japan.

Human Resilience: Family bonds, survival, and the search
for home.
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Blue Skies, Troubled Waters

Book Group Discussion Questions

For Adult Book Groups

1. War and Humanity: At the start of the memoir, Mama tells her daughters, “Hate can turn a human being into a
monster”. How does the story explore the impact of war on a person's humanity, and in what ways do characters
either succumb to or resist this transformation?

2. Cultural Traditions: The book details specific Minahasan customs, such as the gotong royong spirit of community
and the tradition of concealing one's suffering to protect others. Which of these cultural practices did you find most
compelling, and how do they compare to customs in your own life?

3. Words of Wisdom: Characters often share profound advice that gives Ath hope, such as Papa’s instruction to
“throw a piece of cotton” instead of a rock, or Nell’s insight that “life goes on, even if it is miserable”. Which piece of
wisdom resonated most with you, and why?

4. Beauty and Horror: Ath frequently contrasts scenes of horror with descriptions of natural beauty, such as a mass
execution taking place near coffee trees in full bloom. Discuss the use of this juxtaposition. How does it affect the
reader's experience of the story's traumatic events?

5. The Nature of an "Enemy": In Bab 6, Ath explains that she does not know what her Uncle Di means by the word
“‘enemy”. Discuss Ath's evolving understanding of this concept throughout the memoir. How does her perspective
shift as the war carries on?

6. Family and Perspective: Papa tells Ath, “Two shoulders are stronger than one...the world’s not covered in roses.
There are also thorns”. How does this perspective on shared struggle and hardship shape Ath's experience as an
eight-year-old girl during the war?

7. Symbolism and Freedom: Near the end of the story, Ath describes the bomb-hole on their property as her
"freedom". What did she mean by this? What other symbols in the book, such as the wind and storms on New Year's
Eve, did you find particularly powerful?

8. Concealing Suffering: In Minahasa, it is customary to keep one’s suffering concealed from family and the
community, even lying to “protect” others from that suffering. Discuss the potential benefits and drawbacks of this

cultural practice.

9. Favorite Scene: What was your favorite scene in the book, and why did it stand out to you?

briankimmel.com

h

4 '. w

e o °




N\

Blue Skies, Troubled Waters

Book Group Discussion Questions
For Young Adult Book Groups

1. Hate and Empathy: Ath's mother warns that war and hate can turn people into monsters. As Ath's story
continues, she has to figure out for herself what the word "enemy" really means. How did Ath’s journey make
you think about ideas like hate and empathy?

2. Community and Support: The idea of gotong royong, or everyone working together for the good of the
group, was crucial for the family's survival. Have you ever been part of a team or community that came
together to overcome a challenge?

3. Finding Hope in Hard Times: The characters in the book share a lot of wisdom to help each other stay
strong, like when Papa says “Two shoulders are stronger than one”. What advice from the book stuck with you
the most? What gives you hope when you're facing a difficult situation?

4. Seeing Both Sides: The story often describes horrific events happening in beautiful places, like a mass
execution occurring near coffee trees in full bloom. Why do you think the author chose to show both the good
and the bad at the same time? How did it make you feel?

5. A Father's Words: Papa tells Ath that the world has thorns as well as roses. What do you think he meant
by this? How would hearing that as a young person in a difficult situation affect you?

6. Kindness in Unexpected Places: In Bab 12, Ath meets a new friend who is unexpectedly kind to her.
Later, Mama gives a kiss to someone, and it is received in a surprising way. Why are acts of kindness so
powerful, especially during a time of war?

7. The Meaning of Freedom: Towards the end, Ath says the bomb-hole on her family’s land was her
"freedom". What do you think she meant by that? What does freedom mean to you?

8. The Meaning of Home: After surviving in the mountains, Ath and her family finally return to their village. What do
you think she learned about the meaning of “home”? Has an experience ever changed what home means to you?

9. Favorite Scene: \What was your favorite scene in the book, and why?
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