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ESSENTIAL THEMES

ACTIVISM: Joe Rantz’s early life is full of trauma and loss, and those experiences 
shape his decisions and outlook on life.  How does trauma or loss affect people’s 
decision-making? 

CLASS AND WEALTH: Everyone on Joe’s boat comes from “humble origins” and 
often competed against rowers with much more privilege. To what extent would you say 
that our society is a “level playing field” today? 

CHALLENGING CIRCUMSTANCES: One continuing theme of the book is the 
historical context – in particular, the Great Depression and World War II – of 
challenging world events outside of the crew races. How are the struggles or triumphs 
that you and your loved ones are experiencing in your lives today related to world events? 

FAMILY: Joe’s family story includes death and abandonment when he was very young. 
He must cobble together a family in his own way. How can young people get the support 
they need when they cannot depend on their parents? What are some ways you have seen 
people create family in untraditional ways?

Review and discuss overarching themes 
present in The Boys in the Boat.  
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ONLY NINE SEATS
1. Why do you think there are so many students 

trying out for the University of Washington rowing 

team? We are introduced to the Great Depression 

in this opening chapter. How do you think the 

Great Depression will affect Joe and the team later 

in the book?

A DREAM LIFE 
SHATTERED
2. After knowing that Joe’s childhood had been 

lonely, how do you think that will impact the rest of 

his life and not just his experience with rowing? 

A THOUSAND
AND ONE SMALL
THINGS
3. “Would the Farm boys be able to keep up with 

the intellectual side of the sport? Would the city 

boys have the toughness to survive?” After reading 

this question from the book, what do you think will 

happen to the farm and city boys who are trying 

out for rowing? According to the chapter, what are 

the characteristics of a great rower? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

LIFE IN EXILE
4. What did Joe like so much about Boulder 

City? Why didn’t his stepmother share the same 

feelings? What does the author mean by the 

chapter title “Life in Exile”?

MAKING THE 
CLIMB
5. What does the phrase “catching a crab” 

mean? On a rowing boat there are nine seats, 

one of which is called the Coxswain. What did the 

Coxswain do in the boat? Why do you think the 

boys with “polished shoes” and “fancy clothes” 

were the first to drop out?

ANOTHER CHANCE
AT HOME
6.  After being abandoned by his family, do 

you think Joe will find joy again? What did the 

phrase “good Joyce, bad Joyce” mean? Was Joyce 

affected in a small or large way from it?

Use the following questions for 
book club conversations.
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A RARE AND
SACRED THING
7. Why did Joe come to row practice early? 

Without the help of George Pocock, how do you 

think Washington’s row team would end up? 

What’s the reason George started to row? 

GOING IT ALONE
8. What did the phrase “bootlegger” mean and 

what did Joe have to do with it?

9. After Joyce returned from Montana, she 

reconnected with Joe, which made him very joyful. 

How do you think having Joyce in the story will 

impact the rest of the book?

10. For Joe, both Joyce and his brother play a 

big part in this chapter because they changed the 

course of his life. Has there ever been someone in 

your life that has impacted you or caused a great 

change in your life? 

11. We read about Joyce in this chapter, yet the 

title of this chapter is “Going It Alone.” Why do you 

think the author chose that title? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

PART OF A
SINGLE THING
12. When the coach was announcing who was on 

the team, the author used the words “there wasn’t 

any such animal.” Why do you think the author 

used those words to describe the situation? 

13. Joe didn’t know where his tears were coming 

from when he was on the lake. Why do you think 

he was crying? Were you surprised to hear that 

that was the first time he had cried since his family 

left him?

A BROKEN MACHINE
14. “One of the fundamental challenges in rowing 

is that when any one member of a crew goes into a 

slump, the entire crew goes with him.” Describe an 

incident that you know of when a group stopped 

working well as a team.

15. Coach Bolles’s coaching decisions play into 

some of Joe’s worst fears about losing his place. If 

you were his friend, what could you tell him to help 

him cope with his fears?

THE MAKINGS 
OF SOMETHING 
EXCEPTIONAL
16. Coach Bolles had never lost a race on Lake 

Washington. Why do you think his teams were so 

successful there?

17. Joe and his teammates had a mantra: “mind 

in boat” (M-I-B). What does that mean? Why are 

mantras an important part of success? What is a 

mantra with which you are familiar?

18. Joe is quite imperfect as a rower. Why did 

Coach Bolles keep him on the team? 
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ALMOST WITHOUT 
PAIN
19. How does Joe’s freshman boat begin 

to distinguish themselves as the premier 

Washington boat?

20. Look up the word “hobo.” What is something 

you learned about the lives of hobos during the 

Great Depression? Why does the nickname “Hobo 

Joe” bother Joe so much?

 

21. Joe has another humiliating moment with 

his teammates on the way to the national 

championships. What had Joe hoped or expected 

to happen? What happened instead? What does 

this incident teach us about his team?

STAY OUT OF 
OUR LIFE
22. Joe’s freshman team has just won a national 

championship. Do you think Coach Bolles 

should have “[elevated] them to varsity status 

immediately?” Explain your answer.

23. We read about Joe’s “tender spots” in this 

chapter. What do we – the readers – know about 

those tender spots that his teammates did not 

know at the time?

24. Joe suffers another rejection in this chapter 

– right in front of Joyce, who is quite angered by 

what she sees. What do you think about what Joe 

says about why he doesn’t get mad?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
DRIVEN NEARLY TO 
MADNESS
25. How do you think Joe felt when Coach 

Ulbrickson announced that the Olympics would be 

the team’s objective?

26. Compare and contrast Joe and Shorty Hunt. 

Identify at least two similarities and

 two differences.

27. Explain the idea of a group finding its “swing” 

in an endeavor other than rowing. 

BATTLE IN 
CALIFORNIA
28. Are you surprised that Joe went to see his 

father at work? What did or did not surprise you 

about that conversation?

29. Are you surprised that Joe’s sophomore boat 

got the chance to row as the school’s varsity boat? 

What would you have said to Coach Ulbrickson if 

you had been in the JV boat?

RAGE, FEAR, AND 
UNCERTAINTY
30. “Many of the [east coast] fans wanted this 

[Washington] crew to accomplish the historic feat 

and sweep the races, even if it was a western crew 

that did it.” When have you rooted for a team other 

than your own? Why did you do so? How did that 

team do? 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
DIFFICULT AND 
DANGEROUS
31. Joe takes on a new adventure during the 

summer after his second year of college. Look 

up the construction of the Coulee Dam. As you 

read this chapter and look at those photos, what 

questions do you have about working on that 

dam?

THE PARTS THAT 
REALLY MATTER
32. Coach Ulbrickson enlists George Pocock to 

help him solve “the mystery of Joe Rantz.” Pocock 

tells Joe that the “ability to yield, to bend, to give 

way…was sometimes a source of strength in men 

as well as in wood.” Why did he choose those 

words for Joe? 

33. Thula dies in this chapter. How do you think 

her death will affect Joe’s life? 

34. Harry has a new plan for the family after 

Thula’s death, but Joe “did not know if he could 

trust the man.” What do you think? 

A TRUTH TO COME 
TO TERMS WITH
35. Pocock talks to Joe about trusting his 

teammates. Discuss a time when you had to put 

your trust in a group and that trust paid off in a 

positive result.

36. This chapter ends with Shorty Hunt saying 

“Got your back, Joe.” Why do you think those 

words are so important for Joe to hear?

FINDING 
THEIR SWING 
37. The author tells us that everyone on Joe’s 

(now very successful) boat had come from humble 

origins. What do you think about the idea that 

people from humble origins might have a greater 

shot at achieving greatness than people who grew 

up with more affluence? 

SAVE, SAVE, SAVE
38. Part of the success of Joe’s boat was due 

to the coxswain, Bobby Moch. How would you 

describe the way he led his teammates to victory 

in the national championships?

HERE’S WHERE WE
TAKE CALIFORNIA
39. The boys’ triumph at the Olympic trials is 

almost derailed by something unrelated to their 

skills and effort. Explain. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
ROWING FOR 
LIBERTY
40. Some people wanted the US not to participate 

in the 1936 Olympics because of Germany’s 

mistreatment of Jews. What do you think of the 

idea of boycotting an Olympics because of the 

actions or misdeeds of the host country? 

41. Bobby Moch finds out that he is Jewish from 

his father’s letter. Why do you think his father 

chose to share that information with Bobby 

at that time?

FIGHTING, FUMING, 
AND COMING 
TOGETHER
42. There are 11 days between the opening 

ceremonies of the Olympics and the rowing 

competition. If you were the USA rowing coach, 

how would you have the boys spending

those days? 

43. The tensions and animosities of the wider 

world, which is inching closer to war, are showing 

themselves in the Olympic village. Explain. 

A GAME OF CAT 
AND MOUSE
44. Explain how this chapter’s title refers both to 

what is happening with the Olympic rowers as well 

as what is happening in the world. 

45. The lane assignments for the finals were 

“deeply suspicious.” Explain.

46. It seems almost crazy to put Don Hume in 

the boat knowing how sick he was. Why did his 

teammates choose to do so? 

IN THE RACE OF 
THEIR LIVES    

47. The author explains Joe’s realization that 

he had to “abandon all doubt” to help his team 

win that ultimate race. Explain what that phrase 

means to you. What does it look like in a context 

other than rowing?                     

EPILOGUE
48. It’s ironic that Joe and his teammates were 

some of the most physically fit men in the country, 

yet most of them were too tall to serve in the 

war. Why do you think the military had a height 

requirement of that kind?

49. The men are gone, but the Husky Clipper lives 

on. What would George Pocock have to say about 

that fact? 


