
Labour Day weekend Sept 2019 NOTES

The Nickel Boys by Colson Whitehead 
• Publisher site 
• The Guardian Book Review 
• The New York Times Book Review 
• NPR Review 

Chef Henrie offering cooking classes 
• Two of us saw an item on the website about cooking classes for small groups 

which we thought might be fun for us to do 
• Now we can’t find it again 
• Enid has sent e-mail asking about this 
• Will report back as soon as anything to report 

CBC’s Still Standing 
• Great show… fills the void left behind by Stuart MacLean and Rick Mercer 
• Catch back episodes online at the CBC and/or on GEM 

About the book…  Reader comments in the first go round… 

First… 
• Hesitant 
• Dark 
• Interview on  Q 
• Succinct writer 
• Horrifying but not leave you there 
• Compassionate telling 
• Finding good in terrible situation 
• Really enjoyed it 
• Very well written 
• Pushed out of comfort zone 

Second… 
• Enjoyed 
• Very well written 
• Not based on one real character.  Prefer that 
• Elwood interesting character 
• Reminded of other books we’ve read 
• Theme of abuse. Similar but different 
• Race. Religion. Ideology 
• People can be so intolerant.  See people as the other 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/223161/the-nickel-boys-by-colson-whitehead/9780385537070/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/jul/26/the-nickel-boys-colson-whitehead-review
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/14/books/review/nickel-boys-colson-whitehead.html
https://www.npr.org/2019/07/16/742129946/rooted-in-history-the-nickel-boys-is-a-great-american-novel
https://chefhenrie.com/
https://www.cbc.ca/stillstanding/
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(SIDEBAR:  You might be interested in a recent Canadian non-fiction title Evil: 
The Science Behind Humanity’s Dark Side by Dr. Julia Shaw.   It’s an interesting 
piece… on the lighter side but gives you pause to think… See my GoodReads 
review) 

Third… 
• Really important book 
• Residential school system 
• Had to force self to pick up again when out down 
• Relief. Partway through jump to the future. But then took you right back.   
• Twist at the end. Great literary device 
• Eldridge cleaver.  Kept thinking this name all the way.  Intentional initials 

chosen by author? 

Fourth… 
• Grim. Needed to take breaks 
• Starts with a punch and not let up 
• Great opening line 
• Structure frustrating 
• Confront out white privilege 

Fifth… 
• Echo the above comments 
• Found that it really brought home - in a deeply personal way - the reality of 

the experience 
• Could see the way intergenerational trauma plays out in the black community 

in a very concrete way 
• Intellectual consideration of slavery and the legacy of trauma is much more 

abstract 
• This was real - and contemporary!  Hit you in the gut that this could be 

happening to children in this day and age. 
• Obvious parallels to our own - and the American - history with respect to our 

indigenous peoples.  Shameful  

Sixth… 
• Forces that shape a person.  The rules 
• Bright. Optimistic. Thoughtful young man 
• Becomes Pessimistic. Jaded young man 
• Forces are the same inside or outside nickel 
• Nickel a microcosm of society 
• Garbage strike. White people have forces that clean up the mess.  But on 

display in strike.  City is a mess 
• Nickel was designed to be what it became 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/561302/evil-by-julia-shaw/9780385690294
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.ca/books/561302/evil-by-julia-shaw/9780385690294
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35888286-evil
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35888286-evil
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• White people have learned how to abuse black people. That’s our 
intergenerational trauma 

• Toni Morrison... 

Seventh… 
• CBC ‘Day Six’ Interview with Colson Whitehead 
• Colson as top American author of these times 
• Gem after gem of concise phrasing 
• Elwood gets shot. Knew what happened. Seeds had been planted. Lots of 

flags along the way 
• Twist that caught me was the last page 
• It was beautiful 
• Show don’t tell.  You have to remember back in the story 

Eighth… 
• Same same 
• Small details.  No good comes from hitchhiking 
• Theme of residential schools.  
• Have to read in daylight! 
• It’s reality... Texas loosening gun laws.  People targeting Mexicans.  
• Very well written 
• Excited to then read Underground Railroad. Hard to read 

(SIDEBAR:  There is a Holocaust speaker coming to the Rene Caisee Theatre in 
Bracebridge on Wednesday October 16th.  Door open at 6:00pm and the even 
begins at 6:30pm.  I don’t yet know who will be speaking, and I don’t see it posted 
on the Caisse website… but I can keep you posted if you are interested.  Let me 
know…) 

Ninth… 
• Grew up in Markham 
• Langstaff jail farm 
• No fences.  Scary.  What keep them from running away. Foreman everyone 

terrified of 
• Era.  Kid act out be labelled delinquent and sent there 
• If you’re bad they’ll send you to Guelph reformatory 
• Prepared for gruesome and violence 
• Community service. Degree of corruption. That shocked me 
• Florida now... walk down hotel halls.  White staff ignore you. Black staff greet 

you effusively. They brought up to treat white people a certain way. Be nice to 
them. They can turn on you fast 

• I am richer for having read this book 

https://www.cbc.ca/radio/day6/colson-whitehead-is-being-called-america-s-storyteller-but-does-the-nickel-boys-live-up-to-the-hype-1.5208433
http://www.thecaisse.com/
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General Discussion about the book… 

Why do they go back? 
If this happened to you it happened to someone else 
Like vets going back 
Sometime you’re strong enough. Sometimes not 

Every word well chosen 
Speak volumes in few words 

Other titles that are (similar) must reads… 
• Underground railroad by Colson Whitehead 
• Underground airlines by Ben H. Winters 
• American war by Omar el Akkad 
• Washington Black by Esi Edugyan 

Why turner not punished? 
Because of the writing 
It’s the fact of the letter not the act of delivering it that mattered 

They skip the trial... 
Not about the trial 
The story about the school not the miscarriage of justice 
It was a done deal 
Lots of reference to kids and miscarriage of justice 

Probably a parallel school for girls 

13th amendment did not completely end slavery 
Prisoners as slave labour 
Prisoners are best labourers for many companies 

Schools little dark rooms 
Excluding kids who are troublesome 
Used for autistic kids 

Chap 13 
Turner on marathons 
Reflection on himself 
On survivors 

On the ending. Must not have got it 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/jul/07/colson-whitehead-underground-railroad
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/05/books/ben-winters-underground-airlines.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/20/books/review/american-war-omar-el-akkad.html
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2018/aug/21/washington-black-by-esi-edugyan-review-arifa-akbar
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Elwood’s legacy 
He was tributing Elwood 
Like in the green book 

1963 Pen pal in Rochester 
Get on the bus 
Not sit at back. That for black people 
Same experience as Mom In Texas during war 

Sammy Davis 
tell joke about Black convert to Judaism 
Told get off the bus 

Bus stop in north bay 
Young woman talk her ear off 
Older woman also loaded down with grocery bags 
Offer help to older woman 
Continue chatter but never say a word to other woman 
Other woman was Cree.   

Ending 
Not rushed 
Well prepared for 
Appreciate that 

The journalist colson references was real 
Ben Montgomery 
Award from dart... check what that mean 
PTSD  

Unmarked graves in story is Griff 
Suspect based on real corpse 

RC church 
Same same 
Community knowledge and complicity 
Story about little girls Picking blueberries in Sudbury but never get to eat them 

Elwood.  Make sense he not make it 
He too idealistic. Naive. Injured 
Turner knew they had to get out 
The hard work of civil rights work 
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It’s hard. People die 
Old turner would never have done so many things... get GED or cheer 
marathoners or... 

‘Nickel boys are fucked’ passage 
Someone is doing this to them 
Evil grows as much as you are given license to... 
We are all capable of it… even if we like to think not 

Grand spectrum 
We each have to choose to help 
There are four options.  No there are five says Elwood 
Bring the school down. Save everyone 
Ultimately he did 

The best gift ever was source of his undoing 
Martin Luther king book 

Another book to read… 
• The things we cannot say by kelly rimmer 
• Poland ww2 
• She Australian  
• The way the nazis treated the poles as subhuman also. Want as slave labour 
• Saw no reason at all to treat them at all as human 
• Parallel to nickel 

Documentary to watch 
• Netflix: The Great Hack 
• Still on....  must see 
• Cambridge analytica 

Georgian Bay Biosphere Reserve Charity Fundraiser 
• Brew Ha Ha 
• Saturday September 28th 
• Dinner, Beer tasting, comedy show 
• https://www.stockeycentre.com/event/brew-ha-ha/ 

Please refer to separate document and e-mail for pick list for our Thanksgiving 
title… 

Please advise is any egregious errors or omissions and they shall be revised…

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/40899464-the-things-we-cannot-say
https://www.netflix.com/ca/title/80117542
https://www.stockeycentre.com/event/brew-ha-ha/

