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Where will “A Novel Idea … Read 
Together” take you this year?
We will take you to the South of the 1960s in Kathryn Stockett’s 
wildly popular New York Times #1 bestseller, The Help. Through her 
debut novel, Stockett weaves a startling and resonant portrait of the 
intertwined lives of women on opposite sides of the racial divide and 
the journey that binds them together.

“A Novel Idea ... Read Together” celebrates seven years of success and 
is revered as the leading community read program in Oregon. Much 
of our success is due to the 6,500 Deschutes County residents who 
embrace the program and participate actively in its free cultural events 
and author visits every year. The “Novel Idea” programs are designed 
to promote the value of reading and discussion through a compelling 
novel that links and builds community in a common conversation.

A month-long series of events kick off on Sunday, April 11 with spo-
ken word artist Jason Graham performing at the Bend Public Library.
We have more than 20 programs planned that will entice your taste 
buds with southern cooking and cocktails to deep discussion of the 
Jim Crow laws and the Civil Rights Movement. Join us for a month 
of discussions, films, food tastings, and more. For a full listing of the 
other cultural programs, please find the event listings at the back of 
this guide. “A Novel Idea” programs are free and open to the public.

Author Kathryn Stockett visits Central Oregon on May 7 at the 
Tower Theatre in Bend and May 8 at the Redmond High School  
Auditorium. Tickets become available at your local library on  
Saturday, April 17 at 10:00 a.m. There is a two ticket per person limit.

Book club kits are available, free of charge, to enrich your group’s 
discussion. Please call 541.312.1032 to order your kit.

This reader’s guide will help you navigate through the pages of the se-
lected book. We hope you find it to be a valuable resource, and enjoy 
another wonderful “Novel Idea” month of reading, discussion, and 
celebration of the written word!
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An Interview with Author  
Kathryn Stockett

Kathryn Stockett was born and raised 
in Jackson, Mississippi. After graduat-
ing from the University of Alabama 
with a degree in English and Creative 
Writing, she moved to New York City 
where she worked in magazine publish-
ing and marketing for nine years. She 
currently lives in Atlanta with her 
husband and daughter. The Help is 
her first novel.

What was the genesis of the novel? 
Growing up in Mississippi, almost ev-
ery family I knew had a black woman 
working in their house—cooking, 
cleaning, and taking care of the white 

children. That was life in Mississippi. I was young and assumed that’s 
how most of America lived. 

When I moved to New York, though, I realized my “normal” wasn’t 
quite the same as the rest of America’s. I knew a lot of Southerners in 
the city, and every now and then we’d talk about what we missed from 
the South. Inevitably, somebody would start talking about the maid 
they grew up with, some little thing that made us all remember—
Alice’s good hamburgers or riding in the back seat to take Willy May 
home. Everybody had a story to tell.

Twenty years later, with a million things to do in New York City, 
there we were—still talking about the women who’d raised us in our 
mama’s kitchens. It was probably on one of those late nights, home-
sick, when I realized I wanted to write about those relationships from 
my childhood. 



Tell us about your own family maid and your family’s relationship 
with her. 
My grandmother’s maid was named Demetrie. She started working 
for my grandparents in 1955, when my father and uncle were still 
boys and she was twenty-eight. When they were grown, she looked 
after us, the grandchildren. I loved Demetrie dearly, and I felt so loved 
too. We got the best part of her. She wasn’t our mother, so it wasn’t 
her job to discipline us or make us sit up straight. She just played with 
us and fed us, and she liked to make us laugh. When I was little, she 
told me that I had a tail, and I was always turning around, looking for 
it. I wasn’t exactly “quick” as a child. 

I think another reason my siblings and I had such a close connec-
tion with Demetrie is that she never had children of her own. She’d 
grown up poor and lived with an abusive husband. When a person 
has that much sadness and kindness wrapped up inside, sometimes it 
just pours out as gentleness. She was a gentle soul. There haven’t been 
enough people like her in this world. 

Since you weren’t alive in 1962, what research, if any, did you do 
to make sure the time period and social attitudes of the era were 
accurate? 
It sounds crazy, but I would go to the Eudora Welty Library in  
Jackson and look at old phone books. The back section of the phone 
book captures so much about the mundane life in a certain time, 
which somehow becomes interesting fifty years later. The fancy 
department stores, the abundance of printing shops, and the fact that 
there were no female doctors or dentists—all helped me visualize the 
time. In the residential listings, most families just listed the husband’s 
name, with no mention of the wife. 

I also read The Clarion-Ledger newspapers for facts and dates. Once 
I’d done my homework, I’d go talk to my Grandaddy Stockett, who, 
at ninety-eight, still has a remarkable memory. That’s where the real 
stories came from, like Cat-bite, who’s in the book, and the farmers 
who sold vegetables and cream from their carts every day, walking 
through the Jackson neighborhoods. I found that people don’t seem 
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to remember “social attitudes.” They remember what you could do, 
what you couldn’t do, and especially those people who went ahead 
and did both. 

You interviewed both African Americans and whites from this time 
period. Was there anything surprising in what they told you? 
It’s a tricky question to ask. It is hard to approach someone and say, 
“Excuse me, but what was it like to work for a white family in the 
South during 1960s?” I guess I felt a lot like Skeeter did in The Help. 
But I did hear plenty of interesting stories. One black woman from 
Birmingham told me she and her friends used to hide down in a 
ditch, waiting for the bus to take them to work. They were that afraid 
to stand on a street corner because white men would harass them. 
Still, all of the black women I spoke to were very proud of the jobs 
they’d had. They wanted to tell me where their white children live 
today and what they do for a living. 

The surprises actually came with the white women I interviewed. I 
realize there’s a tendency to idealize the past, but some of the women 
I spoke to, especially the middle-aged generation, just fell apart before 
they even started talking. They remembered so many details: She 
taught me to tell time; She taught me to iron a man’s shirt before I 
got married; She taught me how to wait for the green light. They’d 
remember and sigh.

After a while, I started to better understand what they were feeling. 
I felt it, too. It wasn’t just that they missed these women so deeply. I 
think they wished that they could tell them, one last time, “Thank 
you for everything.” There was a sense that they hadn’t thanked them 
enough. 

Were you nervous that some people might take affront that you, 
a white woman in 2008—and a Southern white woman at that— 
were writing in the voice of two African American maids? 
At first, I wasn’t nervous writing in the voice of Aibileen and Minny 
because I didn’t think anybody would ever read the story except me. 



I wrote it because I wanted to go back to that place with Demetrie. I 
wanted to hear her voice again. 

But when other people started reading it, I was very worried about 
what I’d written and the line I’d crossed. And the truth is, I’m still 
nervous. I’ll never know what it really felt like to be in the shoes of 
those black women who worked in the white homes of the South dur-
ing the 1960s and I hope that no one thinks I presume to know that. 
But I had to try. I wanted the story to be told. I hope I got some of it 
right. 

Of the three women—Aibileen, Minny, and Skeeter—who is your 
favorite character? Were they all equally easy or difficult to write? 
Were any of them based on real people? 
Aibileen is my favorite because she shares the gentleness of Demetrie. 
But Minny was the easiest to write because she’s based on my friend 
Octavia. I didn’t know Octavia very well at the time I was writing, but 
I’d watched her mannerisms and listened to her stories at parties. She’s 
an actress in Los Angeles, and you can just imagine the look on her 
face when some skinny white girl came up and said to her, “I’ve writ-
ten a book and you’re one of the main characters.” She kind of chuck-
led and said, “Well, good for you.” Skeeter was the hardest to write 
because she was constantly stepping across that line I was taught not 
to cross. Growing up, there was a hard and firm rule that you did not 
discuss issues of color. You changed the subject if someone brought it 
up, and you changed the channel when it was on television. That said, 
I think I enjoyed writing Skeeter’s memories of Constantine more 
than any other part of the book. 

Unless otherwise stated, this interview is reproduced with permission 
of the author or the author’s publisher. It is prohibited to reproduce this 
interview in any form without written permission from the copyright 
holder.
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The Civil Rights Movement  
in Mississippi
Kathryn Stockett’s The Help, is set in Jackson, Mississippi during the 
turbulent 1960s. Early on, one of the novel’s characters notes that she 
and the rest of Jackson’s African American citizens can sit where they 
please on city buses thanks in part to Rosa Parks, whose courageous 
refusal to give up her seat to a white passenger sparked an extended 
bus boycott and lawsuit that led to a Supreme Court decision that 
desegregated public transportation in 1956. Still, as mentioned in 
various places throughout the text, the activism and bloodshed that 
punctuated the Civil Rights Movement continued long after buses 
were desegregated. Mississippi, widely considered to be the worst 
place to be black in America, was the focus of much of this activism 
and of much of the corresponding and often violent resistance. This 
timeline tracks the major events of the Civil Rights Movement, both 
in Mississippi and nationally.

1954
In a unanimous decision, the United States Supreme Court deseg-
regated public schools in Brown v. Board of Education on May 17.

The White Citizens Council met for the first time in Mississippi 
on July 11. The organization’s goal, according to one leader, was 
to “make it difficult, if not impossible, for any Negro who advo-
cates desegregation to find and hold a job, get credit, or renew a 
mortgage.”

1955
Reverend George W. Lee, an active NAACP member, is killed on 
May 7 in Belzoni, Mississippi for helping blacks in his county reg-
ister to vote. His murder, officially deemed to be a car accident, 
was never investigated.

Emmett Till, a 14-year-old African American boy from Chicago 
is murdered on August 28 for allegedly whistling at a white 
woman while visiting relatives in Money, Mississippi. His killers, 



who later openly confessed to the crime, were tried and acquitted 
in October of that year. 

Rosa Parks is arrested for refusing to give up her bus seat to a 
white man, sparking the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycott 
which ended on December 21.

1956
The Supreme Court ruled segregation on buses unconstitutional 
on November 13.

1960
The Civil Rights Act of 1960, which provided for federal inspec-
tion of elections and prosecuted those who obstructed someone’s 
attempt to register or vote, was signed on May 6.

John F. Kennedy is elected President of the United States on  
November 8.

1961
Freedom Rides took place during the summer. Civil rights 
activists, mostly members of the Congress of Racial Equality 
(CORE), the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC), and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) rode buses from Northern states through the South to 
test newly passed laws barring segregation in interstate transpor-
tation. After experiencing brutal beatings at stops along the way, 
hundreds of Freedom Riders were arrested in Jackson, Mississippi 
and imprisoned in Parchman State Prison where they endured 
additional violence and abuse at the hands of prison guards.

1962
After an extended court battle, James Meredith is admitted to 
the University of Mississippi on October 1. The campus erupts 
in a deadly riot leading President Kennedy to send in U.S. deputy 
marshals to the campus to quell the violence and protect  
Meredith.
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1963
Since 1960, dozens of sit-ins took place all over the South chal-
lenging segregation laws at lunch counters, in restaurants, librar-
ies, pools, churches, and other facilities. The most violent reprisal 
against the peaceful demonstrators occurred on May 28 at a 
Woolworth’s lunch counter in Jackson, Mississippi.

NAACP field secretary Medgar Evers is shot and killed in front 
of his home in Jackson, Mississippi on June 12. His killer, Byron 
De La Beckwith, was convicted in 1994.

Over 200,000 people participate in the March on Washington 
for Jobs and Freedom on August 28.

President John F. Kennedy is killed on November 22.

1964
The Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP), an inter-
racial political party, is founded on April 26 to challenge the 
all-white regular Democratic Party in Mississippi.

Mississippi Freedom Summer, a voter education and registra-
tion campaign, launched in Mississippi in June. More than 1,000 
volunteers, mostly white college students from Northern and 
Western states joined with black activists in canvassing many 
parts of rural Mississippi in the face of violent backlash by white 
Mississippians. Three members of CORE, James Chaney, a black 
Mississippian, Andrew Goodman, and Michael Schwerner, both 
white Jews from New York, were kidnapped and killed near 
Philadelphia, Mississippi on June 21.

President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964 
on July 2. This sweeping act extended voting privileges to all 
eligible voters and invalidated all laws segregating schools, work-
places, and facilities that served the general public. 



Delegates of the MFDP attended the Democratic National 
Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey in August in an unsuc-
cessful bid to replace the all-white Mississippi Democratic Party’s 
delegates. Mississippi-born activist Fannie Lou Hamer testifies 
about her arrest and abuse in a local jail for attempting to register 
to vote.

Martin Luther King, Jr. is awarded the Nobel Peace Prize on  
December 10.

1965
President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act of 1965 
on August 6.

1966
On June 5, James Meredith commenced his March Against Fear 
from Memphis, Tennessee to Jackson, Mississippi. He is shot in 
the leg shortly after beginning to walk, but the march continued 
on in his name by civil rights activists and others. Although the 
group was harassed by police and attacked by other whites along 
the way, they entered Jackson, Mississippi on June 26, where they 
were joined by a crowd of 15,000.

1968
Martin Luther King, Jr. is killed on April 4.

Dr. Melissa Stuckey
University of Oregon
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Discussion Questions 
Who was your favorite character? Why?1. 

Is Skeeter’s mother a sympathetic character? Did your feelings 2. 
change for Mrs. Charlotte Phelan as you read? 

The author uses historical events, including the murder of  3. 
Medgar Evers, the assassinations of JFK, and MLK’s march on 
Washington as a backdrop. What events do you remember as 
being significant in the early years of the Civil Rights Movement? 
What was it about the events that you recall that made them so 
memorable?

Compare and contrast the relationship between the maids and 4. 
their employers (Celia and Minny, Elizabeth and Aibileen, Lou 
Anne and Louvenia).

Why do you think the author chose to include Lou Anne and 5. 
Louvenia? 

Discuss the courtship of Skeeter and Stuart. Were you surprised 6. 
by how it ended? Why?

Aibileen loves the babies in her care, but believes that they will 7. 
grow up to be as racist as their mothers. Why do you think 
Skeeter, whose mother is racist, is different from the other white 
women of her community?

Do you believe that racism is taught or is inherent?8. 

Black maids were tasked with raising the white children of the 9. 
families they were employed by, but not allowed to use the fam-
ily’s dining table and restroom. Discuss the contradiction.

Discuss the role of economic status between Hilly, Elizabeth, and 10. 
Skeeter and the tension that their economic differences creates. 
Did economic status cause as much tension within the black 
community?

Being involved in the Civil Rights Movement was dangerous. Is 11. 
there a cause or movement that would move you to put yourself 
in harm’s way?



Related Materials
The Civil Rights Movement
The Battle of Ole Miss: Civil 
Rights V States’ Rights
by Frank Lambert
378.762 lambert frank

Lift Every Voice: The NAACP 
and the Making of the Civil 
Rights Movement
by Patricia Sullivan
973.0496073 sullivan patricia

Defying Dixie: The Radical Roots 
of Civil Rights, 1919–1950 
by Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore
303.484 gilmore glenda

Memories of the Southern Civil 
Rights Movement
by Danny Lyon
323.0975 lyon

Sons of Mississippi: A Story of 
Race and its Legacy
by Paul Hendrickson
305.8 hendrickson

Past is Never Dead: the Trial of 
James Ford Seale and Mississippi’s 
Struggle for Redemption
by Harry N. MacLean
345.762 maclean harry

Southern Cooking
B. Smith Cooks Southern-Style 
by Barbara Smith
641.5975 smith b

Southern Homecoming  
Traditions: Recipes & 
Remembrances
by Carolyn Quick Tillery
641.59296 tillery
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Queen of the Turtle Derby and 
Other Southern Phenomena
by Julia Reed
306.0975 reed

Civil Rights Fiction
Your Blues Ain’t Like Mine
by Bebe Moore Campbell
campbell

The Chamber
by John Grisham
grisham

To Kill a Mockingbird
by Harper Lee
lee

Four Spirits: A Novel
by Sena Jeter Naslund
naslund

Black Girl/White Girl: A Novel
by Joyce Carol Oates
oates

Classical Southern Cooking
by Damon Lee Fowler
641.5975 fowler damon

Southern Living 
Homestyle Cooking
641.5975 southern

Southern Culture
Black Southern Voices: An 
Anthology of Fiction, Poetry, 
Drama, Nonfiction, and  
Critical Essays
edited by John Oliver Killens 
and Jerry W. Ward, Jr.
810.80896073 black sout

Give My Poor Heart Ease:  
Voices of the Mississippi Blues
by William Ferris
781.643 give

Long Time Leaving: Dispatches 
from Up South
by Roy Blount, Jr.
975 blount roy



The Help book discussion
Thursday, April 1  |  12:00 noon
Sunriver Area Public Library 

Local artist and Bend’s only “Slam Poet Laureate,” 
Jason Graham is well-known in the community for his 

riveting performances. Born in 1983 in Chicago, Graham has been a res-
ident of Bend since he was nine. He considers not only writing and music 
his passion and livelihood, but also painting and other mixed-media art.

Second Sunday: A Novel Idea Kick Off
Sunday, April 11  |  2:00 pm
Bend Public Library, Second Floor 

A Novel Idea Kick Off at Second Sunday with 
local performer Jason Graham and the Central 
Oregon Gospel Choir.
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Event Schedule
Times, dates, and locations are subject to change. Call 541.312.1032 
or visit www.deschuteslibrary.org/calendar for up-to-date information.

ADA INFORMATION
lizg@deschuteslibrary.org or (541) 312-1032

Monday, April 5  |  12:00 noon
Bend Public Library, Brooks Rm 

Wednesday, April 7  |  1:30 pm
Bend Senior Center

Thursday, April 8  |  12:00 noon
Redmond Public Library 

Movie Screening: Ghosts of Mississippi
Sunday, April 7  |  5:30 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room 

This dramatic film portrays the 1963 shooting of Medgar Evers by 
white supremacist Byron De La Beckwith ( James Woods) and the 
Assistant District Attorney Bobby Delaughter (Alec Baldwin) who 
brought him to justice.

The Help book discussion
Tuesday, April 13  |  12:00 noon 
La Pine Public Library 

La Pine & Sisters book discussions are listed later in this schedule.



Cabins, Mockingbirds & Help: White Women Writing Black Stories
Tuesday, April 20  |  6:30 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room 

Bend resident, Marion Davidson, is 
a writer and retired attorney whose 
work has appeared in many journals 
and publications. A collection of her 
poems, “Closeness of Ice,” was published in 2004. After graduating 
from college in 1964, she spent a year working with a civil rights project 
in Laurel, Mississippi.

Freedom Summer: “Ain’t Goin Let 
Nobody Turn Me Round”
Tuesday, April 13  |  6:30 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room 

Local writer Marion Davidson 
(pictured) recalls her year in  
Mississippi in 1964 and her coura-
geous hostess, Carrie Clayton, a 
black civil rights activist.

Cabins, Mockingbirds & Help: White Women 
Writing Black Stories
Sunday, April 18  |  2:00 pm
Sisters Public Library 

From Uncle Tom’s Cabin to To Kill a Mock-
ingbird, white women novelists have produced 
some of America’s most enduring portraits of 

racism in America. Annemarie Hamlin puts those stories into a larger 
literary perspective in this lecture and discussion on best sellers, litera-
ture, and the experience of race in the United States.

Annemarie Hamlin teaches writing and literature at COCC. She holds 
a Ph.D. in literature from the Claremont Graduate School and taught 
for more than ten years at La Sierra University in Riverside, California 
before moving to Bend in 2007.
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Ladies Who Lunch: Cooking and Cocktail 
demonstration
Wednesday, April 21  |  6:00 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room 

Chef Rose Makena and Mixologist  
Columbine Quillen demonstrate how to prepare 
and serve delightful delicacies and libations. 

21 and older only. Limited to 
30. Pre-registration required. 
541.312.1032.

Documentary: Standing On My Sisters’ Shoulders 
Wednesday, April 21  |  6:30 pm
Sisters Public Library 

Southern Cooking Demonstration and Tasting
Thursday, April 22  |  1:00 pm
Sisters Public Library 

Chef Rose Makena demonstrates classic southern dishes. Limited 
to 30. Pre-registration required. 541.312.1032.

Rose Makena’s culinary education has 
taken her from the Western Culinary 
Institute-Les Cordon Bleu program 
in Portland, Oregon, where she 

graduated in the top 5% of her class, to the exclusive restaurants of Los 
Angles and France.

Columbine Quillen is the bar manager at the Blacksmith in downtown 
Bend. Considered one of the nation’s top mixologists, she specializes in 
cocktail history, bitters, foams, and infusions.
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Documentary: Standing On My Sisters’ Shoulders 
Wednesday, April 21  |  5:30 pm
La Pine Public Library 

This powerful documentary reveals the Civil Rights Movement in 
Mississippi in the 1950s and 60s from the point of view of the coura-
geous women who lived it—and emerged as its grassroots leaders.



Icons of the Civil Rights Movement
Saturday, April 24  |  3:00 pm
Bend Public Library

Regina Sullivan highlights the iconic men and 
women of the Civil Rights Movement.

Regina Sullivan is professor of history at the  
University of Oregon. She holds a masters degree 
in religion from yale University and an MA and Ph.D. in American his-
tory from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Originally from 
Arkansas, she has lived in Oregon since 2002.

Cabins, Mockingbirds & Help: White Women Writing Black Stories
Saturday, April 24  |  2:00 pm
Sunriver Area Public Library 

Documentary: Standing On My Sisters’ Shoulders 
Monday, April 26  |  6:00 pm
Redmond Public Library 

Freedom Summer: “Ain’t Goin Let Nobody Turn Me Round”
Tuesday, April 27  |  1:00 pm
Sunriver Area Public Library 

Ladies Who Lunch: Cooking and Cocktail demonstration
Wednesday, April 28  |  6:00 pm
Redmond Public Library 

Twenty-one and older only. Limited to 30. Pre-registration re-
quired. 541.312.1032.

The Help book discussion
Wednesday, April 28  |  6:30 pm
Sisters Public Library 



Marking Our Territory:  
Segregation in the Jim Crow South
Saturday, May 1  |  3:00 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room

Sunday, May 2  |  1:30 pm
Redmond Public Library

From the back of the bus, water fountains 
and lunch counters, Reiko Hillyer explores how people exert power 
over each other by limiting access. This program is part of the Oregon 
Humanities/Conversation Project.

Reiko Hillyer earned her BA from yale and her doctorate from  
Columbia University. She is currently a visiting assistant professor of his-
tory at Lewis and Clark College where she teaches twentieth century US 
history, African American history, the Civil War, women’s history, and the 
history of the American landscape.
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Melissa Stuckey teaches African American history at the University of 
Oregon. She holds a Ph.D. in history from yale and taught at Trinity  
College in Hartford, Connecticut before moving to eugene in 2009.

The Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi
Monday, May 3  |  6:30 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room

Tuesday, May 4  |  12:00 noon
Sisters Public Library 

Melissa Stuckey discusses the important people and history-making 
events that occurred at this critical juncture of time and place.

Southern Cooking Demonstration and Tasting
Thursday, April 29  |  1:00 pm
La Pine Public Library 

Limited to 30. Pre-registration required. 541.312.1032.



Documentary: “Standing On My Sisters’ Shoulders”
Wednesday, May 5  |  12:00 noon
Sunriver Area Public Library 

Documentary: “Standing On My Sisters’ Shoulders”
Thursday, May 6  |  6:30 pm
Bend Public Library, Brooks Room

Main Events
Author Kathryn Stockett
Friday, May 7, 2010
Tower Theatre, Bend
Doors open 6:30 pm
Reading  Signing at 7:00 pm
Tickets are free but required

Author Kathryn Stockett
Saturday, May 8
Redmond High School  
Auditorium
Doors open 12:30 pm
Reading & Signing at 1:00 pm
Tickets are free but required

Read the biography and interview 
with kathryn Stockett beginning on 
page 2.

Ticket distribution begins 10:00 am on April 17 at all Deschutes Public 
Libraries. Tickets are limited. Chances to win tickets at every program.






