
the river between us by richard peck
The River Between Us is a poignant historical novel written by Richard Peck that captures
the essence of family, war, and the trials of adolescence. Set against the backdrop of the
American Civil War, the narrative unfolds through the eyes of a young boy named Delphine.
As she navigates the complexities of her familial relationships and societal changes brought
about by the war, readers are transported into a world where personal and collective
histories intertwine. This article delves into the major themes, characters, and the historical
context that enriches the narrative of "The River Between Us."

Overview of the Novel

"The River Between Us" is set in the small town of Grand Tower, Illinois, during the
tumultuous times of the Civil War. The story is narrated by Delphine, a teenage girl whose
life is turned upside down by the arrival of a mysterious new family member. The novel is
structured around Delphine’s reflections and experiences as she grapples with the war's
impact on her family and her community.

Plot Summary

The novel begins in the summer of 1861, and Delphine's life is relatively tranquil until her
father brings home a young woman named Tilly, who claims to be her long-lost sister. Tilly's
arrival stirs up a whirlwind of emotions and suspicions, particularly regarding her
connection to a slave named Calhoun. As Delphine learns more about Tilly's past and the
events leading up to her arrival, she becomes increasingly aware of the broader
implications of the Civil War.

The plot thickens as Delphine's family grapples with the effects of the war. The pressures of
societal expectations, family loyalty, and the moral dilemmas posed by slavery create a rich
tapestry of conflict that Delphine must navigate. As she forms a bond with Tilly, Delphine
also confronts her own prejudices and misconceptions about race and identity.

Thematic Exploration

Richard Peck's narrative is layered with various themes that invite readers to reflect on the
complexities of human relationships and historical consciousness.

Family and Identity

Family is a central theme in "The River Between Us." Delphine's relationship with her
parents and her newfound sister Tilly highlights the importance of familial bonds and the



challenges that arise when secrets are revealed. The quest for identity is also pivotal;
Delphine's journey of self-discovery intertwines with her understanding of her family's
history.

Key points regarding family and identity include:

- Revelation of Secrets: The arrival of Tilly forces Delphine to confront hidden family
secrets.
- Search for Belonging: Delphine's struggle to accept Tilly challenges her sense of belonging
and her understanding of what it means to be a family.
- Conflict and Resolution: The novel illustrates how conflicts within families can lead to
personal growth and reconciliation.

War and Its Consequences

The Civil War serves as the backdrop for the novel, profoundly influencing the characters’
lives and decisions. Peck captures the chaos and emotional turmoil brought about by the
war, highlighting its impact on both individuals and communities.

Key aspects of war in the novel include:

- Moral Dilemmas: Characters face difficult choices that challenge their ethical beliefs,
particularly regarding slavery and loyalty.
- Loss and Grief: The war brings about significant loss, forcing characters to confront their
feelings of grief and longing.
- Community Division: The war polarizes the community, reflecting the broader national
tensions and divisions of the time.

Race and Prejudice

The exploration of race and prejudice is a critical component of "The River Between Us."
Through the character of Tilly and her connection to Calhoun, Peck addresses the
complexities of race relations during the Civil War era.

Key points regarding race and prejudice include:

- Challenging Stereotypes: Delphine's initial perceptions of Tilly and Calhoun are challenged
as she learns about their experiences.
- The Human Cost of Slavery: The narrative emphasizes the human experiences behind the
institution of slavery, encouraging empathy and understanding.
- Growth and Change: Delphine's evolving perspective on race reflects her growth as a
character and the broader societal changes occurring during the Civil War.



Character Analysis

The characters in "The River Between Us" are richly developed, each contributing to the
themes and emotional depth of the story.

Delphine

Delphine is the protagonist and narrator of the story. As a young girl on the cusp of
adulthood, she embodies the innocence of youth while grappling with complex societal
issues.

- Curiosity and Growth: Delphine's inquisitive nature drives her to seek the truth about her
family, leading to significant personal development.
- Empathy and Understanding: Throughout the novel, Delphine learns to empathize with
those who are different from her, particularly Tilly and Calhoun.

Tilly

Tilly is a pivotal character whose arrival disrupts Delphine's life. Her struggles and
resilience shed light on the experiences of women during the Civil War.

- Strength and Vulnerability: Tilly represents both the strength of women in adversity and
the vulnerabilities that come with their circumstances.
- Symbol of Change: As a character, Tilly symbolizes the shifting dynamics of race and
identity during this period.

Supporting Characters

The supporting characters, including Delphine’s parents and Calhoun, enrich the narrative
by providing different perspectives on the war and its implications.

- Delphine's Father: Represents the traditional values of the time, struggling to balance
family loyalty with the realities of the war.
- Calhoun: As a slave, Calhoun's experiences highlight the harsh realities of slavery,
challenging the characters' and readers' perceptions of race.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of "The River Between Us" enhances the reading
experience. The Civil War was a pivotal moment in American history, marked by intense
conflict over slavery, state rights, and national unity.



- The Civil War's Impact: The novel illustrates the war's direct impact on families and
communities, reflecting the broader societal changes occurring during this time.
- Women in the War: Peck portrays the often-overlooked roles of women in the Civil War,
showcasing their resilience and contributions to the war effort.
- Racial Tensions: The narrative also addresses the deep-seated racial tensions that
characterized the era, providing a nuanced exploration of race relations.

Conclusion

"The River Between Us" by Richard Peck is a compelling exploration of family, identity, and
the profound effects of war. Through Delphine's journey, readers are invited to reflect on
the complexities of human relationships in the face of societal upheaval. The novel's rich
themes of family loyalty, moral dilemmas, and the challenges of understanding race
resonate deeply, making it a significant contribution to historical fiction. As readers
navigate the river between past and present, they are reminded of the timeless struggles
for identity, acceptance, and understanding in a world marked by division. Peck’s narrative
ultimately serves as a poignant reminder of the power of empathy in bridging the gaps that
separate us.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The River Between Us' by
Richard Peck?
The main theme of 'The River Between Us' revolves around the complexities of family,
identity, and the impact of the Civil War on personal relationships and societal norms.

How does the setting of the story influence the
characters in 'The River Between Us'?
The setting of the story, which takes place in a small town during the Civil War era, serves
as a backdrop that shapes the characters' experiences and decisions, highlighting the
divisions and tensions of the time.

Who are the main characters in 'The River Between Us'
and what roles do they play?
The main characters include Delphine, a young girl who navigates the challenges of
growing up during the Civil War, and her family members, whose relationships and secrets
drive the narrative forward.

What role does the river itself play in the symbolism of



the book?
The river symbolizes both separation and connection, reflecting the divides within families
and society during the Civil War, as well as the potential for reconciliation and
understanding.

How does Richard Peck's writing style contribute to the
storytelling in 'The River Between Us'?
Richard Peck's writing style is characterized by rich imagery and authentic dialogue, which
immerses readers in the historical context and emotional depth of the characters'
experiences.
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