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READERS  & TEACHERS GUIDE 
 

This reader’s guide for Paris Thibideaux & the World of Lost Things includes an 
introduction, themes, images, and a Q&A with author K.F. Thurber. The questions are 
meant to enrich your conversation and increase enjoyment of the book.  
 
Introduction:   
 
Paris Thibideaux (pronounced Tib id oh) is 11 years old, a Chicano-Cajun boy growing 
up in the inner city with his single mom, Marina. He’s a brown boy, wiry and strong, 
with dark eyes shaped like almonds—his mother’s eyes, clear and alert, wide-set in a face 
the color of coffee with cream. His hair is black and glossy as a crow’s back, straight and 
thick “like your father’s,” his mother has said, but that’s about all she’s willing to say 
about him. He’s a mystery to Paris. 
 
They have just moved to the city because his mom found an old house that she’s fixing 
up and hoping to buy. More than anything, she wants Paris to have the permanent home 
she never had because her parents were farm workers who moved from harvest to harvest 
and farm to farm all of her life. 
 
In his new neighborhood, Paris finds that he sees beyond the current condition of the 
trash and junk that litters the alleys to what this stuff could be if given a second chance to 
be useful. From small recycling projects, he begins to imagine creating something more 
substantial and beautiful.  
 
Paris Thibideaux and diversity in children’s literature 
Paris Thibideaux comes from a background of blended cultures, a young person of color 
growing up in an American city, facing issues, challenges, and opportunities that will be 
familiar to many young people today.  
 
Recently, a group of publishers and authors have brought attention to “lack of diverse, 
non-majority narratives in children’s literature” with  #WeNeedDiverseBooks. On their 
web site and Twitter feed, readers can help raise the profiles of  “Diverse Books” like 
Paris Thibideaux & the World of Lost Things and bring them to the attention of readers 
who are looking for this kind of content.  Feel free to help promote Paris Thibideaux & 
the World of Lost Things by posting a photo and comment at #WeNeedDiverseBooks  
http://weneeddiversebooks.org/#_=_ 
  
 
 
Themes 
Something Out of Nothing 
What is Art, if not the ability to make something out of nothing? We all use our 
imaginations and ingenuity for problem solving and amusement every day, but artists 
take these gifts to another level of expression and meaning. Paris Thibideaux has a keen 
eye for seeing beyond the obvious uses of things and a drive to bring what he “sees” into 
reality.   Consider what the difference is between being a clever kid a young artist. Is that 
what is happening to Paris? What does his life have in common with the lives of other 
artists (any of the arts will do including music and acting)? 



 
Family Is “Who Shows Up” 
Families fall apart. Death and divorce are two major destroyers of the “ties that bind” us, 
but there are other disrupters like poverty, illness, violence and war. Ironically, we can 
see that these same forces often bring strangers together for comfort and support, 
sometimes uniting them in a common project of rebuilding or rehabilitation. Who are 
Paris’s “family” and how do they act and function like family even though they are not 
family in the traditional sense of the word? How does Paris make “family” out of his 
friends without even realizing it? 
  
Junk Art and Upcycling 
This story features inner city trash, alleys, junk, and “green” practices like recycling and 
re-purposing of materials. Upcycling is the process of converting waste materials or 
useless products into new materials or products (including works of art) that benefit the 
environment by being keeping them out of the waste cycle. Consider that cities, 
neighborhoods, and individuals can also be “thrown away,” and how the concept of 
“upcycling” might apply to human relations and neighborhoods in terms of increasing 
social justice. What human resources get “upcycled” in Paris’s world? 
 
 
To help you to visualize the world that Paris lives in . . . 
 
JUNK ART 
 

 
 

  
 
Making art out of what others have 
abandoned or discarded is not exclusive 
to Powderhorn.   
 
See the work of Tyree Guyton and the 
Heidelberg Project in Detroit 
http://www.heidelberg.org/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



COULD BE PETE AND 
BLOSSUM’S BACK YARD . . . 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
AROUND POWDERHORN . . . 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
THE HORSE PARIS BUILDS— 
“LOW” AND “HIGH” ART 
Maybe more in common than we think . . . 
 
The Horse:  Woodrow, Bronze 99 x 105 x 74 in. 
(Gift of Harriet and Edson W. Spencer, 1988) 
Walker Art Center & Sculpture Garden, Minneapolis, MN 
 

 
 



 
The artist Deborah Butterfield creates horses from found materials-- wood, wire, scrap 
metal, mud, brick dust, and straw. Woodrow is fundamentally a collection of sticks, tree 
branches, and bark that the artist cast each individually in bronze, and then assembled and 
welded together. She used a technique on the bronze surface to create the look of the 
original sticks and branches that very effectively fools the eye of the beholder. 
 
Although Paris’s horse is a boy’s project made of found objects and scrap metal, and 
Woodrow is the highly refined work of a fine artist, Deborah Butterfield’s work suggests 
a love of the animal and a creative impulse that are akin to Paris’s. 
 
Other Junk Horses 

 

 
 

 

 

 
Steampunk Horse  

  

 
Steampunk art” is made from recycled 
scrap made into unique decorative or 
functional art with an industrial 
character often suggestive of, or 
incorporating Victorian imagery and 
steam technology



 
 
POWDERHORN PARK & GREAT CLIMBING TREES 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Catalpa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



American Elm 

 
 
Mature Sugar Maple 

 
 
 
THE ALLEY & JUST PLAIN STUFF ABANDONED AROUND THE CITY 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
THE MAY DAY CAFÉ, popular 
Powderhorn Neighborhood gathering 
place 

 
 
THE MAY DAY PARADE, Inspiration for the Powderhorn Parade:   
In the Heart of the Beast Puppet & Mask Theater (HOBT) 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 



 
 

 
Poster (HOBT) 

Parade Route 

 

 

 

 



 
WELDING 
 
Welding is becoming increasingly popular as a hobby, especially among middle-
school age boys, and in 2012 the Boy Scouts instituted a welding merit badge. Many 
children start welding as young as 8 or 9 years old, but the average age seems to be about 
twelve. 

 
For Paris welding opens up new ways to express what is in his heart and imagination.  
Pete and Blossum are great mechanics, and “wizards” in a sense, when it comes to fixing 
things and keeping old cars and appliances in working order.  But with his secret project, 
Paris takes his scavenging and welding skills to a level beyond that of his “mentors” into 
the realm of artistic creation. 
 
What is Welding? It is a fabrication or sculptural process that joins materials, usually 
metals or thermoplastics, by causing coalescence. This is often done by melting the work 
pieces and adding a filler material to form a pool of molten material (the weld pool) that 
cools to become a strong joint, with pressure sometimes used in conjunction with heat, or 
by itself, to produce the weld.  [from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Welding] 
 
Arc welding uses a welding power supply to create an electric arc between an electrode 
and the base material to melt the metals at the welding point. They can use either direct 
(DC) or alternating (AC) current, and consumable or non-consumable electrodes. Some 
type of inert or semi-inert gas, known as a shielding gas, and/or an evaporating filler 
material, sometimes protects the welding region. The process of arc welding is widely 
used because of its low capital and running costs. 
[http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arc_welding] 
 
 
Questions for Discussion or Writing Assignments 
About Family and Community 
1. Discuss the theme of “family is who shows up.” What does it mean? How is this 
revealed, challenged, and affirmed in the novel? Do you agree that “family” is not just 
blood or legal relations, and that sometimes communities take on the characteristics of 
family? Can you identify such a community and why it came together?  
 
2. Discuss the ways in which Paris’s family, and other families are portrayed in the novel.  
What are their strengths and weaknesses? What kinds of things “break up” families? Why 
do so many “lost” people wind up in the inner city? 



 
 
About Lost People & Things 
1.  A trope is a literary device that uses words figuratively to suggest more than their 
literal sense. In this novel, the trope of “the broken home” is in both the back- and 
foreground. Discuss the symbolism of broken, lost, and fragile things/relationships in the 
novel. When something is broken or lost, how do you react? How does Paris react 
compared to Janos? 
 
2. Explore the implications of the title. From the opening to the epilogue, how does your 
understanding of the words change? 
 
 
About Absent Fathers 
1. Paris has never known his father, but in Powderhorn he encounters several men who 
fulfill some part of a father’s role in his life.  Consider Dan, Tommy, Pete, Blossum, and 
Janos--what Paris means to them, and what each means to him. 
 
2. After saving Paris from the raging horse, why does Janos take such a harsh tone with 
the boy? Why is it hard for Janos to be kind to Paris? 
 
3. Revisit Dan’s funeral. What is Dan’s legacy to Paris? It might be helpful to think about 
today’s veterans and what “warriors” do for all of us, as well as to think specifically 
about what Dan tried to teach Paris. 
 
 
About Secrets 
1. Batman has the Bat Cave; Superman has The Fortress of Solitude; and, Paris 
Thibideaux has his two-story garage. How does the metaphor of the hero’s secret lair 
apply here? Consider why people keep secrets. Why does Paris keep secret all the repairs 
he does for his neighbors? How is the secret building of the horse different from his other 
work? 
 
2. What is the significance of photographs in this narrative? Compare and contrast the 
photographs kept by Janos and Paris. What do these secret treasures reveal about each of 
them? 
 
3. Marina doesn’t exactly have secrets, but there are things that she is hiding. What are 
they, and why does she insist on doing everything herself? 
 
 
About Adversity & Creativity 
1. That which does not kill us makes us stronger. 
 - Freidrich Nietzsche 
 
Do you agree? Is this concept at work in this novel? Explain with specific examples of 
characters and scenes. 
 

2. The personal—Marina’s struggle for a home of her own; and the political—the harsh 
realities of the economy for many Americans, especially single parents—intersect in this 
narrative. Both create an uncertain future for the Thibideaux family. Describe the way 



different kinds of “uncertainty” affect the decisions and actions of your own family or 
families you have known.  In your experience, do people become more creative in 
responding to adversity? What do you think of Marina’s reaction to her challenges? 
 
 
3. Why does Marina decide to let the men help with the house? Is her pride an asset or a 
liability in her situation? What specifically do you think changed her mind? 
 
4. Now that you have read about some fundamentals of welding consider the following 
question:  A symbol is a literary device that contains several layers of meaning, using an 
object or action that means something more than its literal meaning. What symbolic 
meanings can you read into the art of welding and the horse sculpture Paris is creating? 
 
 
A Conversation with K.F. Thurber 
 
Why did you decide to set Paris Thibideaux & the World of Lost Things in a 
Minneapolis neighborhood? How does the culture of Powderhorn Neighborhood 
impact Paris’s story? What is it about Powderhorn that you want your readers to 
know? 
Powderhorn is in many ways a “typical” inner city neighborhood, but perhaps because it 
is in the upper Midwest in Minnesota, it is not the inner city one might see in a standard 
police drama on television.  Yet, it is an artsy, funky, diverse place with a magnificent 
65-acre park, and an American community worth highlighting and honoring. That was 
my aim in sharing this story. 
 
I loved to go to the park with my children, or alone with a good book. It is a haven, a 
gathering place, and a venue for sports and entertainment in the center of the inner city.  
Paris’s story grew out of my experiences of living in the neighborhood for over twenty 
years.  The novel reflects my affection for the city, and my deep experience with it not 
only as a resident raising a family there, but also as a community leader who worked 
closely with my neighbors to solve problems. I wanted to tell a story about the place that 
would honor its traditions of activism and social justice, artistic expression and 
celebration, and above all, its historic resilience through economic ups and downs that 
might have destroyed it, had it not been for an extraordinary capacity to adapt, evolve, 
and tolerate change. I can’t think of a better example of human beings demonstrating for 
generations that it is better to absorb and include “difference” than to fight it. I wanted to 
share a view of family and community that is real American, is working, and is a positive 
reflection of the benefits of embracing rather than fearing and fighting diversity. This is 
not to say that it is easy or without conflict, as American history and Paris’s story reflect, 
but it is not impossible, naïve, or “pie-in-the-sky,” either. In Powderhorn, I saw the best 
of American ingenuity and idealism put to work to overcome racism (and all the other 
‘ism’s for that matter) not through workshops and lectures, but through getting people 
working together on houses, on parks, and especially on a truly great parade. 
 
Why did you decide to tell the story in the third person?  
I started out writing a collection of short pieces from several points of view, including 
Marina’s, but I found myself taking a more “aerial” view of the story. It led me to take 
over the narrative in the third person in order to bring the “character” of family and 
community life into the foreground, to show the dynamic nature of these influences on 
the way individuals look at the past as well as the future.  The location of the characters 



in Powderhorn is significant because the nature (or “character”) of the place plays a part 
in their development. 
 
Are any of the characters based on people you know?  
It’s fair to say that Dan and Tommy are inspired by a neighbor and his family, and 
although there were cancer, beer, backyard family gatherings of Native American and 
Scandinavian cousins, and chain-smoking, there was no putting green. Randi Leonardo 
has her roots in the free spirited, freethinking persona of a woman who was a power to be 
reckoned with when she took on an issue from boulevard trees to snowplowing 
schedules.  Pete and Blossum had counterparts on several blocks in the city, and “Mrs. 
Vang” raised chickens at the end of my block. Other characters are composites of 
children and families I knew. Some events really occurred, although not all in the same 
place or family.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


