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1. The Swan Inn, Buscot Lodge, and the towns and villages along the river Thames 

create a very specific atmosphere for the story that unfolds. What role does the 
Swan itself play? Could this story have taken place anywhere else? 
 

2. A wedge is driven between the Vaughans as they struggle to come to terms with the 
loss of Amelia. In the end, what brings them together? How? 
 

3. How does Robert Armstrong, raised outside family life in circumstances of financially 
cushioned neglect, turn out to be such a good man? 
 

4. Is Lily White responsible for her actions? 
 

5. Consider the importance of family in the novel. What does it mean to Robert 
Armstrong? What does family mean to Daunt and Rita? And Victor? What about Lily? 
 

6. It’s easy to get carried away talking about the key families in the plot, the Vaughans, 
the Armstrongs, and Lily and her brother, but what about the family at the inn? What 
important functions do they perform?  
 

7. Storytelling is central to Once Upon a River. The story of Quietly the ferryman is an 
invention of the author, but it contains many elements from traditional or 
mythological tales. Does it remind you of any other stories in particular? 
 

8. In the context of women’s lives in the 19th century, what do you make of Rita’s 
reluctance to marry? What brings her to reconsider? 
 

9. The identity of the girl is one of the driving mysteries of Once Upon a river. What 
were your early thoughts about who she really was, and did they alter as the story 
developed? What did you think of the way this question was resolved at the end? 
 

10. The ending elaborates on the “return to life” of children apparently drowned. Did this 
come as a surprise to you? 
 

The above questions were taken from 
https://www.readinggroupguides.com/reviews/once-upon-a-river-0/guide to enhance 

your discussion of the book.  

https://www.readinggroupguides.com/reviews/once-upon-a-river-0/guide
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literature at the University of Bristol. She taught English at the Institut Universitaire de 
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Book Club in a Bag Terms of Use 
 
Simplify your book club selection with Book Club in a Bag! Visit our website at 
www.cplma.ca/bookclubinabag to see a list of available titles, view the availability 
calendar, and submit a request. 
 
 
Booking a Kit 

• Booking may be made up to a year in advance. 

• Please check the calendar accessible on our website for availability. 

• Fill out the form with your information, and a staff member will be in touch to 
confirm your booking. 

• Pick up your hold at the service desk. Your notification may come in a few days 
early, but it will remain available until your specified pick-up date. 
 

 
Terms of Loan 

• 12 copies are included in each kit. 

• 6-week loan period. 

• No renewals. 

• Kit may be picked up at or returned to any CLMA library location. 

• Kit must be returned at the service desk during operating hours, not through an 
exterior drop box. 

• All items are checked out to one person’s card. 

• The person who borrowed the kit is responsible for: 
o The distribution and return of all items to their group members; and 
o Any damages to the books/bag, or lost items.  
o The cost of a damaged or lost book varies depending on the item. 
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