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"I can’t remember the last time I read a book I wish so 
much I’d written. Treeborne is beautiful, and mythic 
in ways I would never have been able to imagine...I 
can’t say enough about this book."—Daniel Wallace, 
national bestselling author of Extraordinary 
Adventures and Big Fish: A Novel of Mythic 
Proportions

QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

Janie Treeborne lives on an orchard at the edge of Elberta, Alabama, and in time, she has become its keeper. A 
place where conquistadors once walked, and where the peaches they left behind now grow, Elberta has seen 
fierce battles, violent storms, and frantic change—and when the town is once again threatened from without, 
Janie realizes it won’t withstand much more. So she tells the story of its people: of Hugh, her granddaddy, 
determined to preserve Elberta’s legacy at any cost; of his wife, Maybelle, the postmaster, whose sudden death 
throws the town into chaos; of her lover, Lee Malone, a black orchardist harvesting from a land where he is less 
than welcome; of the time when Janie kidnapped her own Hollywood-obsessed aunt and tore the wrong 
people apart.

As the world closes in on Elberta, Caleb Johnson’s debut novel lifts the veil and offers one last glimpse. 
Treeborne is a celebration and a reminder: of how the past gets mixed up in thoughts of the future; of how 
home is a story as much as a place.

1. When the novel begins Janie Treeborne is already old. She has finally decided it is time to tell many of her 
stories. How does Janie’s age influence the stories she tells and the ways in which she tells them? 

2. Treeborne is written in a distinct style that relies on a strong vernacular. How do elements of Johnson’s 
writing style evoke the way memory works in life and for characters in the novel? How does the novel’s voice 
impact the way you read and understand its characters?
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3. There is not a central plotline in Treeborne. Instead, Johnson moves around in time and across many 
different narrative threads. How do characters such as Hugh, Maybelle, and Janie Treeborne change over 
the course of the book? Can the same be said of characters such as Big Connie Ward, who serves as one of 
the novel’s antagonists? 

4. In the opening chapter, Janie Treeborne states that she will not abandon her home, even during the flood 
that will inevitably follow the demolition of The Hernando de Soto Dam. What does this refusal tell you 
about how Janie sees her home? What other characters have similar or contrasting views of home? 

5. Why does Janie Treeborne kidnap her aunt Tammy Treeborne Ragsdale? What does this decision have 
to do with Janie’s love for The Seven, and why does Ricky Birdsong go along with it? 

6. The character Loudermilk comes to the South in order to profit off the region and its artists. What 
motivates Hugh Treeborne to trust this stranger? Why would he let Loudermilk leave town with his 
assemblies? 

7. Starting in the 1930s, the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) altered the economic, cultural and physical 
landscape of Alabama and other parts of the deep, rural South. In what ways does The Authority in 
Treeborne alter Elberta’s economic, cultural, and physical landscape? How do these alterations influence 
the characters, particularly Hugh Treeborne and Lee Malone? 

8. Is Treeborne a Southern novel? What elements make a novel distinctly Southern? 

9. The mythology of the Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto looms large in this novel. In what ways 
do myths related to de Soto influence the characters and the town of Elberta itself?

10. At the time, Hugh Treeborne doesn’t quite seem to fully understand why he murders Velston and the 
birthmarked man, or why he disinters the corpses from the soon-to-be-flooded cemetery. What may have 
motivated Hugh to take these irreparable actions? What do his actions communicate about Hugh as a 
character? 

11. The magic surrounding the character Crusoe is never explicitly explained. Why do you think Johnson 
made this decision? How do you interpret Johnson’s use of magical realism in this novel? 

12. Nearly all of Treeborne takes place in the Jim Crow South. In what ways do the different characters 
understand and view race? Do these views change across the three main timelines? 

13. Hugh Treeborne’s assemblies are in part inspired by the work of the Alabama artist Thornton Dial. 
Why does Hugh refer to his art as assemblies? How do the assemblies mirror or contradict the stories Janie 
tells throughout the novel?

14. Tammy Treeborne Ragsdale imagines one day leaving Elberta and going to Hollywood to become a 
film star. Aside from fame, why does she have this dream? What or who keeps her from realizing it? 
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15. Lee Malone plays music in churches and in bars, in Elberta and outside of it. He seems to be in a 
constant back and forth with his creativity. How is Lee’s relationship to music similar to or different from 
his relationship with other characters in the novel, especially Hugh and Maybelle Treeborne? 

16. Ricky Birdsong has spells where he slips backward into his past. How is his relationship to the past 
similar to and different than other characters’ relationship to it?  

Caleb Johnson grew up in the rural community of Arley, Alabama and graduated from the University of 
Alabama in Tuscaloosa. He was awarded a Jentel Writing Residency after he received his MFA from the 
University of Wyoming. Caleb has worked as a newspaper reporter, a janitor, a butcher, and an arts 
administrator, among other jobs. Currently, he lives in Philadelphia, where he teaches while working on his 
next novel
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