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CHAPTER 2 SNOW AND ICE  

FALL LENGTHENS INTO winter; its penetrating dampness closes in. The 
musty, quiet river carries with it a sense of endings. Boat travel slows to a 
standstill. Fog and rain. The winter banks of the Willamette evoke 
memories of those who came before. When I was eight years old, I peered 
across the breadth of the Willamette in the heart of winter. Winter brought 
fog, rain, and—once in a while— snow.  

Growing up in this not-yet incorporated land, I was starved for friends. 
Girlfriends. On this winter day, I imagined that if the river would ice over, I 
could walk across and just maybe meet a new girlfriend. The river never 
froze during our childhood. And I always wondered who lived across that 
muddy expanse in the house opposite ours, barely visible in the winter 
through the leaf less cottonwoods. Out of view in the summer.  

Had I known then, my snow-deprived self would have been jealous to have 
learned about the boisterous snowstorm that captured Portland and its 
surrounding areas just before Christmas in 1884. My great-great- 
grandfather, Joseph Kaye Gill—better known as J.K. and grandfather of our 
own Daddy Dick—penned in his diary how the snow continued for two 
days, falling so heavily that trains were blocked between The Dalles and 
Portland. And—as I stood on a lonely bank, wishing some eighty years 
later for the Willamette to freeze—the Columbia River had frozen over 
entirely. The Columbia River, the largest river in the Pacific Northwest: 
over twelve hundred miles in length, frozen. The river that begins in the 
Rocky Mountains of Canada’s British Columbia, flowing northwest and 
then south into Washington state; turning west to form the border between 
Washington and Oregon before emptying into the grand Pacific Ocean.  

	
	



	 	

	Family Tree 
Chapter 1: Lover of Rivers 
Chapter 2: Snow and Ice 
Chapter 3: Baseball 
Chapter 4: Summer 
Chapter 5: Heartstrings 
Chapter 6: The Falls 
Chapter 7: Dangerous Living 
Chapter 8: Our Town 
Chapter 9: Monkey Wrenching 
Chapter 10: Boats, Carp and Steamers 
Chapter 11: Pirates 
Chapter 12: Girl in a Boys’ World 
Chapter 13: Champoeg 
Chapter 14: Floods, Earthquakes and Volcanoes 
Chapter 15: Chemeketa 
Chapter 16: Books 
Chapter 17: Interrupted 
Chapter 18: My Titan 
Chapter 19: Watching the River Run 
Photos 
Afterward: The Writing of this Book 
Sources 
	



	 	

	

1. The author has chosen to build her plot around her personal experiences as a 
female, including early insights about gender bias and discrimination, and also 
include experiences of family females of other generations. Do you feel her own 
experience is common to many U.S. Women? Why or why not? Do you think this 
represents a specific generation of women?  

2. The power of addiction, recovery and reconciliation is also a theme running 
through this book, particularly presented within the relationship of the narrator and 
her father. Initially the author didn’t intend to include this in the book. Why do you 
think she chose to add it, and do you think that was helpful to what the book 
became?  

3. The author expresses regret at development of land with the alteration of the 
natural environment, and yet attempts to share her understanding of the reality of 
growth. How does this theme strike you as you read the book? Are you 
sympathetic? Have you had things in your own life that have made you feel 
similarly or not?  

 

4. For many families, when parents die, the relationships between siblings may 
change. The author makes a leap by asserting that the power of story helped 
keep her sibling group together following the death of her dad. Do you buy this? 
What have you noticed in your own life?  

5. The author was challenged to weave multiple generations of stories into her 
book, including those of her children. Do you think she was effective in doing this? 
Did you feel that the transitions between time periods was easy to follow?  

6. How did this book make you feel about Oregon and its beginnings as related to 
class, privilege and race? Did you learn anything new? Do you think the author 
romanticizes early Oregon due to her family roots?  

7. Do you know much about your family history? How has it affected you as you 
move through life? Did this book inspire you to think about something in your own 
life differently, or take an action on something?  
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