Discussion Notes
The Boy Behind the Wall is an edge-of-the-seat thriller set in 1967, when Berlin was still
divided by the Wall and life in the West and East of the city was very different.
Three weeks after moving to West Berlin for his diplomat father’s work, American Harry
Rogers witnesses the brutal shooting of a boy trying to escape into the West over the
Wall. In East Berlin, Jakob is the adopted son of a high up Stasi officer, desperate to
find his real family.
When Harry decides to send a balloon over the Wall with a message attached, Jakob
finds it and sees an opportunity to escape the East. The boys begin writing to each
other. On the surface their letters appear to be those of two normal pen friends, but
beneath these they use lemon juice as invisible ink to share messages that would not
make it past the authorities. They soon realise that a hidden
tunnel is the only way out for Jakob. The race against time and
the watchful eyes of the Stasi begins and the boys are willing
to risk everything for each other and for freedom.

The Boy Behind the Wall is aimed at readers aged 11+ and
is the launch title for Welbeck Flame, a new fiction imprint
of Welbeck Children’s. Welbeck Flame and Tibor Jones
have collaborated to develop this book with a talented
team of writers, including two German editors, who work
collaboratively with a dynamic and creative approach
echoing the TV script-writing model. The Boy Behind
the Wall (published 14 October 2021), and its sequel
publishing in 2022, will be published under the
fictional author name Maximillian Jones.
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1. What would you risk for a friend you’ve never met?
Before reading the book, discuss what you think the strapline means. Think about what friendship
means to you and what you might do. Once you’ve read the book revisit this question and discuss
whether your thoughts have changed. Think about the different types of friendships you have.

2. The chapters in The Boy Behind the Wall are narrated alternately by Harry and Jakob. How does
that affect the telling of the story? Do you think it is a good way to tell a story? Can you think of
other examples of books being written in this way?

3. Sometimes, when I’m feeling a bit nervous, I pretend to be one of the superheroes from my

comic books.
Have you ever done this? Maybe not a superhero, but maybe you pretend to be someone else or
think about having different characteristics. Do you think this is something that everyone does 		
when they are nervous? In what sort of situation do you think this might be helpful?

4. The Berlin Wall was pulled down in 1989, but there are still many walls in place around the

world – in Belfast, the Western Wall in Jerusalem, the wall under construction along the
US/Mexico border and The Great Wall of China are just some examples. Use the book as a
springboard to talk about how people might feel living in a divided city or country that still has
walls or historic walls.

5. Both Harry and Jakob have difficult relationships with their fathers. How do you think that affects
their characters? They both seek out different role models to talk to – for Harry it is Dieter and
their common interest of comics and for Jakob it is Dana and music – think about the effect that
these people had on their individual stories.

6. Harry’s family have moved from America to West Germany. Think about arriving in a new place

to live. How would you feel? If it was a different country, think about how different cultures might
have an effect.

7. Music plays a hugely important part in The Boy Behind the Wall. Think about the different genres
of music that are mentioned throughout the story and why they have been chosen for different
parts of the story. How does music make the characters feel?

8. Think about how having mobile phones might have had an impact in the way the story unfolds.
Discuss how helpful social media might be in helping to find Jakob’s real family.

9. A narrow passageway, just large enough to crawl through and for the workers to dig in, sloped

downwards into the dark. I tried to imagine what it would be like to dig through the thick, heavy
clay in such a confined area. I have never liked small spaces and the thought of having to spend
hours in that cramped tunnel made me feel a little queasy.
Think about how you might feel in a cramped space. Talk about different phobias and why
different people might have different fears – we all have them. Think about how the book portrays
the themes of fear and bravery?

10. I did not have many friends at school, as my teachers had noted. I felt different and I did not

particularly seek people out. I had a reputation for strangeness too, and no doubt everyone knew
about my family history.
Neither Harry or Jakob feel that they fit in at their schools. Discuss how that affects their
day-to-day lives and also what effect it might have had in them becoming friends.

For more activities and resources please visit:
www.welbeckpublishing.com/trade
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