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A Separate Peace by John Knowles 

      
Teenagers today are more free to be themselves  

and to accept themselves.  
John Knowles 

Author John Knowles was born in 1926 in Fairmont, West Virginia, deep in the heart of coal-mining country. 
Although some of his works reflect his West Virginia roots—in A Vein of Riches, for example, he tells the story of an 
early twentieth-century miners strike—Knowles’s best-known works are set in New England. His father and mother were 
originally from Massachusetts, and the family often spent summer vacations there. 

       
Knowles’s love of New England stems from his experiences as a student. At the age of fifteen, he applied to an elite New 
Hampshire boarding school, Phillips Exeter Academy. Much to his surprise, he was admitted. At first, Knowles felt out of 
place. He has said that his classmates seemed “too eastern for me, too Yankee, too tough,” and that he found the New 
Hampshire winter “breathtakingly cold.” Moreover, his grades were not the best. He admits: 

       
It quickly seemed probable that I would flunk out. . . . Then somehow or other I knuckled down, learned by myself how to 
study, discovered I had a brain which had more potential than a knack for writing, and by the end of that first term, I was 

passing every course comfortably. . . . Meanwhile, I was falling in love with Exeter. 
       

Knowles’s affection for the school is reflected in his first—and most famous—novel, A Separate Peace. 
 

       
TIME PERIOD 

 
1941 (less than a year after the December 7 Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor) 

In 1940, the US instituted the first peacetime draft - men aged 21 - 35 were required to register; however, after 
the US entered WWII, the registration age was lowered to 18.  Patriotism, at an all time high, prompted many 

young men to feel that it was their duty to enlist. 
 

John Knowles recognized the power of this patriotism in the teaching faculty at his school.   
 

“All the faculty . . . were between fifty and seventy years old when I first entered Exeter in the fall of 1942,  I 
had a young French teacher and one other young teacher but they had left for the war by midyear.  All of the 

faculty on the campus were so much older than we were, that we had no connection with them. There were just 
too old, too tired, and too busy.” 

 
THE CHARACTERS 

● Gene Forrester - our narrator (1st person narration told in flashback) 
● Phineas (Finny) - Gene’s roommate 
● Brinker Hadley - Schoolmate/Student Leader 
● (Cliff) Quackenbush - Schoolmate/Manager of Crew Team 
● (Elwin) Leper Lepellier - Schoolmate/Nature Lover 
● Chet Douglass - Schoolmate/Exceptional Academic 
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ASSIGNMENT 
As you read, I would like you to collect quotes that reveal something important about the main characters in the 
novel: Gene, Finny, Brinker and Leper. You may choose any sentence(s) that reveal something important about 
what the character thinks about himself, others, or the world. You may also choose quotes that are spoken by 
others about the character.  Choose quotes that feel important to you.    
 
Be sure to choose quotes that represent each young man at the outset of the story, in the middle of his journey, 
and at the end.  
 
Set up a chart, either in a notebook or in a Google Doc that looks like the below chart. You will be writing an 
essay on these character during the first week of school, and we will use this text as a foundation for our 
literary studies.  
 
Gene: Choose a minimum of 5 quotes that represent Gene 
Finny: Choose a minimum of 5 quotes that represent Finny 
Brinker: Choose a minimum of 3 quotes that represent Brinker 
Leper: Choose a minimum of 3 quotes that represent Leper 
 
EXAMPLE: 

Character’s Name 
 
 

Quote and Page Number A Few Sentences Explaining Your 
Thoughts 
You might start with: 
I thought this was interesting,  

curious,  
important,  

insightful_ 
 

 
 


