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Book Summary

A rebel group fighting the Mexican army kidnaps Carlos from his family’s small 
restaurant in a little southern town. When the rebels arrive in Rosita, the elderly 
mayor stands up to them. The rebel leader forces Carlos to take aim at and shoot 
the mayor of Rosita, but Carlos cannot bring himself to carry out the deed. 
Instead, he shoots himself in the foot. The rebels beat Carlos almost to death, then 
leave Rosita in disgust. The people of Rosita admire the courage Carlos showed; 
they nurse his broken body back to health. Carlos falls in love with the beautiful 
Linda. However, even love does not overcome the deep shame Carlos feels at what 
he believes was a cowardly act.   

Author Biography

Robert Hough knew he wanted to be a writer when he was still in high school. He 
is the author of three bestselling novels. His first novel, The Final Confession of 
Mabel Stark, was translated into fifteen languages. Robert lives in Toronto with 
his wife and two daughters.

Note to the educator: The following activities are suggestions only. Please 
choose and adjust the projects and questions according to the specific needs 
and level of your students as well as their experience with doing novel studies. 
Students can work individually, in pairs, or in small groups.
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THINKING ABOUT THE BOOK

Book Cover and Title

(a) Write the word “rebel” on the board. Ask students to brainstorm words, 
feelings, and thoughts that come to mind. Have students think of a time they 
rebelled against something. What did they rebel against? Why? What was the 
outcome?

(b) Have students look at the book cover. Tell students that the cover depicts a 
pistol and coins from the time of the Mexican Revolution. Explain that the 
book is set during the time of the Mexican Revolution, which started in 1910. 
The Mexican people were rebelling against the long-time dictator of Mexico, 
Porfirio Díaz. The Mexican people wanted democracy. Mexican peasants 
wanted their land back from the rich ranchers and landlords. Pancho Villa, a 
famous revolutionary leader, was key in bringing down Díaz. 

 Note: Students may need an explanation of democracy: a system of government 
in which all people who are eligible to vote are represented in the government, 
usually by representatives they have voted for.

(c) Have students search for images and video clips of the Mexican Revolution on 
the Internet in order to get a sense of time and place as well as insight into life 
during the Mexican Revolution. Yahoo! Images, Google Images, and YouTube 
are good places to start.
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WORKING WITH THE BOOK

Characters

(a) As students read the book, have them determine each character’s attitude 
toward Linda and provide proof, or examples, to support their opinions.

Character Attitude Toward Linda Proof

Carlos

Antonio

Madame Felix

the cart driver

Father Alvarez

(b) After reading the book, have students discuss (i) possible reasons for each 
character’s attitude toward Linda, and (ii) which characters’ attitudes changed, 
and why.

Plot

(a) At one point in the novel, Carlos says, “All I want to do is go home.” Discuss 
with students how the story centres around Carlos being kidnapped and his 
desire to return home. As students read through the story, have them list the 
forces, or barriers, that prevent Carlos from returning home.
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(b) After reading the book, have students review the barriers they have listed and 
discuss the following questions:

 Which of the barriers were physical? Social? Emotional?

 To what extent did Carlos have control over each of the barriers that prevented 
him from going home? 

 Which barriers do you think had the strongest effect on Carlos? Explain how 
and why these barriers affected Carlos so strongly.

 Does Carlos conquer any of the barriers? Which ones? Explain how. 

Setting

(a) Explain to students that setting is the time and location in which a story takes 
place, and that writers can create a mood, or feeling in the reader, with the way 
they describe the setting—by including descriptive detail and by using certain 
words or phrases. Then have students reread two descriptions of Rosita and fill 
in the chart below with descriptive details. 

Rosita (pages 9–10) Rosita (pages 29–30)

What do you see?

What do you hear?

What do you smell?

(b) Have students imagine they are in each of the settings. Have them (i) describe 
how they feel and (ii) identify which details affect them the most. Then have 
students describe comparable settings or scenes that they have experienced  
(e.g., a scene from a movie, being at a local festival).
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TALKING ABOUT THE BOOK

1. “Carlos looked at the mayor through wet eyes. He knew that he couldn’t harm 
this regal old man.” (page 17)

 (a) What harm is Carlos talking about?

 (b) What does “regal” mean? Why does Carlos describe the mayor as being 
regal?

 (c) What else do you learn about the mayor in the book? What words would 
you use to describe the mayor? Explain your choices.

 (d) Think about the people in your life. Who is most like the mayor of Rosita? 
Describe how. 

2. “It was an idea that would prove him to be either the most cowardly man who 
ever lived or the craziest.  (page 17)

 (a) What is the idea that Carlos is talking about?

 (b) How does Carlos feel about what he did? How do the townspeople feel 
about what Carlos did? What words would you use to describe Carlos’s 
actions? Give reasons for your choices. 

 (c) Why do you think Carlos stops fretting about being a coward on the day 
of his death? Do you think Carlos’s fretting was unusual? What lessons can we 
learn from Carlos’s story?

3. “‘Come, come,’ they said. ‘Let us show you our little town.’” (page 33)

 (a) How do you think Father Alvarez and Antonio feel about their “little 
town”? Provide examples of what they say and do to support your opinion.

 (b) Rosita is a little town in terms of population and physical size. Imagine you 
are one of the townspeople. Do you feel Rosita is little? Why or why not? In 
what ways is Rosita not little? 

 (c) Father Alvarez and Antonio are proud of Rosita’s church. What other kinds 
of things build pride in a community?

 (d) Imagine you are showing strangers around your hometown or community. 
What would you show them? What would you tell them about your 
community? Give reasons for your choices. 

4. “As he looked at his image, he tried to decide what sort of person was looking 
back.” (page 38)

 (a) Why does Carlos have doubts about what sort of person he is? 
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 (b) Do people in Rosita have doubts about what sort of person Carlos is? Give 
examples that support your answer. Why do you think Carlos sees himself so 
differently from how the people in Rosita see him? 

 (c) Think of five words you would use to describe yourself. Review the words 
on your list one by one.  Do you think other people would describe you with 
the same words? Was it easy or hard to come up with words to describe 
yourself? Explain why. 

5. “Maybe courage was a thing both good and bad.” (page 41)

 (a) Compare the mayor’s act of courage—standing up to the rebels—and 
Carlos’s act of courage—shooting himself in the foot—in terms of the above 
quote. 

 (b) Think about a time you, or someone you know, was courageous. Describe 
the act of courage. In what ways was this act of courage good? Bad? Would 
you, or the other person, act differently now because of that experience? 
Explain how and why.

6. “‘It’s this damn war,’ said Antonio. ‘It has lost all meaning. Each side has been 
taken over by killers and thieves. It’s all about money now. I guess all wars are 
that way.’ ” (pages 35–36)

 The Mexican Revolution started because Mexican citizens wanted democracy 
and to give land back to poor farmers. Do you think these are good reasons 
to go to war? Do you think going to war is ever justified? Why do you think 
people and countries resort to war as a way to resolve conflict? What other 
ways are there to deal with conflict? Do you think there will come a time when 
the world is free of war?

7. “Carlos didn’t need to hear the rest of the story. Linda was telling him about 
the day she’d lost her family.” (page 49)

 (a) How did Linda lose her family?

 (b) How are the following affected by the war in Mexico?

 Carlos Carlos’s father Fernando women and men in small towns

 (c) How do you react to news about war and conflict? What kind of 
information do you remember most about such news stories—facts and 
numbers? Explanations of what is going on and why? Interviews with victims? 
Explain why you remember one kind of information more than other kinds of 
information.
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8. “Antonio lifted a shot glass. ‘To the mayor,’ he said.” (page 44)

 (a) How do Antonio, Father Alvarez, and Fernando deal with the mayor’s 
death?

 (b) How do people in your family or community deal with death? In what ways 
is it the same as how the people of Rosita deal with death? In what ways is it 
different?  

9. “Carlos,” he said, “we would like you to be our new mayor.” (pages 50–51)

 (a) Why do Antonio, Father Alvarez, and Madame Felix want Carlos to be the 
mayor of Rosita?

 (b) In your opinion, what qualities should a mayor, or community leader, have? 
Explain why you think these qualities are important. 

 (c) Think about leaders in your community. To what extent do they have the 
qualities you have mentioned? 

10. “‘The only thing I want,’ he said, ‘is to get better. And then I want to go 
home.’” (page 51)

 (a) What does Carlos mean by “home” in the above quote? Does Carlos ever 
get home? Explain when and how.

 (b) Do you think Carlos’s meaning of home changed as time went on? If yes, 
explain why and how it changed.

 (c) Imagine you move to a new place. What do you do to make the new  
place feel like home? What do you do to make the new community or 
neighbourhood feel like home? What kinds of things in the new community  
or neighbourhood make you feel at home?

 (d) Think about your responses to (c) above. What does “home” mean to you 
in terms of people, things, and place?
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WRITING ABOUT THE BOOK

1. Choose a character or event from the novel that you connected with in some 
way. For example, did the character or event remind you of something in your 
life? Cause an emotional reaction in you? Teach you something? Describe how 
and why.

2. Reread Chapter 2. Imagine you are Roberto Cruz, the mayor. Write a journal 
entry describing what happens in Rosita that day. Include what you did, what 
you saw and heard, and how you felt. 

3. Think of a time you had a goal but were blocked by a barrier of some kind. 
Write a journal entry about your experience. Think about the following:

 How did you feel when you came up against the barrier?

 How did you deal with the barrier?

 How did you adjust to the barrier? How did you feel?

 What did you learn from this experience?

4. Email Robert Hough and tell him what you thought of his book: 

 roberthoughswebsite@rogers.com.
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PROJECTS and ACTIVITIES 

1. Current Events

Write the word “conflict” on the board. Discuss the meaning of conflict as a 
fight or struggle. Have students give examples of conflict. Encourage students 
to think beyond personal examples—have them think about conflicts in 
their community, their country, and worldwide. Then provide students with 
copies of a local daily newspaper. Read through the headlines dealing with 
local, national, and international news. Keep a tally of how many new stories 
fall under the following headings: Community Conflict / National Conflict / 
International Conflict / Positive News. Have students discuss the results. To 
what extent were the results what they expected? What did they learn about 
their community? Canada? The world? Were there more positive news stories 
or stories about conflict? Then have students choose one news story they 
would like to read. Before reading, have students pose questions that might 
be answered in the news story. After reading, check which questions were 
answered. Have students research the unanswered questions using online or 
print resources. 

2. Prostitution

Madame Felix was a respected businessperson who ran a brothel in Rosita. Ask 
students what thoughts come to mind when they hear the word “prostitution.” 
Have students compare their attitude toward prostitution with that of the 
people of Rosita. What is the same? Different? Why do they think these 
differences in attitude occur? Then have students think about prostitution in 
their community. Is there evidence of prostitution in their community? What 
is this evidence? What is the community’s attitude toward prostitution? How 
does the community promote this attitude? In what ways does prostitution 
affect everyday life in the community? In what ways does prostitution affect the 
students’ everyday life? Then encourage students to think about prostitution in 
a wider context than their communities. Have them think about and discuss the 
following questions:

(a) Why do people become prostitutes? 

(b) Who are the victims of prostitution? How are they victims? 

(c)What measures have communities tried to stop prostitution? To what extent 
do these measures work? 

Set up a debate with one side arguing for the legalization of prostitution and 
one side arguing against.
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3. Food from Around the World 

Traditional Mexican food is mentioned throughout the novel—pepper and corn 
soup, tacos, rice and beans, chicken with lime, spicy chocolate sauce, cactus 
leaves, and crow pie. Ask students (a) which of these traditional Mexican foods 
they have tried, and when and where, and (b) which other foods from different 
countries they have tried. Then ask students to think about the last meal they 
had. Ask them (a) what the meal was, (b) which country the food that made 
up the meal came from, and (c) if they ever think about where the food they 
eat and buy comes from, and why or why not. Then have students research the 
origins of the food in their community by visiting a grocery store and noting 
all the countries where fresh fruit, vegetables, and meat come from, including 
Canada. Have the students locate all the countries on a wall map and label each 
country with the food that it supplies to Canada. Have the students analyze the 
results by discussing these questions:

(a) Which foods come from Canada? Where do you think each of these foods is 
grown in Canada? Give a reason for your answers.

(b) How many countries did you find that export food to Canada? Does this 
surprise you? 

(c) Which country seems to export the most food to Canada? Does this surprise 
you?

(d) Which food comes from farthest away? How do you think the food is 
transported? Is this food relatively expensive to buy? If yes, why do you think it 
is so expensive? If no, why do you think it is so affordable?

(e) Why do you think Canada imports food from other countries? Imagine if 
Canada stopped importing food. How would this affect you?

Note: This research activity can also include having students note cost of the 
food. Students can think about and compare the cost of food from Canada with 
the cost of food from other countries, as well as the relationship between cost 
and distance.

Country Food Cost
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4. Traditional Medicine

A woman from Rosita treated Carlos by giving him a powerful drug made 
of herbs, cactus, mashed beetles, and ether, and by rubbing a dark green goo 
on his foot. Have students share stories of traditional, or home-remedy type, 
healing methods they have experienced or know about (e.g., for treating a 
chest cold, minor burn, or headache). Then have students compare traditional 
medicine and healing methods with the use of modern drugs in terms of (a) 
safety, (b) availability, (c) acceptance by society, and (d) cost.

5. Names and Meanings

Many names from different cultures have a specific meaning. For example, 
Linda means pretty. Have students share stories of how they were named, 
and then search the Internet for what their names mean. Then have each 
student explain how their name suits them, or not, in terms of its meaning. 
To go further, ask students to find names that suit them more in terms of their 
meanings.



The Day the Rebels Came to Town  Reading Guide 57

Good Reads books are produced in partnership between  
Grass Roots Press and ABC Life Literacy Canada, with support 

from Human Resources and Skills Development Canada.

FURTHER READING available from Grass Roots Press

If students liked this book, they might also enjoy:

The Picture of Nobody, Rabindranath Maharaj, Good Reads

Skyjack! Tim Vicary, Oxford Bookworms 

Ned Kelly, Christine Lindop, Oxford Bookworms 

Mutiny on the Bounty, Tim Vicary, Oxford Bookworms 

A Cool Head, Ian Rankin, Quick Reads 

Stray Dog, Gareth O’Callaghan, Open Door Series 

The Comedian, Joseph O’Connor, Open Door Series 

Crocodiles and Rivers, Don Sawyer, Novels for Adult Learners


