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Discussion Guide 
 

Death in Panama 
by 

William H. Venema 

 

Book clubs, teachers, and others may download, print, and copy this free study guide, which includes 

questions that can be used to stimulate group discussion. 

 

 

Death in Panama is loosely based on the author’s experiences while serving as 

a U.S. Army Judge Advocate (i.e., an Army lawyer) in the Republic of 

Panama in the early 1980s.  Here’s what some reviewers have said: 

“As good a legal thriller as those of Scott Turow and John 

Grisham. . .” 

“Allows us to see life in all its strange, rich complexity through 

the eyes of a very human and believable protagonist. . .” 

“Swept me back to another time and place. . .” 

“I love a book that truly portrays hard ethical dilemmas and 

this book does just that in riveting detail.” 

 

 

Questions to Consider 
 

1. In Chapter One, Clark, Janelle, and Trip have a conversation while Trip is driving from Howard 

Air Force Base to Fort Clayton.  What does that conversation reveal about Clark? 

 

2. Clark seems to struggle with his view of right and wrong throughout the book.  What do you think 

were the reasons for this? 

 

3. At the beginning of the story, what does Suzanne’s behavior reveal about her character?  In what 

ways does she change?  Is she an admirable person?  Why or why not? 

 

4. Do you think Clark’s opinion of Suzanne changes during the course of events?  How and why?   

 

5. What do you think put the greatest strain on Clark’s marriage and why? 

 

6. What elements of everyday life reflected in Clark’s marriage might be different today? 

 

7. Do Janelle and Clark have a good marriage?  Is Suzanne’s assessment of their marriage, which she 

describes in Chapter Twenty-two, correct? 

 

8. During their fishing trip described in Chapter Seven, Clark and his boss, Major Darst, have a long 

discussion about their wives.  Do you think the views they express are common today?  Why or 

why not? 
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9. Which character has the most influence on Clark during the period covered in the book? Why? 

10. Why does Elmer like Clark so much?  Why does he dislike Trip? 

 

11. What kind of men are Elmer and Jaime?   

 

12. What motivates Clark? 

 

13. Does Clark deal with stress appropriately?   

 

14. Knowing how the story turns out, what advice would you give Clark on his first day in Panama?  

 

15. What is Major Darst trying to explain to Clark in Chapter Twelve when he shows him the picture 

he retrieves from his desk drawer? 

 

16. Does Clark handle his last encounter with the witness Major Underwood correctly?  Why or why 

not?  Have you ever been in a similar situation? 

 

17. What is Clark’s best character trait?  His worst? 

 

18. Who is the most admirable character in Death in Panama?  Why? 

 

19. Who is the least admirable character in Death in Panama?  Why? 

 

20. Do you think the military justice system is fair?  Why or why not? 

 

21. The back cover of the book says “Death comes in many forms, each lethal in its own way.”  Why 

do you think the author entitled the novel “Death in Panama”? 

 

Connect with the Author 

William H. “Bill” Venema is available to speak with book clubs, classes, and 

other groups about Death in Panama.  He can meet in person with groups in the 

Austin, Texas, metropolitan area.  For groups in other locations, contact Bill for 

options, which can include meetings in person or by phone, Facetime, or Skype.  

Contact Bill at: www.williamhvenema.com. 

 

Bill’s legal career spans thirty years and includes time in the U.S. Army Judge 

Advocate General’s Corps, in law firms, and as in-house counsel in major 

corporations.   

 

 

He’s a Distinguished Graduate of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, where he was awarded the 

Thomas J. Thompson Memorial Award for writing.  He also earned an MBA from Georgia State 

University and a JD from the University of Virginia School of Law.  Prior to entering private practice, 

Bill served in the U.S. Army in Germany, Panama, and several stateside assignments.  He is a graduate 

of the Army’s Airborne and Ranger schools, as well as the Command and General Staff College. 

 

http://www.williamhvenema.com/

