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Context


Jeannette Walls was born in Phoenix, Arizona, in 1960. As a child, her family moved all over the American Southwest. They had very little money and routinely experienced hunger and homelessness. Jeannette’s mother, Rose Mary Walls, was a passionate painter and ambivalent about cooking meals and cleaning the house. Her father, Rex Walls, suffered from severe alcoholism. For the most part, her parents took a laissez-faire approach to parenting, which meant that Jeannette and her siblings—Lori, Brian, and Maureen—were often left to protect and feed themselves. When Jeannette was a teenager, the family moved to Rex’s Appalachian hometown of Welch, West Virginia. There, Jeannette started working at the school newspaper, the Maroon Wave, in the seventh grade because it was the only club that didn’t require money to join. This experience launched her lifelong interest in journalism. At seventeen, Jeannette followed her sister Lori to New York City, where she finished high school and interned at a Brooklyn newspaper called The Phoenix. After graduating high school, she put herself through Barnard College with grants, loans, scholarships, and part-time work. Jeannette graduated with honors in 1984.


After college, Jeannette worked first as a reporter for New York magazine, and then as a gossip columnist for MSNBC.com, sometimes using tips from her father. During this phase of her career, Jeannette wrote a particularly negative article that targeted the Church of Scientology. The Church retaliated by investigating Walls’s parents and threatened to expose her unconventional history. At this point, Jeannette’s parents lived as squatters in Manhattan’s Lower East Side, and often appeared on the local news, talking about squatters’ rights. Although she remained in close contact with her parents, Jeannette worried she would lose her job and connections if people knew the truth about her past. She had hoped to keep the details of her life a secret. However, her husband, John, thought her life would make a great book. He encouraged her to tell her story on her own terms rather than risk cruel exposure, and this became the impetus for writing The Glass Castle.


Although Rex’s reckless behavior caused most of the Walls family’s upheaval, the exploitative business practices of the mining companies Rex found work with exacerbated their financial troubles. Throughout the early to mid-twentieth century, mining companies would build camps—also known as company towns—to provide the amenities that miners and their families needed to survive. Because the companies owned every establishment in the area, they controlled both the miners’ wages and their cost of living. Companies often abused this arrangement, adjusting prices and wages to drive miners into debt, and essentially making them indentured servants. The remote nature of many of these camps meant that miners had no access to other stores or the freedom to seek other jobs. For many industries, the practice of creating company towns had largely fallen out of favor by the 1930s thanks to President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal. However, many of the mining communities the Walls family lived in or around still operated in a similar way.


The Walls family arrived in Welch in the early 1970s, a time of heightened racial tension in the United States. During the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 60s, black activists engaged in public protest and civil disobedience to demand that the federal government uphold their civil rights and bring an end to racially segregated public spaces. White resentment grew as black Americans gained the constitutional and legal rights that white Americans had long enjoyed. In more impoverished communities like Welch, this resentment often manifested as blame. On April 4, 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee, a white man named James Earl Ray assassinated Martin Luther King Jr. King’s assassination led many black activists to feel that white America considered even nonviolent action too threatening. Throughout The Glass Castle, Jeannette encounters both suspicion from black neighbors and horrific vitriolic racism of white neighbors.


Walls published The Glass Castle in 2005 to much critical and popular acclaim. The book remained on The New York Times Best Seller list for years, and in 2017 was made into a movie, starring Brie Larson as Jeannette. Walls has since published two more full-length books, Half-Broke Horses and Silver Star. Walls lives with her husband John on a 205-acre farm in Virginia. Rose Mary lives in a cottage on Jeannette’s farm, where she still paints and collects art. Rex died of a heart attack in New York City in 1994. Despite her father’s reckless alcoholism, Jeannette cherishes the relationship she had with him. Compared to her mother and siblings, Jeannette was the most enthusiastic advocate of her father’s wild antics and extravagant aspirations, extending him grace and compassion when the rest of the family couldn’t. To this day, Walls credits her self-confidence to their special bond, saying he instilled in her the courage, gratitude, and intelligence she needed to be happy in life. She doesn’t see herself as a victim of child abuse, but rather an exemplary product of alternative parenting.




















Plot Overview


Jeannette Walls begins her memoir with a scene from adulthood. While in a taxicab in New York City, Jeannette looks out the window and sees her mother dumpster diving. She ducks down in her seat to avoid being recognized, but later invites her mother to lunch to talk about how she can help. Mom insists that she and Dad like being homeless and admonishes Jeannette for being ashamed of her own family. From here, Jeannette’s narration goes back in time to her very first memory. At three years old, Jeannette lives in a trailer park with Mom, Dad, her older sister Lori, and her little brother Brian. Jeannette’s tutu catches fire while she cooks hot dogs over a stove, and her mother rushes her to the hospital for an emergency skin graft. After six weeks in the hospital, Dad smuggles her out without paying the bill. Back at home, Jeannette continues cooking unsupervised and starts playing with matches.


One night, Dad makes the family pack all their belongings into the family car and move in the middle of the night, a routine he calls “doing the skedaddle.” Over the next several years, the Wallses do the skedaddle dozens of times, moving all over to stay ahead of debt collectors and law enforcement. They spend a month or two in larger cities like Las Vegas and San Francisco, where Dad can make quick money by gambling. Most of the time, however, the Wallses live in isolated desert mining towns, where Mom and Dad teach their children reading and math, as well as specialized survival skills. Dad drinks often and struggles to keep a job, but he promises his family that their nomadic lifestyle is temporary. He promises to find gold and build his family the Glass Castle, a large, self-sustaining home made out of glass.


When Jeannette is in the first grade, Mom gives birth to another baby, Maureen. Dad moves the family to Battle Mountain, Nevada, where he works as an electrician. The family enjoys six months of relative stability until Dad loses his job. After an explosive argument, Mom gets a teaching job. Dad confiscates most of her paycheck, and the family continues to go hungry. Their time in Nevada comes to an end when Billy Deel, a delinquent neighbor boy whose advances Jeannette rejected, comes to the Walls residence and opens fire with his BB gun. Jeannette returns fire with Dad’s pistol. She misses him on purpose, but the police get involved. The family flees to Phoenix. On the way to Phoenix, Jeannette learns that Grandma Smith has died, leaving Mom a large sum of money and a house. They move into Grandma’s massive house, and Dad gets a job as an electrician. For about a year, the kids enjoy regular meals, their own bicycles, and public schooling. Unfortunately, Dad loses his job, and his alcoholism reaches crushing lows. The family is once again destitute. Mom decides it’s time to move to Dad’s hometown of Welch, West Virginia.


When the Wallses arrive in Welch, they stay with Jeannette’s paternal grandmother, Erma. Erma is a bitter, unwelcoming host, and most people in Welch regard the Wallses as self-important outsiders. When Mom and Dad leave for an extended road trip to Phoenix, Erma molests Brian. Jeannette and Lori confront her, but Erma retaliates violently. Dad takes Erma’s side when he returns, but Erma evicts the family. The Wallses buy a small rotting house with no running water or indoor plumbing. Dad admits that the conditions are not ideal but promises to use the land to begin construction on the Glass Castle. To help Dad get started on the Glass Castle, Brian and Jeannette dig a large hole for the foundation, but the family soon fills it with garbage. To survive, the kids start dumpster diving and stealing food from their classmates and neighbors. Desperate, Jeannette begs Mom to divorce Dad so they can go on welfare, but Mom refuses.


When the Wallses get a visit from child protective services, Mom finds a teaching job. The money could solve their problems, but Dad’s extensive drinking once again drains their funds, and the family continues to go hungry. The following summer, Mom goes to Charleston for several weeks to renew her teaching license. Left in control of the family finances, Jeannette finds that she, too, gives in to Dad’s demands for more money. When Mom returns from Charleston, she announces that she will quit her job and devote all her time to art. Jeannette finally confronts Mom and Dad about their selfishness, but Dad whips her in retaliation. Appalled, Jeannette and Lori plan to move to New York City as soon as possible. Jeannette, Lori, and Brian find jobs around Welch and save all their money for almost a year, but Dad steals the money just months before Lori’s planned departure. In the end, Jeannette secures Lori a summer babysitting job that includes a bus ticket to New York City as payment.


Lori loves life in New York City, where she works in a restaurant and lives in a women’s hostel. Jeannette moves to the city a year later and finishes high school there, interning at a Brooklyn newspaper for credit. Brian follows a year later. Jeannette starts college at Barnard, putting herself through with grants, loans, and savings from odd jobs. Maureen moves in with Lori at age twelve. Dad accuses Lori of stealing his children, and he and Mom move to New York City three years later. After being kicked out of several apartments, Mom and Dad first live on the streets, and then become squatters. At this point, Jeannette has married and works at a prestigious magazine. Lori is an artist, and Brian is a police officer. Maureen drops out of college and moves in with Mom and Dad. Maureen tries to stab Mom and must spend a year in a psychiatric hospital. The family drifts apart, and a year later Dad dies of a heart attack. Five years after Dad’s death, Jeannette and her second husband, John, host the family for Thanksgiving, though without Maureen. They toast to Dad’s life.




















Character List




Jeannette Walls The protagonist and narrator of the memoir. Jeannette is a precocious, ambitious, and resourceful child who does everything she can to survive and improve her family’s situation. For most of her childhood, she is her father’s favorite child because she encourages and believes in him. As the memoir progresses, she realizes that Dad and Mom do not have her best interests at heart, and she uses the independence her parents taught her to forge a life of her own.


Dad (Rex Walls) Jeannette’s charismatic but reckless father. Dad loves to speak of his own accomplishments, portraying himself as special and above the rules. However, he also refuses to keep a steady job and physically abuses Mom. As the memoir progresses, his alcoholism and irresponsibility put his family in the way of starvation and physical danger with increasing frequency. We later learn he had a difficult childhood and is very likely a survivor of sexual abuse.


Mom (Rose Mary Walls) Jeannette’s mother, a passionate artist and self-proclaimed “excitement addict.” She is ambivalent about domestic responsibilities, such as cooking, cleaning, and disciplining children. She often tells the children to extend compassion to those who hurt them, but her definition of compassion involves never setting boundaries.


Lori Walls Jeannette’s sensible older sister, who questions Mom and Dad’s parenting from an early age. Lori is intelligent and known for her quick, sarcastic remarks. She inherited Mom’s passion for art, though she aspires to leave her family and live a more conventional lifestyle. She is the first Walls child to leave the family and go to New York City.


Brian Walls Jeannette’s little brother and constant companion. Brian likes to explore his surroundings and work outside. He and Jeannette regularly band together to survive by foraging for food, finding dry firewood, and occasionally stealing from neighbors. He follows Jeannette and Lori to New York City when he is a junior in high school.


Maureen Walls Jeannette’s beautiful youngest sibling. Unlike the other Walls siblings who bond together in the face of adversity, Maureen survives in Welch mostly by making friends and living with their families. Later in life, Maureen drops out of community college and tries to stab her mother. She spends a year in a mental institution and then moves to California.


Grandma Smith Jeannette’s maternal grandmother who often takes in the Walls family when they are down on their luck. Mom hated how strict and controlling she was as a mother, but Jeannette appreciates the structure whenever they visit.


Erma Walls Jeannette’s paternal grandmother, whom the family lives with when they first move to Welch. Erma is an angry, racist woman who has had a hard life and lashes out at the Walls children because of it. She sexually abuses Brian and may have inflicted similar abuse on her own children.


Dinitia Hewitt A girl who attends Jeannette’s school, and one of her few friends in Welch. Dinitia bullies Jeannette when the Walls family first moves to Welch, but the girls become friends after Jeannette defends one of Dinitia’s neighbors from a dog. Because Dinitia is black, their friendship is unconventional in Welch, which is still very segregated.


Uncle Stanley Dad’s brother. He is kind to the Walls children when they live with Erma but then later molests Jeannette when she visits his house.


Billy Deel The Wallses’ neighbor in Battle Mountain, a violent and aggressive boy who develops an infatuation with Jeannette. At only eleven years old, he already has a record as a juvenile delinquent. He actively pursues Jeannette romantically and tries to force himself on her when they play hide and seek. When Jeannette rejects him, he shoots at her and her siblings with his BB gun.


Grandpa Walls Dad’s father, who worked on the railroad when Dad was a child. Unlike his wife, Erma, and his son, Stanley, Grandpa doesn’t make much of an impression on Jeannette, neither abetting his wife’s abuse nor challenging it.


Eric Jeannette’s first husband, a kind, wealthy man who is practical and organized, in many ways the antithesis of Dad. Jeannette leaves Eric a year after her father dies.


John Jeannette’s second husband, who admires her strength and scars. Like Jeannette, he is a writer.
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