Dear English Students,

I’m not normally a non-fiction fan, as you will no doubt glean from my future book talks and the reading materials you may observe on my desk.  It’s not that it’s a genre I dislike:  I’ll reach for non-fiction before I’ll reach for science-fiction, for example.  It’s just that there are so many novels I’d like to read, and I know that I’ll never be able to read them in my lifetime, and every year more are published, that it becomes a matter of prioritising.  I was surprised, therefore, to discover in Jeannette Walls’s The Glass Castle, a book I read in two or three sittings, a book I’ve reread parts of already, a book I’ve recommended with confidence to countless friends, relatives and students.  And because of this piece of non-fiction, I was drawn to a chapter in William Zinsser’s  On Writing Well on memoir writing and have added a number of his recommended memoir reads to my personal “someday” list.  There they are – non-fiction titles amid young adult and contemporary adult and classic fiction – and they’re not even written in a different colour ink, or in smaller font.  In fact, immediately following my reading of The Glass Castle, I picked up another memoir, Cockeyed.  Two in a row.  That’s never happened before.  And it was a great read, too – but that’s fodder for another letter.

Jeannette Walls’s story needed to be told.  It’s a fascinating story of growing up in circumstances that keep readers shaking their heads and turning pages.  I’ve no doubt the movie rights have already been sold, following an expensive bidding war.  There’s real depth to the portraits she draws of her mother and father, in particular, people with layers that never seem to end.  Even though her father drank and often refused to take responsibility for the care of his family and required of his children constant sacrifice, he was still someone whom I wanted to know and learn from.  I found myself thinking how lucky his children were to have him as a father – sometimes.  I had to keep myself from romanticising the Walls’s lives too much.  When I read about how they spent many of their evenings in that abandoned train station, each reading a different book with a dictionary sitting in the middle of the room that they would consult regularly, I would have to remind myself that they might have eaten beans that day – for breakfast, lunch and dinner.  Worse still, it might have been the seventh day of the same fare.  If they were lucky, the beans would be fresh.  The father’s interest in the meanings of words and his engagement in the world of ideas may seem wonderful from afar, but school-aged children also benefit from some form of routine.  The only routine the Walls children knew was waking up never knowing where they may be sleeping that night.  And even though the mother had the means to take care of her family’s needs, both through her family and her education and training, but preferred to stay at home, she would inspire me with her lessons and her passion.  She was an artist.  She took her children when she studied certain objects or vistas and gave them art lessons.  Once, when she was painting Joshua trees, Jeannette asked her if she could “dig up and replant [one] near [their] house” (38).  Her mom answered,  “‘You’d be destroying what makes it special…It’s the Joshua tree’s struggle that gives it its beauty’” (38).  I can only hope that I’m able to impart wisdom in context to my daughter with the same regularity that Mrs. Walls did for her children, but I suppose always having more in the fridge than a single stick of margarine would make up for my falling short now and then.

Each chapter stands alone as a sort of vignette, and after the first chapter, where an adult Jeannette Walls, a successful career woman living in Manhattan, has lunch with her mother who lives on the streets, I found myself wondering if the following chapters would have the same impact, contain the same surprises.  I needn’t have worried.   And although the Walls’s lives seem at times unbelievable, Jeannette Walls manages to tell the story, as is observed on the back of the Scribner paperback edition, “without an ounce of self-pity.”  She’s successful partly because she tells much of it through the eyes of a child who knew no different, but she also knows when to end each section.  In what may be my favourite chapter of the memoir, Jeannette Walls recalls the day her father taught her how to swim.  His method?  Throw her into a deep section of a hot spring and let her almost drown before pulling her to safety.  Over and over again, she would sink, reach out for him, feel her lungs fill with water, flail, until finally she swam away from him in anger (66).  Her father’s explanation was that “‘If you don’t want to sink, you better figure out how to swim.’  What other reason, he asked, would possibly make him do this?” (66)  The last paragraph of the chapter reads:  “Once I got my breath back, I figured he must be right.  There was no other way to explain it” (66).  The writing is understated and lean.

It’s also, despite the raw realism, rich in figurative language – images and comparisons that made me pause at their aptness.  Walls describes the changing landscape on one of her family’s drives from one home to the next:  “Instead of the flat desert edged by craggy mountains, the land rolled and dipped like a sheet when you shook it clean” (130).  She also uses some lovely paragraph construction.  I like the framing and density of this paragraph:

We fought a lot in Welch.  Not just to fend off our enemies but to fit in.  Maybe it was because there was so little to do in Welch;  maybe it was because life there was hard and it made people hard;  maybe it was because of all the bloody battles over unionizing the mines;  maybe it was because mining was dangerous and cramped and dirty work and it put all the miners in bad moods and they came home and took it out on their wives, who took it out on their kids, who took it out on other kids.  Whatever the reason, it seemed that just about everyone in Welch – men, women, boys, girls – liked to fight.  (164)

But it’s the marriage of the writing and the ideas – the moments that made me pause – that made this book so compelling for me.  The Walls children never believed in Santa Claus, and they celebrated Christmas the week after, “when you could find perfectly good bows and wrapping paper that people had thrown away and Christmas trees discarded on the roadside that still had most of their needles and even some silver tinsel hanging on them” (39).  Their dad, who knew a lot about, well, everything, including astronomy, “gave” them each a star one Christmas, and they “laughed about all the kids who believed in the Santa myth and got nothing for Christmas but a bunch of cheap plastic toys” (41).  As their dad said, “‘Years from now, when all the junk they got is broken and long forgotten…you’ll still have your stars’” (41).  I spent the first half of the book at once shaking my head at the parents, wondering what they were thinking, and feeling that they got a lot of things right, that they had figured out, as I haven’t yet, what matters.  As soon as the family moved to Welch, the situation deteriorated, but I was left with a picture of a family in all of its complexity.  

I recommend The Glass Castle without reservation.  And if you find there are no more copies on my shelf, let me know and I’ll endeavour to find more.  I’m anxious to hear your thoughts on the swimming section, the part where they eat nothing but cantaloupe for a week, the glass castle, the dollar store Christmas, and perhaps most of all, the mother’s secret.  I’m also hoping to hear about similar experiences from some of you.  What book will help you discover another genre?

Sincerely,

Ms. Lalonde
