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Rising Above Adversity

	 “I was on fire” (p. 9). This is how Jeannette 
Walls introduces the story of her childhood experiences 
in the novel “The Glass Castle”. Her first memory is 
of cooking hot dogs, unsupervised, and accidentally 
setting herself on fire. This is just one example of 
inappropriate parenting that we see throughout the 
novel. The story is based on the true-life experiences 
that Jeannette recalls of her childhood. She describes 
various challenges including irresponsible parenting, 
run-down housing, and lack of the basics including 
proper nutrition. She is especially close to her father, 
Rex Walls, who has far-fetched dreams of building a 
house made all out of glass, the glass castle. Jeannette 
and her siblings, Lori, Maureen, and Brian are left 
to provide for themselves from a young age. Despite 
the poor parenting of Rose and Rex Walls, Jeannette 
learns how to properly care for herself and others. This 
story follows Jeannette from her earliest memory and 
through her childhood years and early adult life as she 
learns to thrive despite her rough upbringing. With 
time and experience, she is able to improve her own 
living situation. In the novel The Glass Castle, Jeannette 
Walls demonstrates that the ability to face hardship 
and learn from one’s experiences can help one grow 
and thrive despite adversity.

	 Jeannette faces numerous challenges throughout 
her childhood, being raised in an unstable environment. 
We quickly learn that she is quite smart and self-
sufficient, and able to navigates these challenges well 
despite her young age. We see this in the opening 
passage about Jeannette cooking hot dogs on her own 
at the age of 3. She was accidentally set on fire and 
was rushed to the hospital for treatment of her burns. 
She ended up spending several weeks in the hospital, 
before her dad took her home without the doctor’s 
permission. Despite her experiences she shows resilience 
and “A few days after Mom and Dad brought me 
home, I cooked myself some hot dogs” (p. 15).  

	 Although her childhood was filled with adversity, 
she viewed their lifestyle with a sense of adventure. She 
describes her family as being constantly on the move, 
and “we were always doing the skedaddle, usually in 
the middle of the night” (p. 19). In every new town 
they would find creative living arrangements within
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their budgets, like when they moved into the old 
railroad depot in Battle Mountain and used found 
items for furniture, and cardboard boxes for beds for 
the children. Jeannette enjoyed living like this: “We 
liked our boxes. They made going to bed seem like an 
adventure” (p. 52). 

	 In another passage we see that Jeannette 
shows a great sense of trust and loyalty to her 
parents, even with their shortcomings. Once, when 
they were driving, she was thrown from the back of 
their vehicle and hit the ground so hard she sustained 
several cuts and bruises. As she faces this trauma, she 
somehow manages to maintain trust in her parents, 
explaining “Once I got my breath back, I crawled 
along the railroad embankment to the road and sat 
down to wait for Mom and Dad to come back” (p. 
30). Eventually her parents return for her, and her 
dad cleans her up and makes her laugh. Her anger 
with her parents is easily forgotten. She is quick to 
forgive. From her early years, we see that Jeannette 
demonstrates resilience, self-sufficiency, a sense of 
adventure, and loyalty to her family, even when faced 
with difficult circumstances. 

	 As Jeannette continues to encounter difficult 
circumstances throughout her childhood, she starts to 
doubt her parents and their lifestyle. Once, when she 
was 7 years old, she and Lori couldn’t find any food to 
eat. Instead, they ate the last of a stick of margarine, 
mixed with sugar. Their mom is upset that they ate 
the margarine, and Jeannette explains that she was 
hungry. Her mom was shocked that she had said that 
as Jeannette had “broken one of our unspoken rules. 
We were always supposed to pretend our life was one 
long and incredibly fun adventure” (p. 69). This is one 
of the first examples that Jeannette was becoming 
skeptical of their “adventure” and way of living. She 
also started to feel doubts about her dad’s alcoholism, 
and as a birthday present to herself, she asked him to 
stop drinking. This causes a distance between her and 
her dad, who seems hurt by this suggestion and replies 
with “You must be awfully ashamed of your old man” 
(p. 116). She trusts he will stop drinking for the good 
of the family, although he eventually breaks that trust 
again. She has started to learn that her father may 
not be reliable to make appropriate, healthy choices 
for himself and his family. After the frequent
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transitions of moving from town to town, Jeannette 
starts to realize that she is not having as much fun 
an adventure as she had thought. She wants a more 
stable and functional family home. For a time, she is 
happy and comfortable at her mom’s house in Phoenix, 
but then they are uprooted again and move to Welch. 
Eventually they move into a run-down house on 
Little Hobart Street. Obviously not enjoying this new 
venture, Jeannette asks, “Are we ever going home?” 
(p. 154), indicating Phoenix as “home”. Unfortunately, 
her dad answers with “This is home now” (p. 154). 
We can see Jeannette beginning to value stability and 
comfort over adventure. Jeannette continues to show 
resilience despite adversity, but even she begins to 
doubt her parents, and their “adventurous” lifestyle.

	 By her teenage years, Jeannette has become 
very self-aware, and she takes it upon herself to 
make changes that would help improve her life and 
her family’s life. She started researching ways to 
improve their situation and help her parents rise out 
of poverty. Jeannette presents her research to her 
mother and at one point tells her, “Mom, you have 
to leave Dad” (p. 188). She explains that she doesn’t 
blame her Dad, but she knows that he will continue 
to sabotage their efforts to improve their lives. It is 
clear that she has lost her faith in her parents’ ability 
to provide and has started taking responsibility in her 
own hands. She has always been self-sufficient and 
now we see this in her efforts to influence her parents 
in a positive direction. When Jeannette joins her school 
newspaper, she starts to learn about the wider world. 
Prior to this, everything she learns is filtered through 
her parents’ views. Although she learns a lot from her 
obviously brilliant parents, she realizes that their world 
views are somewhat biased: “I began to feel like I was 
getting the whole story for the first time” (p. 205). 
This shows personal growth and curiosity to explore 
the world beyond her own experiences. She seems 
more open and attentive to new information than her 
parents are. When her mom leaves for the summer, 
Jeannette is given the responsibility of taking care of 
herself and her two younger siblings, Maureen and 
Brian. She has the set idea of budgeting and planning 
for meals for them all: “I’ve got kids to feed” (p. 210). 
When she loses some of her budget to her dad, she 
takes the initiative to get a job at a jewelry store in 
town. Even though her parents had never set a good.
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example, she learns that with planning and honest 
work, she is able to provide for the family. By this 
point she has lost faith in her parents’ abilities to take 
care of the family, and so she takes the responsibility 
to care for herself, as well as her siblings. Throughout 
their sufferings, the children have all shown loyalty 
and a sense of responsibility towards each other. 
Through her lifetime of facing obstacles, Jeannette 
shows that she is able to learn from her parents’ 
mistakes and improve her own situation. She does this 
while also caring for her siblings.

	 Once Jeannette lets go of the adventurous 
lifestyle she lives with her parents, she works towards 
living a healthy stable life for herself, even realizing 
that she needs distance from her parents in order to 
live well. Jeannette moves to New York City at the 
age of 17, meeting up with her sister Lori. She had 
a clear goal of finding a stable home and a job that 
would support her in her new life. She moved to New 
York and “The very next day, I landed a job at a 
hamburger joint on Fourteenth Street” (p. 247). She 
settled into an apartment with Lori until she found 
her own apartment, continuing to be responsible and 
self-sufficient. Later, the parents follow the children 
in moving to New York City, which introduces more 
problems for Jeannette and her siblings. The parents 
continue to live irresponsibly and the children are 
now trying to support them. Jeannette decides that 
they are not welcome to stay at her place, though she 
still tries to support them in some ways. Her parents 
end up moving in with Lori, and eventually Lori was 
unable to cope with their constant presence. Jeannette 
eventually advises her, “Maybe you’re just going to 
have to kick mom out” (p. 254), explaining that “she’s 
driving you crazy” (p. 254). Jeannette realizes that 
some boundaries are necessary to protect one’s own 
health.

	 Even though Jeannette realizes the importance 
of boundaries, her loyalty to her family still exists. She 
feels an obligation to take care of her parents, and 
guilty that she cannot persuade them to live well: “I 
wanted to buy them something that would improve 
their lives” (p. 269), like a small car. Her mom 
repeatedly rejects her generous offers, which make 
Jeannette feel even more guilty. When Jeannette offers 
to buy them something practical, her mom requests
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something frivolous, like a perfume atomizer, which 
Jeannette refuses. She realizes that she cannot help 
her parents if they do not make any effort to better 
themselves. After a lifetime of challenging experiences 
and a traumatic childhood, Jeannette learns how 
to balance being stable and self-sufficient, yet still 
generous in trying to help others. She continues to 
show kindness and generosity towards those less 
fortunate but realizes that she has to set limits on that 
generosity.  

	 Having the ability to adapt to and learn from 
hardship is a good personal quality, because it can help 
one to rise above any obstacle. Jeannette Walls had the 
unfortunate experiences of growing up in an unstable, 
at times dangerous, environment. She faces bullying, 
food insecurity, and terrible living conditions. Through 
this all we see multiple examples of her kindness 
and generosity towards others, especially in her own 
family. She meets her challenges with resilience and 
a sense of adventure. As she becomes more aware 
of her living situation, she starts to realize her sense 
of adventure is misguided, and leans towards more 
stable, secure living arrangements. She loses faith in 
her parents’ abilities to make responsible decisions 
for themselves and their children. These realizations 
could have discouraged her, but instead she chooses 
to learn from her parents’ mistakes and improve her 
life. She continues to try to improve the lives of her 
siblings and parents as well, although she recognizes 
that in order to live well for herself, she does need 
to set appropriate boundaries with her family. While 
adversity is not enjoyable, I think it is essential to 
experience some sort of hardship throughout one’s 
life. Like Jeannette, we can view these experiences as 
opportunities for growth and learning, which will help 
us rise above our hardships. Do you have what it takes 
to face hardship and rise above it all?  
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