
The Glass Castle Notes  

SETTING 

The Places: Nevada (numerous little towns including Blythe and Battle 

Mountain plus Las Vegas); San Francisco, California; Phoenix, Arizona; 

Welch, West Virginia; and New York City; the time spans from 

approximately 1957 to 2005 

 

CHARACTERS 

Jeannette Walls - She is the narrator and main character of the 

story. She tells the events of her life living with neglectful and yet 

loving parents. 

Rex Walls - He is Jeannette’s alcoholic father who manipulates and 

uses his wife and his children for his own needs and yet never stops 

loving them and hoping they love him. 

Rose Mary Walls - She is the selfish mother of the family who brings 

her own baggage with her and passes it on to her children. She also 

loves her family but only after her own needs are met. 

Lori Walls - She is the oldest child of the family, but isn’t the one who 

dominates. She is smart and loving, but without Jeannette, hasn’t the 

courage to escape the life she hates. 

Brian Walls - He is the boy of the Walls siblings and learns very young 

how to protect his sisters. He grows up to be a protector as well when 

he becomes a police officer. 

Maureen Walls - She is the most fragile of the children and spends all 

her life looking for someone to take care of her. 

_____________________________________________________ 

Minor Characters 

Erma. Ted, and Stanley Walls - These characters are Rex Walls’ 

mother, father and brother. They are racists and have bad attitudes 

about nearly everything. Stanley tries to rape Jeannette at one point. 



Dinitia Hewitt - She is the young black girl from Welch who first 

allows her gang to beat up Jeannette and then calls them off when she 

sees Jeannette in a different light. 

Jeanette Bivens - She is Jeannette’s favorite teacher who not only 

encouraged her dad to be a writer, but also supports and guides 

Jeannette. 

Grandma Smith - Although she doesn’t appear very much in the story, 

she is one of the individuals in Jeannette’s life who has a great 

influence on her. 

Ginnie Sue Pastor - She is the town whore in Welch and teaches 

Jeannette a great deal in one visit to her home about the realities of 

life and what you are willing to do to put food on the table. 

John Taylor - He is Jeannette’s second husband who helps her find 

her real place in life and readily accepts her family with all their 

imperfections. 

 

CONFLICT 

Protagonist - The protagonist is Jeannette Walls who tells her 

readers all about her life in an abusive, dysfunctional family. We learn 

through her that nothing in the dynamic of family relationships is ever 

just black and white [ siblings can be considered protagonists also]. 

Antagonists - There are numerous antagonists in the story who impact 

on Jeannette in minor ways, but the greatest antagonists are her 

parents. They love their children, but they neglect them and sometimes 

actively and knowingly hurt them. Jeannette spends her entire life 

trying to understand them. 
 

Climax - The climax occurs when Maureen becomes mentally 

incompetent and the family argues over who’s to blame. 

Outcome - Maureen leaves for California, Dad dies, and the remaining 

family members see little of each until five years after Dad’s death. 

They meet at Jeannette’s country home and reconnect for a 



Thanksgiving feast where they learn that there is no room for 

recriminations. 

 

SHORT PLOT / CHAPTER SUMMARY (Synopsis) 

A successful journalist, Jeannette Walls, relates the horrific childhood 

she experienced being raised by alcoholic, manipulative, and selfish 

parents. Her parents are extremely dysfunctional and yet very vibrant 

people who force their children to learn how to take care of 

themselves by feeding, clothing, and protecting each other. 

 

THEMES 

The first and most important theme is: forgiveness. Jeannette spends 

her whole life forgiving her parents over and over for the choices they 

made that adversely impacted their children. In the face of no food in 

their stomachs, leaking roofs over their heads, no heat, and ratty 

clothes plus stealing their money and sometimes their souls, Rex and 

Rose Mary didn’t deserve forgiveness. However, Jeannette and her 

brother and sisters always find a way to welcome their parents back 

into their hearts. 

Another theme tells us that sometimes the most mature and 

responsible people in a family are the children, not the parents. 

The Walls children learn to fend for themselves and protect each 

other while living with two adults who either drink too much or leave 

them to raise themselves. 

A third theme is that fearlessness and loyalty. Jeannette and her 

siblings learn very early in their lives that they must have courage to 

face the adversity their parents have forced on them and yet to 

believe that no matter how great the adversity, they must always be 

loyalty to every family member. For family is everything. 

The last theme involves lost dreams. We all have ideas we want to 

come true or to achieve before we die. The Glass Castle designed by 

Dad is the best example of dreams lost and mourned. All Jeannette’s 

life he has promised her he will discover and build a glass home for the 



family. Of course, it is a pipe dream that never has any chance of being 

fulfilled. A weak character like Dad never come to terms with their 

lost dreams, while individuals like Jeannette who have the strength 

learn to replace the impossible dreams with the contentment. 

 

MOOD 

The mood is usually very troubling as we see Jeannette and her siblings 

struggle to survive. However, it mostly uplifting and inspiring as we see 

them triumph over all the roadblocks their parents place before them. 

 

JEANNETTE WALLS - BIOGRAPHY 

Jeannette Walls was born in Phoenix, Arizona. Her parents moved the 

family around the southwest before settling for a time in Welch, West 

Virginia. It was in West Virginia, as she entered her teens, that she 

was often mistreated. At age 17 she moved to New York City. With the 

help of part-time jobs, she eventually entered Columbia University’s 

Barnard College, where she graduated with honors. She had come to 

love journalism while working on her high school newspaper so she tried 

working as a gopher for New York Magazine while she attended college. 

She eventually moved to the business section and ended up a news 

reporter for USA Today. Her first gossip column was written once 

again at New York Magazine.  

 
PART I – A WOMAN ON THE STREET 
SECTION ONE 

Summary 

The memoir opens with Jeannette, the author and main character, sitting in a taxi, wondering if 

she has overdressed for the evening, when she looks out the window and sees her mother rooting 

through a dumpster. 

She recognizes all her familiar gestures even as she is at times hidden by people scurrying home 

in the blustery March weather. It has been months since Jeannette has seen her mother, but she’s 

more overcome with panic that the woman will see her. She slides down in the seat and then 

orders the taxi to take her home again. She listens to Vivaldi, hoping the music will settle her 

down. She sits down in her favorite room and looks around at the possessions that make the 

room such a comfort to her – a comfort except when she thinks about her mom 

and dad huddled on a sidewalk grate somewhere. 



Jeannette calls a friend of her mother’s and leaves a message for her mother to call, their usual 

way of making contact. When her mother calls, they make plans for lunch at the older woman’s 

favorite Chinese restaurant. 

When Mom arrives, Jeannette sees that she has tried to clean herself up even though there is 

deep-set grime on her neck and temples. She also immediately fills her purse with all the plastic 

packets of soy sauce and mustard and empties the bowl of dried noodles in there as well. 
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Notes 

This chapter is Jeannette’s way of immediately differentiating her life from her parent’s lives and 

how their eccentric, odd ways are so different from her normal life. However, she gives the 

reader the feeling that maybe they are not so eccentric that they cannot be loved. She is setting us 

up for the life she led being raised by Rose Mary and Rex Walls. 


