
Half Broke Horses Jeannette Walls

Half Broke Horses is a captivating novel written by Jeannette Walls, who is famous for her
memoirs and her unique storytelling ability. This book, published in 2009, is described as a
“true-life novel,” blending elements of fiction and memoir to depict the life of Walls’
grandmother, Lily Casey Smith. The narrative delves into the challenges and triumphs of a
woman who was ahead of her time, revealing the struggles of life in the American West
during the early 20th century. Through rich storytelling and a vivid portrayal of life’s
hardships, Walls captures the essence of resilience, strength, and the indomitable spirit of
women.



Overview of the Book

Half Broke Horses is structured as a novel but is based on real events and people, primarily
focusing on the life of Lily Casey Smith. Walls presents Lily’s life story, drawing on the
experiences shared by her grandmother and other family members. The book is not just a
biography; it serves as a window into the past, offering readers an understanding of the
social, economic, and cultural dynamics of the time.

Setting and Context

The story is set primarily in the American West, specifically in Arizona and Texas, during the
early to mid-1900s. This period was marked by significant changes, including the expansion
of the frontier, the impact of the Great Depression, and evolving gender roles. Walls paints
a vivid picture of the rugged landscapes, the challenges of farming, and the realities of
rural life.

Plot Summary

The novel follows Lily from her childhood through adulthood, showcasing her adventurous
spirit and determination. Key events include:

1. Childhood Adventures: Lily grows up on a ranch in Arizona, learning the skills of horse
riding and farming from an early age. Her early experiences shape her strong character and
resilience.
2. Education and Independence: Despite the limitations placed on women at the time, Lily
pursues education and becomes a schoolteacher. She values knowledge and independence,
which sets her apart from many women of her generation.
3. Marriage and Family: Lily marries and starts a family, facing the complexities of married
life and motherhood. Her relationships with her husband and children reveal her struggles
and the sacrifices she makes for her family.
4. Challenges of Ranch Life: The narrative explores the difficulties of ranching during the
Great Depression, illustrating the harsh realities that Lily and her family endure.
5. Resilience and Reinvention: Throughout the story, Lily continuously adapts to challenges,
whether they be financial, emotional, or social. Her journey reflects the spirit of
perseverance.

Thematic Elements

Half Broke Horses is rich with themes that resonate with readers, making it a profound
exploration of human experience.



Women and Independence

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the quest for independence. Lily
embodies the struggle of women seeking autonomy in a male-dominated society. Her
determination to become a teacher and her refusal to conform to traditional gender roles
highlight the early feminist undertones of the narrative.

Resilience and Strength

Lily's character exemplifies resilience. She faces numerous adversities, including poverty,
loss, and societal expectations, yet she remains steadfast and resourceful. This theme of
strength in the face of adversity is a powerful message that resonates throughout the book.

The American Dream

The pursuit of the American Dream is another significant theme. Walls illustrates the
challenges and realities of achieving this ideal, particularly for women. Lily’s dreams of a
better life and her relentless pursuit of happiness underscore the complexities of this
concept.

Character Analysis

The characters in Half Broke Horses are richly developed, with Lily Casey Smith as the
central figure. However, other characters also play vital roles in shaping her journey.

Lily Casey Smith

Lily is depicted as a strong-willed, adventurous woman. Her experiences reflect the
struggles of many women of her time. She is not afraid to take risks and is deeply
passionate about her family and her dreams.

Supporting Characters

- Lily’s Parents: They instill in her the values of hard work and resilience.
- Lily’s Husband: He represents the traditional male figure, and their relationship highlights
the contrasts between gender expectations and personal aspirations.
- Her Children: They serve as a reflection of Lily’s legacy and the values she imparts to the
next generation.



Writing Style and Structure

Jeannette Walls employs a straightforward yet evocative writing style that captures the
essence of the setting and the emotions of the characters. The narrative is presented in a
first-person perspective, allowing readers to connect intimately with Lily’s thoughts and
feelings. The structure of the book, which alternates between different phases of Lily’s life,
adds depth and richness to the storytelling.

Imagery and Symbolism

Walls uses vivid imagery to create a sense of place and time. The landscapes of the
American West are described with detail, immersing readers in the environment.
Symbolism is also prevalent, with horses representing freedom and the struggle for
independence.

Reception and Impact

Upon its release, Half Broke Horses received critical acclaim for its engaging narrative and
powerful themes. Readers and critics praised Walls for her ability to bring the past to life
while addressing contemporary issues. The book’s exploration of women’s rights, resilience,
and the American spirit resonates with audiences, making it a relevant read even years
after its publication.

Influence on Literature and Culture

The novel has contributed to the discourse on women’s history and the American
experience. It serves as an important reminder of the challenges faced by previous
generations and the progress made since then. Through Lily’s story, Walls inspires readers
to reflect on their own lives and the legacies they wish to leave behind.

Conclusion

Half Broke Horses by Jeannette Walls is more than just a recounting of a woman’s life; it is a
testament to the strength, resilience, and independence of women throughout history.
Through the lens of Lily Casey Smith’s experiences, Walls offers profound insights into the
human condition and the pursuit of dreams. The novel is a powerful narrative that
continues to resonate with readers, reminding us of the enduring spirit of those who came
before us and the importance of forging our paths in the face of adversity. Whether you are
drawn to stories of the American West, the complexities of family dynamics, or the quest
for self-identity, Half Broke Horses is a compelling and enriching read that promises to
leave a lasting impact.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Half Broke Horses' by
Jeannette Walls?
The main theme of 'Half Broke Horses' is the resilience and strength of the human spirit,
particularly through the life of Lily Casey Smith as she navigates challenges in a male-
dominated society while pursuing her dreams.

Is 'Half Broke Horses' a fictional or non-fictional work?
'Half Broke Horses' is a fictionalized memoir, blending elements of autobiography with
creative storytelling, as it is based on the life of Jeannette Walls' grandmother.

How does Jeannette Walls use the setting in 'Half Broke
Horses'?
Walls uses the setting of the American West, particularly the harsh and beautiful
landscapes of Arizona and New Mexico, to reflect the struggles and triumphs of her
characters, emphasizing themes of independence and survival.

Who is the protagonist of 'Half Broke Horses'?
The protagonist of 'Half Broke Horses' is Lily Casey Smith, who embodies determination and
grit as she faces various obstacles throughout her life.

What role do horses play in 'Half Broke Horses'?
Horses play a significant role in 'Half Broke Horses' as symbols of freedom and power,
representing the connection between humans and nature, as well as reflecting the
protagonist's own journey towards self-discovery and independence.

How does 'Half Broke Horses' relate to Jeannette Walls'
other works?
'Half Broke Horses' is often seen as a companion piece to 'The Glass Castle,' as both
explore themes of family, resilience, and the impact of upbringing on personal identity,
though 'Half Broke Horses' focuses more on Walls' grandmother's life.

What writing style does Jeannette Walls use in 'Half
Broke Horses'?
Jeannette Walls employs a straightforward and engaging narrative style in 'Half Broke
Horses,' combining vivid descriptions with a conversational tone, making the historical and
personal aspects accessible to readers.
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