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Kingsolver on The Bean Trees: 

 

"I always think of a first novel as something like this big old purse you've been 

carrying around your whole life, throwing in ideas, characters, and all the 

things that have ever struck you as terribly important. One day, for whatever 

reason, you just have to dump that big purse out and there lies this pile of junk. 

You start picking through it, and assembling it into what you hope will be a 

statement of your life's great themes. That's how it was for me. It probably 

wasn't until midway through the writing that I had a grasp of the central 

question: What are the many ways, sometimes hidden and underground ways, 

that people help themselves and each other survive hard times?" 

Kingsolver’s first novel impressed us very much. Most members of the group 

hadn’t read her before and I knew they’d be in for a treat. I wanted to give 

everyone a taste, like an hors d’oeuvre, so that her even more powerful  and 

mature novels,The Poisonwood Bible, Prodigal Summerand The Lacuna would 

be irresistable. Epic in length, they need to be savoured over time and would 

have been too difficult for most members to read in a second language in a 

month.  

The Bean Trees is enjoyable and very satisfying. Mainly written in the first 

person, in the voice of a young woman Marietta, we are taken on a journey of 

self discovery with her. She meets lots of fascinating characters on the way- 

especially strong women..-  

As a child, Marietta Greer chose to be called “Missy.” Her inspiring single 

mother raises her to believe in herself and when she heads off on her 

adventure she  decides to re-name herself. She chooses the name of Taylor- 

the first town she stops at. Thus becoming Taylor Greer. She craves  a new 

identity - a new life. She is determined to escape from the poverty and 

hopelessness of Pittman, Kentucky. Her plan is to take her life savings and go 



as far west as her broken-down, windowless ’55 VW  car will take her. She 

even has to push start the car every time she stops! 

Along the way, she makes a stop at a diner in the middle of a desolate part of 

Oklahoma and when she goes back to her car, an Indian woman begs her to 

take a child with her, telling her that no one wants or can care for it. In spite of 

having spent her entire adolescence trying to avoid the trap of unwanted 

parenthood, Taylor takes the child and drives on until she comes to a motel 

where she can unwrap and bathe the young child, discovering she is a little girl. 

The little girl is totally silent (in fact, catatonic, due to abuse) and all she can do 

is grab onto Taylor and not let go. So Taylor starts calling her “Turtle” because 

she latches on like a snapping turtle.  

Kingsolver reveals the abuse of the child so subtly and sensitively, we were 

very moved and shocked. Also shocked at first that Taylor would take on such a 

responsibilty. But she would not have abandoned a child in need. As we get to 

know her, we realise she is very brave.  The only thing that Taylor is afraid of is 

exploding tyres, so when she runs out of money with 2 flat tyres in Tucson, 

Arizona, naturally she ends up working at the “Jesus.Is.Lord.Used.Tyres" store!  

This is a story told simply in the first person with an authentic southern voice. 

Taylor is charmingly unaware of her strengths and takes for granted her gift of 

common sense. Her mother has nurtured her and been a marvellous role 

model. But Taylor, never having never been a mother, let alone a single 

mother, quickly adjusts to the role. She learns as she goes: such things as 

taking advantage of the 2 hours of free childcare offered at the local shopping 

mall while she is working; and when Turtle’s first words are beans and other 

names of vegetables, Taylor cheerfully begins reading her seed catalogues 

instead of bedtime stories.  

“I’m just a plain hillbilly from East Jesus Nowhere with this adopted child that 

everybody keeps on telling me is dumb as a box of rocks.” 

She fills her life with a colourful group of friends: she shares a home with Lou 

Ann Ruiz, also from Kentucky and newly divorced from her rodeo-rider 

husband, and her infant son, Dwayne Ray; Mattie, her boss and owner of the 

tyre store (whose garden introduces the meaning of the title.) Mattie is also a 

strong advocate for an underground railroad for refugees who are escaping 



certain persecution or death at home. Behind the scenes her auto-repair shop 

is a sanctuary for them.Through Mattie, Taylor also befriends two such 

refugees: Estevan, a former school teacher and his wife, Esperanza.  

As Taylor builds her new life and nurtures her informally-adopted daughter, 

reality intervenes and she must find a way to make Turtle’s status secure. This 

involves going back to Oklahoma and trying to trace the woman who thrust the 

little girl into her life. Along the way, she learns much about the meaning of 

community and belonging. It is Estevan and Esperanza who eventually make it 

possible for her to adopt Turtle. She has been helping them and they in return 

help her in the most meaningful way. The network of support between all the 

characters who are struggling with different problems, enables them to survive 

and feel a sense of belonging together.  The title Bean Trees symbolises these 

networks.  Wisteria plants are part of the bean family: 

Wisteria vines often thrive in poor soils... there’s a whole invisible system for 

helping out the plant that you’d never guess was there. The rhizobia are not 

part of the plant, they are separate creatures, ...a kind of underground railroad 

moving secretly up an down the roots.. they suck nitrogen gas right out of the 

soil and turn it into fertiliser for the plant.. 

It’s just the same as with people I told Turtle. The way Edna has Virgie, and 

Virgie has Edna, and Sandi has KidCentral Station and everybody has Mattie. 

And on and on. 

The wisteria vines on their own would just barely get by, is how I explained it to 

Turtle, but put them together with rhizobia and they make miracles. 

It is remarkable that this is Kingsolver’s first novel and yet everything about it 

feels right. The voices are most appealing and authentic, the character 

development is convincing , the pacing of the story kept us involved and most 

of all, the humanity, humour, gentle wisdom, and good-heartedness are 

touching and inspiring. 

Our Comments 

“It was a true pleasure to read. I was amazed at how authentic the characters 

were. I felt I could have met any of them. I have lived in the US. I was very 

enthusiastic! “ 



“It was hard to get into at first but then I was pleasantly surprised. But I didn’t 

like the second chapter going suddenly into the third person – it wasn’t a very 

elegant transition and rather confusing.” 

“We had to learn about Lou-Ann before Taylor met her. Using the third person 

was the only way to do that.” 

“The second chapter was a surprise but I didn’t mind it moving into the third 

person. I soon realised Lou-Ann must be an important character.” 

“I’m reading Kingsolver backwards! I first read The Poisonwood Bible. In The 

Bean Trees I could see seeds of her future books waiting to be matured”.  

“Strong women are definitely important to Kingsolver. Taylor is a very 

endearing character. It’s great seeing her development. She is so brave” 

“ Kingsolver is not Proust- but that’s all right! Her characters are so well drawn- 

she seems to understand people inside out.” 

“It is so clear and so authentic- I liked the tpics she touched.” 

“She puts family, friendship into a bigger frame, fusing everything with the 

environment.” 

“I was blown away by her talent. I’m going to read everything by her.” 

“The refugees were absolutely central to the story. I liked the histotical aspect. 

The treatment of “ illegal immigrants”is so horrendous.” 

“I didn’t give it my full attention as I was reading it on the beach but her voice 

was brilliant, funny and engaging.” 

“The sense of place was very atmospheric. The scenes of nature powerful and 

beautiful.” 

“A novel on the subject of immigration could have been heavy handed - 

Kingsolver has a light touch and doesn’t bombard you with the injustice of the 

situation. It speaks for itself.” 

“On a personal level I liked the political issues. They are handled subtly and 

effectively.” 



“I liked the interaction between all the different women. Their friendships, 

support for each other, in hard circumstances.” 

“I absolutely loved this book- the situations,the humanity, even the dark stuff 

could be tolerated - it was handled so sensitively. Good things could be seen to 

happen even on bad days!” 

“The descriptions of nature are terrific and very vivid - very well observed.” 

“It is a convincing journey of self discovery . The child is so damaged but with 

love, gentle handling and communication she emerges able to speak and feels 

secure.” 

“Taylor’s mother has raised her to be responsible and to cope with everything 

that life throws at her. She makes the best of what comes along.” 

“There is a special bonding as Taylor has Cherokee blood in her past. She can 

understand being an outsider.” 

“What is so moving is the acceptance each character has for the other, without 

judgement.” 

“ I felt I’d met people just like them in the States. I knew someone very like 

Edna. She was blind but we didn’t realise for a while, she was so positive and 

getting on with her life.” 

“ I was in love with this novel. I liked everything about it.” 

“It is the kind of book that gives hope in spite of all evil and depressing things 

happening in the world – also in our own world -  especially those described in 

the book. As long as there are people helping and curing others just by feeling 

and acting human.” 

Highly recommended 

A remarkable, enjoyable and moving first novel by a now fully established and 

much admired writer. 

 

 



 

 


