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Hope in Havoc
How Ellen Foster Finds Home in a Novel by Kaye Gibbons 

A Literature-Based Multi-Genre by Holly Oldham
May 6, 2005

Dear Reader, 

I wrote this paper after reading Ellen Foster by Kaye Gibbons for the second time.  Both times were chilling experiences.  Ellen is a young girl with the strength of a grown woman, and the experiences that make her strong are frightening.  Gibbons crafted a character and story that I fell in love with and was shocked by, even the second time around.  
The following genres delve deeper into the big issues Ellen faces.  They put the novel into context and address the experiences that shape her character.  In the book, Ellen never comes out and says she was abused, but she lives in abusive environments and we, the readers, get hints that she is being mistreated, especially by her father and grandmother.  Since Ellen tells the story and since she never feels sorry for herself, she does not openly express many of her hardships or desires.  I do some of that here, mostly through prayers that she might have said, which are indicated by italics.  I wanted to give a voice to what Ellen clearly wanted in her story, but was unable to say as she was too busy taking care of herself and sometimes others.

Although stories of mistreated children like Ellen are, I believe, the most horrifying kinds, both Ellen’s story and the story I tell in this paper show how they can end with hope.  As “Growing Tough in the ‘70’s” shows, the United States has come a long way in protecting children, women, and others who are mistreated.  Unfortunately, cases still go unreported and there is still a world of violence that may never end.  I hope this story and others about surviving abuse can help readers in similar situations so we can continue the campaign against abuse that started when Gibbons wrote her first novel, Ellen Foster.
Praise for Kaye Gibbons and Ellen Foster

“Kaye Gibbons has a voice that will loll comfortably in a reader’s mind long after her tales have been told.”
         -- San Diego Union Tribune 
"A terrific book. . .The story of a redoubtable girl who overcomes adversity with humor, spunk, and determination."

                                                       -- Jonathan Yardley, Washington Post Book World
“This short novel focuses on Ellen’s strengths rather than her victimization, presenting a memorable heroine who rescues herself.”                              







-- Alice Hoffman, The New York Times 
"Ellen Foster is a Southern Holden Caulfield, tougher perhaps, as funny...A breathtaking first novel."







                                         -- Walker Percy 
Dear God, Let those colored men and my daddy forget about me being almost ripe like they says.  Let the whiskey drown out their thoughts of ‘mashin’ little girls why they still soft and let me get out of this house and find somewhere I don’t have to hide all the time.
Growing Tough in the ‘70’s
Kaye Gibbons wrote Ellen Foster, her first novel, when she was twenty-six years old and in college.  The story takes place approximately fourteen years earlier, at the same time she grew up—the 1970’s.  It was a period of tumultuous struggle, but also positive change that affected Gibbons as well as her title character.  

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 barred discrimination based on sex and race, and the Women’s Rights Movement took off soon after.  Betty Friedan galvanized the movement in 1963, when her book The Feminine Mystique was published and became a best-seller.  The book explicated the dissatisfaction of housewives who lived by an inflexible script written by society.  Three years later, Friedman founded the National Organization for Women (NOW), the largest women’s rights group in the U.S.  
With public attention on minority rights, particularly of women, marriage and family life were examined.  Women abused by husbands (or anyone) were encouraged to speak out.  The 1960’s was the first time in history domestic violence was made public.  Paralleling laws against mistreatment of women were those against mistreatment of their children, and by 1976, all states had laws mandating the reporting of suspected child abuse.

Until the 60’s, the only responsibility the government had for abused or neglected children was under animal cruelty laws.  In the case of harsh beatings, states would occasionally bring a child into custody, but such cases were rare.  During the 60’s and 70’s, though, people began to understand problems associated with physical, psychological, and sexual abuse of children as social activists involved the medical field, giving the issue immediate legitimacy.  

Foster care became an acceptable and important way of removing children from abusive homes.  Previously, adoption agencies openly discouraged placing children in foster homes because of how often they were moved from one home to another.  However, doctors provided an abundance literature on the importance of stable adults in children’s lives, prompting child care providers to work to find permanent foster homes for children.

Both Ellen and Gibbons left their homes to live with foster families after losing their parents and being passed around from one abusive family member to another.  Ellen Foster, both the novel and the narrator, are fictional.  But the story seems to be largely autobiographical; the monumental events of Gibbons’ childhood are almost identical to Ellen’s.  Gibbons’ mother committed suicide when she was ten by overdosing on medication, just like Ellen’s.  Both of their fathers were alcoholics, and the disease eventually killed them both.
Gibbons wrote Ellen Foster while at college in North Chapel Hill in North Carolina.  She was still facing questions about her own childhood, and through her first novel, she challenges figures who made life for young girls like her and Ellen—and the girls themselves—pretty tough.           
                      The  Southern Times             November 23, 1976
Latest Report of Child Abuse Investigation Underway
Copeville, SC: Ellen, an eleven-year-old whose last name is being kept confidential at this time, is the latest victim in the string of reported child abuse cases.  
     Sergeant Hank Moyer investigated Ellen’s house last night, calling it “a filthy environment for a child.”  
     Six men were in the house when police arrived, one of them Ellen’s father and another asleep on the kitchen floor; all were visibly intoxicated, as confirmed by police breathalyzers.      

     Police went to the house in response to a call from Susan Schermer, Ellen’s teacher.  Schermer called around 3:00 p.m. yesterday, she said, after witnessing a scene at their school.  
     She said Ellen’s father drove through a flowerbed and yelled at her through a window.  Schermer believes Ellen had run away from home and her father wanted to bring her back.
     “He was hollering and making a scene,” Shermer said.  “I’ve never noticed Ellen having any bruises, but with all the new mandates, teachers have to report what they see.”

     Schermer was referring to the recent legislation requiring those aware of child abuse to report it.  Teachers, other school officials, and doctors have been held especially accountable for reporting abuse since the law came into effect in 1976.   

     Police have not yet indicated whether or not Ellen’s father will be indicted on any charges.  He is currently in custody but no hard evidence of abuse has been confirmed.  So-called “filthy conditions” would not be terms for indictment.

     The man is one of almost 700,000 reported for abusing a child this year in the United States.  Since a national data bank was created more than five years ago to keep track of abuse data, that number has continually increased.  

My Family

By Ellen Foster

She sick and he drunk

He hates her so bad

He might throw a cup or a fork at her

But won’t touch her to leave a mark

She too limp and too sore

Bruised up the neck

Fresh out of hope

Home from the hospital with
New heart medicine

She took almost the whole goddamn bottle

She will not move

My heart can be the one that beats

Torture chamber

Worse all the time

The knife by his hand would make me quiet

Like a old monster zombie who was a girl awhile back

I would think of ways to kill my daddy 

Daddies are not supposed to be like that

Big wind-up toy of a man

Grunts and grabs at my ankles and misses
All I did was wish him dead real hard
He drank his own self to death

They both died tired of the wild crazy spinning

And lo and behold my mama’s mama 

With the kind of eyes that say 

Ha ha I got you now

I’d rather get on the chain gang than stay with her

But I do not control the clouds or the thunder

COURT ORDER


By order of the court of Copeville, South Carolina, Ellen is hereby in the custody of her mama’s mama, and is not permitted to live in the loving home of her art teacher.  By staying with her grandmother, Ellen will uphold the most important cornerstone of American society: family.

Mama’s Mama’s Rules

1. Work in the fields, picking cotton with the nigger slaves

2. Eat what I leave on a plate for you

3. Never shed another tear, especially for your dead daddy

4. Close your eyes when you wash me because they remind me of your old man

5. When I get sick, take care of me and don’t you dare let me die like you did your mama

God, it’s Ellen.  I think you musta forgot me since you hasn’t been able to help me much, and I know you got a lot to do God, but I wouldn’t be askin’ for help if I didn’t need it.  I need somewhere to go.  Now, it can’t be a home of someone in my family because I done tried that too many times.  I don’t know why but they think I killed my mama and they hate me.   I need somewhere to go where people don’t hate me.  I know I can’t be picky, God, but that lady with all them daughters two pews up looks like a good mama.  My friend at school told me they are the Foster family.  Maybe I could live with them and not hafta get screamed at by my mama’s mama no more.  
A Foster Mother’s Dream

Church.  Two rows back.  A pretty girl looks at me, tears rolling from her eyes.  Her skirt is too big and her hair is dirty.  She reaches a hand toward me, shaking.  Now on the doorstep ringing the bell.  In a dress this time.  It fits just right.  The door is stuck.  I can’t let her in.  Pull harder, let her in.  The dress twirls at the bottom as she turns to walk away.  She is gone.
God, I don’t know what you think about this or if you even listen anymore, but I got to worry about my own self now.  I got to do the living a person’s got to do.  I’m finding myself a new place to live, with or without your help and if it’s the wrong thing to do I sure am sorry, but anymore I got no way of knowing what’s right.

Lucky Dress
Green like the trees
On top

With a bow

Navy like the sky

Where it twirls when you spin.

It fits just right

With lace around the neck

That makes a face stand out
And makes any girl pretty.

You could wear that dress to church.
People might say

She looks like a princess or

Her mother must be proud. 

You could wear it to meet
Someone special--    
Someone who could change your life
For good.

Wherever it’s worn,

It is certain

Whoever finds the dress

Will also find good fortune.
                      The Southern Times          January 2, 1977
Features
Ellen Finds Home for Christmas

     Mary Plummer, a foster mother with five adopted daughters, said she received her best Christmas gift this year when her sixth showed up at her door.  11-year-old Ellen, in her finest green and blue dress, walked more than six miles to her new home.  She is the same girl who ran away from home seven months ago, leading police to accuse her father of abuse.
     Ellen’s father was released, though, and died weeks later of alcohol poisoning.  Her grandmother died too, after she was forced to live with her when both parents were gone.  Shortly after her grandmother’s funeral, Ellen was sent to live with her aunt, but according to Ellen, neither of them were happy with the arrangement.  
     “She doesn’t like me,” Ellen said.  “So when she told me to leave, I wasn’t surprised.  I just didn’t know she would kick me out on Christmas Day.”

     But Ellen had a plan in case something like this was to happen.  “I’ve seen the foster family in church and they seem nice, so I though I would come here and try to live,” she said.
     Ellen was not planning on a free stay though.  She offered Plummer a Ziplock bag of $166 that she had collected over the last three years.  Plummer, who Ellen calls her “New Mama,” said she is saving the money for Ellen when she gets older.

     Details are still being worked out as far as official custody being granted to Plummer by county courts, but Plummer says she is happy to have Ellen if she can stay.  “She’s a wonderful child, and somehow, after seeing her in church, I had a feeling she would come here.  I’m glad she did.  She’s been through a lot and deserves a loving home and family.”    
     As for Ellen, she is not getting her hopes up for fear of disappointment.  But for now, she has changed her name to match her most recent family’s.  For now, she’s going by Ellen Foster.

New Mama’s Rules

1. Everyone must go to church on Sundays unless you are sick

2. Everyone must share the pony so that each of you gets a turn
3. No TV until your homework is finished
4. When you are sad, let me know so I can rub your back or hold your hands until you feel better
January 15, 1977

Dear Diary,


The therapist said I should start this thing because it might help me.  I don’t know, but I like to write so I said OK.  He said I might write some poems like I like to but when I said can I write about how I use to want to kill my daddy he said maybe there was healthier ways to get better.  
I think he must be right because I don’t want to think about that so much anymore.  Sometime when I do I start shaking bad and my new mama holds my hands until it stops.  I don’t have to be scared anymore she says.  I think that’s right too.  I love my new home, where I can have my friends over to play and when I wake up in the morning I can lie in my bed and smell the biscuits baking downstairs.  I have my own room and I don’t have to pick cotton in the fields or scrounge up my own food.  New Mama gets the food here.  We have a pony named Dolphin and tomorrow is my day to ride him, so I’m going to go to bed early tonight to get plenty of rest.  
I can sleep good here, not having to worry about a big drunk man waking me up with a boot in my side or his friends hollering about what they do to girls like me.  I don’t worry about anyone yelling at me here.  New Mama doesn’t yell.  It’s different here.  Everyone is usually happy and we all get along better than anyone I ever lived with.  I even let one of the other girls wear my favorite dress to church last week.  
New Mama said that was nice and she would wash it so I can wear it next Sunday.  I think about how my life was before that dress and how lucky I am now.  I just don’t think it can get much better than this and even if I had to go through a lot to get here, I’m happy to be where I am right now.









Sincerely,









Ellen Foster 

Notes
Prayers: The paragraphs in italics are Ellen’s prayers.  They are the primary genre used to express Ellen’s desires, where her voice is the strongest, and one of the genres in which Ellen speaks honestly.  Ellen looses faith that her prayers are being heard, but represent hope that she has throughout the hardest part of her childhood.
Praise: These quotes were taken from the websites about the author recorded in the Bibliography.
Growing Tough in the ‘70’s: This expository piece puts the novel in context by explaining social and historical events taking place at the time it was written that relate to its themes.  It also gives events of Gibbons’ childhood as they parallel Ellen’s.  These explanations are intended to give readers a fuller understanding of how Gibbons developed her story and why her themes were important to her and readers at the time she was writing.

The Southern Times Hard News Story:  The first story of this fictional newspaper, which I created, is based off an event in the book—Ellen’s father coming to school.  I made up the teacher’s name, the city of Copeville, and the part about a police investigation.  The statistic and information in the last paragraph are factual, according to the source listed in the bibliography.

 My Family: This is a found poem that I wrote from phrases in the novel.  It’s function is to recreate the horror Ellen experienced when she lived with her parents, and also to explain how they died and how she ended up with her grandmother.
Court Order: Ellen was sent to live with her grandmother in the novel by orders of a judge.  I used this genre to point out the irony of his orders as well as the sometimes unfair rulings of a bureaucratic court system that affect innocent victims like Ellen. 

Rules: The first set of rules is from Ellen’s grandmother, and the second is from her new foster mother.  They point out the contrast between a spiteful family household and a loving home.

A Foster Mother’s Dream: A dream Ellen’s new mother has before she ever meets her.  I hope this piece points out the intuition this lady has, and shows her loving character as she worries about a child she knows nothing about.

The Southern Times Feature: This story explains how Ellen gets to her new home.  It is significant that she takes it on herself to go to the foster home, as it shows the determination that gets her through so many harsh experiences.  Everything here occurs in the book; the foster mother’s name, the date of the story, and the quotes are fictional.  
Dear Diary: I wanted to start a new genre at the end to symbolize that it is also a beginning.  The diary entry also explains the perks of Ellen’s new home and how much she appreciates her new and simple life.
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