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What people Say:
Will Byrnes

is both a tale of hope and a record of horror. We know from the first page of her book that Tara
Westover is a bright woman, a gifted writer with an impressive, poetic command of language. But
her early life offered no clue that she would become a Cambridge PhD or a brilliant memoirist. She
was the youngest of seven children born to Gene and Faye (not their real names) Westover,
fundamentalist, survivalist Mormons, in rural Idaho.
- image from her
The children constituted his workforce in Geneâ€™s scrapyard. Father was the law in their
household, but it was a rule informed as much by significant mental health issues as it was by his
ardent religious beliefs. In a less rural, less patriarchal, less religious community, theirs could easily
have been deemed an unsafe environment. The scrapyard was a particularly dangerous place.
Ruby Ridge had occurred when Tara was five, and fed her fatherâ€™s paranoia. Everyone had to
have head-for-the-hills bags for when the government, Deep State, Illuminati, choose your own
boogeyman, would come for them. He had a profound distrust of the medical profession, believing
that doctors were agents of Satan, intent on doing harm. He saw the herbalism Faye practiced as
the only true, righteous treatment for oneâ€™s ills, calling her products â€œgodâ€™s pharmacy.â€•
And he practiced what he preached, for himself as well as for his children, even after suffering a
devastating injury. Maybe not an ideal way to make sure your kids reach adulthood in one piece.
- image from Westoverâ€™s site
Home schooling was also less than idyllic, with momâ€™s attention spread not only over seven
children but to her work as an herbalist and later, in addition, a midwife. Luke had a learning
disability, frustrating mom, who really had hoped to educate them all. Dad undermined this, dragging
the kids out to do chores and learn
skills. Eventually mom gave up. Education consisted of Faye dropping them at the Carnegie Library
in town, where they could read whatever they wanted. Dad rustled the boys at 7am, but Tyler, who
had an affinity for math, would often remain inside, studying, until dad dragged him out.
Successful schooling or not, Tara acquired a desire for and love of learning. Tyler, a black sheep,
not only loved books but music, as well. This was a major tonic for Tara, who was smitten with the
classical and choral music her brother would play on his boom box. Not only did she find a love for
music, but she discovered that she has a gift for singing. Being a part (often the star) of the town
musical productions gave her greater contact with peers outside her family than she had ever had
before. It formed one pillar of her desire to go to school, to college, to study music. (I included a link
in EXTRA STUFF to a music video in which she sings lead, so you can hear for yourself.)
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At age seventeen, Tara Westover attended her first school class, at BYU, clueless about much of
what was common knowledge for everyone else, resulting in her asking a question in class about a
word everyone, I mean everyone, knows. Oopsy.
Her intellectual broadening and education forms one powerful thread in her story. How her natural
curiosity emerged, was nurtured, discouraged, and ultimately triumphed. The other thread consists
of the personal, emotional, psychological, religious, and cultural challenges she had to overcome to
become her own person.

Bill Gates

Iâ€™ve always prided myself on my ability to teach myself things. Whenever I donâ€™t know a lot
about something, Iâ€™ll read a textbook or watch an online course until I do.
I thought I was pretty good at teaching myselfâ€”until I read Tara Westoverâ€™s memoir
. Her ability to learn on her own blows mine right out of the water. I was thrilled to sit down with her
recently to talk about the book.
Tara was raised in a Mormon survivalist home in rural Idaho. Her dad had very non-mainstream
views about
Iâ€™ve always prided myself on my ability to teach myself things. Whenever I donâ€™t know a lot
about something, Iâ€™ll read a textbook or watch an online course until I do.
I thought I was pretty good at teaching myselfâ€”until I read Tara Westoverâ€™s memoir
. Her ability to learn on her own blows mine right out of the water. I was thrilled to sit down with her
recently to talk about the book.
Tara was raised in a Mormon survivalist home in rural Idaho. Her dad had very non-mainstream
views about the government. He believed doomsday was coming, and that the family should interact
with the health and education systems as little as possible. As a result, she didnâ€™t step foot in a
classroom until she was 17, and major medical crises went untreated (her mother suffered a brain
injury in a car accident and never fully recovered).
Because Tara and her six siblings worked at their fatherâ€™s junkyard from a young age, none of
them received any kind of proper homeschooling. She had to teach herself algebra and trigonometry
and self-studied for the ACT, which she did well enough on to gain admission to Brigham Young
University. Eventually, she earned her doctorate in intellectual history from Cambridge University.
(Full disclosure: she was a Gates Scholar, which I didnâ€™t even know until I reached that part of
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the book.)
is an amazing story, and I get why itâ€™s spent so much time on the top of the

Angela M

Difficult to read. Impossible to put down. A powerful, powerful book that you shouldnâ€™t miss. I
canâ€™t just leave it at that because Tara Westoverâ€™s story deserves more than those few
words. I donâ€™t often read memoirs, but when I do I want them to be told by extraordinary people
who have a meaningful story to tell and that would be faint praise for this book. It sounds odd to say
how beautifully written this is because we are not spared of the ugly details of what this family was
about, but yet i
Difficult to read. Impossible to put down. A powerful, powerful book that you shouldnâ€™t miss. I
canâ€™t just leave it at that because Tara Westoverâ€™s story deserves more than those few
words. I donâ€™t often read memoirs, but when I do I want them to be told by extraordinary people
who have a meaningful story to tell and that would be faint praise for this book. It sounds odd to say
how beautifully written this is because we are not spared of the ugly details of what this family was
about, but yet it is beautifully written. I had to remind myself at times that I wasnâ€™t reading a gritty
novel, that Tara and her family were real as I got more than just a glimpse of a life that was hard for
me to even imagine.
A religious fanatic father, hoarding food and guns and bullets and keeping his family off the radar,
not filing for birth certificates, not getting medical attention when they needed it, avoiding the
government, the feds at all cost , keeping his children out of school, the paranoia, the preparation for
the â€œDays of Abominationâ€• - this is what we find in this place on a mountain in Idaho. There
are horrible accidents and he wonâ€™t get medical help for his family. Her motherâ€™s healing
herbs and tinctures are used to treat the slightest scrape to the most horrible head injury or burns
from gasoline to an explosion. If some thing bad happens it because thatâ€™s the will of the Lord.
Her mother seems at times more sympathetic to her children, but she is complicit by her
subservience to her husband. I donâ€™t even know how to describe it other than gut wrenching to
see the effects on this family of neglect in the name of religious beliefs and in reality mental illness. It
isnâ€™t just her father but the brutality by one of her brotherâ€™s which is more than awful and
creates rifts between family members,
That she was bold enough and somehow found the will to rise above it all while she is torn with the
sense of duty, of loyalty to her family, the ingrained beliefs, still loving her family is miraculous.
Going to college was the first time sheâ€™d been in a classroom, not knowing what the Holocaust
was, learning about slavery, the depression, WWII, the civil rights movement. She doesnâ€™t just
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get a college education but ultimately a PhD from Cambridge, a Harvard fellowship. She struggles
for years to discover who she was, who she could be - a scholar, a writer, an independent woman.
This is a stunning, awe inspiring story that will haunt the reader long after the book ends.
Thank you to Tara Westover for sharing yourself with us. I received an advanced copy of this book
from Random House through NetGalley. Thanks to my friend Diane for bringing this book to my
attention. Without her review I might have missed this.

Emily May

What an interesting fantasy novel.
I'm kidding.
I think.
Some parts of this
seem farfetched, such as how an uneducated mountain wildgirl clicked her heels together,
magicked up thousands of dollars (yeah, yeah, scholarships don't cover everything, you know), and
went on to some of the world's most prestigious higher education centres. Intelligence is not the
main thing required to attend Harvard or Cambridge; being able to pass exams and perform the
system's dance is. Someone without formal ed
What an interesting fantasy novel.
I'm kidding.
I think.
Some parts of this
seem farfetched, such as how an uneducated mountain wildgirl clicked her heels together,
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magicked up thousands of dollars (yeah, yeah, scholarships don't cover everything, you know), and
went on to some of the world's most prestigious higher education centres. Intelligence is not the
main thing required to attend Harvard or Cambridge; being able to pass exams and perform the
system's dance is. Someone without formal education should have no idea how to do that.

Marialyce

2 stars and I know, I am an outlier.
I have been born with a gene called the "doubting Thomas" gene. It has made me very leery of
trusting and believing a lot of things and unfortunately this gene kicked in big time in this story billed
as a memoir.
While I do believe that the things described by Tara Westover might have happened, I also have to
think that this was a book of childhood memories. Sometimes, as children, we distort the truth, and
sometimes grown to adulthood we only remember fragment
2 stars and I know, I am an outlier.
I have been born with a gene called the "doubting Thomas" gene. It has made me very leery of
trusting and believing a lot of things and unfortunately this gene kicked in big time in this story billed
as a memoir.
While I do believe that the things described by Tara Westover might have happened, I also have to
think that this was a book of childhood memories. Sometimes, as children, we distort the truth, and
sometimes grown to adulthood we only remember fragments of what happened and when
confronted by others realize our memory was somewhat faulty.
There are actually quite a few things I just could not wrap my hands around in this story. For one,
being a former teacher and having had the pleasure of teaching many gifted and brilliant students, I
just could not see what, with the quantum lapses in Tara's education, how she could possibly have
made it into both a fairly prestigious college and then onto the highest level of university in England.
Learning builds upon itself and being a former math teacher, I can say that if one only
had the rudimentary knowledge of the four simple math functions, that going onto higher level math
would be virtually impossible. Was it possible that her early education being home schooled was not
as lacking as she described it to be?
The next issue I had was that of the number of injuries incurred by she and her brothers and her
mother just snapping her fingers, using essential oils and other agents and then recovery occurred.
Granted, I am not a medical professional, but the incidents described in one or two particular cases
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was life threatening and yet these techniques done by the mother worked? I know I still blame it on
my doubting Thomas gene. I do also have a belief in both holistic and regular medicine being a
partnership in the healing process.
Next up for me, was Tara's ability to obtain somehow the finances to attend college and then to
travel overseas to England and back. Yes, I do know that she was awarded scholarships but what
about the incidentals, travel, food not provided in school. Did she live like a hermit and never leave
the confines of the school she was attending? From her writing, we know that is not true.
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