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A Tumultuous Beginning 

J.D. Vance comes from a family of hillbillies from rural Kentucky. 

His grandparents, Mamaw and Papaw, married young and moved 

to Middletown, Ohio, to find work. Papaw's drinking created tension 

in their marriage, which became a model of dysfunction and 

domestic violence for their three children, Jimmy, Lori, and Bev, all 

of whom struggled in adolescence. Papaw and Mamaw divorced 

but remained close for the rest of their lives. Bev, although quite 

intelligent, got pregnant at the end of high school and never 

attended college. She married, but it was the first of many violent, 

failed relationships. The memoir recounts how J.D. grows up in 

Middletown, with his half sister Lindsay, his mother, and a series of 

men in his mother's life. His grandparents just down the road serve 

to shield him somewhat from the chaos of his mother's violence 

and unreliability. He enjoys frequent visits to the homes of his 

extended family in Jackson, Kentucky. Although his biological 

father placed him for adoption when he was in kindergarten and he 

is adopted by his mother's husband at the time, J.D. reconciles 

with his dad, Donald Bowman, when he is a little older. 

The Transitional Years 

After the death of his grandfather and his mother's entrance into 

rehab for drug addiction, J.D. relies more and more on his sister 

and grandmother. When Lindsay marries, J.D.'s mother forces him 

to live 45 minutes away from Middletown with a new stepfather 

and siblings. The turmoil impacts his education, and he nearly fails 

his first year of high school. Things improve, however, when he 
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moves in with his grandmother, who insists he work hard both in 

and outside of school. He starts to notice the problems in his 

community and the ways in which his neighbors contribute to their 

own suffering. 

 

A Bright Future 

J.D. scores well enough on the SAT to be admitted to Ohio State 

but chooses instead to enter the Marine Corps where he learns 

discipline and life skills. His pay in the military enables him to help 

his grandmother, and he relishes the opportunity to provide for her. 

However, she dies shortly after. J.D. is deployed to Iraq. At the end 

of his service, J.D. returns to attend Ohio State. He finishes in two 

years while working several part-time jobs. After living with his aunt 

for a year to save money, J.D. attends Yale Law School. His 

girlfriend, Usha, helps him navigate the very different culture at 

Yale, where he learns the importance of networking. His entire 

family attends his graduation—except for his mother, who 

continues to struggle with addiction. After graduation, J.D. marries 

Usha, and the two buy a home in Cincinnati. J.D. credits his 

grandparents and many others with helping him escape the traps 

of poverty that claim so many in his community. He believes 

hillbillies like himself need to take responsibility for their own 

destiny. 
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Hillbilly Elegy Plot Diagram 

 

Introduction 

1. The Vance family leaves Kentucky for Middletown, Ohio. 

Rising Action 

2. The Vance children struggle with negative behaviors at home. 

3. J.D. and Lindsay are raised in a chaotic family. 

4. J.D. nearly fails school but is saved by Mamaw. 

5. The Marines teach J.D. discipline and agency. 

6. After serving as a Marine, J.D. graduates from Ohio State. 

Climax 

7. J.D. graduates from Yale Law School. 
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Falling Action 

8. J.D. marries and changes his name. 

Resolution 

9. With a good job, wife, and home, J.D. achieves success. 

==================================================== 
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