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Echo Mountain by Lauren Wolk could be read as a love letter to a bygone era of American 

outdoorsmanship. Set around seventy years ago, it centres on Ellie, a young woman forced to care 

for her siblings when their father falls into a coma after an accident. Wolk describes in some detail the 

effort Ellie has to put into surviving in the American wilderness, for example the process of getting 

honey from bees by first lighting a fire to subdue them with smoke. The author takes some time over 

these explanations, so that it is clear that she has a great deal of affection for the area she has placed 

her characters in. Her writing is truly evocative of both the time and place that her book is set in: she 

uses short sentences, paragraphs and chapters, giving her prose a sharp directness so quintessential 

of both American writing and culture. Writers like Hemingway and Fitzgerald are brought to mind, 

while her first-person narrator has a distinct, authentically American voice reminiscent of Harper Lee's 

Scout. 

 

At the same time, it remains clear that this book is intended for children and adolescents. Nature and 

animals thus play a major theme. Not only does Ellie have a strong bond with her pet dogs for 

example, but Wolk describes at length how she interacts with the other animals her family own. We 

get a real sense of Ellie and her family existing within the landscape, which is innately American with 

it's rivers and mountains, bears and snakes. An adolescent reader would therefore identify with this 

character, no older than they are, being part of the landscape and knowing expertly how to live within 

it, having been taught by her father. 

 

Echo Mountain is thus a book about a child finding her place in the world, both in terms of the 

landscape and more generally. Ellie's family were forced to move to the mountain due to the financial 

crash of the 1930s. They were forced to adapt to their new life there, so the descriptions Wolk gives of 

the processes Ellie has to go through, for example to catch fish, are as new to her as they are to the 

reader. When Ellie dares to follow a path to the home of a mysterious woman, she is forced to 

overcome her misconceptions and prejudices: her exploration of the landscape is effectively her 

exploration of herself, as a young woman trying to deal with a new life on a mountain with a seriously 

ill father. In Ellie we can therefore read all our adolescent experiences of learning to adapt to a new 

life in a sometimes hostile, unfamiliar environment, exploring it, and ultimately prospering within it. 


