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How Holes Changed My Life

Let’s start with a bang.

Holes is perfect. There’s not, in my humble opinion, a finer book ever written. For any age group.

It’s a big statement, I know, but you know what? I can go one better.

You see, Holes changed my life.

I didn’t read it when I was ten. Nor was I eleven, twelve or thirteen. I was twenty-six.

I was twenty-six and had no idea which direction to go in life. I found being an adult difficult. I wasn’t much of a reader. All I knew was that I had to pay the bills, and a temporary job in the children’s section of a bookshop would just about manage that.

It was there that my boss told me to read Holes. ‘Read it,’ she smiled knowingly, ‘then push it into customers’ hands.’

That was it: my light-bulb moment. I fell under Louis Sachar’s spell and haven’t emerged since.

So where do I start, in order to explain why … ?

Well, for starters, it’s short. Two hundred and thirty-two and a half pages, YET it covers well over a century of history. It jumps forwards and backwards time and again without ever being confusing, and at the same time, it’s impossible to categorise. In fact, Holes is genuinely genre-BUSTING.

It’s a crime book, it’s a mystery book, it’s a murder book. It’s a comedy, a drama, a family saga and a love story, all at the same time, often on the same page. It tackles themes so meaty that even Shakespeare would be jealous: crime, punishment, curses, revenge, retribution, redemption … the list could go on and on, but in the space I have left, I’d like to pay homage to the characters.

Is there a finer, more relatable, more loveable hero ever invented than Stanley Yelnats (you’ll never guess what my youngest son is called)? The answer … is no, but it’s not all about Stanley. It’s the supporting cast of wonderful rogues at Camp Green Lake that elevates it still further.

They are in part responsible for a fascination with underdogs that has followed me ever since. Take their names for goodness sake, they SCREAM underdog: Armpit, Squid, Barf Bag, Zero.

With names like that, how could we expect them ever to amount to any good? But they do. And then some. We root for them, laugh with them and cheer them on when they become such a big part in Stanley’s adventure. The only downside is that ultimately we have to leave them behind as we finish the book.

So I don’t. I read it often. There isn’t a book in my life that I’ve read more times than Holes, or a book I talk more about. Twenty-two years on from my first introduction to it, I’m now a writer for children. I’ve published twenty-five books and speak in schools as often as I can, but I never, EVER leave those places without holding up my battered copy of this masterpiece: without telling them what it means to me, what I’ve told you above.

So, whether this is your first reading of Holes or your fifty-first, I can only say this: you are so very, very … lucky.

Phil Earle

Author of When the Sky Falls

April 2023



 Part One You Are Entering Camp Green Lake



1

 There is no lake at Camp Green Lake. There once was a very large lake here, the largest lake in Texas. That was over a hundred years ago. Now it is just a dry, flat wasteland.

 There used to be a town of Green Lake as well. The town shriveled and dried up along with the lake, and the people who lived there.

 During the summer the daytime temperature hovers around ninety-five degrees in the shade—if you can find any shade. There’s not much shade in a big dry lake.

 The only trees are two old oaks on the eastern edge of the “lake.” A hammock is stretched between the two trees, and a log cabin stands behind that.

 The campers are forbidden to lie in the hammock. It belongs to the Warden. The Warden owns the shade.

 Out on the lake, rattlesnakes and scorpions find shade under rocks and in the holes dug by the campers.

 Here’s a good rule to remember about rattlesnakes and scorpions: If you don’t bother them, they won’t bother you.

 Usually.

 Being bitten by a scorpion or even a rattlesnake is not the worst thing that can happen to you. You won’t die.

 Usually.

 Sometimes a camper will try to be bitten by a scorpion, or even a small rattlesnake. Then he will get to spend a day or two recovering in his tent, instead of having to dig a hole out on the lake.

 But you don’t want to be bitten by a yellow-spotted lizard. That’s the worst thing that can happen to you. You will die a slow and painful death.

 Always.

 If you get bitten by a yellow-spotted lizard, you might as well go into the shade of the oak trees and lie in the hammock.

 There is nothing anyone can do to you anymore.
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 The reader is probably asking: Why would anyone go to Camp Green Lake?

 Most campers weren’t given a choice. Camp Green Lake is a camp for bad boys.

 If you take a bad boy and make him dig a hole every day in the hot sun, it will turn him into a good boy.

 That was what some people thought.

 Stanley Yelnats was given a choice. The judge said, “You may go to jail, or you may go to Camp Green Lake.”

 Stanley was from a poor family. He had never been to camp before.
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