Wuthering Heights - Plot Summary 

In the late winter months of 1801 in the Yorkshire moors of Northern England a man named Lockwood rents a manor house called Thrushcross Grange in the isolated moor. Here, he meets his dour landlord, a dark and mysterious man about 40 named  Heathcliff, a wealthy man who lives in the ancient manor of Wuthering Heights, four miles away from the Grange. In this wild, stormy countryside, Lockwood asks his housekeeper, 43-year-old Ellen Dean – whom everyone in the region calls Nelly – to tell him the story of Heathcliff and the strange denizens of Wuthering Heights. Nelly consents, and Lockwood writes down his recollections of her tale in his diary; these written recollections form the main part of Wuthering Heights.

Nelly remembers her childhood. Forty-one years before, in 1760, as a young girl, she works as a servant at Wuthering Heights for the owner of the manor, Mr. Earnshaw, and his family. One day, Mr. Earnshaw travels to Liverpool on business and encounters a street waif, a dark-skinned boy abandoned by his parents. He speaks a strange language. Earnshaw cannot leave him behind. He returns with him to Wuthering Heights and raises the boy with his own children, calling him Heathcliff. At first, the Earnshaw children – a boy named Hindley and his younger sister Catherine – detest the dark-skinned Heathcliff. But Catherine quickly comes to love him, and the two soon grow inseparable, spending their days playing on the moors. After his wife’s death, Mr. Earnshaw grows to prefer Heathcliff to his own son, and when Hindley continues his cruelty to Heathcliff. But Hindley’s abuse of Heathcliff meets with severe censure if old Earnshaw witnesses it. As Nelly observes: “...twice, or thrice, Hindley's manifestations of scorn, while his father was near, roused the old man to a fury....” (chapter 5, pg.39) Mr. Earnshaw sends Hindley away to college, keeping Heathcliff nearby.

Also in the household are two servants, Joseph, a cranky old man, and Nelly Dean. Catherine resents Heathcliff at first, but in time warms to him. She is a happy, spirited, likable child–but full of the devil. Nelly says of her: „Certainly she had ways with her such as I never saw a child take up before; and she put all of us past our patience fifty times and oftener in a day: from the hour she came down-stairs till the hour she went to bed, we had not a minute's security that she wouldn't be in mischief. Her spirits were always at high-water mark, her tongue always going - singing, laughing, and plaguing everybody who would not do the same. A wild, wicked slip she was - but she had the bonniest eye, the sweetest smile, and lightest foot in the parish...“ (chapter 5, pg.41)
Three years later, Mr. Earnshaw dies, and Hindley inherits Wuthering Heights. He is now grown, about 20; Heathcliff and Cathy are just entering their adolescent years. Hindley returns with a wife, Frances, and immediately seeks revenge on Heathcliff. Once an orphan, later a pampered and favored son, Heathcliff now finds himself treated as a common laborer, forced to work in the fields, he must now live with the servants. Catherine, however – who has grown into a beautiful woman full of spirit – continues her close relationship with Heathcliff and, over the years, falls in love with him in spite of his reduced social status.  

One night they wander to Thrushcross Grange, hoping to tease Edgar and Isabella Linton, the cowardly, snobbish children who live there. Catherine is bitten by a bulldog and is forced to stay at the Grange to recuperate for five weeks, during which time Mrs. Linton works to make her a proper young lady. After becoming acquainted with the Linton children, Edgar and Isabella, she is captivated by Edgar’s aristocratic lifestyle and elegant trappings – and by his obvious interest in her. If she were his wife, she would have all that he has. When she returns to Wuthering Heights, she exhibits dignity, refinement, and good manners, taught her by the Lintons. Everyone except Heathcliff is pleased. He thinks her newfound social savoir-faire will put her out of his reach. Though she assures him that nothing has changed between them, she nevertheless cultivates her desire to be a woman of standing who lives like the Lintons and her relationship with Heathcliff grows more complicated. 

When Frances dies after giving birth to a baby boy named Hareton, Hindley descends into the depths of alcoholism, and behaves even more cruelly and abusively toward Heathcliff. 

Eventually, Catherine’s desire for social advancement prompts her to become engaged to Edgar Linton, despite her overpowering love for Heathcliff. Catherine – though now so passionately in love with Heathcliff that she: „My love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks beneath: a source of little visible delight, but necessary. Nelly, I am Heathcliff! He's always, always in my mind: not as a pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself, but as my own being.“ (chapter 9, pg.79) – confides to Nelly that she has decided to marry Edgar Linton, who has made it clear that he wants her, because it would be degrading to marry Heathcliff. Unfortunately, Heathcliff overhears the conversation and immediately abandons Wuthering Heights. Hindley has wronged him – and now Catherine. While running after him in the moors during a storm, Cathy falls ill with fever and recuperates at the Lintons. The fever infects Mr. and Mrs. Linton, and they die.   

With Heathcliff gone from the Heights, Catherine marries Edgar, and time passes peacefully and happily as marriage treats them kindly. But one day after three years, Heathcliff returns to the moors and moves into Wuthering Heights with Hindley, now an alcoholic, and Hareton. Heathcliff is cultured, educated, and wealthy, apparently having made his mark in business. He is also full of wrath and immediately sets about seeking revenge on all who have wronged him. Having come into a mysterious wealth, he deviously lends money to the drunken Hindley, knowing that Hindley will increase his debts and fall into deeper despondency. Then he acquires liens on Wuthering Heights and turns Hareton against Hindley. When Hindley – beaten down by alcoholism, debt, and Heathcliff – dies, Heathcliff inherits the manor

When Heathcliff visits Catherine and Edgar at Thrushcross Grange, his attentions to Catherine and to Edgar’s naive sister, Isabella, infuriate Edgar. Consequently, he and Heathcliff quarrel and become fierce enemies. Vengeful Heathcliff then persuades Isabella, who is taken by his dark good looks, to elope with him. He does not love Isabella; he wants only to spite Edgar and Catherine and to gain a potential legal interest in Thrushcross Grange by marrying Isabella. These events dispirit Catherine, who believes she is the root cause of all the conflict, and her health declines. To complicate matters, she is pregnant. Shortly after giving birth to a daughter – named after her mother –  Catherine dies. Heathcliff, overcome with grief, cannot let go and prays and begs her spirit to remain on Earth – she may take whatever form she will, she may haunt him, drive him mad – just as long as she does not leave him alone. In the meantime, Heathcliff abuses Isabella – he has loathed her from the day he met her – and she escapes and takes refuge near London. 
Heathcliff then sets himself to the task of raising Hindley’s son, Hareton. But he makes the boy a common laborer, treating the boy cruelly, as Hindley had once treated him. Hareton receives no schooling, no training for a respectable career. Consequently, he grows up ignorant, unloved. In London, Isabella bears Heathcliff’s child, named Linton after her family, and raises him to adolescence without ever telling him the identity of his father. After she dies, Edgar brings the boy to Thrushcross Grange, but Heathcliff – having the law on his side – claims Linton and takes him to Wuthering Heights. He is a sickly and ill-tempered boy, and Heathcliff despises him. He treats his sickly, whining son even more cruelly than he treated the boy’s mother. But he is thinking ahead. He will have use for the boy. 

Many years pass. Catherine´s daughter becomes an engaging child loved by all around her. During this time, Nelly Dean becomes her nanny and serves thirteen years at Thrushcross Grange. Young Catherine is beautiful and headstrong like her mother, but her temperament is modified by her father’s gentler influence. Cathy  grows up at the Grange with no knowledge of Wuthering Heights; one day, however, wandering through the moors, she discovers the manor, meets Hareton, and plays together with him. 
Three years later, Cathy meets Heathcliff on the moors, and makes a visit to Wuthering Heights to meet Linton. She and Linton begin a secret romance conducted entirely through letters. When Nelly destroys Catherine’s collection of letters, the girl begins sneaking out at night to spend time with her frail young lover, who asks her to come back and nurse him back to health. However, it quickly becomes apparent that Linton is pursuing Catherine only because Heathcliff is forcing him to; Heathcliff hopes that if Catherine marries Linton, his legal claim upon Thrushcross Grange – and his revenge upon Edgar Linton – will be complete. One day, as Edgar Linton grows ill and nears death, Heathcliff lures Nelly and Catherine back to Wuthering Heights, and holds them prisoner until Catherine marries Linton. Soon after the marriage, Edgar dies, and his death is quickly followed by the death of the sickly Linton. Heathcliff now controls both Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange. He also controls Hareton and young Cathy, who have no choice but to remain with him and the housekeeper, Zillah, at Wuthering Heights in order to survive. 
Heathcliff rents Thrushcross Grange to Lockwood (the visitor at the beginning of the story). Nelly’s story ends as she reaches the present. Lockwood, appalled, ends his tenancy at Thrushcross Grange and returns to London. However, six months later, he pays a visit to Nelly, However, six months later he returns and hears the rest of the story. 
Although Cathy originally mocked Hareton’s ignorance and illiteracy, she learns to tolerate Hareton and even teaches him lessons. In time, she grows to love Hareton as they live together at Wuthering Heights. Seeing the children together revives Heathcliff’s memory of his happy days with the elder Catherine. It is a memory that preoccupies him, robbing him of appetite and sleep. He becomes more and more obsessed with the memory of Catherine, to the extent that he begins speaking to her ghost.  Everything he sees reminds him of her. 
Eventually, shortly after a night spent walking on the moors he falls ill – perhaps desiring to die so he can reunite with Cathy – and softens his attitude toward Hareton and young Cathy. Then he informs Nelly that he plans to make a will. One day, she discovers him dead. A physician cannot determine the precise cause. He is buried near Catherine, according to the provisions of the will.  

Stories are told later about how people of the area see Heathcliff alone, or Heathcliff and Catherine together, walking on the moors. When Lockwood asks Nelly about young Catherine and Hareton, she reports that they now control Heathcliff’s properties and will marry on the next New Year’s Day, then live at Thrushcross Grange. At last, Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange are united and at peace-presumably. After hearing the end of the story, Lockwood goes to visit the graves of Catherine and Heathcliff. „I sought, and soon discovered, the three headstones on the slope next the moor: on middle one grey, and half buried in the heath; Edgar Linton's only harmonized by the turf and moss creeping up its foot; Heathcliff's still bare.“ (chapter 34, pg.315)
