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Best. Movie. Year. Ever. How 1999 Blew Up the Big Screen by Brian Raftery 
It’s 1999. The U.S. is between the two Gulf wars. We’re approaching the end of the millennium. Y2K has 
some people on edge, but tech stocks are on a roll. The internet has not yet changed everything, but 
everyone understands it will. 9/11 is unimaginable. Television is still fairly uninteresting and predictable 
compared to the big screen. Something about this mix made it a great petri dish for film.  
 I heard about this book in an interview with Rafferty on The Gist podcast, and I was skeptical. 
After all, 1939 is traditionally accepted as the best movie year in history. Gone With the Wind, The 
Wizard of Oz, Stagecoach, Mr. Smith Goes to Washington. But when he started to name the movies of 
1999, I couldn’t believe the list.  
 The Matrix, American Beauty, Fight Club, Election, Magnolia, The Blair Witch Project, Office 
Space, Run Lola Run, The Sixth Sense, Eyes Wide Shut, American Pie, Rushmore, The Virgin Suicides, 
Being John Malkovich, Three Kings. 

 That’s a phenomenal lineup of game-changing, genre-bending, influential films. In 1999, I was 
still watching at least a movie a week. I saw a lot of these movies in the theater, and I walked out of 
more than one of them slack-jawed: The Matrix, Fight Club, Blair Witch, American Beauty, Run Lola Run, 
Eyes Wide Shut. These were mind-blowing films, each in a different way.  
 In 1999, the studios were taking risks. They weren’t just adding the next film in a proven 
franchise like today. They could afford to take a chance on the Wachowski (then) brothers who had an 
incredible storyboard for a film about some weird alternate universe in the computer. After Boogie 
Nights, they basically gave Paul Thomas Anderson a blank check to make his three-hour melodrama that 
ended in an unexplained storm of frogs. If Fight Club were released today, it would be banned as left-
wing terrorism propaganda.  

And audiences were awesome too, taking risks on bold movies and keeping secrets. I remember 
standing in line outside a Chicago theater to get into The Blair Witch Project, arguing with someone over 
whether the film was fiction or documentary and if the cast had actually died in the woods. Most 
everyone I know managed to see The Sixth Sense without having some bozo spoil the end beforehand.  
 Many of these films did not do well at the box office but gained cultural significance in the 
decades to follow. Looking back, some of them seem downright prescient. Fight Club’s critique of 
consumer culture rings even more true today. Hillary Clinton embodied a grown-up Tracy Flick. Boys 
Don’t Cry told a brave story about gender identity that would be relevant as a 2019 release. And nothing 
captured the inanity and insanity of corporate culture better than Office Space, which only became 
popular in its post-theater life.  
 This book is an awesome romp through an awesome year in movies. I’m sold on 1999 as the 
greatest film year ever, but I actually think this book could become a series. I’d love to read one on 1994 
(Pulp Fiction, Forrest Gump, Shawshank Redemption, Natural Born Killers, The Lion King, Clerks). Rafferty 
conducted dozens of interviews with the writers, directors, actors and producers behind the films, so 
the book is more than a critic’s take. It’s a slice of very rich film history, including some never-before-
told stories, and with the benefit of two decades of hindsight. I’m glad I was at the right age to see so 
many of these films when they came out. Many of them remain favorites, and it was fun to spend more 
time with them.  
 
 
  



The Tao of Bill Murray: Real-Life stories of Joy, Enlightenment and Party Crashing by Gavin Edwards 
If you don’t love Bill Murray, you can stop reading.  And you might as well turn in your America card and 
move to North Korea where they don’t value funny stuff. Meatballs, Caddyshack, Stripes, Ghostbusters, 
Groundhog Day, Kingpin, Rushmore, The Royal Tenenbaums, Broken Flowers, Lost in Translation, 
Moonrise Kingdom, St. Vincent…No matter how you rank them, #10 on a list of top Bill Murray movies 
would still be an excellent movie.  

Part of this book is about that—a full Bill Murray filmography, with a short review of each film. 
But the bulk of the book is dedicated to the dozens of stories collected from friends, actors, directors, 
and random people who have had a Bill Murray experience. Often this means Bill randomly dropping in 
on their lives, create an unforgettable moment, then disappearing (sometimes with the warning, “No 
one will ever believe you.”).  

Betty Thomas, film director and former Second City cast member with Bill, described him as 
having a “charming assholeness.” It’s true—if it were any other person, he’d be getting punched out or 
thrown in jail more often. But it’s hard not to laugh. And beyond a good joke, Bill seeks opportunities to 
wake people up, to turn a mundane, forgettable moment into something they will remember forever. 

This is what I love most about these Murray stories. If comedy is a gift from the performer to the 
audience, what Bill does transcends comedy. He recognizes that he has a special ability to bring joy to 
people’s lives in a way that feels surreal, almost magical. One friend likens him to Santa Claus in that 
way. On the screen, he’s a familiar, beloved face. On the street, he’s mythological.  
Here are a few of my favorite stories:  

• Bill walking down the street telling a random passerby, “Look out! There’s a lobster loose!”  

• Bill using a book of “Japanese for lovers” as his go-to translation book for interactions while in 
Japan, asking the sushi chef, “Do your parents know about me?” or telling a stranger, “I don’t 
really love you anymore, so I’m going to change my phone number.”  

• Guest announcing the Cubs game and betting his fellow commentator a case of beer that Rick 
Sutcliffe—the Cubs pitcher—would steal second after making first. Word got down to Sutcliffe 
that Bill had a case of beer on him, so the next pitch he took off. Sutcliffe, slow even by pitcher 
standards, had not even attempted a stolen base in ten seasons. But with Bill’s faith behind him, 
he somehow made it.  

• As co-owner of the minor-league baseball team, the St. Paul Saints, Bill’s signature move every 
time he was asked to throw out the first pitch was to chuck it over the grandstand and out of 
the park.  

• Throwing multiple elderly ladies into sand bunkers at the Pebble Beach Pro-Am.  

• Showing up at a wine store in a torrential downpour on a scooter wearing the actual helmet Evel 
Knievel had worn when he jumped the Snake River.  

• At Soldier Field, after the Grateful Dead’s final show, Bill stuck around for hours to help the 
grounds crew clean the place (he’s also been known to lug around equipment with the grips on 
sets of his films).  

• On the set of Broken Flowers, Bill left the set, walked across the street and let himself into one 
of the neighboring houses. He didn’t knock, just walked in. A few minutes later, he walked out 
with a plate of cookies the occupants had given him and shared them with the crew.  

• Bill appears as a cameo in Dumb and Dumber To. But he’s in a full-body hazmat suit and gas 
mask, so he’s hardly recognizable. When asked by the directors what he wanted to be paid for 
his work, he said he only wanted the two beds with crustacean headboards that had been used 
in one of the scenes.  

• On “Bill Murray Day,” a new holiday invented by the Toronto Film Festival in 2014, Bill was doing 
a Q&A. For the last question, he called on a guy in a Ghostbusters costume. The dude asked 
what it was like to be Bill Murray. A throwaway question, but Bill took advantage of it to deliver 
an answer that gets to the core of who he is. He asked everyone in the crowd to answer, “What 
does it feel like to be you?” 
 



Just think about how much you weigh. This is a thing I like to do with 
myself when I get lost, when I get feeling funny…if you can feel that 
weight in your body, if you can come back into the most personal 
identification—which is, I am, this is me now, here I am right now, 
this is me now—then you don’t feel like you have to leave and be 
over there, or look over there. And you don’t feel like you have to 
rush off and be somewhere. There’s just a wonderful sense of well-
being that begins to circulate up and down, from your top to your 
bottom, up and down your spine. And you feel something that makes 
you almost want to smile. It makes you almost want to feel good. It 
makes you want to feel like you could embrace yourself.  

So what’s it like to be me? Ask yourself: “What’s it like to 
be me?” The only way we’ll ever know what it’s like to be you is if 
you work your best at being you as often as you can—and keep 
reminding yourself that’s where home is. That’s where home is. 

 
 
 
The Age of American Unreason in a Culture of Lies by Susan Jacoby 
This book opens with a quote from Thomas Jefferson: “If a nation expects to be ignorant and free, in a 
state of civilization, it expects what never was and will never be.” Knowledge isn’t just about being 
smart. It’s the underpinning of a functioning democratic society.  
 Plenty of recent studies, articles and books have decried and given reasons for the rising 
ignorance in America. Here, Jacoby describes this confluence of forces—institutional failings, ideological 
zealotry, media technology, etc.—some reaching back centuries, some just years, that contribute to a 
dangerous rise in anti-rationalism, anti-intellectualism and anti-elitism in the United States. 
 She notes that this isn’t something specific to the Age of Trump. Rather the election of Donald 
Trump is symptomatic of this anti-intellectual age. He was a “part of a recognizable pattern rather than 
an aberration.” His declaration at the Nevada Republican primary that, “I love the poorly educated,” was 
just a more blatant form of what politicians have been doing for decades—adopting an “aw-gee-shucks, 
I’m just an ordinary person like you” folksiness. It’s, as everyone knows, complete bullshit. Trump may 
not be intellectually elite, but he’s no peanut farmer.  
 Anti-intellectualism is just another form of identity politics. By definition, the majority of people 
are not elite. But “elite” has become, at lease in politics, a slander. “Elite” is synonymous with egg-
headed. Privileged. Out of touch. Not like us. We want our brain surgeon to be elite. We want our 
athletes to be elite. Yet, for some reason, when it comes to who will run our country, Americans want 
“someone you’d want to have a beer with.” When Trump says, “I love the poorly educated,” he’s 
embracing one of the key problems in the U.S. today—our failing education system—and turning it into 
an identifier. He’s not saying, “everyone should have access to good education and I have a plan.” 
Rather, he’s saying, “It’s great to have uneducated people like you. It’s something to be proud of. Screw 
those smart people.” It’s not just that he has support among an uneducated base. He literally appeals to 
them as uneducated by name. 
 Jacoby’s topic is broader than politics. It’s about how we regard expertise, how we think of 
education, how we consider views that contradict our own, how we value the institutions that teach us 
about the world (e.g. our texts, our schools, our media). Many Americans no longer value the opinions 
of experts (see climate change). They speak of the “ivory towers” of academia as if universities are 
breeding idiots (because what could a person who’s spent a decade studying a subject possibly know 
about that subject?). Our textbooks and curriculums and news media—everything that helps us 
understand how the world works—have become battlegrounds for political and religious zealots. We 
only believe facts that confirm what we already believe. We opt for entertainment over actual learning. 
Our media strives for moral outrage and entertainment over accurate information. Everything that an 



educated populace depends on is currently being eroded by our cultural tribalism, our economic system 
and our technology. 
 In order for us to have constructive conversations about how to fix our problems, we have to 
have a baseline of facts. An agreed-upon reality as a starting point. We don’t. Instead, we have a bunch 
of people who dismiss information as “fake news” if it doesn’t confirm what they already believe. This 
could be called “political bias.” But when it comes to facts, it’s more accurate to call it willful ignorance. 
When you have a President, or media, or internet chat groups, or whatever, telling people things that 
are flat-out false, then those purveyors of falsehood are literally making people stupid. 
 Although her politics are evident, Jacoby covers topics from both sides of the political spectrum, 
calling out anti-vaxxers and New Age crystal wearers, universities that create “safe spaces” (i.e. 
protecting students from “dangerous” ideas), and conspiracy theorists of all stripes. She covers the rise 
of fundamentalist religions and junk science (e.g. Social Darwinism). The rise of am talk radio, which 
later became the politicized TV news media, which later became the wasteland of misinformation 
websites and social media.  
 Jacoby strikes an elitist tone (ironically) and weakens her point when she delves into the arts. 
Not everyone needs to read high literature or watch art house films. It’s okay if most Americans prefer 
America’s Got Talent to Jeopardy or Harry Potter to Infinite Jest. These are matters of aesthetics and 
preference. And yes, maybe they signal a preference for light entertainment, but it seems relatively 
harmless. Likewise, her criticism of the study of pop culture (like Friday the 13th or Stephen King) ignores 
the clear value such studies might have for a future film director or fiction critic. She also seems like a 
closed-minded luddite when she dismisses video games and other technology, as if there are no 
examples of educational games or people empowered by technology. But overall, her points are solid 
(and unsettling).  
 This book was originally released in 2008. At the time, The New York Times wrote “there are few 
subjects more timely.” It was updated and re-released last year, having become only more timely over 
the ensuing decade. This is not an elitist screed. It doesn’t denigrate the uneducated. But it does make a 
compelling and important case that the ongoing attack on education, rationalism, intellectualism and 
expertise are an existential threat to the foundations of our democracy.  
  
  
Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community by Robert D. Putnam 
I had this book on my shelf for 15 years and finally decided to tackle it. It’s an important (if controversial) 
book, an exhaustive study of the decline of civic engagement of Americans from 1950 to 2000. It might 
be viewed as a precursor to the current fragmentation of our society, describing the disengagement that 
preceded our current polarization. As the interpersonal connections that bind our communities together 
dissolve, our tendency to see people we disagree with as “other” increases.   
 Putnam uses the example of bowling leagues for the title, but his research includes many other 
forms of social groups: churches, scouts, little league sports, volunteer groups, bridge clubs, social clubs 
like the Elks, etc. In nearly every instance, he finds declining engagement.  

The gravity of this problem is hard to understate. Dense networks of social interaction build 
trust, and societies rich in social capital are more vigorous, efficient, productive and healthy. Putnam 
argues that from a societal perspective, the weak social ties created by civic and social organizations are 
even more valuable than the strong ties of family or close friends. Weak ties connect people to others 
who are less like themselves, building social networks that often transcend ethnicity, religion or political 
beliefs. These strong networks destroy division, prejudice and the other sinister “isms.” 

The root cause for the breakdown of civic engagement? Putnam argues it was partly due to the 
migration from urban centers to the burbs, but mainly because of TV video games, those old 
boogiemen. He argues that as those mediums became more isolating, as single-TV household became 
the TV-in-everyone’s-bedroom households, the social connections suffered.   

One might contend that, since 2000, the trend of isolating media has gotten even worse. While 
technology can play a unifying role, allowing communities to connect across geography, this benefit 



hardly offsets the isolating effect of the distraction device in everyone’s pocket. We live in a world 
where there’s no need for social engagement on the bus, in the elevator, even at some dinner tables.  
 The question I kept asking as I read this: At 18 years old, how well does it still hold up? Has 
technology made it worse? Or has social media made a positive impact (wishful thinking, maybe)? 
Making a sweeping generalization, millennials seem to be a pretty social generation—have they 
reversed the trend? What about the re-urbanization of America? 
 In 2010, Putnam published a follow-up paper with Thomas Sander. They found that, indeed, 
there has been a reversal in the trend. However, they point to as singular event as the turning point—
9/11. The terrorist attacks had a unifying effect on the nation, but the optimism and call to civic 
engagement were more lasting for those in their adolescence (or younger) in 2001. The “9/11 
Generation,” as the authors call them, “seem to grasp their civic and mutual responsibilities far more 
firmly than do their parents.”  

However, Putnam and Sander also note a divide between “upper-middle-class young white 
people and their less affluent counterparts,” who aren’t experiencing the same “fundamental promise 
of American life.” They warn, presciently: “If the United States is to avoid becoming two nations, it must 
find ways to expand the post-9/11 resurgence of civic and social engagement beyond the ranks of 
affluent white people.” This was 2010. Unfortunately, it seems they may have been right.   

This is a book about a piece of research. It’s 18 years old now, and we’ve gone through at least 
three pivotal moments since—9/11, the recession, and the 2016 election. So it’s relevance is rapidly 
diminishing. And while it’s a readable book, it’s also exhaustive. I’m not sure I’d recommend reading the 
entire book. For most people interested, a synopsis of the findings is probably enough.  

 
 
Appalachian Reckoning: A Region Responds to Hillbilly Elegy, ed. by Anthony Harkins and Meredith 
McCarroll 
Like many reviewers, I included JD Vance’s bestselling memoir, Hillbilly Elegy, on my best of 2016 list. I 
wrote that it is “about the collapse of mid-size middle American towns and the desperation of white, 
working-class America. It’s about a loss of hope, a shift in values, a disintegration of crucial support 
systems—family structures and social networks. It is an empathetic yet harshly critical examination of 
working-class whites from someone who grew up and out of that world.” 

Vance’s empathetic portrayal of the people of the region, particularly in the heat of the 2016 
election aftermath, left me feeling like he’d shed some light onto the question many of us were asking at 
the time—WTF, America? 
               However, I did have a few reservations about Vance’s ultimate conclusions: 
  

It’s clear that these are real problems, and that they’re getting worse. But 
it’s less clear what the solution is. [Vance’s] message that poor white folks 
need to “buck up and take responsibility” will do no more than when an 
African American commentator says the same of failing inner city black 
communities. Yes, a strong nuclear family is key to success, and that cannot 
be legislated…But it is also true that families fail en masse in response to 
economic collapse and the societal ills that come with it. It may not be a 
government program, per se, but there needs to be change in economy, 
education and opportunity so that hope can be realized. A revitalization of 
community will be required, and that relies on more than just a plucky 
attitude, determination and hope. 

  
But in general, I had a fairly positive reaction to the book. So when I came across Appalachian Reckoning 
at the library, I was curious. A whole book to rebuttal Vance’s memoir? Had I missed something in 
Hillbilly Elegy? Had I misread something?  
               Part I of this book includes essays that consider Hillbilly Elegy through sociological, economic 
and historical academic research, followed by essays that contain more personal reflections. The essays 
in Part II do not directly address the book but provide a “snapshot of a place that is at once progressive, 



haunted, depressed, beautiful, and culturally and spiritually rich.” Throughout, the essays are 
interspersed with poems and photographs. 
               Hillbilly Elegy is billed as a memoir, but it goes beyond that. As he delivers his personal narrative, 
Vance extrapolates from his experience to the broader Appalachian culture, making some striking 
generalizations. With little research beyond his anecdotal evidence, he diagnoses the degeneration of 
the region as a cultural problem and prescribes a general remedy of personal responsibility. While 
nobody calls into question Vance’s personal story, many of the authors in this collection level cutting 
critiques of where he goes from there.  
               The authors in Part I, all from or experts on Appalachia, are the most critical of Vance’s memoir. 
They take three primary lines of attack:  1) Rejection of Vance’s authority as a (some would say, in the 
aftermath of the book, the) voice of the region, 2) objections to Vance’s generalizations about 
Appalachian culture based on narrow experience, 3) repudiation of Vance’s Reagan-era solutions to the 
ills of the region. 
  
You’re Not One Of Us  When I read Hillbilly Elegy, I didn’t question Vance’s authority as a member of the 
Appalachian community. In fact, I wrote: “Only someone raised in such an environment can level such a 
critique. Imagine an outsider being so critical of any group. He is flat-out attacking their fundamental 
character. It makes me uneasy. But this is his group, his people, so he has every right to call them out.” 

What this book made clear is that my assessment of Vance’s authority was wrong. He is rejected 
by several authors, who point out that Vance is questionably familiar with, but is decidedly not one of 
them. There is a sentiment echoed in many of the essays that Who do you think you are, JD? You didn’t 
grow up here. You just came to visit. You don’t speak for us. 

In “Once Upon a Time in ‘Trumplachia’: Hillbilly Elegy, Personal Choice and the Blame Game,” 
Dwight Billings writes: “Vance knows very little about contemporary Appalachia…He has only visited 
family members in eastern Kentucky or attended funerals there.” 

Ivy Brashear picks up this same criticism in “Keep Your “Elegy”: The Appalachia I Know is Very 
Much Alive.” “[Vance’s] only connection to its realities were visits with grandparents who traveled home 
for short periods for a few summers when Vance was a child...” She takes umbrage at Vance’s 
characterization of Appalachians and affirms that, “I come from a culture and a family of dignity and 
grace and laugher and joy—none of which exists in J.D. Vance’s fictitious Appalachia.” 
                
Just Because You Know Someone  The sharpest—and I would say inarguable—line of criticism is against 
Vance’s generalizations from his limited experience. Vance didn’t grow up in Appalachia (his family 
moved to Middletown, Ohio, when he was young), but his addict mother was not a fictional character. 
He had legitimate, painful first-hand experience with a dysfunctional family wracked by drug abuse and 
poverty. Still, to take that and extrapolate to his large-scale generalization about the entire populace is 
dangerous. 

“While Vance certainly has the right to characterize his own family in his autobiography as he 
chooses, he implies that his family’s values and attributes are part of a monolithic Appalachian culture 
or even the white working class more broadly,” Roger Guy writes in “Will the Real Hillbilly Please Stand 
Up? Urban Appalachian Migration and Culture Seen Through the Lens of Hillbilly Elegy.” 

 
His inventory of pathological Appalachian traits—drug addiction, teen 
pregnancy and illegitimacy, violence, fatalism, the lack of work ethic, 
‘learned helplessness,’ poverty as a ‘family tradition,’ the inability to face 
the truth about one’s self, and so on—reads like a catalog of stereotypes 
Appalachian scholars have worked so long to dispel. Vance’s Appalachia is 
refracted through the distorted lens of his own dysfunctional family 
experience. It makes as much sense as generalizing about Italian Americans 
from the fictional Tony Soprano. [Dwight Billings] 
 
He leaves the impression that all families from the region behave like this or 
have the cultural attributes he describes…his conclusions are superficial 



and entirely out of sync with the long tradition of scholarly work devoted to 
urban Appalachian migration…He leaves the reader with an erroneous 
image that does not fit the diversity of migrant origins and experiences that 
scholars have documented over the years… [Roger Guy] 
 

               In short, Vance’s experience, while valid, cannot be a sample-size-of-one stand-in for the 
Appalachian experience. Anyone who knows anything of research knows this, so it makes sense that this 
is what the academic authors take greatest issue with. 
  
The Solution  The third line of attack is against Vance’s diagnosis of and solution to the problem. While 
Vance’s story turned the heads of liberals and conservatives alike, this part breaks down along 
traditional political lines. 
               Vance identifies the problem as largely a failure of family and cultural values. His solution, then, 
addresses that problem. But he neglects the effects of larger geo-political and economic issues like 
automation, deindustrialization and globalization that decimated the economies of these communities 
to begin with. In “What Hillbilly Elegy Reveals About Race in Twenty-First-Century America,” Lisa R. 
Pruitt, writes: 
  

Vance invites us not to see the white working class in their full complexity but 
instead to cast all the blame on them for their own dire circumstances. Never mind 
neoliberal trade policies and the decimation of unions; never mind the rise of 
Walmart and contingent employment; never mind crummy public education…[etc.]. 
According to Vance, “hillbillies” just need to pull themselves together, keep their 
families intact, go to church, work a little harder, and stop blaming the government 
for their woes. 

  
She continues, “Hillbilly Elegy represents a regression in our understanding of white socioeconomic 
disadvantage…[it] does not foster understanding or empathy for those Vance left behind; rather, it 
cultivates judgment…” 
  

Vance’s description of two white working classes resonates with me as both 
accurate and socially and politically significant…I do not, however, see [hard work, 
intact families, or the participation in faith communities] as the miraculous tonic 
that Vance does. We increasingly understand that phenomena such as the opioid 
and meth epidemics hit rural and working-class communities first and hardest 
because these communities’ economies had already been devastated…Intact 
families won’t get us out of this mess any more than Narcan will. People need 
economic opportunity. 

  
               Vance is essentially repackaging the positions of Charles Murray (Losing Ground, work that has 
been discredited by social scientists and academics) and Edward Banfield (The Unheavenly City), who 
promote the general stereotype that poverty exists because the poor lack the vision or drive to seek 
meaningful employment and their fatalistic attitude that “things happen to him, he does not make them 
happen…” [Banfield]. 
              In this worldview, the drug epidemics are viewed as the problem, not the symptom of a 
hopeless, economically eviscerated community. Thus you end up treating the symptom with “solutions” 
like the War on Drugs. In the essay “Down and Out in Middletown and Jackson: Drugs, Dependency and 
Decline in J.D. Vance’s Capitalist Realism,” Travis Linnemann and Corina Medley criticize Hillbilly Elegy as 
“utterly devoid of honest engagement with questions of history and political economy.” 

What is happening now across the U.S. is the same thing that happened with urban 
communities following the shuttering of factories in the 70s and 80s. William H. Turner, in “Black 
Hillbillies Have No Time for Elegies,” writes that he could have warned Vance’s people what was to 
come, because the historical precursor was there, if Vance had been open to seeing it. As seen in urban, 
predominantly African-American communities two decades earlier, “the choices of government policy 



makers and the corporations that lobby politicians play a large role in both creating and maintaining 
poverty.”  

The difference between the 80s-era collapse and our modern crash is mainly one of 
demographics. That was an urban, mostly black crack “epidemic,” while this is a predominantly white, 
rural opioid “crisis.” Many people have pointed out the racism of the empathy the nation seems to be 
showing toward the “victims” of the current opioid epidemic, in stark contrast to the drug epidemics 
that gutted urban neighborhoods, where drug use was criminalized and penalties for street versions of 
drugs were excessive (see Michelle Alexander’s excellent The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the 
Age of Colorblindness). However, Linnemann and Medley, point out that despite the perceived empathy 
for victims of the opioid epidemic, the drug war has not really softened in practice, evidenced partly by 
America’s world-leading incarceration rate. 

Furthermore, while the “dealers” are often demonized (Trump has suggested aloud they should 
receive the death penalty), it’s now coming to light that many of those dealers are not standing outside 
the corner store, but actually inside behind the counter.  

In 2018, Charleston Gazette-Mail journalist Eric Eyre revealed that three major drug 
companies—McKesson, Cardinal Health and AmerisourceBergen—flooded the market with excessive 
numbers of pain pills. This includes one case in which McKesson, over a 10-month period, shipped 3 
million opioids (10,000 per day) to a single pharmacy in Kermit, West Virginia. Kermit had a population 
of 392. 

In 2016, opioid overdoses accounted for 42,000 deaths. Approximately 40% of those deaths 
were caused by prescription opioids. And now the drug companies are lining up with discussion of 
record settlements to avoid going to court (some of those talks have fallen through, as recently as 
yesterday).   

So we have a clear pattern here. A region in economic decline, followed by a rise in drug 
addiction. In the case of the opioid crisis, American companies compounding (and profiting from) the 
problem by flooding the market with drugs.  
 

Amidst the blue ridge mountains, there are remarkable 
expressions of life. Tapestries woven by generations that 
are always on trial by those who amputate hope from what 
once was native land. 
-Ricardo Nazario Colón 

 
But let’s add one more link to the chain. Where does the economic decline come from? In some 

cases, it’s globalization or automation. Jobs ship overseas or people are replaced by machines. But in the 
regions most affected by the opioid crisis—specifically Appalachia—many of the industries are extractive 
by nature. Timber and, more so, mining companies take from the land what they can, then pull out of 
town, often leaving a scarred environment. “Mountaintop removal” is the process of literally blowing 
the top off of mountains with explosives. It’s a more efficient way for companies to get to the goods 
underneath. The explosions alone fill the air with toxic coal dust and chemicals, poison nearby land and 
water with arsenic, not to mention the environmental toxification that comes from runoff and other 
pollutants. Ivy Brashear writes: “From salt to timber to coal to gas, absentee companies have stripped 
Appalachia of every resource from which they could make a buck, and leave very little wealth behind.” 
 The final link in the chain is that, propelled by America’s War on Drugs and resultant soaring 
incarceration rates, the prison industrial complex has grown rapidly. From 1980 to 2013, prison 
spending grew twice as fast as all other Justice Department spending, and corrections costs increased 
from under $1 billion to nearly $7 billion. Seeking cheap labor and cheap land, prisons—federal, state 
and privately owned—often find homes in impoverished rural areas.  
 Politicians sometimes tout prisons as the “last hope” for poor, rural areas. Though there’s 
debate around how much economic value a single prison actually brings, they are a pork barrel favorite 
of politicians.  
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In 2018, for example, despite being advised by the Bureau of Prisons that it was unnecessary 
given the projections of prison populations, Trump approved the construction of a $510 million prison in 
Letcher County, KY, one of the poorest regions in the country (30% live below the poverty line). It would 
have been the fourth federal prison to be constructed in eastern Kentucky since 1992. Ironically, the 
Letcher prison was to be constructed on the site of a former mountaintop coal mine, but Trump later 
reversed his decision under pressure from the public, the Bureau of Prisons, and because there were 
considerable environmental concerns about the site.  

The Letcher Governance Project argues, rightly in my opinion, that “Appalachia deserves real 
economic alternatives that are not built on human suffering.  

So, let’s revisit the chain.  
The local economy collapses, often after a mining, timber or gas company extracts the natural 

wealth from the area, then abandons it. Unemployment spikes. Drug addiction spikes. Drug companies 
profit by flooding the market with painkillers. The prison industry then profits by feeding off of the need 
to house all the drug offenders and a population desperate for jobs.  
 And yet, Vance ignores any systemic issues and instead sees the simple solution as an attitude 
adjustment. “’Never be like those fucking losers who think the deck is stacked against them,’” 
my  grandmother used to say to me.” He views drug dependency as solely a personal failure.  
 This is the kind of simplistic, myopic misunderstanding of the issue that leads to “solutions” like 
the War on Drugs in the first place. If addiction is viewed as solely personal failing, then more personal 
fortitude might be an answer. And if drug use is seen as criminal, then locking up hundreds of thousands 
of people for it is a logical policy. But it does not solve the problem. We have 40 years of evidence to 
bear this out (I’d also recommend Johann Hari’s Chasing the Scream) 
 In the worldview where this is all the personal, moral failing of millions of individuals, there is no 
reason to hold the drug companies—let alone the mining companies—accountable for any part of the 
collapse. And one might then agree with Kevin Williamson’s eyebrow-raising assessment in a 2016 
National Review article: “The truth about these dysfunctional downscale communities, is that they 
deserve to die.” 

Vance has more empathy, but not better solutions. 
 
Vance’s Personal Narrative   After the publication of Hillbilly Elegy, Vance became the de facto 
spokesperson for the region, often called onto the pundit shows to represent the “white working class” 
point of view. The book has been used in higher education, which Elizabeth Catte specifically critiques in 
“Stereotypes on the Syllabus: Exploring Hillbilly Elegy’s Use as an Instructional Text at Colleges and 
Universities,” making some of the same criticisms as the other authors, most notably Vance’s “passive 
avoidance of structural problems that will persist without political action.” 
               If anything, the success of the book is a testament to the power of narrative. In the absence of 
more rigorous research, Vance’s mother becomes the face of the drug-addicted, negligent mother, the 
cause of all this trouble. She is the equivalent of Harold and Phyllis, the fictional couple invented by 
Charles Murray, and Reagan’s “welfare queen,” Linda Taylor. A target for the blame, something tangible 
for the red-faced pundits to be red-faced about. And even better, you have Vance, who can speak with 
“authority.” 

One need not refute the veracity of any of these singular stories. The question is: Are they 
representative? A story is good for politics. For policy—or for informing one’s opinion about an entire 
population—it’s generally better to have more than a story. Thus, Hillbilly Elegy as Vance’s personal 
story isn’t dangerous. But Hillbilly Elegy as a book that claims to represent, yet does so by reinforcing 
stereotypes, and has sold millions of copies, that is dangerous. 

Many of the reviews of the book break down along political lines. Hillbilly Elegy provides enough 
complexity to allow a reader to bolster their own political biases. Is it a story of a population in neglect, 
in dire need of a social safety net and an innovative approach to education and job creation? Or is it a 
story of a talented, driven individual applying his gifts and rising above his situation to achieve 
improbable success? 
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Of course, the answer is it is both. The uncomfortable, un-newsworthy place in which most of 
America’s problems lie: Somewhere in the gray middle. Not a politically binary solution. Not a simple 
sound bite. Lots of contributing factors; lots of small solutions. Experiments and data required. Not a 
tweet-length solution. The exact kind of story—and topic—that requires a consideration of many points 
of view, different angles of expertise, personal stories that engender empathy, as well as cold data.  

The editors have done a great job at not just providing a counternarrative to Vance’s, but in 
providing complementary points of view on the subject. It allows the reader to stitch together a fuller 
picture and form your own, more informed opinion. Appalachian Reckoning is a great companion to 
Hillbilly Elegy for those reasons.  
 
Final Thoughts  I should note that not all the authors are critical of Vance. Kelli Hansel Haywood, in “In 
Defense of J.D. Vance,” writes, “while it is true that our communities are not homogenous…there is 
truth to the stereotype whether or not we like to admit it.” She dives into the psychology of Vance as 
someone who has survived an “adverse childhood experience” and risen above it. 
 In “It’s Crazy, I Don’t Know What to Do and I’m Just a Kid,” Allen Johnson credits Vance with 
claiming a share of the national conversation for a region that hasn’t had much of a voice. Vance 
provides one answer to the question, “What is it like to be you?” He has started a conversation.  

Works in the second half of the book do not deal with Hillbilly Elegy directly, but many contain 
moving personal anecdotes about the Appalachian experience.  

In “Kentucky, Coming and Going,” Kristen L. Squint writes of growing up in Appalachia, moving 
away, then returning. Hers is a lovely story about the concept of home, wonderfully authentic. She 
expresses a deep fondness for the region, and although she doesn’t address Hillbilly Elegy, her story is a 
counter-perspective to Vance’s experience.  

Chelsea Jack’s “Consolidate and Salvage” contains this line, which I found personally relevant: 
“Mom texted me the picture of our backyard at sunset shortly after the election of Donald Trump. I 
found hope in this image. It reminded me that the world around us persists with care, grace, complexity 
and beauty, even when humans refuse to do the same.” Her mom worked for Pepsi bottling for 28 
years, repeatedly helping to close down plants across Appalachia. The essay is a contemplation of the 
cycle of life and death and the hope of rebirth.   
 These few personal essays are a great way to add breadth to the collection. Importantly they 
pull it away from being a strictly academic, depressing read. Hillbilly Elegy’s greatest strength is the way 
it humanizes the story of a largely neglected people. If somewhere within it lies a clue to how or why the 
country is where it is, then essays like Jack’s give a human voice to the hope that we don’t need to be 
like this forever. That is something I needed, and it is definitely worth the read.  
 
 
The Master Switch: The Rise and Fall of Information Empires by Tim Wu 
This is a book about the history of communication technology, how different mediums shaped our 
world, and how the lifecycle of each is remarkably similar. Radio only seems like a quaint technology 
because it’s a century old. Not only has the world grown used to it, but two other mediums—television 
and the Internet—have relegated radio to a few standard use cases. But when radio was invented and 
introduced to the world, it sparked the same kind of idealism and worry that the Internet does today. 
The optimistic imagined a world made smaller, new forms of storytelling and commerce, while the 
pessimists saw the unravelling of social norms, the potential spread of dangerous ideas, threats to 
security and privacy.  
 Each technology starts with a period of decentralized lawlessness (usually accompanied by 
unreliable service and inconsistent formats). A wild west of sorts. Then the new medium becomes 
centralized, often with the help of the government. Commercial forces take over, with companies vying 
for bigger pieces of the pie. Eventual buyouts and mergers lead to an industry that is largely centralized, 
consolidated, and regulated. The original promise of complete freedom has been tamed by law and 
commercial realities. The flow of information is controlled and limited. Once this happens, innovation is 



often stifled by the companies in control, who fear to disrupt their own dominance, and the bits of 
innovation that happen at companies around the edges are often gobbled up by the big fish.  
 This happened with radio and television, and it’s happening with the Internet. It will happen 
with the next technology that comes along. Whether that’s depressing or comforting depends, I 
suppose, on whether you’re one of the optimists or pessimists. Nonetheless, this is a good history of 
communication technology. Some of it was familiar to me from my college classes, but the section on 
the Internet—and particularly how we’ve gone through this several times before—is fascinating.   
 
 
The War of Art: Break Through the Blocks and Win Your Creative Battles by Steven Pressfield 
A co-worker who leads our tech team gave me this book. He’d given it to his whole team and said he 
thought I’d find a lot of it spot on. He was right.  
 This is an eminently quotable book about the hardest part of the creative process. It’s not about 
the inspiration, the craft or the selling of your work. It’s about overcoming the forces that keep you from 
actually doing the work. “There’s a secret that real writers know that fake writers don’t, and the secret 
is this: It’s not the writing part that’s hard. What’s hard is sitting down to write.” Any successful novelist 
(or any artist, really) will confirm this. So much of what makes the greats great is that they show up 
every day and put in the time.  
 Pressfield names Resistance as the evil force that stands in the way of you and creative output—
he speaks in these terms, using religious terminology to describe the battle that happens. Resistance is 
anything and everything that conspires to separate the life you live from the life you could live. Doubt, 
sloth, distraction, procrastination. “The more important a call to action is to our soul’s evolution, the 
more Resistance we will feel toward pursuing it.”  
 In the second section, Pressfield introduces the notion of those who overcome Resistance and 
those who don’t—Pros and Amateurs. Amateurs stall out for any number of reasons. They have a long 
list of excuses. They get caught up in the trappings of the artist—talk about being an artist, act like an 
artist, wear the image of an artist—everything except actually dedicating themselves to doing the work. 
“The sign of the amateur is overglorification of and preoccupation with the mystery. The professional 
shuts up. She doesn’t talk about it. She does her work.”   
 This isn’t magic. This isn’t rocket science. But it is simple and true and important.  
 
 
Herding Tigers: Be the Leader that Creative People Need by Todd Henry 
I thought Henry’s The Accidental Creative was one of the best, most practical books I’d ever read on the 
creative process. This one takes it up a level, literally, to managing creative teams. I’ve been managing 
creatives for about a decade, so a lot of the content in this book rang true. Some of it was new to me, 
but most of it was a sharp articulation of something I have been doing or have experienced. And some 
of the advice was just reassuring validation of the way I like to work.  
 The most helpful section of the book is on the shifts one has to make when moving from a 
creative doer to a creative manager. I wish I’d had this advice ten years ago. Henry hammers home the 
detrimental effects of continuing to do the same job—actually making the creative—instead of 
empowering others to do the creative and giving them ownership of the projects.  
 This is by far the greatest challenge of any creative manager, because the doing and the 
managing are completely different skillsets. And often creatives are elevated to a leadership role 
because of their creative product—which does nothing to prepare them for running a team.  
 The managers on my team are constantly working through the tricky balance of giving creatives 
the freedom to fail and learn without damaging the team’s reputation in the process. The tendency, 
especially for new managers, is to swoop in and try to save the day early and often, which is just a form 
of micromanagement. It’s a habit that demotivates the team, erodes trust and stifles the growth of the 
everyone on it. It also makes the manager’s job much more difficult.  



 Henry gives tactics for thinking about and dealing with all kinds of dynamics common to a 
creative environment: protecting the resources of the team, creating a safe space for exploration, 
managing up to stakeholders who may not understand the creative process, navigating conflict and 
understanding individual motivations.  
 This is a very helpful book. I’d say it’s a must-read for any manager of a creative team. It’s also 
timely, as I’m kicking off a training series on creative management next week. I plan to borrow at least a 
handful of points from this book.  
 
 
1000 Books to Read Before You Die: A Life-Changing List by James Mustich 
There’s no shortage of lists of book lists, but there aren’t many this long. This is a brick of a book, great 
for keeping on the corner of the desk for regular distraction. Organized by author, it includes new, old, 
major classics and lesser-knowns; fiction and nonfiction; books for adults and books for kids.  

Each entry gets about 3/4 of a page, with sections for what it’s about, when it was written and 
what else the author has written. There’s also an “also try” with similar books, “Adaptions” when 
relevant, and a few other random footnotes here and there.  

Major authors get dedicated deep dives, and there are listicles scattered out with fun topics like 
“Read in a sitting” and “Read before you’re 12.”  
 It’s hard to quibble with what’s included or not on a list that includes 1000 books. There were a 
few I’d never heard of. And there were many I’ll never read (still, it’s good to know what they’re 
about).  Of course, I added a bunch of books to my reading list, as will any lover of books.  

 

 
Say Nothing: The True Story of Murder and Memory in Northern Ireland by Patrick Radden Keefe 
This is an exceptional story about a topic I had little knowledge of previously. “The Troubles” is the 
euphemistic name for the conflict over Northern Ireland that started in the late 1960’s. For thirty years, 
Loyalists who wanted Northern Ireland to remain within the UK clashed with Irish nationalists, who 
wanted to break away and form a united Ireland. The mostly Protestant loyalists had the backing of the 
British, while the predominantly Catholic nationalists created paramilitary groups like the Provisional 
Irish Republican Army (IRA).  

The conflict resulted in a relatively low death toll—3,500 people were killed in Northern Ireland, 
the Republic of Ireland and mainland Europe—but was terrifying in its brutality and randomness. Over 
half of those killed were civilians, and many of the tactics—particularly of the IRA—were taken from the 
pages of other revolutionary groups, terrorist organizations and organized crime.  
 At the center of this book is the “disappearing” (another euphemism—it seems The Troubles 
were ripe with them) of Jean McConville, a single mother of ten. In the middle of the night in 1972, a 
group of people showed up at her Belfast home and, in front of her children, escorted her to a waiting 
car. She was never heard from again.   
 Also at the center of this book is a project sponsored by Boston College. Starting in 2001, a 
series of interviews with former IRA members were recorded, with the agreement that they would not 
be released until after the participants’ death. That agreement proved untrue, as the US Justice 
Department, in cooperation with the police of Northern Ireland, in 2011 pressured Boston College to 
turn over the tapes. What began as an academic project has turned into a protracted legal battle. The 
interview tapes are currently locked away in Belfast, with various parts and versions of transcripts 
floating around. The fallout: a slew of accusations, multiple lawsuits, several arrests and this book.  
 If all that sounds like in-the-weeds legal tedium, it doesn’t read like it. The Belfast Project, as the 
interviews were collectively named, is just the underpinning of the book. Keefe weaves a compelling 
story of the people involved, the historic significance of The Troubles and the human cost of the conflict. 
“I saw an opportunity to tell a story about how people become radicalized in their uncompromising 
devotion to a cause, and about how individuals and a whole society make sense of political violence 
once they have passed through the crucible and finally have time to reflect.”  



 It’s the reflection here that is the most poignant. Some of the perpetrators of the violence are 
deeply remorseful of what they did, while others—most notably Gerry Adams, Irish politician and by 
many accounts leadership of the IRA since the ‘70s—claim innocence (Adams audaciously denies any 
involvement with the group). And still many others, including Jean McConville’s children, remember The 
Troubles with overwhelming sadness. 
 Even with no vested interest in the stories, I found them fascinating and moving. Keefe’s work as 
an investigator propels this story forward like the best true crime (it calls to mind Michelle McNamara’s 
excellent I’ll Be Gone in the Dark), and he puts forth compelling evidence for one of the central 
mysteries of McConville’s disappearance. How and if this book impacts the case going forward is yet to 
be seen. I would, however, make a bet that this book ends of up on some “Best of 2019” lists. As it 
straddles the boundaries of revolutionary politics, military tactics, organized crime and unsolved 
mystery, there are many entry points. When I heard Keefe interviewed on the Slate Political Gabfest, the 
story sounded fascinating. The book lives up to it.  

 
  
The Education of an Idealist by Samantha Power 
In 1999, I read Philip Gourevith’s We Wish to Inform You That Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our 
Families about the 1994 Rwandan genocide, where 800,000 people were killed in one hundred days, 
mostly by machete. That book is one of the most impactful nonfiction books I have ever read. A few 
years after that, Samantha Power, then a journalist who had covered the Balkan War, published the 
best-seller A Problem From Hell: America and the Age of Genocide, which asked why America and other 
global powers, after repeatedly promising “never again,” continually failed to intervene and stop 
genocides.  
 Power has dedicated her life to the cause of stopping and/or preventing genocide. After 
lobbying Clinton and world leaders to intervene in the Bosnian genocide, she served as the founding 
executive director of the Carr Center for Human Rights Policy at the Harvard Kennedy School. She was 
tapped by Barack Obama in 2008 as part of his campaign team, only to embarrassingly have to resign 
after being quoted as calling Hillary Clinton a “monster” during the Democratic primaries. After the 
election, Obama brought her back as a human rights advisor, then eventually appointed her Ambassador 
to the United Nations.  

Whatever your political leanings, only the most cynical partisan wouldn’t admire someone who 
has defined her life’s calling as preventing mass killings. Power is intelligent and talented, but what 
defines her is her defiant idealism. Her belief that she can make a difference, that a small team can 
make a difference, or that America can make a difference. And if there’s a theme to this memoir, it’s her 
grappling to balance this idealism with the pragmatism required by a complicated world with massive 
bureaucracies.  

Power writes frankly about her disappointments, her achievements, her gaffes (see Clinton 
quote above), and her relentless pursuit of human rights through changing global dynamics, U.S. and 
U.N. leadership and changes in her personal life. Breast-feeding her child while on the phone with John 
Kerry discussing global strategies for intervention—how’s that for juggling roles and maintaining 
perspective?  

As a biography, this book is brave and candid—Power seems to have no interest in putting a 
sheen on anything. She admits her mistakes and, importantly, what she learned from them. She’s 
admirable and likable in that regard.  

As a window into the history of recent U.S. foreign intervention, I found this book fascinating. If 
one looks back over the past thirty years, the cases of Rwanda, the Bosnian genocide, the second Iraq 
invasion, Libya and Syria present a full spectrum of possible scenarios, responses and outcomes. Power 
addresses them all, analyzes what we did and could have done and, importantly, why we intervened at 
the level we did.  

In his review of the book, Thomas Friedman makes the point that the only Arab Spring country 
that managed to set up a functioning democracy where Islamists and secularists shared power—



Tunisia—was the only country where America played no role. Iraq was a disaster, our intervention 
leading to the rise of ISIS. Even the “good war” in Afghanistan, with the recent release of the 
Afghanistan Papers, seems a sham. But contrast those scenarios with our non-intervention in Rwanda 
and ask how many lives could have been saved. There are no easy answers, no clean decisions. It’s a 
tough place for ideological purity.  

The best part of this book is Power’s self-awareness of her transformation from a fist-thumping, 
black-and-white idealist to someone who maintains her idealism but learns to operate within the 
system. She continually grapples with the balance of ideological purity and effectiveness. She comes to 
understand that successful government is the art of negotiation and compromise in order to make some 
progress. The easy, face-saving path for a firebrand idealist is to bail out, to return to the outside and 
throw stones. The harder one is to realize that you might have to sacrifice your purity to actually achieve 
what you set out to do. Idealism requires pragmatism to be effective, and pragmatism without idealism 
is just politics, the kind of sell-out we all despise. But beyond this balance, it requires humility: 

 
During my time in government, I came to better appreciate the constraints 
that stand in the way of making positive change. Even the most conscientious 
government decision-makers operate with shrouded and shifting fields of 
vision, deciding among wholly imperfect options. I felt the lasting damage 
caused by U.S. government mistakes, particularly regarding the use of U.S. 
military force. Irrespective of American intentions, the government’s sins of 
commission, but also those of omission, underscore the immense 
responsibility one takes on as a public servant and the need for humility 
about one’s judgments.  

I saw how important it is not to shun those with whom we disagree. 
As the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr once said, “We must always seek the 
truth in our opponent’s error and the error in our truth.” This is just as 
important in our domestic politics as in our foreign dealings. 

   
Power’s open grappling makes this book about more than 21st century geopolitics. It’s about 21st 

century life (or maybe it’s an age-old struggle and I’m just at a certain age). There’s a lot to learn about 
both here.  
 
 
The Red Caddy: Into the Unknown with Edward Abbey by Charles Bowden 
This is a short, poignant memoir of one great writer by another great writer. Both are favorites of mine. 
Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire is one of my top books. Bowden, known in his later years as a writer 
about the darkest aspects of human nature—the border conflict and, specifically, the violence of Juarez 
(Murder City)—started his career writing about Nature—the bats, the water table, the land, etc.. Both 
were desert rats, the Southwest the setting and topic of most of their writing. They were friends, cynics 
and cranks (though as cranks go, Abbey was in a class of his own).  
 Abbey died in 1989, Bowden in 2014. This manuscript was found on Bowden’s computer. It cuts 
between a memorial for Abbey and Bowden’s various memories of the old coot. Rather than a linear 
narrative, it gives us snapshots, scenes that capture Abbey’s singular spirit. As with most of Bowden’s 
writing, it is poetic and razor sharp. He has a dark and dry sense of humor. Of Abbey: “He was 
reasonably polite, didn’t shit on the floor, and was well read.”  
 Kindred spirits. Loners and rebels, both filled with anger and love at the same time—an anger 
that seemed to come from their love. They were angry at the government, angry at the violation of the 
land, angry at stupid people. And Bowden was angry at the people who came out of the woodwork to 
lionize Abbey (including The New York Times, which gave Abbey a two-page obituary after “pissing on 
his head for decades”).  

 
I think this translation into desert sage, Western god, or whatever is a 
diminishment of both him and his words. He was a man born to strangle 
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gurus with their own entrails and everything he ever thought or did is 
pointless if he is suddenly indispensable and irreplaceable… 
 
It’s very depressing to know and like someone and then have them die and 
be made into a saint. It is like watching them being buried alive.  

 
Abbey was no saint. Whether or not you take seriously his suggestion to blow up the Glen 

Canyon Dam (fictionalized in The Monkey Wrench Gang), he had a kind of personal terrorism. He was 
racist, for one. Had “the gut responses of the nation’s mountaineer-rock-hard-white-trash hillbillies.” 
Sexist, another. Always chasing tail. He had no interest in political correctness. Was rough around the 
edges, one might say. Wasn’t out to make friends. Didn’t give a shit about what anyone else thought. 
And yet—this is what Bowden hates—people want to whitewash all that and make the man out to be 
holy. It’s untrue. It erases part of who Abbey was. Abbey wouldn’t have wanted it.  

“If there’s anyone here I’ve failed to insult, I apologize,” Abbey once said. Bowden observes, “In 
the five years since he died, he’s cleaned up his act. No one talks much about a lot of things he said or 
why he said them…Somehow they’ve slipped a giant condom over his life’s work.”  

Abbey was buried in an unmarked spot in the desert, a place only his friends knew. Of course, 
there is at least one book about searching for his final resting place. To which he would probably tell the 
people, “leave me the hell alone.” Bowden tries—again this wasn’t necessarily written to be published—
at the very least, to tell it like it was with Abbey. To be as true as one can be about a person. “Life is too 
short not to be a maniac,” Bowden muses. Abbey, that old desert eccentric, probably would have 
appreciated this approach.   

 
 

Endurance by Alfred Lansing 
In 1914, the explorer Ernest Shackleton set sail from England with a small crew, bound for Antarctica. 
The plan was to be the first to traverse the frozen continent, passing through the South Pole. But in 
January of 1915 (summer in the Southern Hemisphere), Shackleton’s ship, the Endurance, became stuck 
in the ice. It remained there for six months, a stationary base for the 28 men and 70 sled dogs drifting 
wherever the hidden currents decided to carry them.  But in late October, the pressure of shifting ice 
became too much and the Endurance was crushed. Three weeks later it went to the bottom and left the 
crew in one the world’s most inhospitable climates.  
 I won’t give much else away, though the fate of the crew is fairly well known. Their struggle for 
survival lasted, for some of them, nearly two years. It required them to survive a winter on the ice, the 
navigation of three life boats hundreds of miles through ice-clogged waters, then Shackleton and a small 
crew to complete a journey of 720 nautical miles across treacherous open water in a 20-foot boat. 
Shackleton felt confident on land (or ice). On the open water, “It is a battle against a tireless enemy in 
which man never actually wins; the most that he can hope for is not to be defeated.” 
 As if that weren’t enough, at the end of his journey, Shackleton had to climb over a mountain 
pass with no mountaineering equipment. 
 Endurance is a story of resourcefulness, of leadership, of luck, and of human resolve. On more 
than one occasion, the men are fairly certain that they are going to die, yet they manage to keep their 
wits about them and often comment that they have reasonably high spirits, despite the physical 
hardships.  
 At one point, Lansing describes the squalid conditions of the hut made from an inverted life 
boat, in which the men spent a winter, and notes: “The abscess on Hudson’s buttock had grown to the 
size of a football” and, without anesthetic, had to be operated on. In the next paragraph, though, one of 
the crew writes, “It is hard to realize one’s position here, living in a smoky, dirty, ramshackle little hut 
with only just sufficient room to cram us all in…and laying in close proximity to a man with a large 
discharging abscess—a horrible existence, but yet we are pretty happy.” 

https://bosilawhat.wordpress.com/2018/12/25/the-monkey-wrench-gang-by-edward-abbey/


One man falls into the freezing sea after the ice under his tent opens up. He is barely saved. 
“Though he made no complaint about his clothes, [he] grumbled for hours over the fact that he had lost 
his tobacco in the water.” These were just the kind of men they were—pragmatic, un-phased, salty.  

I had this book on my shelf for several years. I expected the writing style to be more like Moby 
Dick, but it is not. It is exciting, with the evocative prose that such a fantastic story deserves. I decided to 
read it now after reading Scott Kelly’s Endurance, named as an homage to Shackleton. A great read 
overall, truly a classic.  

 
 

Endurance: My Year in Space, a Lifetime of Discovery by Scott Kelly 
Scott Kelly is a retired U.S. Navy captain and U.S. astronaut. He clocked a total of 520 days in space, 
including a year-long stretch in 2015-2016 aboard the International Space Station. This book alternates 
between his year in space and the story of how he got there—from his childhood through his time as a 
Navy pilot and then his time at NASA.  

Kelly eventually became the pilot of the space shuttle Discovery and the commander of the 
International Space Station on three separate expeditions. Additionally, because his twin brother Mark 
(also an astronaut) was on Earth during that time, scientists were given a rare opportunity to do a 
relatively controlled study of the effects on the human body of extended time in space (spoiler: it’s not 
that healthy for you).  
               Kelly was originally inspired by Tom Wolfe’s 1979 book, The Right Stuff (one of many enjoyable 
anecdotes in this book is Kelly calling Wolfe from the ISS to thank him for writing the book that kicked 
off his career). He decided he wanted to be an astronaut, but he was a terrible student. With his new 
aspiration (and the influence of his brother), Kelly managed to get his head on straight, applied himself 
and became a Navy pilot. 
               Although the Navy pilot part is interesting—particularly the section on his harrowing 
experiences trying to land on an aircraft carrier—the far more unique part of the book is about his time 
in space. From the relative tedium of living in zero-g (lots of Velcro) to the intense preparation and 
execution of spacewalks, almost everything about living in space is unlike living on earth. And it’s often 
fraught with danger, with dozens of things that could lead to catastrophe.  
               Also interesting are the cultural differences between the space programs and astronauts from 
different countries. Because NASA discontinued the shuttle program in 2011, U.S. astronauts are carried 
to space aboard Russian rockets—a partnership that would have been unthinkable twenty years ago. 
The differences in technology, safety standards, rituals and fanfare surrounding the launches are 
interesting and often comical. For example, Russians hardly ever scrap a launch due to safety or weather 
conditions, and they see no need for a dramatic countdown. The astronauts just stop to pee on the back 
right tire of the bus that takes them to the launch pad (a strange but strict tradition), then get in the 
rocket and are blasted into space. 
  Kelly’s voice is down-to-earth and self-deprecating. He has the kind of enthusiasm and boy-like 
awe that I imagine in an astronaut and appreciate in a narrator. This book is a fun ride, humorous, 
educational and inspiring. It’s a good reminder of what an amazing world we live in, including when we 
venture off of it for a while.  
 
 
  



Midnight in Chernobyl by Adam Higginbotham 
A coworker recommended the HBO show Chernobyl. I wanted to get a better sense of the history before 
I watched the show. I was only ten years old when the reactor exploded at the Chernobyl Nuclear Power 
Plant in northern Ukraine. I remember what most people probably do—that there was an accident. That 
lots of people died. I knew that “chernobyl” is synonymous with the dangers of nuclear energy. I had 
seen photos of the deserted town of Pripyat. I’d read a story about the forests near Chernobyl, full of 
strangely mutated creatures. But I knew very little.  
 This book covers the science of the disaster, the nationalistic pressure that led to the sub-
standard construction of the plant, the bureaucracy and denial that slowed the response and the cover-
up in the aftermath of the explosion.  

It also tells many of the heroic stories of the first responders and plant workers who sacrificed 
themselves in order to help contain the disaster. Greatest among them were three workers who, 
knowing they would likely die a very painful death from radiation sickness, volunteered to enter the 
plant and swim through radioactive water to drain two large tanks, preventing another, greater 
explosion that would have killed millions and spread dangerous levels of radiation across much of 
eastern Europe, ruining the food and water supplies for a century.   

The other heroes in the disaster were the scientists who worked to identify that a reactor had, 
in fact, been completely exposed, despite the denials of government officials. They worked to solve the 
compounding problems following the explosion, then went on to help uncover the truth about what 
went wrong in the first place (again, despite government cover-ups).  
 It’s a riveting, horrifying story, with the best and worst of humanity on display. I highly 
recommend both this book and HBO’s series.  
 
 
Fall and Rise: The Story of 9/11 by Mitchell Zuckoff and The Looming Tower: Al Queda and the Road to 
9/11 by Lawrence Wright 
These two books present two different vantage points on 9/11. Rise and Fall is a 2019 book about the 
personal stories of the day of September 11, 2001, recreated from hundreds of interviews. The Looming 
Tower is Lawrence Wright’s 2006 Pulitzer-winning book about how we got to 9/11—who were the 
global players, what allowed for the rise of Al Qaeda and Bin Laden, where were the holes in our 
national security. Each of these books is excellent in its own right, but taken together, they provide a 
complementary look at the attacks that changed the world.   
 Wright’s book gives the context. He covers Saudi Arabia’s oil-fueled rise, and with it the rise of 
Muhammad Bin Laden, Osama’s father, to great wealth. He covers Osama Bin Laden’s radicalization, his 
ousting from Saudi Arabia, then Sudan, eventually landing him in Afghanistan. The frustrations Bin Laden 
felt with the encroachment of the West on the Arabian Peninsula and the failure of the oil wealth to 
elevate Saudi Arabia—with its fundamentalist strand of Islam—to true global prominence.  
 

In the woefully unproductive societies they lived in, fortunes melted away like snow in the 
desert. What remained was a generalized feeling of betrayal. Of course, oil had brought 
wealth to some Arabs, but in the process of becoming rich hadn’t they only become more 
Western? Consumerism, vice and individuality, which the radicals saw as the hallmarks of 
modern American culture, threatened to destroy Islam, even the idea of Islam, by blending it 
into a globalized, corporate, interdependent, secular commercial world that was part of what 
these men meant when they said America…by returning the rule of Sharia, radical Islam could 
draw the line against the encroaching West. 

 

 I knew that Bin Laden’s ire toward the U.S. dated back to the first Iraq war, but I didn’t realize 
there was a more personal aspect of it. When Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, only 1,000 Saudi 
soldiers stood between him and the Saudi oil fields. Seeing the threat, the U.S. offered to step in to help. 
The Saudis were apprehensive of having the U.S. in the region permanently, but with Dick Cheney’s 
pledge to pull out after Saddam was turned back, the U.S. was given the go-ahead.  



Two weeks after this agreement was made, Bin Laden made a competing pitch to the Saudis. He 
had fought in Afghanistan, helping to drive the Russians out, and now he wanted his fighters to do the 
same with Saddam. The Saudis said thanks but no thanks. And so the U.S., who Bin Laden saw as 
“vanguard of a global crusade on the part of Christians and Jews to crush the Islamic resurgence,” not 
only rolled into the holy land, but beat him out too.    
 Wright follows the story from there to September 11, 2001, including the people like John 
O’Neill, who ran the counter-terrorism division at the FBI focusing on Al Qaeda and Bin Laden, and 
others who had raised warnings about the group (in a tragedy of Shakespearean proportions, O’Neill 
would be killed in the attacks on the World Trade Center).  

I have now read three of Lawrence Wright’s books on three very different topics—Scientology, 
Texas and 9/11. I came to each of them via the topic, not by any particular fandom for Wright, but I have 
since become a fan. They are all excellent books. I need to check out more by him.  
 Rise and Fall focuses on the specific day of September 11, 2001, told through the personal 
stories of dozens of people whose lives changed that day. From the hijackings through the crashes, the 
rescue efforts and the following struggle to understand and cope, Rise and Fall tells the story of personal 
tragedy, loss, disbelief, heroism and grief. For many people involved, this was the worst day of their 
lives. Their stories are visceral. Some of the stories are so tough—particularly the recounting of phone 
calls from passengers on the hijacked planes or from the upper floors of the World Trade Center—that I 
had to stop reading and take a break.  
 The first section of the book conveys the confusion of the early part of September 11, when the 
disjointed communication between agencies and organizations that had not been designed to work 
together were now forced into a situation where minutes lost meant lives lost. Misunderstandings about 
where planes were, what was happening on the planes, who was making calls, who to escalate to and 
how to escalate, all led to mistakes (like where to scramble fighter jets) that could have made a big 
difference.  
 This theme would carry throughout the day, after the towers were hit, as the New York Police 
and Fire Departments were forced to communicate with the Port Authority and building management—
all which, again, they were not designed to do. Little things, like not knowing who was on which radio 
frequency, caused big mistakes, like 911 operators telling some people not to evacuate the buildings.    
 Both in the air and on the ground, things failed because nobody had imagined the possibilities of 
the attack. They hadn’t imagined this new kind of hijacking, which was not about making demands in 
exchange for hostages. Or this new kind of enemy—nineteen men with box cutters and good planning. 
No firefighters had imagined needing to climb 1700 steps to just reach the fire. The building designers 
hadn’t imagined their structure needing to withstand the heat of burning jet fuel.  
 But these are all questions of planning, of logistics, of system failure. At the other end of this 
book are the people. On the planes. Inside the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. The first-person 
view of air traffic controllers, the military pilots, the first responders, the witnesses who struggled to 
process what they were seeing. Terrible. Unfathomable. Tragic. All the words that have become cliché as 
people try to describe what can’t be described. This may be the best way to do it—with dozens of 
people telling their personal stories.  
 Some of those stories end with phone calls cut short. Some end with people returning home, as 
if from a regular day at the office, in the clothes they had put on that morning, now bloody and burnt. 
Some didn’t end for days, as the personal heroics of the rescue efforts brought many people to literal 
exhaustion. And for others, the stories are about incredible grief that would continue forever.  
 I sometimes consider, for someone who knows nothing about a certain topic, what would I have 
them read? For 9/11, I’d say these two superb books—one of intimate, first-person experiences, the 
other with global and historical context—are as anything we currently have on the 9/11 attacks.   
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The Rise and Fall of the Dinosaurs: A New History of the Lost World by Steve Brusatte  
As a kid, the ability to identify the major dinosaurs—Brontosaurs, Stegosaurus, Triceratops, Pteranodon, 
Ankylosaurus, Tyrannosaurus Rex—was as natural as reciting the alphabet. Along with a love for Star 
Wars and an uncontrollable impulse to throw rocks, dinophilia is hard-wired into a boy’s consciousness.   
 But, like the categorization of the planet/non-planet Pluto, things have changed with the 
dinosaurs in the past few decades. Paleontologists have uncovered new types, formulated new theories, 
and refined old ways of thinking. The Rise and Fall of the Dinosaurs is an accessible look at everything we 
know about dinosaurs. For any grownup boy, it’s a delightful refresher of everything you learned in 
school, plus all the more recent discoveries. The scientists play a large role—the various dig sites, 
methodologies and personalities—but the most exciting stuff is the dinosaurs themselves.  
 Without going too over-the-top, Brusatte brings these animals to life, describes the world in 
which they lived, how they hunted. He dispels some of the common myths about dinosaurs and digs into 
some of the mysteries—like how the T-Rex evolved rapidly from a middle-of-the-road dinosaur to the 
king of them all. 
 Some of the most vivid imagery is where Brusatte takes the most authorial license, as when he 
describes the meteor that hit the earth about 66 million years ago in present-day Mexico, triggering a 
climatological event that wiped out all land dinosaurs (and 75% of all other animals and plants). He 
describes the entrance of the meteor into the atmosphere from the dinosaur’s point of view (who else 
would have seen it?). The devastating impact, the deafening sound that circled the earth six times, the 
burning rain of hot debris in the atmosphere and the resulting planetary cooling.  
 But the most compelling aspect of this book is the knowledge Brusatte enthusiastically drops on 
us. Did you know that a new kind of dinosaur is discovered somewhere in the world about once a week? 
Curious to know why T-Rex was so superior to the similar-looking Allosaurus (hint: it had to do with the 
T-Rex’s jaw strength and its patented “puncture-pull” killing style). Or, most mind-blowing, that there 
are actually tens of thousands of “dinosaurs” living today? We call them birds. Despite the common 
misconception that dinosaurs were giant lizards, it’s more accurate to think of them as giant feather-
less, wingless, flightless birds. And although we don’t have any T-Rexes wandering around today 
(thankfully), they didn’t technically go extinct.  

This book is a fun romp through a topic that is as awe-inspiring and wondrous as it was when I 
was a kid.  
 
 
Eating the Dinosaur by Chuck Klosterman 
I’m getting repetitive with my review of Klosterman books, but he is remarkably consistent across his 
body of work. The biggest variances are the topics of his essays and the themes of his books (when there 
is one). Despite the title, this book doesn’t seem to have a consistent theme, paleontological or 
otherwise. It’s just a collection of Klosterman essays. Which is to say, engaging, conversational style, 
sardonic sense of humor (I would have said “ironic sense of humor,” but after his essay about irony and 
his insistence that everything he writes is written authentically, even if he can’t guarantee it’s what he 
really thinks, I’ve temporarily lost a confident grasp on what irony is), and his use of pop culture as a 
springboard into other topics.  
     So what are the topics in this collection?  

Interviewing people (including interviews with two of the best interviewers around—Ira Glass 
and Errol Morris) and authenticity. Kurt Cobain and David Koresh and non-insular culture. NBA players 
and how they are “enslaved” (his word, not mine—he acknowledges the diceyness of the word) by 
expectation. Rear Window and The Real World and voyeurism. Authenticity (again) and pseudonyms. 
Football as a game of innovation masquerading as a game of conservatism. The relationship between 
short- and long-term relevance as it relates to ABBA and AC/DC (it’s hard to not think he picked those 
two bands as examples because of their names). Mad Men and Pepsi and marketing and target markets. 
Weezer and how Rivers Cuomo is not ironic, though everyone expects him to be, which is itself ironic. 



And for the finale, none other than the Unabomber and what he got right about modern technology’s 
impact on modern society.  
     Other than the unique topics, Klosterman’s essays are peppered with interesting thought 
experiments and random trivia. As an example, he asks this: If you make a phone call into your own past 
to give a teenage version of yourself a 15-second message, what would you say? Which is a provocative 
hypothetical. But then he says that the answer to this question splits along gender lines, with women 
telling their younger self not to do something they later regretted and men telling their younger self to 
do something they didn’t do. Chuck doesn’t try to explain this difference, just lays it out there and 
moves on. But I find this kind of stuff fascinating.  
    And I enjoy his wry, if often arguable, observations and pronouncements about culture, like his 
observation that Americans have three types of laughs they use in conversation, whereas Germans only 
laugh when they find something genuinely funny. And that the laugh track on television shows is “a lucid 
manifestation of an anxious culture that doesn’t know what is and isn’t funny.” (I agree—the laugh track 
is a sign of a degenerate culture, as I also agree with his assertion that the unwarranted use of the 
exclamation point is “idiotic…the saddest kind of failure.”) 
    This is my fourth Klosterman book in the past five months. The second one maybe seemed a little less 
novel than the first, but since then I’ve found them consistently enjoyable. In the neighborhood of David 
Foster Wallace, but a little easier to parse, slightly less intellectual navel gazing. I guess I’ll continue with 
his books unless I get bored by them, but I don’t sense that happening anytime soon.  
 
 
But What If We’re Wrong: Thinking About the Present As If It Were the Past by Chuck Klosterman 
How do we know what we know is right?  
This is a book about a meta concept—the knowledge of our knowledge. When we look back on now 
from twenty, fifty, one hundred years in the future, what will we see as our biggest misunderstandings, 
miscalculations and mistakes? What will be the thing that we are so sure of today that makes us look 
foolish to future generations? What is today’s equivalent of the geo-centric model of the universe 
before Galileo?   
 It’s hard for us to think about the future this way, because we generally assume that we know 
what’s going on (in the same way we generally assume humans are the peak of evolution—first there 
were monkeys, then apes, then homo erectus, etc. and then, ta da! Here we are!). “We constantly 
pretend our perceptions of the present day will not seem ludicrous in retrospect, simply because there 
doesn’t appear to be any other option.” 
 It’s easy to look back at history and see plenty examples of human fallibility in our most certain 
beliefs, from some of our best thinkers. Aristotle was right about many things, but he also believed that 
a rock sits on the ground because it wants to be on the ground. It seems dumb. It kind of is dumb. But it 
also probably made a lot of sense at the time. This book isn’t about outliers like the few (but, really, 
alarmingly many) dim-witted modern flat-Earthers. It’s about our accepted knowledge, stuff that most 
of us—even the experts—generally believe, and its rightness and potential future wrongness.  
 Klosterman comes at the topic from a number of angles, some of them a little incongruous (if 
still entertaining). He examines scientific knowledge in a section that questions if the fundamental shift 
that happened with the Scientific Revolution has made our science more future-proof. Does the way we 
use the Scientific Method to interrogate our knowledge make it unlikely that we’ll have another flub as 
big as geocentricism or flat-earth? He interviews a handful of experts and the consensus is…maybe.  
 He also looks at artistic “knowledge,” specifically our perception of what is good. Shakespeare is 
arguably the greatest playwright ever, but how did that become accepted belief? Why did he stand out 
against the playwrights of his day, let alone the rest of history? And how did Moby-Dick come to be 
considered one of the greatest novels ever after being a commercial failure during Melville’s life? 
(Klosterman includes a funny aside about a 2014 Amazon reviewer who describes Moby-Dick as 
“Pompous, overbearing, self-indulgent, and insufferable,” noting that anyone can publish his opinion as 



if they have authority these days, despite the fact that this particular person’s only other review was for 
an HP printer—two stars.)  
 Moby-Dick isn’t the only example of an overlooked great. Van Gogh went unappreciated during 
his lifetime, another in a long list of unfortunate artists. Which is all to say, people were wrong about 
Van Gogh and Moby-Dick. So how do we know we’re right? When the future looks back, who will be our 
great artists? Klosterman guesses that Elvis or Dylan will most likely represent our time in music, but he 
also weighs the possibility of someone coming out of nowhere, especially with today’s technology and 
viral media culture.  

But, again, who decides? With Elvis and Dylan, there’s the traditional pop vs critical divide, but 
there’s also the fact that those elevating certain works (e.g. any “Best Of” list, greatest 
novels/movies/shows of all time) are either myopic (too Western, too male, too elite) or over-
engineering for inclusivity. Throw on top of that the unpredictable way ideas spread in our modern 
world, and who knows what the future will see when it looks back on today? As Klosterman says, 
“History is a creative process.”  
 There is a thread throughout that feels uber-relevant now—the dangerous and mistaken notion 
that because some knowledge will prove incorrect, any knowledge can be disputed. Facts are reduced to 
opinions, driven by political convenience or other lazy biases. We aren’t able to address problems when 
we can’t even agree on the simple facts. We’ll likely look back on today and discover not that we were 
wrong about something major (e.g. climate change), but that we didn’t couldn’t overcome the willful 
ignorance of a good portion of the population.  
 This is a wonderfully thought-provoking book. It offers more questions than answers, and I often 
found myself setting the book down to think about some of the questions. It ranges from the relatively 
insignificant question of taste and art criticism some existential questions, like are we living in a 
simulation created by a future world?*  
 But the other thing I love about this book—and probably Klosterman in general (I’ve only read 
this and I Wear the Black Hat)—is that I feel like we’re on the same wave length. Klosterman’s definitely 
smarter than I am, but his language, his reference points, his sense of humor and his general style speak 
to me. He interviews people I love—like the writer George Saunders and the filmmaker Richard Linklater 
and the podcaster Dan Carlin (though he has a factual error in his description of Carlin’s podcast), uses 
references I understand—like when he refers to Ray Kurzweil and Chinese Democracy in the same 
sentence (Kurzweil is a futurist and great prophet of The Singularity; Chinese Democracy is the Guns ‘n’ 
Roses much-lampooned, 11-years-in-the-making 2008 album), and says they eat “weird food” in 
Cincinnati (I assume he’s referring to Skyline Chili).  
 Anyway, I don’t know that this book is for everyone.  It’s a little abstract, a little inconclusive, a 
little non-linear in its exploration. But I found it provocative, entertaining and very well-written.  
 
* This idea, from philosopher Nick Bostrom, is that we’re headed toward a world in which people will 
create hyper-real computer simulations populated by AI beings that believe they’re real. And maybe 
we’re not there yet, or maybe the future people will decide not to create these simulations. But the 
third possibility is that this has already happened, that we exist in a world where these simulations do 
exist, and we’re in one of them, believing we’re real. The reasoning is that if a simulation has been 
created, eventually the “people” within that simulation will advance to the point where they create 
simulations, and within those the “people” will create simulations, etc., creating a reality of infinite 
nested simulations. In that case, the mathematical odds of us being the real, original world, are 
essentially zero. If we’re in this nested-simulation reality, we are almost certainly living one of the 
simulations. [smoke from ears] 
 
 
  



I Wear the Black Hat: Grappling with Villains (Real and Imagined) by Chuck Klosterman 
“If he’s comfortable living on the near edge of nonsense, why shouldn’t we be?” This is James Parker in 
his New York Times review of I Wear the Black Hat, Klosterman’s 2013 book of musings on villainry. He 
says it’s Klosterman’s fifth best book. This was only the second I’ve read of his, on the heels of But What 
If We’re Wrong? And then after this, I went right into his Sex, Drugs and Cocoa Puffs. So I guess on the 
scale of “Never want to read another book by this author” to “Give me more, now,” I’d give this a 5.  
 But I was trying to figure out how to sum up this book, and I couldn’t do much better than the 
subtitle itself. It’s about villains, ostensibly. But it kind of meanders all over the place, which it’s fair to 
say is a key part of Klosterman’s style. Over-intellectualizing things that aren’t generally intellectual, 
seeking consequence in the generally inconsequential, and making random connections that are 
intriguing, if often tenuous. Which all may sound like a knock, but I read more after this one.  
 This book is a puree of pop culture, auto-biography, history and something resembling 
philosophy. Not quite random enough to make one’s head spin, but you might often stop and ask, 
“Wait, what point are you making?”  

In a book about villains, there are some subjects one might expect—what if Batman was real? 
How should we think about Hitler? Joe Paterno and N.W.A. make appearances—as coach turned villain, 
and rap group who craved villain status, respectively. Bruce Springsteen, Ted Nugent, Taylor Swift, 2 Live 
Crew. DB Cooper vs Muhammad Atta.  
 So what’s the point? Don’t really know. Don’t really care. There are enough provocative 
thoughts and funny lines to be candy for the nerdy, semi-pop-culture-literate person of my generation. 
And plus, this book includes this sentence: “I saw the Big Lebowski and decided the main character 
should become the model for all human thought.” Which is as right as right can be.    
 
 
Sex, Drugs and Cocoa Puffs: A Low Culture Manifesto by Chuck Klosterman 
It’s probably safe to say that you either like Chuck Klosterman’s writing or you don’t. The specific subject 
of any given essay is likely more incidental, since the subject is usually just an onramp for him to loosely 
explore some bigger topic. In this case, the unifying theme of this collection of essays is pop culture, a 
topic so broad and well-trod that it’s unlikely you’d pick up this book because you’re a fan of “pop 
culture.”  You’d read this because you’re a fan of Chuck Klosterman. 

In the opening, Klosterman posits a tautology (not unlike my opening sentence of this review), 
that you can see life in one of two ways—that everything is connected, or that everything is not 
connected. This is a not super helpful framework, perhaps, but he uses it to set up a loose definition of 
culture—which is that ideas influence us, whether they are born of low culture or high culture.  His 
preference, in this book, is to examine low culture.  
                  The Sims video game makes us realize how our modern lives are confined by our daily habits. 
Pam Anderson and Tommy Lee’s sex tape changed sex for millions of Americans. The Real 
World changed not only television and the concept of celebrity, but the dynamics of our relationships 
(specifically those of co-habitation) and the very nature of personality.  
Other subjects include: Billy Joel’s1980 album Glass Houses, a Guns ‘n’ Roses cover band, the Lakers vs 
Celtics rivalry, Saved By the Bell, the Dixie Chicks and Van Halen, the Left Behind book series, the Zodiac 
killer, soccer and the bias of the news media.  

This is a 2003 collection of essays, which means they are dated. Delightfully dated, perhaps, if 
you were born in the late 60s or 70s. I have said this in my other reviews of Klosterman—maybe it’s my 
age, level of nerdiness or sense of humor (likely all three), but I feel right in the strike zone. Someone 
who is, say, a generation and a half older, might dismiss him as some hipster, post-modern essayist who 
writes irrelevant things about irrelevant topics in a snarky, sarcastic, too-clever-for-its-own-good style. 
But I think he’s provocative, often insightful, usually funny.  

Like his observation that Real World celebrity is the worst kind of celebrity—you will be “the 
kind of person who gets recognized at places like Burger King, but you will still be the kind of person 
who eats at places like Burger King.” Or his quip that Billy Joel’s best songs all sound like “unsuccessful 



suicide attempts.” Or his response to the rapture-like event at the beginning of Left Behind, where all 
the best Christians disappear from the planet: “Sounds good to me.” 

 
 

The Culture Code: The Secrets of Highly Successful Groups by Daniel Coyle 
I got about halfway through Coyle’s The Talent Code a few years ago, then got distracted and set it 
aside. That book is about the learning habits of highly successful individuals. The Culture Code is about 
the success of teams—what dynamics, structure and rituals build a strong team culture. At work, I run a 
team that is large, diverse in skillsets, and geographically dispersed. I marked the heck out of this book.  

Coyle studies teams of all kinds: work, sports, military; manufacturing, engineering, creative, tech, movie 
studios, etc. He pulls from academic studies and individual interviews and looks at team characteristics, 
values, processes and habits to see what makes the best teams the best.  

Included throughout the latter part are sections labeled “Ideas for action,” which summarize the 
learnings into simple, insightful lists. I’ve included many of them here.  

 
What makes a strong culture? 

Coyle emphasizes that culture happens in minute, person-to-person interactions. For strong cultures, he 
looks for cues of comfort, trust and support. Interactions that are generous, more listening than talking 
(and active listening at that). Celebration of small moments. Joviality. Small courtesies and signs of 
mutual respect.  

Cumulatively, these are what Coyle calls belonging cues—signals that a person is a valued and welcome 
member of the group, that they have a future together. Belonging cues create an environment of 
psychological safety where team members know they can lean in, think openly and contribute without 
fear of judgment or retribution. These cues have three essential characteristics:  

1. Energy. They invest energy in the exchange that is occurring.  
2. Individualization. They treat the person as unique and valued.  
3. Future orientation. They signal the relationship will continue. 

Coyle observes high-functioning teams in flow. He notes that they are more like jazz musicians with 
constant, sometimes subtle communication, where rank and titles seem to disappear. Rather, the team 
operates like a single organism—an intricate, coordinated system based on an invisible operating 
system. I think of the Golden State Warriors on a fast break. These moments are the result of repeated 
interactions and a strong culture reinforced over time, resulting in an intimate connection that 
transcends team structure or process.  

One study showed interactions of high performing teams shared five measurable factors:  

1. Roughly equal airtime to everyone in group, with contributions relatively short.  
2. High levels of eye contact.  
3. Members communicate directly with each other, not just the team leader.  
4. Members carry on back-channel and side conversations within the team.  
5. Members periodically break, go exploring outside the team, bring information or insight 

back.  

Reinforcing this team dynamic, a study of Silicon Valley startups found most companies fall into three 
different models: 1) The star model, wherein you seek to hire the biggest individual talent you can; 2) 
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the professional model, wherein the group is built around specific skillsets; and 3) the commitment 
model, focused on developing a group with shared values and a strong emotional bond. The 
commitment model consistently led to the highest rates of success.  

 
How to build a high-performing team 

Coyle differentiates between teams for proficiency and teams for creativity. Sometimes, a single team is 
composed of both needs or must switch from one mode to the other at different times. Regardless, the 
need remains the same—cultivate a “culture of belonging.”  

Some of the key topics in this part of the book:  

Feedback is obviously an important part of any team, but it can be a culture builder or destroyer 
depending on how it’s delivered. A study of university students at Yale, Stanford and Columbia 
uncovered a technique of “magical feedback” that boosted performance far and above any other type. 
The feedback started with: “I’m giving you this feedback because I have high expectations of you, and I 
know that you can reach them.”  

Note that this setup has three distinct belonging cues. It signals that the person is a part of the group, 
that the group has a future vision (we have high standards which have led to success, and we plan to 
keep those standards), and that you are a part of that future vision.  

Coyle dismisses the popular “feedback sandwich” (good thing, bad thing, good thing) as too confusing. 
Praise people publicly, and deliver negative feedback to them directly, in private and in person. 

Collisions are what Tony Hsieh, CEO of Zappos, calls serendipitous personal encounters. He obsesses 
over how to create more of them, because to him the collisions are what allow people to not just 
exchange ideas (the root of Steve Jobs’s obsession over where the bathrooms should located), but 
create the simple interactions (eye contact, courtesies, fist bumps, greetings) that build human 
communities and a sense of belonging. The way the workplace is architected—spacing of desks, office 
walls, central eating places and, yes, bathrooms—is hugely important. This isn’t news, but it’s good to 
understand the reason (and good to keep in mind when the facilities people start monkeying with 
seating arrangements).  

Leadership style is, obviously, hugely important, and there are no shortage of books on it. But again, 
Coyle emphasizes the traits that create psychological safety and cues of belonging. He stresses the 
importance of leaders being vulnerable.  

It’s intuitive that a willingness to be vulnerable comes after trust is built, but studies show that the 
inverse is actually true. A display of vulnerability engenders trust. And in order for team members to be 
openly vulnerable, they must feel safe. It’s really on the leader to not just set the tone for this, but to be 
vulnerable first. This runs counter to the stereotypical image of a leader. It feels risky for a leader to 
admit they don’t know all the answers, seek the advice of their direct reports, be transparent with 
concerns, or say, “I screwed that up, that’s on me.” But those can be the most meaningful ways for a 
leader to cultivate a culture of belonging.  

  

Some ideas for action for leaders:   

Over-communicate you’re listening. Body language, avoid interruptions.  

Spotlight your fallibility early on, especially if you’re a leader.  

Actively invite input.  



Embrace the messenger, particularly when they’re delivering bad news or tough feedback.  

Preview future connection. Paint a picture of where you want to be, what it will be like, what 
the future holds.  

Overdo thank-you’s. Less to do with gratitude, more to do with affirming the relationship.  

Eliminate bad apples. Ditch the people who are culture killers.  

Create safe, collision-rich spaces.  

Make sure everyone has a voice. Make sure to include the introverts. Give people ways to 
elevate issues, “stop the assembly line,” give feedback on the work or the workplace. 

Pick up trash. Exercise muscular humility—particularly leaders. A willingness to pitch in at any 
level, even the crap jobs, sends the signal that you’re in it as a team.  

Capitalize on threshold moments. Transitions, calendar markers, projects starts/stops, etc. are 
moments to establish habits, reinforce values, celebrate work. On-boarding a new hire is an 
incredibly important moment. 

Ditch “sandwich feedback.”  

Embrace fun.  

  

Leading a team for Productivity 

The biggest takeaway from this section is the need for constant feedback loops: individual performance, 
team performance and project performance. Coyle describes a few practices to generate the kind of 
reviews, pressure-testing and post-project feedback loops required to make an ever-improving team.  

He outlines the principles of the the After-Action Review (AAR) of a SEALs team. Also called debriefs or 
post-mortems (only people in low-risk business environments call them “post-mortems”), these are 
reviews of a project or mission, and are as important in the team development as the mission itself. 
Some inviolable tenets of AAR’s:  

• They are conducted by the enlisted men, not the commanding officers.  
• Leave all ranks at the door and enter with humility (the commander interviewed describes AAR’s 

as having a “backbone of humility,” which is a great phrase) 
• Ask why, why, why? Why were decisions made? Why did that happen? Why did that happen?  
• Take ownership of mistakes. This is a search for truth and ownership, and only through both can 

you build a “shared mental model of what happened” and create a “group mind” that learns 
and grows for next time. 

Coyle also describes “red teaming,” another military practice, in which a team of people with no 
connection to a project is invited to poke holes in the idea. Basically play devil’s advocate. And he 
describes Pixar’s “brain trust” and “daily reviews,” where people are invited into projects to give candid 
(often brutal) feedback.  

Whether after a mission or during a project, these are all techniques to invite objective observers into a 
venue that is safe. Team members can’t enter with fear of retaliation. For these to work, there must be 
psychological safety. Ranks and egos must be left at the door, with the shared end goal of improvement 
of the team. 

Ideas for action:  



Be vulnerable. Make sure the leader is vulnerable first and often.  

Do feedback right. Deliver the negative stuff in person.  

Make self-reflection a ritual. Use candor-generating practices (red teams, AAR’s) to give 
structure to stress testing and debriefs. 

 

Leading a team for Creativity 

This is the part of the book that most spoke to me. Again, much of this is consistent with well-known 
advice on leading creative teams, but this is where the notion of psychological safety is most relevant. 
Without an ego-less, fearless environment, its near impossible for a team to create together.  

Ask more questions. The role of a creative leader is to cultivate an environment of discovery. To 
promote curiosity and provoke further inquiry. Coyle notes a study that shows that questions are 
responsible for 60% of ensuing discussions, yet only constitute 6% of our typical dialogue. Why is this? 
Questions drive us forward. They’re the best tool at the leader’s disposal, a way to provoke the team 
without taking away ownership of the solution. Again, this runs counter to what we think of a “leader” 
doing. Don’t come with the answers—come with the questions.  

Coyle describes a near-legendary Bell Labs engineer named Harry Nyquist, who influenced projects well 
beyond his own via cafeteria conversations. Nyquist had two key characteristics: warmth and relentless 
curiosity. He made people feel cared for. And he had a very wide knowledge base, so he could engage 
people in conversations about their projects, search for connections, and ask probing questions that 
ignited ideas in them. He had a reputation such that engineers would seek him out for advice on their 
projects, to help them get unstuck. And he did it by being curious and asking questions. 

Force shifts in POV. This seeking of outside perspective is something that can be hard for creative teams 
to get used to. They tend to be insular for many reason, not the least of which is many creative people 
are introverted. But often the outside provocation is just what they need. Someone who’s “not so close 
to it,” I often hear my team say. Meaning someone who literally has a broader POV. When Alan 
Lightman, MIT physicist, describes the process of discovery, he includes “getting stuck” followed by 
“shift in perspective.” The outside person can quickly provide that shift in perspective, as Nyquist did 
time and again.  

Another perspective-shifting technique, now a staple in not just creative leadership training but business 
training, is improv. (I recommend Patricia Madson’s Improv Wisdom for a rich dive into the improv 
ethic.) An improv troupe first and foremost must create a safe environment for themselves to “think out 
loud.” Then they need the courage to transport that environment onto stage for an audience. If you 
want to design something to fail, try nervous improv.  

Although improv is well-trodden ground in creative coaching, Coyle includes wonderful nugget from Del 
Close, the famous improv teacher. Close had these rules for successful improv:  
 

You are all supporting actors 
Check your impulses 
Never enter a scene unless you are needed 
Save your fellow actor, don’t worry about the piece 
Your prime responsibility is to support 
Work at the top of your brain at all times 
Never underestimate or condescend the audience 
No jokes 
Trust. Trust your fellow actors. Trust yourself.  

https://bosilawhat.wordpress.com/2011/01/06/improv-wisdomdont-prepare-just-show-up-by-patricia-ryan-madson/


Avoid judging what is going down except for if it needs help. 
Listen. 

 
These rules should be stapled to our wall.  

Do not fear disaster. Creative stories are usually told as “Things were a disaster, then we rescued it at 
the last second.” But these two things—the disaster and the rescue, are part of the process. Creative 
projects are necessarily an excursion into the unknown. They are necessarily a risk. And in any creative 
project I’ve ever been involved with, there’s an “oh shit” moment where you’re sure they’ll be pulling 
your charred body from a soon-to-be fiery wreck. This is okay. Breathe. Trust in the process. Trust in 
your team. Again, the safety of the team environment is paramount. You can’t have teammates 
doubting the mission. You can’t have backstabbing. You can’t have a leader instilling fear of failure. 
Believe and move forward together.  

The usual misperception about the creative process is that there’s a clear lightbulb moment—a stroke of 
brilliance, a flash of inspiration, a solution delivered from the gods. That happens…about 2% of the time. 
Most of the time, it’s a messy, cluttered, fear-filled slog. It’s a garage floor with 1000 scattered engine 
parts. It’s a wall full of half-baked nothings. It’s non sequitur after non sequitur, and the blank stares of 
tired brains trying to stitch it together.  

Thus, building a functioning creative team is about designing a system that can churn through a high 
volume of mostly bad ideas to find the right one. But even more important than the process is the 
team itself. You need people who will embrace the chaos fearlessly, who will give more than they get, 
who understand how to view a zygote idea without judgment for what it is, rather imagination for what 
it can be. You need the right people, in the right petri dish, a “flat, candid environment with maximum 
autonomy.” You need cues that all dumb ideas are welcome, and even if your idea sucks, we won’t think 
that you suck for throwing it out there. Because you’re one of us, and even a bad idea is a valuable 
contribution.  

“It’s strange to think that a wave of creativity and innovation can be unleashed by 
something as mundane as changing systems and learning new ways of interacting. 
But it’s true, because building creative purpose isn’t really about creativity. It’s 
about building ownership, providing support, and aligning group energy toward the 
arduous, error-filled and ultimately fulfilling journey of making something new.”  

Overall this is a great book, rich with data and storytelling. I often think of my job as the chemist trying 
to get the team chemistry right. I’ve seen teams struggle with their chemistry, so we move new people 
onto the team, trying to change it up until it clicks. I’ve also seen the opposite—someone leave a 
successful team and everything goes to hell. In both cases, you see it in the work. The work is a 
reflection of the talent on the team, but more so it is a reflection of how well they work together. In that 
regard, the “code” in this book is invaluable. I highly recommended for anyone leading a team of any 
type or size. 

 
 
  



The Killer Across the Table: Unlocking the Secrets of Serial Killers and Predators With the FBI’s Original 
Mindhunter by John E. Douglas 
In 2017, I read Douglas’s Mindhunter, on which the Netflix show is based. As the pioneer in profiling of 
serial killers, Douglas has a career of interviewing some of the most disturbing criminals in existence in 
search of clues to what make them tick.  
 This book reads as an addendum to the first. If you’ve read Mindhunter (and it also helps if 
you’ve watched the show, as Douglas refers to it several times), you might enjoy this. And by enjoy, I 
mean be completely terrified by it. Douglas interviews four criminals, minor players as the cast of serial 
killers goes (he hit the big names in the first book), but even more frightening in that you’ve never heard 
their names before. These are just people out there, committing unbelievably heinous crimes.  
 Jonathan Groff, who plays Douglas on Mindhunter, narrates the audiobook, adding to the 
connection to the show. At the end of the book, the actor has a short but good interview with the 
author. Not for the faint of heart, but if you’re into the show, this is good shoulder content.       
 
 
Chase Darkness with Me: How One True Crime Writer Started Solving Murders by Billy Jensen 
So you wanna be an amateur detective? There’s plenty of work out there for you. In 2018, a stunning 
40% of murders went unsolved. And with the internet, you can now connect with thousands of other 
wannabe sleuths who have gone beyond a love of true crime to actually trying to solve them. Propelled 
by shows like Making a Murderer and Mindhunter and a seemingly endless stream of true crime 
podcasts like Serial, My Favorite Murder, Atlanta Monster, it seems everyone thinks they can be 
Encyclopedia Brown.  
 I’m a moderate true crime fan. Helter Skelter a few years ago to Mindhunter and Michelle 
McNamara’s I’ll Be Gone in the Dark last year. Not so much the podcasts.  I’m more fascinated by the 
hunt than the crime, and the amateur community adds another interesting element.  
 Jensen was an online friend and collaborator of Michelle McNamara while she was obsessively 
working the unsolved case of the Golden State Killer. Unfortunately, she tragically passed away in 2016, 
leaving both her case and her book incomplete. Jenson helps finish both stories here, not only detailing 
the identification and capture of the Golden State Killer, but also how he worked with McNamara’s 
husband, Patton Oswalt, to finish her best-selling I’ll Be Gone in the Dark from Michelle’s notes. As such, 
this is a great companion for that book.  
 But beyond that, Jenson tells about his own obsessions. His cases. What brought him to true 
crime and amateur sleuthing. And how you too can stay become a sleep-deprived, highly caffeinated 
pourer over police reports, crime scene photos and conspiracy-laden chat boards. I don’t mean to 
denigrate—I find it interesting because it is so darkly weird. Because these people seem pretty normal, 
yet have this macabre obsession that has the feel of a suburban book club, yet deals with stab wounds 
and blood splatter patterns and the psychological profiles of sociopaths. 
 I would definitely recommend I’ll Be Gone in the Dark first, but if you’ve read that and want 
more, Chase Darkness With Me is a great next read.  
 
 
Skeletons on the Zahara by Dean King 
In 1812, the trading vessel The Commerce wrecked off the west coast of Africa, at the edge of the 
Sahara. The crew of  was captured and enslaved by the locals. They were trekked across the desert, sold 
and bought repeatedly, scorched by the sand and sun, beaten and starved, suffered from pestilence and 
disease. What they endured during their captivity is a remarkable story, and fans of Shackleton’s story, 
or that of the Whaleship Essex will find the plight of this crew as interesting.  
    The enslavement of the crew adds an interesting element to this story. In most survival tales, 
man is debased by the natural world, cut down to size by the weather, predators or lack of food and 
water. He is forced into competition with animals, forced to realize that he no longer sits above them on 
the food chain. Ironically, the system that dehumanized the crew of The Commerce was commerce. They 

https://bosilawhat.wordpress.com/2017/12/30/mind-hunter-inside-the-fbis-elite-serial-crime-unit-by-john-douglas-and-mark-olshaker/


became commodities, with market value. A Christian’s value, they learned, “fell somewhere between a 
tattered blanket and an adult camel.” 
     As one of the men observed, “No matter how bad things were, on the Sahara, they could always 
get worse.” Indeed, possibly different than many other survival tales, there is not a clearing of one 
obstacle to encounter another. Their experience was of one malady piled on top of another on top of 
another. In the end, the fact that any of them survived is remarkable. When the survivors were rescued, 
one of them, Riley, usually a 240-pound man, was under 90 pounds.  
     This book was compiled from two separate diary entries, clearly with extensive research. It can 
be a little tedious and repetitive at parts, but one might expect that from a story about men being 
forced to travel across the Sahara.  
 
 
Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman: Adventures of a Curious Character by Richard P. Feynman 
This collection of sometimes-random anecdotes by Nobel Prize-winning physicist Richard Feynman is as 
unconventional as, so the stories prove, the man. But if the goal of a biography is to illuminate 
the spirit of a subject, then this book succeeds. 

Feynman rubbed elbows with Einstein and Bohr and worked on the Manhattan project, but his life (and 
these stories) go well beyond physics. Stories of his work reviewing textbooks, playing bongos for the 
ballet, figure painting and safecracking reveal a mind that is brilliant, mischievous, rebellious, passionate 
and humorous. 

That said, I found the overall attitude—the thing for which many people celebrate this book—to be off-
putting. One gets the sense that Feynman believes himself to be the smartest person in every room, yet 
has the decorum to not say it out loud. So he delivers the message in stories, draping the occasional self-
deprecating posture here and there, but basically saying, “Look how smart I am” again and again. It’s 
more likable to leave the bragging to the biographers, not the autobiographers. 

Still, an entertaining read about an amazing figure. 

 
Forward: A Memoir by Abby Wombach 
Abby Wombach is one of the most accomplished soccer players of all time. She also sits on the board of 
the company I work for as one of our cultural advisors. She is occasionally in the office, and though I 
haven’t met her in person, I’ve heard great things from those who have. I’ve always liked her for her 
prominent role on the women’s national teams (Olympics and World Cup). Someone offhandedly 
mentioned that this memoir is inspiring and adds another dimension to her story and I’ve been trying to 
read more books by women authors, so I thought I’d give it a go. 
 The least interesting part of this book is the soccer stuff. I remember a few of the World Cup 
games, so it was interesting to get some of the locker room stories. But much of it reads like a typical 
sports memoir, full of clichés, over-written passages describing the action, pep talks, etc.  
 What’s far more interesting is her personal story as a professional with an incredibly demanding 
career, an LGBTQ activist, and an addict. She tells the story of her relationship with her first wife and the 
strains on the relationship caused by her drinking, addiction to painkillers, and the demands of her 
career. And a particularly endearing story about her asking her first wife’s parents for their blessing. 
These triumphs and struggles, her cycles of doubt and accomplishment, and her ability to own her 
mistakes and share her victories, make her an ideal role model.   
 In addition to her activism for gay rights, she also is a force for gender equality, attacking the 
pay gap in soccer with all the tenacity she’d go at a high pass across the center.  
 But what struck me most about this book was the courage it must have taken to be so 
vulnerable. These are stories of struggle that would be inspiring for anyone else going through the same 
things. To hear one of the greatest athletes ever humble herself by detailing her fight with the same 
things is what we need from our sports heroes. She takes responsibility, challenges herself, fails, hold 



herself accountable, gets back up and tries again and again. That she shares those stories so openly here 
shows the kind of courage and resolve that makes her one of the greats—the kind of athlete who 
deserves to be lionized. It’s good to see that she is using her talents not just as a player, but as a person, 
to change the world for the better. I hope she finds as much success off the field as she did on. I think 
she will.   
 
 
Dreams of El Dorado by H.W. Brands and the Briscoe Museum of the West 
At the turn of the 19th Century, New Orleans was a critical port, positioned at the mouth of the 
Mississippi River, the gateway to the then western edge of the United States. And it was owned by 
France. So President Thomas Jefferson sent James Monroe to France to negotiate the purchase of New 
Orleans. Monroe’s budget was $10million. The French countered with an offer that changed the world. 
For an extra $5million, they would throw in the entire Louisiana Territory, some 828,000 square miles 
west of the Mississippi. Thus, the American West—which had originally meant modern-day Ohio and 
Kentucky—was opened up.  
 Another story: Part of an 1889 amendment to the Indian Appropriations Act declared that 
Oklahoma would be opened to homesteading. In what reads like a radio station contest gone wrong, on 
April 22, the state was basically turned into a land grab free-for-all, with 50,000 people flooding in to 
stake their claim. The rules of the day had stipulated that everyone must wait at the border of the 
territory until the signal was given at noon. But, as many dismayed, rule-abiding contestants would soon 
realize, hundreds of people had snuck in early and claimed the best parcels. Hence, the nickname for 
Oklahomans—“Sooners”—is basically another name for a cheater.  
 This is the kind of historical trivia most of us probably have in a mental shoebox labeled “Things I 
learned in high school then forgot.” A lot of this book felt familiar, but so much of it was new and 
fascinating, filled with interesting stories and characters befitting the topic.   

Although it’s not a comprehensive history of the West (which could fill volumes), Brands 
provides a good enough survey that you get the general progression. Starting with the acquisition of the 
Louisiana Purchase, he covers the early trappers and explorers like Lewis and Clark, the pioneers and 
Oregon Trail, the war with Mexico, the relations with and eventual eradication of the Native Americans, 
the Gold Rush, the exploration of the canyon lands by John Wesley Powell and of Yosemite by John 
Muir, the creation of the national parks and the land management challenges of the West (hint: not 
enough water) and the creation of the railroad.  
 The book touches briefly on the significance of the west in the American psyche—what it 
represents beyond the physical space, but sticks mostly with the history (I think there’s a book to be 
written linking the hopes and dreams of the Gold Rush to Hollywood to Silicon Valley). There is plenty to 
cover.  
 Coincidentally, I was in San Antonio midway through the book and was able to get into the 
Briscoe Museum of the West there. It’s a small, four-story museum, but the artifacts, artwork and 
dioramas provided the perfect companion to this book. I particularly enjoyed the sculpture garden, the 
paintings room and the diorama of the last stand at the Alamo. And my girls loved the animal art room. 
 Maybe unlikely, but if you can pair the book and the museum, I highly recommend it. If not, 
either one is worth the time.  
 
 
The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration by Isabell Wilkerson  
In 1934, a mob of about 100 white men traveled from Jackson County, Florida, to the county jail in 
Brewton, Alabama, 100 miles north. There, they broke out Claude Neal, 23, a black farmhand accused of 
raping and killing a white woman in Florida. The mob returned Neal to Florida, where they brutally 
tortured him for hours, publicly castrated him and fed him his own genitals, then dragged him around 
behind a car while young boys and girls hit his body with sticks. It was later revealed that Neal and the 



woman he was accused of murdering had been lovers, and that her family likely played a role in her 
death. Nobody was ever prosecuted for the crime.  

Between 1889-1929, across the south, someone was hanged or burned alive by lynching every 
four days on average. These were often not the clandestine affairs of a few extreme racists. In 1916, 
eighteen-year-old Jesse Washington was lynched by being lowered into a fire and burned to death in 
Waco, Texas. A crowd of 15,000 watched and cheered.  

Some of the alleged crimes that warranted death by mob violence included stealing hogs or 
horses, poisoning mules, “jumping labor contract,” “boastful remarks,” or “trying to act like a white 
person.” Sixty-six people were killed for “insult to a white person.” One young black boy gave a 
Christmas card to a white girl. Her father found the card, and with a group of white men, snagged the 
boy, tied him up, and forced his father to watch while they tortured his son then drowned him in a river.  

The history of lynching in the South is rich with gut-wrenching stories. Despite outcries from 
across the country, particularly after the Claude Neal lynching, federal lynching laws were repeatedly 
blocked by the “Solid South” block in Congress.  

Though not uncommon, lynching was an extreme example of how bad life in the South could be 
in the 100 years following Emancipation. Less severe, but more pervasive, were the everyday inequities 
of whites and blacks. Throughout the South, an African American driver, at an intersection with a white 
driver, was required to let the white driver go first, regardless of who had arrived first. And black 
motorists were prohibited from passing a white motorist on the road, no matter how slow the white 
motorist was driving. White people and black people could not play checkers together in Birmingham. A 
black man could not shake a white person’s hand unless the white person initiated it. A North Carolina 
courthouse had a white Bible and a black Bible to swear on.  

Add to this the system of sharecropping, which became prevalent in the South after the end of 
slavery, yet was only one step up. Many free slaves, with no money to their names, entered into 
agreements with white landowners whereby they lived on the land they worked in exchange for a 
portion of the crop. But many landowners charged the sharecroppers for nearly everything—seed, tools 
and other supplies, often at inflated prices—creating a cycle of poverty and indebtedness. It’s estimated 
only a quarter to one third of sharecroppers were fairly compensated. For many, they got to stay on the 
land and little else, with no legal recourse. 

Rampant lynching, Jim Crow, and the sharecropper system made living in the South repressive 
when not outright dangerous. It is in this setting that the story told by Isabelle Wilkerson’s wonderful 
The Warmth of Other Suns begins. From there, she follows the journey of three subjects who fled the 
South for a better life in northern and western cities. These three, however, represent the Great 
Migration—over six million African Americans who left the south between 1916 and 1970, reshaping the 
country.   

Prior to 1910, a full 90% of African Americans lived in the South. After 1970, it was just over 
50%, with most migrants moving to northern cities like New York, Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia, 
Pittsburgh, Denver, St. Louis and Indianapolis. In the West, during the later years of the Great Migration, 
it was Los Angeles, Oakland, San Francisco, Seattle, Phoenix and Portland.  

The migrants were brave, but also desperate. Many of them left their familiar world for an 
unfamiliar one. Some left jobs for cities where they had none. Many of the migrants were better 
educated than those they left behind, and the records show that most were as educated as the people 
they would encounter in the north. But the cities into which they moved and the neighborhoods into 
which they moved brought new, different problems. A repressive system had been replaced by other 
repressive forces—drugs, crime, poverty. Wilkerson describes one of her interviewees, now an old 
woman, watching the drug deals go down on the street outside her window.  

But for most, the move was positive, a necessary statement, symbolic if nothing else. As 
Wilkerson puts it:  

 
All told, perhaps the most significant measure of the Great Migration was the act of 
leaving itself, regardless of the individual outcome. Despite the triumphs and 
disappointments of any individual migrant, the migration in some ways was its own 



point. The achievement was in making the decision to be free and acting on that 
decision, wherever that journey led them. 
 

Wilkerson lists the children and grandchildren of migrants—the top in their fields, like Toni 
Morrison, James Baldwin, Michelle Obama, Spike Lee, Oprah Winfrey, Aretha Franklin, Jesse Owens, Joe 
Louis, Jackie Robinson, Serena and Venus Williams—who were given opportunity because their parents 
and grandparents made the journey. The Great Migration changed the demographics of the country, but 
it also spread culture into northern cities, bringing music, art, fashion and everything else with it. And 
then the next generation, those people really changed the world.  

This is an excellent book. Great storytelling, poetic writing, not preachy. Something every 
American should at least be familiar with, particularly the terrible history of the South and the brave 
people who chose to make a better life by escaping it. It’s a bit of history that really wasn’t that long 
ago.  

 
 

The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander 
It shouldn’t be news to anyone that our criminal justice system in America is f-ed. Driven by our idiotic 
War on Drugs (check out Johann Hari’s excellent Chasing the Scream) and our growing reliance on 
corporate prisons, the U.S. can boast the highest incarceration rate in the world. It’s not even close. 
What should make us all angry is not just how many people we imprison, but the degree to which we 
disproportionately imprison people of color.  
 Michelle Alexander makes the point that part of the problem is the way we think of race and 
racism in today’s world. When we say “racist,” we think of the angry, white-robe-wearing redneck 
burning crosses on the lawn, or someone on the spectrum. Yet someone can support, or play a role in a 
racist system—one that disproportionately represses people of color—without being a “racist.” On the 
other hand, progressives often speak of race as if it doesn’t exist, as if we should all be “colorblind” 
because race just doesn’t matter anymore, we’re past all that now. Alexander counters, “Racial caste 
systems do not require racial hostility or overt bigotry to thrive. They need only racial indifference.” In 
other words, colorblindness is part of the problem.  
 The inarguable data is clear: rates of drug use and drug dealing are equal, regardless of race, and 
any data that indicates otherwise shows whites as greater users or dealers of drugs. Yet, the 
incarceration rate of minorities is much higher: Hispanics are incarcerated at a rate 2x whites, blacks at 
more than 5x whites. Cut another way, African Americans make up 13% of the U.S. population, yet 
comprise 40% of the prison population, despite zero evidence that they commit crimes at a greater rate. 
Here’s another fun fact: the U.S. incarcerates a larger percentage of our black population today than 
South Africa did during Apartheid.  
 Alexander starts with the drafting of the Constitution and the accommodations made so slave 
owners would buy in. She then draws a line through history from that repressive system to our current 
criminal justice system. She lays out the effects of the drug war, the pressure for politicians to prove 
they are tough on crime, the incentive for police departments to be all-in on the drug war (see Radley 
Balko’s eye-opening Rise of the Warrior Cop), the role of property forfeiture laws (i.e. the cops can seize 
anything “related” to a drug crime allegation, even if those crimes are not ultimately prosecuted), and 
the under-resourced criminal defense system, which every year sends tens of thousands of poor people 
to prison without ever speaking to a lawyer.  
 Add to that the unprecedented penalties for drug convictions. With the exception of the U.S., it 
is unheard of in the developed world to dole out life sentences for first-time drug offenses, yet we do it. 
Likewise, the amount of heroine that would get you six months in the U.K. earns a mandatory ten-year 
sentence in the U.S. With penalties so high, suspects are often compelled to plead guilty to crimes and 
take lower sentences of, say, three years, rather than risking the five, ten or twenty years our system 
allows for.  
 I felt I was fairly knowledgeable about this topic, but I found some of the facts in this book 
astonishing. Alexander echoes Martin Luther King Jr’s point that it’s not enough for blacks to be 
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integrated into the system as is. She decries affirmative action as just putting a new color on the same 
problem—having a black cop carry out the ill-begotten drug war isn’t helping. Having the first black 
President bring on Joe Biden and Rahm Emanuel—two major proponents of a harsh drug war—isn’t 
helping. The system must be changed.  

We claim to be a great nation that cares about its people. The numbers suggest otherwise. For a 
criminal justice system to be effective, for it to maintain the faith of the populace, it must be just. Our 
current system is biased. People who commit crimes should face consequences, but those consequences 
should be befitting of the crime. Our system ruins lives. Alexander lays that out pretty undeniably here, 
so if you’re one of the people who doesn’t think there’s any problem with our current criminal justice 
system, this is a perfect book for you.  
Confederates in the Attic: Dispatches from the Unfinished Civil War by Tony Horwitz 
I’ve had Confederates in the Attic (1998) on my wishlist for many years. When Horwitz, a Pulitzer Prize-
winning war journalist and author, unexpectedly passed away in May of this year, I decided to finally 
read it.  
 Like Jon Ronson in his book Them: Adventures With Extremists, Horowitz turns over a rock and 
finds something peculiar, simultaneously humorous and grotesque. He investigates a culture hell-bent 
on not just keeping the Civil War alive as a historical topic, but fetishizing it.  
 Nationwide, an estimated 40,000 people play a part in Civil War re-enactments annually. Some 
don costumes once a year for the local celebrations. Others travel from battlefield to battlefield, 
wearing realistic, apparently itchy, 1860s clothing and adhering to strict 1860s-era technology (other 
than the cars that carry them battlefield to battlefield). For the die-hards, authenticity is key. One 
participant muses that if they get any more authentic, they’ll be using live ammo and Civil War-era 
medicine.  
 Horowitz witnesses one Confederate re-enactor crying authentic tears over an old tintype of a 
“severe-looking young woman.” “She might not look like much,” the man weeps, “but she’s my sister.”  
 It’s not uncommon for participants to lay on the ground for hours playing dead. Ironically, more 
than one re-enactor has been “killed” on the battlefield, then spent the night playing dead in a ditch 
until the inclement weather made it authentically so.  
 I love all-inners. They may be a little crazy, but they’re also the most entertaining. And what’s 
the difference between dressing like Dumbledore for Comicon and dressing like General James 
Longstreet for the Battle of Bull Run? They’re just breathing life into history in a way no textbook ever 
could.  
 But as he goes deeper in, Horowitz uncovers some deep-seeded ignorance and views so nasty, 
one begins to wonder if these Civil War re-enactments aren’t just a form of racist LARP-ing. Sure, many 
of the participants as just showing up for pageantry, but others are acting out a fantasy, in some cases 
re-writing history. 
 Claiming that “The War of Northern Aggression” wasn’t about slavery might not make someone 
straight-up racist, but it’s definitely a loose grip on history (particularly for people so passionate about 
it). Yet, Horowitz hears this time and again—the defense of the Confederacy and the promotion of the 
Lost Cause ideology, which contends that the rebellion was a just and noble fight to protect a way of life. 
What is, obviously, neglected from this argument is that this “way of life” was almost completely 
buttressed by slavery. Belief usually trumps reason, and there may be no more stark example than 
someone rambling on about freedom, the ideals of a utopian agrarian republic, the evils of a 
government that dares impose a way of life, blah blah, blind to the fairly un-nuanced counter-argument: 
Yeah, but slavery.  
 It’s easy to make racists sound like morons. But beyond that, this book is about remembrance. 
It’s about the malleability of history and the underlying danger in that malleability. Despite the adage, 
history is not always written by the winners. Particularly with the Civil War, there is a rampant strain of 
nasty revisionism.  
 The truth is that many of the myths embraced by Civil War revisionists were created in the years 
following the war by, predominantly, white southerners looking to save face. The Confederate flag, for 



example, either a symbol of racism or southern heritage depending on who you talk to, wasn’t the 
official flag of the Confederacy. It was the rebel war flag. And it didn’t come into prominence until 100 
years after the Civil War, in the heat of the Civil Rights movement. The new prominence of the flag 
(including over many Southern government buildings) was in defiance of what many Southerners saw as 
a second invasion. They felt under siege again, their way of life threatened by northerners again trying 
to tell them how to live. 
 There are two central, related questions: “What do we remember?” and “What do we 
celebrate?” The ongoing debates over monuments of Confederate war “heroes” cuts right to the heart 
of those questions. Nathan Bedford Forrest was a Civil War General. He then became the leader of the 
Klu Klux Klan. Among many statues of him, Tennessee installed a bust of Forrest in the state capital in 
1973. Horowitz tells the story of a housing project with mostly black tenants named after Nathan 
Bedford Forrest. Welcome to the Joseph Goebbels Jewish Community Center.  
 So much of it is cringe-worthy. Like hearing someone say, “I’m not racist, but…” You want to 
look away. But you know it’s important. But you know you can’t change the minds of bigots. The most 
depressing part of it all is that Horowitz wrote this book in 1998. You want to believe that society moves 
in one direction—toward a more enlightened society with diminishing bigotry and ignorance. But, sadly, 
this book seems more relevant today that it did 20 years ago. Thanks to the internet and our President, 
the racists have been crawling out from under their rocks, the Confederates out of the attic. So this book 
takes on more weight. It’s not a light read about peculiar men with rifled muskets, itchy costumes and 
battle-field body odor. It’s about our divisive history, our divided present, what we believe to be true, 
and what we choose to honor.  
 
 
Huế 1968: A Turning Point of the American War in Vietnam by Mark Bowden 
As he did in his classic Black Hawk Down, Bowden is at his best when he’s putting us on the ground with 
soldiers, giving us a view of combat through their eyes. With extensive research, including first-person 
interviews with people on both sides of the conflict, here he takes us into the pivotal battle of Huế, 
January 30-March 3, 1968, during the pivotal Tet Offensive of the Vietnam War. From these interviews, 
Bowden stitches together a tapestry of pain, confusion, death, grit, desperation and heroics.  
 The Vietnam War saw America’s military superiority tested against guerrilla tactics, and with 
Huế those battles moved to an urban setting. When the North Vietnamese launched a series of over 100 
surprise attacks across the country as part of the Tet offensive, the U.S. and South Vietnamese were 
able to defend most of their positions and drive back the attacks. With the notable exception of Huế, a 
city of French colonial architecture and royal palaces. The city was overrun, requiring a counterpunch by 
American forces to retake it.  

Much of the fighting was street to street, building to building, with civilians mixed in with the 
soldiers and enemy combatants mixed in with the civilians. It represented a shift in the nature of 
warfare that carried through the end of the 20th and beginning of this century in places like Mogadishu, 
Iraq and Afghanistan. In Vietnam, it was the bloodiest battle of the war.  
 It also represented a new recognition from the enemy: Where a classic military victory was not 
realistic, they should fight to sap the will of the U.S. The North Vietnamese knew the longer they could 
make the battle in Huế, the more advantageous it would be for them. They were well aware of the 
protests in the U.S., of the political reality of elected officials and the growing unease of the 
international community.  “We will spend whatever it takes as long as we can hang on and retain all the 
attention of the world press,” Bowden summarizes the strategy of the North Vietnamese. And although 
Huế was a victory for the U.S. and South Vietnamese on paper, the ability of the North to hold the city 
for twenty-five days altered the whole perception of a war we were supposedly winning.  
 Back home, a growing chorus of dissent was emerging, beyond the campuses. Walter Cronkite 
reported on the chaos, and Emmet John Hughes, journalist and former speechwriter for Eisenhower was 
making the point that the whole rationale for Vietnam—that it was another post-WWII fight to stop the 
expansion of Communism—was misinformed. Vietnam, he wrote, cast America as an effective heir to a 



hated colonial authority, “alienating rather than arousing national pride [in the Vietnamese].” Never 
before had we come in with the goal of setting up a new sovereign government. “You cannot truly win a 
conflict that you cannot truthfully define.” 
 Huế was the point where many Americans stopped believing in the cause. The statistics they’d 
been fed by the government, based mostly on numbers of enemy killed, no longer seemed in line with 
progress toward a clear victory. And the narrative of the politicians and generals (General 
Westmoreland simply lied about the city having fallen into enemy hands) was contradicted by 
journalists on the ground. This denial of the reality resulted in soldiers being ordered into suicidal 
situations again and again, eroding their confidence in their leadership.  

By the end of Huế, the lies had grown too difficult to maintain. Indeed, a month after the battle, 
Lyndon Johnson announced he would not seek re-election, and Westmoreland was removed from his 
post. Vietnam was becoming what we now know Vietnam to be—a synonym for ill-begotten military 
adventurism.   
 Yet, many truths about Vietnam have remained true in the wars to follow. As a metaphor and a 
cautionary tale, Vietnam is perhaps overused, yet we have made new versions of the same mistakes, 
and our more recent enemies have drawn from the blueprint developed by the North Vietnamese. In 
short, make it painful, ugly, frustrating, and drag it out as long as you can. Americans will not continue to 
tolerate the loss of lives and money for foreign incursions with ill-defined goals. (A counterpoint, made 
in Rachel Maddow’s Drift, is that we actually will tolerate long, ambiguous conflicts precisely because of 
a big difference from Vietnam—there is no draft. Thus, the number of families directly sacrificing for our 
modern wars is relatively low. To that, I’d add that the government learned from the Vietnam PR fiasco 
that it’s critical to control the narrative, as shown by the decade of lies and cover-ups recently unveiled 
in the Afghanistan Papers.) 
 But even as Bowden gives broader context, he often does it through the eyes of the soldiers (or 
contrasts what was happening in the halls of government with what the soldiers were experiencing). 
And for the soldiers in Huế, it was hell. Similar to the writing of Tim O’Brien (The Things They Carried, If I 
Die In a Combat Zone), he recounts the commonplace brutality, contrasts real injuries with their movie-
screen counterparts, describes the terror campaign of ambushes and booby traps and mortars dropping 
into foxholes, envisions the dead soldiers and civilians scorched into the memories of returning 
soldiers... In this nightmare, against a backdrop of the country’s flagging support for the war, one 
interviewee makes the point that context didn’t matter to many of the grunts. “At least half of them had 
no clear idea why they were even there…They fought mostly to finish out their tours and get their asses 
home intact.”  
 Even after watching Ken Burns’s excellent documentary, The Vietnam War, I have only a loose 
grasp of the sequence of events. This book is about a mere 25 days of the nearly two decades of war. 
And while someone with a greater understanding of the war might be able to better place it in the 
narrative of the full war, even as a standalone the message is clear—this is what it was like for the 
soldiers on the ground in Huế. And this is where it all changed. 
 
 
The Alienist by Caleb Carr 
There’s a reason you can still spot this book on the shelves near the front of bookstores or on the “staff 
recommendations” shelf. It’s an excellent piece of historical fiction about a serial killer case in New York 
City, 1896. Carr expertly weaves the fictional plot together with the development of crime-solving 
techniques (e.g. fingerprinting), the woes of New York tenements and news stories of the day. The novel 
is also populated by real-life characters from the period, including J.P. Morgan and figures of the New 
York police scene, including Teddy Roosevelt, the police commissioner at the time.  
 This was about a decade after Jack the Ripper terrorized London and a killer preyed on servant 
girls in Austin (both unsolved and possibly linked, according to one theory). It was also around the same 
time H.H. Holmes confessed to murdering 27 people in Chicago. So, although the term “serial killer” 
wasn’t yet coined, the concept was in the public consciousness.  
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 At the center of the novel are three characters: John Moore, a reporter and narrator; Dr. Lazlo 
Kreizler, the alienist of the title (“alienist” is an outdated term for a psychologist or psychiatrist); and 
Sara Howard, a secretary at NYPD headquarters. Carr develops each of these characters well, and the 
dynamic between them makes the novel more than just a plot-driven whodunit.  
 Fans of Sherlock Holmes will find much to like here. But The Alienist has more progressive 
themes, since it was written a century after Arthur Conan Doyle penned the Sherlock Holmes stories. 
Likewise, fans of Erik Larson’s The Devil in the White City will find much to like here (or vice versa). I will 
likely check out the next in the series.  
 
A Gentleman in Moscow by Amor Towles 
I would never have thought that—based on the topic, the storyline, the title, the author (I’d never heard 
of Towles)— A Gentleman in Moscow would end up being one of my favorite books of the decade. I 
absolutely loved this novel. I have recommended it to and bought it for several people (I already peeped 
in on my friend Greg’s Best of 2019 list). Thanks to my friend Tim, who not only suggested it, but kept 
pushing it like he was receiving a cut of the royalties.  
 I’ll try, but I won’t be able to do this novel justice. You’ll just have to trust me. 
 The story is about Count Alexander Ilyich Rostov. In 1922, he is judged by Russia’s new Bolshevik 
government to be an unrepentant member of the aristocracy. In other words, he was important before 
the revolution, and that makes him a criminal after. “Before we begin, I must say, I do not think I have 
ever seen a jacket festooned with so many buttons,” his prosecutor tells him at his trial. “Thank you,” 
the Count says. The prosecutor clarifies: “It was not meant as a compliment.”  
 The Count is sentenced to house arrest for life in the historic Metropol Hotel, in the center of 
Moscow, across the street from the Kremlin. It is where he lives now, but he is moved out of his 
luxurious suite and into a small room in the attic of the hotel. His entire life—including his furniture, his 
books, his collection of button-festooned jackets—must be downsized. It is a crushing blow to a man of 
status.  
 But while his new room is confining, the Count proves the adage that if one remains in the same 
place, the world will come to them. The Metropol is a place of prestige and political importance, with 
important dignitaries and ambassadors, celebrities and socialites frequenting its rooms and restaurants. 
He befriends not only the workers there—the chef and the barber and the hotel clerks—but many of the 
guests who pass through over the years. An actress. A Russian politician, an ambassador. One in 
particular, a young girl, will change his life in ways he couldn’t have imagined.  
 Outside the window and within the Metropol, history unfolds around the Count. He makes what 
he can of his new life, which requires some physical adjustments. Like cutting a hole through the back of 
his wardrobe and into a neighboring room, nailing its door closed from the inside, to create a secret 
study for himself. But most of his adjustment is in his mind, accepting his confines and building within 
them something that feels as grand and expansive as the life of any free man. There is so much 
satisfaction for the Count, and for us the reader, in these acts of rebellion, how he refuses to give in, 
how he never loses his spirit.  
 As a theme, insubordination against a repressive regime, outsmarting the nutcrackers in charge, 
links this novel to another of my favorites—One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. The Count’s resilience, his 
resolve, his patience, his intellect all serve to continually keep him one step ahead. Or, as he notes, 
sometimes he prefers the more advantageous position of one step behind.  
 The real greatness of this book, however, is in the writing. Towles prose is so well-crafted, so 
fine-tuned, and so perfectly brings to life the Count’s personality, taste and savoir faire, I could have 
read another 600 pages of his musings. It is clever, it is poetic, at times hilarious and at others so 
poignant. The imagery is so vivid, I longed for an old Russia I never knew existed. Most of all, everything 
feels so in control. Every word, footnote, punctuation so considered and pitch perfect. It is a masterclass 
in character development and in writing overall.  
 Although I finished this book earlier in the year, I saved the review to be my last of 2019. I like to 
end the year on a high note.  
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The Nickel Boys by Colson Whitehead 
Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad, his 2016 Pulitzer Prize-winning surrealist novel, blew me away. 
Here, the story is much simpler and the ambition more limited, but the result is nonetheless captivating 
and terrifying.  
 Inspired by the true story of the Dozier School for Boys, a state-run Florida reform school, 
segregated until 1966. While in residence, boys there—particularly the black boys—were routinely 
tortured and raped, sometimes mutilated and executed. The school was in operation for 111 years, until 
the state closed it down in 2011, with incalculable atrocities committed by staff. A 2012 anthropologic 
survey documented 55 unmarked graves outside and counted nearly 100 deaths at the school.  
 Whitehead’s fictionalized account of Dozier recasts it as The Nickel Academy of Eleanor, Florida, 
where a discovery of these unmarked graves has caused a major inconvenience for a real estate 
developer. Told through alternating storylines of teenage Elwood Curtis, a high school junior with 
promise until his parents abandon him and he ends up a resident a Nickel, and adult Elwood Curtis, a 
man haunted by his time at Nickel.  

In the opening chapter, as archaeology students perform the excavation at Nickel, the professor 
comments, “They called this a school.” Then, “You can hide a lot in an acre.” Indeed, Nickel Boys is about 
a history of brutality euphemized and buried in the dirt. Sanctioned by the state. Enabled by blind eyes 
turned. Perpetuated by the racists who worked at Nickel, happy to carry on the legacy of violence until 
someone physically dismantled the institution that housed it.  

Adult Elwood wrestles with how to think of all of this. How is one to process Martin Luther 
King’s calls for peaceful resistance when the personal violence is so bleak? Former students from the 
real Nickel—Dozier School for Boys—spoke out for years about the school. It took literal bones being 
dug up, undeniable proof of torture and murder, before anyone really paid attention. And then, who 
really did? I’d certainly never heard of it. Some of the locals even objected to the research there—they 
had family and friends who had worked at the school. For the sake of their reputations and the 
reputations of the town, they wanted the story reburied.  

The question Nickel Boys asks is, “What kind of place would allow for this kind of place?” But we 
know the answer. At its height, Dozier was the largest reform school in the country. Dozier was a 
symptom of the larger injustices happening, uncomfortably recently.   

 “Dozier, in my opinion, represents the story that happens when we turn our backs on public 
accountability of the institutions we create for caring for children in need and at risk,” Reverend Russell 
Meyer, former member of the Dozier state commission said in an interview.   

In Nickel Boys, Whitehead continues the excavation. Yes, it’s a fictionalized account, but like his 
The Underground Railroad, in the hands of Whitehead, this short retelling bears witness to what 
happened at Dozier (and likely other places like it) in a way that readers will remember.  

This book is on many “Best of 2019” lists. I agree. Furthermore, Whitehead might make the list 
of most important authors writing today.    
 
 
The Heart’s Invisible Furies by John Boyne 
 “Long before we discovered that he had fathered two children by two different women…Father James 
Monroe stood on the altar of the Church of Our Lady, Star of the Sea, in the parish of Goleen, West Cork, 
and denounced my mother as a whore.” So begins The Heart’s Invisible Furies. It is 1945, and a sixteen-
year-old pregnant girl, Catherine, is shamed and shunned by her church in a small, rural village on the 
southern coast of Ireland. She is expelled from the church, from the town, from her life.  
 The narrator, her son, Cyril Avery, will be adopted by a couple that reminds him, whenever he 
calls them his parents, “Not your real parents, Cyril.” He’s not a real Avery. In fact, he doesn’t quite 
know where he fits in.  

In a family that doesn’t fully own him, a country he’s not so fond of, at a time and place that 
isn’t accepting of gay men, Cyril’s search for himself, for his place and his people, is a difficult one. We’ll 
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spend seventy years with him on his search, in three different countries, as he finds varying degrees of 
success and fulfillment, love, heartbreak, all the ingredients of life.  
 Boy struggles to figure out who he is could be a genre unto itself. Much of it comes down to the 
execution. The characters, the story, the themes. Here, Boyne delivers in almost every way. Hearts 
Invisible Furies is a long book and some parts are stronger than others, but overall it is an engrossing and 
memorable story. The themes of identity—and, related, of intolerance—are threaded throughout with a 
deft weight of hand. Even if you don’t know what it’s like to live in a socially conservative country, or 
what it’s like to be adopted, or to being gay, there is so much humanity that is relatable packed into this 
novel. Its great success is that, for a novel about identity, it rises above the clichés of identity and 
connects at a level of human truth.  

But what really holds it together is Cyril’s strong character. His passions are locked in constant 
struggle with his introversion, a conflict that leads to some grimace-worthy moments. Yet, he balances 
this all with sharp wit and self-deprecation.   

When he tries to kiss a girl, she looks at him “as if I were Jack the Ripper or a member of the 
Labour Party.” Or when he is picking out clothes to go out with his friend, his friend comments, “You 
must have something in there that doesn’t make you look like Richard Nixon’s less fashionable younger 
brother.” The wit is there even in the heavier moments. In old age, Cyril considers his lonely existence 
and observes, that if he had a heart attack and collapsed on his floor, he could lay there for weeks 
before anyone would come looking. “I didn’t even have a cat to eat me.”  
   You become invested in Cyril, rooting for him even in the moments where he’s really screwing 
things up. I felt about this novel the way I felt about some of John Irving’s best work (Owen Meany, Cider 
House Rules) when I first read them. It doesn’t just feel like a full story—it feels like a full life.  

I have my friend Tim to thank for this recommendation (he also recommended A Gentleman in 
Moscow, so gets thanks for two of my favorite books this year). 
 
 
Year of the Monkey by Patti Smith 
I would read a full book of Patti Smith describing a cup of coffee. She is the rare author for whom 
thinking and writing are one: her writing full of the random connections and leaps from the whimsical to 
the sublime, from ordinary moments to moments of grace discovered within the ordinary; her thoughts 
not bogged down by the chore of recording them for consumption by strangers. The result is an 
intimacy, a proximity that feels physical, as if we’re sitting inside her head hearing her thoughts as she 
thinks them, as if her daydreams are immediately and without translation projected onto the page. 
 Year of the Monkey is about 2016. “There are two of you,” Aurore Clémont tells Martin Sheen’s 
character in Apocalypse Now, which Smith catches on TV, “one who walks in the world, one who walks 
in dream.” Smith’s dream begins with a motel in Santa Cruz, the Dream Inn (she calls it the Dream 
Motel). She has several conversations with the motel’s sign, which serves as her tea leaves, her faithful 
listener. She waxes about food, about loss, about travel, but in it all she is searching for an escape from 
the reality of the year, the “avalanche of toxicity.”  
 We travel with her to Uluru (Ayer’s Rock) in the Australian outback, another kind of spiritual 
quest for answers. We return to Santa Cruz. We avoid the news. We enjoy her huevos rancheros almost 
as much as she does. We find she is still obsessed Roberto Bolaño (at her recommendation, I pulled his 
The Third Reich down from my shelf for 2020 reading). We hear from Marcus Aurelius. We come to 
know friends she has lost— music producer Sandy Pearlman, and the impending loss of her friend Sam 
Shepard (Smith would edit his final book, Spy of the First Person, after his passing).  

“Across America, one light after another seemed to burn out. The oil lamps of another age 
flickered and died.” This is a book about endings, but it is not completely bleak. It feels more like a 
necessary pulling back, a time of reflection and healing, which inherently contains within it a sense of 
hope. Smith welcomes us into this time with her, to share her sorrow, but mostly to fortify us with her 
resilience and hope.  



I always get Smith’s books as audiobooks, since it is such a joy to hear her reading them. With 
this one, I also ordered a physical copy to keep on my shelf.  
 
 
The Selected Poems of Donald Hall by Donald Hall 
In 2018, Donald Hall, poet laureate of the United States in 2006-2007, completed a book called A 
Carnival of Losses: Notes Nearing Ninety shortly before he died. I saw it in Bookmarks magazine and it 
piqued my interest. There aren’t many writers cranking out work in their late eighties. So I picked it up 
and read the first short essay, “You Are Old,” a two-pager packed with turns of sorrow and humor and 
loss and gratitude. My first thought was how have I never heard of this guy? I ordered this book of his 
poetry.  
 Hall wrote his first poem, he says in the afterward, when he was twelve. Two years later, he 
decided that was what he wanted to do for the rest of his life. And he did. Which makes for a lot of 
writing—22 volumes of poetry in all, along with books of essays, memoirs and children’s stories. And 
yet, this book is fairly slim. Hall chose the poems, only a third as many as the last time he put a collection 
together, intentionally creating a “concise gathering of my life’s work.” When asked what he writes 
about, he once answered, “Love, death and New Hampshire.” That is borne out here.   
 The poems are not chronological, but they paint an arc of Hall’s life. The collection kicks off with 
a killer poem, “My Son My Executioner,” that holds in balance the contradiction of a child, who brings 
the parents immediate thoughts of their own mortality, yet represents infinite possibility, “our 
instrument of immortality.”  
 From there, many of the early poems paint a life of bucolic rural living (Hall grew up in an 1803 
farmhouse that had been in his family since the Civil War), of the farm, of maple syrup, of horses, of 
baseball games. Intermixed are moments of loss, mostly near home, but sometimes far away.  
 In “White Apples,” Hall recounts a week after his father’s death, waking to his father’s voice, 
“white apples and the taste of stone” as he stares at the pale bedroom door, waiting to hear another 
call.  
 In “The Man in the Dead Machine,” a bit of an outlier, Hall paints the picture of a dead WWII 
pilot, strapped into his plane, hanging in a tree “High on a slope in New Guinea.”  
 More often, Hall writes of things closer to home. One of my favorite poems, “Names of Horses,” 
remembers the horses who, year after year, one after the other, have worked the farm, carried the 
family to town and back. “Generation on generation, your neck rubbed the window sill of the stall, 
smoothing the wood as the sea smooths glass.” Eventually, they each grow lame and are buried behind 
the house.  
  
  For a hundred and fifty years, in the pasture of dead horses,  
  roots of pine trees pushed through the pale curves of your ribs,  
  yellow blossoms flourished above you in autumn, and in winter 
  frost heaved your bones in the ground — old toilers, soil makers:  
 
  O Roger, Mackerel, Riley, Ned, Nelly, Chester, Lady Ghost.  

 
Even in baseball, Hall sees horses. Describing the old timers’ game, an aging outfielder goes after a fly 
ball “like a lame truck horse startled by a gartersnake.”  
 Hall married the love of his life and writing partner, author Jane Kenyon, in 1972, then lost her 
to cancer 23 years later. He said he wrote of nothing but her death for five years, and you feel his deep 
sorrow through the middle section of this book.  

 
As the land goes to waste  
Where her death overthrew  
A government of two. 
 
(“The Revolution”) 



  
 “Oh let me go,” he imagines her telling him in “The Wish.” The next poem, as if to answer, sees 
him beginning to heal. He stops referring to her as “you” in poems. “She recedes into the granite 
museum of JANE KENYON 1947-1995.” In that same poem, “Ardor,” he recognizes that nursing her 
toward the end of her life was a great gift for him: “Her death was the worst thing that could happen, 
and caring for her was best.”  
 He comes out of the pain of loss and finds tedium, conjuring verse of daily routines (“Death 
Work”) that include “Prick finger. Inject insulin. Glue teeth in…Watching sun set. Wait for the fucking 
moon. Nuke lasagna…” He is still funny, even as he seems cranky and annoyed.  
 Hall reflects that most of his best work came in his sixties. “People have long assumed that poets 
flourish when they are young, but for most poets their best work comes in middle life.” I once had a 
writing teacher that said you can’t write anything great until you’ve experienced things. Hall got a lot of 
living in. For more decades than most of us live, he approached his writing with the work ethic of a 
farmer, daily tilling the soil of his own soul. If these are the fruit (vegetables?) of all that labor, then they 
are good fruit.  
 Next up for me is to finish Hall’s Carnival of Losses, followed by the book that preceded it, Essays 
After Eighty.  
 
 
The Three-Body Problem by Cixin Liu 
This novel, the first in a highly-acclaimed, highly-complex science fiction trilogy, was the first Asian book 
to win the HUGO prize for science fiction. It is a nested story so intricate that I had trouble following at 
some points.  
 The first section deals with an astrophysics graduate student in Beijing during Mao’s Cultural 
Revolution. She receives a message from a pacifist within an alien civilization called Trisolaris 
(“Trisolaris” is a world with three suns, where the “three-body problem,” a physics problem concerning 
the movement of three bodies with gravitational fields, is critical). The message warns that if the 
Trisolarians discover Earth, they will destroy it.  
 The second section takes place in the following decades. It has been discovered that the 
Trisolarians have indeed launched a fleet to destroy Earth, but it will not arrive for another 450 years. 
Various factions form around how to deal with the impending invasion.  
 The story then jumps ahead to present day, where high-level government scientists are being 
murdered, and everyone plays a virtual reality game where the world within it oscillates between eras of 
apocalyptic environmental chaos and relative stability. The inhabitants have evolved to dehydrate 
themselves into flat canvases in order to survive chaotic eras, and Aristotle, Newton and Mozi work to 
solve the mathematics that will predict the stable and chaotic eras.  

The grandness of Three-Body Problem and the imaginative constructions of the various worlds 
are enough to fascinate the reader, even if how it all ties together is sometimes elusive. There’s one 
scene in particular—within the game, where a character reconstructs a computer using thousands of 
soldiers on a battlefield, each soldier holding a flag up or down to mimic the binary 1’s and 0’s of 
computer bytes—that will stick with me from this whole book for its epic creativity.  
Perhaps because it’s a translation, the prose is fairly straightforward, even flat at times. Character 
development is limited. But in terms of ambition, I haven’t read anything recently that even comes close 
to The Three-Body Problem. If you’re willing to make the investment and hang with it, you will be 
rewarded with a memorable trip.  
 
 
  



Salvage the Bones by Jesmyn Ward 
Reading Ward’s phenomenally lyrical Sing, Unburied, Sing in 2018, I wanted to quickly follow up with her 
2011 National Book Award-winner, Salvage the Bones. Here, we find ourselves in a familiar setting—
poor, contemporary south. 15-year-old Esch lives in a rural Mississippi bayou town with her brothers 
and alcoholic father. She is pregnant, and the boy who made her so wants nothing to do with her.  
 The story covers the days leading up to and after Hurricane Katrina (of which Ward is a survivor). 
Esch tries her best to make her way and hide her secret, leaning on her knowledge of Greek mythology 
to find comfort and answers, imagining herself to be various ancient mythological characters. But 
nothing can brace her or the family for the coming storm.  
 This is a tight, well-written story. It feels a little less refined than Sing, Unburied, Sing, but 
immersive and disturbing nonetheless. Esch is a sympathetic character, and the realities of her world are 
daunting and raw.  
 Ward is the only woman to win two National Book Awards for Fiction. I look forward to reading 
more of her work.  
 
 
No Country for Old Men by Cormac McCarthy, Natural Born Killers (screenplay) by Quentin Tarantino, 
and Sicario (screenplay) by Taylor Sheridan 

**SPOILER ALERT: MAJOR PLOT POINTS REVEALED** 
Recently, I’ve been interested in the changes made to a novel or screenplay when it’s turned into a film. 
Aside from the practical decisions like time restrictions and budget, I was specifically interested in the 
creative changes made to dialogue, characters and story. Regardless of whether the decision was made 
by the director, actor or someone else, even small decisions like changing the name of a character or 
word choice in dialogue have creative rationale behind them. 

So I picked three films I love, then went back and read the source material for each. I wanted 
films that I know fairly well and films where the screenwriter was not also the director (which tend to 
have fewer changes from source to film). Moreover, I wanted works where the film is better than the 
source material.  

The movies I selected all inhabit the same genre: No Country for Old Men is a 2007 Coen 
Brothers film based on the novel by Cormac McCarthy. Natural Born Killers is a 1994 Oliver Stone film 
based on a Quentin Tarantino screenplay. And Sicario, a 2015 Denis Villeneuve film, is based on the 
screenplay by Tyler Sheridan. More than just action films about criminals and law enforcement, they’re 
all explicitly about the struggle between good and evil and where those lines blur.  
 No Country is the strongest source material, an excellent read in itself. It’s tight, with the pace 
and feel of an action flick. And what the Coen Brothers produced from it is a nearly perfect movie. I 
reviewed the novel when I re-read it in 2016, and wrote about the adaptation in my review of From 
Novel to Film: No Country for Old Men.  
 The biggest change to No Country’s adaptation is the end of Llewelyn Moss’s (Josh Brolin’s) 
story. The Coen Brothers simplified the end of Moss’s story, but in doing so they also changed a few key 
details that change his fidelity to his wife and the amount of agency he has in the story—a major theme 
of the movie. The changes aren’t necessarily good or bad, but they are significant for how we view 
Moss.  
 Another change is the backstory cut from the sociopathic hitman, Anton Chigurh (Javier 
Bardem). Fans of the film might enjoy finding in the novel some additional character insight—such as 
why he was picked up by the police in the beginning of the film—but cutting it makes his character more 
mysterious and menacing in the film.  
 Likewise, Sicario’s eponymous hitman, Alejandro (Benecio del Toro), went through a character 
weight loss program in later rewrites. Sheridan’s original screenplay puts Alejandro at the center of the 
film from the beginning. The script opens with Alejandro standing waist-deep in the surf, a voice-over 
laying out the theme in the first line: “I think about the price. The price of appetite. The cost of 
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forgetting who we are…So easy to pretend we are not to blame. That a demon enters us. No…The 
demon is inside. We just make potions that release it.” 
 Not only does this hit us on the head, but it puts us inside Alejandro’s psyche in a way that 
would have ruined his character. Much of what makes him fascinating is what we don’t know about him.  
 The decision to move Alejandro into shadow also opens up room for the single protagonist, Kate 
Mercer (Emily Blunt, name changed from “Macy” in the screenplay). Alejandro is a hitman, and Matt 
Graver (Josh Brolin, name changed from “Graves” in the screenplay) is a CIA agent who coolly plays 
loose with the rules. The two men are already morally compromised. The story of Sicario is the story of 
principled Kate’s dilemma as she realizes that the goal she seeks (winning against the cartels) will 
require her to get her hands dirty.  
 Both No Country and Sicario use the backdrop of the drug war to question our principles. 
Chigurh asks the hitman Carson Wells (Woody Harrelson), “If the rule you followed brought you to this, 
of what use was the rule?” (modified slightly; it’s “led you to this” in the novel). It’s the central question 
of the novel, which Sheriff Bell also grapples with. You have a code that you follow, but if the end is no 
good, then what good is the code?  

In the case of Sheriff Bell, he holds fast to the old notions of heroism and duty. He was unable to 
live up to them in the war and, in a moment of cowardice, slipped away in the dark instead of facing 
down the enemy. He has lived with that guilt ever since, even though, as he is reminded by his uncle, 
the other choice would have landed him in the grave.  

Now he faces a similar dilemma—an enemy he cannot defeat. A principled stand, living up to 
the code of the Texas Rangers who came before him, will lead to his certain death. So what is more 
important, a principled adherence to an antiquated code, or a pragmatic decision to back away from the 
darkness, to not face down the enemy?  

Sicario poses the same question of principle vs pragmatism. Here Kate enters a world where the 
good guys are losing the drug war, and the only way to make a dent is to play dirty. In an early scene 
(cut) in the screenplay, an unnamed character states the obvious: “No one is pure.” Kate’s dilemma is 
how far she will go, which means can she live with for the right end?  

The harshest scene in Sicario, and the most revealing of how far Alejandro will go, is in the end 
of the movie. Alejandro infiltrates the compound of the cartel leader, Fausto Alcaron (Julio Cesar 
Cedillo), who had Alejandro’s wife and daughter killed. He finds Alcaron at the dinner table with his 
family and joins them there, holding them at gunpoint. After a brief dialogue, Alejandro puts a bullet in 
each boy and the wife, leaving Fausto to watch.  

This scene is key to the audience’s reaction to the movie and the point it is making. We’ve all 
seen and rooted for the cop that plays dirty, because we can justify the means. We’ve been rooting for 
Alejandro, but here he crosses a line. We will stand for a lot of dirtiness in our conflicted heroes, even in 
our violence-drenched movies, but this somehow feels different. Will we stand for this? Will we stand 
for the killing of innocents?  

The shock that registers in Fausto’s face isn’t just his own—it’s ours. “Go ahead and finish your 
meal,” Alejandro says, and we have over 30 seconds of petrified silence while what has just happened 
sinks in.  

This scene was not as scripted. In Sheridan’s original version, Alejandro lets the wife and kids 
live. Villeneuve actually shot it both ways, but in the end he and del Toro felt like it wasn’t enough. 
“We’ve seen that scene before,” del Toro said in an interview with Indiewire. “But this one, I don’t think 
we’ve seen. Not quite like this.” Indeed.  

Most other changes in the adaptation of Sicario are a toning back of a sometimes heavy-handed 
screenplay. While the film toes the line of believability, Sheridan’s screenplay has quite a few moments 
that are completely implausible. Unbelievable plot points, odd character choices and heavy-handed 
dialogue were thankfully cleaned up and left out in the film.  

In contrast, Oliver Stone’s approach to Natural Born Killers was to crank everything up as far as 
possible. It’s the Bonnie and Clyde story of Mickey and Mallory Knox (Woody Harrelson and Juliette 
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Lewis), lovers enjoying a killing spree across the Southwest while the media swoons. They become 
sensations, celebrated by fans everywhere (not unlike the real Bonnie and Clyde).  

One of the most disturbingly violent films in a 90s that was full of them (thanks, in part, to 
Tarantino’s emergence), Stone took what is a mediocre screenplay and turned it into pure visual 
spectacle. Everything about the film—the intercut and rear-projected stock footage, the incongruous 
music and sound effects, the skewed camera angles, the mash-up of film stocks—is meant to create a 
sense of chaos. It has a cruel tonality to rival Clockwork Orange and a visual montage style we wouldn’t 
see again until Run Lola Run (1999) and Kill Bill (2003).  Relative to modern films, much of the violence 
actually happens out of frame, but it feels more violent because of visual anarchy.  

Stone’s over-the-top take on NBK was disagreeable for some—Tarantino included—when it was 
released, exacerbated by a legal dispute between who owned the publishing rights of the screenplay 
(Tarantino was one of the first screenwriters to sell significant numbers of screenplays in book form). 
“Where Tarantino hints, Stone bludgeons—the difference between an artist and an egomaniac,” 
Quentin Curtis wrote in The Independent in 1995. If not clear then, it’s become clear that Tarantino’s 
ego can hold its own. 

But Tarantino has never been one for subtlety either. Stone took was already a hit to the head 
and just made it more so. Narratively, Stone kept the opening scene and the ending of the screenplay 
almost verbatim, then threw the middle into a blender. The thing with the original screenplay: it isn’t 
that good. Unlike Pulp Fiction and Reservoir Dogs, it’s not the kind of thing a young screenwriter would 
buy and read as an example of great writing. While you can see Tarantino’s directorial eye—the 
screenplay has more camera direction than most—the dialogue doesn’t zing, the plot isn’t that 
interesting, there are paragraphs of exposition and backstory, and overall the theme—that the media is 
complicit in our culture of crime and violence—isn’t new or profound.  

This last point could be said of both the screenplay and the film. We might cut them a little slack 
since this was 1994. The media circus was just kicking into high gear, with O.J. only a few months old, 
Rodney King, Lorena Bobbit, the Menendez brothers all hitting at the same time (captured in the film’s 
end montage). So the point that news media criticizes, yet exists in a symbiotic relationship with this 
cultural grotesquery was undeniable, and maybe felt new. But what’s absent is any acknowledgement of 
the entertainment industry’s role in it. Tarantino’s films would become more and more dependent on a 
symphony of violence, yet there is an ironically myopic focus on the news media.  

But what the film and the screenplay lack is an original point. The screenplay is unfocused. And 
the movie leaves the viewer feeling energized by the orgy of violence. There is no rug-pull, no 
punctuation that shows the audience we have been suckered in by the spectacle, that we, the audience, 
are also complicit.  

In No Country, we are left with the emptiness of not just an anti-hero story (where we root for 
the bad guy), but a story with our mythic notion of heroism is completely laid bare. Both the film and 
the source material undercut everything we have come to know (much through literature and cinema) 
about what a hero is and should be.  

In Sicario, we have a modern mess of likable characters who are to varying degrees morally 
compromised. Yet we root for them all, because they are compelling, likable, each heroic in their own 
way. We even get suckered into rooting for the vengeful hitman, Alejandro, because his cause seems 
justified. Until the end, where he murders two innocent kids and a mother in that quest for revenge. We 
realize that he is exactly who he claimed to be, and we feel the punch in the gut.  

Natural Born Killers, in contrast, goes all-in. It is a film about the media glorifying violence, with 
everything constructed to make it visually and narratively appealing to us. Woody Harrelson and Juliette 
Lewis turn in great performances, and all of the non-criminals—the police, prison warden, television 
hosts (also played superbly by Tom Sizemore, Tommy Lee Jones and Robert Downey Jr.)—are portrayed 
as even more depraved, less likable characters. So we root for the killers all the way through to the end 
when they ride off into the sunset. I hold that Natural Born Killers is a good movie—better than the 
screenplay. It stokes conversation. But it’s a fair question to ask, “What was the point of that?” 
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 Overall, this was a fun exercise. All three films are worth watching. Of the source material, the 
novel for No Country is excellent. You can buy the screenplay for Natural Born Killers and download the 
screenplay for Sicario, but I wouldn’t say either of those are really worth the time as standalone reads.  
 
 
The Power of the Dog by Don Winslow 
When Don Winslow published The Power of the Dog in 2006, he couldn’t have known that he would 
finish his twenty-year-long project with the third book in the trilogy—The Border—hitting bookshelves 
in February, 2019. The thick, imposing book, on its cover an ominous photo of a wall, adorned in 
concertina wire, stretching across the desert, would sit on bookshelves as the talking heads on the 
television debated what to do about the migrant caravans headed toward our southern border, our 
President lied through his teeth daily about his wall (Mexico was going to pay for), and our border 
agents separated children from their parents in the name of what—security? There’s no way Winslow 
could have known how bad it was going to get.  
 But then, when you read The Power of the Dog, a novel about the first three decades of the drug 
war, you might think otherwise. Because back in 1975, it was already pretty bad.  
 This book spans three decades, with four characters at its center: Art Keller, a DEA agent; Adán 
Barrera, a Mexican drug lord; Nora Hayden, a prostitute; and Sean Callan, a gangster from New York.  

If it sounds like a set of characters from “Stock Crime Novel Characters ‘r’ Us,” it is. Winslow’s 
doesn’t seem interested in breaking genre convention. If anything, he goes all in. The result is something 
that seems related to Phillip Marlow and Dennis Lehane, a book version of Sicario, stories ripped from 
the headlines, ultra-violent. It’s not as dark as Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, but it’s not literary either. It’s an 
action movie in book form, about  morally compromised agents of morally compromised governments.  
 The writing won’t win any awards, but the plot moves. And moves. And moves. That’s the most 
challenging thing—the plot sprawls. I felt a little like I did after watching The Departed—like it probably 
didn’t need to be that long, but not really sure I’d cut anything.  

I don’t know that this will make my favorites of the year list, but I’ll probably eventually get The 
Cartel and The Border. Art Keller is likable enough of a character and the story interesting enough. I’d 
like to see how it ends.  

 
 

The 42nd Parallel by John Dos Passos 
The “U.S.A. Trilogy,” of which this book is the first, is ranked #23 on the Modern Library’s list of top novels 
of the 20th Century (maybe telling, it’s not included on the list determined by readers’ votes, though that 
list is also packed with Ayn Rand and L. Ron Hubbard books, so it has some credibility issues). A few years 
ago, I was enchanted by the Dos Passos essay, “San Francisco Looks West,” written in 1944 as the country 
shifted its focus from the European to the Pacific theaters of World War II. Dos Passos, as both a journalist 
and novelist, seemed obsessed with capturing the spirit of America.  

In The 42nd Parallel, Dos Passos experiments with a montage of stories from the points of view of 
different characters, with chapter breaks that include fragmented newspaper clippings. It is a technique 
that might feel a little over-eager today, but for 1930, must have seemed avant garde. Dos Passos traveled 
extensively, and this novel at times feels like a travelogue, a scrapbook, of the country at the beginning of 
the first World War.  

As for plot, the disparate stories of people from across the country trying to make their way in the 
world come together somewhat. Not quite enough for a satisfying narrative, and so the reader must be 
okay with walking away from the novel with more a sense of “Oh, that’s what the country was like,” than 
a sense of story.  

I kept wanting to compare this novel to The Grapes of Wrath, which was also written in the 1930s. 
But Grapes is about surviving the Great Depression, while The 42nd Parallel is about surviving the tumult 
of the early century, when industrialism had taken hold, corporations were becoming more powerful, the 
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American Dream was becoming a thing, and socialism was a viable possibility for the country (one in which 
Dos Passos believed for many years).  

Furthermore, I connected with the characters of The Grapes of Wrath; the Depression just 
happened to be the setting. Here, it feels more like Dos Passos is trying to make a point, and the characters 
are more incidental. Still, like Grapes, from the vantage point of a century in the future, this novel captures 
the feeling of America, more than any individual character, unfolding and discovering itself. From that 
historical perspective, this novel is worth the read. From a literary standpoint, there’s a reason Steinbeck, 
Faulkner and Fitzgerald are better remembered than Dos Passos.  

 
 
 If God Allows by Robert P. Cohen 
I was fortunate enough to get an advanced copy of this audacious modern-day Mad Men. It’s a novel of 
an American advertising creative director who takes a top position at an agency in Jarkarta, Indonesia. 
But it’s unlikely that even Don Draper could keep up with Paul, our protagonist.  

Early in the novel, Paul reveals that he’s in Jakarta for the story. After finding international 
success with his “Get Juiced” ad campaign, he could have had his pick of any of the big global agencies. 
But he wants something more. Paul wants to write the Great American Novel—or something like it—
and so he needs a place where he can live a story worthy of a novel. It’s an advertising cliché that every 
copywriter has an unfinished novel in their drawer, but in the context of a novel, it does a strange 
thing—it gives Paul a kind of meta-awareness of his own plot. It both gives him motivation and calls into 
question his motivations. How do you live when your motivation is to be a good story? And is that any 
different than just living? 

Paul definitely makes a good go at living a novel-worthy life. The book is filled with sex, drugs, 
danger, crime, love, comedy and general insanity. It’s sometimes a little fratty, sometimes a little gonzo, 
sometimes over-the-top. When Paul is trying to describe what he imagines his novel to be to one of his 
clients, he says it’s “Sort of a pseudo-biopic romantic comedy with a heavy dose of international 
intrigue.”  

That about nails it, but doesn’t give credit to some of the weightier themes, which Cohen 
touches on without being heavy-handed. He shifts between general hilarity and poignant 
contemplations about poverty, religion, and purpose in life. He captures the feeling of dislocation one 
experiences in a completely foreign country and the difficulty of running the gauntlet of cultural faux 
pas.  

One of my favorite parts is the man Paul sees daily from his office window—a poor man in a dirt 
lot behind the building. Paul contemplates this man, how their two existences are so close to each other 
in space but couldn’t be more different. He is a kind of check on Paul’s perspective, a constant reminder 
of the “real world.”  

The novel is peppered with funny moments and dry one-liners, like when he observes that his 
glass of 23-year Pappy Van Winkle tastes like “the last drink of a disgraced dictator, right before his 
public execution.” It moves along at a good clip and is full of enough twists to keep the reader turning 
pages and on their proverbial toes.  

A novel about a man trying to live a novel-worthy life is, as we’d say in the advertising business, 
a solid concept. I’d contend that the execution is just as strong.  
 
 
Famous Writers I Have Known by James Magnuson 
This novel’s premise has a lot of promise—a con man, through an improbable mix-up, is mistaken for a 
famous, reclusive writer and invited to teach for a semester as part of a writer’s program at the 
University of Texas, Austin.  
 Writers, and particularly the odd experience of writers workshops, would be an easy target. And 
the idea of a con man being able to bullshit his way through an entire semester doesn’t seem like that 



much of a stretch. Unfortunately, the rest of the book is weighed down by a half-dozen elements that 
are unbelievable—contrived plot points, forced dialogue and unconvincing moral dilemmas.  
 The blurbs on the cover make this seem like it will be a wicked satire. Not only did I find this not 
very funny, it doesn’t really have any bite either.   
 
 
The Hunger by Alma Katsu 
This is a tough novel to describe without giving any more away than I’d want to know going into it (and I 
don’t like to know much going into a book). It’s about the famously ill-fated Donner party, who in 1846 
became stranded making a late-season crossing of the Sierra Nevadas. The Hunger reimagines the story 
behind the final days of those unfortunate pioneers. It is a blend of genres, layering supernatural horror 
onto historical fiction.  
 While there are a few over-reaches with the characters and the writing goes purple in a few 
places, the story overall moves along easily and the suspense has an even build. I wouldn’t put it in a 
category with the best horror, but as my friend Victor said when he recommended it, it’s an interesting 
premise that would probably make a pretty compelling movie.  
 
 
It by Stephen King 
Stephen King is one of the more influential writers in my life. By the time I finished high school, I’d read 
a dozen of his books—Pet Sematary, The Dark Tower series, The Stand, The Running Man, Cycle of the 
Werewolf, Four Past Midnight, Skeleton Crew, Night Shift, The Eyes of the Dragon, The Dark Half, 
Gerald’s Game. I’d started and abandoned a handful of others (The Tommyknockers, which he admits he 
wrote when he was high, Salem’s Lot, The Talisman). He was one of the writers who made me want to 
be a writer, and I can see a lot of wannabe Stephen King in the short stories I wrote as a kid.  

Since then, I’ve enjoyed the occasional King novel—The Green Mile and 11/22/63 come to mind, 
and On Writing, his how-to book about the writing craft, is excellent.   

His novel It dropped when I was in fifth grade. It was a terrifying book, with a cover that showed 
a paper boat drifting toward a sewer grate where the green claw of a creature awaited. But beyond that, 
it was a terrifying 1,200 pages long. For a boy in grade school, It was a test. Are you a true Stephen King 
fan? More than that, for us kids, It was War and Peace and Infinite Jest—a feat of endurance that proved 
you were a real reader.   

I was not. Sometime in grade school, I tried to read the paperback, but I abandoned it after a 
few hundred pages. This time, thirty years later, I went for the audiobook. Even that, at 45 hours, is a 
long haul.   
 Of his over 50 novels, It is maybe the most quintessential Stephen King. It’s not just a horror 
novel—it’s about the things that horrify us. It’s not just set in King’s fictional town of Derry—Derry is a 
main character.  And it’s not just nostalgic—nostalgia is one of the engines that drives the plot.  
 The eponymous pronoun—It—is a faceless terror, different for everyone. But in this story, it’s 
very real. It beckons a group of kids who grew up in Derry to return to their home town and very literally 
face their fears.  
 The plot bounces back and forth between 1957-58 and 1984-85, giving us parallel stories of the 
kids dealing with the horror the first time, and as traumatized adults setting aside the mundane terrors 
of their own lives so they can deliver on a promise they made as kids—that if the killings ever started 
again, they would all come back to Derry and do what needed to be done to stop them.  

Like many of King’s books, the themes of nostalgia and trauma, the power of belief, of what we 
remember and what we forget, all run deep. The book is packed with nightmarish imagery as It morphs 
from clown to spider to werewolf to whatever the character fears most, but what makes it work are the 
human scars of abuse, alcoholism, sickness and loss, that made the characters real and relatable.  



 Not surprisingly, my biggest criticism of the book is that it’s just so dang long. King managed to 
tell the story of an epic battle to end the world in The Stand, and that’s only 800 pages. This could have 
been told in a cool 600 and not suffered much.   
 The other tough part of this book—and again of much of King’s work—is that because it deals 
with the supernatural, much of the story is being told as the rules of the world are being laid out. We 
discover how things work as the characters do, which means sometimes magical solutions just present 
themselves without any real rhyme or reason. It’s just a kind of supernatural logic. It was a relatively 
early book in King’s career. It seems like he tightened it up later, both in word count and world-building.  
 Overall, it was good to finally get through this one. It’s enjoyable, but it does feel like a feat of 
endurance. For that reason, I’d rank this somewhere in the middle of the King books I’ve read, behind 
The Stand, The Green Mile, 11/22/63, and even Gerald’s Game. 
 
 
The Testaments by Margaret Atwood 
I would say this is a significant book, but not a great book. Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is a 
classic of dystopian fiction, made even more popular by the show starring Elizabeth Moss. One of the 
things that made that vision of the world so ominous—the guiding principle of the show as well—was 
that all tactics of repression employed by the totalitarian regime of Gilead had been used at some time 
by some government in history. Thus, the most terrible part of the fiction wasn’t fiction at all.  
 The Handmaid’s Tale focused on Offred, one of the handmaids who in the end smuggles her 
daughter out of Gilead. In The Testaments, Offred is a legendary “enemy of the state,” though her role 
in the novel is minor. It’s mostly about Offred’s daughter and a group of resistance fighters who aim to 
topple Gilead. 
 The Testaments isn’t bad by any stretch. It has the same biting language and a cast of wicked 
characters. There’s also political intrigue and some light spycraft. But overall, the world that Atwood 
built in the first book was the best part, and The Testaments offers more of it.  
 The book has 4.5 stars on Amazon (with over 3,000 reviews) and The Guardian calls it “dazzling.” 
I feel like some of this is possibly more about what reviewers expect of a master like Atwood. I don’t see 
it on the page. I tend to agree more with Vox’s assessment, that it’s “a little less truthful, a little less 
likely to become immortal, than its predecessor.”   
 
 
My Abandonment by Peter Rock 
This is a fictional account of a Viet Nam vet and his teenage daughter who live hidden in a public park 
outside Portland. The idea was inspired by a true story—a series of news articles about such a father-
daughter duo. The true story had no ending, so Rock wrote one. “I realized I had to tell the story myself 
in order to satisfy my curiosity,” he said in an interview. “Perhaps some might hesitate at making fiction 
out of real people's lives, or see it as a real imposition. I am a little uneasy about it myself but hope that 
my effort is a testament to my enthusiasm and respect. And wonder.” 
 The story is told from the POV of the daughter, Caroline. Unlike some child narrators, whose 
filter the story through their own innocence or naiveté, Caroline is smart, thoughtful and observant. She 
recognizes that she is different from other kids, but we don’t get the sense that she’s unreliable as a 
narrator.  
 I came to this story via an interview with Deborah Granik, who directed the excellent film Leave 
No Trace based on this book. The film is simpler and has some significant plot differences. But at the 
center of both the book and the film is the question of a parent’s responsibility to a child. When the 
parent rejects what society has to offer, what of the child? And as the child comes into her own, what is 
her reaction to her “off-the-grid” upbringing? How does she feel about being an outsider? What is her 
attitude toward her father?  

https://bosilawhat.wordpress.com/2017/10/13/the-handmaids-tale-by-margaret-atwood/
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/sep/10/the-testaments-by-margaret-atwood-review
https://www.vox.com/culture/2019/9/4/20849122/testaments-review-margaret-atwood-handmaids-tale-sequel


 In addition to the questions around the morality of raising a child outside of society, it addresses 
the important problems in our mental health system, particularly our support and reintegration of 
veterans.  The father suffers from PTSD, and the daughter cares for him as much as he cares for her.  
 The off-the-grid questions are the same asked in Tara Westover’s best-selling book, Educated, as 
well as the film Captain Fantastic. They’re tough questions. Perhaps notable, though, all of these works 
seem to give the same answer.  
 I would recommend the film version of this story over the book. Where Rock takes the plot in 
the book is a little befuddling, and Granik’s decision to revise it in the film is a good choice. Still, this is a 
readable and thought-provoking book, and both the father and daughter are likable characters.  
 
   
   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


