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The Short List 
 
 
Fiction 
 
East of Eden by John Steinbeck 
 
Deliverance by James Dickey 
 
The Goldfinch by Donna Tart 
 
Hurricane Season by Fernanda Melchor* 
*see above note, read review first 

 
 
Nonfiction 
 
Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom by David Blight 
 
The Unreality of Memory by Elisa Gabbert 
 
Pacific by Simon Winchester 
 
How to Think by Alan Jacobs 
  



Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom by David Blight  
Frederick Douglass was never sure of his exact birthday or the identity of his father. He was born a slave 
in Maryland in 1818 and worked to learn to read and write, much of his education on his own. In 1838, 
he escaped to the North. He became a great abolitionist, a powerful writer and publisher, a proponent 
of women’s rights, and one of the greatest orators this country has ever known.  
 This 2018 Pulitzer Prize-winning biography of Douglass is a sprawling overview of his life, the 
recurrent themes of his work, and the tumultuous times in which he lived. David Blight, a professor of 
history and African American studies at Yale (his free online audio course on the Civil War is excellent), 
has written extensively about slavery, the Civil War, Reconstruction and their impact on race in America.  
 Like other great heroes of history, Douglass is claimed by many groups. In the introduction, 
Blight recounts the ironic story of a group of GOP representatives wearing “Frederick Douglass was a 
Republican” buttons at a dedication in his honor in 2013, noting that modern Republicans like to focus 
on Douglass’s message of Black self-reliance and conveniently ignore his radicalism and pretty much 
every other political belief he held. This incident seems at first like a political aside, but it actually 
illustrates the central theme of Douglass’s life—the power of story.  
 Although—or perhaps because—fundamental elements of his own biography were unknown to 
him, Douglass had an innate understanding of the currency of narrative, the power that comes with 
being able to decide what stories have significance and how to tell them. This would play out with his 
own biography as well as his post-war fight against some of the counter-narratives rising out of the 
South.  
 In his lifetime, Douglass wrote three acclaimed autobiographies, showing how obsessive he was 
about discovering and crafting his own story. Like his biographers, he genuinely sought to answer the 
question, “Who is Frederick Douglass?” He searched his whole life for his father’s identity. But he also 
examined his memories for significance, recounted stories and, as a public figure in an evolving nation, 
was constantly adding new, interesting accounts to his repertoire.  
 Blight notes that while these biographies are a critical source for any Douglass biographer, and 
while the writing is powerful and poetic, Douglass often stops short of his inner conflicts and his 
personal travails. As public a figure as Douglass was, elements of his inner life remain frustratingly 
enigmatic.  
 Douglass was a believer in literacy and knowledge as power. Once he learned to read, “words 
had become a reason to live.” The King James Bible, Webster’s spelling book and The Columbia Orator 
were his sources of knowledge, and they remained influential throughout his life. As an orator, Douglass 
drew on the traditions of the jeremiad, a form of lamentation common in Puritan religious services. His 
style was influenced by the King James Bible, and he found inspiration from the prophets of the Old 
Testament. He spoke of slavery as a great sin, of the Civil War as an oncoming apocalyptic event.  
 Douglass was outspoken and unafraid to sling arrows at his allies and sponsors, often making his 
hosts squirm with his forthrightness. He stated that Blacks faced two enemies—slavery in the South and 
racism in the North. He criticized the army of the North for under-paying Black soldiers. He was a vocal 
critic of Lincoln’s compromise on the Fugitive Slave Act. He accosted churches for their hypocritical 
tolerance of slavery. He saw John Brown, generally an ally, as acting more for personal glory than true 
abolition. (Douglass fled to Canada after Brown’s raid on Harper’s Ferry, for fear of retribution or 
charges of conspiracy.) 

Invited to speak at a Centennial celebration in 1852, Douglass gave one of the most scathing 
reproaches of America’s supposed values, and one of the great speeches in the history of the country, 
when he asked:  
 

What,	to	the	American	slave,	is	your	4th	of	July?	I	answer;	a	day	that	reveals	to	him,	
more	than	all	other	days	in	the	year,	the	gross	injustice	and	cruelty	to	which	he	is	
the	constant	victim.	To	him,	your	celebration	is	a	sham;	your	boasted	liberty,	an	
unholy	license;	your	national	greatness,	swelling	vanity;	your	sound	of	rejoicing	are	
empty	and	heartless;	your	denunciation	of	tyrants	brass	fronted	impudence;	your	



shout	of	liberty	and	equality,	hollow	mockery;	your	prayers	and	hymns,	your	
sermons	and	thanks-givings,	with	all	your	religious	parade	and	solemnity,	are	to	
him,	mere	bombast,	fraud,	deception,	impiety,	and	hypocrisy	--	a	thin	veil	to	cover	
up	crimes	which	would	disgrace	a	nation	of	savages.	There	is	not	a	nation	on	the	
earth	guilty	of	practices	more	shocking	and	bloody	than	are	the	people	of	the	United	
States,	at	this	very	hour.	

 
 
After the Civil War, after Lincoln’s assassination, Douglass fought to preserve the gains that had been 
made. It was, in many demoralizing ways, a losing fight. The unimpressive Andrew Johnson, whom 
Douglass had already judged “no friend of our race,” assumed the presidency after Lincoln. 
Reconstruction saw a focus on reconciliation, and Northern troops withdrew from the South to preserve 
the North-to-South peace. This left Southern Blacks largely on their own, and violence against them 
spiked.  

Douglass watched another major blow come in the Civil Rights cases of 1883, when the Supreme 
Court abdicated the power of the Federal Government to the states, giving them alone the power to 
enforce civil and political equality. In the South, the cases were celebrated as a major victory, with 
newspaper headlines like, “Dixie Victorious, at Last Exalts!” and “Africa has been vanquished and it is 
settled forever.” In celebration, some towns held mock slave auctions, reasserting their freedom to be 
as racist as they damn well pleased. (These rulings were also the legal foundation for Jim Crow and a 
segregated South that would last, legally speaking, until the 1960s).    

“White racism seems to grow in proportion to the increasing distance from the time of the war,” 
Douglass observed. No advocate of outright violence, he saw no path to peace under the current 
circumstances. “There can be no peace when heels of one class are on the necks of another.” 
 In addition to the racism in the south, Douglass also recognized the insidious efforts to recast 
the history and causes of the Civil War. He actively fought against a portrayal of the war as anything 
other than a slaveowners’ rebellion for the specific purpose of preserving slavery. The Lost Cause was a 
“set of beliefs searching for a history.” In response to the attempts to venerate Robert E. Lee: “He was a 
traitor and can be made nothing else.”  
 Blight does not put too high of a gloss on Douglass. He portrays him as a hero, but with flaws. In 
his personal life, in his hypocritical views about Native Americans, and in his shift in his later years to a 
political insider, embracing the party system he had once held at arm’s length.  

Douglass’s influence and moral clarity waned, perhaps, in these latter years. But he maintained 
his keen understanding that the struggles of our history are often the struggles about our history. 
“Douglass embodied the idea that history matters…The very nature of memory provided a subject of 
obsessive interest.” 

And he knew that history moves, lives, evolves. That collective memory misremembers, 
especially under a constant pressure of racism and a white majority. He was prescient in this regard—
that understanding is as relevant today, as we continue to recast versions of even recent events.  
 In the study of our history, Frederick Douglass is usually taught with the abolitionists, in the 
course on the Civil War, if at all. But that too neatly pigeonholes him, it would seem. We need people 
like Douglass in our history. He fits somewhere between Lincoln, the brilliant political maneuverer, and 
John Brown, the violent zealot. He was a towering intellect, but he possessed immense courage to 
accompany it. Driven by an incendiary purpose and a willingness to speak truth to power, Douglass 
pointed out the hypocrisies that have always separated America’s promise from its reality. He had a 
keen sense of history, even as he was living it.  

Here, David Blight brings all that and more to light. This is a stunning biography about an 
inspiring American hero.  
 
 
The Zealot and the Emancipator by H.W. Brands 



This book was recommended to me—by algorithm, no less!—after I finished David Blight’s excellent 
biography of Frederick Douglass. H.W. Brands is a professor of history at UT Austin. I read his Dreams of 
El Dorado in 2019.  
 The eponymous zealot and emancipator refer to John Brown and Abraham Lincoln, two 
significant figures in the abolitionist movement, who might be said to be on opposite ends of a spectrum 
of radical behavior. Lincoln, as everyone knows, after winning the election of 1860, took the North to 
war to preserve the Union and end slavery. He issued the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, declaring 
the freedom of all slaves. And he ultimately led the North to victory in the war.  
 What’s less known about Lincoln is the degree to which he worked, morally struggled, and 
suffered under the weight of his decisions, exhausting every avenue to avoid war. He made many 
compromises and often tempered his long-term vision for near-term, practical solutions (something 
Frederick Douglass and many other abolitionists criticized him for).  
 He and Mary Todd Lincoln also suffered greatly after the loss of their 12-year-old son, Willie, in 
1862, a biographical fact that sometimes is overlooked in profiles of Lincoln at war.  
 At the other end of this biography is John Brown. His is a complicated legacy that I might sum 
up: “Heart in the right place; got everything else wrong.” Famous for his ill-begotten raid on the armory 
at Harper’s Ferry, John Brown’s actions before that were even more disturbing. In the skirmishes that 
came to be known as the Border War or “Bleeding Kansas,” Brown led a group of men in a series of raids 
in Kansas where they pulled southern sympathizers from their beds and killed them in the night, 
sometimes hacking them with broad swords.  
 Brown’s actions were single-mindedly focused on ending slavery (though Douglass would 
quibble with that portrayal—he believed Brown was, intentionally or not, in it more for personal glory). 
His was an abolitionism driven by religious zeal, and hence legality in the eyes of the nation and/or 
practicality in the eyes of the abolitionist movement were of little significance. God wanted slavery 
ended, and Brown was determined to carry out that mission, regardless of the consequences.  
 Brown was, by any honest assessment, what we’d today call a domestic terrorist. His deeply 
held beliefs and wild looks gave him the appearance of being deranged, though those who spoke with 
him realized he was more of an unwavering zealot. Which is perhaps a fine line. Still, even at the time, 
he and other abolitionists realized that his main value was as a martyr. He symbolized the lengths to 
which northerners, if only a small number, would go to end slavery. Before his death in 1859, Brown 
wrote, “The crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.” He meant it with all his 
soul. 
 It is interesting to consider Brown in context with Lincoln, as Brands does here. I would throw 
Douglass into that mix, as representative of three different approaches to abolition. Lincoln, the 
pragmatist; Douglass, the firebrand orator, willing to speak uncomfortable truths; Brown, the zealot, 
ready to sacrifice pragmatism for action.  
 One might debate these three modes of influence for any progressive social movement—a 
similar debate was had between the approaches of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. A similar 
debate might be had today around any issue. What is the best path to progress? Is there a more 
effective way, or does a movement require a full-spectrum assault?  
 A fascinating, harrowing, yet also instructive footnote to this story: Many were horrified by John 
Brown’s crimes, but many others were inspired. One man who was so affected, present the day John 
Brown was hanged for his crimes, was John Wilkes Booth. History has many echoes.  
 This is not a definitive book of the era, but excellent shoulder content to some of the more 
central books about abolitionism and the Civil War. I’d recommend it as a companion piece to David 
Blight’s biography of Douglass. Cloudsplitter, by Russell Banks, is a great piece of historical fiction about 
John Brown. And Manhunt, by James Swanson, covers the Lincoln assassination and subsequent 
manhunt for John Wilkes Booth.   
   
Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An Indian History of the American West by Dee Brown 



When Dee Brown published Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee in 1970, it flipped the common portrayal 
of the settling of America on its head. ''The Indian wars were shown to be the dirty murders they were,'' 
Peter Farb wrote in a 1971 review. The book sold five million copies, and provided a counter-narrative to 
the typical story taught in schools and reinforced by countless Westerns, where Native Americans were 
often portrayed as villains, a lawless element of the wild frontier—not very different than the weather 
or wildlife—to be overcome by white settlers.  
 Brown’s book tells the history from the Indian point of view. Written from first-hand Indian 
sources, he gives voice to the people who were systematically, often violently, removed from their land 
as settlers pushed west. Time and again, from the first landings on the eastern shores, settlers moved 
into Indian hunting land. They provoked conflict, which often escalated. Settlers killed Indians, Indians 
sometimes retaliated, and then the settlers—or, later, the military—came back. The massacres of 
Indians are harrowing, unrelenting.   
 After an early massacre in present-day New York, where soldiers “ran their bayonets through 
men, women and children, hacked their bodies to pieces, then leveled the villages with fire,” Brown 
notes that, “For two more centuries, these events were repeated again and again as the European 
colonists moved inland…” 

Settlers, inventing the notion of manifest destiny—that white Europeans were somehow 
destined and empowered by God to conquer the land—removed tribe after tribe, by treaty, force or 
murder. Time and again, the U.S. government counted the signature of any chief as binding for 
neighboring tribes as well, altered treaties when inconvenient, or ignored them altogether. Tribes that 
refused to sign were often threatened with the same violence that had befallen other tribes.  

Historians estimate that there were over 10 million Native Americans when European settlers 
first arrived. By 1900, there were fewer than 300,000.   
 Brown writes of the period from 1830-1890:   
 

“It	was	an	incredible	era	of	violence,	greed,	audacity,	sentimentality,	
undirected	exuberance,	and	an	almost	reverential	attitude	toward	the	ideal	
of	personal	freedom	for	those	who	already	had	it.	During	that	time,	the	
culture	and	civilization	of	the	American	Indian	was	destroyed,	and	out	of	
that	time	came	virtually	all	of	the	great	myths	of	the	American	West.”	
	

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee overturned the narrative of Indian vilification, but as Ned Blackhawk 
writes in a review of 2019’s The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee, the problem is that Brown replaced it with 
one of “victimization.” “In his telling, Native history became a slow, inexorable decline toward 
disappearance. Twentieth-century ‘poverty, hopelessness and squalor,’ he [Brown] wrote, were the 
outcomes for peoples who had lost and who remained lost.” The legacy is more complicated, however, 
and since 1970, there has been a resurgence of Native American influence both culturally and politically. 
The story of the American Indian is not over.  
 Still, Brown’s book remains important in the history of our history. It is influential a half century 
after publication. It sheds light on one of the two great founding sins of the nation, and it shows how 
much can be revealed by the simple act of giving voice to the unheard voices of history.  
 
 
  



Killers of the Flower Moon: The Osage Murders and the Birth of the FBI by David Grann 
This is a remarkable story about a spree of murders of members of the Osage tribe in Oklahoma in the 
early 1920s and the ensuing investigation, which led to the formation of the FBI. I’d had it on my “to 
read” list since it was released in 2017, then heard it discussed as possibly the best nonfiction book of 
the decade on the podcast Literary Disco. There is also a film adaptation in the works, with Martin 
Scorsese, Leonardo DiCaprio and Robert De Niro attached. 

In the 1870s, the Osage were driven from their native home in Kansas onto a presumably 
worthless plot of land in northeastern Oklahoma. But in 1897, oil was discovered on the reservation. 
Over the next two decades, the Osage became the wealthiest people on earth per capita. Then they 
began getting killed off. 

In the eyes of the U.S. government, the material fortune of the Osage did not improve their 
standing. To the contrary, Congress enacted a series of laws in order to keep the Osage in check. They 
could not, it was decided, be trusted with such wealth, not even their own money. So a system of 
“guardianship” was set up, in which local white people were assigned to oversee the spending of the 
Osage.  

Laws limited how much of their own money the Osage could access, limiting the ability of any 
Osage to use their wealth to advance in society. And, as is common with political euphemisms, the 
“guardian” system soon came to stand for exactly the opposite—a government sanctioned system of 
exploitation and murder (guardians often inherited the Osage land rights upon their death).  

From the modern POV, the corruption is shocking. But even by the standards of the time, it was 
clear that the local law enforcement could not be trusted to investigate the crimes—many of the local 
police were benefiting from the crimes. Thus, one of the tribal elders sought assistance from the Bureau 
of Investigation (later the FBI), who conducted an undercover operation.  
 This is a gripping, shocking, depressing story about a little-known chapter of American history 
that Grann found swept under the rug. It is part history, part western, part true crime. An all-around 
great read.   
 
 
 
Underland: A Deep Time Journey by Robert Macfarlane 
There is an information chamber made of granite and reinforced concrete, with warnings written in all 
official U.N. languages and Navajo. The chamber contains maps and loads of technical information 
detailing the contents below, in the chambers further down. An ominous warning is etched into the 
concrete over those chambers: “We are going to tell you what lies underground, why you should not 
disturb this place, and what might happen if you do.”  
 This might be a modern version of what you’d expect to find at the gates of Hades, or the 
passage to the Minotaur’s labyrinth. Actually, it is a description a the site in Olkiluoto, Finland, where 
nuclear waste is stored. It is one of the aspects of the underground that Macfarlane explores in this 
fascinating, poetic, enlightening and sometimes frightening book.  
 The world under us is a world of darkness and decay, of the devastation and the divine, the 
mysterious and the macabre. “It’s where states and individuals and corporations have gone to put things 
that are most precious and dangerous to them.”  

Time down there is slow. It’s geologic, deep time, “measured in units that humble the human 
instant.” Stone, ice, the movement of tectonic plates, the deposits of sediment that shape coastlines 
and ocean floors, the rise and fall of mountains. Macfarlane observes that at this scale, human morality 
seems absurd, and yet this can be a misleading sense of comfort. We inhabitants of the Anthropocene 
epoch our doing our best to prove that it’s possible for small-scale inhabitants to wreak deep time havoc 
on earth.  
 The underground is where we bury our past—then, often, uncover it to discover who we were. 
In the limestone underworld of Mexico, tunnels give access to ancient Mayan sites, including altars and 



religious chambers carved into the stone. The underworld figured deeply in Mayan mythology—they 
called it Xibalba, which translates to “place of fear.”  
 The underground is where we bury our dead. Evidence suggests that homo neledi (believed an 
offshoot from the ancestral lineage of homo sapiens) had the custom of burying its dead nearly 300,000 
years ago. In Paris, tourists walk through miles of bone-adorned tunnels and urban explorers skirt the 
law to go deeper into the labyrinth that sits not far below the streets and sidewalk cafes. In England, 
Macfarlane explores a cave where an English college student once fell into a narrow crack and was so 
compressed after he suffocated and died, they could not retrieve his body. So concrete was poured in 
and he was entombed where he fell.  
 The underground is where humans have tried to bury their atrocities. In a bucolic Slovenian 
forest, the hillside is dappled with caves and sinkholes and a “modern human geography of violence and 
displacement.” This is the place of many ethnic clashes over the years, including a sinkhole piled with 
the skeletal remains of victims of the Nazis, who were marched to the edge with their hands bound by 
barbed wire, then pushed into the pit. A poem, carved into the wall of the sinkhole, reminds, “They 
were people like you and me.” 
 And the underground is where we attempt to bury our environmental crimes too. Our billions of 
tons of annual garbage bulldozed into mountains, covered with a thin layer of dirt. So much of it is that 
ubiquitous, useful, inexpensive, durable, polluting material—plastic—that it’s been suggested a layer of 
plastic might be a future marker of our epoch in the geologic strata. 
The structure of this book reminded me of another British writer, Simon Winchester, and his 
propensity to write books around a theme, then explore all aspects of it. I quite like this 
approach. In the hands of a lesser writer, it might feel random or disjointed, but Macfarlane (and 
Winchester, for that matter) weaves the theme of deep time throughout, and the writing and 
topics are so strong that even the tangents are interesting. Like the story of the laboratory deep 
underground in Yorkshire where scientists “listen” for dark matter deep in the universe (it is 
underground to reduce the interference from surface annoyances like sunlight).  

Macfarlane, known as a nature writer, is writing about nature in only the broadest sense of the 
word here. And maybe even then it’s not broad enough. This is for those interested in nature, in science, 
in history, in mythology and psychology and in future. It will at times make you feel atomically small, at 
others like you have an omniscient POV on all of human history. 

There is deep symbolism in entering a cave, climbing into the darkness, into the unknown. This 
is a book for the curious, for those who appreciate the mysteries of the universe. And for those who 
understand that, as Jedediah Purdy notes in his review, "the more we learn about the world, the more 
wondrous it becomes." 

 
 
 

The Ends of the World: Volcanic Apocalypses, Lethal Oceans and Our Quest to Understand Earth’s Past 
Mass Extinctions by Peter Brannen 
I saw this book in Bookmarks magazine before the coronavirus pandemic and started it just as things 
were turning a corner for the worse in the U.S. The lengthy subtitle is the synopsis—this is an overview 
of how earth-dwelling creatures get wiped out. While this topic might seem anxiety-inducing in the 
middle of a pandemic, this book gives you at least two ways to think about our strange moment:  

A) While pandemics can be devastating, we won’t be wiped out by germs. Our eventual 
extinction will require a geologic, ecosystem-altering event. Comforting, maybe.  
B) Less comforting, we’ve shown that, thanks to our ability to dig up and burn fossil fuels on a 
mass scale, modern humans can create the equivalent of such an event. We’re putting CO2 into 
our atmosphere at such a rate that we can create the same effects of the geologic events that 
lead to mass extinctions. So once we survive the pandemic, we still have bigger fish to fry.  

  



Brannen examines the events that led to the five mass extinctions that came before us, as well 
as the discoveries of these events. The meteor that wiped out the dinosaurs is the most dramatic. In The 
Rise and Fall of the Dinosaurs, Steve Brusatte also covers that event. Both he and Brannen give a 
spectacular, dinosaur-level visualization of what must have been a historically strange day.    
 Brannen also works to give some perspective of timescale for the eras in question, overlapping 
with Robert Macfarlane’s exposition on geologic time in Underland. It’s nearly impossible for us to 
comprehend this scale. As an illustration, he uses a similar analogy to this video: If the distance from 
New York City to Los Angeles represents all of geologic time, it would take only three steps to get to 
when Christ was crucified. T-Rex lived closer to us (36 miles away) than it did to Stegosaurus (130 miles). 
And that leaves another 2300 miles to the beginning of time. (Watch the video. It’s clearer.)  

Brannen dedicates much of this book to the role carbon plays in extinctions, as each extinction 
has been associated with violent fluctuations with the planet’s carbon cycle. Which brings us to what 
humans are doing to our climate today. 

He talks to scientists who make the point that what we’ve done to the climate is far, far from an 
extinction event. One scientist argues that the romanticized fatalism to the environmental literature 
makes it seem as if we’re already doomed, which is not the case.  

But we’ve also proven that we are capable of doing damage of geologic proportion. By igniting 
millions of years’ worth of carbon all at once, we’re unleashing a superpower “normally reserved for 
supercontinent flood basalts” (i.e. extinction-inducing volcanic eruptions). 

And to reverse the trend will require us to leave 80% of our potential fossil fuel energy (and 
profit) buried in the ground. Which will require unprecedented global cooperation. On that, there is a 
long way to go. Even the Paris Climate Agreement (which the U.S. threatens to pull out of) was nowhere 
near as significant (or as binding) as necessary. “In 2015, all the countries of the world met in Paris to 
negotiate a plan to prevent the planet from warming by two degrees by 2100…They failed 
catastrophically.”   

 Because Earth is now divided into continents instead of a single, heat-collecting super-
continent, it may be more tolerant of carbon spikes than in previous eras. Still, we see the data of 
ongoing ecological devastation—the disappearance of coral reefs, reduction in biodiversity, acidification 
of the oceans, etc. The heat wave that killed 35,000 in Europe in 2003 was called a “once-in-500-year 
event;” then it happened again three years later.  

On our current course, this will only get worse. The Midwestern U.S. will be hard hit, the humid 
air pushed up from the Gulf annually will become suffocating. But before that, coastal areas will be 
wiped out by rising seas and rising heat will make equatorial regions uninhabitable. And before that, the 
increased heat will disrupt agriculture and other food and water sources, causing mass displacements of 
people and global instability.  

This book isn’t all doom-and-gloom, but it certainly leaves one with a sense of urgency, even in 
geologic time.  

I couldn’t help but think that the coronavirus response is instructive for how the environmental 
crisis is likely to play out (though the CV-19 model is on an accelerated timeline). A denial of sound 
science, followed by bickering along political lines, then the argument that the “cure shouldn’t be worse 
than the disease” (i.e. human life vs the economy), the system flooded with misinformation and finger-
pointing. Meanwhile, we’re all frogs in the proverbial pot.  

With the environment, the lag between action and result (or lack of action and consequence) 
will be years and decades, not days and weeks. But the results are also more catastrophic, the threat 
literally existential.   

Perhaps scientists of some strange future species will study the rock layers and notice a paper-
thin line of fossilized human bones, of silicon and hints at incredible artistry and ingenuity, laid over by 
carbon, followed by even more carbon in the eras after these humans have long gone away. Would 
these future scientists puzzle out that we were the first era to go extinct not from a cataclysmic event, 
but by our own hands? 



 
 
The Sick Bag Song by Nick Cave 
“Caveheads will love the book, though a reader coming to it cold, who perhaps finds his music 
melodramatic and depressing, may find it all more of the same,” says Chris Maume in The Independent’s 
review of this unusual book. I am, must be, a “Cavehead.” His Nick Cave: An Evening of Talk and Music—
a raw, revealing show that was mostly audience Q&A with some musical interludes—was the best show 
I’ve seen in a few years.  
 So perhaps I am predisposed to liking a lyrical prose-poem travelogue that started as random 
notes scribbled onto airline vomit bags during his North American tour with his band, The Bad Seeds. It 
is a dark, silly, raucous take on life on the road, a montage of images and half conversations, of motifs 
that echo through city streets and hotel rooms and concert halls and airport lounges. It is at times banal, 
at times depressing, at times transcendent. Cave blends the real with the surreal, so we get fanciful 
musings like him adopting a dragon mixed in with real stories, like the time he met Bob Dylan (a story he 
told during his Q&A. They apparently exchanged one identical sentence each: “I like what you do.”).  
 I would hesitate to recommend this book to anyone who is not a Cavehead. It reminded me of 
Leonard Cohen’s book of poetry, though less gentlemanly. Maybe Cohen plus Iggy Pop with a little Neil 
Gaiman thrown in. I enjoyed it. But then, I have a thing for dark, goofy musicians—Cave, Cohen, Tom 
Waits, Bob Dylan.  
 Related, I recently watched the documentary One More Time With Feeling, about the creation of 
the Nick Caves and the Bad Seeds album Skeleton Tree. It was not long after the death of his teenage 
son, so the content is heavy, and stylistically the film is interesting. I recommend that documentary, 
probably before The Sick Bag Song.   
 
 
How to Write One Song by Jeff Tweedy 
It’s not an overstatement to say that Jeff Tweedy is one of the most influential musicians of the past 
thirty years. When he was twenty, he co-founded Uncle Tupelo, the eclectic band that would play a 
major role in defining the alt-country genre. Since 1995, he’s fronted Wilco, the two-time Grammy 
winning band that’s found both commercial and critical success (and one of my favorite bands). He’s 
released twenty studio albums with his various bands and collaborators, has produced albums for Mavis 
Staples and others, and has published a poetry collection and a memoir.  
 I saw Tweedy give a poetry reading in Chicago back in 2003. I remember thinking that it was 
interesting, but that it didn’t hold up nearly as well without the music. Here, he brings the two together 
in what is mostly a practical and inspirational guide to writing lyrics, but for Wilco fans also includes 
some interesting insight into some of his songs.  
 I’ve tinkered with writing songs over the years, but I’m terrified of singing, so they mostly live in 
notebooks. Still, I’m interested in the process. Tweedy works on the musical ideas—melodies and chord 
progressions—almost separately from the lyrics, which he approaches like free-writing exercises. Then 
he looks for complementary music/lyric combos and marries them, reshaping as needed.  
 In How to Write One Song, he focuses more on the lyrics than the music, saying that he assumes 
the reader has some sort of working musical aptitude—at least an ability to fumble through chord 
progressions on a guitar or piano. But his real focus is on the creative mindset. How to get comfortable 
creating “bad” as a step on the way to anything good. How to generate ideas by listening to the world 
around you (“the best musicians are invariably the best listeners”), how to find inspiration in bits of 
conversation, how to use other songs as inspiration and a useful list of ways to get unstuck.   
 Tweedy’s take on the creative process transcends songwriting, and most of the tricks in his bag 
would be applicable to any creative pursuit. He’s also just an entertaining writer, keeping it simple and 
light. This book sparked a deeper interest in lyrics for me, and I picked up collections of lyrics by Dylan, 



Bill Callahan and Nick Cave to check out. I might also dive into Tweedy’s memoir, Let’s Go (So We Can 
Get Back) in the new year.  
 
 
Woe to Live On by Daniel Woodrell 
Most of Woodrell’s works (Winter’s Bone, Tomato Red) deal with modern day life in or around the 
Ozarks. An offshoot of Southern Gothic, he coined the phrase “country noir” to describe his writing. It’s 
rich in detail, earthy, gritty, dark and violent.  
 Woe to Live On is a departure in that it is historical fiction, the story of a group of rogue 
Confederate guerilla fighters on the Kansas-Missouri border during the Civil War. The statehood of 
Kansas and Missouri was pivotal in the time leading up to the war, as their designation as free or slave 
states could tip the balance one way or another. Thus, men flooded the area from both sides, carrying 
out a proxy war that included regular atrocities against the local populations. John Brown started there, 
as did Jesse James.  
 Here, we follow sixteen-year-old Jake Roedell, who has fallen in with a group of “irregulars” 
under the command of Black John Ambrose. Driven by a hatred for free blacks and the area’s German 
immigrants, the bushwackers rove the countryside, wreaking havoc and violence upon all those in their 
path.  
 Woe to Live On overlaps with Russell Banks’ Cloudsplitter and the Shaaras Civil War trilogy, as 
well as McKinley Cantor’s Andersonville. I couldn’t help but also compare it to Cormac McCarthy’s Blood 
Meridian, about another gang of ruthless killers savaging innocents in wild country.  

In simple turns of phrase, such as the murderous euphemism when the narrator “gave no 
warning but the cocking of my colt and booked the boy passage with his father,” the writing is taut and 
evocative. In a few others, Woodrell imitates the over-written style of the time, but his writing is just a 
little too good. The end result feels anachronistic. But for the most part, this is a solid read for anyone 
who enjoys Civil War novels or westerns and doesn’t mind the violence.  

 
 

The Collected Short Stories of Louis L’Amour: The Frontier Stories Volume One by Louis L’Amour 
L’Amour published 89 novels, 14 short story collections and two nonfiction books. He is best known for 
his westerns. At the used bookstore, I’ve often seen the shelves of western trade paperbacks with his 
name on them and wondered what they were like.  
 These are straight-down-the-middle westerns. Cattle drives and frontier people, escaped 
prisoners wandering across the southwestern deserts, saloons and sheriffs and shootouts and lots of 
Indians. There are some interesting angles to the stories, but none of them try to deconstruct the 
western, none stray from the genre.  
 L’Amour published short stories in pulp magazines from the late 1930’s on, then began writing 
novels in the 1950s, often publishing three or four a year. He claimed to never rework a novel, just take 
what he’d learned and apply it to the next one. He’s sold over 320 million copies of his work, which 
makes him the best-selling western writer of all time. Yet, it’s debatable whether he advanced or 
evolved the genre much, as much of his work is formulaic, well within the bounds of the predictable 
western.  
 I tend to prefer the later westerns that start to turn the genre on its head, but it’s good to also 
understand what classic westerns are. There’s a handful of enjoyable stories here that all fit the bill.  
 
  
  



The Wild Bunch: Sam Peckinpah, a Revolution in Hollywood, and the Making of a Legendary Film by 
W.K. Stratton 
Although 1969 was late in the era of Westerns, it was a notable year for the genre. Butch Cassidy and 
the Sundance Kid dominated the box office, doubling the sales of the #2 movie. John Wayne won his 
only Best Actor Oscar for True Grit (one of two John Wayne movies that year). Paint Your Wagon was 
the top musical.  

But more interesting is what was happening to the Western as a film. On the one hand, you had 
straight-down the middle films like True Grit, Mackenna’s Gold and Guns of the Magnificient Seven. You 
had spins on the genre with Paint Your Wagon and the comedy Support Your Local Sheriff. 100 Rifles, 
with Jim Brown, Raquel Welch and Burt Reynolds, was an exploitation film dressed up in cowboy boots. 
There was Easy Rider, which, Stratton writes, “Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper considered…to be a kind 
of Western,” where action moves west to east, a bank robbery is replaced by a drug score, horses by 
motorcycles and “the posse that pursues them is nothing less than America itself.”  

And then you had The Wild Bunch. Directed by Sam Peckinpah, it starred an unlikely cast of well-
known Americans (William Holden and Ernest Borgnine), Mexican actors famous in Mexico but unknown 
to American audiences, and Mexican extras. It was billed as a Western about the end of the West, and 
the marketing set expectations of violence. The original poster reads: “Suddenly a new West had 
emerged. Suddenly it was sundown for nine men. Suddenly their day was over. Suddenly the sky was 
bathed in blood.”  

The Wild Bunch was not a big box office success, but it was a pivotal film, “in most ways the last 
Western,” Stratton writes. It turned every trope and stereotype of the genre on its head. It has since 
become a cult classic and is included on the American Film Institute’s list of top 100 films of all time.   

The American cowboy—one of the most virile icons of our mythology—was still popular. 
Westerns still put butts in seats. But in many ways, the Western was an easy target. In 1969, many 
Americans were questioning basic assumptions about our collective mythology. Layer onto this the 
influence of European and Art House films, the one-upmanship of directors seeking to portray more 
realistic violence in their films, and it was a potent time in cinema.  

The Wild Bunch is an angry, nihilistic mowing down of the mythology. It’s as if Peckinpah 
harnessed the artistic and cultural rage of 1969 and aimed it at the Western.  

One of the iconic scenes of The Wild Bunch is the final shootout, where a mounted machine gun 
massacres hundreds of men, women and children in a confined space, the kind of “ballet of violence” 
directors like Tarantino and John Woo would reintroduce in the 90’s. The editing, the slow motion, the 
gritty, greasy, sticky feel of everything—it’s all designed to feel nihilistic. To shock the audience.  

But it only feels nihilistic. Peckinpah’s uses the violence is actually a statement about violence, 
about war, about the technology of killing, about history and genre and the relationship of the two. 
Peckinpah does the opposite of what Tarantino does in Inglorious Basterds and Once Upon a Time in 
Hollywood. Tarantino uses graphic violence—a flame thrower—in those two films to “fix” history, 
replacing it with fiction. Peckinpah uses a Browning M1917 machine gun to correct our common fiction 
with “real” history. 

And for Peckinpah, it was a personal statement about the violence of war. Although never in 
direct combat, he’d served as a Marine in China in 1943, a part of the force overseeing the disarmament 
and repatriation of Japanese soldiers. He’d witnessed acts torture and murder. The extensive work he 
had his special effects team do “squibbing” of actors for realistic explosions of blood wasn’t meant to 
sensationalize violence. It was meant to portray it accurately, to dirty up the clean vision of death in 
Hollywood films. (Also on his mind was Arthur Penn’s 1967 controversial Bonnie and Clyde, which had 
upped the ante for on-screen violence.)  

Peckinpah would decry some of the sensationalized violence that came after: “I am not 
responsible for the Chainsaw, whatever its name is, or any of the other trash that has been put forth. I 
deal in violence in terms of very sad poetry.” Nonetheless, he certainly helped open the door for it. In 
early screenings, audience members walked out, some reportedly stopping to puke in the alley.  



Beyond the violence, the Wild Bunch has a deep bench of themes. Primarily, it’s about the end 
of the West—men in military uniforms fight men in western garb, cowboys carry military side-arms 
rather than the iconic Colt revolver, machine guns and grenades destroy the preconceptions of what a 
Western shootout should involve. It’s also about the evils of technology. The world had seen the 
industrialized killing of World War II in the Nazi camps and in the atom bombs.  

It’s also about loyalty. Loyalty to a code and to each other, over loyalty to states or institutions. 
Again, a contemporary theme dropped into a Western setting.   

Stratton provides a well-researched, exhaustive telling of how the film came to be, from the 
original conception through rewrites, pre-production, casting, production and the ultimate release and 
reception by audiences. Much of it is inside Hollywood stuff, and with quite a bit of biography for all the 
principals involved. A few of the reviewers called this fluff, but I found it interesting. The characters 
behind the scenes, including Peckinpah himself, were a wild bunch in their own right. And the 
production, in a remote part of Mexico, not only gave the film its unique look, but created some a kind 
of alchemy for the cast and crew that led to some quite a few good stories.  

I’m currently reading Peckinpah’s screenplay for The Wild Bunch and plan to re-watch the 
movie. As for this book, I enjoyed it quite a bit.  
 
 
 
The American West: History, Myth and Legacy by Patrick Allitt 
I’m somewhere in the middle of a tour of the American West. I’m particularly interested in the role it 
plays in America’s self-conception. As a genre, the Western rose to prominence a half century after the 
Census Bureau, in 1890, officially announced that there was no unsettled land left and that the 
American West was now “closed.” The gunslinging loner was more fabrication than fiction, but he 
somehow stuck in the American psyche and became emblematic of rugged American individualism.  

Why? What was it about the 1940’s and 1950’s that made America so accepting of this 
particular self-mythologization?  
 This book, a part of The Great Courses series, is good survey of the West’s history, geography, 
and its role in our storytelling. It overlaps a good bit with H.W. Brands’ Dreams of El Dorado, but delves 
more into the psychology of the Western story.  
 “From the colonial period to the 20th Century, the idea of the West exercised a magnetic appeal 
over generations of Americans. West was always the direction families could travel in search of a new 
start in which men could find new opportunities and transform their lives. It epitomized the idea that to 
be American was to be mobile, restless and enterprising.”  
 In addition to the aspects of the West one would expect—the war with Mexico, the destruction 
of Native American populations, the settler experience, the Gold Rush, cattle drives, railroads, etc.—
Allitt covers competing narratives about the significance of the West. Frederick Jackson Turner, most 
prominently, argued in his “Frontier Thesis” that it wasn’t America’s ties to England but rather its 
experience in the West that most informed its concept of democracy. Counterintuitively, the land of 
America’s future held more sway over Americans’ idea of themselves than the land of their past. The 
West represented opportunity for any rugged individual willing to work hard and seize it. These self-
made men and women set out into a land which was the very definition of freedom.   
 As a part of this tour of the West, I’m also watching Western films (over 30 this year, mostly 
pulled from “Best of” lists), and reading a few other books: Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, Gunfighter 
Nation, The Fatal Environment, and West of Everything (let me know if you have any other 
recommendations). So I’ll hopefully have more to think about, but this was a great overview.   
 
 
  



How to Hide an Empire: A History of the Greater United States by Daniel Immerwahr 
The British used to hold great pride in the fact that “the sun never sets on the British Empire.” But 
nowadays, the term “empire” is usually viewed as a pejorative. Even in our fiction, “empires” are the 
bullies of geopolitics, throwing around their military and financial weight to bend the world to their 
favor, sometimes led by Sith lords.  
 In this book, Immerwahr debates American imperialism on two levels. The domineering 
behavior is one aspect, but the other is simply the definition. Momentarily setting aside our incursions 
into foreign military entanglements, the financial pressure we apply to other nations, our humanitarian 
aid, etc. the United States is an empire by the simple facts of cartography.  
 If you ask a kid to draw a map of the U.S., they’ll likely produce what Immerwahr dubs “the logo 
map”—the familiar shape that resembles a dinosaur with a big butt.  
 

 
 

 The rare, geographically “woke” kid might include Alaska and Hawaii. They certainly will not 
include the rest of the country—the fourteen U.S. territories, five of which are populated by about four 
million people. We rarely think about Puerto Rico, Guam, American Samoa, the Northern Marianas and 
the U.S. Virgin Islands as part of the country. After Hurricane Maria, a poll showed that only 37% of 
mainlanders under 30 knew that Puerto Rico was even a part of the United States. Yet it is, and they are, 
in a kind of strange political limbo where they’re governed by Congress and the President, yet they can 
vote for neither in elections.  
 How this came to be is part of this book. The geopolitical implications of our current imperial 
makeup is another. And how we grapple with the notion of empire—or, more often, ignore it 
completely—is a third.  
 The short version of the history is that America was born during the age of empire. Our founders 
didn’t know how to deal with the unruly frontiers people who were, by law, Americans. They deserved 
protection from the government, yet they lived beyond the reach of the military (and kept, annoyingly, 
stoking conflicts with natives and neighbors). So Washington et al created “territories,” a kind of legal 
gray zone somewhere between undefined wilderness and statehood.  
 In the ensuing centuries, the U.S. came into various other parcels of land and repeatedly used 
this convenient classification. Convenient, partly, because it didn’t take as much effort to create a 
territory. In some cases—such as with the Philippines or Puerto Rico—territories were the spoils of war. 
In other cases, it was as simple as planting a flag, such as the many uninhabited islands the U.S. claimed 
in the late 19th Century, propelled by an agricultural need for bird guano.  
 World War II, that great map-changing conflict, left the U.S. with an astounding 135 million 
people living overseas, more than lived on the mainland. Then the U.S. did something rare for countries 
victorious in war. It actually gave up land. It annexed no new territory, and gave the Philippines and 
other territories sovereignty. The age of classic empire—of global power through territorial gain—was 
coming to an end.  

Though, Immerwahr points out, it was not all altruistic. Much of the debate around territories 
and statehood was political or, often, flat-out racist. Whether the people of a territory might vote 
conservative or liberal was important, but often secondary to the fact that people in the territories were 



usually not white. Thus, they would side with the Civil Rights movement, a fact that kept southern 
politicians up at night.  

People of the territories have been subjected to some of the U.S.’s most detestable moments, 
often swept conveniently under the rug of history. We know what happened to those living in Indian 
Territory, generally the U.S. west of the Mississippi.   

During World War II, people of Japanese decent living in the territories were imprisoned in 
camps, like their mainland counterparts. But in the Philippines, truckloads full of those internees would 
be parked in the middle of the streets during Japanese air raids as a tempting target for bombers.  

Puerto Ricans suffered from medical experiments at the hands of U.S. officials in the 1930s, 
followed by 40 years of compulsory sterilization, at the height of which, an estimated one third of the 
female population was sterilized. These are people who, again, could not and cannot vote for the 
officials creating these laws, and appeared near the back of the U.S. census report in a kind of “statistical 
purgatory.”  

It’s not all this dark, but most of it is not the kind of thing Americans like to shine a light on. 
Territories have proven to be good places to get away with things we wouldn’t want to do at home, like 
test nuclear weapons (Marshall Islands), exploit labor (the Northern Marianas, which allowed clothing 
manufacturers to claim “Made in the U.S.A.” despite following none of our labor laws) and neglect in 
times of crisis (see Puerto Rico, Hurricane Maria).  

There is plenty of quirky trivia included in this book as well. Did you know that Godzilla, which in 
the U.S. is just a famous monster movie, was originally a protest film against nuclear testing? That a 
form of simplified, “dehydrated English” that included only a few hundred words was once created by 
our government to make learning English easier? Or that, despite all the racist hullaballoo around Barack 
Obama’s birthplace, it was actually John McCain who had potential issues with his citizenship? McCain 
was born in the Panama Canal Zone, and it worried senators so much that in 2008 they created a 
resolution declaring that he was, indeed, a U.S. citizen.  

The traditional age of empire is passed, but in the age of globalism it has been replaced with the 
art of projecting power without physically annexing territory. This is done in many ways we take for 
granted—English as the language of air traffic controllers, science, business and technology. Our 
standards for manufacturing (a relative coup during WWII, when there arose a need for standard screw 
threads among the Allies, and the U.S. had the leverage). Our religion (more than a quarter of the 
world’s missionaries come from the U.S.). Our entertainment culture. And, of course, our military.  

Here’s a pretty stunning fact: Britain and France have thirteen overseas military bases between 
them. Russia has nine. In total, non-U.S. countries have approximately 30 overseas. The U.S. has nearly 
800.  

Imperialism, U.S. or otherwise, has its advantages. It also has its drawbacks. Many of the world’s 
great tyrants and terrorists—from Mao Zedong to Ho Chi Minh to Osama bin Laden—have risen to 
power behind anti-imperialist rhetoric.  

The net effect can be debated on many fronts, but the first step is to recognize that the U.S., in 
both geography and in our dominance of globalized economics, culture and geopolitics, is an acting 
empire. How to Hide an Empire is a great survey of this topic. At the very least, it’s full of fascinating 
trivia. And it’ll make you reconsider the fallacy of the “logo map.”   

 
 

  



The Box: How the Shipping Container Made the World Smaller by Marc Levinson 
A co-worker recommended this book to me, and from the title you might think the first thing I did: “A 
book about shipping containers? Sounds exciting.”  

Nobody would read this if they think it’s just about shipping containers. It’s a book about 
innovation and the interconnectedness of our global economy. In Steven Johnson’s How We Got to 
Now, he traces the impact of six streams of innovation—the way phones impacted architecture, for 
example. This book is similar, only Levinson uses one example: the shipping container.  
 Why the shipping container? It’s a simple idea. It’s just a box. But the breakthrough innovation is 
that the box would be the same exact size all over the world, and that it could detach from its method of 
shipping and be transferred as a unit to the next method of transport. Lifted from a ship to a train to a 
truck without unloading and re-loading the contents of the container. It seems simple, maybe even a 
little obvious in retrospect. But the implementation of it changed so many things.  
 It changed freight shipping, making moving goods essentially costless in the calculation of their 
value. It changed labor unions as it created, then replaced jobs for thousands of longshoremen. It 
changed manufacturing, making it feasible to have parts for a single product made all over the globe. It 
changed the storage industry. It transformed cities—giving smaller cities that built massive shipping 
infrastructure—like Oakland, Long Beach and Rotterdam—a huge advantage over cities that didn’t move 
fast enough. It changed crime (when the idea of containerization was in its infancy, shippers of whiskey 
were among the first supporters, because so much of their freight was stolen in the shipping). It 
changed global trade policy. It changed, and continues to impact, the environment.  
 Levinson tells the full history of cargo shipping, from the days when men would gather at the 
docks, hoping a ship might come in, to what you see now. I lived in Oakland, and to see the speed at 
which the computerized cranes pluck containers from a massive ship and gently place them onto trucks 
or trains is marvelous to watch. Or to watch the impossibly large cargo ships pass under the Golden Gate 
Bridge and head out for China—or wherever their destination—scrambles one’s sense of scale. The fact 
that Coronavirus upset the supply chains of so many products is partly a testament to the efficiency of 
modern shipping, which normally ensures that products arrive precisely when they are needed.  
 So no, this isn’t a boring book. But maybe the greatest insight to take away from is that the idea 
of the shipping container existed long before it was feasible. Technology, geopolitics, standardization, 
and literally hundreds of other things had to line up and fall into place before the economic, political and 
technological environments were right for the shipping container to become a reality. Innovation is as 
much about timing as it is about ideas. This book is a perfect (and interesting) case study in that.  

 
 
 
The Bomb: Presidents, Generals and the Secret History of Nuclear War by Fred Kaplan 
I read Fred Kaplan’s The Wizards of Armageddon in 2005. This book overlaps considerably with that one, 
with additional sections for the past decade and a half. It’s an interesting look at the strategies behind 
nuclear weapons, specifically how a country might weaponize the threat of nuclear force without ever 
actually deploying nuclear weapons.  
 Kaplan covers the nuclear arms race that accompanied the Cold War, the rise of the civilian wing 
of the war planning bureaucracy, the power struggle between the Navy and Air Force for control of the 
nuclear weapons and the faulty intelligence that led to the inflated U.S. arsenal (in 1963, it was 
projected that the Soviet Union could have as many as 1,500 ICBMs—it was later revealed they had a 
total of four prototypes).  
 Since WWII, every president has come into the White House and received briefings on nuclear 
war plans and scenarios, leaving a few of them visibly shaken. One Cold War simulation painted a 
picture of a U.S. “victory” over the U.S.S.R. in which the Soviet Union was completely destroyed and the 
U.S. didn’t fare much better: “The federal government would be wiped out. The economy would 



undergo total collapse, with no recovery of any sort for at least six months. Two-thirds of the population 
would require medical care, and most of them would have no way to obtain it.” 
 As noted, the Soviets didn’t have as many nukes as we thought, but that didn’t matter. It was 
the fear that mattered, and that fear drove a massive U.S. arsenal. While there is no such thing as a 
“small-scale” attack with nuclear weapons, when you have thousands of them at your disposal, the 
tendency is to want to use thousands of them. Almost every attack plan developed during the Cold War 
was excessive. One “limited strike” plan presented to Henry Kissinger left Kissinger yelling at the war 
planners, “Are you out of your minds? This is a limited option?” The plan called for launching 
approximately 200 nukes into Southern Russia. Later plans were even more absurd, with hundreds of 
targets per attack, often three or more nuclear weapons sited on each target. Or not just targeting a site 
like a military base, but also the entire supply chain— the factories, the refineries, the mines, etc.—so 
the Soviets couldn’t rebuild the site. This was the tail wagging the dog, plans developed to justify the 
oversized arsenal.  
 One of the more interesting aspects of the book is the complicated logic to nuclear deterrence 
and, in the case of an actual launch, strategies for de-escalation. How do you plan an attack that will 
terrify an enemy, but also be clearly recognized as a limited strike? In other words, how much is enough 
to be devastating, but also sends a clear message that they can be hit harder, thus persuading them to 
de-escalate vs fire off all of their nuclear weapons at you? It’s complicated game theory, with layers 
upon layers of suppositions and best guesses, all dependent on two assumptions: 1) two-superpower 
nations at odds, and 2) rational actors with the goal of limiting damage to their own countries.  
 As Kaplan moves to the post-Cold War era, both of these assumptions start to change as more 
and more nations develop nuclear weapons and the leaders of those countries have different levels of 
rationality.  

The last section is Kaplan’s assessment of Donald Trump’s competence with the nuclear arsenal. 
What gives the assessment weight beyond just another book critical of Trump’s presidency is the 
context of a half century of presidents and generals grappling with the nuclear dilemma. We have 
several times flirted with nuclear war, from the Cuban Missile Crisis to the lesser-known Abel Archer 
exercise in 1983, a military preparedness drill that caused the Soviets to ready their nuclear arsenal for 
launch. Many presidents have considered using nuclear weapons—everyone during the Cold War, 
Johnson and Nixon during Viet Nam, Clinton in response to escalations with North Korea—but each has 
ultimately rejected the idea as too devastating, deciding to continue the diplomatic path.  

One remarkable anecdote is an exchange between Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev at the 
1985 Geneva Summit. On a walk together, Reagan said he’d been wondering something—if space aliens 
attacked the United States, would the Soviet Union help us? “No doubt about it,” Gorbachev answered. 
This struck me as such a simple, brilliant, disarming way to find common ground. Amid all the theory and 
strategic wonkishness of the Cold War, this seemed like a profoundly human moment.  
 In contrast to this moment of communion, and in contrast to the decades of tenuous diplomacy, 
obsessive planning and, ultimately, hard-won nuclear peace, Donald Trump came into the White House 
“believing that the world was a mess because his predecessors didn’t know how to make good deals, 
and that he would clean things up because making deals was his specialty.”  While most presidents 
approach their initiation into the office by hunkering down with their experts, Trump “never thought he 
needed to learn much beyond what he already knew.”  
 In a now-infamous early meeting with Secretary of Defense General James Mattis and Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson, briefers showed Trump a chart of U.S. and Russian nuclear weapons over the past 
decades, illustrating a successful reduction as the two countries backed away from the brink of nuclear 
Armageddon. Trump, missing the point of the chart, asked why he didn’t have as many nukes as former 
presidents, specifically pointing to 1969, when the U.S. had 32,000 nukes compared with a mere 4,000 
today. Mattis and Tillerson explained that the situation had changed dramatically since then, and the 
more powerful weapons of today make that number of nukes unnecessary. Trump seemed to 
understand, but would continually bring it up to other advisors after that meeting. (This unsettling 



exchange was overshadowed by the fact that this was the same meeting where, after Trump left, 
Tillerson audibly mumbled that the President was a “fucking moron.”) 
 Trump inherited an unstable world, for sure, but by Kaplan’s estimate he has undone many of 
the signature treaties and alliances—and thus much of the hard diplomatic work—that have kept the 
world out of nuclear war since the end of WWII. He scuttled the Iran nuclear deal and withdrew from 
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) with Russia, which had been in place since 1987, 
accusing the Russians of violating the treaty (as had Obama). Kaplan argues that Trump was “falling into 
the trap that [Donald] Rumsfeld had skirted” when Rumsfeld recognized that leaving the INF would 
allow the Russians to justify doing the same, and that would benefit them much more than it would 
benefit the U.S. or our allies. Likewise, Trump and Putin have given no indication that they will renew 
Obama’s New START arms reduction treaty, set to expire in 2021.  
 Long-time allies look at Trump as unreliable at best, dangerous at worst. Kaplan recounts 
Trump’s first meeting with the Japanese prime minister, Shinzo Abe, during which Abe suggested the 
two plan a coordinated negotiation strategy with North Korea, which National Security Advisor H.R. 
McMaster supported. Trump responded that, “There are two things you need to know. First, I am the 
greatest negotiator in the history of the White House.” And “When [Trump] was about to make a big 
deal, he didn’t go in with a lot of documents…He went into the room and let his gut take a reading of the 
guy across the table.” His self-deluded deal-making superpowers apparently betrayed him in the second 
North Korean summit. Despite declaring after the first summit with Kim Jong Un that there was no 
longer a nuclear threat from North Korea, assuring the world that Kim was a “good friend and great 
leader,” and that Kim wrote him “beautiful letters” and that the two of them “fell in love,” the summit 
was an embarrassing failure.  
 Kaplan recalls James Madison’s warning that “Enlightened statesmen will not always be at the 
helm.” This is why the founders instilled a system of checks and balances. But since the introduction of 
the atom bomb, the ability to launch nuclear weapons has been reserved for the President (earlier 
presidents did not trust the military with such power). Kaplan’s biggest fear is that Trump seems 
particularly susceptible to those he sees as loyal. He has shown that he will change course on a whim 
and is willing to break norms and go against conventional thinking. Could the right person whispering in 
his ear convince him that he could execute a successful nuclear attack with no repercussions? Could 
Trump, the man who threatened to rain “fire and fury” on North Korea if they leveled another threat, 
who executed Iranian General Qasem Soleimani against the advice of his military advisors, convince 
himself that he could pull off a nuclear strike against a belligerent nation? It would take an extreme level 
of both ignorance and arrogance.  
 Kaplan does not like Trump, it is clear. But if you’re an expert in the history and strategy of 
nuclear weapons, it seems justified to come down hard on Trump’s apparent lack of understanding of 
and coherent strategy for the nuclear arsenal. This isn’t a book about Trump—it’s a book about nuclear 
weapons. But after the end of the Cold War, the threat of nuclear annihilation seemed to fade to the 
background of the national consciousness. Until recently. Unfortunately, this book is relevant today, and 
provides context for today’s craziness within the grander craziness that is the history of nuclear 
weapons.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 



Pacific by Simon Winchester 
The extended subtitle of this book, Silicon Chips and Surfboards, Coral Reefs and Atom Bombs, Brutal 
Dictators, Fading Empires, and the Coming Collision of the World’s Superpowers, pretty much sums up 
what this book covers. What’s interesting about Winchester—at least his last few books—is that he 
groups topics other authors might take more singularly. In what is part history, part travelogue, part 
trivia, here he sets his sights on the major themes of the Pacific region.  
 I started reading this book in 2016 on a trip to Hawaii, and I occasionally pulled it off the shelf to 
read a bit. Any chapter holds up as a standalone examination of a subject, and there’s not a weak one in 
the bunch. Whether it’s the geopolitics of the Korean Peninsula, the 1950’s cultural wave of surfing, the 
constant geothermal activity that shapes the dramatic mountainscape of the Pacific’s floor, or the 
politics surrounding the construction of the Sydney Opera House, Winchester spins a great yarn.  
 It’s hard to say why I enjoyed this book so much. I lived in the Bay Area for 15 years and have a 
few particularly fond memories of scouring tidal pools with my girls and watching the surfers from the 
cliffs in Santa Cruz. But I’m not a surfer or boater or even a frequent beachgoer. Still, Winchester’s 
ability to weave together stories that are sometimes funny, sometimes unsettling, sometimes 
interesting and sometimes magnificent, makes me feel like I have a personal stake in this ocean. Which 
is preposterous, of course. As Winchester tells us, the Pacific covers almost one entire hemisphere and 
covers 64 million square miles.  

But isn’t that what great tour guides do? They make you feel connected to a subject, make it 
memorable. And you walk away with maybe a better understanding, maybe a few party facts, but 
mostly with a fond feeling for the experience. That’s what I have for this book. What could be like an 
overly ambitious, mediocre documentary, comes to life with as much intrigue, humanity, and as 
grandeur as the Pacific itself.  

 
 
 

This Is Chance: The Shaking of an All-American City, the Voice that Held It Together by Jon Mooallem 
On Good Friday in 1964, a 9.2-magnitude earthquake shook Anchorage, Alaska, for over four minutes. It 
reduced much of the town to rubble, knocked out power and almost all communication with the outside 
world. As survivors scrambled to assess the damage and locate loved ones, a local radio announcer 
named Genie Chance went on the air and started to report what she saw.  
 In the days that followed, Chance would become the voice of Anchorage. She provided calm, 
measured reports amongst the chaos. She passed messages to and from emergency personnel, city 
officials and residents of Anchorage. Her broadcasts were picked up by other stations, then relayed to 
the lower 48 states and beyond, providing the sole line of communication between Anchorage and the 
rest of the world.  
 While Chance and her role in the quake’s aftermath is the centerpiece of the story, the book is 
about much more than that. Mooallem masterfully layers themes and stories into a rich portrait of a 
community in crisis and of individuals rising to the moment. Anchorage, at the time, was still very much 
an experiment—a distant outpost of the U.S. with a population of 100,000, trying its hand at becoming a 
true metropolis. It had a relatively new cinema, a J.C. Penney, and a theater director intent on staging 
Thornton Wilder’s “Our Town” with mostly local amateurs. All of this ambition was called into question 
when things literally began to crumble.  
 Genie’s story before and after the quake is also compelling. A feminist from Texas, she was now 
a mother of three, married to a struggling, alcoholic used car salesman, trying to make it as a 
professional in an overtly sexist industry, in a place not known for its progressive views. But she was a 
fighter at heart, with a calm demeanor and a generous spirit. She was exactly what the town needed in 
that moment.  
 This is a timely book for our own surreal moment. One of Mooallem’s central themes is that 
emergencies like this earthquake tend to bring out the best in people. Communities rally. Leaders 



emerge. When institutions fail, ad-hoc groups step up to take their place (like the Cajun Navy in the 
aftermath of Katrina). We tend to imagine (and fiction reinforces) an “everybody for themselves,” Mad 
Max ethos when the world collapses. But we have seen time and again that the opposite is the norm. It 
certainly was in Anchorage in 1964.  

 
 
 
A Pilgrimage to Eternity: From Canterbury to Rome in Search of Faith by Timothy Egan 
Egan is a lapsed Catholic—educated by Jesuits, now an agnostic. He is feeling the truth of Stephen 
Colbert’s joke that an agnostic is just “an atheist without balls” (Colbert is a practicing Christian and 
generally a deeply spiritual person). Tired of the “squishy middle” and compelled to find some kind of 
truth, support, possibly something deeper, as his sister-in-law is dying of cancer, Egan sets out on the 
Via Francigena, the ancient pilgrim’s route from France to Rome. 
 He is a religious tourist on a route that is one of the richest in the world when it comes to 
religious history. We learn of religious wars, of scandals, of miracles, of saints, of the various religious 
orders within Catholicism, of papal decrees and of hypocrisies. Egan contemplates the role of religion in 
what is now the most secular Europe in history. We also hear a lot about meals.  
 It’s pretty interesting, and Egan’s posture is both wry and empathetic. He is skeptical, yet 
approaches every encounter with an open mind, seeking not just to understand but to truly believe. 
Many of the historical aspects rang bells (most very faint) with what I learned in religion class at my 
Jesuit high school, and the travelogue had notes of Bill Bryson.  
 Overall, a decent read if you’re interested in the topic.  
 
 
 
Meditations by Marcus Aurelius 
Marcus Aurelius was a philosopher and the Emperor of the Roman Empire from 161 to 180, the last to 
preside during an era of relative peace and stability. He wrote his Meditations, a collection of advice for 
living and self-improvement, in the last decade of his life. It’s a cornerstone of Stoicism and generally 
considered one of the great works of philosophy.  
 At the heart of Stoicism is a belief that one’s happiness should be derived from within. What 
happens to you is less important than how you react (or don’t react) to it. It advocates taking action to 
improve the parts of the world you can affect, and a calm acceptance of the realities you cannot control. 
A prevalent theme in Meditations is maintaining a focused presence and a constant awareness that life 
is impermanent.  
 In the final passage, Marcus imagines the man who complains that his life has been too short, 
comparing him to the actor dismissed from a play after three acts: “‘But I have played no more than 
three of the five acts.’ Just so; in your drama of life, three acts are all the play. Its point of completeness 
is determined by him who formerly sanctioned your creation, and today sanctions your dissolution. 
Neither of those decisions lay within yourself. Pass on your way, then, with a smiling face, under the 
smile of him who bids you go.”  
 In other words, as my daughter’s class would say, “You get what you get and you don’t 
complain.” Good advice. We have one life. How we spend our days and hours and minutes is up to us. 
“What is the very best that can be said or done with the materials at your disposal? Be it what it may, 
you have the power to say it or do it; let there be no pretense that you are not a free agent.” 

While some of the wording reads as archaic, the underlying advice is often surprisingly practical 
and applicable to modern life. I read this book over nearly a decade, picking it up and reading a few 
pages here and there, highlighting dozens of passages. One of the things I appreciate about Meditations, 
and perhaps Stoicism in general, is that while there is mention of religious beliefs (the Greeks were 



polytheistic), the philosophy is not rooted in religious doctrine. As such, you can freely take what speaks 
to you and discard the rest.  

I was also struck by the similarities to Buddhism, another philosophy that resonates with me. It’s 
worth noting that the two philosophies developed in isolation—one in Greece and one in present-day 
Nepal—around the same time (300 B.C. and 500 B.C. respectively). Perhaps something was in the water 
back then.  

At any rate, this is a pretty important collection of advice, as useful today as it was 2000 years 
ago. Put into practice, much of it could be life-changing.  
 
 
 
How to Think by Alan Jacobs and This is Water by David Foster Wallace 
Sometime last year, I was boarding an early-morning flight and started reading Tim Urban’s blog post 
about why we believe what we do. One of the images that stuck with me was a very simple model of the 
steps for an idea in the outside world to become a personal belief. The model imagines a set of gates: 
one for ideas we pay attention to, a second for ideas we consider, and a third for ideas we adopt as our 
beliefs.  

 
 
Tim uses the metaphor of a bouncer at each gate. These bouncers help decide what to let in and what to 
keep out. It’s such a simple model, but it’s insightful when you consider the amount of information 
we’re bombarded with every day. We can’t possibly process it all, and one of special features of the 
brain is that we’re hardwired to not rationally process most of what’s in our environment. Our limbic 
system is armed with millions of evolutionary shortcuts that allow us to make quick decisions, to 
function and survive, without getting bogged down in the less meaningful stimuli that fills our world.  
 The same holds for the ideas that bombard us constantly. Especially in our media-saturated 
modern world, where we’re exposed to thousands of ideas daily, much of it incorrect, conflicting or 



nonsensical, we need systems that help us quickly decipher and sort into digestible categories. What 
ideas should we let in? What instructions have we given—or should we give—to those bouncers?  
 This model came to mind again when I was reading Alan Jacobs’s How To Think: A Survival Guide 
for a World at Odds. That, in turn, reminded me of David Foster Wallace’s famous commencement 
address at Kenyon College in 2005, which has since been published as a short book called This Is Water. 
I’m considering them together because they’re both about the bouncers.  
  
 It took me several attempts to get through this review. As much as I try to be open-minded and 
considerate of different viewpoints, 2020 was humbling in that regard. With the pressures of the 2020 
election, the pandemic and the murders of George Floyd and Breanna Taylor, the barometer went to the 
top. What I hated most isn’t just what it revealed about us as a country, but what it revealed about me. I 
continuously found limits to my empathy. I invented a new Twitter metric this year. I call it the FTP 
number. It’s a measure of how many tweets I can read in my feed before I reflexively think, “F— these 
people!” 

How to Think is a book about that kind of reaction. Alan Jacobs, a professor of humanities at 
Baylor University, examines the “othering” we all do to people who disagree with us (my these people). 
And how it cripples our ability to see the world clearly. How it creates a bubble, and how that bubble 
makes us more simplistic, more tribal and less able to realize our full humanity.  

We all have a these people. These people are not our people. They believe different things. They 
want different things. They have different values. They’re the other side. They’re the enemy. Until you 
get to a year like 2020, and start seeing that some of these people were your people. Or they are your 
people sometimes, by blood or place of birth or alma mater, and yet they’re somehow on the wrong 
side of history. It gets pretty frustrating trying to sort it out, because we’re trying to apply artificial 
groupings to humans, which are notoriously complex and inconsistent entities.  

This urge to group is strong, because it’s tied to the evolutionary shortcuts hardwired into our 
brains. Groupings help us quickly decide if something represents a threat. And when emotions run high, 
when we become angry or fearful, we tend to fall back on them. As rational as we want to think we are, 
it doesn’t take much for our reptile brain to kick in and start sorting things into friend or foe. It’s a 
process that relies on oversimplification. And we all do it all the time.  

“Anyone who claims not to be shaped by such forces is almost certainly self-deceived. Human 
beings are not built to be indifferent to the waves and pulses of their social world...The person who 
genuinely wants to think will have to develop strategies for recognizing the subtlest of social pressures, 
confronting the pull of the ingroup and disgust for the outgroup.”  

While we excuse or rationalize the transgressions of our in-group, we attach a full chain of 
negative implications to what Jacobs calls the “repugnant cultural other”(RCO). We create caricatures. 
We demonize them. We assume the worst intentions. And we are apt to believe far-fetched lies that 
make them even more repugnant.  

This tendency is reinforced by politicians, who name call the RCO for cheap applause, leverage 
fear of the RCO to motivate voters, or pick on bad behavior within the RCO group to represent the entire 
group. It’s reinforced by the media, who turn anger toward the RCO into clicks, likes, shares and fights in 
the comment feeds (also known as “engagement metrics”).  

Within our in-group, we are continually exposed to a set of short-cuts that further calcify our 
beliefs. Jacobs discusses how shared keywords, metaphors and myths contribute to our insular thinking. 
They’re also handy tools for someone to signal that they are a member of a group or to imply something 
while retaining the ability to deny that implication (aka “dog whistles” in politics).   

We have to understand that none of us “think for ourselves.” Our thinking is bent by social 
influences, emotions, moods, biases and preconceptions. And it makes no sense, Jacobs argues, to 
discount these non-rational influences as wrong or to hold up rational thinking as a gold standard, the 
only true form of thought. It’s simply not how we’re made.  



Whether it’s a buying decision or a “buying in” decision, research shows that we are not as 
logical as we’d like to believe. We typically make a decision based on predetermined biases or emotional 
factors, then post-rationalize the decision by selectively gathering facts that support it. “Moral intuitions 
arise automatically and almost instantaneously, long before moral reasoning has a chance to get started, 
and those first intuitions tend to drive out later reasoning,” writes Jonathan Haidt in The Righteous 
Mind. Our intuitions bind us to our in-group and blind us to ways of thinking outside our group.  

Our perceived identity—as Americans, as Republicans or Democrats, as Christians or Jews or 
Hindus, as moral people, as Californians or Texans or patriots or however we think of ourselves—plays a 
much larger role in how we make decisions than reason does. This is why elections are such stressful, 
contentious times. Our personal decision matrices are so complex, so personal, that two relatively 
similar people can have many things in common yet somehow arrive at very different decisions. To each 
other, we’re often infuriated that someone’s viewpoint—someone we know to otherwise be smart, 
generous and kind—makes no sense. Of course it doesn’t. Because that person is human.  

People sure of the purity of their thought process, who think they’re too smart to fall into the 
trap of post-rationalization, are possibly more susceptible to it. Jacobs quotes an engineer at Google 
who observes that, “Smart people have a problem especially (although not only) when you put them in 
large groups. That problem is an ability to convincingly rationalize nearly anything.”  

So what do we do? How do we think? Can we shake free of some of these forces?  
Examining who we surround ourselves with is critical. Importantly, how that group handles 

disagreements. Jacobs describes the ideal as “a fellowship of people who are not so much like-minded 
as like-hearted.” Who, if you disagree with them—even their most devoutly-held beliefs—will not kick 
you to the curb. Rather, they are “temperamentally disposed to openness and have habits of listening.” 
What this does is remove the social penalty for thinking otherwise. It relieves some of the in-group 
thinking, the ideological cliquishness. You will not be cast out.  

We have to force ourselves to create groups of imperfect allies. Groups built on shared values, 
especially if those values include open-mindedness and tolerance for differing beliefs.  

This all sounds fine and good and quite naïve. But we don’t do it. At the very best, we argue 
about specific tactics (higher/lower taxes, more/less regulation, etc.). But usually we just take cheap 
shots. We don’t take the time to actually understand. Our forums for engagement—television news, 
social media, political “debates”—are terrible forums for true understanding. Because the financial 
models of those forums don’t incentivize understanding; they incentivize fear, anger and outrage. They 
make money from spectacle.  

Jacobs discusses a particular debate format of The Long Now Foundation. Before an opponent is 
permitted to make a counterargument, they must first restate the position of their opponent to their 
opponent’s satisfaction. In other words, you have to demonstrate an understanding and give an 
accurate appraisal of the idea you are about to argue against.   

The clear acknowledgment of the opponent’s argument never happens. Instead, the strawman 
argument—misrepresenting your opponent’s argument to make it easier to take down—has become 
such a pervasive, casual, cheap trick in modern political discourse that we hardly blink an eye at it. Or we 
suffer debates that are just a litany of ad hominem arguments—attacks against the person, not their 
argument.  

This kind of intellectual dishonesty is permitted because we don’t see most political discourse as 
a dialogue to gain greater understanding. Instead, it’s set up like karate point-fighting match, where we 
hope our woman or man scores the most points.  

It’s easy and safe to consider only ideas that support what we already believe. Our beliefs are so 
tied to our identities that it’s an act of self-preservation to instruct our bouncers to keep out any 
dissenting ideas. Anything from a different group—politically, religiously, race, sexual preference, etc.—
sorry, the club is full.    



A work colleague has a principle she calls “the 2% rule.” It’s the notion that no matter how sure 
you are about something, you can never be 100% certain of it. There’s always at least a 2% chance that 
you are wrong. So be open to that. Prepared for it. And humble in your certainty.  

I love that principle. We stop paying attention to things we are 100% certain about. In the 
metaphorical illustration at the top of this post, the bouncer at the Attention Gate stops letting ideas in 
if we’ve made up our mind.  
 How to Think is a book for our time. In October, the Wall Street Journal cited research that the 
political divide in the U.S. has gotten much worse. No surprise there. However, it distinguishes between 
affective polarization (how much we dislike people on the other side) and ideological polarization (how 
much we disagree on the issues). It found that the former has increased, while the latter has remained 
relatively constant. “In other words, many Americans hate each other more than ever, but they don’t 
disagree with each other any more than they used to.” 
 We don’t disagree any more than we always have. It just feels that way. And our media, our 
technology and our politicians are actively working to drive that wedge further in. It’s up to us to 
recognize this is happening and actively work against it.  
 
 David Foster Wallace began his 2006 commencement speech, “This is Water,” with a parable.   
 

There	are	these	two	young	fish	swimming	along	and	they	happen	to	meet	
an	older	fish	swimming	the	other	way,	who	nods	at	them	and	says,	
“Morning,	boys.	How’s	the	water?”	
And	the	two	young	fish	swim	on	for	a	bit,	and	then	eventually	one	of	them	
looks	over	at	the	other	and	goes,	“What	the	hell	is	water?”		

 
 The point of the parable, of course, is that sometimes the most essential realities are the 
hardest to recognize. It’s incredibly difficult to transcend our state of being—the essential realities of 
our lives—to question those realities. We take for granted much of the way things are.  
 As is customary in commencement addresses, Wallace praises the value of a liberal education. 
He frames it as not the capacity to think, but the choice of what to think about. What to pay attention 
to.  
 This is where “This is Water” overlaps with How to Think and Tim Urban’s belief gate system 
above. But what I love about “This is Water” is where Wallace goes from there. He concedes that he, 
too, can’t escape the perception that he’s the center of his world. “Everything in my own immediate 
experience supports my deep belief that I am the absolute center of the universe, the realest, most vivid 
and important person in existence.”  

How are we expected to transcend that self-centered reality, a construct that’s common to 
literally every human existence in the history of the world? How do we transcend water to recognize 
that water exists? “This is not a matter of virtue—it’s a matter of my choosing to do the work of 
somehow altering or getting free of my natural, hardwired default setting…” 

Wallace gets very specific with his example, focusing on an aspect of “adult American life that 
nobody talks about in commencement addresses. One that involves boredom, routine and petty 
frustration.” (the mundane would be a theme in his later work, particularly The Pale King, an unfinished 
novel published after his suicide in 2008).  

He talks us through a routine day, one of tedious work, then a run to the crowded grocery store, 
traffic, being cut off by an SUV, a woman in line screaming at her child. You can allow this to fill you with 
anger, frustration, judgment. You can allow your thoughts to pile on, let your inner monologue get going 
with its litany. Whatever your disposition, you can allow these mundane, irritating moments to be 
filtered through your own lens, which includes your own biases, your own status, your values—the 
things that you worship.  



“If you’re automatically sure that you know what reality is and who and what is really 
important—if you want to operate on your default setting—then you, like me, will probably not consider 
possibilities that aren’t pointless and annoying. 

“But if you’ve really learned how to think, how to pay attention, then you will know you have 
other options. It will actually be within your power to experience a crowded, hot, slow, consumer-hell-
type situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire with the same force that lit the stars—
compassion, love, the subsurface unity of all things.”  

That’s tough. It sounds like it requires some Zen master-level discipline and presence. But his 
point is that it’s up to you. “You get to decide how you’re going to try to see it…You get to consciously 
decide what has meaning and what doesn’t.”  

Wallace describes the central idea of his talk: that we have “the freedom all to be lords of our 
tiny skull-sized kingdoms, alone at the center of all creation…The really important kind of freedom 
involves attention, and awareness, and discipline, and effort, and being able truly to care about other 
people and to sacrifice for them, over and over, in myriad petty little unsexy ways, every day.”  

In other words, understanding how and why our beliefs are cultivated, taking an active role in 
understanding the water that we swim in—the invisible, everyday, internal and external forces that 
influence how we think about the world—then working to transcend those forces, challenge them, hold 
them up with a skeptical yet open mind. To be considerate in that way, as in to consider other ideas, but 
also considerate in its other meaning, which is to consider that the ways others have been shaped to 
arrive at their own beliefs. This is not to say a wholesale embrace or acceptance of those beliefs, but to 
be considerate of them.  

This notion is at the heart of “This is Water” and How to Think and the belief gates. We need to 
get out of autopilot. We need to be most skeptical of the information that supports what we already 
believe and most open to the ideas that call it into question. We need to call the bouncers in and give 
them new instructions.  

Maybe this has always been the great challenge. It feels more pertinent now, especially as we 
reflect on the lessons of 2020. Much will be written about what we got right and what we got wrong this 
year. If there’s anything this year has taught us, it’s that we shouldn’t be so sure about what can or will 
happen. We could all stand for a little more open-mindedness. Getting past our own tribes. Getting out 
of our own heads. Being present. Paying attention. Listening. Being considerate.  
 
 
 
Intimations by Zadie Smith 
It would be a shame if the most talked-about aspect of this book were its timeliness, though that is 
definitely worth noting. Intimations is a short collection of short essays about this strange, 
unprecedented, unsettling, disorienting, disruptive (all the clichés) moment. How long does it take for a 
normal book to be written, sold, edited, published, purchased and ultimately read? Years, months? It’s a 
little eerie to read a book—not an article, blog post or tweet—about the George Floyd protests or living 
in Coronavirus lockdown, or the way we think about each other, the way we think about life in what we 
continually refer to and think of as a moment. Forget that this moment contains within it different 
storylines, different seasons, different phases and years. Time has become elastic, speeding up and 
slowing down at random. We ask “What day is it?” several times a day. This is likely to continue until 
next summer. But we’re still in a moment, with a very specific feel to it. And it’s the feel of that moment 
this book captures.  

Lawrence Wright’s book about a pandemic, The End of October, which he sent to the publisher 
last summer, was prescient. This book is urgent. And yet the speed is not the thing to focus on with this 
book. It doesn’t feel hurried. Quite the opposite, it feels like the kind of thing someone writes when they 
have time to think. To step back and note the peculiarities of our everyday lives, which is relatable since 
we’ve all stepped outside our everyday lives.  



 Zadie Smith, always an insightful writer, is as bewildered about the moment as any of us. But 
while many of us spent the first few months of the pandemic thinking about how long it might go on, or 
whose fault it was, or whether or not there would be live sports, Smith looks at smaller moments and 
draws from them bigger questions. An innocuous claim from the President that before the pandemic 
“we didn’t have death” leads to a provocation about the exceptional linkage of wealth and a quest for 
longevity in America.  

The observation that everyone now faces the challenge that artists face on a daily basis—what 
should I make in this time?—leads to an essay about the utility (or lack thereof) of art as tool for political 
change and the idea that many of us, with so much time to fill, must confront the notion that we fill 
much of our days with things that just fill the day, not things we actually love. And if we are not doing 
things we love, or making things we love, then what are we doing? “I do feel comforted to discover I’m 
not the only person on this earth who has no idea what life is for, nor what is to be done with all this 
time other than filling it.” 
 Spending all this time with our loved ones, who we do love, also makes us realize that we need 
to be away from them sometimes. Our mundane commutes, the random passersby on the street, the 
utilitarian errands we run, these all serve a purpose beyond their obvious purpose.  

Smith observes that privilege and suffering are both bubbles, but with different consequences. 
The nail salon she loves but cannot go to now, this is a mere inconvenience for her but a life-altering 
reality for the owner of the salon.  

An essay that starts with a description of the nerdy IT guy she enjoyed seeing on his hoverboard 
in the park ends with a disappointed thought—“what modest dreamers we have become” when decent 
public housing, health care and access to higher education have been recast as revolutionary concepts. 

A chance encounter at a bus stop with a mother of an old friend is a jumping-off point for a 
meditation on the immigrant experience. A man in a park with a sign that reads “I am a self-hating 
Asian. Let’s talk!” opens an essay on the nature of hate and the strange concept of “hate crimes.”  
 Her strongest essay portrays contempt as a virus. A virus that diminishes the object of one’s 
contempt to a level below hate. The object of contempt doesn’t merit the energy required to hate. 
Contempt is the ultimate devaluation. “Patient zero of this particular virus stood on a slave ship four 
hundred years ago, looked down at the sweating, bleeding, moaning mass below deck and reverse-
engineered an emotion—contempt—from a situation that he, the patient himself had created. He 
looked at the human beings he had chained up and noted that they seemed to be the type of people 
who wore chains.” It’s contempt that allows a country to continually vote for “policies that ensure the 
permanent existence of an underclass.” It’s contempt that allows a country to make sense of a segue 
from a space launch to a riot in the same breath.  
 Much of what bubbles up here is what is bubbling up every day for all of us, what many of us are 
feeling if not able to eloquently express. The pressures of 2020 are like the pressures of a traumatic 
experience on a family. The fissures show. The underlying issues are exposed.  
 There are hopeful thoughts, but often they are instructive—what we can do, what we must do 
to turn this around. The idea that it is possible to act, to “use your imagination to build practical 
structures that will in some form improve the lives of the people who enter them.” Or the observation 
that “knowing all your neighbors’ names in an art.” 

This will not be the definitive book of the pandemic, but as a piece produced within it—
somewhere in the first few months even, it’s a pretty remarkable collection of thoughts.  

 
 
 

  



The Unreality of Memory and Other Essays by Elisa Gabbert 
This was one of my favorite books of 2020. I’d never heard of Elisa Gabbert, but I pre-ordered the book 
after seeing a tweet about how much someone (I wish I remember who) was looking forward to it. I 
promptly forgot I’d ordered it. Then pandemic, 2020, yada yada. The book showed up in August, and the 
subtitle might have been, “You know, I’ve been thinking about existential dread and the myriad ways we 
can perish way before it was trendy.”  
 Near the Canary Islands is an underwater mountain range that some geologists fear could 
collapse and flood the east coast of the U.S. as far as 16 miles inland. An eruption of the Yellowstone 
caldera would drop three feet of ash on Denver in a day. We are overdue for a major earthquake in the 
Cascadia subduction zone in the Pacific Northwest. The Mosul Dam in Iraq, built on an unstable 
foundation, would flood a valley of a 1.5 million people if (when) it fails. Yet we live with these threats. 
We somehow tune them out because we have to.  
 “Worry, like attention, is a limited resource; we can’t worry about everything at once. That 
means most of us are worrying about immediate threats—like losing our jobs or our health care—rather 
than nebulous threats that may or may not manifest over thousands of years, even if those latter 
threats are ultimately the greater concern.”  
 In a year of worry fatigue and fatalism overload, a book that is partly about how the world could 
end might seem unwelcome. But I loved this book. I read it at the pool (6 feet socially distant). It was 
strangely comforting to read trivia about past plagues, like that the original plague masks had “crystal 
eyepieces in addition to beaks stuffed with aromatics, to protect the wearer against both malevolent 
glances and miasma,” because they weren’t sure which kind of evil spirits were killing them.  

It was comforting to know that people have been worrying about these things before this year. 
Of course that’s true. Humans have been dealing with disasters of all kinds throughout history. We live 
in the face of disaster. Gabbert quotes from William H. McNeill’s Plagues and Peoples, that although a 
third of the world’s population died from the Black Death in the 14th Century, it was just one more 
“routine crisis of human life.”  
 Gabbert writes of disaster and disease, of “slow violence” like global warming, of panic and 
pandemonium. But she draws from a delightful range of sources and brings together seemingly 
unrelated anecdotes. Witchcraft and placebos. The way she remembers her grandmother’s house and 
the collective narratives of societies.  Self-image. The news cycle. Anesthesia and the sense of self.  
 She draws from science and psychology, from history and literature and poetry, flips easily from  
personal emotion or anecdote to geologic truth. The most provocative books are not full of answers—
they are full of questions. The Unreality of Memory is a book of surprising connections and fascinating 
questions.  
 It might seem strange—it does writing it—that the terrible fates that befall humanity, including 
those we inflict on ourselves, would be a source of comfort. But I got the same sense I got from Robert 
MacFarlane’s Underland. A sense of slow time. Scale, perspective. This pandemic will pass, as others 
have. Something else more or less terrible but more immediate will take COVID off our tv screens and 
onto a page in our history books. We will likely be unchanged as a people (history suggests we might 
even behave a little worse after the pandemic, but we will be mostly unchanged). Just a bunch of 
humans trying to get by in a world that, as Gabbert points out, isn’t trying to punish us, but is just 
indifferent to us.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Keep Going: 10 Ways to Stay Creative in Good Times and Bad by Austin Kleon 
Austin Kleon is “a writer who draws,” he says. I’d say he’s a guru of creative advice. This is the third in a 
series of books that include Steal Like an Artist and Show Your Work. It’s full of nuggets of advice on 
creative process and craft, and I have adopted many of his recommendations over the years 
(oversharing bad sketches on social media, getting a library date stamper for journal entries, and having 
two desks at home—one for work and one for my personal stuff—being a few examples).  
 This book is a little less focused than the other two, but it’s still full of notable advice and 
inspiration. I marked a couple dozen pages. Much of what I highlighted are actually quotations from 
other artists, but that’s alright—Kleon brings them together in a way that organizes new meaning into 
some of them.  
 This (or the set of three together) is a great gift for anyone who works in any kind of creative 
field. It’s an easy read, a good book to pick up and read a chapter at a time. I plan to do a book club with 
my team at work about this series.  
 You can subscribe to Kleon’s weekly newsletter, check out his blog posts and books here.   
 
 
 
Let My People Go Surfing: The Education of a Reluctant Businessman by Yvon Chouinard 
I started a “book club for lazy people” at work, where each person only has to read one book, then give 
a presentation on it. This book sounded so good from the presentation that I listened to the audiobook.  
 Chouinard is the founder of Patagonia. Here, he gives a bit of biography, with the focus on how 
his love of the outdoors, specifically climbing and surfing, led him to create a company that makes high-
quality outdoor products and a brand that is guided by an ethos of environmental stewardship. 
Everything Patagonia does, from how they source their materials to their maternity leave policies, are 
defined by a set of core beliefs.  
 As a brand-builder and businessman, Chouinard has much wisdom to impart. But what is most 
inspiring is that everything Patagonia has become has been driven not by a desire to create a successful 
company, gain fame as an entrepreneur or make a lot of money. Rather, it’s all been driven by a 
personal passion for the outdoors and a desire to protect the planet he clearly, dearly loves. People 
hired to work at Patagonia are hired first for their passion and values, and expertise is a nice-to-have 
(but something that can be learned along the way).  
 There are elements of this book that reminded me of Paul Hawken’s The Ecology of 
Commerce—specifically the idea that often things considered mutually exclusive (e.g. the environment 
and profit) are actually aligned if designed to be. But Chouinard speaks from a more personal 
standpoint.  

This book made me a fan not just of Chouinard, but of Patagonia as well. I highly recommend.  
 
 
 
  



American Maelstrom: The 1968 Election and the Politics of Division by Michael A. Cohen 
 

“A Year of Turmoil and Change.”  
“Tumultuous.”  
“Chaotic.”  

 
Most clichés about 1968 focus, rightly, on the social upheaval, the violence and the pivotal historic 
events—the assassinations of Dr. King and Robert Kennedy, the Tet Offensive in Vietnam, the Civil Rights 
Act., etc. Michael A. Cohen, political journalist for the Boston Globe (not to be confused with the other 
Michael Cohen), posits that it was also the defining year for the narratives that would define American 
politics for the next 40 years. This book was published in 2016, but it’s now clear that Cohen could have 
said “fifty years and counting.”  

Lyndon Johnson’s defeat of Barry Goldwater in 1964 was one of the most decisive victories in 
the history of U.S. presidential politics. At the outset of 1968, President Johnson was the clear 
frontrunner for re-election, with a strong record on social issues and civil rights (despite his personal 
racism). But Vietnam had become an albatross around his neck. After a weak showing at the New 
Hampshire primary and, as Cohen reports, concerns about his own health, Johnson shocked the world. 
On March 31, he announced his withdrawal from the race.  
 
 Johnson’s exit left the door open for a field of fascinating candidates—Vice President Hubert 
Humphrey, Robert Kennedy and the intellectual Eugene McCarthy on the left; Richard Nixon, California 
Governor Ronald Reagan and wealthy businessman Nelson Rockefeller on the right; and the southern 
segregationist, George Wallace running as an independent to the far right.  
 Cohen focuses on the political race. He brings to life the character of each of the candidates, 
then charts their courses as they tried to outmaneuver each other. Noting that they’ve been widely 
covered, he only mentions the defining events of 1968 when they impacted the presidential race.  
 But Cohen’s main point is that the party narratives that emerged in the 1968 election—
narratives largely, successfully defined by conservatives—would impact American politics for decades. 
The stereotypes of Republicans as strong and resolute, tough on crime, defenders of cultural values and 
proponents of small government; of Democrats as “liberal elite,” tax and spend, unpatriotic, morally 
loose, beholden to special interests and supporters of the welfare state—these phrases have dominated 
politics as long as most of us can remember.  
 Nineteen sixty-eight was also the year that the GOP’s “southern strategy” was realized. Though 
it’s debatable whether it was a top-down strategy or a bottom-up demographic realignment, the GOP 
courted working-class whites in the south, traditionally democratic voters. Many, unhappy with the 
social unrest they saw connected to an unwelcome Civil Rights movement, unpatriotic protests against 
the Vietnam War, and the loose morals of the counterculture, were drawn away by the one-two punch 
of Nixon and George Wallace.  

Wallace had promised “segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever” in his 
1963 inaugural address as governor of Alabama. He led the charge in stoking white fear, anger and 
resentment. Famous for standing in the door of the auditorium at the University of Alabama to 
symbolically block integration, Wallace had no qualms about blatantly racist appeals. He portrayed Civil 
Rights as a direct threat to America and pointed at the “activists, anarchists, militants and 
revolutionaries” protesting Vietnam as the enemy.  

Wallace also had a hardline stance on how to deal with protesters, peaceful or otherwise: “The 
people know the way to stop a riot is to hit people on the head,” he said.  

Wallace’s stance against demonstrators was an ominous precursor to Chicago Mayor Richard J. 
Daly’s own approach at the notorious Democratic National Convention that year. Daly said that arsonists 
and looters should be shot, and he defended the police who, many of them after discarding their 
nameplates, beat on protesters, bystanders and journalists alike. 



Richard Nixon pulled several pages from Wallace’s playbook, but he knew the more 
inflammatory, card-carrying racism would not fly beyond Wallace’s home turf. “To be effective, racial 
signaling must be done subtly. Welfare, special interests, law and order, soft on crime, affirmative action 
quotas and bussing all became part of an emerging political lexicon and the dog whistle politics of the 
era.” Nixon, then Reagan, became adept at speaking about “law and order” in a way that allowed 
mainstream Republicans to embrace the platform, while old-school racists could still interpret “law and 
order” to mean what it had always meant—protection from black people.  

Eleven years later, in a speech to the International Association of Chiefs of Police, Reagan said 
"For all our science and sophistication, for all our justified pride in intellectual accomplishment, we 
should never forget: the jungle is always there, waiting to take us over.” This is a directly racist, fear-
based appeal. Yet, it’s vague enough that, if called on it, one could argue that people are being overly 
sensitive, or, at worst, Reagan poorly chose his words. But it is neither. The words were very precisely 
chosen. Conservative politicians became skilled at giving a nod to civil rights while playing directly on the 
fears of anxious white voters (e.g. George H.W. Bush’s infamous “Willie Horton” ad).  

But tough-on-crime language wasn’t just a mainstay of conservative politics. It was eventually 
adopted by Democrats from Bill Clinton to Barack Obama, eager to demonstrate that they too were 
serious about crime. It manifested in policies like the War on Drugs, stop and frisk and “three strikes 
laws,” all which contributed to ballooning prison populations and the deterioration of urban 
communities.  

While the political landscape has evolved, the shift of the right toward anti-government, anti-
elite populism that emerged in 1968 “maintains its stranglehold over the nation’s politics.” Add the 
distrust of authority, evisceration of expertise, strategic voter suppression and flogging of the media—
and you have a democracy that has been rotting from the inside out for a half century.   

Which brings us to today.  
This book was published in May of 2016, which means Cohen submitted it before Trump took 

center stage. When I read Rick Perlstein’s Nixonland, I was shocked by how much Trump pulled from 
Nixon’s playbook. But reading this, I realize I was wrong. Trump pulls from third-party candidate George 
Wallace’s playbook. Wallace made purposefully inflammatory speeches to draw the outrage of the press 
and the populace. He wasn’t afraid to stoke the fires of anger and resentment. And his racism wasn’t a 
flaw—it was a feature. The angrier the other side got, the more they looked like an angry mob, the more 
he could paint them as the enemy, coming to encroach on the way of life of good, patriotic (white) 
citizens. Wallace never offered a real cure for any of society’s ills. He just gave people an opportunity to 
get angry. Trump’s “Make America Great Again” slogan may be a notion that conjures a vague image of 
a time—possibly a mythical 1950s—where life was ideal, but his political tactics are an echo of one of 
the nastiest candidates in modern history. Again, these comparisons are mine, not included in the book, 
but they are plain as day.   
 For a broader look at the social and political upheaval of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, I’d 
recommend Rick Perstein’s Nixonland. But for a book specific to the election of that crazy year, 
American Maelstrom is enlightening.  
 Of note, 1968 brought the most dramatic flip of the electoral map since 1932. Both elections 
marked a new order for at least one of the political parties and had long-term ramifications. Will we look 
back on 2020 and say the same?    
 
  



The Short Life & Curious Death of Free Speech in America by Ellis Cose  
I remember in 1992 when the KKK erected a cross in downtown Cincinnati around Christmas. It was 
permitted and protected under the First Amendment.  A U.S. District Court judge had blocked the city’s 
attempt to bar the display of a menorah , and so to be consistent with that ruling, the city upheld the 
KKK’s right to display the cross, despite the violation of the community’s values.  
 The Klan was using the First Amendment exactly as it had been intended—to protect free 
speech of minority groups—though it’s hard to imagine this was the application James Madison and 
crew had in mind when they wrote the Bill of Rights in 1789. Nor would they have considered that the 
free speech protection of individuals would be applied to corporations and Super PACs, allowing an 
unlimited flood of money to influence our elections. Nor would they have considered the effects of 
social media on the spread of misinformation.   
 These are some of the topics Cose covers in this survey of the First Amendment, its history and 
its application. Most relevant this year is the problem of misinformation in social media. If democracy 
requires an informed populace, how should we think about and what should we do about political 
parties that deliberately use misinformation as a tool? Or a President, incredibly, who spouts falsehoods 
at will because he knows the media—even those intending to fact-check him—will cover and spread the 
those lies?    
 Fundamentally, Cose posits an important question: Is the core principle of American democracy 
also an existential threat? 
 One of the things we’ve seen in the past few years is how much of our accepted norms of 
democracy are just that—norms. And we have seen just how much norm-breaking voters are willing to 
tolerate or even endorse when it’s in support of their party. Which puts us in the unique position of 
having to figure out whose role it is to keep misinformation in check. When the media was more singular 
and less polarized, they could do it. But social media doesn’t readily allow for it (hence the clumsy 
solution of tagging suspect tweets as “possibly including misinformation,” etc.). Should we rethink the 
role of the First Amendment?  
 The question is more interesting than the reality. We do have limits on free speech—not being 
able to shout “Fire!” in a crowded theater being the most ubiquitous example. Inciting violence is also 
supposedly illegal, though again we see that boundary continue to be pushed, particularly around the 
election results. When speech is deemed dangerous, should it be curtailed? Is anti-masking, responsible 
now for the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people, dangerous speech? Again, more interesting 
questions, because practically it’s unlikely that much will change.  
 The book also covers vote-related topics. Specifically the way the system is structured to over-
represent and under-represent certain groups, the Electoral College and gerrymandering being the two 
biggest examples. These are important, and are about equal representation—the spirit of the First 
Amendment—but feel a little tangential to the central argument.   
 Cose, a columnist and long-time contributor to Newsweek, lets his own political bias slip into 
some of the descriptions—particularly when expressing astonishment at some of Donald Trump’s 
actions. It’s unfortunate, because it will allow people to write this off as partisan, when in fact most of it 
is not. We should all be concerned with protecting free speech, but in order to do so we have to find a 
way for it not to cripple our democracy. If elections are propelled by misinformation and conspiracy 
theories, then what good are free elections?  
 In October, New York Times reporter Emily Bazelon published “Free Speech in the Age of 
Misinformation,” an article that makes many of the points Cose does. The Short Life & Curious Death of 
Free Speech in America is a relatively short book, but Bazelon’s piece distills the topic down even 
further. I’d recommend starting with the article, though the book is strong in its own right.  
 
 
  



Norco 80: The Story of the Most Spectacular Bank Robbery in American History by Peter 
Houlahan 
A bank robbery goes sideways. Robbers, armed with high-powered automatic weapons, engage 
in a shootout with cops in the streets. Mayhem.  

This scene, played out in movies like Heat and Den of Thieves, is a key element of the 
modern bank robbery story—particularly those set in Los Angeles. As Houlahan writes in Norco 
80, the modern bank robbery is often associated with L.A. because until 2012 Southern California 
was the bank robbery capital of the world. Incredibly, in 1992, during the height of the bank 
robbery boom, two dozen L.A. banks were robbed in a single day. Because of the dense grid of 
streets and freeways, a mildly competent robber could hit a bank quickly and be miles away 
before the police even arrived at the scene. It was easy money, as crime goes.  

This was the case on May 9, 1980, when a group of five heavily-armed men, led by 
doomsday-prepper George Wayne Smith, entered the Norco branch of the Security Pacific Bank 
(about 50 miles east of downtown Los Angeles). They were armed to the teeth, with a small 
arsenal of handguns, shotguns, assault rifles, thousands of rounds of ammunition and a number 
of home-made grenades. The plan was to hit the bank, then hit the road. But if they did run into 
trouble, which they did, they meant to have the cops massively outgunned, which they did.  

The men hit the bank at the wrong time of day, and the take was relatively small, about 
$20,000. In hindsight, the best outcome would have been for the police to just let them go. But 
the men had been spotted from across the street as they entered the bank, and the police were 
alerted much faster than expected. What ensued was a gun battle in which the five robbers had 
a massive weapons advantage. Thousands of rounds were exchanged, mostly in the direction of 
police. The robbers managed to steal a car and fled in a 25-mile chase into the rugged San 
Bernardino Mountains. There, they stopped to ambush the cops, leading to another shootout in 
which one officer was killed.  

Beyond the shootout itself, Houlahan tells the story of the men who pulled off the 
robbery. They all had different motivations, but were desperate for money. Their lives are 
impacted by late 60s neo-spiritualism, the Vietnam war, the Cold War atomic threat and the 
economic depression of the 1970s. They were burnouts and down-and-outs, with failure and 
fear swirling in their psyches.   

Houlahan also covers some of the lives of the cops involved, many of whom suffered 
from what we’d now call PTSD in the years following the shootout. Even though less time is 
spent developing their backstories, you do feel for them—they were just responding to a call of 
a robbery in progress and drove right into a warzone.  

I would have liked more on the long-term impact the shootout had to policing. It’s 
mentioned briefly, but the Norco shootout and the 1997 North Hollywood bank robbery—a 
similar situation—both had major impacts on the militarization of police forces. It’s not hard to 
see why—if criminals are able to amass a military-grade arsenal, then the natural response is 
for the police to have even more powerful weapons. But Houlahan mostly steers clear of this 
topic, perhaps intentionally. He also avoids any interrogation of the U.S. gun laws that allowed 
George Wayne Smith to legally purchase the weapons they used. Maybe too big or too 
politically charged a topic to bring into this story, but it felt relevant and missing.  

Finally, Houlahan spend about a third of the book on the trial. Three of the criminals 
were captured (two were killed in the shootouts) and convicted of 46 felonies and life in prison 
without parole. But the trial was a circus, and many of the tactics of the defense were 
desperate and ridiculous (e.g. that there had been another man who’d escaped who had done 



all the shooting of cops). It feels of an era—sandwiched between Charles Manson trial and O.J. 
Simpson, fueled by a residue of the 1960s, laying the groundwork for the insanity that was to 
come.  

Overall, it’s a well-researched, interesting read.  
 
 
 

The Biggest Bluff: How I Learned to Pay Attention, Master Myself, and Win by Maria Konnikova 
One study of hundreds of thousands of online poker hands found that only 12% of the time was the best 
hand at the table also the winning hand. Which is a pretty astounding fact. It means that 88% of the 
time, the person with the best cards makes the wrong decision—gets out of the hand too early or folds 
under pressure from other players. It also means that the common idea of card games as being mostly 
games of luck isn’t true, at least not with poker (in this case Texas Hold ’em). What cards you’re dealt is 
only a small part of the game. The rest is what you do with them.  
 Konnikova, who I know from her recurring segment on the podcast “The Gist,” published a book 
about con artists in 2016. Here, she extends that investigation into a sanctioned form of conning. This 
isn’t a how-to poker book. It’s about the psychology of poker, the complex game within the game—that 
of decoding your opponents, anticipating what they will do, and then strategizing accordingly. In other 
words, it’s game theory in practice.  
 It’s also Konnikova’s personal story about her foray into the world of high-stakes gambling. I 
sometimes found the first-person elements a little tedious—e.g. hotel rooms, cab rides, meals, etc.—
since we’re all really here for the action, but in general she’s a really likable guide. And some of the 
biographical background helps us understand what she’s trying to understand—how to apply her 
personal strengths and weaknesses at the table.  
 Generally a fun, interesting read. Having at least a casual understanding of Hold ‘em will be 
helpful.  
 
 
 
The Best of Me by David Sedaris 
I believe this is my ninth Sedaris book. I recommend listening to them if you can—his reading is as 
enjoyable as the writing. I adore Sedaris. I recently came across a list I wrote about 20 years ago that 
had ten people I’d want on a desert island with me (friends and family excluded). Sedaris was on that 
list, and he’s likely the only one who would still be on it. I think Bob Dylan is the closest thing we 
currently have to Shakespeare, and I think Sedaris is our modern Mark Twain. I invite debate on either.  
 This is a collection of his best work, so I’d read or heard most of it before. He says in an 
interview included at the end of this collection that he opted to leave almost all of the essays exactly as 
they were originally published. Which is fine. Most of them age well.  
 The weakest stories are his satirical fiction and a couple stories from Squirrel Seeks Chipmunk, 
his collection of fables about animals. Apparently, I’m not the only one who thinks this. He mentions 
getting letters from fans who said they “hoped he got that out of his system” with the animal fables. But 
the rest—the personal essays about his family, his travels, his boyfriend Hugh, his vacation home (the 
“Sea Section”)—are laced with the razor-wire humor that’s made him so beloved.    
 He’s not above a cheap joke about vulgar language or bodily functions, but he has range. Funny 
visual descriptions (“she had front teeth like tombstones”), sharp insults, smart observations about 
human nature, and awkward situational comedy all get mixed in with the occasional sweet note. He is 
master of the well-timed surprise, the sentence that doesn’t land anywhere near where you thought it 
might (this is accentuated more when he reads his own work).  



As an author constantly on book tours, travel figures prominently into his stories. One starts: 
“On the flight to Raleigh, I sneezed, and the cough drop I’d been sucking on shot from my mouth, 
ricocheted off my folding serving tray, and landed on the lap of the woman beside me.”  
 In another, he quips about a well-dressed but shockingly foul-mouthed couple who sits next to 
him on a flight, “it was as if someone had kidnapped the grandparents from a Ralph Lauren ad and 
forced them into a David Mamet play.”  
 One of my favorites is the essay about trying to find a taxidermy owl for his boyfriend Hugh. 
Owls are protected in the U.S., so stuffing one is illegal. Still, he finds a taxidermist in midtown 
Manhattan who has made a valiant effort. “’What we’ve done,’ he boasted, ‘is stretch a chicken over an 
owl form.’ …Please. This is what a chicken might wear to a Halloween party if she had ten minutes to 
throw a costume together.”  
 As this is a greatest hits collection, for anyone not familiar with Sedaris, it’s a good entry point to 
see if his humor is your humor. As for me, I’m a long-time fan, so it was just a treat listening to these 
again.  
 
 
 
Thing the Grandchildren Should Know by Mark Oliver Everett 
My brother got me this book. I’d say I’m a moderate fan of Eels, the band of front-man Mark Oliver 
Everett, but would never have thought to read his memoir. Still I enjoyed it quite a bit. He’s a sarcastic 
dude, and he’s had enough family tragedy to fill a Dickens novel. Musician or no, the way he openly 
grapples with the loss he’s experienced feels very raw and human.   
 Beyond the family stories, there’s a good deal of inside music stuff and stories of him wrestling 
with success. His experience turning down an offer to use one of his songs in a Volkswagen commercial. 
His realization that more and more of the crowd at his shows is made up of people he doesn’t like. His 
story of playing on a TV show in England with “the new faux soul singer” John Legend, at which “Mr. 
Legend” has a production assistant walk across the studio to tell Mark, “Mr. Legend wants you to put 
your cigar out.”  
 By far my favorite story, though, and worth the price of admission if you ask me, is Mark’s 
encounter with Tom Waits. He invites Tom to contribute to the album he’s working on. Tom agrees, but 
only if Mark will let him do it on the four-track so he can record the way he likes to—in his bathroom. So 
Mark buys the same model four-track Tom has on ebay, records two tracks of his own, including vocals, 
then leaves the other two tracks open for Tom. He sends the tape with detailed instructions of what he 
wants Tom to do. “He ignores my instructions completely, accidentally erases my lead vocal track, and 
sends me back a tape of him yelling and stomping on his bathroom floor and crying like a baby...He’s 
very apologetic about erasing my vocal and offers to do yard work at my house to make up for it.”  
 That’s good stuff right there.  
 
 
 
Junior: Writing Your Way Ahead in Advertising by Thomas Kemeny 
I’ve read a lot of industry advice books, and I’d put this one up there with Luke Sullivan’s Hey Whipple: 
Squeeze This! It’s written for juniors, but it contains so much good, practical advice, written in a funny 
voice that it’s a good read for anyone in the industry.  
 I highlighted lots of the book, not so much because it’s advice I haven’t heard (or learned for 
myself—often the hard way), but because it’s so well-said. I photographed pages and sent them to my 
team. I’m tempted to make the whole book required reading for my department.   
 Kemeny covers a lot of the same material as Sullivan did in Hey Whipple, only his voice is fresher 
and the content much more up-to-date (not surprising, as Whipple was originally published in 1998). But 
a lot of Kemeny’s advice is also much more practical, from how to navigate agency politics to how to 



think about different media to little truisms like: “Day one of your edit you will want to go to the top 
floor of the edit house and jump off the roof.” Been there. Contemplated that.  
 I’d rate this a must-read for ad students and creatives early in their careers, and an enjoyable 
read for anyone else in advertising.  
 
 
 
 
Faceless Killers by Henning Mankel 
In 2009, a friend gave me the novel Sidetracked by Henning Mankel. I’d never heard of the author or the 
main character, detective Kurt Wallander. I enjoyed Sidetracked. It was the fifth of Mankel’s thirteen 
Wallander novels. Faceless Killers is the first.  
 Mankel has sometimes been called the “father of Nordic noir.” He helped define the genre that 
Stieg Larsson would later push with The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo series. The genre is straightforward 
detective procedural, with a bleak underpinning of darkness and general pessimism. It feels like fiction 
that comes from a region that is often very cold and dark.  
 Wallander is a compelling character, even if he weren’t a detective. He is cut from the same 
cloth as The Wire’s Jimmy McNulty. Good instincts, hard worker, heavy drinker, can’t get out of his own 
way, failed marriage and general dumpster fire of a personal life. But McNulty is a joker—Wallander is 
more of just a sad sack.  
 In Faceless Killers, the crime is a murder of an old couple in a rural farmhouse. There are really 
only three clues: a noose with a strange knot, the killers apparently fed the horses for some reason, and 
one of the victims, before she died, uttered the word “foreign.”  
 The case is messy, with wrong turns and dead ends, pieces coming together randomly, in fits 
and starts. Time passes as the case sputters and lurches in a way that feels much more realistic than 
typical, linear detective stories.  
 I doubt I will read the whole series, but I might cherry-pick a few of the more highly-rated 
Wallander novels after this one. It’s a fun read.   
 
 
 
Those Who Wish Me Dead by Michael Kortya 
I was in the mood for something quick and exciting and was browsing some modern detective serials—
specifically Henning Mankel’s Kurt Wallander series and Stieg Larsson’s Lisbeth Salander novels—and 
this popped up as a recommendation.  
 The writing isn’t great, but the story is written to move fast, which it does. It’s about a teenage 
boy who witnesses a murder and, rather than witness protection, he is placed in a wilderness survival 
training course in Montana. The bad guys on his trail are the Blackwell brothers (yes, this is the kind of 
novel where the bad guys have “black” in their name). They’re what you’d get if you mixed Anton 
Chigurh, the sociopathic murderer from No Country For Old Men, with Tomax and Xamot, the evil twins 
from G.I. Joe. They steal the show as characters, though not always in a good way. Their dialogue, 
intended to be menacing, often teeters on the edge of schtick. 
 There’s a fair amount of wilderness survival technique peppered in the story, which is 
interesting. But Kortya’s plotting is the best part about the book. He bounces back and forth between 
characters as the pursuit ensues, ratcheting up the tension with every move. With a little suspension of 
disbelief, it's a fairly enjoyable thriller. A decent beach read. 
 
 
 
 



Mexican Gothic by Silvia Moreno-Garcia 
The only physical magazine I subscribe to is Bookmarks, a quarterly aggregator of the latest book 
reviews. If a book receives a four-star review there—meaning an average of four stars from a collection 
of independent publications—it’s almost always a sure bet. Slate, NPR, LA Times, Guardian, Washington 
Post and a few others all gave Mexican Gothic four stars. So I guess that makes me an outlier.  
 Mexican Gothic is the story of Noemi Taboada, a 22-year-old high-society woman enjoying a 
privileged life in Mexico City in the 1950s. She receives a disturbing letter from her cousin, who has 
married into a rather odd family and now lives with them in High Place, a once-magnificent mountain 
villa built on the wealth of a mining business. High Place has seen better days, as Noemi discovers when 
she travels to visit her cousin. And without giving too much away, let’s just say that strange things are 
afoot there.  
 The construct is a fairly conventional haunted mansion setup (think Dracula or The Shining). An 
outsider visits creepy place where things are not as they seem. And to be fair, this is intended as a self-
conscious piece that plays with convention—the title, after all, tells you exactly what genre is being 
torqued here.  
 Other reviews praised the layered critiques of imperialism, economic exploitation and race 
science, the commentary on analogous “inbreeding” among the wealthy class, and the gender role-
reversal of the main characters. Which is all find and good, if a little heavy-handed.  
 Two things irritated me. The first was the over-written prose. At times it seems in line with 
period gothic horror convention, but often feels like regular over-writing of the modern sort. But more 
so than the writing, it’s a peeve of mine to still be world-building late into a novel. Though more 
acceptable in horror or fantasy, it’s irritating to be 80% of the way through a story and still be learning 
about its mechanisms. The eeriness of High Place and its inhabitants are good, and the macabre imagery 
is on par with H.P. Lovecraft at times, but secrets are revealed right up to the end in a way that, to me, 
felt like significant rug-pull after rug-pull.  
 I want to call it “Scooby-Doo-ing,” since every episode of Scooby-Doo ends with an unmasking 
and long exposition about what was actually going on. This might be a personal hangup, and it might be 
more successful in film, but it just feels a little too easy here.   
 I also may enjoy horror genre mashups more in theory than in execution. Looking at my book 
lists from the past couple years, I had two similar books—Alma Katsu’s The Hunger, a 19th Century 
wagon trail horror; and Andy Davidson’s Texas noir/vampire mashup In the Valley of the Sun–on my list. 
Both great pitches, but the novels didn’t quite live up.  
 So if most reviewers of Mexican Gothic gave it four stars, I’m going to be contrarian and give it 
just two.  
 
 
 
American Dirt by Jeanine Cummins 
It’s hard to discuss this book without also considering the polarized response to it. I avoided reading any 
of the critical takes until after I finished it, but I knew they were there. The book had definitely touched 
a cultural nerve. I was interested to see why.  
 At its heart, American Dirt is a “hero on the run” story that uses cartel violence and the 
immigrant experience in Mexico as its backdrop. Lydia Pérez, a bookstore owner, lives in Acapulco with 
her husband, a journalist, and their eight-year-old son, Luca. Her husband writes an exposé of a Mexican 
drug cartel boss, a dangerous move for any Mexican journalist. Coincidentally, the cartel boss turns out 
to be someone Lydia recognizes. He is a frequent customer of her bookstore, an erudite book lover like 
herself. He has taken a liking to her as well, and has made romantic advances.  

When the exposé is published, the retribution is brutal—at a family celebration, the cartel 
carries out a hit that kills sixteen members of the family, leaving only Lydia and Luca. Terrified and in 



danger, the mother and daughter flee Acapulco and fall in with migrants headed north, with the goal of 
crossing the U.S. border, eventually getting to Denver.  
 The route is perilous, populated by cartel members looking to collect the bounty on Lydia’s 
head, corrupt police, coyotes (men who smuggle people across the border for profit), ICE agents and 
militia groups on the border. There are the natural dangers of the desert and the deadly La Bestia (the 
beast), the nickname for the network of trains migrants ride atop to traverse the country.  
 This is an exciting premise. A kind of “danger at every turn” story. One podcast reviewer 
compared it to Dan Brown’s work. I think it’s better than that, but it does exactly what this kind of 
narrative is supposed to do. It is written as pop fiction, meant to move, to be exciting, to draw the 
reader in and propel them along.  
 It is overwritten at parts. The connection between Lydia and the cartel boss doesn’t seem as 
interesting as it might be. Many of the secondary characters are flat, and almost everyone is portrayed 
as a potential threat. But I’d argue that this isn’t a racist stereotype at work—through the eyes of Lydia, 
who’s family was just massacred, it seems justifiable.  

Overall, I found the story pretty compelling, in the way Don Winslow’s The Power of the Dog is. 
Or a Dennis Lehane crime novel. And that’s the point I want to most make—in the genre of pop fiction, 
this book is pretty good. But this is also the crux of the controversy around this novel. 

 
The Controversy 
 Reviews were all over the map with this book. NPR gave it 4.5 stars, saying it captures “what it’s 
like to live in this age of anxiety.” The LA Times and Washington Post gave it four stars. Oprah, picked it 
for her book club and said, “I was deeply moved. It had me riveted from the very first sentence and I 
could hardly wait, really, to share it with you.”  
 At the other end of the spectrum, the New York Times reviewer found herself flinching from 
“the mauling the English language receives.”  
 And the harshest criticism came from USA Today’s Barbara VanDenburgh, who wrote 
“’American Dirt’ positions itself as the great sociopolitical novel of our era. Instead, it reeks of 
opportunism, substituting character arcs for mere trauma.”  
 So let’s address that.  

First of all, can we note the USA Today’s annoying use of quotations for a novel title instead of 
italics?  

Seriously, though, I will defend this novel against two of VanDenburgh’s attacks. A novel does 
not “position itself.” It might be marketed that way—the Don Winslow blurb on the American printing of 
American Dirt calls it “A Grapes of Wrath for our times.” But that’s the publisher and how they position 
the novel. Nowhere does Cummins claim this is the “great sociopolitical novel of our era” status.  

 Furthermore, I’m not sure how one can judge that because the novel is topical it “reeks of 
opportunism.” Cummins’s other books deal with a real-life attack and murder of members of her family 
(A Rip in Heaven), the wandering life of a Pavee gypsy tinker (The Outside Boy) and an Irish-American 
immigrant who fled to America after murder in her family (The Crooked Branch). So Cummins has been 
writing about violent trauma, about transience, about escape for her whole career. There’s nothing that 
makes me think her intentions are merely opportunistic.  

In fact, Cummins seemed to anticipate that she might draw some flak as a non-Mexican author 
writing about this experience. She included an author’s forward which acknowledged this. 
Unfortunately, the forward is not well-argued or well-written, and it includes this cringe-worthy line: “I 
wish someone slightly browner than me would write it.” Her publisher also issued a press release 
making a point that the author had married an undocumented immigrant, failing to note that he was 
from Ireland. These both seem like desperate and unnecessary overtures for legitimacy, and validate the 
argument that some authors can have an exclusive claim on an issue. 



VanDenburgh seizes on the forward, pointing out that several “slightly browner” authors “did 
write it.” She lists Valeria Luiselli’s Lost Children Archive, Fruit of the Drunken Tree by Ingrid Rojas 
Contreras, The Devil’s Highway by Luis Alberto Urrea.  

But that is not a valid argument. Those books are not it. They are not this story, not this book. 
They are related to this topic, yes, but those are other books with other stories. Maybe more authentic, 
maybe written by authors with more cultural relevancy, but Cummins wanted to tell this story. And it’s a 
very slippery slope to tell any writer they cannot try to tell a story, especially fiction, because they are 
not qualified, ethnically or otherwise.  

This does not excuse Cummins for her cultural inaccuracies. As an example, one commenter 
pointed out that “Papi” and “Mami” are not terms Mexicans would use for mother and father as 
Cummins does. Those are terms used in Puerto Rican culture. That’s a miss, and there are others. 
Cummins should have been especially diligent about getting the details right if she wanted to pass the 
authenticity test.  

And she might have re-worded her forward to be less about trying to oversell her own 
immigrant experience and more to acknowledge why she was moved to tell this story even though it is 
not hers. Maybe something like: “I can somewhat relate to the immigrant experience, but I am not 
Mexican. I have not gone through experiences anything like what my characters do. I was moved to 
write this story by the stories I have heard, and I have tried to get as many of the details right as I can.” 
She also might have left out the “slightly browner” line and just recommended those other books as 
further reading.  

So while the NY Times criticism of the writing is fair, and while Cummins can be criticized for 
missing on cultural details, I don’t think you can go where VanDenburgh goes with it.  

The Guardian UK seems to nail the central problem when they say “it proves hard to reconcile 
the novel’s humane intentions with its propulsive, action-movie execution.” Those who expect this to be 
a serious, deep examination of a humanitarian crisis will be likely be put off by the pop fiction thriller 
style. Those who come expecting the latter might be surprised by the empathy they feel for the 
characters, how emotionally moved they are by the mother-son relationship, or the mother-as-hero 
construct or the montage of suffering along the migrant journey.  

Oprah caught some arrows for selecting this book for her book club rather than a Latinx author. 
I thought her response was appropriate: “It has become clear to me from the outpouring of, may I say, 
of very passionate opinions that this selection has struck an emotional chord and created a need for a 
deeper, more substantive discussion.” She plans to have that discussion in March.  

The greatest success of this novel may be that it has provoked a conversation. It takes a highly 
politicized issue and puts a human face on it. Whether you object to who wrote it or the quality of the 
writing or whatever else, at least there is a conversation. I hope that conversation moves beyond 
outrage and asks, as Pam Houston suggests in the LA Times review, “How could we, under the current 
regime of terror on both sides of the border, do more to help those who are running for their lives?” 

 
 
 

  



Panic in Level 4: Cannibals, Killer Viruses and Other Journeys to the Edge of Science by Richard Preston 
This book was recommended to me years ago by my piano teacher, and it has been on my shelf for a 
decade. It’s one of those books I assumed I’d eventually get to, but just didn’t seem urgent. Then there 
was the COVID-19 pandemic, and all of a sudden it seemed acutely relevant.  
 Preston is best known for his best-selling nonfiction 1994 book The Hot Zone, about the Ebola 
and Marburg viruses, two mysterious and especially nasty diseases that cause massive hemorrhaging. 
The introduction to this collection and one essay focus on Ebola. But that essay is a doozy. I highlighted 
the passages I found most terrifying, and it is the stuff of nightmares and zombie films.  

The other five essays, though less sensational, also deal with the borderlands of scientific 
knowledge and exploration.  One is about the Chudnovsky brothers. Holed up in their New York 
apartment, they built a computer to calculate pi to, as of the writing of the article, over 2.2 billion digits, 
giving well-funded corporations a run for their money. In those 2.2 billion digits, there is nothing 
remarkable, meaning no pattern and no repetition. Which, in itself, seems remarkable.  

There’s an essay on the woolly adelgid, the invasive species of aphid killing old-growth hemlocks 
across the eastern United States. Another on Craig Venter’s quest to decode the human genome. An 
essay about the restoration of an obscure set of 16th Century tapestries. And one about the rare Lesch-
Nyhan syndrome, a genetic disorder that creates an uncontrollable desire to do self-harm, including 
eating one’s own fingers or lips.   

Although the topics are sensational, Preston never sensationalizes. He writes at the intersection 
of science, journalism and wonder. Even though some of the topics are dated, it’s a fascinating read, a 
reminder of how strange and interesting our world can be. But you have to be willing to nerd out on the 
obscure. These are—the topics and the people—outliers. But isn’t that where we find the most 
interesting stories? Isn’t that what makes the world wonderous?  

 
 
 

The End of October by Lawrence Wright 
 Prescient is the word that comes to mind with Lawrence Wright’s new novel. Eerily prescient.  

A virus out of southeast Asia blows up into a global pandemic and sends the world into a 
tailspin. The Vice President is appointed to lead the pandemic task force. They are underprepared, 
having ignored previous warnings from experts. There are shortages of PPE and ventilators. Travel bans, 
food shortages and supply chain disruptions follow. Foreigners are blamed and targeted by racists. 
There are lockdowns, then public anger at lockdowns, armed militias threatening violence, conspiracy 
theories about the source of the virus.  

Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?  
Although the novel was just released a few weeks ago, Wright submitted his final draft back in 

the summer of 2019, long before Coronavirus upended our lives.  
“I made some lucky guesses, but for the most part, what people are reading as prophecy is just 

what experts told me would happen. All that stuff was on the table. It was there for anyone who was 
interested, and I was interested,” Wright told The Guardian.  
 It would take pages to list how closely Wright’s fictional virus aligns with Coronavirus. Even 
some of the differences have analogs. In the novel, it comes from Indonesia. When an infected man 
travels to Mecca for the Hajj, it triggers a pandemic. Was spring break our Hajj? In the novel, 
xenophobes and racists blame Muslims. The real ones blame Asians. But otherwise, we’re pretty much 
following the script.   
 Wright is known for his meticulously-researched nonfiction like The Looming Tower, Going Clear 
and God Save Texas. His research is what shines here. He nails the pandemic, then weaves in his deep 
knowledge of global politics with convincing speculation. Much of this hasn’t happened, but it feels 
plausible.   



 Unfortunately, the plot of the novel wanders into Tom Clancy/Dan Brown territory with the 
main storyline of Dr. Henry Parsons, a CDC virologist. Relative to how believable the overarching 
storyline is, some of this character-level plot feels like a mediocre spycraft novel.  
 I wondered if this book would be better as nonfiction. The characters that move us through the 
world of the pandemic serve a functional purpose, but I didn’t feel an emotional connection. There are 
certainly good moments, mostly in the dialogue. In an exchange between a reporter and a government 
agent, one says, “You carry your secret around in a bag full of holes,” which is a nice spy thriller line.  
 In another scene, a Lt. Commander gives the President’s pandemic task force a dressing-down 
that we can only wish actually happened. She tells them they’ve had plans for years, meticulously put 
together by the experts at the CDC and the NIH and Johns Hopkins. But those plans were never 
resourced. Then, after being scolded for not having good news to share with the public, she says:  

“I know what you people want me to say, but that’s not my job, is it? I’m supposed to be giving 
you information. Real information. What you do with it is your job. Now if you had been doing your job 
and providing us with the resources we asked for, maybe we wouldn’t be sitting here sucking our 
thumbs while people are suffering and the economy is going to hell and the graveyards are filling up and 
all because people like you didn’t care enough about public health to pay attention to our needs.”  

In the end, there are enough of these moments to make the The End of October engaging. It also 
delivers on one of fiction’s purposes—to imagine what could happen. How might people react? What 
might cyberterrorists do to exploit the weaknesses in our energy grid? What might happen if war broke 
out on top of the pandemic? What if Putin capitalized on the moment, moved into Crimea and 
threatened Estonia? The fictional narrative provides Wright the structure to pull all of these questions 
together. So, despite its flaws, this is more interesting as a novel than it would be as nonfiction.   

My other big question was would this be a notable book if we weren’t in a pandemic?  
 To that, my gut says no. I would certainly read a Lawrence Wright book about the danger of 
global pandemics. His other nonfiction books are some of my favorite reads from the past few years. But 
I’m not sure I’d want to read this novel without Coronavirus. It’s captivating because of our moment. As 
one interviewer noted, it immerses you further in it with excellent research, yet also offers some escape 
with the spy novel elements. So I’d say worth the read, but if you’re going to read it (and if you can 
stomach a world that gets much worse than ours before it gets better), read it now.  

 
 
 
Roberto Bolaño: The Last Interview & Other Conversations  
I became fascinated with Bolaño when I read his 900-page dark epic, 2666, in 2010. He was dying of 
cancer when he wrote it, and I thought perhaps the fatalism of his own waning days inspired the 
bleakness of the novel. But here, in this collection of interviews, it’s clear that he was driven by several 
other factors as well—his own obsession with police detective work, his revolutionary inclination to 
portray the corruption of Mexico’s government, and his desire to represent the victims of Santa Teresa, 
his fictional Juarez.  
 The insight into 2666 is the best part of this collection of interviews. The second-best part is the 
laundry list of other books and authors—predominantly Latin American—throughout the interviews. 
Bolaño is opinionated, and he often says outlandish things without any indication of whether he’s joking 
or not. He doesn’t seem to care if anyone cares. He clearly prides himself on being a provocateur, much 
like his characters in The Savage Detectives.  
 This is a quick read. I found it enjoyable. But it’s not relevant unless you’re a fan, and it’s not as 
in-depth as academic essays on his writing, so the audience it probably fairly limited.  
 
 
  
 



Hurricane Season by Fernanda Melchor 
“I don’t believe in censorship, but I do believe in warnings,” Gabino Iglesias writes in his review of 
Hurricane Season. It captures how I felt about this compelling but brutal story. It’s a good novel, unique 
and especially well-crafted, but I would hesitate to recommend it to anyone without emphasizing that 
this novel isn’t for the faint of heart.  
 Living up to its title, Hurricane Season is a violent and gritty force-of-nature. In the eye of the 
hurricane is a witch who lives in a dilapidated house outside a small village in the state of Veracruz, 
Mexico. It is a poverty- and crime-stricken region, a town that is an out-of-the-way pass-through for 
truckers. Prostitution, drug use and a lack of opportunity have strangled the hope out of the 
community.  
 From multiple points of view, we circle around the mystery of this witch—who she is and what 
happens to her. Each chapter shifts point of view from one character to the next. Each narrator gives a 
different, revealing aspect of the story, but none of them are fully reliable. As the layers are stripped 
away, the reality gets uglier and uglier.    
 The book is written in a kind of tangential stream of consciousness, a “torrential flow of 
language,” as Ted Hodgkinson aptly puts it. Sentences go on for pages and meander from topic to topic. 
It’s like a meth-fueled, staggering ramble down a jungle path, where eyes can deceive and each turn 
might hold a surprise, a unique turn of phrase like how the “houses in town shone like tiny red 
carbuncles,” or a brutal characterization like the description of a character’s siblings as “six mistakes that 
her mother made one after the other, each in a desperate attempt to hold onto a man who in almost 
every case wouldn’t even admit to being the father.”  
 But beyond their run-on construction, the sentences also feel strung out and beat up, unruly 
and unkempt, like mismatched parts tied together with bailing wire. These are dilapidated sentences, 
crafted to perfectly capture the setting. Much credit goes to Sophie Hughes, the translator of Hurricane 
Season. 
 Adding to the squalor (and sometimes more disturbing than the violence), is the mutated 
concept of masculinity. A shocking surface-level homophobia—bullying, slurs and violence—coexists 
with male prostitution and the weaponization of sex and rape as weapons of dominance. Like other 
aspects of human life here, intimacy is either transactional or entirely devalued. There is an emptiness 
and desperation that permeates it all, and the warped attitudes about how a man should act indicates a 
future that is as bleak as the current state. None of these characters are on their way to great 
epiphanies, and only one seems to have any inkling that there is a better way of life outside this scene.  
 Finally, Melchor seems to be taking an axe to magical realism, the genre often associated with 
Latin-American literature. With the introduction of the witch, one naturally assumes Hurricane Season 
will include elements of the supernatural. But as the mystery of the witch is revealed, any hope of grand 
magic is extinguished. The reality is that the witch’s powers are herbal remedies for the local women in 
need of a special kind of help, and a wholly different offering for the men.  
 In the end, Hurricane Season probably owes more to the American Southern Gothic tradition, 
with its examination of the grotesque. But most direct comparison I could draw was with Roberto 
Bolaño’s 2666, the grisly epic that circles the murders in a fictionalized version of Juarez, Mexico.  
 Hurricane Season was a finalist for the 2020 International Booker Prize, a testament to its 
strength, though it may leave some devastation in its path.  
  



The Devil All the Time by Donald Ray Pollock 
Across rural eastern Ohio and West Virginia, around the towns of Meade and Knockemstiff, a twisted, 
backwoods crime story sprawls out across the 1950s and 60s. Donald Ray Pollack is from Knockemstiff, 
which is also the title of his acclaimed 2008 collection of interconnected short stories, and perhaps he 
knew folks as degenerate as a few of the characters here, but I hope not. It’s like Ted Bundy clawed his 
way into a Flannery O’Connor story, or Cormac McCarthy (from his Child of God/Outer Dark era) took a 
crack at a multi-strand, Pulp Fiction-esque plotline. It’s in the genre of Winter’s Bone and Ozark—
Southern Gothic creepin’ north but keeping off the main roads.  
 One other offbeat comparison, because I read it earlier this year and it felt like it had strands of 
Southern Gothic in it too, is Fernanda Melchor’s Hurricane Season. In both that book and this, poverty 
weighs heavy on the region, and the whole community is infused with a religious fervor that feels like a 
mashup of traditional and folk beliefs. Part firebrand, part black magic, part hucksterism.  
 There are likable characters, to be sure, though fewer innocents. Some are just trying to get by, 
others doing their best to keep their head down until they can hitch a one-way ride out of town. They 
live in the shadows of some truly foul, depraved folks on both sides of the law. A twisted form of 
religious fervor runs through much of the story, and one wonders what Pollock believed about his own 
people from this region to write something this dark.  
 But the writing is tight, the voice authentic and the dialogue particularly sharp. This was 
produced as a film by Netflix, and the film is decent. But a better watch after reading this fine book.  
 
 
 
Einstein’s Dreams by Alan Lightman 

Lightman has a resume that reads like two people were impossibly joined together—an 
academic career in physics that includes Princeton, CalTech, Cornell, Harvard and MIT, then a side gig 
publishing poems, stories, essays and best-selling novels. I have often quoted his description of the 
process for solving science problems when I’m teaching about the creative process. He bridges these 
two worlds in a way that is very rare. A phenomenal mind.  
 This is a collection of imagined dreams of Albert Einstein as he was working at the patent office 
in Berne, Switzerland in 1905, working on his theory of special relativity, which describes the 
relationship between time and space. It’s called a “novel” on the cover, but that doesn’t seem right.  
 Though held together by a consistent theme, it’s more of a series of musings, each one about a 
different world in which some fundamental property of time has been altered.  
 “In this world, time is a visible dimension.”  

“In this world time is discontinuous.” 
“In this world, the future is fixed.” 
“In this world, time passes more slowly for people in motion.”  

 “In this world, time flows at different speeds in different locations.” 
 “It is a world of countless copies.”  

These are thought experiments based on the scientific principles of time, but they are 
whimsical, poetic, often beautiful and/or melancholy meditations about the role time plays in our lives. 
Some hold lessons—that having the power to go forward or backward in time might not be a good idea. 
Others tell stories, about broken hearts, about chances never taken, about fears and aspirations. Some 
are surreal, some little more than a snapshot, some could be the premise for entire science fiction 
novels.  

This reminded me a little of Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities, which is a series of imaginative 
sketches of far-off lands, as told by Marco Polo to Kublai Khan (also a wonderful books). Fantastical and 
mind-bending. It’s a bedstand book, perfect to take in a chapter at a time before drifting off into a 
dream-filled sleep.  



I think that the way you finish a book—not just the ending of the book itself, but where you are, 
your mood, etc.—can have a big impact on how you think about and remember the book. Like those 
movies that hit you a certain way and you just sit and stare at the credits and think about it for a while, 
this book made me feel a strange mix of emotions when I finished it, and I’m not sure all of them were 
because of its content. I read this over several years, during which I traveled often, and we actually 
moved a handful of times. It was a period of life that was sometimes joyful, sometimes magical, 
sometimes lonely (for part of it, I was traveling back to California and staying at our house in the middle 
of the woods, and bedtime there was incredibly quiet and dark and lonely). So now, finishing it while 
listening to Max Richter (the perfect music) in the middle of a pandemic, it does feel like I experienced 
this sliced up into different worlds, some of them pretty surreal. A jumbling of time and space were not 
just the theme of this book, but also a part of how I took it in. So I can’t guarantee the connection I feel 
toward it will be shared by every reader, but it’s a great book nonetheless.  

I will now go drift off into a hopefully dream-filled sleep.  
 
 
 
The Goldfinch by Donna Tart 
It’s nice to have friends who know what you’ll like in books. One gave me her copy of The Goldfinch a 
few years ago when she finished it, then another recommended it recently. Both said they thought I’d 
like it. They were right.  
 Despite this winning the 2014 Pulitzer Prize, a number of notable critics (and amateur critics) 
panned it for being superficial, overly long and over-hyped. I agree with some of their criticisms. At 780 
pages (32 hours as an audiobook), it’s a commitment. And Tart dredges some of the more interesting 
themes to the surface, hammering them home in a few pages of dialogue in the final section, like a pre-
emptive defense against the “superficial” criticism. If you’ve gotten this far and haven’t picked up on it, 
here’s what the past 750 pages have been about.  
 It’s a little too on the nose for me, and not really necessary. I don’t even think it’s necessary that 
a big book have big themes. I just want it to be compelling. I need good characters or an engrossing plot. 
And in both regards, The Goldfinch succeeds.  
 Theo Decker is a 13-year-old boy visiting the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York with his 
mother when a bomb goes off. His mother is killed, and in the chaos of the moment, a dying man gives 
Theo a ring and tells him to make off with a painting, The Goldfinch by Dutch master Carel Fabritius.  
 Over the next 14 years, the painting is both a burden and a cherished possession for Theo as he 
is shuffled from place to place—first in with a schoolmate’s family, then off to Vegas with his deadbeat 
father, then back to New York, where he lives with and become the apprentice to a furniture restorer 
named James Hobie—the partner of the man who gave Theo the ring in the museum.  
 Other characters move onto and off of stage—a girl Theo loves from afar, Pippa (a nod to Pip 
from Great Expectations?); a lovable and completely unhinged Ukrainian émigré named Boris (the 
chaotic good character alignment); a high-society girl who becomes Theo’s fiancé out of convenience, 
mostly. It is a parade of characters that, again, some critics found to be superficial and stock, but that I 
mostly enjoyed.  
 Tart also brings us in and out of some fascinating worlds as we tag along with Theo—the 
aforementioned world of furniture restoration; the world of high-end art collection; upper crust New 
York society; and at least two versions of skeezy criminal undergrounds (this last one the least 
convincing).  
 I switched back and forth between the audio and physical books—something I rarely do—
sometimes re-reading moments I’d heard or vice versa, because I just flat-out enjoyed spending time 
with these characters. Yes, Boris the Ukrainian wild card is a bit over-the-top, but that’s what makes him 
so fun. Yes, Pippa seems at time like the generic love interest from afar from a thousand coming-of-age 
stories, but I grew genuinely hopeful in the moments she popped back into Theo’s life. And yes, the 



speech James Hobie gives at the end of the novel, about the significance of art and the personal 
connection people across centuries can have with masterpieces, it’s a little on the nose. But by that 
point, I like Hobie so much and I’d argue that his monologue is in character—He’s an older, erudite and 
artful man with so much passion about the subject that when he starts talking, he does just ramble on in 
a semi-academic manner. He describes the way a piece of art connects with a person:  
 “It’s a secret whisper from an alleyway. Psst, you. Hey kid. Yes you...four hundred years before 
us, four hundred years after we’re gone…a really great painting is fluid enough to work its way into the 
mind and heart through all kinds of different angles, in ways that are unique and very particular. Yours, 
yours. I was painted for you. Oh, I don’t know, stop me if I’m rambling.” 
 We haven’t necessarily waited 750 pages to get this lecture, but he’s waited his whole life to 
give it.  
 And in all the stuffy criticism about superficiality of themes, stereotypical characters and 
pretension, I kept going back to one counter-argument: Maybe, but this book is so fun. Is it a timeless 
masterpiece, like the eponymous painting? Probably not. Is it wholly original? It fits squarely in the 
coming-of-age genre, so is not without precedent. But being like a modern Dickens or early John Irving 
isn’t a bad thing. I don’t remember where I heard someone say that you don’t see many novels like this 
anymore, which is a shame. Because as my two friends who recommended this to me know, this is the 
kind of novel I dig. 
 
 
 
Motherless Brooklyn by Jonathan Lethem 
I heard an interview on The Gist podcast with Edward Norton about his adaptation of this book, which 
he optioned almost 20 years ago. The interview made the film and the book both sound great (though 
the film has received mixed reviews). 

Lionel Essrog is a detective at a shoddy private agency in Brooklyn. He and the other three kids 
who work at the agency were all orphans, adopted by the agency’s owner and boss, Frank Minna. 
Together, they work to solve crimes in what could have been a fairly standard hardboiled mystery. But 
Lionel also suffers from Tourette’s, which causes him to blurt out words and phrases at random times. 

Lionel’s condition could be just linguistic slapstick to get cheap laughs. And there are many 
hilarious, cringe-worthy moments where he launches unintentional cusses or random phrases into 
conversations (“Someday I’d change my name to Shut Up and save everybody a lot of time.”) But what 
makes this book much more interesting is Lethem’s articulation of what’s going on in the mind behind 
the verbal tics. The constant collision of ideas and phrases, the game of tag with the brain, the 
explosions of impulse that can sometimes be contained or redirected but too often get past the guards.  

Lionel’s a great character, and the overall story is pretty good. It’s interesting to consider this in 
the hardboiled tradition, particularly the way the frenetic New York environment embodies Tourettes in 
a way Los Angeles (the setting of most hardboiled detective stories) does not. 

Even though the film didn’t get great reviews, I plan to watch it as well. 
 
 
 
 
Oryx and Crake by Margaret Atwood 
Atwood is known best for The Handmaid’s Tale, the classic dystopian novel about an authoritarian, 
patriarchal post-United States country. In that novel (and the 2019 follow-up, The Testaments), Atwood 
used only tactics of oppression that had actually been employed at some point in history. That brilliant 
connection to our real world made it more unsettling and elevated it above just a work of fiction.  
 But reading Oryx and Crake during the Coronavirus pandemic may be even more disturbing. It’s 
set in another dystopian future, this one devastated by a global pandemic. The main character, alias 



Snowman, is a kind of survivalist in this bleak world. The environment is full of mutant animals, and a 
colony of genetically modified humans called Crakers lives near Snowman.  

Through flashbacks, Atwood unveils how we got to this point. And we see that Snowman’s pre-
pandemic life wasn’t that idyllic either—a world controlled by corporations, plagued by mass poverty 
and walled communities (to protect the wealthy), where entertainment includes online child porn.  
 It’s a more standard, sci-fi dystopia than Handmaid’s Tale. Fans of classics like 1984 and Brave 
New World will likely enjoy it. I thought it was pretty good, though I lose patience with Atwood’s slow 
unveiling of the world. It’s less pronounced here than in The Testaments for sure, but I’d prefer she keep 
my interest with a forward-moving plot rather than a doling out of information about a story that has 
already happened. It feels overly manipulative.  
 Still, Atwood is a master world-builder. She is able to take current and past events and derive 
convincing, if not comforting, future worlds. These worlds are cautionary tales, and the people in them 
suffer for our modern sins. Oryx and Crake isn’t quite Handmaid’s Tale, but it’s far better than The 
Testaments. A good read overall.  
 
 
 
Deliverance by James Dickey 
After reading the excellent first section of Deliverance, I wrote a post about how Dickey introduces us to 
the four main characters. The book begins with them standing around a map, while Lewis points out 
where he wants to put into the Cahulawassee River in northern Georgia for a canoe trip before a dam 
makes a lake out of the whole valley.  
 “This whole valley will be under water,” Lewis says. “But right now it’s wild. And I mean wild.” 
 Around the table are Ed, a graphic designer, Bobby, an insurance salesman and Drew, a sales 
supervisor at a soft drink company. Ed, the narrator, notes that the other men aren’t necessarily bored 
with their lives in the way he and Lewis are, but Lewis basically man-shames them into going anyway.  

“We don’t really know what we’re getting into.” Drew says. “There’s not one of us knows a 
damn thing about the woods, or about rivers.”  

They go. And even if you don’t know the details that the 1972 movie with Burt Reynolds and 
John Voight made famous, you know that in a story like this, things don’t go well. (Dickey, when 
adapting the novel into the screenplay, collapsed the entire opening section into voiced-over dialogue as 
the group is driving through the woods, already on their way. It is a deft way to trim the first act but 
loses some of the impact of the novel.) 

Dickey was a poet, and the prose in Deliverance is tight and visceral, yet still sensory and 
cinematic. Dickey wrote the book throughout the 60’s, and repeatedly pared back what reportedly were 
dense early drafts.  

According to the Poetry Foundation, “one of Dickey’s principal themes, usually expressed 
through direct confrontation or surreal juxtaposition of nature and civilization, was the need to intensify 
life by maintaining contact with the primitive impulses, sensations, and ways of seeing suppressed by 
modern society.”  
 Deliverance, then, is a continuation of those themes. It overlaps with other novels of survival 
and primal violence as the trappings of civilization are stripped away: McCarthy’s No Country for Old 
Men and The Road, Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Golding’s Lord of the Flies and Michael Punke’s The 
Revenant, to name a few.   

It’s a meditation on masculinity and hubris. In the film, Burt Reynolds perfectly embodies the 
uber-alpha male Lewis (though he comes across as a bigger asshole in the movie). What happens to him, 
and particularly what happens to Bobby, is a shocking emasculation.  

It’s also about a naive longing to become “uncivilized.” These city boys go off looking for 
adventure and get way more than they bargained for—get their asses handed to them, in their own 
words. But they aren’t just faced with violence—they’re faced with their own capacity for violence and 



depravity. They uncover a dark, primal side of themselves. And even though it was required of them for 
survival, it terrifies them. They try desperately, by novel’s end, to put it back inside, to hide it away. They 
are ashamed of what they have done and what has been done to them. But they can’t undo it. It has 
changed them, changed their understanding of who they are.  

One can’t read anything from this era (Deliverance was published in 1970) and not ask “Is this a 
Vietnam novel?” Although it’s not explicit in the text—there is no mention of the war by my reading—
Deliverance can be read as a Vietnam analogy. One New York Times retrospective even used that most 
“Vietnam” of terms—”quagmire”—to describe the situation the men find themselves in.  

Deliverance is on the National Library’s list of Greatest 20th Century Novels (#42) and The 
Oxford American’s list of Greatest Southern Novels of All Time (#24). It’s definitely worth the read, 
though tainted somewhat by the stereotypical portrayal of the poor rural mountain people.  

The movie is also excellent, drawing upon some of the stylized, shocking violence and montage 
editing of late 60’s films like Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch and Straw Dogs, Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and 
Clyde and John Boorman’s Point Blank. It holds up well and, like the novel, has a story that transcends 
the action and is about the moral arc of the characters.  
 This is the rare instance where both the book and the movie are excellent.  
 
 
 
The Queen’s Gambit by Walter Tevis 
This 1983 novel has gained quite a bit of attention with the recent release of the excellent 
miniseries on Netflix (one of the best shows of 2020). It’s about Beth Harmon, an introverted 
orphan girl from Kentucky who becomes a chess prodigy in the 1950s.  
 It would be this part where I would normally say that it’s only about chess on the 
surface, that it’s really a story about loneliness and the isolating effects of genius, about the 
pressures on an exceptionally talented person, about struggles with mental illness and drug 
addiction, and about feminism and gender power dynamics.  
 But that’s not true.  
 Yes, this book has those themes running through it, and without them it would be a 
lesser book, but it is very much about chess. Which is part of what makes it great.  It’s not just 
about the culture of chess, the philosophy or strategy. It’s about the actual games, played on a 
board and described in detail.  
 I know enough about chess to be able to follow when Tevis writes that Harmon moves 
her king pawn to the fourth row, or that she opens a file for her rook, or that the game is 
transitioning to the endgame and Beth is bringing her king out for an offensive weapon. But the 
book goes beyond that, describing move sequences in enough detail that you know these are 
real games–you could pull out a board and the moves would make sense (and you would have 
to, unless you’re also a chess prodigy and can hold a game in your mind). Both the novel and 
the show have garnered praise for the degree to which the chess play is accurate. 
 But it doesn’t really matter if you can follow the moves or not. Tevis does a great job of 
capturing the feel of the game and the gamesmanship that goes with it. As Beth moves up the 
rankings, earning local, national and then worldwide acclaim in the chess world, it feels like any 
great sports movie, with the protagonist going against increasingly daunting opponents.  
 The Russians. “They’re killers,” someone tells her, and you feel that.  
 I saw the show first, and though I normally like to read books before seeing the film 
adaptation, in this case it felt like the right order. The show is faithful to the source material and 
visually rich. Fans of Mad Men will enjoy its mid-century setting, smart script, excellent acting 



and rich cinematography. So watching it first provides a nice mental picture for the book. 
Ultimately, I’d recommend both. Because ultimately the subject is fascinating. Anyone as 
talented, driven and obsessed as Beth Harmon makes for a great character. You’ll wonder if 
she’s based on a real person. She’s not–a testament to Tevis’s storytelling talents.  
 
 
 
East of Eden by John Steinbeck 
For years, people have been telling me that I would love East of Eden. I’m a huge Steinbeck fan. I want to 
inhabit the worlds he creates—which I suppose mostly means living in early 20th Century, mid-coast 
California. He has such a talent for enchantment, a knack for creating atmosphere with deceptively 
simple prose. I constantly read back over paragraphs and sentences and wonder, “How did he do that?” 
 Such was my experience with East of Eden. From the opening paragraph, I was enchanted. 
 

			The	Salinas	Valley	is	in	Northern	California.	It	is	a	long	narrow	swale	
between	two	ranges	of	mountains,	and	the	Salinas	River	winds	and	twists	
up	the	center	until	it	falls	at	last	into	Monterey	Bay.			
			I	remember	my	childhood	names	for	grasses	and	secret	flowers.	I	
remember	where	a	toad	may	live	and	what	time	the	birds	awaken	in	the	
summer—and	what	trees	and	seasons	smelled	like—how	people	looked	
and	walked	and	smelled	even.	The	memory	of	odors	is	very	rich.		
	

There is nothing complicated going on here. He tells us about the land, locates us in its grand geology, 
then craftily pulls us into a mood of nostalgia with those two magical words, “I remember…” We don’t 
know who this narrator is—won’t find out until 149 pages later—but we are already connected to him.  
 He does this time and again throughout the novel. It is one of my favorite things to see, how he 
introduces us to characters in a paragraph or two, and by the third we feel we know this person, maybe 
are old friends even.  
 Steinbeck wrote East of Eden in eleven months in 1951. He claimed that he put everything he 
had ever learned into it. “It must contain all in the world I know and it must have everything in it which I 
am capable,” he wrote to his publisher in his letters that accompanied every day of his writing (Journal 
of a Novel: The East of Eden Letters, review to come). He also said that it was his most personal novel, 
written specifically with his two sons in mind, for them, “and perhaps by speaking directly to them I shall 
speak directly to other people.”  
 How much of this direct message for his sons survived the editing process is hard to say, but this 
does feel like a personal novel, beyond some of the biographical details. It contains the intertwined 
stories of two families, the Hamiltons and the Trasks, neighbors near Salinas, California, in the years 
following the turn of the century. It is about these two families, but it is also about the changing nation.  
 The Hamilton story revolves around the patriarch, Samuel Hamilton, a determined optimist, an 
inventor, a tinkerer, a dispenser of wisdom. A virtuous, good-hearted man who may be one of my 
favorite literary characters.  
 The Trasks hail from the east coast. Central to their story is the dichotomy of two sets of 
brothers—first Adam and Charles; then Adam’s boys, Aron and Cal. Their story is messy, full of 
Shakespearean drama, and overlaid with heavy Biblical symbolism.  

It’s helpful, as one might guess from the title, to have a decent working knowledge of the Bible, 
specifically Genesis. The story of Cain and Abel run through and are remixed with the Trasks.  
 Steinbeck also hoped to achieve a loose, relaxed feel with the novel. Something “at ease and 
comfortable.” He knew it must sound simple, and yet it was his most complicated book. He fretted 
about how many balls he put into the air: “Lord this is a complicated book. I hope I can keep all the reins 
in my hands and at the same time make it sound as though the book were almost accidental.”  



 This is where the plotting is at its best in East of Eden. Moments of languid tranquility, of life 
passing by, punctuated by hits where that life is interrupted, thrown off course. It happens time and 
again, over generations, and yet each time it is a jolt. The kind of jolt and dislocation you feel when it 
happens in real life. Accidental, as he says.  
 Steinbeck achieves this wonderfully in the first two acts of the book. In the third, it becomes, in 
my opinion, overly plotted. It begins to feel as if the lushness that covers the landscape runs thin and we 
can see the scaffolding, the willful hand of the author moving set pieces and pushing buttons. At a 
couple points, it verges on the melodrama of a soap opera.  
  Unfortunately, the 1955 film version of East of Eden starring James Dean and Julie Andrews 
focuses solely on this third act, with Cal Trask (Dean) at the center. It’s hard to express how much I 
hated this movie. I had to work hard to scrub off the mud it flung back onto the novel. With enough 
time, I think I can mostly forget the movie.  
 Yet, still this is a wonderful book. My edition is 600 pages, and I wish it was 900. Not just 
because I wanted to spend more time with these characters (especially Samuel Hamilton), but because I 
wish Steinbeck had maintained the languid pace he established early on. So many characters are 
introduced and then head off in different directions, and I would have been happy to go with them. But 
who am I to say what one of America’s greatest novelists should have done with his magnum opus? I’m 
just glad I finally got around to reading it.  
 
 
 
  



Portrait: Volume 1 from Brooklyn Art Library 
My nine-year-old daughter and I signed up for the Brooklyn Art Library’s “Sketchbook Project,” where 
you submit a sketchbook and they keep it as part of an ever-growing exhibit of sketchbooks submitted 
from artists around the world.  

This book is a collection of submissions from a previous project. Participants were challenged to 
create fourteen portraits of fourteen different people, using a different medium for each, over fourteen 
days. The sampling here represent some of the best.  

I bought this book mainly to support the library, but it’s also quite fun to just flip through and 
see the wide array of styles. There’s a lot to learn from studying any of the portraits for a few minutes. 
The subjects range from famous people to self portraits, and many of them are quite good. As someone 
who enjoys making bad portraits, I enjoy having this book around.  

Here are a few of my favorites:  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 



Graphic Witness: Four Wordless Graphic Novels ed. George A. Walker 
“Imagine the advantage of writing a book that can be read anywhere in the world without translation,” 
opens the preface by George Walker, a Canadian woodcut artist and writer. Although the term “graphic 
novel” was coined in a 1964 essay and didn’t come into popular use until the late 1970s, the notion of 
telling a story with images has been around since someone first scratched images onto cave walls (I was 
fascinated by this recent discovery of 12,500-year-old cliff paintings in the Amazon—talk about 
perspective!).  

Humans innately understand that a series of related images, whether ordered by the pages of a 
book or laid out side by side on a cliff face, are to be read chronologically. This happened, then this 
happened. Which is a story.  

This book collects four wordless graphic novels that appeared in the first half of the 20th 
Century. The four artists—Frans Marsereel, Lynd Ward, Giancomo Patri and Laurence Hyde—all worked 
in relief prints, cutting the negative of their image into wood or linoleum. They are stories of social 
upheaval, of poverty, with “underlying themes of human dignity and social justice.”  

The bold, inky black lines and slashes of the cutting tools contribute to a gritty, sooty, violent 
feel, a sense of loss and desperation and hopelessness. Although each artist’s style is different, the 
medium overall fits the themes of the bleak stories they tell.  

It’s also interesting to study how the artists solve some of the challenges that come with 
wordless stories—how they convey abstract concepts, show emotion, indicate the passage of time or 
change of location. I was also struck by the dynamic compositions of some of the prints, particularly 
Lynd Ward’s, who likes to stand a person in the foreground and frame the background through their 
legs. It’s interesting what you notice when there’s no words to tell you what to see.  
 

   
Lynd Ward         Laurence Hyde 
 



   
 Giacomo Patri              Frans Masreel       
 
 
  
 
 
 


