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Hello. This is my book list from 2021—what I read and what I thought of it. They don’t pretend to be 
book reviews in any official sense. Just me following my curiosities, wherever they lead, and trying to 
capture what I learn, think and feel along the way.  
 
2021 was a good reading year. I read a lot of fiction. More horror than usual (I went into a Hannibal 
Lecter cave mid-year, and was introduced to the work of Stephen Graham Jones). More new releases 
than usual (twelve books from 2021, give or take). A number of books about why we believe what we 
do—in politics, history, spirituality and otherwise.  
 
I usually rank my favorite fiction and nonfiction in my end-of-year list. It’s hard this year. I read a lot of 
great books, but a lot of them are so different from each other, it’s like comparing apples to onions. So 
rather than my typical ranked list, below are my favorites from different categories. Some of the books I 
read were classics (e.g. Dune, The Shining) and others will make all the “Best of 2021” lists (Harlem 
Shuffle, Matrix), but I really focused on my favorites. You can fight me.  
 

Western: Butcher’s Crossing by John Williams 
Classic: East of Eden by John Steinbeck 
Horror: The Silence of the Lambs by Thomas Harris 
Postmodern Fiction: The Lost Book of Adana Moreau by Michael Zapata 
Crime Fiction: Green Sun by Kent Anderson 
Funny Fiction: The Dog of the South by Charles Portis 
Poignant: Bewilderment by Richard Powers 
Poetry: Goldenrod by Maggie Smith 
History: Forget the Alamo by Bryan Burrough, Chris Tomlinson and Jason Sanford 
Personal Essay: This One Will Hurt You by Paul Crenshaw 
Humor: A Carnival of Snackery by David Sedaris 
Journalism: Empire of Pain by Patrick Radden Keefe 
Politics & Society: The Death of Expertise by Tom Nichols 

 
Thanks to my friend Greg, who started me doing this 21 years ago. And to my mom, who works as my 
editor for very little pay. If you ever have questions about proper comma usage or parallel sentence 
construction, she’s a good person to ask.   
 
All reviews are posted throughout the year on my blog.  
 
Let me know what you read, what you enjoyed.  
 
Happy reading in 2022! 
 
-Jim 
 
 
 
 
  



Bewilderment by Richard Powers 
The Overstory, the 2019 environmental opus by Richard Powers, won the  Pulitzer Prize for fiction. It was 
as ambitious as novels come, interlocking stories over generations in a narrative structure that, I learned 
listening to an interview with Powers after reading the book, was built to resemble a tree, with a 
sprawling root structure, tight central trunk, then another broad canopy. Mind blown. Seriously, who 
structures the plot of a novel to resemble a tree?  
 Bewilderment could be a story lifted from The Overstory, a slice that plays on the same 
themes—the wonder of nature and our culpability in destroying it—told through a focused, intimate 
storyline.  
 Here, the story is about Theo Byrne, and astrobiologist, and his son Robin. They are both still 
mourning the loss of Theo’s wife, who died two years earlier in a car crash. Both boy and father are 
brilliant, but Robin suffers from emotional issues. He’s “on the spectrum,” one character observes, 
though Theo objects to that terminology. A “spectrum,” by definition, is a range. All of humanity is “on 
the spectrum.”  

Regardless, Robin struggles with the loss of his mother, and he struggles with the bleak outlook 
for our planet and the living creatures here, something he is deeply passionate about. He becomes 
infatuated with a Greta Thunberg-like character, and is constantly peppering his father with questions, 
concerns, and new reasons for outrage.  
 This relationship between the father and the son is the beating heart of this novel. I found it 
really touching, frustrating, nuanced and realistic. Theo does everything he can to feed Robin’s interest, 
to encourage his curiosity, his wonder, but also struggles to keep the wheels on the track. It’s a very 
tough balancing act.  

Criticism leveled at Bewilderment mostly focuses on its heavy-handedness and sappiness.  
Dwight Gardner, reviewing for The New York Times, writes that Bewilderment is “so meek, saccharine 
and overweening in its piety about nature that even a teaspoon of it numbs the mind.” It’s too political, 
too on-the-nose, too much an opinion-page editorial.  
 I didn’t find it that bad, but the heavy-handedness of the message here is the weak spot. It’s also 
the least interesting thing Powers has to say. More than the cautionary environmentalist tale, this book 
is rooted in the relationship between the father and the son. And in that, what the son represents. As 
much as preserving the planet, the father’s struggle is to preserve the son. Specifically, to keep alive in 
the son the hope and optimism that will allow him—and the younger generation that he represents—to 
do the work that needs to be done.  
 The ending of this novel sits uneasily with me. I loved the book overall, even with the heavy-
handedness of the environmentalism and the politics, and some of the sci-fi speculation. But the ending 
feels both overly bleak and a bit of a throwaway. I can’t decide which bothered me more.  
 
 
Matrix by Lauren Groff 
This was my end-of-year wildcard book. I read Lauren Groff’s Arcadia back in 2014 and thought it was 
good but not great. This one, based on the description, is one I likely would have skipped. But it started 
to appear on several “Best of 2021” lists and is a finalist for the National Book Award, so I gave it a whirl. 

Matrix is about Marie, a girl in the 12th Century who, as a teenager, is banished from the French 
royal court and cast off to a struggling abbey in England. She rises quickly to prioress, eventually taking 
over the nunnery.  
 Without giving much more away about the plot, I’ll just say that I was much more invested in 
Marie’s story than I thought I would be. As she struggles against the strictures at the abbey (and of the 
church, and of the Crown, and of the patriarchy), Marie becomes an unlikely rebel I found myself rooting 
for. The details of life around the abbey at the time, the crosscurrents of historical events, and the 
innovation of the nuns are interesting and feel historically accurate. It was also an interesting narrative 
pairing with another book I read this year, Power and Thrones, by Dan Jones, a sweeping history of 
Europe that covers this period.  

I didn’t know until after finishing the book that the character of Marie is based on the real-life 
author Marie de France. Little is known of the real-life Marie, other than that four written works have 



been attributed to her, that she was from France and apparently spent much time in England. From this 
loose information, Groff creates a lively, rounded character who is heroic in many ways. A good read 
overall—ambitious, interesting and enjoyable. Definitely worth the read.  

Groff gave an interesting talk about the creation of Matrix last month. 
 
 
Harlem Shuffle by Colson Whitehead 
“I always thought it’d be fun to try,” to paraphrase Whitehead, when asked why he’d follow two 
“serious,” award-winning novels with a relatively standard crime genre story. He likes to mix it up, he 
says. After he’s written something serious, mix in something lighter. I first remember hearing his name 
after he published Zone One, a 2011 post-apocalyptic zombie novel. Then a few years later he was on 
the radar again, this time with   
The Underground Railroad, winner of the 2017 Pulitzer Prize and National Book Award, and it was like, 
“Wait, is this the zombie apocalypse guy?”  

Harlem Shuffle was going to be his lighter, genre novel that followed The Underground Railroad. 
But amidst the heated debates about institutional racism and general bigotry that resurfaced around 
that time, his heart led him on a detour, and he knocked out The Nickel Boys first. That won him another 
Pulitzer. And so, with all that Pulitzer-Prize-winning stuff out of the way, he finally got to Harlem Shuffle, 
which likely won’t win another “serious” book award, but is nonetheless a bestseller, appearing on 
many Best Books of 2021 lists. 
 Harlem Shuffle centers around Ray Carney, who owns a furniture store in Harlem in the 1960s. 
He’s a family man, but also does some extra business on the side as a fence, a middle-man for small-
time crooks trying to quickly unload stolen goods. His cousin, Freddie, whom Ray loves dearly, is trouble 
with legs. And despite Ray’s attempt to keep a low profile, Freddie manages to pull Ray into a big-time 
heist at the Hotel Theresa, the “Waldorf of Harlem.” It’s a classic man-in-over-his-head setup, set in a 
beautifully textured mid-century Harlem —“a love letter to Harlem,” is the line repeated in many 
reviews of the book.  
 One might make the distinction between Whitehead, a literary writer stepping into a genre to 
play, and other great crime writers like Elmore Leonard, Dennis Lehane, George Pelecanos and Richard 
Price, who elevate the genre beyond pastiche to something more literary. That distinction is largely 
meaningless in the end. This is a crime novel. Fun, suspenseful, exploring themes of dark and light, with 
flawed characters just trying to get through a mess alive, and maybe better off.  

In the end, the distinction between “serious” and “genre” may be meaningless as well. Plenty of 
sci-fi grapples with important questions, and crime fiction is a whole genre that deals with, at some 
level, questions of the interplay of good and evil. Whitehead seems to be more casual about it than 
critics or academics might be. He just writes what strikes him as interesting and/or fun. Regardless, you 
can sign me up as a Colson Whitehead subscriber. I’m game for whatever he puts into the world.  
 
 
The Lost Book of Adana Moreau by Michael Zapata 
In 1929, Adana Moreau, a Dominican immigrant, wrote Lost City, a sci-fi novel. Eighty years later, an 
Israeli-American living in Chicago receives a package from his recently-deceased grandfather, with the 
instructions to try to return it to a man named Maxwell Moreau, a physicist living in Chile. Maxwell is 
Adana’s son. The package is a manuscript for a novel called A Model Earth, the sequel to Lost World.  
 The names of these two fictitious novels—fictions within a fiction—speak to the ephemeral and 
malleable nature of story, of story as a simulacrum for reality, and of displacement. This is a book of lost 
people, of lost cities, of lost histories. It jumps around in time, often making leaps across decades, filling 
in gaps in the backstories of a constellation of characters, but with each there are holes left. By the end, 
the cover image makes perfect sense.  
 I think of the ghostly paintings of Jake Wood-Evans, images that are more empty containers. The 
Lost Book of Adana Moreau is a mystery, sort of, but it also feels like a ghost story. If the protagonists 
are out to metaphorically solve the question of what’s in the box, they often only find what was in the 
box. The book is littered with these ghost boxes.   



 The most striking passage, to me, is an actual quote from the actual historian Milan Hübl: “The 
first step in liquidating a people is to ease its memory. Destroy its books, its culture, its history. Then 
have somebody write new books, manufacture a new culture, invent new history. Before long the nation 
will begin to forget what it is and what it was. The world around it will forget even faster.”  
 This quote is ominous, and takes on new meaning as we get the histories of the various 
characters, many of them exiles and refugees. The world is ever-changing, full of many wandering, 
homeless souls. I think also of the scene in Blood Meridian when the Judge sketches some ancient cliff 
drawings into his journal, then wipes the actual drawings off the face of the cliff. He who owns the story 
owns history. “Nationalism always works overtime to create its own reality,” Zapata writes.  
 If this seems bleak, it’s counterbalanced by a kind of suspended feel to the narrative, a slow-
moving meander. The violence is past violence. There is little immediate urgency, other than to satisfy 
our own curiosity. And there is an enchanting quality to the language throughout, which is delightful.  
 Even toward the end of the novel, which takes place during and in the aftermath of Hurricane 
Katrina, with the devastation of one of the most culturally rich cities in the U.S., a character who has just 
lost everything in the flood looks up and marvels at the night sky over the lightless town. “I’ve never 
seen so many stars in my life,” he says with a sigh, before he leaves his city. 
 
 
At Night All Blood is Black by David Diop 
Set on the merciless Western Front during World War I, this short novel is about Alfa Ndiaye, an African 
fighting for the French, who loses his “more-than-a-brother” in the fighting, then slowly loses his mind. 
It is written as a confession of sorts—a poetic piece that blends the gruesome atrocities of the war and 
Alfa’s own brutality with questions of what it means to be human in a setting where the main purpose is 
the destruction of other humans. Everything becomes an object, descriptions of the trenches and 
damage done to the land overlap with wounds of the flesh.  

At one point, Alfa realizes that even in an arena filled with depravity, he has gone too far. His 
fellow soldiers are afraid of him and the officers want him gone. “Yes, I understood, God’s truth, that on 
the battlefield they wanted only fleeting madness. Madmen of rage, madmen of pain, furious madmen, 
but temporary ones.” 

This is a pretty tough read for all the violence, but the writing is so good that it might be 
compared to other elevated traipses through hellscapes—Dante’s Inferno, Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, 
McCarthy’s Blood Meridian.  

It’s also interesting to consider, a century later, the colonial nature of World War I and the 
convoluted alliances that would bring a soldier from Senegal to fight against Germany in the trenches of 
France. I’m in the middle of David Reynold’s The Long Shadow, about the legacies of World War I, and it 
was interesting to have this ground-level, fictional companion piece.  

 
 

Dune by Frank Herbert 
“Although Herbert’s fusing of adventure, realpolitik, and dropout soul-searching perfectly caught the 
spirit of the mid-1960s, it did so by invoking long-standing cultural myths whose resonance transcends 
that era,” James Mustich writes about Dune in his 1,000 Books to Read Before You Die. It’s a pretty good 
summary of the blended themes that make up this classic sci-fi novel.  
 Dune has been one of those books on my “someday” reading list for quite some time. David 
Lynch made a famously bad adaptation of the novel in 1984, which Roger Ebert named the worst movie 
of the year, called “confusing beyond belief,” and added, “In case I haven’t made myself clear, I hated 
watching this film.” It remains the only Lynch film I haven’t seen. But Denis Villenueve (one of my 
favorite directors of the past decade; Blade Runner 2049, Sicario, Prisoners) has a new attempt with a 
delayed release date of October. This version looks spectacular, and I wanted to make sure I got to the 
book first.  
 A summary of the plot of Dune risks putting someone to sleep, but let’s try it. Set thousands of 
years in the future, the novel takes place on a desolate, sand-covered wasteland of a planet called 



Arrakis. Water is precious there, and living requires suits that reprocess sweat, among other 
innovations. But Arrakis is also the only source of a valuable drug, Melange Spice, or just “the spice.”   
 The galaxy is ruled by feuding families. The main character, Paul, is of the House Atreides, who 
have just received ownership of Arrakis by royal decree. But a rival family, the violent Harkonnen, have 
revolted and seized the planet. Paul and his mother, a member of a religious sect of witches, head to 
Arrakis to deal with the issue. Also, Arrakis is home to giant sand worms.  
 Although Star Wars is more famous, George Lucas owes much to Dune. His planet of Tatooine 
shares some traits with Arrakis, and the terribly boring second prequel, Attack of the Clones, with all its 
talk of trade federations and intergalactic diplomacy, seems like an attempt at what Dune achieves—a 
blend of fictional, intergalactic politics with the story of a heroic protagonist.  
 Dune will likely try the patience of all but devoted sci-fi geeks. It is dialogue heavy, and much of 
the dialogue requires careful attention to the names of the various factions and maneuverings. But it is a 
book that achieves a balance, that has as much in common with Machiavelli’s The Prince as it does with 
Star Wars. Arrakis is a planet of menace, and the characters who populate Dune are constantly 
scheming, attempting to outwit and outmaneuver their opponents. This makes it an exciting read, if not 
always action-packed (though there is action too).  
 The 2021 film adaptation, by director Denis Villenueve, is fantastic.  
 

 
The Dog of the South by Charles Portis 
“My wife Norma had run off with Guy Dupree, and I was waiting around for the credit card billings to 
come in so I could see where they’d gone.” This is the first line of The Dog of the South, from narrator 
Ray Midge, of Little Rock, Arkansas. Dupree is a friend of Ray’s. He’s also Norma’s ex-husband. He is also 
out on a bail bond that Ray helped arrange. They took Ray’s car, stole his credit cards, and headed south 
into Mexico. Ray semi-reluctantly sets off after them.  
 So goes the main plotline in this hilarious road novel that, I was surprised to see, was published 
in 1979. It feels more modern.  

Portis has been compared to Tom Wolfe, but felt to me that he owed more to the beats. The 
velocity, the quirkiness. Not as surreal as Richard Brautigan, but with that playfulness.  

It’s easy to see why the Coen Brothers, who adapted the Portis’s True Grit, would be a fan of the 
author. The plot—Ray’s seemingly straight shot that gets bent off course and hijacked by increasingly 
bizarre interlopers until it’s completely bananas—is reminiscent of their The Big Lebowski or Burn After 
Reading.   

And The Dog of the South’s characters are a like a bag of wild bird seed. Sometimes intelligent, 
often misinformed, almost always opinionated, usually ready to just go full in over their heads. They 
carry with them strange worldviews and beliefs about the way things work. Bill Hader (formerly of SNL; 
owns the film rights for Dog of the South) described them as “funny in the way the people I grew up 
around in Oklahoma were funny.”  
 The descriptions of the people and their quirks are amazing, with many snort-inducing turns of 
phrase. But the dialogue is even better. The dialogue is so darn good.  
 I’ll be digging into more Portis. 
 
 
The Dharma Bums by Jack Kerouac 
Upon the publication of On the Road in September of 1957, Gillbert Millstein of the New York Times 
dubbed Jack Kerouac the “principal avatar” of the Beat Generation, and that book the “clearest and 
most important utterance yet made by the generation.” To other literary critics, it was all style and no 
substance. And the cultural Puritans came at it with the same fervor they come at every generation’s 
artistic rabble rousers. The Beats were their new favorite target. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl was on trial for 
obscenity in 1957, so the editors of On the Road required that much of the sex and drugs be toned down 
so as not to meet the same fate.  
 Keroac wrote The Dharma Bums in November of 1957, just as his star was becoming bright. It 
picks up many of the threads of On the Road. A lot of travel. A lot of sex and drugs and hanging out and 



writing. A loose, spontaneous movement from place to place and scene to scene that feels more about 
the energy and some of the ideas than anything that would be called a plot. It’s raucous, unpredictable, 
and there is much fun to be had.   

Kerouac used pseudonyms throughout his work, sometimes comically thin disguises for his real-
world friends and acquaintances. In The Dharma Bums, Ray Smith is Kerouac and Japhy Ryder is his 
friend, Beat writer Gary Snyder. Snyder introduced Kerouac to Buddhism, and much of this novel is 
dedicated to the interesting, if incongruous, mixture of eastern philosophy and their Bohemian lifestyle. 
They are seeking a freedom for their bacchanalian existence, a freedom from the strictures of American 
life, but also a higher plain of consciousness. Buddhism seems to contain both.  

Ray contrasts Eastern religions with American Puritanism, which he describes as “dreary gray 
newspaper censorship of all our real human values.” He goes on to say, “When I discovered Buddhism, I 
suddenly felt like I had lived in a previous lifetime innumerable ages ago, and now, because of faults and 
sins in that lifetime, I was being degraded to a more grievous domain of existence, and my karma was to 
be born in America, where nobody has any fun or believes in anything, especially freedom.”  

The other interesting juxtaposition in the Dharma Bums is Ray’s growing communion with 
nature and seeing the beauty of the natural world as a path to higher consciousness, while at the same 
time being fully immersed in the urban poetry scenes.  

He includes a description of the “night of the birth of the San Francisco poetry renaissance”—
the legendary reading where Alva Goldbook (Alan Ginsberg) first read Wail (Howl) while the crowd, 
drunk on wine and whipped into a frenzy, yells, “Go! Go! Go! Go!” 
 There is a self-consciousness to the writing that surprised me. On one hand, Kerouac portrays 
them as an idealistic, youthful movement, a kind of missionary group, like the Crusades, but “with 
springtime in their hearts.” On the other hand, Kerouac recognizes that it can’t all fit neatly together—
this higher purpose stuff with the sex and drugs—and trying to force it is a little ridiculous. There are a 
few moments of, “Yeah, well…close enough,” and an acknowledgement that the whole scene is a little 
bogus: “Alva says that while guys like us are all excited about being real Orientals and wearing robes, 
actual Orientals over there are reading surrealism and Charles Darwin and mad about western business 
suits.”  
 The novel ends with Ray taking a stint as a fire lookout on Desolation Peak in the North Cascade 
Mountains, based on Kerouac’s own experience there for a summer. It is a moment portrayed as 
analogous to the Buddha obtaining Enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, though in reality Kerouac 
apparently described his time there as tortuously boring.  
 I read On the Road and Big Sur more than 20 years ago, but I remember the same feeling with 
them. There is an ephemeral nature to Kerouac’s storytelling. It tends to evaporate pretty quickly after 
reading. But in the moment, he captures the excitement and energy of a scene, and his own excitement 
and energy for that scene. Perhaps it’s like a good party—the details are a little fuzzy, but you know you 
had a good time.   
 
 
Disappear Doppelganger Disappear by Matthew Salesses 
This is a book that, on the surface, is kind of a weird sci-fi-ish story about Matt Kim, a young Korean 
American man who realizes that he has a doppelgänger, and that his doppelgänger has lived a more 
successful life than he has. And also that his doppelgänger has disappeared, and he’s worried about 
what that means for him. And also his girlfriend has a doppelgänger too.  
 Any plot about doubles is inherently about identity. But layered on here is the question of a 
people’s identity and culture. What is real and what is mimicry? When an identity is copied, what 
becomes of the original, especially when the idealized simulacrum is perceived to be better than the 
original?  
 This plot twists and turns through the world of a modern-day, young professional, a bit of satire, 
a bit of dark comedy. It’s like if David Lynch directed a season of The Office. Kafka and Murakami also 
come to mind.  

I’ll admit that I sometimes lost the plot in the complications, but the writing kept me engaged 
until I got back on track. Salesses is playful with the language, with some great turns of phrase and even 



some more consequential plays on words that he hides in plain sight, only to point out well into the 
story. And along with these, he includes interesting trivia from history, biology, and other fields as he 
spins up his themes.  
 In the end, the story is pretty good, but I love the ambition of it. It’s such an original blend of 
themes and styles. I don’t think I’ve ever read anything quite like it.   
   
 
The Swallowed Man by Edward Carey 
I started following Carey on Instagram last year. He has been doing a drawing a day—quirky pencil 
portraits—since COVID lockdown last March. Mid-year, he released a book with an equally quirky 
premise. A man is stuck in the belly of a fish.  
 It was a timely book for quarantine, and I actually just finished it this past week, when not only 
were we still in this semi-quarantining state for COVID, but we’d just fallen victim to the polar vortex 
named Uri, which dismantled Austin for a week. Without power or water for several days and 
everything outside frozen, it did kind of feel like we were living in the belly of something.  
 The Swallowed Man is inspired by the story of Pinocchio or, more specifically, is about the 
woodcarver who made the famous boy—Giuseppe. It is told as a series of diary entries written by 
Giuseppe while in the belly of a great fish. To his great fortune, the fish had already swallowed a small 
but well-stocked ship, within which Giuseppe takes up residence.  
 This is a story that has more in common with Frankenstein than Bambi. Giuseppe has created 
life from an inanimate object and now longs for his boy. It is a story about madness, about regret and, 
importantly, about creativity. The woodcarver carves, paints, draws, and sculpts from objects in the 
ship, and the book is filled with pictures of these delightful and odd creations. At one point he considers 
the fact that in using his food to sculpt these oddities, he has less food to eat. “Full belly or empty head? 
I would rather starve…” 
 In January, I saw an online conversation between Carey and Gregory Maguire (author of 
Wicked), sponsored by our local bookstore. It was fun and delightful, and it was clear that the 
playfulness of this book, the creative urge embodied in Giuseppe, and the quirky sensibility all come 
from Carey. It’s a fun mix.  
 
Wise Blood by Flannery O’Connor 
Many of my reading journeys start or eventually loop back to Cormac McCarthy. It is where I nerd out 
the most, and thankfully there is a verdant niche of academic study constantly churning out new books, 
articles, journals and, recently, a podcast called Reading McCarthy. On episodes 3 of the podcast, they 
discuss The Orchard Keeper, and in episode 4 they focus on the McCarthy’s place in the Southern Gothic 
tradition. Which requires at least a nod to the queen of Southern Gothic, Flannery O’Connor. And that’s 
how I recently got the itch to read more of her work.  
 Wise Blood is the first of her two novels, started while she was a student at the Iowa Writer’s 
Workshop in the 1940s, published in 1952. It is the story of Hazel Motes, a veteran of World War II, who 
returns to his Tennessee home to find it abandoned. He boards a train for the fictional town of 
Taulkinham, where he takes up with a prostitute and befriends a disturbed young zookeeper. Motes, 
who struggled with his faith growing up but became a stringent atheist during the war, preaches the 
gospel of anti-religion.  
 A parade of oddball characters with various forms of physical maladies and views askew come in 
and out of the story. True to the Southern Gothic tradition, everyone seems to be some sort of 
misanthrope, lowlife, loser or con artist. It makes for a story that a mix of funny—and I had forgotten 
how funny O’Connor is—and menacing.  

The absurdity of some of the characters reminded me of Gene Harrogate, the “country mouse” 
in McCarthy’s Suttree, as well as Ignatius Reilly from John Kennedy O’Toole’s A Confederacy of Dunces. 
They are up to no good at best, but often intent upon something downright dastardly. They have strong 
opinions and loud voices with which to make them known.  

And, of course, over it all is O’Connor’s masterful manipulation of the language, whether she is 
describing a man’s reaction to a woman—“His throat got drier and his heart began to grip him like a 



little ape clutching the bars of its cage”—or a “rat-colored” car, or dropping little bits of country wisdom, 
as when Motes tells some passersby, “I preach there are all kinds of truth. Your truth and somebody 
else’s. But behind all of them there is only one truth, and that is that there is no truth.” O’Connor’s 
writing is always sharp, always colorful.  
 I am currently in the middle of her second novel, The Violent Bear It Away, which she wrote a 
decade later. It feels more developed, but Wise Blood is no slouch of a novel. What’s remarkable about 
O’Connor is that she made such a mark on American literature with only two novels and two collections 
of short stories, before she died at only 39 years old.  
 
 
The Violent Bear It Away by Flannery O’Connor 
This is only the second (and last) novel published by O’Connor, but here she continues to meaningfully 
add to, and in some ways helps define the Southern Gothic genre.  

This is the story of a teenager, Francis Tarwater, who was kidnapped by his great uncle and 
raised in a backwoods cabin. Now his uncle is dead, and Francis sets off on his own, a misfit wandering a 
land of mostly misfits—typical in O’Connor’s stories. It’s dark and violent and laced with religious 
themes. O’Connor twists good and evil together like two vines, then runs them through her characters 
and her plot such that it’s hard to disentangle it all and get a clean sense of morality, or clearly good and 
bad characters. There’s a little bit of both in everybody and everything.    

The Violent Bear It Away shares quite a bit of DNA with Cormac McCarthy’s The Orchard Keeper. 
I’d say those two novels most tightly link these two great authors stylistically, but the plots also feel 
similar—rangy stories of a loners skirting their way along the woody edges of society. It also calls to 
mind the more recent novel The Devil All the Time by Donald Ray Pollock—Pollock’s main character 
might very well be inspired by Francis Tarwater.  

Although Wise Blood is generally considered the better O’Connor novel, I enjoyed The Violent 
Bear It Away more just for the protagonist. Both novels, and her short story collections are worth the 
read.  

 
 

Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad 
First published in 1899 as a serial, this tale of “the utter savagery… that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, 
in the hearts of wild men” is remarkable in the impact it has made as inspirational source material for 
other classics, notably Apocalypse Now. It’s widely considered among the greatest novels of all time and 
appears at 67 on the Modern Library’s list of top 20th Century novels (the serials were re-published as a 
novel in 1902).  
 The story is bookended by Charles Marlow, an English merchant marine, aboard a boat on the 
River Thames, recounting to a group of sailors his journey up the Congo River into the Free State of 
Congo, into what at the time was considered the “dark heart of Africa,” to locate Kurtz, an ivory trader 
and station chief of the furthest outpost in the jungle. Kurtz has been unresponsive to the outside world 
for a year.  

In Apocalypse Now, Marlon Brando famously played Colonel Kurtz as a brooding, bald-headed, 
slovenly but ruthless madman mumbling hallucinogenic poetry. In Heart of Darkness, Kurtz is described 
as a kind of Mephistopheles of the jungle, “a prodigy, an emissary of pity, and science, and progress, and 
devil-knows-what-else.” He is brilliant, but he has also lost his mind.  
 Heart of Darkness was published during the height of imperialism, amidst a particularly fervent 
exploitation of the people and resources of the African continent. And though it has been criticized as 
being racist itself, it is explicitly critical of the depravity of the imperialistic impulse: “The conquest of the 
earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly 
fatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much.”  
 This is a fairly quick read, but impactful and influential. Beyond Apocalypse Now, references to 
Heart of Darkness are in the notes for McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. It’s easy to spot the influence of Kurtz 
on the character of Judge Holden, but also the narrative context of imperial expansion, and the 
devastation and exploitation of the native populations to clear the way for more lucrative ventures. The 



Judge’s reverence for war and violence might be informed by the haunting, handwritten 
recommendation Conrad’s Kurtz appends to the official report back to the Society for the Suppression of 
Savage Customs: “Exterminate all the brutes!”  
 
 
Animal Farm by George Orwell 
I read Animal Farm in high school and remembered a few vivid scenes, as well as liking it overall. What 
struck me on this second reading, thirty years later, is not only how good of a story it is, but how well it 
holds up.  

Animal Farm is an allegory about the corrupting influence of political power and the way blind 
loyalty to an in-group can lead to totalitarianism. In the novel, a group of farm animals overthrow the 
humans in their quest to create a Utopian animal society. But soon, the pigs in charge begin to wield 
their power for their own benefit, first through clever persuasion, then by force. They create 
“alternative facts” (i.e. lies) and bend reality to bolster their own dominance. They modify the written 
principles upon which their society is founded, like amending “All animals are created equal” to include 
“but some are more equal than others.” And they create a protective force—the dogs—to help them 
rule with intimidation and violence. In the end, they come to live in the former houses of the humans, 
sleep in their beds, and feast like true elites while the lesser animals suffer.  
 Orwell wrote Animal Farm based on the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the Stalinist era that 
followed. It is an amazing feat to distill such important (and nasty) truths down to a parable with farm 
animals. It speaks to his uncanny grasp of politics and his talent a linguist. The fact that so much of it 
feels familiar a century later is unsettling. Or perhaps evidence that humans are predictable and, in 
many ways, the simplest truths are the most true. As the novel says in the end, “The creatures outside 
looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was impossible 
to say which was which.” 
  
 
Green Sun by Kent Anderson 
Shoutout to the Literary Disco podcast. Their “Crime Favorites” was a joy to listen to. They mentioned a 
few of my favorite crime books and authors, and turned me onto a couple new books. This was one of 
them.  
 It sells it short to describe Green Sun as a book version of The Wire that takes place in Oakland. 
It also cheats everyone to describe Kent Anderson as a West Coast George Pelicanos or Dennis Lehane. 
But those descriptions might get us in the ballpark.  

Still, I don’t know that I’ve read anything that quite has the feel of an everyday police ride-along 
as this. It’s not really episodic, as storylines come and go, and one might come back later or weave 
through another chapter at some point. But it also doesn’t feel overly plotted. It much more resembles 
what I imagine a day on the job might feel like for an Oakland beat cop in the 80’s. A little this, a little 
that. A call to this domestic disturbance, a speeding ticket, a chat with a random kid on a bike at the 
burger joint, a run-in with a known drug dealer, a beer and a tv show at the end of the day.  

Anderson shares a fair amount biography with his character in Green Sun, Hanson. Both are 
Vietnam vets. Both worked as cops in Portland and Oakland. Both taught English at the college level. It’s 
not surprising, then, that Green Sun feels so credible, so authentic. There is enough plot to keep you 
reading and on your toes, but it reads almost like nonfiction, in a good way. And Hanson’s sardonic, 
smart-ass, good-guy-with-a-chip-on-his-shoulder attitude is entertaining and likable in the way that The 
Wire’s McNulty is likable.  

Themes of race, police training, police brutality, criminal justice, community policing, arrest 
quotas, gentrification, corruption—all the issues that are still topical in cities across the U.S.—are woven 
together here. But they exist not for moralizing or preaching, but because they exist. They’re part of the 
complex, messy landscape.  

I also enjoyed reading this book because I lived in Oakland for twelve years. Many of the 
buildings, the street corners, the landmarks, the bars even, I could picture, even though it takes place in 
1983. I got a bit of nostalgia when I read about the view from the Mormon temple, or the burger joint 



on Lake Merritt, or Walden Pond Books, or even the Hell’s Angels bar (not that I spent any time there, 
but I know where it is). It added an extra layer of interest for me.   
 I plan to check out more of Anderson’s books after this one.   
 
 
Cowboy Graves by Roberto Bolaño 
Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, his nightmarish 900-page magnum opus, was published in 2004, a year after his 
death from liver failure. He knew his health was declining, and worked frantically on the novel in the last 
five years of his life. How close he considered it to “finished” is uncertain, but in the years since his 
death, a half dozen or so other pieces of writing have been discovered in Bolaño’s files, presumably 
edited to some degree, and then published.  
 In The Guardian’s review of Cowboy Graves, a set of three novellas discovered on Bolaño’s 
computer, Rob Doyle makes light of this constant stream “diminishing” work, anticipating the day that 
Bolaño’s publisher releases his shopping lists or selected email drafts. The danger, he notes, is not that 
these are unwelcome to fans, but that they are not where one should start. Readers should start with 
2666 or The Savage Detectives, both fantastic novels.  

Cowboy Graves, on the other hand, is much further down the list. It’s not without merit, but 
much of the enjoyment comes from recognizing the intersection with Bolaño’s other works. His alter 
ego, Arturo Bolaño, appears here as Rigoberto Bolaño. A group similar to the Visceral Realists of The 
Savage Detectives appears in the second novella here, this time as the Clandestine Surrealist Group, 
poets who are literally forced underground, living in the sewers below Paris.  

Other stories have themes that interlock with other Bolaño works, and the author’s talent for 
gesturing at remarkable side-stories, of weaving together melancholy and violence and irony and 
absurdity, and of colorful descriptions (e.g. “the horizon was flesh-colored, like a dying man’s back”) are 
all on display here. But for certain this is a collection of sketches, a deep cut for fans of the author still 
hungry for more material.  
 
 
The Kid by Ron Hanson 
Ron Hanson wrote The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford, which was adapted into 
an underappreciated 2007 film. I knew the film, but didn’t realize it was based on a novel. Then I was 
listening to Reading McCarthy, a new podcast about Cormac McCarthy scholarship, and Ron Hanson was 
mentioned as a writer of thoughtful westerns. I’m still going through a western phase, so I decided to 
check it out.  
 The Kid is a work of historical fiction, based on the life of Henry McCarty, aka William H. Bonney, 
aka Billy the Kid. Like many western characters, the fact that “Billy the Kid” is a household name is 
probably unwarranted based on the exploits of the actual man, but it’s a good story nonetheless. 
Orphaned at 15, Billy found plenty of mischief as a youngster, then fell in with a vigilante gang who, 
though deputized under the auspices of bringing order to the area, stirred up serious trouble all around 
Lincoln County in the New Mexico Territory, circa the 1870s. Some of their deeds were probably 
justifiable by old west standards, some decidedly less so. I was surprised at how much of the story felt 
familiar, but then realized it was because my brother and I watched the Young Guns movies—in which 
Emilio Estevez plays Billy—a few hundred times as kids.   
 Hanson has a knack for colorful descriptions of action, such as this snippet from a gunfight:  

“Brewer fired but just hit the wooden frame. It fanned out like so many pencils. After waiting a 
little behind the timber, he lifted up to fire again, but Roberts had seen where the first shot came from 
and was aimed, his .45-caliber carbine bullet striking off pine before hitting Dick Brewer in his blue left 
eye and detonating his handsome head.” 

Likewise, the dialogue is laced with fun western idioms, as when one hungry character notes 
that he’d “take right kindly to getting greasy around the mouth.”  

Overall, this is a fun read. A fairly straight-down-the-middle western, but based in considerable 
historical research. So both the casual western fan as well as the historian might find it enjoyable.  
 



 
 
Butcher’s Crossing by John Williams 
This is a fantastic Western novel. It is the early 1870s, and a young man, Will Andrews, drops out of 
Harvard and heads west with some disposable cash to experience something of the world. He has, it is 
clear from the start, the kind of naïve notion about adventure that gets one in over his head. In the small 
town of Butcher’s Crossing, he connects with a hide merchant, who introduces him to a grizzled buffalo 
hunter who has been trying to get a hunting party together. The hunter tells Will of a hidden valley up in 
the Colorado Territory, where he once witnessed thousands of buffalo roaming free and unperturbed. 
With Will’s financing, they stand to make a small fortune if they can get back up to that valley. Will is 
more interested in the experience than the fortune, but agrees nonetheless. They enlist the help of two 
other men, and the four set off to find this valley. Things, as one might expect, don’t go exactly as 
planned.  
 John Williams wrote three very different novels in his lifetime. His 1965 “academic novel,” 
Stoner, was my favorite read in 2018. In plot, Butcher’s Crossing shares nothing with Stoner, but it holds 
at its core a man who sets out to find some meaningful truth. There is a line of dialogue in Stoner, 
spoken from a friend to the protagonist, that could apply as well to Will Andrews in Butcher’s Crossing: 
“You think there’s something here, something to find. Well, in the world you’d learn soon enough.” 
Williams seemed intent on disillusioning characters who seek a great epiphany, or even an 
understanding of a greater order in the world.  
 Williams sets Butcher’s Crossing at a pivotal time for America, a country trying to find itself as 
well. Although the U.S. Census Bureau wouldn’t officially declare the “frontier closed” until 1890, this 
time was a kind of winding down of a way of life and a seminal period in the American narrative. The 
Transcontinental Railroad, connecting East and West, was completed in 1869. The route of the railroad 
would make and break towns across the U.S., including the town of Butcher’s Crossing. It was a 
technological achievement and an economic game-changer, but it also spelled destruction for parts of 
the middle continent. Troops free from duty in the Civil War were turned westward to clear out the 
Native Americans. And along with that, buffalo populations were decimated—partly as a strategy to 
starve the natives of one of their main sources of sustenance.  
 Buffalo are notoriously easy targets for hunters. When firing at enough distance, a hunter can 
kill a buffalo in a herd, and the other buffalo will take little notice. As a common form of entertainment 
for those traveling by rail in the 1870s, when a buffalo herd was encountered, the train would slow to a 
crawl and passengers would be provided guns and permitted to shoot the buffalo from the train, leaving 
them to rot on the prairie. Elsewhere, buffalo hunters with high-powered rifles destroyed herds with 
industrial efficiency. It’s estimated that as many as 60 million buffalo roamed the central plains in the 
middle of the 19th Century. By the century’s end, that number was 300.  
 The buffalo hunt at the center of Butcher’s Crossing is a disturbing (and apparently realistic) 
depiction of how easily an entire herd of buffalo can be killed in relatively short order. The greatest 
concern of the men in the hunting is how to keep the rifle cool enough, followed by the tough work of 
skinning the buffalo, then transporting all those hides. For young Will Andrews, with his noble idea of 
experiencing the wilderness, this isn’t exactly what he was expecting. But then, as in Stoner, it’s hard to 
put a finger on exactly what the main character is after. We just know that he hasn’t quite found it.  
 I put this novel up with Lonesome Dove as a Western. It’s quieter and, in many ways, Williams 
uses the Western form as a stepping stool to transcend many of its tropes. Like most of my favorite 
Westerns, Butchers Crossing critiques the genre as much as it participates in it. But still, he captures the 
majesty of the western landscape—particularly the beauty and brutality of this fictional valley tucked 
somewhere up in the mountains of Colorado—as well as the best travel writers out there. Butcher’s 
Crossing is another fantastic novel from John Williams.  
 There is a film currently in production for Butcher’s Crossing. It stars Nicolas Cage as the grizzled, 
Ahab-esque buffalo hunter, so I won’t get too excited about it.  
 
  



 
 
The Hannibal Lecter Series: Red Dragon, Silence of the Lambs, Hannibal and Hannibal Rising by 
Thomas Harris 
Hannibal Lecter is one of the greatest fictional villains ever created. A genius, cannibalistic serial killer 
who helps investigators find other serial killers. Add in Clarice Starling—a strong and smart female hero 
with inner struggles as complex and interesting as the external conflicts—and a cast of unique 
supporting characters, and you’ve got some real magic…at times.    

Thomas Harris has published four books with Hannibal Lecter, resulting in five film adaptations 
and two spin-off television series:  
 

1. Red Dragon, published in 1981, adapted into the film Manhunter in 1986, then again into a film 
that kept the Red Dragon title, in 2002.   

 
2. The Silence of the Lambs, published in 1988, adapted as film in 1991.  

 
3. Hannibal, published in 1999, adapted as film in 2001.  

 
4. Hannibal Rising, published in 2006, adapted as film in 2007.  

 
Some of these I’d read and watched before (I’ve seen The Silence of the Lambs a half dozen times), but 
this time I binged all of the books and films together. A rather dark rabbit hole. I’ve seen a few episodes 
of the series Hannibal (three seasons, 2013-2015) but have not yet watched CBS’s Clarice (based on the 
week-over-week ratings, Clarice seems to be floundering). 

Overall, the collection is uneven. At its best, it is cerebral, suspenseful, and the main characters 
have complex psyches with motivations that are alluded to but not fully illuminated. And at its best, it 
mixes genres, most successfully when it overlays horror conventions onto police procedural. Harris and 
the filmmakers involved in the adaptations achieve this brilliantly in The Silence of the Lambs and, to a 
lesser degree, in Red Dragon/Manhunter. 

Below I give a little more on each work, best to worst.  
The Silence of the Lambs 
 The Silence of the Lambs film is the best of the best. It took home five Oscars: Best Picture, Best 
Director (Jonathan Demme), Best Actor (Anthony Hopkins), Best Actress (Jodie Foster) and Best Adapted 
Screenplay (Ted Tally). It is the only horror film to ever win a Best Picture Oscar. It’s listed on “AFI’s 100 
Best Films of the Century” list. I watched the film and the various commentaries, mini-docs and extras, 
and it all holds up, 30 years later. It is a must-see.  

Hannibal Lecter is a forensic psychiatrist—or, at least, was before he got thrown in jail for eating 
people—and both Graham and Starling have plenty of skeletons in their closet that Lecter can tug on. 
“Quid pro quo,” as he says to Starling. She trades answers about her childhood, giving Hannibal access 
to her psyche in return for clues about her case. This sets up a psychological danger that is as riveting as 
the action scenes.  
 Both The Silence of the Lambs and its prequel, Red Dragon, keep Lecter—the most interesting 
character—locked up for the majority of the story as he guides the investigators (Will Graham in 
Dragon; Clarice Starling in Lambs) in their pursuit of other serial killers. It’s a smarter version of the 
horror film technique of withholding a clear visual of the monster until late in a monster movie. It helps 
build the tension—what you imagine in the dark is always scarier—and keeps audiences leaning in. A bit 
of delayed gratification that, in this form, works in the cinema as well as on the page. We hear the 
stories of Lecter’s violent crimes, but it’s hard to square those atrocities with the sophisticated, calm 
man behind the glass of his cell. When he eventually escapes, we feel the requisite terror, but we also 
feel the sadistic delight of an audience that’s been waiting for this moment, like when the dinosaurs 
inevitably escape in Jurassic Park. Let’s see what this thing can do.  

The triangulation of investigator / serial killer on the loose / Hannibal Lecter as an evil but 
necessary collaborator makes the plots of these two installments the most successful in the series. It’s 



good in Red Dragon. It’s near perfect in The Silence of the Lambs. The vulnerability of Clarice Starling is 
cranked up—she’s not only female in a man’s world, but she’s also a trainee. Her inexperience and 
vulnerability are exposed early in her first meeting with Lecter, whom she has been sent to interview at 
the mental hospital. She attempts a clumsy segue, and he condescendingly puts her in her place: “Oh no 
no no no. You were doing fine.” He is in full control, and she is naïve, in way over her head. 
 These interview scenes, where Clarice visits Lecter in the dank basement of the mental hospital 
and they talk through the glass, are a masterclass in filmmaking. The characters reveal themselves to 
each other (and to us) bit by bit, with fantastic dialogue and subtle acting. Anthony Hopkins looks 
directly into camera instead of the more conventional off-camera sight line of a dialogue scene, a creepy 
effect that puts us in Starling’s shoes. And Foster’s self-conscious reaction as she fights to keep her 
composure after Lecter exposes her inexperience is fantastic.  Watch the scene> 
 These scenes also contain a sexual metaphor—the innocent virgin flirting with an experienced, 
dangerous man. Clarice is exposing herself, psychologically undressing for Hannibal the Cannibal, 
attempting to use her inner secrets to lure him out, to get what she needs from him, without completely 
giving herself away or ceding control. He’s after what’s inside her mind. He wants to know everything 
about her. She knows this. We know this. It’s this psychological/sexual dance that makes these scenes 
feel so perilous.  
 One interesting tidbit from the DVD extras—Jodie Foster and Anthony Hopkins only did one 
table read of the scene beforehand and had no opportunity to chit-chat before or after. They both 
admitted to being somewhat intimidated by the other, which they say might have actually helped create 
the awkward tension in this scene.  
 Beyond being a great story with great characters brought to life by great actors, Silence’s 
thematic exploration of gender roles is powerful and deftly integrated throughout.  
 

 
 
Clarice, a woman hero in a typically masculine role, is constantly the victim of subtle and overt sexism, 
from judgmental stares of the agents she works with to the clumsy propositions of men like Dr. Chilton, 
the head of the asylum that holds Lecter. To survive, she has to be strong physically, but even more so 
mentally.  
 Starling is willing to engage in the quid pro quo with Lecter, but it is an uneven arrangement. She 
reveals to Lecter personal details—like that she lost her father at a young age—in exchange for 
information about Buffalo Bill. She gives Lecter revealing, personal information that puts her in danger. 
He is doing it for the titillation. The information he trades is of no personal sacrifice to him. This uneven 
exchange of personal information for professional gain is analogous to a professional environment 
where a woman is rewarded for—or even expected to—employ her personal charms or sexuality if she 
is to advance professionally. 
 We see this dynamic later, at a funeral home in West Virginia, when Clarice brings out her 
hometown, West Virginia accent to address the group of men and get them out of the room: “Excuse 



me, gentlemen, ya officers and gentlemen, listen here now…” She deftly employs her background as a 
local, her female charm, and a certain degree of deference to the gentlemen in the room. “Go on now 
and let us take care of her,” she tells them. Notice, as she is delivering this line, the look up and down 
she gets from the officer in center of frame. She is bearing this sexism, these judgmental eyes, to get the 
job done. Watch the scene>  

Clarice lost her father when she was young. The significance of this resurfaces several times in 
the film in the form of flashbacks, after she initially reveals it to Lecter. It’s an important element, 
because it provides context for the dualling father figures who guide her in her case: Hannibal Lecter, 
brilliant but evil; and Jack Crawford, her boss, kind but old fashioned. They are both also using her, 
manipulating her for their own needs. She willingly engages in the exchange with Lecter, and she knows 
she needs Crawford’s support if she is to climb the ladder at the FBI. So she plays the role he needs her 
to play—the young submissive female agent. But she isn’t shy about speaking her mind to him, most 
prominently when, after he has dismissed her from a room of male police officers during an 
investigation. In the car later, he brings it up in a semi-apology and attempts to shrug it off as “just 
smoke.” “It matters,” she says. “Point taken,” he acknowledges.  

 
 On the flip side of Starling—a woman trying to break into a man’s world—is the villain, Buffalo 
Bill. His real name is Jame Gumb, and when it’s first mentioned, the odd name “Jame” is dismissed as a 
bit of carelessness on the birth certificate. But thematically, it matters. “Jame” is a hybrid, halfway 
between James and Jane. As we will discover, Mr. Gumb longs to become a woman. He has applied and 
been rejected for several sex change operations. Hence, he is working to create a suit from the flesh of 
real women.  
 The Silence of the Lambs took some flak from LGBTQ+ groups for its portrayal of Gumb as a 
freak, criticizing it for reinforcing the stereotype that transvestites and transexuals are psychologically 
damaged or dangerous (a la Psycho). The book elaborates more than the movie, as if anticipating this 
criticism, and makes a point to say that Gumb is not a real transexual and that, in fact, most transsexuals 
are not in any way violent. Still, it’s somewhat controversial, and Harris walks a fine line (maybe crosses 
it) again with a character in Hannibal.  
 This issue of gender roles and gender fluidity in The Silence of the Lambs is ripe for deep 
analysis. But even if a viewer just wants a great, edge-of-your-seat thriller and wants to skip the film 
school theories, Lambs delivers. It works on all levels. The novel is also very strong. There are a few 
nuances in the novel that are cut from the film out of necessity, but in general the movie is very faithful. 
I’d recommend both. 
Red Dragon / Manhunter  
 The novel Red Dragon is great. Francis Dolarhyde, aka “the Red Dragon” (his name for himself), 
aka “The Tooth Fairy” (the name the tabloid press has given him), has already killed two families, 
sneaking into their homes on full moon nights. Now, as the next full moon is approaching, Will Graham, 
the retired agent responsible for putting Hannibal Lecter behind bars, is asked to consult on the case.  



 Dolarhyde is weird enough to feel authentically psychopathic. Abused as a child and now 
hyperconscious of his looks, he believes he is commanded by the Red Dragon, a creature in a William 
Blake painting. He, like Jame Gumb from Lambs, is on the verge of a transformation (or so he believes).  
 The Red Dragon novel is very much worth the read. Michael Mann’s 1986 film adaptation, 
Manhunter, is good, but is a stylistic product of the 80s.  
 The 2002 film version of Red Dragon, starring Ray Fiennes, Ed Norton, Phillip Seymour Hoffman 
and Anthony Hopkins, is not a terrible film. It’s well-made and well-acted, but it’s completely 
unnecessary and feels like a studio milking a franchise.  

Speaking of which… 
Hannibal and Hannibal Rising 

The two stories that follow—Hannibal and Hannibal Rising—lose the balance. Hannibal 
wobbles, and Hannibal Rising tips on its head, but they essentially do it by committing the same mistake 
in different ways—in an attempt to dial up the menace and horror, they reveal too much. In the graphic 
nature of the plots and the execution of the films, they show the violence, the gore, the blood and guts. 
They move from suspense punctuated by shocking moments of violence, to over-the-top graphic 
violence and physical (not just psychological) sadism. It is a shift from Jaws to SAW. The result is 
sometimes schlocky, sometimes exploitative, sometimes laughable, sometimes just a little 
disappointing.  
 Hannibal, the much-hyped follow-up to Lambs, finds Clarice Starling trying to apprehend the 
still-on-the-run Lecter before one of his former patients, our new psychopathic villain, is able to capture 
the doctor. There are a few wonderful moments, but this attempt to make Hannibal a hero by creating 
an even greater evil, and some of the plot moves that make Hannibal seem more like James Bond than 
an aging psychiatrist, all feel like Hannibal’s superstardom has gone to everybody’s heads.  
 Ridley Scott, who I think has a special love for wrathful filmmaking, finds plenty of material here. 
The book is gruesome, and Scott seems to revel in leaving nothing to the imagination. He does, 
however, fix a very controversial ending to Harris’s novel. It’s a rare example of a filmmaker correcting a 
major plot point.  
 Julianne Moore plays Starling, and while I like Moore, she’s no Jodie Foster in this role. Overall, 
Hannibal the book is better, but it feels as if the whole thing is approaching the shark, if not quite 
jumping it yet.  
 That would be where Hannibal Rising comes in. If you’re a fan of the series and have exhausted 
everyting else and are hungry for more, then maybe you’ll find something in Hannibal Rising. To me, it 
exemplifies what I call the Boba Fett effect. The more light you shine on a mysterious character, and one 
who is loved partly because they are mysterious, the less interesting they become. Boba Fett was one of 
the best, coolest secondary characters in the original Star Wars films. When they came back for the ill-
fated second trilogy, they dedicated much of the second film to Boba Fett’s background, and it was 
sinful. It almost ruined Boba Fett. Hannibal Rising doesn’t ruin the Hannibal Lecter character, but it gives 
it a good go.  
 In this prequel, we find a young Hannibal as a part of a royal family, living on the Eastern Front 
at the end of World War II, as the Germans are retreating and wreaking havoc as they pull back from the 
Russians. They have lost the war and are in a pretty foul mood. Hannibal, a lovely, caring boy, witnesses 
some terrible things and yada yada…Hannibal the Cannibal. This backstory was fine as a few subtle 
allusions in Hannibal. As a full story, it becomes absurd. To the point earlier about the successful mixing 
of the police procedural with the horror genres in the first two books and films, here we get horror 
mixed with a kind of Steven Seagal revenge story.  

The Hannibal and Hannibal Rising books and films are interesting if, like me, you’ve gone into 
this world and just want more of the characters, or are curious enough to want to light up all of the dark 
corners, but otherwise I’d say they’re not worth the time investment. 
 
 All in all, this is a classic series. Silence of the Lambs is the best place to start—amazing overall.  
Then go to Red Dragon/Manhunter. If you’re still hungry for more, Hannibal may make you lose your 
appetite. Hannibal Rising is likely not the dessert you’re looking for. Perhaps one of the spinoff shows. 
Based on the ratings, Hannibal is probably the better bet.  



 
 
The Only Good Indians by Stephen Graham Jones 
I just looked up Stephen Graham Jones to see if this was his first novel and was shocked to read that he’s 
published twenty-two books (he’s not even 50 yet). What a great body of work to dive into!  

Jones is a Blackfeet Native American, and this novel (apparently similarly to some of his others) 
mixes Native American culture, folklore and history with the horror genre. It’s a unique mix, and creates 
a kind of other-worldly creepiness. The narrative perspective hops from character to character 
throughout the novel, but the voice remains consistently compelling—a modern twist on teen angst, 
lived out by four Blackfeet who have broken from tradition and are haunted by it. But the real strength 
of this novel is in the genre-shifting plot, which makes a few unexpected moves that elicited genuine 
shock from me.  

I think I have a recency bias with my reading—comparing books to other books I’ve read 
recently—but there is a fair connection to be made between The Only Good Indians and Fernanda 
Melchor’s novel Hurricane Season. Both deal with the schism between modern youth and the traditions 
of their respective cultures, overlay societal issues of poverty and violence, and blend folklore, realism 
and horror for a potent—and disturbing—effect. I’ve already pre-ordered Melchor’s next novel, set to 
be released in March of 2022. I’ll have to dig into some of Jones’s other books.  

 
 

My Heart is a Chainsaw by Stephen Graham Jones 
My Heart is a Chainsaw is to horror novels what Scream, the 1996 postmodern horror flick by Wes 
Craven, was to film. It is a horror novel about horror novels. The protagonist, Jade Daniels, is an angst-
filled, half-indigenous, weirdo with an abusive father and few friends. She lives in the small, poor lake 
town of Proofrock, Idaho, which is being rapidly gentrified by the luxurious housing development going 
up across the water.  
 Jade is obsessed with slasher films. And so when murders start happening in Proofrock, starting 
with the deaths of two young Danish travelers, Jade’s mind kicks into high gear. Proofrock is already ripe 
for horror plotlines—there’s a camp that once saw a massacre, the lake supposedly has a witch, and a 
handful of other legends swirl about. Layer on top of that the pop culture paradigms of slasher films and 
the fact that we see everything through Jade’s eyes (and she sees everything through the eye slits of a 
slasher film fan), and there are a lot of possibilities to process.  
 Throw on top of that that Jade has a history with mental illness. Most of the kids already think 
she’s a little off-center, but when she starts running around telling them that there’s a Friday the 13th-
style massacre about to happen, nobody gives her much attention. And at times we, too, have to 
question Jade’s reliability as a narrator.  
 This is a fun romp through slasher land. Jones pays loving homage to the great slasher films, but 
also to lesser-known cult films like 1971’s Bay of Blood and suspense blockbusters like Jaws. Stephen 
King is also a heavy influence, not just because of the horror aspect but because of the human trauma 
that underpins much of Jade’s character and makes this more than just a fluffy gore-fest. There’s also a 
little Hitchcock here—Jade spends much of her time watching from afar, trying to piece together what’s 
happening, evolving the story with each new piece of evidence, in the same way that Jimmy Stewart 
watches the apparent crime from across the courtyard in Rear Window. 
 Because this book is so bathed in genre, it feels a little less original than The Only Good Indians. 
But it is far from a standard horror novel. It’s really smart, has layers of social commentary, and is a fun 
read overall. It has also been getting some good attention for Stephen Graham Jones. I’m excited to see 
what he does next.  

 
 
  



 
The Shining by Stephen King 
Lists of the top 60-some-odd Stephen King books (though by the time I finish writing this review, he may 
be up over 70) invariably put his 1977 classic, The Shining, in one of the top spots. NPR included it in 
their 2018 list of favorite horror books of all time. It was the book that set King on his way to being the 
king of the genre. It was also the source material for Stanley Kubrick’s classic 1980 adaptation.  
 I haven’t seen Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining since high school, but the images from the film are 
so indelible that you can’t read the book without seeing Jack Nicholson’s maniacal grin or the creepy 
tracking shots down those long hotel hallways. Stephen King hated Kubrick’s adaptation. He thought 
Kubrick changed too many fundamental character and plot points. Which is fine—King is right that the 
changes are significant, kind of. But the movie is better.  
 The basic storyline of both is the same, a classic setup for horror. A family of three move into 
The Overlook Hotel, a magnificent old behemoth in the remote mountains of Colorado, when Jack, the 
husband takes a job as the winter caretaker. He’s a struggling writer and recovering alcoholic. His 
marriage with his wife, Wendy, is on the fritz—mostly because of his booze. And he hasn’t been the best 
dad of late. A quiet winter in a grand hotel will give Jack time to focus on his writing, and the family 
some quality time together to allow the bruises to heal.  
 It’s probably not giving anything away to say that things don’t go exactly as planned.  
 The Shining is part haunted mansion, part possession story. It has the classic horror stuff. It’s full 
of tense moments and the macabre, hallucinatory imagery King is famous for. But it succeeds mostly as 
an extended metaphor for addiction (King drew inspiration from his own experience with alcoholism). 
 Beyond that, I had a tough time with the heavy-handedness of the writing. Maybe his touch got 
lighter over the years, or maybe I just didn’t notice because I was a teenager when I went through my 
prime Stephen King phase. But here he lays it on as thick as the drifts of snow that cover The Overlook 
(and then Mr. King overuses parentheticals, for all the creepy little voices in all the little heads, doesn’t 
he?). I just found it annoying after a while.  
 This wouldn’t be #1 on my Stephen King list. Still, I’m looking forward to reading his sequel, Dr. 
Sleep, which was published 36 years after The Shining. And I’ll be making Kubrick’s The Shining a movie-
night feature soon (the second part of the double-feature, after everyone else has gone to bed).  
 
 
The Saturday Night Ghost Club by Craig Davidson 
This book was recommended by my friend Lillie, as a little Stranger Things, a little something else. I think 
that little something else is Stephen King. Not just because of the spooky, ghost story bit, but because 
most of Stephen King’s novels are essentially about the long-term impact of trauma, a theme in this 
story.    
 The Saturday Night Ghost Club is about 12-year-old Jake Baker, growing up in 1980s Niagara 
Falls. Jake is a nerdy kid, a bit of a social outcast, who spends a lot of time with his Uncle Calvin, a kooky 
conspiracy theorist with a store dedicated to the occult. They, along with a couple friends, create the 
Saturday Night Ghost Club—a group that takes field trips to some of the haunted locations around town. 
But many of the stories have an element of truth to them, and that truth is sometimes harder to 
stomach than the legends.  

The story is narrated by a modern-day adult Jake, a neurosurgeon, a career that lets him 
continue to investigate the mysteries of memory and how we try to make sense of the inexplicable parts 
of our world. This structure of the adult narrator looking back on his childhood is reminiscent of Stephen 
King’s It or “The Body” (which became the film Stand By Me). And Davidson, like King, masterfully 
balances horror with wonder, trauma with a nostalgic longing for a younger, more exciting time, when 
ghosts were just ghosts and not complicated by the realities of adult life.  

This is a good story, tightly plotted and well written. In addition to Stephen King, it also 
reminded me of Tom Franklin’s Crooked Letter, Crooked Letter. Fans of those other books will likely 
enjoy The Saturday Night Ghost Club.   
 
 



 
 
 
East of Eden by John Steinbeck and Journal of a Novel: The East of Eden Letters by John Steinbeck 
I have a few friends who, for years, when we’d get to talking about books, would say, “East of Eden. 
you’ve never read it? Oh, you would love it!” And I would say, yeah yeah, it’s on my shelf. I should 
apologize to them. Last year, my friend Greg suggested we do a small book group for it, and even 
though we only met once when most of us were still in the middle, it was a great impetus to actually pull 
the big book down and finally give it a go. And I did love it. Probably a top ten favorite novel for me. The 
descriptions of California’s Central Valley, the generational scope, and the characters—particularly the 
Hamiltons—are just magical.   
 When Steinbeck wrote East of Eden, he composed his first draft by pencil in a notebook, writing 
the story on the right-hand pages. On the left-hand pages, he wrote a series of letters to Pascal Covici, 
his friend and editor at Viking Press. He used these letters as warm-ups for each day’s writing, charting 
his progress; setting out his intent with the plot, the characters, the pacing; wrestling with his 
reservations and self-doubts; and giving updates on life around the Steinbeck household—everything 
from goings-on with the kids to the family’s social life to Steinbeck’s various hobbies. Journal of a Novel 
is the published version of those letters.  
 When I started to read the journal, I realized it was going to be hard to follow which section of 
the novel Steinbeck was referring to (I read it just last year, but it’s a 600-page novel and there’s a lot 
going on). So I listened to the audiobook of the novel as I read the journal.  
 The second time around with the novel didn’t reveal much new, but I was surprised at how 
much I enjoyed it again. Critically, there’s a lot that could be picked apart with it (many American critics 
were not fans of Steinbeck’s), and I certainly have some issues with the last third of the novel, which 
devolves into a kind of melodrama. But the first two thirds, and in particular the sections about the 
Hamilton family, based on Steinbeck’s maternal grandparents, is some of my favorite stuff I’ve ever 
read. I won’t repeat what I said the first time, only to say that it was not diminished by a second reading. 
The descriptions of the land and the rich characters—particularly Samuel and Lee—are just as 
compelling.  
 That said, Journal of a Novel is a pretty niche read. If you’re a huge fan of the novel, interested 
in Steinbeck the man, or want a behind-the-scenes “making of” document about a great novel, then you 
might find it enlightening.  
 The biographical elements of the journal—who’s coming to dinner, which party the kids are 
going to, where they are on vacation, etc.—were less interesting to me than the daily process and his 
intentions with the novel overall. In particular, Steinbeck is fixated on the scope and the pacing. He 
intends from the start to write a novel that is about everything. “Eden must be everything, not just the 
grim and terrible, because that isn’t the way life is.” He wants to include the darkest evil, but 
counterbalance that with the good, and the silly, the small moments that give the novel so much texture 
and the feel that you’re in this world with these people.  

Related to that, he’s fairly obsessive about the pace of the novel and how it connects to the 
pace of his writing. “I think that if I can be relaxed, the book has a chance of being relaxed, and I have a 
very strong feeling about this book being completely at ease and comfortable.” In his mind, the process 
should mimic the feel he wanted the reader to experience in the final novel. That said, he is also fairly 
disciplined, sitting down to write almost every day, and it only took him from January 29—November 1 
of 1951 to write the draft. Not quite a Stephen King-esque pace, but not bad.  

Steinbeck is, not surprisingly, very concerned with the Biblical symbolism and the allegorical 
elements of the novel. It’s one of the things he could be dinged for in the final novel—the heavy-
handedness of the moralizing and some of the obvious parallels to Bible characters (e.g. that several of 
his character pairs have “C” and “A” names, marking them as a Cain or Abel character).  

Steinbeck’s fifth book, Tortilla Flat, first achieved commercial and critical success for him in 
1935. By the time he was writing East of Eden, sixteen years later, he’d had a number of hits, including 
Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of Wrath. And yet, he still expresses doubts whether this new novel 
will be any good. It just goes to show that even the most accomplished artists still question themselves. 



Maybe doubt is a key part of what makes them great. They have no magic power that lesser writers 
don’t have. These letters may be most valuable for that picture. Look in on a writer at the top of their 
craft, and it looks like someone sitting at a desk writing.  

The final thing worth noting, more for the amusement, is the procrastination. Again, one of the 
greatest writers ever, at the top of his game, and he spends mornings not just writing letters to his 
editor, but tinkering with his desk, whittling, and generally goofing around. In my favorite entry about 
procrastination, he isn’t happy with the sharpness of his pencils (Blackwings, I was interested to read—
great pencils indeed!), and so he spends the entire morning taking apart the pencil sharpener and trying 
to fix it. That is not just a master writer, but a master procrastinator.  

I am really glad this book exists. I hesitate to recommend it broadly, but for writers in particular, 
it’s a pretty rare and insightful document.  
 
 
Memphis Noir, Laureen P. Cantwell (Editor), Leonard Gill (Editor) 
Last week, I was driving through Memphis and planned to stop for a tour. To get in the mood, I listened 
to this collection of short stories that all take place in Bluff City, as the city is nicknamed. They’re 
entertaining. I don’t know that “Memphis Noir” constitutes a robust genre in itself—other than the 
location, it might be difficult to distinguish it from Southern Noir or New Orleans Noir, but it’ll do for a 
loose wrapper on these crime stories, each with varying degrees of seedy underbelly, darkness, 
violence, etc.—in other words, the elements of general noir.  
 The stories are uneven. At their worst, they are heaving-breast romances wrapped in the corny 
language of hard-boiled thrillers. At their best, they reveal something about the city, the culture, the 
history. Yes, there are a few decent one-liners that might appear in a Raymond Chandler novel—the 
women with dresses so tight you can see what they had for lunch—but in general the stories are better 
when they ditch the genre convention. One of the stories takes place in the year after the police force 
was desegregated. Another, “Battle,” by Stephen Clements, follows an alcoholic, crack-addicted war vet 
who witnesses a crime.  
 As short story collections go, there are many better. But if you’re looking for one where every 
story takes place in Memphis, this book could do.  
 
 
Let Me Think by J. Robert Lennon 
Lennon’s off-beat Pieces for the Left Hand is one of my favorite collections of short-shorts, a set of 100 
short stories that are clever, a little mean sometimes, and might make one ask, “Why the hell would 
anyone ever do this?” yet, oddly, feel completely like something someone would do. His novel Mailman 
lies somewhere between Confederacy of Dunces and I-don’t-know-what—Office Space, maybe? Absurd, 
frustrating, hilarious. Another of his novels, Castle, I liked less, but it was an interesting swing at an 
eerie, paranoid suspense story.  
 I mention these other writings because Let Me Think, a collection of shorts, short-shorts, and 
miscellaneous half-starts, is a mix of all of this. Stories of the eerie, where places inexplicably change, or 
people inexplicably change (one after dying from a rattlesnake bite then being revived) or memories 
disappear. Eliza Gabbert, in her book The Unreality of Memory, has an essay about how we 
misremember, and how dislocating this misremembering can be. She recalls a short story, “The Little 
Room,” by Madeline Yale Wynne, in which a character repeatedly visits the same house, yet finds a 
room sometimes there, sometimes not. Some of Lennon’s stories in Let Me Think share the same eerie 
DNA with that sort of story. Some have a little David Lynch, even.  
 Others of his are about miscommunication, barriers to connection, frustration, relationships 
failing. Conversations between couples who are talking past each other, taking cheap shots, refusing to 
connect in a stubborn, aggravating way that is exasperating and all-too-real. Divorce is a common 
theme. The banality of suburban life another.  

Some of the pieces here might be called flash fiction, a term I don’t really care for. They’re a few 
paragraphs, maybe a couple pages. Others a little longer. I enjoy the rawness of these. Some are fully 
formed, others a little sketchy. Lennon released this book at the same time he released a novel, 



Subdivision. Possibly the novel gave him permission to put out something that sometimes feels like odds 
and ends. But I truly enjoyed these odds and ends.  

 
 
The Gardener’s Son: A Screenplay by Cormac McCarthy 
This is the screenplay to a 1977 episode of Visions, a television drama series on PBS. It’s also the last 
piece of McCarthy fiction I had left to read, until he finally, hopefully publishes The Passenger, a much-
speculated-about novel he’s been working on since 1988.  
 The Gardener’s Son is about an obscure murder that happened at a manufacturing plant in 
Graniteville, South Carolina, in 1876. It is an interesting read, not unlike The Stonemason in tone and 
subject—poor, quiet working families and their relationship to each other and to the powers that be, 
and what it means to have justice. McCarthy is so subtle with the dialogue that I had to go back several 
times and read through passages to understand what was being implied. In that, the discussion with 
Stacey Peebles on the Reading McCarthy podcast was also helpful.  
 I’d recommend most of McCarthy’s novels before The Gardener’s Son. It’s not that it’s bad, it’s 
just niche. You can watch a bootleg version of the 1977 production here.  
 That said, here’s my ranking of McCarthy’s novels (not including his plays or screenplays), 
favorite to least favorite:  

1. Suttree 
2. Blood Meridian 
3. The Crossing 
4. The Road 
5. No Country for Old Men 
6. All the Pretty Horses 
7. Cities of the Plain 
8. The Orchard Keeper 
9. Outer Dark 
10. Child of God 

 
 
The Old Ways by Robert Macfarlane 
I found Robert Macfarlane’s Underland so comforting in 2020 at the outbreak of the COVID-19 
pandemic. It’s examination of “geologic time” helped give broad perspective to the moment. So as 2021 
started off in its own kind of whirlwind, I went back to MacFarlane.  
 The Old Ways is a meditation on the paths—the ways—that humans take to get from one place 
to another. It’s about how some of those ways came to be, how they connect and define us, and how 
the simple act of walking has served a purpose beyond transportation—of rumination, of spiritual 
pilgrimage, of healing—throughout human history.  
 MacFarlane notes that a drop of rain onto a cliffside of limestone might strike a course down the 
rock face, washing away a bit of dirt. This makes it easier for the next drop. Eventually, there is a path. 
When dry, that path might be easier for animals to scurry up and down the hill, then people might 
widen the path, possibly pave it. In the same way, our modern ways, be they highways or simply hiking 
paths, often have a history of happenstance. Someone, perhaps an animal or raindrop, first cut this path 
sometimes thousands of years ago. (It reminds me of the fun—but apparently untrue—story about how 
the width of NASA’s rocket boosters was descended from the width of Roman chariots).   
 Macfarlane describes The Old Ways as the third book in a trilogy about “landscape and the 
human heart.” I have not read the previous two, and it doesn’t really matter. His books, at least from 
the two I’ve read, can be picked up and read at any chapter. They are loose, meandering, thoughtful, 
peaceful, spiritual, surprising, random. His style of travel writing most resembles a stroll. It is sometimes 
adventurous, but the mind never stops.   

Macfarlane isn’t the first to connect walking with spirituality or creativity or any of the other 
connections he makes here. But it’s an enlightening and enjoyable read nonetheless, full of history and 
trivia and astute observations. He spends a fair amount of time on seafaring, and makes the point that 



for much of human history, the relationship between land and sea was actually inverse of the way we 
tend to think of it. Our mental models of the world are usually based on maps, where the land is the 
thing and the sea is the empty space where there is no land. But in actuality, Macfarlane points out, the 
sea—not land roads—is what has connected much of the world throughout history. Places along 
coastlines, linked by water trade routes, often shared commerce and culture, and it was actually the 
inland area that was the blank space. The network of “ways” was not physical—there are obviously no 
constant physical roads on the oceans—but the invisible network of over-water routes united the world 
long before roads did.  

Another inversion—the idea that mountains are not peaks and the sky is a void, but that the 
void is part of the mountain itself. We do not climb onto a mountain; we enter into a mountain 
landscape. It’s a fun reorientation.   

In his examination, he tells the stories of artists, explorers, other travelers and writers. Rather 
than any sense of confinement because these topics have been well explored before, Macfarlane’s 
writing exemplifies a concept he writes about with the land: There have been many explorers and 
writers on islands, in gardens, in other bounded spaces, who “have been animated at first by the 
delusion of a comprehensive totality, a belief that they might come to know their chosen place utterly 
because of its boundedness. And all had, after long acquaintance, at last understood that familiarity 
with a place will lead not to absolute knowledge but only ever to further inquiry.” In other words, you 
can’t fully know a place. The more you look, the more there is to see. Likewise, the more Macfarlane 
dives into these places and well-trodden topics, the more it becomes clear that they are limitless in 
material, limitless in story, limitless in wonder. 

 
 

Mountains of the Mind by Robert MacFarlane  
This is the third Robert MacFarlane book I’ve read (after The Old Ways and Underland). I find his writing 
to be peaceful and contemplative. His style of travel writing offers perspective and scale, with a focus on 
geologic time as well as human history. He organizes his books around themes—in this case mountains, 
specifically what mountains represent in the human consciousness. He traces the history of mountains 
from the time when they were seen as mystical places, lands of gods and dragons, muses of artists and 
writers, to the opening of the great mountain frontiers with the famous ascents of Sir Edmund Hilary, 
Tenzing Norgay and the like, to the commercialized industry that mountaineering has become today 
(still at times treacherous, still awe-inspiring, but an industry nonetheless).  

A mountaineer and ice climber as well as a scholar, MacFarlane mixes the personal with the 
historical, the scientific with the mythic. But at the core of this exploration is the very simple, yet hard-
to-answer question: Why do people want to climb mountains?  
 

Most	of	us	exist	for	most	of	the	time	in	worlds	which	are	humanly	arranged,	themed	and	controlled.	One	
forgets	that	there	are	environments	which	do	not	respond	to	the	flick	of	a	switch	or	the	twist	of	a	dial,	and	
which	have	their	own	rhythms	and	orders	of	existence.	Mountains	correct	this	amnesia.	By	speaking	of	
greater	forces	than	we	can	possibly	invoke,	and	by	confronting	us	with	greater	spans	of	time	than	we	can	
possibly	envisage,	mountains	refute	our	excessive	trust	in	the	man-made.	They	pose	profound	questions	
about	our	durability	and	the	importance	of	our	schemes.	They	induce,	I	suppose,	a	modesty	in	us.	
	

I’ve enjoyed all three of the MacFarlane books I’ve read. I plan to check out The Wild Places next.  
 
 
Party of One: The Loner’s Manifesto by Anneli Rufus 
This book is a mix of trivia, history, psychology and, unfortunately, a “manifesto” about what it means to 
be a loner. I say unfortunately, because maybe 30% of this book is really interesting. The rest consists of 
random personal anecdotes, tenuous assertions, and woe-is-us diatribes about how much loners are 
persecuted in modern society.  
 Rufus defines a loner as someone who wants to be alone, different from outcasts. It’s possible 
for someone to be “lonely, not a loner.” This distinction is important because it disqualifies the Ted 
Kaczynskis and other psychopaths who have given loners a bad rap.  



The modern world is stacked against people who just prefer to be by themselves. As Susan Cain 
details in her excellent book, Quiet, most workplaces reward extroverts.  And oftentimes loners are seen 
as weirdos or as dangerous. The “violent loner” is a favorite profile of criminal investigators, though it 
turns out to be more of a stereotype.  
 Rufus hopes to help de-stigmatize loners, maybe the most important point of the book.  It’s 
important we develop systems that allow loners to exist and thrive in society, and that parents and 
schools and everyone else recognize there’s nothing inherently wrong with people who prefers to be by 
themselves. 

Unfortunately, Rufus’s approach to making this case is more by assertion and anecdote than 
grounded in a scientific or statistical research. And she really goes overboard with her portrayal of loners 
as a persecuted group. Sure, extroverts have a natural advantage in the modern world, but is it really 
true that “the idea of dressing is self-betrayal” for loners? She claims that loners could be driven crazy if 
forced to live in the “nonloner” world and compares them to deep sea fish forced to live in a shallow 
tank. “Their shallow tank. Made just for them.” It’s all a bit dramatic. 

These forced analogies are where this book really oversteps. Citing psychologist Steven Pinker, 
she says that being a loner is likely a matter of nature, not nurture, and thus compares to being gay. In 
her most objectionable analogy, she claims, “If ‘driving while black’ is cause for suspicion, then driving 
while a loner is none too safe either.” A false and completely unnecessary comparison.    

“You could write a whole book about writers who were and are loners,” she writes. “I wish you 
would!” I scribbled in the margin. She teases these stories with a few paragraphs here or there, 
scattered throughout, about some of the habits of famous loner artists, but there’s not enough 
connective tissue between these anecdotes. I don’t like to judge a book based on what I wanted it to be 
about, but it would have been interesting.  

As would an elaboration on the hermitical religious traditions throughout history. Here she dives 
in more deeply, with a full section on anchorites—religious ascetics who withdrew from society, often 
into cells attached to churches. She tells of the monks on Mount Athos in Greece, speckled with as many 
as 180 separate, solitary, single-monk dwellings in the eleventh century. The desert hermits. Fuga 
mundi. It could be a fascinating book in itself.  

Or an examination of how the internet has transformed the lives of loners, giving them the 
ability to be a part of a community of shared interests while often maintaining their anonymity. Also an 
interesting topic for an in-depth examination. Instead, we get a couple pages about the internet as an 
“absolute and total miracle” for loners, and a finger-wagging bit about the ill-effects of video games, in 
which she ignores the last decade-plus of linked, social gaming. 

There is a section on how the rugged individualist was once a celebrated American archetype, 
embodied in frontiersmen and cowboys. The loner was seen as a hero, not a villain. “Loner values once 
played a much larger role in American culture than they do now.” Arguable, but interesting. 

All of these things would have made for a fascinating book, if expanded, linked, grounded more 
rigorously. Instead, Rufus scratches surfaces, bounces between history and personal anecdote, and 
makes unsupported assertions as if she is preaching to the choir. And that is the part that is most 
unfortunate—it’s delivered in part as a manifesto, a “this is what we stand for” rallying cry, for all the 
aggrieved loners out there. There is no sense of an obligation to actually make a case. Which is 
unfortunate. It would have been a better book. 
  
  
Nobody Eats Parsley by David Oakley 
In 2015, I had the pleasure of visiting BooneOakley, David Oakley’s ad agency in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, and spending some time with him and his team. He’s just a good, down-to-earth dude with a 
fun sense of humor and a southerner’s flair for storytelling.  
 His first book, Why is Your Name Upside Down?, is about his life in advertising. This one is just a 
collection of stories from his life. If I were to triangulate, I’d say he falls somewhere between David 
Sedaris, Jeff Foxworthy, and Larry David. There’s nothing precious about this humor. Fart jokes are fair 
game, but it’s Oakley’s smart turns of phrase, his willingness to tell stories where he is the butt of the 
joke, and the sense that he’s laughing as he’s telling the story, like he’s still tickled by them, that 



combine to make this not only funny, but heartwarming and even kind of casually intimate, like he’s 
telling you these stories over a beer.  
 The topics feel familiar and relatable (to me, at least). A bat in the house. His childhood desire 
for a cement basketball course. The challenges of starting a lawnmower. A lesson about good (and bad) 
customer service. Little league baseball. Just good ol’ suburban American life. He recounts a book 
signing event for his first book where nobody showed up, and a wonderfully goofed celebrity encounter 
outside a posh L.A. restaurant. Taking his mom to Vegas, and the difference between “taking a shit” and 
“leaving a shit.” High philosophy? Nope. A lot of good laughs? You bet.  
 
 
Upheaval: Turning Points for Nations in Crisis by Jared Diamond 
 Diamond, author of the Pulitzer-winning Guns, Germs and Steel (and strong follow-up, Collapse: 
How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed) has spent a career writing about what makes nations and 
cultures successful and what leads to their demise. Here, he examines the crux of those two story arcs—
turning points.  

What is true of personal turning point can also be said to be true of national turning points—
that they are often caused by crises. The word “crisis” is rooted in the Greek krisis, which is the turning 
point in a disease, the critical turn for the better or worse; and in krinein, which means “to separate and 
judge or decide.” A crisis is a moment that can be instructive or destructive. As the Stoic philosopher 
Epictetus said, “It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters.”  

Diamond uses cases from history, of countries that faced political upheaval, economic upheaval, 
and upheavals caused by war. Countries like Germany and Japan that had to decide how to confront 
their own atrocities. He examines the paths to renewal, in some cases, and decline in others. And he lays 
out the factors that he has determined can lead to a rebirth, as well as those factors that he sees as the 
greatest current threats to the United States (our political polarization, economic equality, declining 
education systems, racial strife, and climate change).  

This book is similar in approach and style to Guns, Germs and Collapse, but I found the first half 
of it to be a little tedious and meandering. Diamond includes a fair amount of his personal experiences 
while traveling to some of these countries, which might be interesting but felt out of place and a little 
self-aggrandizing here. By the back half, though, the stories start to feel tighter to the thesis and the 
point he is making clearer.  

The most interesting aspect of this book is the comparison between countries post-crisis, 
particularly those in which the countries experience global shame (e.g. Germany and Japan post WWII). 
The different ways a society reckons with its sins, and how those sins play into national narratives of 
admission and omission, can set that country up for future success where its past is put behind it, or 
they can be left to fester, causing continued turmoil.  

I’d start with Guns, Germs and Steel, but this book certainly has its provocative moments.  
 
 

Powers and Thrones by Dan Jones 
The only thing I remember from my semester of European history in high school—the last time I took a 
class on it—was that I misspelled the title of my final paper, Witchraft in Europe. I didn’t have great 
history teachers in high school, and then pretty much avoided it in college. Looking back, I think the 
issue was one of altitude. History tends to be taught at an altitude where, for the most part, the human 
stories are lost in favor of large, intangible events, names devoid of true characters, dates mindlessly 
memorized. And conversely, it’s taught in discrete sections—European History, The American 
Revolution, The Civil War and Reconstruction, American History in the 20th Century—with artificial 
fissures between geographies or time periods that rarely get stitched together into a coherent picture, 
from a higher altitude.  
 One of my favorite visualizations of world history is a poster I have from Schofield & Sims that 
shows the expansions and contractions of various civilizations across geographies for 4000 years. I love 
it because it gives a great sense of scale on both axes.  



 When Dan Carlin had historian Dan Jones on his Hardcore History: Addendum podcast earlier 
this year, they talked about Jones’s new book, Powers and Thrones. Carlin described it as a perfect 
survey of European history, a kind of antidote to the common, fractured view I described above. I found 
it to be exactly that.  
 Jones covers the end days of the Roman Empire, circa 400 AD, through Martin Luther and the 
Protestant Reformation, circa 1500. Within those roughly eleven centuries, he stitches together the 
forces pushing, pulling, building and destroying societies in Europe and, refreshingly, to the east—if 
there’s one thing to take away from Powers and Thrones, it’s that the lives of Europeans and their 
neighbors in the Middle East and Asia were inextricably linked. Through migration, trade, knowledge 
and war, there were more roads linking than walls separating the cultures.  
 Jones covers the fall of the Roman Empire. Interestingly, he tells how part of the story was 
climate-driven. The Huns, driven by a massive drought on the Asian steppe, moved west, displacing the 
Visigoths, who moved into the eastern Roman Empire. Along with that destabilizing migration, religious 
conflict, disease, and some bad political decisions all played major roles in the Empire’s ultimate fall.  
 He takes us through the period that followed—incursions by the Germanic tribes, Vikings and 
others. The Plague years, the rise of the scholarly class and the Templars, the multiple crusades, the 
Mongol threat, the influence of Islam, the rise of the Holy Roman Empire… And with it all, he dives into 
the stories of some of the most influential figures, painting them as vividly as characters in a novel. 
Importantly, he also illuminates the influences of these time periods on our conception of law, 
government, science, religion and other key aspects our modern lives. 
 In the end, Jones balances not just breadth and specificity, but also efficiency. The history of 
Europe in this time period could easily be—and has been—encyclopedic. That’s not the intent here. 
Powers and Thrones is a survey, and a very interesting, readable one at that. As nodded to in the title, 
fans of Game of Thrones would likely find the real-life version enjoyable. And for anyone looking to 
stitch together a more complete view of European history, this is a great entry point. 

 
 

Whitey Bulger by Kevin Cullen and Shelley Murphy 
Whitey Bulger was a crime boss for the Winter Hill Gang in the outskirts of Boston in the 1970s. 
Sometime around 1975, he became an informant for the FBI, providing information on a rival crime 
family. In exchange, the FBI looked the other way while the Winter Hill Gang went about its business, 
which included drug running, extortion, money laundering and murder.  
 In 1994, Whitey was tipped off by his FBI handler that a racketeering indictment was headed his 
way, so he went underground. A few years later, it came to light what kind crimes Bulger had committed 
while serving as an informant, a public scandal for law enforcement agencies up and down the chain. In 
1999, he was added to the FBI’s most wanted list, second behind Osama Bin Laden. But the decade that 
followed the attacks of September 11, 2001, Bin Laden—and terrorism in general—became the focus of 
much of the FBI’s resources. Whitey, though he remained on the list, wasn’t much of a priority.  
 When Bin Laden was killed in Pakistan in 2011, everything changed for Whitey. After 17 years in 
hiding, he was back at the top of the FBI’s most wanted list. It didn’t take long. He was identified in 
Santa Monica, living the quiet, low-key life of a retiree, with his girlfriend of many years. Whitey was 
arrested, charged, and found guilty of a long list of crimes, including eleven murders. He received two 
life sentences. In 2018, hours after being transferred from a prison in Florida to one in West Virginia, 
Whitey was killed by fellow inmates. He was 89 years old.  
 Bulger’s story is ready-made for a mob film. Martin Scorsese’s The Departed, the excellent 2006 
remake of the Japanese film Internal Affairs, is inspired by the Whitey Bulger story, with Jack Nicholson’s 
character as a stand-in for Bulger. This book brings the story to life and lets the true story do the work. 
Not only is Bulger a fearsome character, but the audacity of the FBI letting a criminal like Bulger commit 
murders (as long as they were still getting what they needed) makes for some jaw-dropping moments. 
Nobody comes out looking good in the end, but the reader gets a true-to-life crime story on par with 
good crime fiction.  
 This book was recommended on the Literary Disco podcast about crime books.  

 



 
 
 
Agent Zigzag by Ben MacIntyre 
This is the true story of Eddie Chapman, a bold and inventive British thief who found himself in prison in 
the Channel Islands when the Germans invaded in 1940. Taken into German custody, he managed to 
talk himself into a role as a German spy, whereupon he was parachuted back into England. He then 
turned himself in to the British military and offered to work for them as a double agent.  
 Chapman’s life is so outlandish that it’s easy to forget that it’s not fiction. His story sits 
somewhere between Louis Zamperini, the long-distance runner and WWII hero immortalized in Laura 
Hillenbrand’s Unbroken, and con-man-turned-FBI-agent Frank Abagnale Jr., the subject of the 
autobiography and subsequent Steven Spielberg adaptation, Catch Me If You Can. Zigzag is a quick, fun 
read. You just have to pay attention—it’s easy to forget which side Chapman is on.   
 
 
The Plague Year by Lawrence Wright 
If there was an award for “Best-Timed Novel,” Wright’s novel about a global pandemic, The End of 
October, which appeared on bookshelves right about the time you couldn’t enter book stores or libraries 
because of COVID lockdown, would have won it. But that was fiction. This one is the real deal.  
 By the time The Plague Year was released, it felt like the plague was only going to last a bit over 
a year. We were finally getting out of COVID. I’d had my double dose of the vaccines. Cases were on the 
decline. We were headed back to normal. Then the Delta variant hit. So this book is really about the first 
of the plague years, unfortunately. But it’s a good start.  
 As the title implies, The Plague Year is about more than COVID. It’s about the events that run 
roughly from the earliest reports of COVID through the end of January 2021. It covers the pandemic, but 
it also covers the racial unrest that stemmed from the murder of George Floyd and the political unrest, 
culminating with the Capital siege on January 6. While some might bristle if they’re expecting a book 
that sticks to the pandemic and steers clear of the other two topics, it would be an incomplete picture to 
do so. They were the perfect storm that made 2020 what it was.  
 Although few of us anticipated that last year would be synonymous with global pandemic, that 
“social distancing” would be a common phrase or that people would be fighting over the efficacy of 
masks, many epidemiologists have been predicting it for years. “Unfortunately, political will for 
accelerating health security is caught in perpetual cycle of panic and neglect…” Wright writes. There’s 
very little effort put into preparing for a pandemic until it’s too late. Fortunately, “one country stood 
above all others in its readiness to confront a novel disease—the United States.” 

During the 2017 transition, the Obama administration handed off a 69-page playbook to the 
Trump administration, “a meticulous step-by-step guide for combatting a pathogen of pandemic 
potential.” It had respiratory diseases as a top risk, and specified the roles of various government 
organizations. It also laid out that while states need to play a key role, the federal government should 
take the lead in public health emergencies.  
 Before COVID, the Trump administration itself ran a simulation of an outbreak, and the results 
were eerily predictive—confusion around which government agency was running what, a shortage of 
PPE and other equipment, businesses and schools struggling to go virtual, and many of the other things 
that would come to be.  

So anyone who said “nobody could have seen this coming” was either lying or not paying 
attention.  

Wright gives the Trump administration credit for two things: closing the border relatively 
quickly, and Project Warp Speed—the acceleration of the vaccine development. The former likely saved 
tens of thousands of lives by delaying the spread of COVID, and the latter was a display of American 
ingenuity on par with the production ramp up during World War II.  

Unfortunately, the Trump administration then bumbled away many of the U.S.’s relative 
advantages. Although Wright recounts dozens of still unbelievable moments of 2020 (e.g. the President 



wondering aloud if perhaps we could inject people with bleach as a cure) and smaller mistakes, two rise 
to the top.  

Mistake #1: “We’re not a shipping clerk.”   
Rather than working with the states in the early days of the pandemic, Trump fought with the 

governors, told them that the government was not in the business of operating a supply chain, and 
encouraged them to get their own supplies. This created a competitive marketplace, where states were 
literally bidding against each other, then sneaking shipments of PPE into the country because the federal 
government had also taken to inexplicably seizing and redirecting shipments once the governors 
managed to procure them. When Robert Kraft used the New England Patriots jet to pick up and deliver a 
shipment of N95 masks from China, it wasn’t just a gesture of corporate good will—Massachusetts 
governor Charlie Baker had called in a favor because he’d been outbid by the federal government and 
was desperate.   
 Trump’s response was vintage Trump—petty and vindictive. As people were beginning to die at 
alarming rates and governors were desperate to secure PPE for front-line workers, the President began 
lobbing inflammatory bombs at the governors he didn’t care for. Gretchen Whitmer, Michigan’s 
governor, became a top target, inciting death threats, a kidnapping plot, and a protest over her stay-at-
home order. Wright draws a pretty compelling line between the militia men who showed up at the 
Michigan capital and those who would lay siege to the nation’s capital in January of 2021.  

Mistake #2: Anti-maskers 
"I just don't want to be doing -- somehow sitting in the Oval Office, behind that beautiful, 
Resolute Desk, the great Resolute Desk, I think wearing a face mask -- as I greet presidents, prime 
ministers, dictators, kings, queens, I don't know, it somehow, I don't see it for myself…” 

 -President Trump 
 

“Everybody was saying don't wear a mask, all of a sudden, everybody's got to wear a mask, and 
as you know, masks cause problems too. With that being said, I'm a believer in masks. I think 
masks are good…”  

-President Trump 
 

The day that William Henry Harrison was sworn into office in March, 1841, was rainy and cold, 
yet the President-elect opted not to wear a coat outdoors for his 2+ hour acceptance speech because it 
wasn’t very presidential. A month later he died of pneumonia. Trump’s views on masks might have 
drawn more comparisons to Harrison views on coats if he’d actually died in Walter Reed Hospital in 
early October.  
 It’s unclear where Trump was exposed, but he was almost certainly carrying it at Amy Comey 
Barrett’s nomination ceremony in the White House Rose Garden. The only two people who were not 
tested for COVID entering the event were the President and First Lady. After the event, in which few of 
the 150 in attendance wore masks, an alarming number of people tested positive, including the 
President, Melania Trump, Chris Christie, Hope Hicks, press secretary Kayleigh McEnany, University of 
Notre Dame President John Jenkins, and a handful of senators and journalists. To be sure, there were 
other, bigger super-spreader events, but few set as clear of an example.  

When the President came down with the virus a week later and was whisked away to Walter 
Reed, he received a level of care unavailable to most of the 53,000 other people who had reported new 
cases of COVID that day, or the 700+ who died that day. Still, the debate raged, and wearing or not 
wearing masks became a political statement. Tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of people 
have since died because Trump stubbornly refused to simply say that people should follow the direction 
of the health professionals and wear a mask (if not actually set an example himself).     

 
Behind the scenes, source after source divulged to Wright stories of the conversations that went 

on, many of them heated, some of them absolutely bananas. Typically, though, they were debates 
between the scientists and idealogues.  

Wright covers many of the issues that buzzed about the year, including the ineptitude of the 
CDC, the inequities in our health care system, and the mysterious origins of the virus. I attended a virtual 



bookstore event in June where Patrick Radden Keefe (journalist and author of Say Nothing and Empire 
of Pain) interviewed Wright about the book. During the Q&A, I asked if anything had happened since the 
release of the book that made him reconsider anything he’d written about. This was right when the 
debate about the origins of the virus was reheated, and I assumed he might mention that. Wright said 
not really, but that it would be interesting what came out, if anything, about the lab leak theories. He 
said he thought it very possible we would never find out for sure one way or the other where it came 
from. (To date, most scientists still believe COVID to have natural origins, though a lab leak from a 
Wuhan lab hasn’t been ruled out, and China’s obfuscation and general untrustworthiness doesn’t help.) 
 One of Wright’s special talents is his ability to zoom in and out, whether he’s writing about 9/11, 
the history of Texas, or COVID, he gives us personal stories along with the big picture. During his 
bookstore event, he spoke of it as being a little like casting for a film. Once he has the big-picture story, 
he needs to decide which people best bring it to life. In a poignant moment, he quotes one woman who 
had just lost her husband and was now seeing the President wave from the window of his limo. He 
spends quite a bit of time on Dr. Anthony Fauci and Dr. Deborah Birx (the Birx section is one of the most 
interesting, as she took off, under the radar, on a state-to-state mission to meet with as many state 
leaders and try to persuade them to enact mask mandates).  
 He celebrates the heroics of the researchers and the work around modifying spike proteins in 
coronaviruses to develop the mRNA vaccine, then rushing it through a 65-day FDA approval process. A 
wonder of medical science followed by a rare wonder of bureaucratic speed.  
 He also dedicates a fair amount of time to Matthew Pottinger, a veteran of the Marines who 
came into the Trump administration with Michael Flynn, then was one of the few remaining after four 
years, the deputy national-security advisor by the end of Trump’s first term. Pottinger was by all 
accounts level-headed, brilliant, and loyal. He was also one of the people on the inside who believed 
from very early on that the administration was not taking COVID seriously enough. When he arrived at a 
coronavirus task force meeting wearing a mask, he was instructed that masks would not be worn in 
future meetings. Pottinger toughed it out until January 6, 2021. He resigned after the Capital siege, 
seeing Trump’s response to it.  
 Much more will be written about 2020. This is a pretty good first pass at it. Wright is a 
phenomenal writer, an even-keeled non-partisan who shoots pretty straight. Though I will say, reading 
this back in June was easier than it probably would be now. I’m not sure I’d want to pick it up until we’re 
on the other side of the COVID hill again.  
 
 
Empire of Pain by Patrick Radden Keefe 

In 2017, Pennsylvania representative Tim Murphy testified before a congressional 
subcommittee on the growing danger of the prescription drug fentanyl. He noted that when he was 
injured serving in Iraq, he received lots of fentanyl patches, so he knows how it feels. “It is 50 times 
more potent than heroin and 100 times more potent than morphine.” Whether swallowed, inhaled or 
absorbed through the skin, just two milligrams—the equivalent of a few grains of salt—of fentanyl can 
kill you. Tom Petty and Prince are two of the more famous victims.  

Fentanyl is the third wave of the opioid crisis. The first wave was OxyContin. After users couldn’t 
get OxyContin as readily starting around 2007, many transitioned to heroin—the second wave.  

Approximately 45,000 Americans die annually from opioid-related overdoses. In 2015, life 
expectancy in the U.S. began to decline, due in large part to the opioid epidemic. Furthermore, 
“Compelling evidence indicates that much of this increase has been driven by supply-side factors, 
namely increased recognition of and willingness to treat chronic noncancer pain and aggressive 
marketing of opioids.”  

How did we get here? How did the United States end up in a place where one of the largest 
drivers of death is being actively spurred—often legally, though sometimes not—by drug companies? 
Patrick Radden Keefe points to one family in particular: the Sacklers, founders of Purdue Pharma.  
 Keefe digs into how the Sacklers made a fortune through Purdue, while knowingly contributing 
to the U.S.’s ongoing opioid epidemic. And how they attempted to simultaneously whitewash that 
destruction by donating millions to museums and universities around the world.  



In September of 2021, Purdue Pharma was dissolved and forced to pay $4.5 billion in a class-
action lawsuit for its significant role in the opioid crisis. Which seems like a lot of money, but it’s all 
relative. The devious part of the settlement—which has since been overturned—is that it shields the 
Sacklers personally from future civil lawsuits.  

The question here, the one Keefe probes, is how we assign blame and hold not just companies 
accountable, but also hold the people who run those companies accountable. There’s unfortunately a 
lot more to come with the story of opioids in America, a crisis exacerbated by COVID, poverty and other 
societal factors. But to understand where it all started, Keefe takes us back to Arthur Sackler, the 
patriarch of the Sackler family and a historic figure in the practice of medical marketing.  

Ad Man, Drug Man 
Arthur Sackler was a psychiatrist and, importantly, a marketer. In the 1940s, he joined the 

medical advertising agency William Douglas McAdams, and was partly responsible for revolutionizing 
how drugs were marketed, pioneering the practice of targeting physicians directly. He is in the Medical 
Advertising Hall of Fame for his significant influence.  

Over the decades, the Sacklers built a vertically integrated set of companies around their drugs. 
They manufactured them, owned an advertising agency to promote them, and started The Medical 
Tribune, a supposedly credible medical journal, but one owned by the pharma manufacturer. They were 
connected to doctors and pharmacists and legislators everywhere. “The Sackler empire is a completely 
integrated operation…They could develop a drug, have it clinically tested, secure favorable reports from 
the doctors and hospitals with which they had connections, devise an advertising campaign in their 
agency, publish the clinical articles and the advertisements in their own medical journals, and use their 
public relations muscle to place articles in newspapers and magazines.” 

An employee once raised a concern about “an unwholesome entanglement between the people 
who market our medicines and the people who make them.” He was dismissed by Sackler.  

“The original house of Sackler was built on Valium,” Keefe writes, but over the years they 
developed other drugs, mainly painkillers. And as they continued to develop stronger drugs, they honed 
their marketing practices.  

Purdue, and companies like them, developed massive sales forces and created incentive 
programs that proved lucrative not only to the drug companies, but to the prescribers as well. 
Marketing budgets ballooned, reaching $30 billion collectively in 2016. Of that, $20 billion was spent 
marketing to health professionals.  

For Purdue, the marketing was aided by a blind eye to the problem they knew they were fueling. 
A series of investigations showed that between 2010-2018, Purdue sent sales reps to call on prescribers 
the company knew were doling out medically unnecessary prescriptions.  

But before we get to what Purdue knew and didn’t know, let’s go back to OxyContin.  
“It’s like kissing God.” -Lenny Bruce 
The roots of the modern opioid crisis—and the astronomical boon for the Sacklers—lie in 

OxyContin, a pill patented by Purdue Pharma in 1996. The main ingredient of OxyContin is Oxycodone, a 
widely-used opioid that affects the way your body feels pain, similar to morphine and other painkillers. 
The breakthrough with OxyContin, though, was the coating. It allowed a time-release of the Oxycodone, 
so that the painkiller could be prescribed and administered in pill form. Of course, if you crush the pill, 
chew it, dissolve it in water or remove the coating, its effects are immediate, sometimes deadly. And like 
other painkillers, Oxycodone can be highly addictive. 
 For comparison, Percoset, another common pain relief pill, contains 2.5mg of Oxycodone. 
OxyContin was originally available in 10mg, 20mg, 40mg and 80mg tablets. In 2000, Purdue began 
producing a 160mg tablet.  
 As the opioid epidemic gained scrutiny in the early 2000s, Purdue continued to aggressively 
market OxyContin to specific drug prescribers who, because of their specialty, might not know as much 
about pain medication. And they looked the other way as pharmacies in small, poor towns repeatedly 
placed orders that were magnitudes larger than the populations of those towns. “Pill mills” as they came 
to be known. One of the most egregious examples was revealed in a 2016 investigation. It showed that 
between 2007 and 2012, Kermit, West Virginia, a town of 280 people, was flooded with 12 million 
hydrocodone pills (another pain medication). That’s 30,000 pills per resident.  



You didn’t need to be in the pharmaceutical industry to know there was a major problem. But if 
you were a pharma company like Purdue—unless you happened to have the first sales force in history 
not totally obsessed with its sales data—you knew exactly where your drugs were being sold and that 
many of them were being distributed illegally out of these tiny towns. The math was impossible. Purdue 
was intentional in its marketing, and willfully blind to its ultimate impact.  
 In the mid-2000s, lawsuits began to arise again. Purdue, in response, began adding to their 
payroll prosecutors across the U.S. who had been involved in OxyContin cases. It was not surprising 
what lucrative salaries could induce—a prosecutor from eastern Kentucky who had once characterized 
OxyContin as “a locust plague,” reversed his position and call it a “fine product” a couple years later, 
after enjoying Purdue’s payroll.  

In 2007, Purdue took a hit in a Virginia case, paying the largest fine ever in a pharmaceutical 
lawsuit. But OxyContin—and Purdue—continued. Although the stated intent was to invest in more 
addiction-resistant painkillers, in actuality they expanded the sales force, and beefed up their marketing 
efforts.    

In 2010, a “reformulation” to a safer OxyContin took place, though evidence shows that the old 
version was then marketed in Canada and often smuggled back into the States, and that the new version 
wasn’t much better. OxyContin was aggressively marketed until 2019.  

Name and Fortune 
 There are three thrusts to the Sackler’s strategy to protect their reputation and personal wealth. 
The first is their long-standing practice of philanthropy. Over the years, the Sacklers have donated 
millions to universities and museums around the world. Their name is on buildings and scholarship 
funds, research grants and more. Good causes, to be sure, but in light of how the money was made, 
many of those institutions have refused or returned donations and distanced themselves from the 
Sacklers.  
 Keefe examines the psychology of this philanthropy and the motivations behind it. It has the feel 
of a kind of Guilded Age industrialism, where great people are rewarded for their greatness with their 
names on buildings. How much of this philanthropy was intended to counterbalance the destruction 
their products were causing in the world is unclear. More likely, it’s the same arrogance that allows the 
Sacklers to deny any wrong-doing that also leads them to believe that their name should be on 
buildings. “What philanthropy really buys is immortality,” Keefe writes. A name carved in stone 
guarantees a family name will live on, even if the cost is the lives of many more, mostly poor, 
anonymous souls.      
 The second thrust of their defense is legal. The defendants in dozens of lawsuits (each of the 50 
states has filed a lawsuit against Purdue, the company, and half against the family), the Sacklers 
continue to claim complete innocence. Whether they truly believe this or simply have to maintain it as 
the legal cases against them continue to mount is unclear. Nonetheless, it is an audacious claim, given 
the evidence.  

Furthermore, they have taken the position that the user—and the user alone—is to blame. 
“They are the culprits. They are reckless criminals,” Richard Sackler told his staff.  Another time, he 
referred to users as “the scum of the earth.” In Richard Sackler’s view, the real victim here was Purdue, 
whose sales and reputation were suffering. 

In the early-2000s, as it became clear that defending against mounting lawsuits would be a part 
of business as usual, the Sacklers lawyered up. Over the two ensuing decades, they would bring in high-
profile litigators, from Rudy Giuliani to Mary Jo White (SEC chair appointed by Obama), and a cadre of 
others to defend them in lawsuits, but also work in the background with the FDA and lawmakers to 
advance Purdue’s interests.  
 Over the years, Purdue settled many multi-million-dollar cases out of court, with terms that help 
seal evidence and protect them from further litigation. This year, though, the dam broke. In September,  
Purdue Pharma was dissolved in a bankruptcy settlement, agreeing to pay $4.5 billion to support opioid 
recovery. Then in October, an $8 billion criminal settlement was reached along with guilty pleas to three 
criminal charges. Just this week, a controversial part of the former settlement, which protected the 
Sacklers from further civil litigation, was thrown out. There is more to come for the Sacklers.  



 The Sacklers’ third line of defense was financial. Keefe details how, starting in 2007, as legal 
settlements were starting to stack up and it looked like some sizable ones might make it through their 
phalanx of legal protections, the Sacklers siphoned massive amounts of money—reportedly $10 billion—
out of the corporation and into their personal accounts, burying much of it in shell corporations and 
overseas banks. Purdue then “cried poverty” in a 2019 case—after doing over $35 billion in sales over 
the years, by the time the company went to trial, there was a mere $500 million in its coffers. The 
company actually sent a notification to its sales people that they might not be able to fund their 
retirement as they had promised.  
 Take your pick over which of these lines of defense is most infuriating. For me, it’s that although 
the company has now pled guilty in criminal court, the family members maintain their innocence. In an 
August 2021 trial, asked directly three times if his family bore any responsibility for the opioid crisis, 
Richard Sackler three times said, “No.” That’s a pretty hard pill to swallow.  

 
What’s included in Patrick Radden Keefe’s reporting is enough to make any normal person’s 

blood boil. A clan of billionaires have made ungodly amounts of money on the backs of mostly poor 
people with seemingly zero regret. They demonstrated an ability to work the system—to in fact play a 
large role in building the system—that generated demand, flooded markets with an egregious supply of 
drugs, created a payroll that included doctors, lawyers and industry experts, and then attempted 
everything possible to personally shield themselves.  

Still, one might argue that it’s unclear if this one company—and OxyContin—is actually 
responsible for the opioid crisis, which obviously has a lot of contributing factors. Ironically, one of 
Purdue’s own marketing strategies actually helped prove the impact they had. Seeking to avoid stringent 
regulatory laws in five states, Purdue opted to not market OxyContin there and instead focus on states 
with less regulation. These five geographically diverse states provided a control, and this year, a group of 
economists released a study leveraging that controlled data set. “Our results show that the introduction 
and marketing of OxyContin explain a substantial share of overdose deaths over the last two decades.” 
Even 25 years after the introduction of OxyContin, the effects can be seen in data sets split against those 
five states.  

Keefe’s Say Nothing, an investigative piece about the disappearance of a mother in Northern 
Ireland, is one of the best non-fiction books in the past five years. Here, he pulls back the curtain on 
another level of crime. Like John Carreyrou’s Bad Blood, this book is a testament to the importance of 
investigative journalism.  

You can watch Keefe’s short, yet provocative, Congressional testimony from June 2021 here.  
 
 
Bad Blood by John Carreyou  
Bad Blood details the charlatanism of Elizabeth Holmes, the wunderkind founder and CEO of Theranos, a 
company that promised to revolutionize blood testing technology by requiring only a finger prick of 
blood to conduct a full battery of tests in a small, tabletop device. Holmes was only nineteen when she 
founded Theranos in 2003. Nonetheless, she knew the art of the pitch, she was intelligent and self-
assured, and she had a vision that people wanted to believe in (especially investors looking to find the 
next big startup opportunity). Her roadshow with venture firms and private investors brought in 
$700million, creating a valuation of $10billion for Theranos at its peak, and making Holmes the youngest 
self-made female billionaire in America by 2015 (Forbes). She was a great story.  
 That’s about when the reports started to emerge (including the key exposé by Carreyou) 
questioning the feasibility of Holmes’s claims about the Theranos technology. What she was pitching 
might seem wonderful to investors, but to a group who really knew the science—scientists—it seemed 
impossible.  

Everything unraveled quickly for Holmes and Theranos president Sunny Balwani (also Holmes’s 
lover). The company went under, Holmes lost most of her wealth within a year, and she and Balwani are 
currently on trial for fraud (the latest reporting suggests that a large thrust of Holmes’s defense will be 
to blame Balwani). The big question for anyone amazed by this story is: How did she get this far? How 
did so many people get duped by what was, in the end, straight-up bullshit?  



 I’ve worked my whole career in marketing and advertising, part of that in Silicon Valley. I’ve 
seen a lot of very persuasive salespeople. More than once, I’ve been sold on an idea—or a person—who 
in the end had no clothes. But you don’t have to be in the business of selling to witness great pitches. 
Politicians are usually the hackiest. Watch an old keynote from Steve Jobs, Tim Cook or Elon Musk. Heck, 
watch a TED Talk. Watch Shark Tank or any of the spin-off shows. “The Pitch” has become a finely-tuned 
craft. And Holmes was excellent.   

“She was an amazing saleswoman. She never once stumbled or lost her train of thought. She 
wielded both laboratory and engineering lingo effortlessly. And she showed seemingly heartfelt emotion 
when she spoke of sparing babies in the NICU from blood transfusions. Like her idol Steve Jobs, she 
emitted a reality distortion field that caused people to momentarily suspend disbelief.” 

Holmes’s pitch checked some of the key boxes when it comes to why people believe people like 
her. Check out this side-by-side.  
 

 
“Here I stand, smart, charismatic, dressed in black, next to my mystery device that is going to 
revolutionize ________ and make you rich. Let me tell you about it.” Who wouldn’t listen? It doesn’t 
matter that everyone knows Jobs was a tyrant to many people who worked with him, or that Musk is 
crazy in all kinds of ways. It doesn’t even matter what’s in the box.  

Here’s what matters:  
1) There’s money to be made. To some degree, Silicon Valley in the first two decades of the 21st 

Century isn’t that different than the California Gold Rush of the 19th Century. As much as the 
eagerness to make a buck, people are driven by the fear that they will miss their opportunity by 
not acting on an offer, even if it’s too good to be true.  

2) There is a knowledge gap. If you tell me this beer is the greatest beer in the world, and I drink 
the beer and it tastes like sewer water, I don’t believe you. But if you tell me this device in front 
of you can process the mitochondrial red blood cells and generate enough plasmatic data for 
spectral analysis…sure, if you say so. There’s a black box. Something that you know and I don’t. 
That can be specialized knowledge, an opaque device or technology, or just some special 
prescience about the future.  

3) The pitch person projects a credible confidence in their own ideas. These are brilliant people. 
Many of them have shown success before (and we tend to forget the failures). When a person 
like this appears to believe with all their heart that this idea will change the world, it’s easy to 
believe (especially when new, money-making ideas are changing the world with such 
frequency). And many of them actually do believe their own pitch. They’re not lying. Mark 
Zuckerberg probably still believes Facebook is a force for good in the world, uniting communities 
of like-minded people, and not a democracy-destroying misinformation machine. These people, 
as Carreyou notes of Holmes, often become insulated with bubbles of yes-people. They never 
receive negative feedback from their trusted inner circle, just positive reinforcement.   

 
But, in the end, Holmes had a vision that was not technically feasible. At some point, she was 

pitching pure vaporware, and she had to know it. Yet, she plowed ahead anyway. “Holmes channeled 
this fake-it-until-you-make-it culture [of Silicon Valley], and she went to extremes to hide the fakery.”  

Maybe she did it because of her ego, maybe because she was boxed into a corner by the money 
she had raised, maybe because she lacked some moral device that should have caused her to throw the 
brakes, maybe because she believed her own hype about being the next Steve Jobs, maybe she thought 
they would eventually figure this out and change the world. She amassed a set of reputable supporters, 



from Stanford professors to serious venture capitalists, creating a rolling snowball of credibility. With 
each new, reputable supporter, she was able to more easily sell the next person.  

When the actual product failed to materialize, Holmes faked results to prop up the high-stakes 
sham. As many as a million blood samples supposedly tested with the Theranos technology were 
knowingly fraudulent.  

It’ll be interesting to see where the Holmes trial lands. Certainly, she is not the first to over-hype 
a business, nor the first to cross the line into all-out fraud. But what’s most fascinating in Carreyou’s 
account is the audacity. Which might be a theme of all con artists—they take advantage of norms, 
assumptions that most of us have that there are limits to how far one will go. They have the audacity to 
play outside those norms, to prey on the assumptions of others, and to leverage the hype culture that is 
so prevalent in Valley.  

This book is an example of why investigative journalism is critical. It’s well-told, but it’s also 
important. This is a classic case of a really good bullshitter getting caught (I’m working on a review of 
John Pertrocelli’s The Life-Changing Science of Detecting Bullshit). Holmes was caught not just because 
experts started to ask better questions, but because journalists—Carreyou primary among them—were 
able to stitch incidents and evidence together into a coherent narrative. We need people who can pull 
back the curtains and expose the charlatans.  

 
 

Think Again: The Power of Knowing What You Don’t Know by Adam Grant, The Life-Changing Science 
of Detecting Bullshit by John V. Petrocelli, and The Death of Expertise by Tom Nichols 
I’m grouping these three books together because they are thematically connected around the notion of 
why we believe what we believe, why we’re susceptible to misinformation, and why we’re so reluctant 
to change our beliefs. Together they represent a simple—though not easy—set of principles that can 
help us align our beliefs with reality. Said plainly:  

1) Have an open mind.  
2) Don’t get fooled.  
3) Use reliable sources.  

Think Again is about developing mental humility—being open to the fact that you might be wrong, and 
that you might need to change your mind if you actually value truth. The Life-Changing Science of 
Detecting Bullshit is a kind of toolkit for avoiding getting suckered. And The Death of Expertise focuses 
on where we get our information, with a focus on the declining trust in experts.  

Adam Grant Teaches Us How to Think Again 
We underestimate how hard it is to change our mind, especially with beliefs that are connected 

to our identities—family, religion, politics, etc. Learning can be difficult, and the amount a person learns 
is often seen as a sign of intelligence. But unlearning is harder. More than learning, we should hold in 
high regard those who can skillfully rethink their positions as new information presents itself.  
 The best-selling Think Again, by organizational psychologist Adam Grant, explores this topic of 
mental flexibility and the personal and societal pressures that make it very difficult. It’s a blow to our 
egos to admit error, and it’s unsettling to constantly think that what we believe might be wrong. “We 
favor the comfort of conviction over the discomfort of doubt,” Grant writes.  

At a societal level, we celebrate people who stick to their convictions, make decisions and go, 
who don’t flip-flop. But why? This is the mindset of a politician or a prosecutor or a preacher, where we 
take a position and then, at best, seek data to support it. At worst we just start beating the drum about 
it. Grant says we need to think more like scientists, less like lawyers. We need to embrace doubt, which 
leads to curiosity, which leads to new discoveries, which not only help us grow but reinforce the 
intellectual humility required to repeat this process.  
 Grant examines some of the biases that hold us back, like confirmation bias (seeking only data 
that confirms what we already believe), desirability bias (seeking data that supports the conclusion we 
want to be true) and binary bias (believing everything breaks down into a black-or-white side—which is 
where most of our political debates end up). These biases are incredibly common, yet they warp our 
understanding of the world. They are weapons against the truth—sometimes weaponized by people and 
institutions that understand them.  



 Most believe that they’re less biased than they actually are. It’s like “everyone believes they’re 
above average.” You’re probably thinking right now that you’re not biased. But you probably are. And if 
you’re intelligent, which is also probably true, more bad news for you: intelligent people can be the ones 
most reluctant to change their minds.  
 Grant gives dozens of examples, drawing from business, history, psychology, government and 
science illustrating the power of changing one’s mind. In terms of advice:  
 Be aware of the common biases mentioned above. Be overly skeptical of sources that tell you 
what you want to hear. Those that align with your currently held beliefs, your political alignment, your 
future plans. It doesn’t mean that information is necessarily wrong, but we have to flip our natural 
tendencies and give extra scrutiny to the sources that tell us what we want to hear.  

Shift organizations from performance culture to learning culture. Be “more interested in 
improving ourselves than proving ourselves.” It pays greater dividends in the long run.  

Realize that confidence and humility are not contradictory. Intellectual humility is sometimes 
mistaken for low self-confidence. Those are two different things. We can be confident, but also open to 
the possibility that we’re wrong. At least that we have more to learn (which is almost always true). 
Society rewards confident people, but sometimes it’s good if we slightly underestimate ourselves.  
 Question our own certainty. Ask ourselves what would have to happen for us to change our 
minds? What evidence would do it? If there’s literally nothing we could hear that would cause us to 
overthrow our inner dictator, that’s a major red flag that our position is more rooted in dogma than 
evidence.  
 Consider who we interact with. A group of polarized, like-minded people almost always leads to 
more extreme views (e.g. the social media dumpster fire). Grant recommends we follow people who 
make us think, even better if we often disagree with what they think. We should build not just a support 
network, but a challenge network. Who are the people we can trust to poke holes in our ideas?  
 Harness the benefits of doubt. Celebrate what we learned when we’re wrong, instead of being 
ashamed of being wrong. This is, of course, a really hard pill to swallow. But, as one person points out in 
the book, is there really any virtue in being wrong for longer?  
 This is all asking quite a bit of humans. We all have egos, after all. But the crux of it is that if we 
approach everything as an opportunity to learn more—not just prove ourselves or win an argument like 
we’re trying to score points in a karate tournament—the rest follows naturally. Just because we rethink 
a belief and examine the foundation it’s built on doesn’t necessarily mean we’ll change our mind. We 
may come to the same conclusion. In that case, we can be more confident in what we believe, but for 
the right reason.  
 Honestly, it’s probably a small percentage of people who have the temperament, intellectual 
curiosity and energy to do this kind of hard work on their own beliefs. But if we’re not, then we’re just 
stacking bricks of a certain color on top of matching bricks. And there’s a possibility that some of those 
bricks are made of what John Petrocelli, the next author, writes about…bullshit.  

John Petrocelli on Bullshit 
“As a society, we have developed bullshit incompetence,” John Petrocelli says in his TED Talk. 

People will usually believe what they want to believe. We want to believe our candidate is speaking 
truth. We want to believe our country is acting in the right. We want to believe this opportunity can 
make us rich/slim/beautiful/ageless/brilliant. We may want to believe a certain kind of people are a 
certain way, or that the world just is a certain way. This is all exacerbated by today’s easy media—you 
can always find someone, somewhere to confirm your belief. But it makes us all very susceptible to 
bullshit.  
 Bullshit does not have to be intentional. A liar knows the truth and willfully bends it. A 
bullshitter doesn’t know, doesn’t care, and isn’t trying to figure out what the truth is. Bullshitting is just 
plowing ahead with a predetermined position. Bullshitters often believe their own bullshit. They are 
bullshitting themselves too. This is much more dangerous than lying.  
 Petrocelli takes swings at a wide swath of popular topics and people—the wine industry, Donald 
Trump, essential oils, TED Talks, Deepak Chopra.  



People who know a little about a topic are often the most prone to bullshit. Which explains why 
politicians—who get briefed on many topics but are true experts on very few—are some of the world’s 
leading bullshitters.  
 But on the receiving end, there’s a kind of sunk cost fallacy with our beliefs that makes us 
susceptible to bullshit. Similar to Grant’s points, if something reinforces a position we already hold (or 
want to hold), we’re likely to believe it, because we’ve already invested some level of mental energy in 
that position. It’s why bullshit is so devious as a political weapon. It only takes a moment to make a false 
claim, and once people have the idea in their head, it can take years to unwind it. Sometimes it doesn’t 
depend on how accurate a statement is—it matters who says it first.  
 Petrocelli’s actionable advice is a little less robust than Grant’s, but helpful nonetheless.  
 Question your sources. Ask them how they know this to be true? What’s the supporting 
evidence? Walk thought the logical steps to reach the conclusions; are there any questionable leaps? 
Also question their agenda and their incentives. Ask them to provide any—even one—point counter to 
the argument they’re trying to make.  
 Who else supports this? Where do those most knowledgeable of the issue align on it? Is there a 
consensus (or near consensus) among the experts? Who is being quoted? Who is willing to put their 
reputation on the line for this argument?  
 Watch for false frames. Often, bullshit arguments rely on a skewed framing of a debate, or any 
of a long list of logical fallacies. Tying issues to fervently held beliefs (e.g. this or that policy is an affront 
to personal freedoms) is a tried-and-true way to turn what should be a logical policy discussion into a 
hot-button political flame war. Or using the slippery slope fallacy (i.e. if we agree to this relatively small 
policy, it will eventually lead to yada yada Armageddon!!!) to escalate, again, a logical discussion into an 
emotionally charged, bare-knuckle brawl. Ask, is this really the right framing of this issue?  

We live in a world where opinions carry as much weight as facts, particularly when the topic is 
politicized (and what issue isn’t politicized these days?). Being able to sift out the bullshit and have 
logically sound arguments can have massive ramifications in our modern world. Our inability to 
competently deal with the pandemic is due in part to the bullshit about vaccines. Which has led to 
tens—if not hundreds—of thousands of unnecessary deaths. We still have a large number of Americans 
who believe there were significant cases of election fraud in 2020, a bullshit idea that led to actual 
deaths in the U.S. Capitol last January. We just ended a war in Afghanistan that we remained in way too 
long because we bullshitted ourselves about possible outcomes. We bullshitted ours way into Iraq.  
 For Petrocelli, like Grant, this fight takes work. It requires critical thinking and evidence-based 
reasoning. It’s requires us to be active and to lean in. It may ultimately require us “giving up fantasies 
about how the world works that may be comforting but ultimately untrue.” It means that we resign 
ourselves to a world that is much messier, doesn’t align to two poles or along a one-dimensional 
spectrum. It requires that we interrogate the information that comes to us, and that we really 
understand who it’s coming from and what their motivations are.  
 Which leads us to the third book, the one on the experts… 

Tom Nichols Laments the Death of Expertise 
“The United States is now a country obsessed with the worship of its own ignorance,” Nichols writes in 
the opening to The Death of Expertise: The Campaign Against Established Knowledge and Why It 
Matters.  

Nichols is a professor at the Naval War College and Harvard Extension (and previously at the 
USAF School of Strategic Force Studies, Dartmouth and Georgetown), a specialist on international 
affairs, and a writer whose work appears in The Atlantic, The Guardian, The New York Times, among 
others. He is a political independent, a self-described “never-Trump conservative” who is very 
concerned that we have lost our damn minds. And a major reason for that, he argues here, is not just 
that Americans are increasingly ignorant (“there’s nothing new about that”), it’s that we increasingly 
embrace a culture that denigrates people who do know what they’re talking about.  
 It’s not new to denigrate “elites” as a part of political campaigning. The faux-populism of a man 
who was born on third base pretending to be “of the people,” railing against those Ivy-League-educated 
pencil-necks running the government, is a tired trope. Before Trump, it was Bush, Reagan, Carter, 
others. People want politicians they can have a beer with. We can question why people would choose 



“someone like me” over competence in making their voting decision, but it’s a truth that has played out 
forever.  
 But beyond politics, the real problem is that Americans are proud of not knowing things. 
“Americans have reached a point where ignorance—especially of anything related to public policy—is an 
actual virtue. To reject the advice of experts is to assert autonomy. A way for Americans to isolate their 
increasingly fragile egos from ever being told they’re wrong about anything.”  
 We all know this is true. How many armchair immunologists do we have these days? Step back 
and think about that. Think about whatever you can remember from biology class (I raise my hand and 
admit…not much). And yet we have people throwing around terms like “herd immunity,” “gain of 
function,” “hydroxychloroquine,” and “exponential spread” as if they’ve suddenly become Jonas Salk. 
Politicians and TV commentators, who for the most part are experts on nothing beyond talking, have 
been actively undermining Dr. Anthony Fauci, the head immunologist advising the past two presidents, 
since the pandemic started. Politicians have introduced the “Fire Fauci Act,” the rallying cry “Freedom 
Over Faucism.” The man has received credible death threats.  

“I’m a professor. I get it,” Nichols writes. “Most people don’t like professors.” As a professor for 
30 years, a subject-matter expert to policymakers and companies, and someone who makes frequent 
arguments in various media, he’s used to taking shots. He welcomes principled, informed challenges as 
an essential part of any democracy. But, he says, it’s changed. The foundational knowledge of the 
average American is not uninformed or misinformed, but “aggressively wrong.”  
 The problem isn’t the same as the armchair offensive coordinator who thinks he could coach the 
Cincinnati Bengals better than whoever their coach is. That’s insignificant. The problem here is that 
society depends on specialization—on specialists—to function. Human knowledge is so vast that we all 
require specialists in our lives. We need structural engineers and dental surgeons and transportation 
planners and intelligence officers and librarians and website user researchers and data analysts. We 
might offhandedly think that any of these people did a poor job, but it is highly, highly unlikely that we 
could do better. And much more likely that we would screw it up, leading to a building collapse, a 
damaged nerve, a dangerous intersection or whatever the case may be.  
 The Dunning-Kruger effect is a curve that shows that those with the least knowledge on a topic 
are most likely to be dangerously overconfident in their knowledge. Then, as we learn more, our 
overconfidence is deflated and we begin to understand how much we still have to learn. (As a dabbler in 
a lot of varied interests, I try to be cognizant of “Mt. Stupid”—but I’m sure I occasionally live there).  
 

 
 

Over time, we can become experts in topics, but it takes more than reading an opinion piece or listening 
to a four-headed primetime news “debate.” it takes years of experience—decades usually—to become a 
true expert on something. 



 This can come across as finger-wagging. Just another smart guy telling everyone else they’re 
stupid. But Nichols isn’t bagging on ignorant or uneducated people—and there’s a big difference. This 
isn’t about our education system (also a problem, but a separate topic). It’s about our culture. It’s about 
a deadly combination of arrogance and willful ignorance. People are less concerned about being wrong 
than about feeling right. 
 If you’ve sat in front of a television and listened to an expert in a specialized field and thought, 
“That person’s an idiot!” you’re probably wrong. What you should think is that you don’t like what that 
person is saying. Maybe you need more information. Or maybe that expert isn’t great at public speaking 
or not good under fire from a talk show host. It’s unlikely, if they have a PhD or teach a class in public 
policy or have published peer-reviewed papers, etc., that they’re an idiot.  
 Experts make mistakes. Sometimes the mistakes are high profile, and all the non-experts pile on 
about how wrong the expert was. Ha ha! See…smh…experts! But if you’re a betting person, you’d want 
to place your bets on the experts over the lay people. The preponderance of big mistakes that are made 
are the decision-makers weighing the advice of experts and other factors, then making a wrong decision. 
Immunologists have for years been predicting a pandemic like COVID-19. We were unprepared because 
policymakers ignored that expert forecast.  
 Nichols is a smart guy. Among his other accolades, he’s an undefeated, five-time Jeopardy 
champ. But a lot of his credibility, I think, comes from the fact that he’s not just calling the other side 
stupid in some political flame war. He despised Hillary Clinton. He has described the Democratic party as 
“torn between totalitarian instincts on one side and complete political malpractice on the other." But 
here he’s stepped away from his own group and saying, “You are acting like willful idiots too.” We all 
are. As a society. Turning our backs on experts, publicly denigrating them, celebrating ignorance. That’s 
lunacy.   
 I bookmarked the heck out of this book. It’s good, and important.  

Conclusion 
There is nothing new about misinformation, fantastical beliefs, or bullshit—whatever you want 

to call it. Politicians and car salesmen have no monopoly on it. Nor do Americans (though in 
Fantasyland, Kurt Anderson argues that Americans in particular have always been prone to fanciful 
thinking). But it seems especially relevant these past few years. The idea that Tom Nichols puts forth, 
that people are more willing than ever to jettison credible experts in favor of whatever aligns with their 
beliefs is similar to the case that Susan Jacoby makes in The Age of American Unreason in a Culture of 
Lies. Jacoby points to the 1960s as a turning point. You’d have to include the rise of social media and 
increased political polarization as accelerants. 

Regardless, the past couple years feel like a tipping point. It’s naïve to think we will ever have a 
fully agreed-upon picture of reality or history, let alone a shared capital-T Truth. But it seems the notion 
of individual freedom, so foundational to the idea of America, has been perverted into a new level of 
factual relativism. Believe whatever you want no longer applies to just religious beliefs. People take it to 
mean that anything is up for debate, if they feel like it is.   

“Alternative facts,” was a turning point. And regardless of your political alignment, it should 
scare the hell out of you. That is literally “I say it’s one, you say it’s three” territory. Orwellian, to use the 
cliché. A number is literally the most quantifiable thing there is. If we’re going to tell a bald-faced lie 
about a number and call it an “interpretation” of the truth, then, to quote the philosopher Jeffrey 
Lebowski, “We totally fucked it up, man.” 

“A well-informed public” seems like a quaint notion, given where we are today. But we can’t 
have a reasonable discussion about anything if we don’t have common sense alignment on what facts 
are. You and I may disagree on how to interpret those facts. We may come to different conclusions or 
solutions. But facts is facts. Bullshit is a reality destroyer. And big things—Democracy, society, the 
planet—are at stake. 
  



 
 
Forget the Alamo: The Rise and Fall of an American Myth by Bryan Burrough, Chris Tomlinson, and 
Jason Stanford 
“We define ourselves in the stories we tell, the people we honor, and the enemies we choose. As we age, 
learn and live, we change the stories to reflect our evolving understanding of the world and what it 
means to us.”  

The first part of this quotation, from the final chapter in Forget the Alamo, is not controversial. 
The stories we tell, the events we celebrate in our holidays, the people we put on monuments—those 
choices define our culture. The second part—that history is alive, should be continuously examined and 
reconsidered—is less agreed upon. People might say that we should get history right, but in practice 
people like the version of history that aligns with their beliefs, veracity be damned. And you’d be hard-
pressed to find a group of people more devoted to their own self-mythology than Texans. So it’s not 
surprising that Remember the Alamo, which re-examines and myth-busts one of the foundational 
moments in Texas history, struck a big, Texas-sized nerve upon its release in June of this year.  

The story of the Alamo is one of the myths at the heart of Texans’ belief in their own 
exceptionalism, exemplary of the Texan spirit. In 1836, the story goes, a group of American heroes, 
including William Travis, Davey Crockett and James Bowie, surrounded and greatly outnumbered, 
nonetheless fought valiantly and ultimately sacrificed their lives against an army under the command of 
Mexican President General Antonio López de Santa Anna, thus buying enough time for Sam Houston to 
muster his forces to defeat Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto. Towns, streets, schools, lakes, 
counties, ranches, city buildings and horses across Texas are named for Travis, Crockett and Bowie, and 
the Alamo legend. Over the years, a slew of films, shows, comic books, books, toys and coonskin caps 
have buttressed this legend.  
 The only thing is, the authors of Forget the Alamo say, much of that story is not true. Unlike 
most historical events, which are mythologized with the passage of time and the retelling of the story, 
the Alamo story started off as a piece of propaganda, concocted from the beginning to protect the 
morale of the U.S. troops and settlers engaged in the Revolution. Because the truth was not so inspiring.  
 The authors dissect the legend from a few different angles, first deconstructing the myth itself, 
then getting into the various fights over the legend (the state of Texas has worked furiously to protect 
the traditionalist telling of the Alamo story, and actively fights any attempts at revisionism), then diving 
into a strange, extended aside about the Alamo artifact collection of Phil Collins (yes, that Phil Collins).  
 One of the aspects of the Texas Revolution that is objectionable to purists, though fairly 
incontrovertible, is the role of slavery as an impetus for the Revolution. In the 1830s, Texas was still a 
territory of Mexico. While the central Mexican government generally welcomed settlers from the United 
States, because those settlers provided a buffer against Comanche raiding parties, they were less 
welcoming of the institution of slavery, which was outlawed in Mexico. Many of the settlers, though, 
were coming to Texas to grow cotton—an enterprise that necessitated slave labor to be profitable. 
“Texas as we know it wouldn’t exist without slave labor,” the authors write, something that doesn’t jive 
well with the image of the Texas Revolution as a noble war.  
 Similarly, purists object to any sullying of the three men at the center of the Alamo story— Jim 
Bowie, William Travis and Davy Crockett. But the truth is, these heroes were not quite as noble as John 
Wayne, Disney, or many of the other Alamo storytellers would have us believe. Bowie was a slave 
trader, Travis a land swindler fleeing a murder charge, and Davy Crockett was a failed politician (after 
gaining fame as a frontiersman).  
 And the trio’s final stand in the face of overwhelming odds, where Travis famously drew a “line 
in the sand” (likely did not happen) and they all fought bravely to the end, well, much of that didn’t 
happen. From a military standpoint, the stand at the Alamo was foolish. With ample warning and 
opportunity to escape, along with the knowledge that the approaching Mexican force greatly 
outnumbered them, the decision to stay and fight may have been brave, but it was also certainly a 
blunder. And evidence suggests that, unlike the 1960 John Wayne film that shows him going down 
swinging, Crockett surrendered and was executed. 



 All of this is to say that the myth of the Alamo got a lot wrong. Which is completely 
understandable, even justifiable. It was wartime propaganda. And yet, the myth has persisted. We know 
that Crockett surrendered partly because of the journals of a Mexican soldier, José Enrique de la Peña. 
You can read his first-hand account of Crockett’s surrender, torture and execution on page 53 of his 
published journal.  
 When we consider other perspectives, when we get away from the white-washed propaganda 
of the Alamo myth, we get closer to the objective truth. And this is where it gets interesting. Because 
although we are nearly two centuries removed from the actual events, there is still a lively fight 
between the revisionism like this book and the traditionalists, who insist on the original version of the 
Alamo story, no matter how disproven.  
 It’s one thing to hang onto myths that make us feel good. When it comes to Santa Claus, sure, 
let’s all believe. But when it comes to Santa Anna, particularly in our history classes, we should probably 
try to get it right.  

Who wouldn’t want to get it right, right? Some big-name Texans, apparently.  
I’m a member of the Writer’s League of Texas, which is mostly workshops and lectures about 

writing stuff. Back in July, the WLT sponsored a virtual event in partnership with the Bullock Museum in 
San Antonio, in which the authors were going to discuss Forget the Alamo. I had my ticket, was excited, 
had listened to the audiobook and was ready to go. Then our cowardly, ignoramus governor Greg 
Abbott and his fartwad sidekick Dan Patrick got word and, afraid of the truth, had the event cancelled.  
 I take some solace in the fact that the move seemed to blow up in their faces, as banning books 
usually does. There were about 300 people confirmed for the WLT book event. After the controversy 
surrounding the cancellation, Remember the Alamo shot up the New York Times bestseller list.  
 It’s baffling to me that people would choose to be ignorant, but there’s nothing new about this. 
And nothing new about politicians who regularly crow about “cancel culture” being first to jump in and 
cancel culture they don’t like.  
 The bigger problem is when it comes to the history textbooks, and there is a battle there, too—
has been for forty years when it comes to the Alamo, specifically. In the big scheme of things, it’s 
probably not a huge deal if kids believe some fabricated story about a single battle, but if that’s the case, 
then why are we teaching history at all? If we can’t commit to reevaluating the history we teach as more 
facts come to light, then we are committing ourselves to being an ignorant people.  
 That, to me, is what this book is really about.  
 The aside about Phil Collins, in this light, is an apt metaphor. Listening to it, I was wondering why 
the authors were spending so much time on it. It was funny, but seemed trivial. Phil Collins, the great 
British pop singer, is a major fan of the Alamo story. So much so that he amassed an impressive 
collection of artifacts over the years. Then he donated them to have a museum created in San Antonio. 
Only, when experts started examining the artifacts, quite a few of them were of dubious origins (e.g. the 
original Bowie knife, from Jim Bowie himself). Plans for the exhibit were put on hold. Collins seemed 
fairly non-plussed by the revelations, and nobody thought he was trying to pull a fast one—he just didn’t 
didn’t care enough to do the work to ensure the authenticity of some of these artifacts. He liked the 
story.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JPA5Ic0BsAQ 

The Alamo saga continues, as detailed in this Texas Monthly piece from June, some adapted 
from the book. It’s all a little silly, but it’s also important. In a world where people will deny something 
that happens in the full view of thousands of cameras, it’s not surprising that folks are prone to fighting 
over something that happened two centuries ago? Control the narrative, everyone knows by now. And if 
you can be the first to get the narrative out there to people who want to believe it, it’s likely that no 
facts are going to ever change their minds. Myth-busting don’t come easy.   

 
 
 
  



 
 
If This Isn’t Nice, What Is? by Kurt Vonnegut 
Commencement speeches are an artform. They need the right balance of gravity, sentimentality, insight 
and, ideally, humor. Maybe that’s why my favorites tend to be comedians and writers. Comedians have 
a little bit of an advantage, because they are used to being funny in front of groups of people. This plays 
well to crowds of itchy, impatient graduates anxious to party themselves silly. But also because 
comedians can catch you off guard when they shift to a heavier topic. One would expect weight and 
emotional depth from former presidents, titans of industry, etc., but with comedians we don’t always 
see it coming.  

Stephen Colbert and Conan O’Brien are high on my list. And David Foster Wallace at Kenyon 
College is a fantastic speech. They’re all brilliant, but also funny and kind. But all modern 
commencement speakers owe a debt to Kurt Vonnegut. “After the publication of his novel 
Slaughterhouse-Five brought him worldwide acclaim in 1969, Kurt Vonnegut became one of America’s 
most popular graduation speakers,” Dan Wakefield writes in the introduction.  
 Vonnegut, who passed away in 2007, was someone who could easily and naturally connect with 
young, intelligent, ambitious, rowdy men and women. He’s a provocateur. A rebel. He calls out the 
hypocrisies of our sacred institutions. He calls out the evils in society. He bolsters his points with history. 
He laces it all with irony and hilarious, inventive turns of phrase—I’d challenge anyone to find a cliché 
anywhere in his writing. Yet he does it all with a vested interest in all the things the institutions of higher 
learning supposedly promote: intellectual curiosity, artistic courage, freedom of expression and 
openness to new ideas. He also speaks about kindness, compassion, and concern for the wellbeing of 
others. One of his most famous quotes is: “There is only one rule I know of, babies—Goddammit, you’ve 
got to be kind.” 
 Yet, one of the most remarkable aspects of his speeches is how he skips between modes—from 
sardonic to sentimental, philosophical to ironic, from professorial to comedic. He does it with the casual 
expertise of someone who understands deeply how to construct a narrative, how to elicit a response in 
an audience. Which, of course he does…he’s Kurt Vonnegut.  
 And so through these speeches, you find descriptions of some of the worst humanity has to 
offer—Vonnegut himself was an infantryman, captured in WWII at the Battle of the Bulge, and 
witnessed the bombing of Dresden in 1945—next to quips like, “Those who believe in telekinetics, raise 
my hand.” Vonnegut is master of the non sequitur.  
 These speeches are a treat to read. They span most of his career, 1972-2004. They are a great 
collection of thoughts from the mind of a great man.  
 
 
The Design of Everyday Things by Donald A. Norman 
This is a classic design book that covers the design of common objects and the concepts that go with 
product design. Everything from identifying the user problem to concept testing, the fundamentals of 
user psychology, user interface, signaling functionality to users, mental models of how devices work and 
what and how those models are communicated to the end user, the types of interaction (deep or 
shallow), etc. Norman includes some of the tangential factors to the actual design, such as 
considerations around the cost of innovations, how to increase adoption rates and how to think about 
training requirements.  
 This book was originally published in 1988, so the technology in the examples is dated. But 
because technology was less computerized then, the older technologies are often more illustrative of 
the concepts articulated in the book. A modern version of this book would be more screen-based, with 
digital user interfaces. This book has some early computer interfaces, but for the most part it’s knobs, 
dials, physical buttons and levers.  
 Norman has fun throughout the book with bad design examples, from overly complex desktop 
telephones to confusing door latches to poorly mapped light switches. They’re the kind of things that 
make you scratch your head, but are easy enough to find all around us. Since I read this book, I’ve 



thought a lot more about the design of the objects I usually take for granted, from the controls in my car 
to the annoying hot and cold dials in my shower.  
 I’m not a product designer by trade, but I work at a company that develops plenty of digital 
products and other experiences for consumers. Even at over 30 years old, this book is a great overview 
of some of the fundamentals of product design.    
 
 
What You Do Is Who You Are by Ben Horowitz 
In this book about leadership and business culture, Horowitz, co-founder of the venture capital firm 
Andreesen Horowitz, draws lessons from some of the great leaders of history. As this kind of book goes, 
it’s fairly typical, similar to books by Jim Collins or The Culture Code by Daniel Coyle. It’s conversationally 
written, pretty entertaining, and contains some good anecdotes along with a lot of good advice. What 
makes it feel a little standard is the use of “surprising” (not that surprising, really) historical figures to 
illustrate these lessons. He looks at the Samurai, at Genghis Khan, at the Haitian Toussaint Louverture 
who led the only successful slave rebellion in Haiti, and at Shaka Senghor, who created a powerful prison 
gang then transformed prison culture. 
These history lessons are interesting, but feel like a blatant CEO bookshelf play (“put me in your office 
next to The Art of War.”)  
 Nonetheless, some takeaways:  

• Culture is not the company perks like dogs in the office. Culture is not the aspirational values 
written on the wall. Culture is how people act in real life. And that is a difficult thing to establish, 
even harder to change. It depends greatly on the leader, what they say and, more so, how they 
act.   

• A great culture does not get you a great company. The product must be superior too.  
• Keep what works. In changing a company culture, there are no doubt things that do not need to 

be changed and should be maintained. It’s important to figure out the difference.   
• Trust is vital. “In any human interaction, the amount of communication required is inversely 

proportional to the level of trust.” 
• Providing the why behind decisions, particularly the ones that break with the current way of 

doing things, is one of the best ways to change culture. People will want to know why a decision 
was made, and the answer should reinforce the group’s stated values.  

• Incorporate outside leadership. Changing a culture while keeping the same cast of leaders at key 
levels is nearly impossible.  

• The leader must walk the talk. A leader creates and reinforces culture by their action. Any 
deviation or hypocrisy destroys culture.  

• To get things to stick, tell stories and use colorful language and analogies. James Barksdale, 
former CEO of Netscape once talked about their three rules:  1. If you see a snake, don’t call 
committees, don’t call your buddies, don’t form a team, don’t get a meeting together. Just kill 
the snake. 2. Don’t play with dead snakes. 3. All opportunities start out looking like snakes. 
That’s vivid, entertaining, clear, repeatable language, not corporate babble.  

• To change a culture, you can’t just give lip service to it. You have to create an acute sense of 
urgency. 

• As a leader, you have to know your own flaws, so you don’t program them into your culture.  
• The culture must fit the company’s strategy. You must know whether you’re in peace time or 

war time—the priorities of a culture and the role of the leader should be very different in those 
two scenarios. 

• Loyalty is about the quality of your relationships. “People don’t leave companies; they leave 
managers.” 

 
 
   
 



 
 
 
The Fear Book by Cheri Huber 
I got this reco from the Tim Ferris podcast. It’s a pretty short, simple book about how to think about and 
cope with fear. Not the useful kind of fear, like the kind that kicks in if you see a grizzly on the trail ahead 
of you. This is about the fear that holds us back. Fear of failure. Fear of risk-taking. Fear of trying 
something new. Fear of difficult conversations.  
 Huber reframes fear as a signal that we’re actually on the right path, because fear usually comes 
because we’re in unknown territory—a necessity for growth. She gives guidance on how to see fear as a 
fiction. Fear often comes from us imagining a bad outcome, and then we let that that imagined outcome 
deter us from taking the steps we need to move forward. Rather than focusing on what we can control 
in our present moment, we obsess about something that doesn’t exist and we can’t control. It’s an 
approach rooted in Buddhism, similar to what Eckhart Tolle recommends in The Power of Now.  
 Huber also coaches us to hold the fear separate from us. We are not the fear and it is not us. 
Observe it and recognize it for what it is—an irrational response that is part psychological, but can also 
be physical (e.g. I’m so nervous I want to lay down and take a nap—how strange. Or my hands are 
shaking before I give this presentation—look at them shake). This stepping back and observing our fear 
and its manifestations can make it feel more like a curiosity than a true barrier, and it can also make it 
easier to be compassionate with ourselves. Rather than being embarrassed or ashamed by our fear, we 
can observe it, understand it, then coach ourselves through it.  

Unfortunately, the form of the book is annoying. It’s printed in a dreadful handwritten typeface, 
with only a couple paragraphs on each page. And the middle section is written in the same obnoxious 
format as The Power of Now—a dialogue between student and teacher. I think it’s a trope associated 
with Zen Buddhism instruction. I hate it, which is not a very Zen thing to say. It’s less condescending 
here than in The Power of Now, but it’s no less contrived. And it’s completely unnecessary.  

If you can overlook those minor annoyances, this is a pretty good book. Huber articulates some 
practical, foundational mindset shifts to help anyone deal with their fear. I recommended it to people on 
my team at work, since dealing with fear is such an important part of the creative process. I’ve already 
found it applicable to my day-to-day life. 

 
 

This One Will Hurt You by Paul Crenshaw  
 Crenshaw’s work has been included in the Best American Essays series four times, and he 
received the Pushcart Prize in 2017. I came across him on Twitter, maybe my favorite find of this year.  
 Crenshaw was raised in Arkansas and now lives in Kansas. Most of these essays deal in some 
way with that region of the Midwest. The way it was, the way it is now, what’s happened to it. He writes 
about the weather there—the winter ice and the tornados that rip through in the spring, and the impact 
those natural forces have on the people. He writes of community—its bonds and its breaking—and of 
family. There are no global issues here, no politics, no mass media, but the themes are universal and 
timeless.  

I finished this collection several months ago, but many of these essays still sit with me. Each has 
a wonderful balance within it—they are sometimes funny, often warm and sincere, then there comes a 
line or a turn that pokes, sometimes punches, the heart. The title gives fair warning. An essay about a 
possum becomes, slyly, about a father protecting his family from the outside world. Similarly, in an 
essay about the book Where the Wild Things Are, he writes about how he loved the book as a kid 
(particularly the Wild Thing with people feet), but understands it differently as a parent. When he read it 
as an adult, he saw “in the words a darkness that seemed to linger in the shadows of the trees, and I 
guessed even then that love could be so strong as to lead to hate, worry to anger, that evil is often more 
alluring, the suggestion of what would happen to Max if he let the wilderness take over.”  
 He remembers another version of uncontrolled wildness in the essay “Storm Country,” about 
the first time he saw a tornado. He was eight when the storm rolled in, and his father hurried them to 
his grandparents’ house where they descended into the storm cellar and huddled together. His 



grandmother told stories to the young cousins.  “The room smelled of kerosine, of earth and wind and 
rain.” He remembers being invited to to stand at the top of the cellar steps with his father and 
grandfather, a kind of threshold of adulthood, to be welcomed to witness something that couldn’t be 
comprehended, the twister ripping up trees, dirt, barbed wire, a pond. “It hit an old barn like a fist, 
smashing boards and metal, slinging the debris about.” In a book with many vivid, memorable scenes, 
this one is my favorite. 
 These are all essays with heart. Whether he is imagining the life of a girl who lived 100 years ago 
in the building that was once a sanatorium for tuberculosis patients, or describing his old neighborhood 
and how it’s been gutted by meth and recession, or recalling the time he and his brother played hide-
and-seek so well that his mother almost called the police, they all tap into some kind of universal feeling 
or theme, such that these personal essays feel shared in the end.  
 This was one of my favorite books this year. After finishing it, I ordered his second book of 
essays, This We’ll Defend, about his time in the military.  
 
 
Mortality by Christopher Hitchens 
Hitchens, the acerbic, witty, brilliant writer, public speaker and debater, spent the last eighteen months 
of his life contemplating and writing about the end of life. While on a book tour in 2010, he experienced 
severe pain in his chest and was diagnosed with cancer of the esophagus. He had written extensively 
about his atheism, and such was faced with an eminent end that was, he believed, an ultimate end.  
 When Hitchens was diagnosed, he was on the book tour for his memoir, Hitch-22. As such, this 
book was not written as a memoir, but rather a focus on what was happening to him—his treatment by 
medical professionals, by friends, by others. And what was happening to him physically and 
psychologically. A man who was known for his voice, he is wrestling with what it means to literally lose 
one’s voice. “I feel my identity and personality dissolving,” he writes.  
 He refuses to give in to self-pity or to sentimentality, which might be what makes this end-of-life 
memoir feel different than similar books. Hitchens mentions Randy Pausch’s The Last Lecture, the 
exuberant, post-diagnosis performance (and resulting book) with the energy of a pep rally. This is not 
that. Nor is it the emotional grappling of Paul Kalanithi’s 2016 When Breath Becomes Air, where the 
neurosurgeon, who has witnessed death up close, now wrestles with its significance in a different 
dimension. Hitchens does little grappling, shows little doubt. The only sentimentality that creeps in 
comes in the postscript by his wife, Carol Blue. There we see him through the eyes of someone who 
loved him, admired him, was delighted by him regularly.  
 
 
Searching for Stars on an Island in Maine by Alan Lightman 
Under a star-filled sky, in a boat off Lute Island in Maine, a physicist grapples to balance many things at 
once. A man of science, a man who longs for absolutes, for certainties, for unchanging rules, finds 
himself in a world that is in constant flux, awash with inexplicable wonder. He is a believer in a higher 
power, but also a believer in the laws of the physical universe. Looking up at the deep, star-filled sky in a 
place like Lute Island, perhaps it’s easier to hold both science and God in your mind and heart. Or maybe 
when you have a mind like Alan Lightman, the first person to hold simultaneous professorships in 
astrophysics and literature at MIT, it’s easier to comprehend a world where these notions are not in 
conflict.   

Lightman is searching not just for stars, but for Truth, with no limitations as to which realm—the 
spiritual, the physical, the scientific, the logical, the mystical—he conducts that search in. Lightman is as 
comfortable quoting from The Confessions of St. Augustine as he is from Einstein’s journals, finding as 
much inspiration in Thoreau and Emily Dickinson as in Galileo and Max Planck, in Van Gogh or 
Kierkegaard. Likewise, he draws wisdom from Christian thinking as well as Buddhism and other religions. 
From Francis Bacon and from Captain Kirk. He is a Renaissance thinker, or whatever the modern term 
for polymath is.  

He grapples with some of the notions that have sought to unify science and spirituality, as well 
as some that have attempted to use science to disprove the existence of God.  



If we are truly searching for truth, then why would we not use all the tools at our disposal? That, 
it seems to me, is the real lesson of Lightman’s nonconventional practice. It almost makes it silly to think 
someone would try it any other way, to say that they’re searching for a grand truth but are only going to 
use the tools of physics or only going to seek it in western religious doctrine (though Lightman seems too 
humble to ever call another’s search “silly”).  

What we have here, then, is a questioning mind asking questions. A talented seeker seeking. 
Trying to put pieces together in different ways to make sense of things, then trying them other ways. 
There are more provocative questions than definitive answers. Lightman stresses the impermanence of 
everything, that everything—including our knowledge—is in flux. It’s the kind of understanding that 
brings with it a good dose of humility. It would be foolish to think we’ve arrived at a final state of 
understanding, that we have it all figured out.  

But as the title alludes, it’s not finding truth. It’s about the searching.  
I read this book over the course of a few years, pulling it out of the nightstand and reading a few 

pages here and there. That’s usually all it would take to come across a paragraph with a big enough idea 
to stop and wonder. 
 
 
A Carnival of Snackery: Diaries (2003-2020) by David Sedaris 
This is the sequel to Sedaris’s Theft By Finding, his collection of 1977-2002 diary entries. In the 
introduction, he says that Theft had more of an arc to it, that this selection is a little more random. I 
didn’t notice much of a difference. I actually think the random nature is perfect for him. It allows him to 
include stories of his travel and his family, conversations with people at book signings (his are famously 
long—he generously chats with everyone, asks questions of his fans, and is happy to take jokes way too 
far when asked something like, “This is for my mom. Can you write something dirty in it?” [true story, 
per reddit]), funny things he sees on shirts, jokes he’s heard, thoughts on politics (though he says he left 
most of the politics out of this one), thoughts that occur to him during his long (3-8 hours, daily) walks 
picking up trash along the road in England, and pretty much anything else that makes him chuckle as it 
crosses his mind.  
 The two volumes of diaries are great in that you can just jump in at any point and listen for a bit. 
No context needed. I prefer the audiobooks for all of Sedaris’s work—his work is best when he reads it 
aloud. In A Carnival of Snackery, he does something slightly different, having Tracey Ullman read some 
of the sections, depending on which country he was in when he wrote them. I wasn’t sure how I felt 
about her voice at first, but it grew on me. Sedaris, himself, has been mistaken for an “old woman” 
several times by people listening to him, including the high school student, assigned one of his works, 
who “felt bad for the old woman who had to read all that.”  
 At some point with any comedian, I guess it’s just a matter of taste, and probably where to start. 
For my money, Sedaris is up there with Mark Twain as an American humorist. That’s not an 
overstatement, as far as I’m concerned, though your take may vary, especially if you don’t like crude 
humor mixed in. That said, apropos of the title, A Carnival of Snackery is a kind of buffet of Sedaris’s 
work, as good a place as any to sample a little here and there. And if you’re a long-time fan, this holds 
up as well as any of his works. 

 
 
Creativity by John Cleese  
This breezy, delightful book was the first I’d checked out of the library in over two years (thanks COVID). 
But beyond that, it’s just a delightful read. Who wouldn’t find a thing or two to learn from Cleese and 
enjoy the learning? Much of what he covers here is basic, as creative practice goes, but the points are 
made with wit and charm. I took three pages of notes.  
 He covers the role of the unconscious, the phases of creative thinking (what he calls the hare 
brain and the tortoise brains), how to get unstuck, and how to get feedback. Overall, a worthwhile read.  
 
 
  



 
 
Is This Anything? by Jerry Seinfeld 
Part of the delight in Seinfeld publishing this book is his string of podcast appearances promoting it, 
including the enjoyable and insightful discussion with Tim Ferriss. Ferriss, obsessed with process, gets 
Seinfeld to talk about the grueling amount of work and persistence that goes into being a stand-up 
comedian, let alone one of the greatest ever. That interview pairs well with this book to paint a full 
picture—the behind-the-scenes work, and 45 years of the output.  
 Of the pressures of stand-up, he writes, “You must constantly justify why you are the only one 
talking, and everyone else is just sitting.” It’s a lot of pressure. And, as he says in his interviews, it is a 
toxic environment. Only the best and the strongest survive. “When you see a comedian with a ton of 
great stuff, what you’re really marveling at, or should be, is how could someone crawl on their belly that 
great a distance.” 
 This collection of jokes spans Seinfeld’s career. Some of the bits are classic. Others were left in 
the notebook, half-complete. But taken collectively, you can see the process in action. The famous style 
that starts with an observation. Even though he doesn’t actually say “What’s the deal with…?” in the 
book, you could start many of these jokes with that question. Look around. Planes. Cabs. Doctors’ 
offices. Cellphones. Relationships. Pharmacists.  

He wonders if they wasted the good pilots as kamikazes or just the ones who were really bad at 
landing already. Why is there always a huge age gap in movie theater employees? “The girl who sells the 
ticket, she’s ten. Then the guy who rips it, he’s 102.” And an extended riff on cereal, including: “Where 
in the world do you get the balls to call your cereal Life?” 
 These are “ideas that come from nowhere and mean nothing,” he says. But that dismissal 
undersells what he’s so good at. The writing is sharp, with the jokes masterfully structured to land just 
right, but Seinfeld’s real skill is in the seeing. Many of the topics may be “about nothing,” but in each of 
his jokes he shows us that he can see something that we can’t, or haven’t noticed, in a thing we’ve all 
looked at a thousand times.  
 Another thing I really appreciate in these collected jokes is how visual Seinfeld’s language is, like 
when he describes the “Wicked Witch of the West finger” you have to make to hook raisins out of their 
box, or says he’ll think America has a weight problem when we’re all packed together coast to coast, 
touching like olives in a jar, or describes golf as, “Idiotic hacking through sand and weeds while driving 
drunk in a clown car through a fake park,” as challenging as “throwing a tic tac 100 yards into a 
shoebox.” 
 Some of his other topics:  
 On lunch meat. “It’s some kind of meat, and you should eat it around noon…We saw an animal, 
we grabbed it, we never got a really good look at it.”   
 “The state flag of Florida should just be a steering wheel with a hat and two knuckles on it. And 
the left turn signal on from when they left the house that morning. That’s a legal turn in Florida, by the 
way. It’s called an eventual left. You can signal this week, then turn any following year of your life.” 
 The apparently second type of “heil” in WWII films with Nazis. Different than the official, here’s-
the-boss heil, there’s the “casual heil,” a quick wave and “heil” that feels more like a “yo.”  
 On horses and glue: “See that one kind of waving around? He’s out of his mind. He’ll be crazy 
glue.”  
 “You go horseback riding, the horse sees you pull up in a car. He knows you have absolutely no 
need to do this. I get out of a car that has 500 horsepower so I can sit on an animal that has one.” 
 His hate for the phrase, “It is what it is.” “I’d rather someone just blew clear air into my face.” 
 His favorite kind of suicide bomber is the one who accidentally blows himself up with nobody 
else in the area. “A Jihad E. Coyote kind of guy.”  

Some of these jokes are a little old-school, and a few haven’t aged well, but that’s not surprising 
in a joke collection that spans 40 years. This book is a must for anyone interested in comedy (or anyone 
who just wants a few good laughs).  
 
  



 
 
Goldenrod by Maggie Smith 
I first came across Maggie Smith when her poem “Good Bones” was recommended by John Dickerson 
on the Slate Political Gabfest earlier this year. I loved “Good Bones” so much that immediately pre-
ordered this book, released in July of 2021.  

Smith is from Ohio, and her poetry has a kind of middle America pastoralism to it. Nearly every 
poem has a connection to nature—mostly everyday, observational. She weaves these observations 
together with themes of human relationships, motherhood, loneliness, and a precarious dance between 
despair and hope.  
 She questions the Divine, yet finds grace in everyday objects and moments. “They look like gifts 
a crow might bring a human girl, desperate to impress her,” she writes in “Talisman,” a poem about the 
random objects she has in her jacket pocket, gifts from her young son. An acorn, a stone, a Mr. Potato 
Head ear. “When I touch them, I can believe almost anything.”  
 These poems move sharply from the natural world to the home to the heart to the spiritual and 
back again, creating unlikely juxtapositions, creating an interplay between the internal and external that 
can feel profound and sudden but also very ordinary, the way watching your child on a swing can 
provoke great wonder and great fear and the biggest questions all out of nowhere. These poems feel 
like doors, like portals to feelings or moods or ideas, sometimes just images, but all very accessible.  

I kept this book on my desk for a few months and would read a poem in the morning before I 
started work, because they felt grounding in some way, and one poem was usually enough to create at 
least a feeling of perspective, a reminder that there are important things in our everyday lives that are 
not what we usually spend most of our time fretting ovnner.  

This is a great collection of poetry. I’ve ordered a copy for a friend and have also pre-ordered 
Maggie Smith’s Keep Moving, due to be released later this month.  

 
 

Aimless Love by Billy Collins 
Billy Collins is an incredibly likable, accessible gateway into what most people would consider a more 
difficult, sometimes stuffy artform. He welcomes readers with open arms into his world of 
conversational, witty, often funny observations about mostly everyday things. 

But the simplicity is deceptive—his word choice in particular is something remarkable. Peppered 
throughout this collection of 130-ish poems, selected from five of his books, I underlined dozens of 
words and phrases for their uniqueness:  

 
a professor of nothing in particular 
needle of oblivion 
all its work and hope 
a land as parched as Bethlehem 
small miracles…shaking a cigarette out of the pack for a stranger 

 
And who else has ever rhymed “orange tree in the backyard” with “roaring down Venice 

Boulevard”?  
Some of his poems feel almost like comic strips. “The Four-Moon Planet,” riffing off a line from 

the notebooks of Robert Frost, imagines a pair of lovers on a beach, feeling close as ever, “while he 
gazed at one moon and she another.”  

Some are jokes: “Looking for a Friend in a Crowd of Arriving Passengers: A Sonnet,” repeats Not 
John Whalen, Not John Whalen, Not John Whalen for thirteen lines, followed by John Whalen.  

Most photos of Billy Collins show him with a sly smile, as if he’s just told you a joke and is 
waiting for the smile to break on your face as the punchline sinks in. That look is how most of his poems 
make me feel. A smile, a refreshing breeze of whimsy.  

You could say that Collins resets one’s expectations of how serious poetry should or shouldn’t 
be. Or what a poem needs to do to be considered a poem. Collins discusses some of this in his 



Masterclass, which I watched earlier this year. But even in his class, he does not take himself too 
seriously, giving students the advice to read their poems out loud—and that dogs and goldfish make 
great audiences.  

But even with all this whimsy, Collins is no lightweight. He was Poet Laureate of the United 
States from 2001 to 2003. He has won many, many awards.  The New York Times dubbed him “the most 
popular poet in America.”  

To me, I found his poems to be the perfect thing to read before bed—just one or two—as the 
brain is trying to power down and the day doesn’t want any more big words but could use a light grace 
note.  

 
 

A Carnival of Losses: Notes Nearing Ninety by Donald Hall 
Donald Hall was the poet laureate of the United States in 2006-2007. He was the editor at The Paris 
Review for eight years, taught at Stanford and other universities, and published many volumes of poetry 
and other writing. I read his Selected Poems in 2019.  

A Carnival of Losses is a collection of collections—“Notes Nearing Ninety,” “The Selected Poets 
of Donald Hall,” “Necropoetics” and “A Carnival of Losses.” The Selected Poets section is the most 
individual, a collection of essays about poets Donald Hall had some kind of relationship with (not always 
good). The other sections are mostly short essays about how life looks after nearly ninety years on this 
planet.  
 Hall writes of simple physical ailments, of the difference between turning ninety and turning 
eighty, of his farmhouse that his family has lived in since 1865, and of his late wife, Jane, who died of 
cancer in 1995 after twenty-three years of marriage. Hall was older than Jane, and they had assumed 
that he would die long before her. Her passing played a large part in what he wrote, how he thought and 
felt, for the rest of his life. The essays about her and their sweet relationship are the most poignant.  
 But there’s also a lot of humor in these essays, some self-deprecating (he has a good laugh 
about the many times he has driven his car into the back wall of his garage) and some at the expense of 
others, particularly younger arrogant people he has known. The final essay, “Tree Day,” is about the 
150-year-old maple in the front of his house that has fallen. He recalls swinging in it as a child. He has 
the tree cut up and carted off, then he and his family plant an elm sapling in its place. The last line of the 
book is: “I am free to imagine another grandchild swinging from another branch of another tree.”  
 Donald Hall died in June of 2018.   

 
 

Blossoms and Blood: Postmodern Media Culture and the Films of Paul Thomas Anderson by Jason 
Sperb 
I was right in the sweet spot for the sweet spot of American Independent cinema. Most experts point to 
1989’s Sex, Lies and Videotape as the beginning of the new American Independent cinema, but it really 
took off with Pulp Fiction in 1994, when I was a senior in high school. I dragged everyone I could to see 
Pulp Fiction that summer. I ended up seeing it nine times in the theater, and we listened to the 
soundtrack incessantly.  

When I was in college, we went to the New Art theater in Champaign. The New Art seemed to 
change hands, close and re-open every few years (most recently going out of business, this time for 
good, sadly, in 2020), but we caught it during a good run. We went on Tuesday nights, regardless of 
what was showing. Tickets were $2 on Tuesdays. You could do popcorn and soda and see a great flick for 
only $5. Kicking and Screaming, Henry Fool, The Spanish Prisoner, American Buffalo, I Shot Andy Warhol, 
Sweethearts, Ulee’s Gold. A lot of the details of these films are fuzzy, but I fondly remember their 
names, and sinking into those horribly uncomfortable seats at that little old theater.  

It was a great time for independent cinema, and the University of Illinois had a good film 
program. As an advertising major—a fairly easy curriculum—I could justify as many film electives as I 
could cram in. When I was a senior, I got three film classes onto my schedule one semester, which 
meant I was watching 7-12 films a week. It turned out that was the best thing I could have done for my 
future in advertising. All by dumb luck. 



When Paul Thomas Anderson’s Boogie Nights, the retro porn-industry epic, dropped in theaters 
in 1997, it felt like the next Pulp Fiction. Sprawling, shocking and violent, with a vibe that was just…cool. 
Like Pulp Fiction, it had all the style and swagger of a late 70’s cherry red t-top Camaro. It was exactly 
what studios had been hoping for. As Jason Sperb points out in Blossoms and Blood, Anderson 
benefitted from the search for “the next Tarantino.” Anderson’s first film, the neo noir Hard Eight 
(1996), was less ambitious than Pulp Fiction, but a much better film than many of the Tarantino knock-
offs being released (Things to do in Denver When You’re Dead or 2 Days in the Valley, anyone?). Hard 
Eight convinced a few people at New Line Cinema that Anderson was worth a bet. A few years later, 
Boogie Nights showed that he was the real deal.  

Sperb digs into all aspects of these films and how they influenced the trajectory of Anderson’s 
career. Hard Eight earned him a shot. Boogie Nights loaded him into a canon and fired him into space. It 
gave him carte blanche for his next project, and reeling from the death of his father, he poured his heart 
and guts into the over-the-top, ambitious, frustrating melodrama, Magnolia. It was like someone had 
given him access to the control board, and Anderson—still immature and with a reputation for being 
“difficult”—cranked all the knobs up to ten. (But Magnolia remains, I would argue, the best ever film to 
end with a rain of frogs).  

Sperb pulls no punches when he assesses Anderson’s work. He’s not a fanboy, and it’s refreshing 
the degree to which he calls out the flaws of these early films (though I have several margin notes where 
I disagree with his criticism). He is particularly harsh on PTA’s on-set notoriety, his petulance with the 
studios, and the over-indulgence of Magnolia (something Anderson agrees with. These early films feel 
like they were made by a remarkably talented, audacious writer/director, yet one whose influences—
most notably Altman and Scorsese— are still visible. They are flashy, with technique that is often cool 
but calls attention to itself. The next films, Sperb argues, are when Anderson really came into his own as 
a unique filmmaker. And he did it with a very unlikely decision. 

“I want to make an Adam Sandler film,” Anderson said after Magnolia, and everyone laughed at 
the joke. Sandler was, at the time, known for his goofy bits on Saturday Night Live and his blockbuster 
comedies like Happy Gilmore, Billy Madison, and The Waterboy. He played infantile characters who lash 
out in ways we all, in some part of our psyche, wish we could. Angry idiots, one might say.  

Anderson took that reputation and turned it on its head, casting Sandler to his type, but 
recontextualizing it. It wasn’t the first time Anderson had cast actors whose reputations and biographies 
overtly affected the way we perceive their characters. Casting Burt Reynolds as the aging porn director 
and Mark Walberg as the up-and-coming star in Boogie Nights, and casting Tom Cruise as the 
misogynistic, inspirational speaker in Magnolia had a similar effect. But with Sandler, the move was 
even bolder.  

In Punch-Drunk Love, Sandler plays Barry Egan, an awkward, single man who runs a business for 
novelty toilet plungers and is working on a clever scheme to take advantage of a Healthy Choice 
incentive program. He is incessantly badgered by his seven domineering sisters, and beset by a string of 
random incidents at the beginning of the film—he finds a harmonium on the street, witnesses a car 
crash, and meets Lena (Emily Watson), a woman who seems oddly infatuated with Barry’s quirkiness. In 
this new reality, strange as it is, we have the impulsive urge to laugh at Sandler’s tirades and outbursts, 
but it is also frightening. He is obviously a man with serious anger management issues—the same issues 
Sandler characters have always had, but now played in a very different way. He is also lonely and 
repressed, but ultimately sympathetic.  

Punch-Drunk Love is a fascinating film. Sperb counts it as one of Anderson’s best, and a seminal 
moment in his development as an auteur. Rewatching Punch-Drunk Love now, it feels like Anderson 
wants to keep the audience suspended in a state of awkwardness, unsure of how to react. He keeps us 
intentionally unsettled, feeling how Barry feels constantly. This is something Anderson will continue to 
do in his next films—keep the audience suspended, unsettled, displaced. Perhaps never as much so as 
his next film, There Will Be Blood.  

2007 was an amazing year for film—a niche between the independent scene of the late 90s and 
the blockbuster-lusting, Marvel-dominated next decade. No Country for Old Men won Best Picture 
(deservingly), but the year also saw Michael Clayton, Zodiac, The Assassination of Jessie James by the 
Coward Robert Ford (underrated) and a handful of other great films. There Will Be Blood was in top 



company, but if there’s ever a year when two films should have split the Best Picture win, this was it. 
There Will Be Blood is, I think, less enjoyable than No Country, but no less a film. It was certainly better 
than some of the other Best Pictures of the decade (Crash, Slumdog Millionaire, Million Dollar Baby, to 
name a few), and it’s at the top of most lists the best films since the turn of the century.  

The word most used to describe what There Will Be Blood did for Paul Thomas Anderson’s 
reputation is “serious.” This was a serious film. Anderson was no longer just considered a director who 
could make cool, or provocative, or quirky films. There Will Be Blood proved that he could make the kind 
of films that might rightly be mentioned in discussions with Citizen Kane, Vertigo, Apocalypse Now, The 
Godfather.  

There Will Be Blood is the story of Daniel Plainview, played brilliantly by Daniel Day-Lewis (who 
won the Best Actor Oscar for the role), a turn-of-the-century oil man obsessed with not just finding oil 
and making a fortune for himself, but in dominating those around him. He is a salesman, a businessman, 
a charlatan, a man with no compunction about doing anything that will bring him more power. He is 
completely obsessed, and although it’s hard to like Plainview, it’s harder to look away. His rivalry with 
the local preacher (played brilliantly, as well, by Paul Dano) is a masterclass in writing sophisticated 
conflict that happens as much below the surface as above it.  

Anderson followed There Will Be Blood with The Master, loosely based on L. Ron Hubbard and 
the founding of Scientology. In it, Phillip Seymour Hoffman plays Lancaster Dodd, the Hubbard 
character, and Joaquin Phoenix is Eddie Quell, a sailor who, after WWII, is figuratively set adrift and finds 
his way into the folds of Dodd’s burgeoning cult. Like Boogie Nights and Hard Eight, it plays with the 
themes of belonging, of an outcast finding a surrogate family. Like Magnolia and There Will Be Blood, it 
about salesmanship, about charlatanism, about belief. It is a challenging film in many ways, but I 
appreciated it much more when I watched it again. There are moments that are surprisingly funny, and 
the relationship between Dodd and Quell is rich with subtext.  

Blossoms and Blood was published shortly after The Master was released, so Sperb includes only 
a short chapter. But the book overall provides an excellent analysis of Anderson’s work up to that point. 
It’s written as a singular piece (vs some academic film books that are collections of separate essays), 
meaning that threads are pulled through the entire book. He examines the themes mentioned above, 
and also examines Anderson’s fixation on happenstance and fate (Sperb makes the point that this was a 
fixation of many post-modern filmmakers, particularly in the 90s). He examines Anderson’s personal 
connection to Los Angeles and the media—his father was a TV and radio personality—and how it affects 
his views on film, television, celebrity, sales, and commerce in general.  
  I had seen all of Anderson’s films, some of them several times, but I gave them each a watch 
again, in order, as I was reading this book. I also listened to an excellent, excellent, series of podcasts 
from Movie Crush, in which Chuck Bryant and Adam Pranica devote an episode to each Anderson film.  
 After The Master, Anderson has made three more films—Inherent Vice, an adaptation of the 
Thomas Pynchon novel; Phantom Thread; and his newest release, Licorice Pizza, out this month. I was 
not that hot on Inherent Vice (but it maybe deserves another watch), but was blown away by Phantom 
Thread, another masterful performance by Daniel Day-Lewis. I’m anxiously awaiting opening night of 
Licorice Pizza, a high-school coming-of-age film that has, among some other great stars, Tom Waits.  
 Below, I’ve ranked all the Paul Thomas Anderson films, from best to worst. That said, there’s not 
a dud in here. His films are always interesting, always ambitious, and always masterfully crafted. Happy 
to argue about the rankings. With each film, I’ve also included links out to the corresponding Movie 
Crush podcast episode.   

My Ranking of Paul Thomas Anderson films:  
1) There Will Be Blood  |  podcast 
2) Boogie Nights  |  podcast 
3) Phantom Thread  |  podcast 
4) The Master  |  podcast 
5) Punch-Drunk Love  |  podcast 
6) Hard Eight | podcast 
7) Magnolia  |  podcast 
8) Inherent Vice  |  podcast 



 
 
Cormac McCarthy and Performance: Page, Stage, Screen by Stacey Peebles 
Stacey Peebles was on a recent episode of Reading McCarthy, the podcast of the Cormac McCarthy 
Society, discussing the field of Cormac McCarthy studies, which has blown up in the past couple decades 
(relatively—it’s still a nerdy, niche academic field dedicated to a single author). She noted that it used to 
be possible to have “read everything” on McCarthy, meaning all the academic papers and the semi-
regular books. Now, though, there are constantly new books published, and people all over the world 
contributing to the field.  
 When it comes to books about McCarthy, they’re usually one of two types—collections of 
academic essays from different authors, sometimes around a certain theme; or written by one author, 
with a unifying theme throughout. This is the latter, which I prefer. More so because the topic is one I’m 
interested beyond McCarthy—the adaptation of written work to performance.  
 McCarthy, though he is known primarily as a novelist, has written for the stage twice (The 
Stonemason and The Sunset Limited), for television once (The Gardener’s Son), and several screenplays. 
Interestingly, a couple of his novels were originally written as screenplays (No Country for Old Men, 
which the Coens adapted from the novel, not McCarthy’s screenplay; and Cities of the Plain, which 
eventually became McCarthy’s border trilogy).  

Peebles sorts through all of these, grouping the works and their adaptations generally by their 
level of success. Which turns out to be a fascinating way to look at McCarthy’s work. Because while he’s 
had successes in adaptation—No Country for Old Men being the foremost example—there have also 
been a few duds. Billy Bob Thornton’s All the Pretty Horses, which, as the story goes, suffered from 
studio pressure to cut the film from 2:40 down to two hours, gets re-litigated (I re-watched it after 
reading this chapter—it’s not terrible, but could be so much better with a longer edit. Maybe someday.). 
Child of God, which feels like a low-budget exploitation flick, and The Counselor, which feels like a high-
budget exploitation flick, both failed to deliver on the hype. In both of those films, Peebles argues that 
the “combination of directing, casting, acting and costume design…has the effect of making [the 
characters] less rather than more interesting” and in at least one case “openly offensive.”  

This is the interesting thing about adaptation in general. Whereas the novel is a solitary effort, a 
production—be it a stage performance or a film—brings other major collaborators on board. This can 
elevate the work, or it can be a debacle. Sometimes it’s a fine line. It can balance on a single creative 
decision, on interpersonal dynamics, on the business of the entertainment industry, or any number of 
potentially fickle factors.  

Cormac McCarthy and Performance is one of my favorite academic studies of McCarthy’s work, 
mostly because it doesn’t feel academic. It goes beyond literary analysis (though there is some of that) 
and tells stories of projects. And because McCarthy’s work has had both success and failure in 
adaptation, there is insight to be gained by comparing them.  

The last chapter of the book deals with the various failed attempts to adapt Blood Meridian into 
a film. The two McCarthy projects I’d love to see come to fruition (though only if they’re actually good), 
would be a film of Blood Meridian and the full-length border trilogy, possibly as a miniseries. It’s fun to 
dream.   

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

  



 
 
Three Art Book Recos: Every Person in New York by Jason Polan, All My Photographs are Made With 
Pens by Tommy Kane, and Oh My God, Guns, and Country by Chad Rea 
Of the art books I got in 2021, these three are my favorite.  
 
Every Person in New York is the output of the late Jason Polan, an artist who set the quixotic goal of 
sketching every person in New York. Jen Bekman, founder of the gallery that represented Polan, called 
the project “an exercise in optimism and inclusivity.” It’s a little like Keith Haring on speed. Simplistic, 
sometimes single-line sketches that capture a snapshot of a person, sometimes still, often moving 
through the moment, usually (presumably) unaware. I dig both the style and the ambition of this 
project. Somewhere between gesture sketches and cartoons, these quick drawings show a mind that 
can quickly capture an essence, even if that essence is just a line that shows the curve of a face or a hint 
of movement. It’s also a visual love letter to New York, with locations and celebrities scattered 
throughout. And, given Jason’s death from cancer in early 2020, they’re a kind of unintentionally 
poignant reminder that these simple, anonymous, fleeting moments are the mostly the things that make 
up our lives.  
 

 
  
 
All My Photographs are Made With Pens is almost the opposite. The striking thing with Tommy Kane’s 
sketches is the impression of detail. Even in the drawings that are caricatures, the penwork gives a rich 
texture that feels, like the title implies, almost photographic. He blends color and layers sketches on 
textures, graphic imagery—sometimes other sketches—to build complex illustrations of people, 
animals, machines, buildings (his architectural drawings are some of my favorite) that all invite 
exploration. You could spend literally hours with this sketchbook collection and not truly see it all.  



 
 
 
Oh My God, Guns, and Country is a collection of work by Chad Rea, a writer, teacher, artist, ad guy, 
activist and, from experience, good drinking companion (full disclosure: Chad’s also a friend of mine). 
This is a collection of his varied work over the past four years, most a reaction to current events and 
issues—“politics, violence, mental health, mortality, climate change, or other matters of the bleeding 
heart.” They range from playful to provocative, graphics design to word plays, traditional formats like 
paintings to subversive installations. His art has been included in dozens of solo and group exhibits 
globally. I dig it. And he’s a good dude.  

You can buy the book here and see more of Chad’s work here.  
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