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A Visit from the Goon Squad by Jennifer Egan 

“Time’s a goon, right? You gonna let that goon push you around?” one 

character asks another toward the end of this remarkable novel.  

Time is indeed a goon, inflicting relentless, harsh, but ordinary 

punishment on characters in this collection of interconnected short 

stories. Bennie Salazar and his trajectory from teen punk rocker to 

burned out record label exec, the members of Bennie’s high school band, 

his assistant and kleptomaniac Sasha, the uncle who tries to track her 

down when she runs away to Italy, a PowerPoint presentation by her 

daughter many years later. There are other stories, a safari in Africa, 

a past-her-prime American actress sent to meet an African dictator, the 

return of one of the teen band members, now clearly with some kind of 

mental illness as a Daniel Johnston-esque musician. A boy obsessed with 

songs with extended pauses. A jenga tower of interdependent lives.  

But as much as time does a number on these characters before our 

eyes, Egan bends time to her will.  She pops us masterfully from one 

story to the next, around the globe, decades forward and decades back. 

In the most impactful moment, she slides us forward twenty years in the 

middle of a sentence and gives us a devastating glimpse at the future 

of a young boy.    

A Visit from the Goon Squad won the Pulitzer in 2011. Reading it 

now, I wonder what took me so long. The writing is fantastic, the 

characters compelling, and the overall vibe—a blend of humor, satire, 

nostalgia and existential dread—is so unique. Egan’s new book, The 

Candy House, a sequel to Goon Squad will be released Tuesday, April 5. 

I’m looking forward to it.   
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The Candy House by Jennifer Egan 

This is Egan’s sequel, of sorts, to her Pulitzer Prize-winning A Visit 

from the Goon Squad. It’s structured similarly, as a network of 

interconnected stories bound more by characters and themes than a 

central plotline. Aside from the virtuosic writing, there are many pops 

of joy and recognition when characters re-emerge, or we see them in a 

different light, or we catch a story from a different point of view.  

 I downloaded a character chart that diagramed the complex web of 

relationships in Goon Squad, adding to it as I read Candy House, and it 

grew the way crystals grow, in what felt like organic but often 

surprising and random ways.  

  

 Thematically, where Goon Squad dealt with the pursuant black dog 

of time and aging, Candy House is about identity and authenticity and, 

to a certain degree, about technology as a false antidote to the 

passage of time. Without giving away the speculative technology 

threaded throughout the book, it feels realistic enough in the next 

decade or so. It’s certainly relevant to today’s trajectory, the title 

of the novel referring to the sugar hit of plugging into the machine.  

 Overall, the individual stories in The Candy House aren’t quite 

as strong as Goon Squad, but there are no duds. And like its 

predecessor, Candy House shifts in genre and style from chapter to 

chapter. One chapter is an email, another a set of instructions for a 
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spy, but most are more conventional, so the book doesn’t read as a 

string of gimmicks.  

 Overall, I just loved being back in this world, spending more 

time with the characters, and going on whatever ride Egan wanted to 

take us on. And although it didn’t leave me with quite the emotional 

ache that Goon Squad did, I still didn’t want it to end.  

 I read Goon Squad recently, which was helpful before diving into 

Candy House, given the ensemble cast and complicated structure. I’d 

recommend Candy House, but I’d also recommend re-reading Goon Squad 

first if it’s been a while. Egan mentioned in an interview that she 

might dive back into this universe again someday. I hope she does. 

 

 

The Passenger and Stella Maris by Cormac McCarthy 

I’ve read every word Cormac McCarthy has published — his twelve novels, 

two short stories, two screenplays and one scientific article on the 

origins of language and the subconscious. He turns 90 years old in 

July, and while I’m hopeful that we’ll see more, most of us presume 

these sibling novels, The Passenger and Stella Maris, will be his final 

books.  

For McCarthy fans, The Passenger is near legendary. He’s been 

working on it since the 1980s. It was teased publicly as early as the 

1990s, with rumors of plot elements and release dates surfacing here 

and there. But, as he articulated in a 1971 interview, McCarthy’s “only 

personal goal is to write well. That’s the point around which 

everything else revolves.” Timelines, publisher deadlines, fan 

expectations, they all can wait.  

When it was announced in the spring that McCarthy would be 

releasing not just The Passenger but a sister novel, Stella Maris, fans 
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(myself included) could be seen vibrating at such a frequency that some 

of us, it’s rumored, disappeared completely. This was An Event, if for 

a relatively small, highly nerdy segment of the population.  

The question with anything that has so much hype around it, is 

could it possibly live up to the expectations?  

 I read The Passenger three times this year. Because I love it and 

because it is, like much of McCarthy’s work, layered in mystery. Stella 

Maris, on first pass, is a little more straightforward, not as 

enjoyable, but a satisfying companion.  

The Passenger stands alone as a novel. I don’t think Stella Maris 

can. It’s more of a coda. So it feels a little like a publisher’s stunt 

to release them separately. But then, it ties into the premise of the 

story itself: two characters, intimately linked, near meaningless 

without one another, yet tragically separate.  

If you’re looking for a gateway into McCarthy, these novels are 

not them. Start with All the Pretty Horses or The Road. As the host of 

the Reading McCarthy podcast put it, the ideal reader for these two new 

novels “has a Masters in English, a Masters in philosophy, and a PhD in 

either mathematics or quantum physics.” An exaggeration, maybe, but 

McCarthy has spent three decades layering mysteries upon mysteries, and 

he’s never been one to make it easy on his readers.  

No major spoilers below, but I do summarize some of the plot, 

thematic elements and central mysteries of the novels.  

 

The Passenger 

 The Passenger is about Bobby Western, a salvage diver who lives 

in New Orleans. He and his partner are hired to investigate a downed 

private jet sunk off the coast. The jet seems unblemished, with no 
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discernable reason for its failure. But when they cut into it, they 

discover that one of the passengers is missing.  

 After a couple days, against his better judgment, Bobby goes back 

out to investigate the jet further. He finds a few clues but no clear 

answers. Then strange men start to show up to ask Bobby questions. When 

he’s not around, they just ransack his apartment.  

It’s a great setup for a suspense thriller, maybe something like 

No Country for Old Men, McCarthy’s fast-paced western noir “person in 

over their head” shoot-em-up thriller. But beyond the setup, nothing is 

conventional.  

Bobby Western, we come to learn, is a physics and math whiz. He’s 

a former racecar driver and spent a good deal of time in a coma after 

an accident a decade prior. He had a younger sister, Alicia. Her 

intelligence was off the charts. As a teenager, she was a doctoral 

candidate in mathematics. She also had synesthesia and was diagnosed 

with paranoid schizophrenia. When she was in her early 20s, she hanged 

herself in the frozen Wisconsin woods. This is not a spoiler — it’s the 

first chapter. Oh, and she and Bobby were in love with each other.  

Bobby and Alicia’s father was a physicist on the Manhattan 

project (“one of the most significant events in human history…up there 

with fire and language”). He and their mother met on the job at Oak 

Ridge, TN, where much of the atom bomb research was conducted. They 

both later died of cancer. Their lives and their work cast long shadows 

over Bobby and Alicia.  

 Interspersed with chapters of Bobby are scenes of Alicia, when 

she was alive and living in a cold apartment in Chicago, conversing 

with a being who goes by the name the Thalidomide Kid,  a short, 

deformed carnival barker-like apparition with flippers for arms 

(thalidomide, a drug used to treat cancer, led to an epidemic of birth 
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defects in the 1950s and 1960s). The Kid leads a cadre of grotesque, 

hallucinatory vaudeville performers who visit Alicia when she goes off 

her meds.  

 McCarthy, like an expert juggler, throws all of these objects 

into the air in the first few chapters. You’ve never seen a trick quite 

like it. Some of the objects are deftly handled — they dance and spin 

in the hands of a master. Other objects hover and tease. And others, 

through some illusionist’s sleight of hand or maybe through a quirk of 

quantum physics, disappear entirely. It is confounding, frustrating and 

mesmerizing all at once.  

 The Passenger shifts back and forth between the thriller plot, 

Alicia’s hallucinations, and a fuck-around novel (pardon the phrase), a 

series of entertaining, sit-down-and-drink conversations between Bobby 

and a colorful cast of seedy characters. They discuss everything from 

combat in Viet Nam, to the conspiracies surrounding the JFK 

assassination, to the self-immolative tendencies of cats.  

In between, Bobby is kind of on the lamb, wandering randomly from 

place to place, alone. He spends a lot of time looking thoughtfully out 

at beautifully-rendered landscapes.  

It’s like someone took No Country, McCarthy’s meandering, James 

Joyce-influenced Suttree, and Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, and blended 

them up. Then sprinkled in one more key element: theoretical physics.  

 McCarthy has spent much of the past several decades hanging out 

at The Santa Fe Institute, a thinktank of physicists and 

mathematicians. That influence shows up heavily (and sometimes heavy-

handed) in The Passenger. In addition to Bobby and Alicia’s knowledge 

of math and physics, we get a history of quantum mechanics, string 

theory and other high-level scientific concepts, mostly name-dropped 

into conversations.  
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 McCarthy has always used dialogue, monologues and sometimes 

interstitial chapters to interrogate the big philosophical ideas: the 

nature of life, death, history, time. Here he layers on a distinctly 

scientific angle. It feels like a rare writing mis-step for him. It 

feels like his main concern is showing how much he knows about this 

stuff, and it doesn’t work as convincing dialogue.   

 Still, you take all of these elements, and you mix them together, 

and wowsers. McCarthy has never been one to pander to his readership 

with conventional plotlines or endings, but here his subversion of 

expectation — his subversion of pretty much every rule of what the 

author owes the reader — is totally maxed out.  

The Passenger is, I believe, an intentionally frustrating novel. 

But it’s also incredible. Its themes about the unknown, about the 

nature of reality, about the porous borders at the edge of the physical 

and spiritual worlds, between the conscious and unconscious mind, they 

are all present in the construction of the book itself. It feels like a 

dream, like it contains more questions than answers. And despite the 

randomness, it all feels very intentional.  

 Take this one example: Bobby drives an old Maserati. When he sees 

the emblem, a trident, he likes to think of it as the Greek letter psi 

(Ψ) which represents the wave function in quantum mechanics, such as in 

the Schrödinger equation. Erwin Schrödinger is famous for a quantum 

physics thought experiment involving a cat that is paradoxically alive 

and dead at the same time. Bobby has a cat of his own, believes he 

understands cats,  yet his own cat repeatedly escapes. And there is 

more than one hint that maybe we aren’t to take Bobby’s dreamlike life 

literally, that perhaps his coma…  

Psi is also the root of psychology, the study of the mind. And it 

also represents the Poseidon, Greek god of the sea, which in the novel 
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represents the subconscious. Thus in this one quick mention of a car’s 

emblem, we have a symbol that links several major themes of the novel.  

 The Passenger is full of moments like this, clues that spiderweb 

out in a underlying latticework of symbolism and double-, sometimes 

triple-meaning.  

“I hate shit like this. Shit makes no sense. That you can’t make 

sense out of.” This line, a throwaway in one of the opening scenes, 

might be one reaction to the book. If this were not one of the greatest 

American novelists, we might dismiss his abandonment of the principles 

of plot as some kind of literary ADD. But we know there’s more going on 

here. I have pages of notes, trying to figure out a little here, a 

little there.  

Beyond the literary sleuthing, though, The Passenger has a lot of 

enjoyment to offer. Bobby is one of my favorite characters from 

McCarthy, and there are probably a half dozen scenes that are just 

flat-out masterful. Hilarious conversations, tender moments, beauty and 

suspense and downright wonder.  

 

Stella Maris 

The sibling book, Stella Maris, is more straightforward in 

structure, though still unconventional. It’s the transcript of seven 

therapy discussions between Alicia Western and her doctor at a 

psychiatric ward, where she checked herself in. We know where Alicia’s 

story ends, but listening in on these conversations is more than morbid 

fascination. She is an unreal, but remarkable character, written to 

have such a high intelligence that she almost reads as a more highly 

evolved species.  

 She is also possibly the closest character we have to a direct 

representation of McCarthy anywhere in his works. It’s a dicey 
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proposition to say a specific character represents the author, but 

there are direct quotes from Alicia that are very similar to things 

McCarthy has said in interviews, some going back decades.  

 Her insistence that she likes to work math problems in her head 

as long as she can, that they lose their life when they are written 

down — “What you write down becomes fixed” — is similar to a statement 

McCarthy made in 1973, “When you write something down you pretty well 

kill it.” 

 She discusses the subconscious and its relation to language, 

using the same line of argument McCarthy used in his 2017 scientific 

article, “The Kekulé Problem.” She discusses the Oppenheimer’s genius 

with same admiration and nearly the exact words that McCarthy used in a 

recent interview.  

 But beyond the possible insight into McCarthy’s mind, the topics 

of the conversation are dizzyingly complex at times. On whether 

mathematics is a representational language or a reality in itself. On 

the origin of language and music. On the need for a perceiver for 

something to exist. The nature of faith and reality. The nature of 

mental illness, and the provocative idea that the Thalidomide Kid and 

his cohorts are not hallucinations but messengers from beyond, only 

visible to her when her meds are not dampening her perception.  

 And a lot about mathematics. Complex mathematical theories that 

I’d never heard of. Alicia’s relationship to mathematics seems 

religious, an avenue to unlocking not just the mysteries of science but 

the mysteries of reality. “The truth of the universe is on the other 

side of those equations.” 

 On the mathematics, it’s hard to feel a kinship with Alicia — 

more of a wonderment at her intellect. But when the conversation turns 

to her feelings toward her brother, when she shows her vulnerability 
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(she is, after all, still young), we start to feel sympathy for her. 

She becomes more human, more likable. Knowing where this is all headed 

at the end of Stella Maris, it’s painful to feel yourself warming to 

her.  

 

Summary 

The writing in both books, particularly the descriptions of 

nature, particularly the landscapes, is exquisite. The lightning storm 

gathering across the gulf, the distant mountainside ablaze in wildfire, 

the lights of Mexico City from the window of a jet, the dark carpet 

vipers coiled on sandy ground as refineries spout flame on the horizon. 

Bobby, the lonely, eponymous passenger, is set adrift about some of the 

most spectacularly-painted landscapes.  

On a hike, he notices the “small bent hardwood trees rooted in 

rock and pointing out the way the wind had gone.” Not just the way the 

wind blows, but witnesses to its direction of escape.   

“When he shut the car door three crows lifted silently out of the 

trees on the far side of the creek and hooked themselves away over the 

gray winter bottomlands.” Hooked themselves away. Mysteries and quantum 

physics aside, this stuff is worth the price of admission.  

Stella Maris is all dialogue, but still McCarthy works in a 

handful of memorable descriptions. One that stuck with me (which I’ve 

seen in other reviews too — like sports highlights, we all read it 

separately but have the same holy shit moments), is Alicia’s 

description of vision she had when she was twelve.  

“In the beginning always was nothing. The novae exploding 

silently. In total darkness. The stars, the passing comets. Everything 

at best of alleged being. Black fires. Like the fires of hell. Silence. 
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Nothingness. Night. Black suns herding the planets through a universe 

where the concept of space was meaningless for want of any end to it.”  

Herding. That one word choice transforms this into a celestial 

pastoral, connected to McCarthy’s more earthly herding of horses 

through open landscape.  

 I have pages of notes on both of these books. What binds them 

together is the notion, expressed different ways throughout, that there 

cannot be one thing independent of all else. There can be no phenomena 

without an observer. No size or speed without a relevant object.  

“Nothing is anything unless there’s another thing,” Alicia says. 

Such is Bobby and Alicia, who live the painful experience of their 

other absent. It’s fair, then, I think, to say these books cannot exist 

separately. The Passenger is made richer by Stella Maris. Stella Maris 

has little meaning without The Passenger. But neither should be read 

without the other. 

I don’t think this is McCarthy’s best. But these two novels, if 

they are his last, are a worthy grace note for an author who has turned 

out some incredible works. And who is, in my estimation, the greatest 

novelist ever.  
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The Glass Hotel by Emily St. John Mandel 

It’s hard to read The Glass Hotel without considering it in the context 

of Mandel’s two most recent novels — Station Eleven and Sea of 

Tranquility. Like David Mitchell and Jennifer Egan, Mandel has created 

connective tissue between her books, a “universe” where characters and 

plot lines overlap. This kind of networked structure feels influenced, 

if not inspired by the Internet, as if the books are hyperlinked 

together.  

 In The Glass Hotel, the central story is around a financial Ponzi 

scheme that crashes down and fractures lives all around it. The 

narrative POV shifts from person to person, jumping around in time — it 

is also fractured, like we’re looking through a broken mirror.  

 Like in Egan’s Good Squad and Candy House, part of the enjoyment 

lies in encountering familiar characters, or a familiar story from a 

different vantage point. It’s maybe a bit of novelty, but it’s an 

effective one.   

 Still, the central story has to be able to stand alone. Here, 

it’s at its best when we’re close to the central drama of the fraud, 

especially a chapter about the day it all comes tumbling down.  

 Thematically, The Glass Hotel is about the interconnectedness, 

randomness and thus fragility of everything, the vulnerability of 

everyone. One person’s action can send a crack spidering through lives 

well beyond their own. It feels relevant to the financial crisis of 

2008, but also just relevant to modern life.  

 Of Mandel’s three interconnected novels, The Glass House is the 

weakest, but it is still good. Her characters are complex and dynamic, 

her storylines interesting. I’m looking forward to more, in this 

universe or another.  
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Sea of Tranquility by Emily St. John Mandel 

Emily St. John Mandel’s 2014 novel, Station Eleven, is one of my 

favorite books from the past ten years. In it, a swine flu variant has 

wiped out much of humanity, and twenty years after the onset of the 

pandemic, we follow a troupe of actors and musicians as they make their 

way through the post-apocalyptic landscape (an interesting book to 

contrast with Stephen King’s The Stand and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road). 

HBO released an acclaimed 10-part series of Station Eleven last year.  

 Sea of Tranquility overlaps the Station Eleven universe, but in a 

fascinating and surprising way. It spans half a millennium (1912 to 

2401), but Mandel has somehow distilled the story and its grand 

statements about human perseverance, the interconnectedness of 

everything, the nature of time and reality — into this relatively slim 

novel (272 pages). It attempts to be sci-fi and poetry at the same 

time, and largely succeeds.  

Part of the joy of this book is the way Mandel unveils the plot, 

so I won’t summarize it here, other than to say it is an ambitious 

piece of speculative fiction that brings a fun new spin and rare 

humanity to one of sci-fi’s most well-trod conceits.    

I don’t usually care much about word count, but it’s instructive 

to compare Sea of Tranquility to two novels that explore similar 

themes: Neil Stephenson’s 880-page Seveneves (2015) and David 

Mitchell’s 544-page Cloud Atlas (2012). (These are all excellent books, 

so I’m triangulating to make a comparison, but not say that one is 

better than the others.)  

Stephenson is a tactician of world-building. You get the sense 

that every screw is accounted for, every bolt tightened. If you opened 
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any of the doors in the hallways of the Space Ark, you would see that 

the room is occupied. There are no facades.  

Mitchell’s writing is virtuosic. He switches genres with each 

section of Cloud Atlas, partly to show that he can. The story is as 

much about the storytelling, and if it’s left to interpretation how 

everything is linked, what the repeated comet-shaped birthmark means, 

that’s part of the great mystery. In Mitchell’s work, the tantalizing 

suggestion that there is a greater mystery just out of grasp is part of 

the allure.  

In half the page count, Mandel manages some of both. One senses 

that she knows exactly how the world works, the precise bolt count, but 

with the instinct of a poet and the skill of a painter is comfortable 

with impressionistic gestures. She doesn’t get bogged down in the 

scientific exposition that squeezes the humanity from lesser science 

fiction, nor does she shy away from the world-building necessary to 

make it all feel plausible.  

What we’re granted, in the end, is a novel that is grand in 

ambition, tight in execution, and leaves us with a sense of wonder at 

the scope of humanity. 

It’s also worth mentioning that with Sea of Tranquility, Station 

Eleven, and her 2020 novel, The Glass Hotel, Mandel is creating a 

universe of connected stories, similar to David Mitchell’s connected 

novels and Jennifer Egan’s Goon Squad / Candy House project. It will be 

interesting to see if she continues to build on that world. I’m looking 

forward to whatever she does.  
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Devil House by John Danielle 

Darnielle’s second novel* Wolf in White Van proved that his storytelling 

talents extended beyond The Mountain Goats, the band he’s fronted since 

the early 90s (and for a long time was the only member of). Here, in 

case there was any lingering doubt, he takes it one step further.  

(*admission: I thought Wolf in White Van was his first novel. Just saw 

that he actually had one prior to that, Universal Harvester, which I’ll 

need to check out) 

 Devil House is about a successful true crime writer, Gage 

Chandler, who purchases and then moves into a house where a grisly 

murder took place years ago. As he reconstructs the interior of the 

home to match how it looked when the murders took place, the narrative 

reconstructs the events. From different points of view, with leaps 

forward and backward in time, into and out of nested stories within the 

stories, we get a picture of the murder.  

 More interesting, we get a look at the psyche of Chandler, who 

has a level of understanding that the work he does has some ethical 

implications. These are real people he’s writing about, exploiting to 

some degree. While he doesn’t quite grapple with this, he’s aware of 

it. Apparently, we’ve come to Gage after he’s already accepted that 

this line of work requires moral compromise. He’s made a deal with the 

devil, and he’s comfortable with that choice, even if it makes us 

somewhat uncomfortable.  

 There’s a Mountain Goats song, “The Best Ever Death Metal Band in 

Denton,” that some of the characters in this book remind me of. They 

feel like real kids, but on the fringes. Kids who like to draw devils 

and pentagrams because of the dark aesthetic. Kids with nerdy pursuits 

like comic books and Dungeons & Dragons and horror books and movies. In 
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the song, they’re punished, the screws tightened and their lives pretty 

much destroyed.  

 Devil House goes somewhere else with it. But underlying is a 

theme about how the dark, seedy underbelly and the real pain that 

accompanies it is something that mainstream society is partly 

responsible for, exploits, gawks at, yet at the same time disowns, 

disavows, punishes and distances itself from.  

The house in the book sits in a physical location in Milpitas, 

CA, just off a highway, in one of those ugly in-between spaces that 

we’d like to pretend don’t exist. The cracks in our landscapes. Devil 

House examines one of those cracks, and the person whose job is to 

illuminate those cracks so that readers can be titillated, appalled, 

then go on pretending the cracks don’t exist.    

Devil House is an ambitious novel that subverts expectation with 

almost every chapter. It’s a really interesting, unsettling, thought-

provoking read. 
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Homegoing Yaa Gyasi 

“The family is like a forest. If you are outside, it is dense. If you 

are inside, you see that each tree has its own position.” This Akan 

proverb opens this sprawling, multi-generational story that starts in 

the mid 1700s at the Cape Coast Castle, one of about forty fortresses 

built to imprison and trade African slaves on the coast of Ghana. Two 

half-sisters, born to an Asante woman named Maame, are separated. One 

marries a British official and the other is held as a slave in the 

castle. The novel follows the two lineages from there, each chapter 

focusing on a different member of the family tree.  

 Gyasi gives a character-level view of the tides of history, 

branching out through the family tree but also leaping forward through 

time in both Ghana and the U.S., to slave plantations in Alabama, in 

Baltimore when the Fugitive Slave Act is passed in 1850, Reconstruction 

after the war, through the Harlem Renaissance, the civil rights 

movement, up to what seems to be near present day.  

Throughout, we see the brutality of slavery, of institutional 

racism, of social stigmas, as characters struggle for freedom and to 

establish — in some cases just understand — their identity.  

Homegoing is epic in scope, and Gyasi’s ability to cover so much 

historical ground and yet tell such real, personal, human stories is 

pretty astounding, especially as Homegoing is her debut novel.  

And she pulls a trick at the end, in one of the last characters 

of the lineage. Marcus, seven generations (by my count) descendent from 

Maame, is working on his thesis at Stanford, trying to trace his family 

lineage. His study — a proxy for Gyasi’s novel overall — provides a 

vantage point that places his identity in context of not just his 

family’s history, but history itself:  
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“How could he explain to Marjorie that what he wanted to capture with his project was 

the feeling of time? Of having been a part of something that stretched so far back, was so 

impossibly large, that it was easy to forget that she and he and everyone else existed in it. 

Not apart from it, but inside it. How could he explain to Marjorie that he wasn’t supposed 

to be here alive, free? That the fact that he had been born, that he wasn’t in a jail cell 

somewhere, was not by dint of him pulling himself up by his bootstraps, not by hard 

work or belief in the American Dream, but by mere chance.”  

 

At times I found it difficult to keep track of the characters and their 

relationships, but the individual stories are powerful nonetheless, and 

the arc of history that binds Maame to Marcus is ambitious and, 

importantly, as Marcus recognizes, inextricably connected. Nothing just 

grew as it is — everything grows out of something else, for better or 

worse. 

 

This Tender Land by William Kent Krueger 

This novel is a really solid, conventional novel. And I don’t mean 

“conventional” as a slight. Just that this novel doesn’t pull any 

tricks, isn’t overly clever, isn’t trying to subvert expectations. It 

has strong characters, a plot that moves, some beautiful descriptions 

of landscapes, towns, characters. It’s a novel that wears its heart on 

its sleeve. It pulls at the emotions a little too consciously at points 

for my taste, but nothing too off-putting.   

 The story takes place in the 1930s. Odie O’Bannion and his 

brother Albert are two Irish orphans, the only white kids at an Indian 

training school in Minnesota. They escape the brutal environment and 

steal a canoe, heading downriver toward the Mississippi, hoping to 

eventually find their aunt.  
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 The book opens with a quote from the Odyssey (and Odie’s full 

name is Odysseus, in case you missed the connection), but it owes as 

much to Huckleberry Finn and, maybe a bigger influence, to Steinbeck. 

And if you told me a novel was part Huck Finn and part Steinbeck, I’m 

in.  

 There are also some interesting, well-research historical 

elements in the story – the Indian school being the most prominent. For 

centuries, religious groups and missionaries were paid by the U.S. 

government to set up boarding schools across the American West to 

basically “civilize” native children, giving them a white education 

while denigrating their native cultures. The schools were often brutal, 

abusive places, and many of the children had been forcibly separated 

from their families.  

 The school and the Great Depression play a backdrop as Odie, 

Albert and their group move across the landscape, a landscape that is 

almost a character in itself. Krueger’s descriptions of the natural 

settings, the rural areas, and the small towns the boys pass through 

are vivid and alive. And although I felt like he occasionally slipped 

in and out of a young boy’s voice (the story is told in flashback, so 

there’s a valid excuse), in moments of physical description the voice 

really comes alive, as when Odie describes a “woman of great age, a 

loose construct of folds and wrinkles, out of which two dark eyes 

studied me intently.”  

 It’s descriptions like this that draw you into every scene, even 

those that feel a little repetitive in the plot. The novel is 

cinematic, and the boys are mostly on the move, which keeps everything 

chugging along at a good clip.  

 Overall, a solid, classic American novel.  
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Knockemstiff by Donald Ray Pollack 

I recommended Pollack’s The Devil All the Time to a friend this year, 

and it reminded me that I had not read the short story collection that 

put him on the map. Knockemstiff is — or was — a real place on a real 

map. A small, rural Ohio town, about 100 miles east of where I grew up. 

It had a paper mill, an aluminum factory, some agriculture in the area, 

a bar, a store, a diner, a couple hundred residents. It’s all closed 

down now, most of it gone.  

Pollack, who grew up near Knockemstiff, describes it as a “rough 

place” that he took and “cranked it up a few amps.” It’s north 

Appalachia, a little west of coal country, a little south of nowhere. 

Mostly prescription clinics and bar fights and some sordid happenings 

and resilient people, if the characters in this collection of short 

stories is anything near the truth.  

The book is like a carnival freakshow — entertaining, in a way 

that makes you kind of detest yourself for finding it so. Everything 

rides the line between comedy and tragedy, between humorously desperate 

and depraved. 

But the writing is so good, so infused with wit and character and 

a kind of dark cleverness, with lines that feel like something someone 

might actually say but also so surprising you’re liable to spit your 

drink out if they catch you right.  

“Our boot prints looked like those fossil feet frozen in rocks 

that my crazy cousin said the devil had planted all over the world to 

trick people into believing we came from frog shit and monkeys.”  

“They were the kind of women who, out of sheer loneliness, end up 

doing kinky stuff with candy bars, wake up with apple fritters in their 

hair.”  
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I mean, you’ll never read lines like that anywhere else. Or take 

this one, just to make sure you know what you’re in for:  

“I was coming down off the Mitchell Flats with three arrowheads 

in my pocket and a dead copperhead hung around my neck like an old 

woman's scarf when I caught a boy named Truman Mackey fucking his own 

little sister in the Dynamite Hole.” 

With roots in the Southern Gothic, you might draw a lineage to 

Flannery O’Connor. But it’s as much John Waters or Harmony Korine in 

its intent to shock. I found it reminiscent of Fernanda Melchor’s 

Hurricane Season. Disturbing and mesmerizing all at once. Quite the 

ride.  

 

The Spectator Bird by Wallace Stegner 

This was the first Stegner novel I’ve read, and possibly an odd place 

to start. Stegner was both a great writer and a great shaper of 

writers. He taught at Wisconsin and Harvard, but was mostly known for 

his founding of the creative writing program at Stanford in 1946, only 

the second of its kind at the time. His students include Larry 

McMurtry, Edward Abbey, Wendell Berry, Thomas McGuane and Sandra Day 

O’Connor.  

Stegner won the Pulitzer in 1972 for his novel Angle of Repose, 

which is on the Modern Library’s list of top 100 novels of the 20th 

Century. The Spectator Bird won the National Book Award in 1977, and 

Crossing to Safety (1987) was widely acclaimed. In all, he wrote 

fourteen novels over 50 years, many of them semi-autobiographical. 

There are many good entry points into Stegner.  

I started reading The Big Rock Candy Mountain (1943) in grad 

school, but didn’t get very far in the novel. Wrong time, not enough 
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time to focus. In 2006, I read his nonfiction guide, On Teaching and 

Writing Fiction, and I loved it. 

Stegner is a favorite of my book-review-sharing friend, Greg, who 

wrote in his 2021 review of The Spectator Bird, “I've never read a 

Wallace Stegner book I didn't love.” That prompted me to give it a go.  

The Spectator Bird has a fairly complex narrative structure. Joe 

Allston, a retired literary agent in his 70s, receives a postcard from 

a Danish countess, who he and his wife, Ruth, met on a trip to Denmark 

twenty years earlier. They had taken the trip shortly after the death 

of their son. This leads to him revealing to Ruth that he kept a 

journal of their trip, which she convinces him to read aloud to her.  

The novel jumps back and forth between these two times. The trip 

narrative uncovers dark themes of post-war Europe, ideas rooted in race 

and purity of bloodlines, as well as a kind of fascination with the 

countess and her family’s strange, aristocratic life. Because it is a 

journal entry, we also get Joe’s introspective POV from twenty years 

earlier, when the loss of his son is a very raw wound, but one we sense 

he’s trying to ignore.  

Retreading the trip stirs up a complicated mix of emotions and 

dynamics between Joe and Ruth in the present. He is grappling with his 

age, regrets about his relationship with his son, and together they are 

navigating through the petty but real jealousies stirred by the 

beautiful countess.  

As I made my way through The Spectator Bird, I kept wondering, 

“What the heck is this about?” There are so many themes woven 

throughout, with such an autobiographical feel (apparently many of 

Stegner’s novels do), that at times it seems like we slip into a 

Wallace Stegner journal entry, as he works through issues in his own 

life.  
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The confluence of narrative themes that makes The Spectator Bird 

hard to pin down, but also makes it interesting. At times it’s a Gothic 

novel, at others a memoir, at others a portrait of a tender moment in a 

couple’s long-standing marriage. The novel that kept coming to mind as 

a reference point, though, was Ford Maddox Ford’s The Good Soldier, 

because at the center of this novel is the complicated dynamic 

underlying Joe and Ruth’s outwardly simple relationship. Probably 

something true of all of our close relationships.  

Throughout it all, Stegner’s writing is excellent, his keen eye 

for detail matched by his sharp observations about humanity. He’s at 

his best when he does both at once, as in this description, where Joe 

is contemplating losing his teeth: “There will be a morning when I look 

in the mirror and see an old sunken-cheek stranger with scared eyes and 

a mouth like a sea urchin’s.” 

I also, coincidentally, was in the middle of Ryan Holiday’s book 

about Stoicism when I came to a passage in which Joe brings it up. He 

is familiar with the straight-faced philosophy, has considered it—

perhaps even embraced it earlier in life—but then casually cuts it down 

with the observation that “it doesn’t work indefinitely.” “Crucifixion 

can be discussed philosophically, until they start driving the nails.” 

It’s all well and good to contemplate pain from behind the desk or from 

the safety of young age. Real pain is different. This, I think, is key 

to that question of what this novel is about. The old wound, the real 

pain, from losing his son, is the kind of thing to perhaps make an 

older man chuckle to a young Stoic, “Nice idea. Just wait. You’ll see.”  

Stegner was in his mid-60s when he published The Spectator Bird. 

As the title suggests, it is a book about observation, about 

introspection. It has the feel of an older, wise spectator, 
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contemplating things from altitude. A great reco by my friend, Greg, as 

usual. I’ll need to get into some more Stegner.  

 

Never Let Me Go by Kazuo Ishiguro 

This dystopian science fiction novel was short-listed for the Booker 

Prize and named the 2005 book of the year by TIME. I’d seen it on lists 

and had it recommended to me a few times over the years. So I was 

surprised when my reaction to it was ambivalence.  

 For me, the flaw is in the plotting. The challenge for any sci-fi 

novel is the right meting of information about the “concept” of the 

world. Too much exposition can feel like a symposium. Too little can 

leave a reader confused or, as is the case with Never Let Me Go, 

feeling manipulated.  

 Ishiguro makes me wait too long for a reveal that isn’t that 

impactful. It’s a long walk for a ham sandwich, as they say. To be 

fair, the characters are also discovering the secrets, but I didn’t 

find them, their relationships or their inner struggles compelling 

enough to carry the storyline either. In the end, while the writing is 

good, I was bored. And, to be honest, a little mystified by the glowing 

reviews.  

 

Heat 2 by Michael Mann and Meg Gardiner 

I mean, come on. Can you think of one other instance where a successful 

movie was followed by a book sequel just called Blank 2? It’s kind of 

absurd, kind of ballsy, kind of awesome. But you’re not going to get De 

Niro and Pacino and Val Kilmer and the rest of the gang back together 

for a film sequel, and recasting the parts would be a mortal sin. So 

this is as close as it gets.  
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 I saw Heat in the theater when it came out in 1995. A college 

friend and I went during the day and were the only people at a matinee 

showing, one of the new “stadium seating” theaters with great sound, 

and it was one of my favorite movie-going experiences. I don’t remember 

if we actually high fived on the way out, but that was how we felt. The 

shootout after the botched bank robbery was unbelievable. The sound 

alone altered our DNA. We checked ourselves for bullet wounds.  

 Heat 2 fires off in three directions. It moves forward from just 

after the robbery, following Chris (Val Kilmer’s character) and the 

dogged LAPD Lieutenant, Vincent Hanna (Pacino’s character). It also 

goes backward, giving us more backstory of Chris, Hanna, and Neil 

McCauley (De Niro’s character).  

 I wanted to love this book. I really did. I knew it wasn’t going 

to be serious literature by any stretch, but these characters were so 

good together. And there are parts that still sizzle. When the crew is 

doing heist crew stuff (you know, like heists), it’s got some of that 

original magic. Sure, the writing is Vincent Hanna-level over-the-top, 

but it’s fine for the subject. But the plot that carries Chris forward 

apparently had a front tire shot during the escape, because it veers 

off the road of crime fiction and down into a ravine of global 

espionage. Like Jason Bourne-type stuff. It’s the wrong genre, and it 

just feels off. 

 I listened to the audiobook, so it didn’t demand much. It was 

like watching an A-Team marathon. Fun to see the characters again, and 

probably worth it if you are a Heat (one) fan. But nobody should go 

into this thinking it’ll touch the film, because that film is, and this 

is not debatable, the best heist movie ever made. This book has 4.5 

stars with 1,000+ ratings on Amazon, so maybe I’m in the minority, but 

this is three stars at best.  
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The Plot by Jean Hanff Korelitz 

To be fair, I’m not a huge fan of the shocking-plot-twist-thriller. 

Between Gillian Flynn and Ozark and whatever else, the rug pulls have 

gotten tiresome. It’s hard to surprise people when the whole 

contrivance of the genre is to…[Bernard Herrmann score]…surprise you.  

 But when the plot of the book is about a bestselling book — the 

Gillian Flynn-type Oprah book-of-the-year, everyone reading it on the 

subway, etc. — with a plot supposedly so shocking that readers 

literally gasp, well it better deliver. Unfortunately, when The Plot 

finally got around to the point where I was supposed to gasp, I just 

groaned. I’d seen it coming for hours (I was listening to the 

audiobook).  

 Beyond this, I found some of the interactions between the 

characters unconvincing and the many paragraph-ending sentences that 

emphasized what was already clear to be annoying.  

Again, not really my cup of tea to begin with, but I kept seeing 

all the overwrought praise so I finally gave in. I don’t get it. In the 

end, I felt duped, not by the plot but by the praise. 
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No Country for Old Men a Screenplay by Joel & Ethan Coen 
 
I’ve seen this movie maybe two dozen times, read the book a few, and 

read a handful of essays about the book, including the excellent 

collection of essays From Novel to Film: No Country For Old Men.  

 This is one of those rare cases where the book is good, but the 

movie is amazing. What I like about reading the screenplay of something 

that I know pretty well at this point, is that I notice the small 

decisions in the Coen Brothers’ adaptation of Cormac McCarthy’s novel.  

 They made two significant changes. The first is the omission of 

Sheriff Bell’s background as a World War II vet, in particular his 

story about his moment of cowardice (or pragmatism—how we’re to 

interpret is one of the points of the novel). The other is in Llewelyn 

Moss’s interactions with the woman at the hotel before his end.  

 But beyond these plot changes, reading the script makes it easier 

to notice subtleties that I didn’t catch in the film, even after so 

many viewings. That Chigurh drinks milk from the carton at Moss’s 

trailer, but Sheriff Bell pours it into a glass. That when Chigurh 

returns to the people who hired him and shoots everyone except the man 

from accounting, one could read that as a sense of camaraderie—they 

are, in a way, in the same line of work.  

 It also stood out that, although a number of innocents die 

because they cross Chigurh’s path, almost as many die because they 

cross Moss’s path, get pulled into the “jackpot” (as one character 

calls it, a great word), and Chigurh happens to be following behind. In 

this reading, Moss is maybe not the Angel of Destruction that Chigurh 

is, but he’s at least an emissary.  

Aside from studying the screenplay as a step in the adaptation, 

it’s also just a great bit of writing on its own. McCarthy’s novel is 

sparse to begin with, and much of his writing is carried forward 
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directly into the screenplay. The story moves at an exciting clip, and 

the dialogue is excellent, smart and surprisingly funny. Worth the read 

for anyone who enjoys reading screenplays.   

 

White Noise by Don DeLillo 

I read White Noise in 2005 and enjoyed it (though in my review then, I 

said I wasn’t sure I’d put it on the list of 100 greatest novels). When 

it was published in 1985, it won the National Book Award and is one of 

the key books of postmodern literature.  

 I picked it up again in anticipation of Noah Baumbach’s 

adaptation for Netflix. It’s a great fit for Baumbach’s style of rapid-

fire, dialogue, satirical humor and characters that tend to over-

intellectualize everything.  

 The novel centers around Jack Gladney (played by Adam Driver in 

the film). Gladney is a professor at a fictional midwestern university, 

and world-renowned for his pioneering work in the field of Hitler 

Studies. He is on his fourth wife (and he is his wife’s fourth 

husband), and the kids that inhabit the house are a mix from his 

different marriages. They’re all highly intelligent, yet are constantly 

spouting bullshit about every topic that comes up, as if they’re 

constantly competing to show who sounds like they know more (the family 

is, according to Jack, the “cradle of the world’s misinformation”). 

 In the second part of the novel, a train derails near town, 

spilling a toxic substance into the air and forcing a mass evacuation. 

It’s here that the novel’s tone starts to shift. While still absurd, 

the underlying theme, Jack’s anxiety about death and his general 

paranoia, moves to the forefront. As the story progresses, events 

conspire to continually ratchet up the unease, putting more and more 

pressure on Jack.  
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 White Noise is a much funnier novel than I remembered. The sendup 

of academia is especially hilarious, and DeLillo’s rapid-fire dialogue 

between family members could have been written for Baumbach (whose 

films include The Squid and the Whale and Marriage Story, but he’s also 

written for Wes Anderson on The Life Aquatic with Steve Zissou and 

Fantastic Mr. Fox). 

 It’s also an incredibly prescient novel. Three decades after its 

release, its themes around consumerism, the media, misinformation, and 

existential dread feel highly relevant. Maybe the themes are timeless. 

Or more probably, the world has become a satire of itself. A bleak 

thought.  

 I wasn’t sure the film was going to work when I saw the first 

couple scenes. The dialogue is so elevated that it feels better suited 

for the stage than the screen. But it soon settles in, and the acting 

is superb.  

I particularly love Don Cheadle’s performance as Murray Jay 

Suskind, Jack’s friend and fellow professor. A scene where the two of 

them give an impromptu, dual lecture on Hitler and Elvis, 

simultaneously, is fantastic.  

I’d say White Noise is a particular kind of humor. If you like 

Baumbach’s other films, the film is worth checking out. The book is a 

little more challenging, especially if the DeLillo’s intellectual, 

satirical sense of humor isn’t your thing. The closest comparable 

authors I’ve read might be David Foster Wallace or Jonathan Franzen. 

But if that sensibility is your can of worms, definitely give White 

Noise a try.    
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1984 by George Orwell 

In high school, we read 1984 (published in 1949) along with Aldus 

Huxley’s Brave New World (1932). What I remember from the comparison 

was that both are about societies where the governments control the 

citizens, but in 1984 the apparatus of a totalitarian state is 

explicit, whereas in Brave New World it’s achieved through conditioning 

and voluntary coercion (and an endless supply of a drug called soma). 

In other words, in the world of 1984, the population is controlled by 

the stick, whereas in Brave New World they are controlled by candy. 

1984 is a critique of totalitarian Communism; in Brave New World 

capitalistic fascism is the enemy. But they are both cautionary tales 

about how we get to a world without personal freedoms.  

 I always thought that on paper, Brave New World’s mechanisms were 

more devious and scarier. But reading 1984 again, it’s chilling, and 

it’s much more nuanced than simply a totalitarian regime putting its 

thumb on its citizens. To that 1984 is more relevant today than ever is 

cliché — most insightful, dystopian novels always feel relevant — but 

the themes Orwell introduced in 1984 certainly feel of the moment.  

The novel is set in the year 1984 (35 years after its 

publication). Winston Smith lives in London, part of the super-country 

of Oceania, in a dystopian alternate “present” where a totalitarian 

government rules under the direction of Big Brother.  

Winston works for the Ministry of Truth, a mid-level job in a 

bureaucratic organization that polices the people and ideas that exist 

in Oceania. Winston has doubts about the Ministry, and he eventually 

joins an underground rebellion, a decision that risks his life if he is 

caught.    

Though Orwell wrote on similar themes elsewhere, 1984 did the 

most to popularize many of the “Orwellian” themes and phrases that are 
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still used: Surveillance (“Big Brother is Watching”), regulating ideas 

and speech (“thought police”), straight-up gaslighting (“2+2=5”), and 

manipulation of the news and of history (“Who controls the past 

controls the future; who controls the present controls the past.”). Big 

Brother’s control of truth is total — when it changes who the country 

is at war with, the historical record is immediately altered to reflect 

that assertion and it becomes illegal to say otherwise.  

One of the most salient and relevant themes of 1984 is the 

connection between language and thought, and the introduction of 

doublethink, a devious linguistic device where a word means its 

opposite. The themes of the ruling party are: “War is Peace; Freedom is 

Slavery; Ignorance is Strength.” Words are combined with their 

opposites to essentially destroy their meaning, and many words are 

simply eliminated to limit the very discussion of topics deemed threats 

to Big Brother.  

This philosophy of language is called Newspeak in the novel, 

described in an essay that appears as an appendix to the story. It’s a 

clunky device, but presages a world of “fake news,” “alternate facts,” 

and Congressional bills, committees, laws, offices, etc. that are often 

named the opposite of what they actually do. Language is a powerful 

manipulator, Orwell is saying. Let me show you how it’s done.  

 1984 is one of the greatest novels of the 20th Century, certainly 

one of the most insightful political novels. It’s a good read, though 

more for the ideas than the story or the entertainment value. There are 

many quotable bits and a few cutting one-liners in the dialogue — my 

favorite is when Winston quips to the woman with whom he’s having an 

affair, “You’re only a rebel from the waist down” (the sexual politics 

in 1984 is a whole thread in itself).  
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 Orwell was a prolific essayist as well as a novelist. He 

understood how language influences ideas, how ideas move through 

culture, how culture can shape politics and power, and how that 

struggle ultimately defines history. But understanding this is one 

thing. He then accomplished not just a literary feat, but a historical 

feat with 1984. He got millions and millions of people to read 

(granted, many compelled to do so by English teachers) a book about 

political science. So many people are familiar with Orwell’s warnings 

about how governments can control their citizens because Orwell 

cleverly built those warnings into a compelling narrative. Maybe that 

kind of brilliant dissemination of important ideas should be the true, 

positive meaning of the word “Orwellian.” 

 

As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner 

I read As I Lay Dying in high school and remembered it mostly for 

Faulkner’s innovative use of shifting points of view, character to 

character, as a family deals with the death of their matriarch. I 

returned to it through my interest in Cormac McCarthy, whose first four 

novels, his Southern Gothic Tennessee novels, are often compared to 

Faulkner. McCarthy’s first editor, Albert Erskine, was also Faulkner’s 

editor.  

 As I Lay Dying is one of Faulkner’s better-known novels, ranked 

#35 on the Modern Library’s list of greatest novels. It follows the 

family of Addie Bundren, the mother of a poor family in rural 

Mississipi, in the final ailing days her life. As her health fails, the 

family prepares emotionally and practically, as they plan to transport 

her body to a cemetery in Jefferson, a good ways away, in accordance 

with her wishes. To make matters even more difficult, a storm is headed 
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into the area, meaning the river they will have to cross will soon come 

up.  

  As the narrator shifts from character to character, we get 

fifteen different perspectives on the situation and takes on the 

relationships within the family. Each person has their own distinct 

voice, their own quirks and concerns, creating a rich collage of a 

family in turmoil, with underlying tensions and a decent amount of 

comedy.  

 Faulkner is a master of the regional dialect, but what struck me 

about As I Lay Dying was the clear and colorful description of the 

space and the physical relationship of the characters as they move in 

and out of each other’s scenes. So many points of view could be 

confusing or feel like a gimmick, but it feels more like a master film 

director arranging considered camera angles to best tell the story.  

 Some “great novels” can be tough to get through. As I Lay Dying 

is readable, even pretty enjoyable. 

 

 
Stony the Road by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. 

In 1935, W.E.B. Du Bois wrote in an assessment of the post-war period, 

“We fell under the leadership of those who would compromise with truth 

in the past in order to make peace in the present and guide policy in 

the future.” Americans learn in school that the Civil War was fought, 

and the Union Army won, and slavery was abolished, and the nation 

reunited. The End.  

 What directly followed the Civil War — usually a footnote of any 

history class, if addressed at all — was a period of Reconstruction 

that saw the adoption of three new Constitutional amendments: The 13th 
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abolished slavery. The 14th gave citizenship to all people born in the 

U.S. The 15th granted the right to vote to Black men.  

But by the 1870s, the Southern economy was in rough shape. Poor, 

poorly educated former slaves were often viewed with disdain, often 

scapegoated for the many woes of the region. The belief that had 

allowed slavery in the first place — that Blacks were inferior — did 

not evaporate with the abolition of slavery.  

Additionally, there was a hot debate between justice and healing. 

Should we hold the South accountable, or should we shake hands and move 

forward? In the end, “healing” won out.  

In 1877, President Rutherford B. Hayes, making good on a campaign 

compromise, withdrew Federal troops from the South, effectively ending 

Reconstruction and leaving the states to enforce the new laws of 

equality as they chose. Which, not surprisingly, most southern 

politicians chose not to.  

 That period, known as Redemption, saw a state-sanctioned rollback 

of the rights of newly freed slaves, a campaign of terror and violence, 

and a wave of white supremacist propaganda that would continue for 

decades, arguably longer.  

 Stony the Road primarily focuses on this propaganda, perpetuated 

in various forms of race science, journalism, political rhetoric and 

fiction, all crafted to perpetuate the myth of Black inferiority. But 

not only inferior — also a threat. Which is what a society that fancies 

itself civil needs to justify a wide range of injustice, oppression, 

brutality and murder.   

 While the stories are powerful, the real power of this book is 

that Gates includes hundreds of visual exhibits — posters, cartoons, 

news articles, “scientific” excerpts — outrageous and disgusting. They 
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have a visceral impact that drives home just how vile and insidious 

American racism was.  

Seeing these exhibits, you recognize them to be grotesque and 

shocking, but not unbelievable. They laid the foundations for stories, 

language, and ideas, vestiges of which you can still see, often encoded 

but sometimes not, in modern dialogue.  

 In the post-war years, the effort was intentional. Perverted 

forms of science and religion, amplified by the press, the politicians, 

and the entertainment industry, were used to create an acceptable, out-

in-the-open racism. Birth of a Nation, the 1915 film by famed director 

D.W. Griffiths, in which the Klu Klux Klan rides to the rescue, was 

screened at the White House by Woodrow Wilson. And it was the highest 

grossing film from its release until Gone With the Wind in 1939.  

 I coincidentally read Ty Seidule’s Robert E. Lee and Me around 

the same time as Stony the Road. They are a good pairing, as they both 

deal with the great, intentional lies that spewed out of the Civil War. 

I’ll write more about Seidule’s book soon, but I recommend both.  

 One of our best hopes for fighting lies is not just in shouting 

the truth — it’s in pulling back the curtain and exposing the methods 

and the motivations of the liar. That’s exactly what Gates does here. 

When the war was over and the smoke was clearing and everyone was 

taking their guns and going home, rather than closing the textbook, 

Gates has written a new, powerful one. It’s about bigots and power-

hungry politicians and the lies they told and exactly how they told 

them. And it’s about the people and the nation that suffered for it.   
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Robert E. Lee and Me by Ty Seidule 

In Upheaval, Jared Diamond writes that a country’s ability to reckon 

with the sins of its past is a factor in its survival. He contrasts 

Germany and Japan and how they choose to remember (or not) aspects of 

World War II, Germany being much more forthright in recognizing the 

atrocities committed in its name.   

One of my favorite memorials is Europe’s stolpersteine, or 

“stumble stones.” Conceived by artist Gunter Demnig, the stones are 

small (less than 4x4 inches), raised brass stones set into the 

cobblestone streets, each remembering the life of a single victim of 

the Holocaust. There are currently over 70,000 stolpersteine in over 

1,200 European and Russian cities. They are meant to be ubiquitous and 

constant in everyday life, not a special structure set away in a 

dedicated space. As a memorial, it makes a statement about history and 

how it shapes every aspect of our modern world.   

I’m interested in the meta aspect of history. How does a culture 

remember the past? What stories do they tell themselves about 

themselves? Who tells the stories? How and why do narratives evolve? 

What do those stories mean for our modern lives?  

When I moved to Richmond, VA, for two years, I was struck by the 

backward-looking Monument Avenue, a pantheon of Confederates:  Robert 

E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, J.E.B. Stuart, Jefferson Davis. Two decades 

later, my friend who grew up in Richmond told me about the feeling of 

being out on Monument Avenue with his kids the day the statue of Lee 

came down in September of 2021. “I never thought I’d see the day,” he 

said, tearing up.  

My take, before and after reading Ty Seidule’s book: 

1) Monuments — the things we place in public — and the naming of 

things like towns, buildings, streets, schools, even sports teams 
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(groan!) — are meant to honor, to venerate, to memorialize. There are 

appropriate places for history lessons, but those places are museums, 

textbooks, documentary films, not our public squares.  

2) Our relationship with our history is a living thing. As 

culture evolves and norms shift, we have to be willing to reckon with 

our history in light of where we are now, which will probably be 

different than where we were two decades ago, and will be different 

again two decades hence. Evolving cultural norms should be welcomed. 

Change should be expected, celebrated, and probably budgeted for. 

 Who, what and how we memorialize should never be fully settled. 

It’s as much about who we are now as it is about who we were at some 

historical moment. One might argue that it is a sign of a vibrant, 

ever-evolving society and a functioning democracy that we can have such 

debates and, for the most part, settle them peacefully.  

 The real question, then, is who do we celebrate? That’s a 

question that’s proven to be a hot topic time and again. Because who or 

what we celebrate is rooted in our mythologies, wound deep in the 

ground of our identities.  

 Robert E. Lee needs to go. That’s my takeaway from Ty Seidule’s 

book, a story about his own journey, his own evolving understanding.  

 Specifically calling out Lee is throwing gasoline on the culture 

war fire. Celebrated as a symbol of the Southern gentleman, for his 

military acumen, for various other reasons, Lee is as much a symbol of 

the South as any historical figure. But the simple truth, like it or 

not, is that Lee was a traitor. And he fought to uphold slavery. Either 

of those transgressions alone should preclude his public veneration. He 

made the wrong choice, was on the wrong side of history, as they say. 

He can and should have a place in the textbooks and museums, but not on 

pedestals in our parks.  
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 Seidule grew up a good ol’ southern boy. Lee was his hero. He 

went to Washington and Lee University, with all the pomp that surrounds 

their namesake. He served in the Army for over three decades, 

eventually becoming a history professor at West Point. In 2015, he 

posted a video stating that slavery was the cause of the Civil War. It 

went viral because it was, apparently, a controversial position. It’s 

understandable, Seidule concedes, that people would not want to think 

their forebears tried to start their own country in order to maintain a 

morally reprehensible way of life. But that’s what happened.  

 After Lincoln was elected in 1860, eleven southern states seceded 

in order to uphold slavery. They formed a new country. Many West Point 

grads, Lee among them, who had taken an oath to fight for the country, 

then led the army that killed more Americans than any other enemy in 

history.  

After the Civil War ended, influential Southerners hoping to 

whitewash the legacy of the war concocted what’s become known as the 

Lost Cause. This myth purported that the war had been fought for many 

reasons, primarily states’ rights. It conveniently ignores the fact 

that the primary right they fought for was to enslave other people. 

It’s also factually inaccurate — ignorant or willfully misleading — to 

say that the cause of the Civil War was anything but slavery.  

This debate is not new, and me recounting it here won’t change 

anyone’s mind. But anyone who thinks Robert E. Lee, let alone Jefferson 

Davis, Stonewall Jackson or the others, deserve statues on our public 

grounds should read this book. That’s what Seidule believed, until his 

study of history convinced him otherwise.  

Furthermore, many of the supposed symbols of the honorable south, 

from statues of generals to the rebel flag, came about many years after 

the war, as a white supremacist response. “Again and again, memorials 
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to Lee and the confederates would reappear when African Americans 

demanded — and especially when they succeeded — in furthering civil 

rights.” 

As for the Confederate flag, “More people used the Confederate 

battle flag between World War II and the early 1970s than ever fought 

under it” in the Civil War. Anyone who still thinks it’s rooted in some 

noble cause of the South needs to reality check their history.  

This book pairs particularly well with Stony the Road by Henry 

Louis Gates Jr. They both examine how the South “won the peace” with 

its counternarratives after the Civil War. While Gates traces the use 

of journalism, political rhetoric, fiction and race science to further 

the false narrative, Seidule writes as someone who was infected by it. 

He spent half a lifetime heading down the preordained path, even 

attending a university where Robert E. Lee is revered, before realizing 

that much of what he’d grown up believing was bunk. He is nothing if 

not credible.   

We need to not pass lies on to our kids. And celebrating the names of 

Confederate generals — traitors who fought for a racist cause — as if 

they were anything else is just another form of lie, no different than 

whitewashing textbooks. Sure, we can then have the “whattabout” debate. 

If Lee comes down, do you tear down Jefferson? Washington? Lincoln? All 

questions that should be asked, not used to avoid the discussion. It’s 

a matter of where society draws the line, as messy as that can be. 

Ultimately, I don’t think we’d pull down the Washington Monument. 
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Our Own Worst Enemy by Tom Nichols and American Midnight by 

Adam Hochschild 
 

How much can fear and anger distort our democracy? How willing are we 

to put political power of democratic principles? How committed are we, 

really, to the foundational ideals of the American experiment? 

 This book pairing was coincidental. I came to American Midnight 

through my interest in World War I. And I’m a fan of Tom Nichols as a 

rational, level-headed voice amidst all the noise of our political 

media. It turned out that these two books have a lot in common. They’re 

both about how the politics of grievance can lead to the rise of 

illiberal ideas and push a democracy toward authoritarianism.  

One book focuses on 1919. The other is about now.  

 

American Midnight: The First Red Scare, 1919 

I’d always thought that the end of Great War kicked off the 

Roaring Twenties, like a decade-long victory party. In reality, the 

early 1920s was a nasty time for the United States. It saw 

unprecedented racial violence, xenophobia, fear mongering and a 

trampling of civil liberties. American Midnight is about this dark 

wrinkle in American history. 

The end of the Great War simultaneously brought millions of 

American soldiers back home and ramped down wartime mass production. As 

a result, the number of available jobs declined rapidly.   

 Returning vets also found themselves in competition with 

immigrants from Eastern Europe and Blacks who had fled north as part of 

the Great Migration (written about beautifully in Isabel Wilkerson’s 

The Warmth of Other Suns).  
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This economic competition stoked resentment among racial groups 

and socioeconomic classes. At the same time, organized labor was 

gaining power, putting workers in conflict with owners. And overseas, 

the Bolsheviks had come to power in Russia, which ratcheted up 

suspicions of the growing socialist movement and Communist Party in the 

U.S.  

It was a powder keg that didn’t take long to blow.  

  The summer of 1919 was dubbed The Red Summer for the violence 

that broke out across the country as Black servicemen returned to their 

communities. After having just put their lives in peril for their 

country, they were less willing to submit to intimidation from whites. 

Race riots broke out in thirty-eight American cities, small and big. 

Millen, Georgia. Pickens, Mississippi. Bisbee, Arizona. Longview, 

Texas. Port Arthur. Charleston. Norfolk. Indianapolis. Knoxville. 

Syracuse. Austin. Philadelphia. Omaha. Baltimore. New York. Four days 

of violence in Washington, DC. Chicago saw over 1,000 Black family 

homes burned.  

But The Red Summer was just a few months in a long reign of 

terror against Blacks by hateful white mobs. Hundreds of Black men, 

women and children were lynched between 1917-1923. Black homes, 

businesses, even entire Black towns were destroyed. The East St. Louis 

Massacre. The Elaine Massacre. The Ocoee Massacre. The Rosewood 

Massacre. The Tulsa Massacre.  

Most of the violence against Blacks at that time was carried out 

by disorganized, impromptu mobs. But organizers of hate saw opportunity 

in the violence. Stoking fears about the dangers of integration, the 

dangers of Black communities, the dangers of Black men around white 

women, they presented a solution: the KKK. After nearly dying off in 

the decades following the Civil War, the KKK found a resurgence 
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starting with the 1915 release of D.W. Griffith’s The Birth of a 

Nation, the blockbuster film in which the KKK is literally the savior. 

Membership in the terrorist group grew through the decade; by 1924 it 

had reached 4 million. 

 

World War I was also a time when labor created more organization 

and gained more power. Dependent on continuous production, President 

Woodrow Wilson established the National War Labor Board in 1918, 

requiring managers to negotiate with unions. But after the war, as the 

labor market shrank, this relationship grew strained.  

Looking to lock in gains from the war years, organized workers 

went on strike in several major industries — steel, coal, meat, 

telephone operators. But it was poor timing for a strike. With high 

unemployment, plenty of Americans were willing to cross picket lines 

for work.  

Employers and politicians played on rising suspicion of 

Bolshevism to paint the strikers as socialists or at least Communist 

sympathizers (the origin of the word “pinko”), and used the strikes as 

evidence that there was a massive Communist presence in the U.S. 

attempting to overthrow the government. This was not completely 

unfounded — there was a relatively small Socialist movement, a small-

but-active Communist party (about 50,000 members), and proclaimed 

anarchists milling about. But the threat was hardly existential.  

Still, politicians saw an opportunity to whip up fear for their 

benefit, and the government’s response was oversized and draconian. 

This first Red Scare led to a shocking crackdown on free speech and 

civil liberties, particularly among Italians and Eastern European Jews, 

including mass deportations, illegal surveillance, imprisonment and 
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torture of Americans by the government, and the infamous Palmer Raids 

in 1919 and 1920.  

American Midnight is a cautionary tale. It shows a moment in our 

history when Americans let economic pressures, racial tension, fear and 

anger all get swirled together in a combustible cocktail that resulted 

in massive American-on-American violence, a repression of civil 

liberties, and a large-scale violation of the values our country was 

supposed to be modeling.  

It pairs well with Our Own Worst Enemy because it is a case study 

in what we’re capable of when we let fear and anger drive us. Almost 

every war is accompanied by anti-democratic tendencies: rampant 

nationalism, crackdowns on civil liberties, persecution of minority 

groups, a rise in suspicion of The Other, whoever that might be. It’s 

not good, but it is unfortunately normal during wartime.  

In Our Own Worst Enemy, Tom Nichols proposes that there’s 

evidence that this has changed. He sees a new willingness of large 

swaths of the population to embrace anti-democratic ideas without the 

war.  

 

Our Own Worst Enemy: 2021 

Nichols lays out a compelling case that the forces of 

illiberalism are coming from within the house. While in the past it 

required wars to stoke the fear, resentment, and mindless nationalism 

that led us to authoritarian behavior, our modern mix of political 

polarization, click-for-a-fix media models, narcissism and general 

ignorance seem to be doing the trick.  

Nichols postulates that despite surviving centuries of conflict 

with foreign powers, democracy might be most vulnerable in a time of 

relative prosperity and peace. 
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There is a growing disillusionment with the world, with the 

“elites” that run it, with the immigrants that are ruining it, with the 

fools on other side of the political fence, with “the system.” This 

anger and resentment is stoked by politicians for their own gain, 

amplified by the media for profit, and exacerbated by technology. But 

it is from, for, and by The People. 

“Liberal democratic government, with its notions of equality, 

tolerance and compromise, is under assault from political movements and 

ordinary citizens who believe their interests and their futures are 

being subverted by malign forces at home and abroad. These citizens are 

turning to illiberal and antidemocratic alternatives, including a gamut 

of aspiring demagogues whose appeals run from know-nothing populism to 

blood-and-soil nationalism.” 

Nichols sees this around the world: Bolsinaro in Brazil. Erdogan 

in Turkey. Trump in the United States. Fueled by an angry and resentful 

populism, electorates are turning to increasingly authoritarian 

leaders. Importantly, this isn’t a reaction to foreign threats.  

“The citizens of the world’s democracies now must live with the 

undeniable knowledge that they are capable of embracing illiberal 

movements and attacking their own liberties as a matter of their own 

free will, rather than as the result of disaster or foreign conquest.” 

It's not a left/right issue. He points out that the views of 

“enraged populists on the right” and “would-be revolutionaries of the 

left” are often indistinguishable. Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren 

make populist appeals that, stripped of the context of political 

parties, sound like Trump.  

It's a politics of grievance. Of outrage. Of fear. Of 

misinformation. Where the main point of the news is not to create an 

informed populace, but an angry, embittered one. Someone is shafting 
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you. There is a global cabal aligned against you. A system rigged 

against you. The world is in flames and about to get worse.  

The big problem, regardless of the flavor, is that “populism is 

inherently divisive, as it singles out specific groups as distinct from 

the people.” Elites. Big corporations. Wall Street banks. Immigrants. 

Journalists. Intellectuals. The media. The Woke. Rednecks. Silicon 

valley. Academia. Globalists.  

Once everyone is sufficiently riled up, and once they have an 

identified enemy. They just need a savior. A person who speaks their 

language, articulates their grievances. A person who is both animated 

and animating. A person who can lead them from the wilderness.  

The danger is that this person can also be an ignitor. It doesn’t 

take much for that savior, once everyone is sufficiently riled up, to 

point a finger at the aforementioned enemy and say, “Get em!” Nichols 

asks us to consider that just before the 2020 Presidential elections, a 

third of Americans said it is justifiable to use violence to advance 

political goals.  

He points to Trump’s “American Carnage” inaugural address as an 

example of an attempt to create a coalition of the aggrieved. Trump 

painted an apocalyptic landscape, (“Mothers and children trapped in 

poverty in our inner cities, rusted out factories, scattered like 

tombstones”) despite the relative prosperity of the country. He blamed 

a “small group in our nation’s capital.” He told them he was coming to 

town to clean up the swamp and give them their country back.  

I would point to his speech, four years later, as an even better 

example. In that speech, he would claim that the people had been 

cheated, the election stolen by “radical-left Democrats” and “the fake 

news media” and “big tech.” That “For years, democrats have gotten away 
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with election fraud.” That the electoral system a “criminal enterprise” 

etc. 

Nichols notes the “signs of a growing irrational and illiberal 

self-indulgence” among voters and the people they elect. QAnon members 

on ballots and in government. Legislators who have made multiple 

attempts to bring weapons onto the floor of the House. Officials who 

don’t just trample the norms of democratic ceremony, but are seeking to 

rewrite the rules of our democratic system altogether.  

Very little of this, Nichols contends, is rooted in true 

grievance. It’s not an army of the poor marching on the Capital, women 

marching for the right to vote, or the Civil Rights movement. These are 

grievances largely “rooted in notional injustices and imagined 

dangers.” A rage that “comes overwhelmingly from cultural insecurity, 

inflated expectations, tribal partisan alliances, obsessions about 

ethnicity and identity, blunted ambition and a childlike understanding 

of the limits of government.” 

 

This is an insightful and thought-provoking book. Nichols, a 

former Republican (who laments that the current party bears little 

resemblance to the conservative party he once supported and worked 

for), can come across as bit of a grump. At times a bit of a scold. But 

he’s level-headed. It’s hard to dismiss him as a Chicken Little.  

Even as we’ve passed an election where QAnon candidates, election 

deniers and vapid celebrity grandstanders were pretty roundly defeated, 

we shouldn’t rest easy. Nichols calls the current variety of demagogues 

the “prototypes” and warns that they’ll be back. Because “they’ve seen 

a demonstrated market for what they’re selling.” As others have pointed 

out, Trump wasn’t the problem — he was a symptom.  
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“When successive generations in democracies across the world 

think it is less and less essential to live in a democracy, with the 

youngest citizens among us the least interested in democracy, that’s 

not just trouble, but trouble for the foreseeable future.” 

To bolster our democracy, he offers a range of solutions, from 

how we define the role of our political parties, to the role of the 

military to the role of social media. It’s not enough to say this is an 

uplifting book overall, but it’s good to know we’re not totally hosed. 

 Hyperbolic statements about the end of democracy, the existential 

threats to the country, assaults on our way of life — they can help us 

head off trouble or they can be used to justify troublemaking. We 

should all be very wary of the finger-pointers, whether they’re 

politicians, bloggers, or a news media website where most of the 

stories are aimed to stoke culture wars. The more riled up The People 

get, the more susceptible we become to demagogues. The more likely we 

are to turn on our fellow Americans. And the more likely we are to 

discard the stated values of our democracy.  

 If American Midnight is a historical cautionary tale, Our Own 

Worst Enemy is a cautionary tale in real-time.  
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The Devil Never Sleeps by Juliette Kayyem 

Kayyem is an expert on disaster preparedness and security, a professor 

at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, a CEO, a frequent guest on 

cable TV when disasters happen, an author, a podcaster, and a mom. In 

other words, she’s able to explain complicated things like disaster 

preparedness, the topic of this book, to people who aren’t already 

knowledgeable or in on the lingo.  

 I found this book really interesting. It’s very relevant, given 

the few years we’ve all been through, but I also loved the look into 

the language and frameworks used by people who deal with this stuff. 

And the mistakes we often make in the way we think about disasters.  

Kayyem explains the notion of “left of boom” and “right of boom,” 

meaning the periods on a timeline before (left) and after (right) a 

disaster hits. It’s human nature to be underprepared for disasters. 

People and institutions have a hard time diverting resources toward 

something that could or might happen over more immediate needs. But in 

addition to under-preparing, Kayyem makes the point that we also tend 

to over-emphasize left-of-boom. If we do anything, we tend to invest in 

safeguards to prevent disasters and underinvest in right-of-boom 

measures—what happens after the disaster strikes.  

We tend to think of disasters as all-or-nothing binaries. Did the 

disaster happen? Failure. Did we prevent it? Success. Rather, we should 

work to minimize the consequences right-of-boom. This shift is one of 

the main shifts we must make, but Kayyem also addresses many flaws in 

our logic about disasters.  

When I bought my first house in 2009, I found three barrels full 

of water in the crawl space. I asked the former owner about them, and 

he said they were left over from his preparations for Y2K. It seemed a 

little ridiculous, and indeed the Y2K bug is often thought of now as a 
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hysterical response and waste of resources. But it illustrates the 

conundrum with disaster preparedness. When it works, the end result is 

usually…nothing. A terrorist attack didn’t happen. Someone didn’t get 

sick. There was an earthquake but nobody was injured. These are not 

headlines. They are not sticky in our minds, so we tend to discount 

that moment, often not thinking of nothing happened as a success.  

Related, “the near miss fallacy” is the idea that we often think 

of near misses as a sign that disasters can be averted. We misinterpret 

the near-disaster as a sign that we’re good. Ebola didn’t spread widely 

in the United States in 2014. This means we’re good, right? A pandemic 

isn’t going to happen here. But according to Kayyem, our reaction 

shouldn’t just be a sigh of relief; it should be vigilance. We should 

interpret the near-miss as a sign that the devil is knocking at the 

door. He will return.  

 On a personal front, we all have an obligation to prepare for 

disasters, if we have the means to do so. Because our preparedness in a 

disaster allows public safety and response resources to flow to people 

who are less able to care for themselves. We are not an additional tax 

on the system. A person who refuses to evacuate in a hurricane in order 

to “protect” their beachfront mansion, for example, risks not only 

their own life but potentially others. When the hurricane hits, if that 

person needs to be rescued, a elderly person stuck at home in a 

wheelchair might not get the help they need. In other words, if you can 

prepare, you not only should, but you’re morally obligated to.  

 The thing that is most obvious yet most damaging about 

emergencies is that we don’t act like we believe they will happen. The 

Devil Never Sleeps is an unsettling title, but speaks the truth. 

Something will always go wrong. A friend or family member dies, a job 

is lost, a staggering medical bill from an accident, a hurricane, an 
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armed gunman, a heat wave takes down a power grid, a pandemic, an 

invasion, a terrorist attack, a nuclear meltdown, a nuclear strike… We 

don’t like to think of these things because it feels pessimistic and it 

makes us anxious and afraid. But they will come. And so we’d better 

think of them. Not just how to prevent them, but what to do in the 

aftermath.* That’s the key message in The Devil Never Sleeps, and it is 

a good one.  

 

* A side note on this, which I thought was interesting. Bill Maher’s much-

publicized 2021 rant on why the U.S. is losing to China included, among its 

many grievances, a college course on surviving a zombie apocalypse. I wondered 

about it but never looked into it. But Kayyem mentions at least one study which 

shows that among people most prepared for disasters are, indeed, those 

interested in zombie apocalypse films, fiction, games, etc. As silly as it 

might seem, the imaginary leap required helps people think through right-of-

boom scenarios. So Michigan State University’s disaster preparedness course 

that uses a zombie apocalypse to simulate a widespread disaster is actually 

effective. And Maher’s use of it as a punchline is intellectually lazy at best.   

 

 

The Twilight World by Werner Herzog 

In 1974, Major Yoshimi Tanigushi was flown to the island of Lubang in 

the Philipines. The retired Japanese Major delivered an overdue order 

and a bit of news to Lieutenant Hiroo Onoda: “Lieutenant, your war is 

over.”  

 For 30 years, Onoda had been hiding in the jungle on the island. 

Surviving, carrying out the last order he had received, to defend the 

island. He had lived in hiding for three decades, fighting off 

intruders, in a reality where WWII continued. It took bringing in the 

officer who had given him the original order for him to believe that 

the war was, indeed, over.  
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 Werner Herzog has made a career out of documenting, often with 

some fictionalization, the lives of eccentrics. Probably best known for 

2005’s Grizzly Man, he is fascinated with people who live in their own 

realities, physically or mentally separate from the rest of the world.  

 Onoda’s story fits perfectly with Herzog’s interests. On a visit 

to Tokyo, Herzog was asked who, in all of Japan, he would most want to 

meet. He immediately said Hiroo Onoda. And if there is any question as 

to why Herzog fictionalized the account after their time together, it’s 

because that’s what Herzog does.  

 This is a short, strange book. An unbelievable story, made even 

stranger by Herzog’s quirky diction (which will put some off). One 

could take it to a philosophical level, a meditation on the nature of 

reality and belief — and Herzog is esoteric by nature — but this story 

is strongest when it is at the ground level, observational, behind the 

green foliage.  

Onoda died in 2014 at the age of 91, ending one of the last and 

surely strangest stories to come out of the war.  

 

Intellectuals by Paul Johnson 

I had a special and somewhat random relationship to this book. In 2013, 

as I was packing for our annual vacation, I grabbed a few books to take 

along, including this one. I read the first chapter, about the 

philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, that trip. In 2014, I took the book 

along again and read chapter two, on the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. And 

so on. Each year I took the book along, and what was a vacation 

tradition — same friends, same place every year — included a chapter of 

this book for a decade.   

 This book is a survey of some of the great thinkers who shaped 

the modern age. They are “intellectuals” in that they are known more 



 54 

for their ideas than their actions. These are not world or military 

leaders, not inventors or founders of transformational companies 

(Johnson has two other books, Creators and Heroes, that cover some of 

those).  

It's a good overview of people I knew little about beyond their 

names and a sense that I should know something about them. Henrik 

Ibsen, Bertolt Brecht, Sartre, Edmund Wilson, etc. with few bigger 

names, like Marx, Hemmingway and Tolstoy thrown in. 

Johnson examines them not only as thinkers, but as characters. 

Their upbringing, their love lives, their personal habits. There is a 

tabloid element to this book that is lurid, scintillating, a “sort of 

scandal sheet” (The Chicago Tribune).  It’s fascinating, but also feels 

a little cheap. Many of the people we lionize for their great 

intellects (men, mostly) were also terrible people. Drunks, cheats, and 

delusional egomaniacs. This contradiction makes them fascinating 

characters to read about, but beyond the entertainment value of wagging 

fingers at dead celebrities, it’s not an original point that great 

achievers can also be gross people.   

Johnson also makes repeated connections between this cross-

section of intellectuals and socialism, sometimes Communism. By the end 

of the book, and certainly driven home by the conclusion, one suspects 

Johnson is pushing an agenda. He commits a kind of ad hominem argument, 

making targets of people who are easy to dislike personally, as a way 

to score easy points on the way to criticizing some of their ideas.    

Johnson makes the admirable and interesting choice of including a 

section of critical reviews at the end of the book, and I think Michiko 

Kakatuni’s NY Times review nails what I was feeling by the end, that 

these intellectuals were selected “on the arbitrary basis for having 
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difficult personalities and a taste for radical ideas that Mr. 

Johnson…apparently finds distasteful.”  

This cherry-picking not only belies a political agenda, it 

unfortunately also undercuts some of Johnson’s more salient arguments — 

principally among them that intellectuals often work in a realm 

divorced from reality, and that ideas in practice are often much 

messier, much more difficult to execute, than in theory.  

But even with these fundamental criticisms, I enjoyed this book 

quite a bit. If you can firewall the positive aspects of this book — 

the enjoyment of a gawker and the education about these historical 

figures — from the author’s own bias, it’s a worthwhile read. I’m 

looking forward to reading others in the series, and hope to find them 

more intellectually honest than Intellectuals.    

 

In the Land of Men by Adrienne Miller 

Miller was the first female fiction editor of Esquire magazine, from 

1997 to 2005, a job she landed when she was just twenty-five. As a 

professional accomplishment, that feat alone is incredibly impressive. 

Add to it her youth and, as the title alludes to, the fact that she was 

surrounded by men who habitually behaved very badly, in an environment 

where sexual harassment seemed a cultural norm. Not only does she have 

the smarts, talent and instinct to succeed, but the grit and courage to 

survive and, in this memoir, talk about it.  

 I’m of two minds about this memoir. Some of these anecdotes feel 

like something out of Mad Men, understood as how it used to be, but a 

while ago. Maybe I was naïve. It was eye-opening to read how more 

recent and prevalent the sexism and, more so, the sexual misconduct 

was. And how underlying it all, both institutionally and in the 

personal relationships, was an ingrained power dynamic.  
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 Miller took some flak from New York Times reviewer Lucinda 

Rosenfeld, for the “lessons” Miller says she learned working in this 

environment. Miller writes: “I didn’t yet understand that the most 

important thing in the adult world is…to keep your cool, keep your 

mouth shut, stay in your own lane and state an opinion only when you 

know which side is winning.” Old school office politics, but enabling 

when men are behaving badly.  

Yet I didn’t read this as advice so much as a confession. This 

was the reality of the environment, especially for a young woman. This 

memoir is another light in the #MeToo movement, revealing these 

behaviors, but the courageous act here is for Miller to tell it not 

from the point of view of a helpless victim or a heroic whistleblower, 

but somewhere in the messy middle. Miller doesn’t dwell on what she 

should have done in these situations. She was a young woman trying to 

focus on the professional opportunity before her (and she brought some 

amazing fiction in the door at Esquire). Realistically her choice was 

probably between letting the transgressions slide or destroying her 

career and moving back to Ohio. Exactly how institutional power 

dynamics always work for the powerless (or those who perceive 

themselves to be powerless) — play by the rules as written or go home. 

And so criticism leveled at her for not speaking up, for playing the 

game — the gross, demeaning game — as it was played, especially as a 

young woman, is tough.   

 The part I’m not sure how I feel about, is that much of this 

memoir focuses on her relationship with the brilliant, transformational 

writer David Foster Wallace. A relationship that was both professional, 

with Miller editing many of his pieces, and romantic. By Miller’s 

recounting, their relationship was an infuriating mix of love and 

emotionally abusive mind games. Wallace, for all his one-of-a-kind 
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brilliance, was in many ways a common character — a tortured genius, 

who could be a manipulative jerk to those closest to him.   

Wallace was deified, and yet underneath was full of self-doubt, 

self-loathing; he had a great heart but couldn’t stay out of his own 

way; mercurial, misogynistic, difficult, acerbic. Wallace wielded his 

brilliance like a razor, kept many people at a safe distance, pulled a 

select few inside (Miller being one), set and fell into his own traps. 

He was obsessed with authenticity and hypocrisy, yet was full of 

contradictions himself. Miller’s attempts to get through the onion and 

find the true Wallace are frustrating, for her and for the reader.  

Wallace was a flawed, fascinating man. D.T. Max’s Every Love 

Story is a Ghost Story; David Lipsky’s Although of Course You End up 

Becoming Yourself; the possibly fictionalized DFW in Jeffrey 

Euginedes’s The Marriage Plot (the author denies the connection); 

Wallace has been examined from many different angles by others, but 

mostly by himself. Much of his writing is laced with self-examination, 

sometimes self-flagellation, though how much we can trust Wallace as 

his own narrator is hard to tell.  

What Miller gives is a different view of Wallace, one that is 

full of tenderness and young love. She provided safe harbor for him 

while at the peak of his fame. And for all his faults, you feel, as she 

does, that there is a brilliant, good-hearted person under his many 

layers. When David’s end comes, it is hard to read, and hard to see it 

through Miller’s eyes. So many people felt close to Wallace through his 

writing, yet were never able to pierce the innermost levels of his 

being. Jonathan Franzen’s essay about Wallace, “Farther Away,” cuts to 

the bone with this passage about his close friend:  
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He was sick, yes, and in a sense the story of my friendship with him is simply that I loved a person 

who was mentally ill. The depressed person then killed himself, in a way calculated to inflict 

maximum pain on those he loved most, and we who loved him were left feeling angry and 

betrayed.  

 
He goes on to rue the literary establishment (“who had never so much as 

short-listed one of his books for a national prize”)as well as the 

millions of readers who felt they had a relationship with Wallace, even 

though they’d never heard of him before he died.  

  

But if you happened to know that his actual character was more complex and dubious than he was 

getting credit for, and if you also know that he was more lovable—funnier, sillier, needier, more 

poignantly at war with his demons, more lost, more childishly transparent in his lies and 

inconsistencies—than the benignant and morally clairvoyant artist/saint that had been made of 

him, it was still hard not to feel wounded by the part of him that had chosen adulation of strangers 

over the love of the people closest to him.  
 

Miller’s wound feels raw still, and she dispatches with the topic of 

Wallace’s suicide swiftly, painfully.  

 

After he sent himself out into eternity, I spent years trying to make him go away. I hated him. I 

wished I’d never met him. I got rid of his books. I couldn’t look at his name. I couldn’t stand 

being around writers, or editors, or critics, and I had to make sure I was never in a situation in 

which he might casually be mentioned. If he, or his final act, did come up in conversation, I stayed 

silent. It was a grief so hard to speak of, I had to protect myself and build a castle and live inside 

it… 

  

Then she turns to the core frustration, the disappointment, of 

her relationship with him, and something they spoke about together, the 

question of how close can you actually know someone. “Did I even know 

him at all? I’m quite sure I didn’t,” she concludes.  

Coincidentally, I just finished Paul Johnson’s Intellectuals, 

which is an accounting of many great minds, mostly men, who were also 

terrible assholes. Tolstoy. Hemmingway. Rousseau. Sartre. Would I put 



 59 

Wallace on this list as one of the great minds in recent history? 

Probably. Was he an asshole? I don’t think so. But he certainly could 

be at times.  

 What conflicts me about this memoir is that so much of it is 

dedicated to incisively dissecting the sexual politics and making an 

antagonist out of the bro magazine culture, the sexism, the narcissism 

of the male writers, the way they suck up all the oxygen in whatever 

room they inhabit. And for a moment, this entire universe revolved 

around David Foster Wallace, with various (male) planets and lesser and 

greater moons, but him at the center. Miller was in his orbit, 

describing and lamenting the laws of physics in this universe… but then 

she surrenders so much space to him.  

Miller realizes, at one point, that it was all about power. Not 

just the world she was working in, but personally with Wallace. “My 

role was to be of service to his work.”  

 The David Foster Wallace tabloid aspect of this memoir will be 

the draw for many of its readers (I’ll be honest, it’s what brought me 

to this book). But for Miller to let that eclipse, willingly or not, 

her professional story and her portrait of the end of an era in the 

magazine world is a bit of a shame. You can’t pull them apart, I 

suppose. The stories of office politics, the business, the cameos by 

famous writers (I loved getting a few scenes with another great Dave 

writer — Dave Eggers), would they have been enough? They would have 

been only a part of the story, I guess. I just wish, as fascinated as I 

am by Wallace, that the spotlight of this memoir was a little less on 

him, and a little more on Miller. 
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Barbarian Days by William Finnegan 

I don’t know that I’ve ever so enjoyed a book about a hobby that I 

don’t actually participate in. Barbarian Days is a book about a sport, 

a culture, a lifestyle, a quest. The power — the relatability and the 

fascination even for someone not particularly interested in surfing — 

is the passion, the complete obsession, Finnegan has with surfing, and 

the enchanting language  he uses to convey that love to us.  

 The world is not lacking in beautiful descriptions of the ocean, 

and perhaps surfing is a pastime that lends itself to elegant writing, 

as entwined as it is with natural beauty, but what’s in Barbarian Days 

is transcendent. Finnegan can describe a person, a people, a sky, a 

beach, a serene moment on the water or, as in one of the many great 

passages from the book, the menace of the surf:  

 

The water was brownish-green and very cold. The channel, which ran clear from the shore break 

out to sea with no inside bar to cross, was choppy and spooky nonetheless, with huge swells 

sweeping in from both sides forming fat, unpleasant a-frames that half-broke before they vanished. 

There was a shallow outside bar to the north where enormous waves leaped up and disemboweled 

themselves with a horrible growl… 

 

Enveloping all the descriptions of the geographies, the waves, the 

boards, the communities, the near misses, is how Finnegan completely 

threw himself into his passion in the 1960s. It’s such a total 

commitment, an abandonment of everything else, that the reader can’t 

help but wonder what thing they’d be willing to go so deep into, and 

perhaps a tinge of regret that they didn’t, at some point in their 

life, abandon everything for a bit and dive headfirst into some ocean.  
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My Dark Places by James Ellroy 

Some authors write about nastiness and you wonder where did this come 

from? In what dark corner of your mind did you find this stuff? This is 

James Ellroy’s answer to that question. The author of several 

successful crime and noir detective novels, including The Black Dahlia 

and L.A. Confidential, points to a single moment in his life: In 1958, 

when Ellroy was ten, his mother was raped and murdered.  

 He spent the next several decades grappling with that event 

through fiction, then in 1994 returned to the crime itself, which was 

never solved. This book is about that return and his path to get there. 

It’s memoir, it’s true crime and it’s a writer’s coming-of-age story. 

Ellroy’s dark muse is his mother, but his upbringing was rough too. 

Petty crime, drug use, public libraries and literary influences like 

Jack Webb’s The Badge created a voice that was part Chandler, part 

Bukowski, part police report. The staccato, just-the-facts rhythm, 

colorful idioms and hard attitude are the same you’ll find throughout 

the rest of Ellroy’s crime fiction, only this time it’s real and very 

personal. No punches pulled, no apologies made.  

 This book is mentioned by Adrienne Miller in her memoir In the 

Land of Men, which I’m making my way through. She had just started work 

at GQ when the magazine published Ellroy’s article, “My Mother’s 

Killer,” which would later become this book.  
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Happy-Go-Lucky by David Sedaris 

More of the same might sound like a criticism, but as a fan of Sedaris 

and what “the same” is, that’s fine with me. I’ve read eleven of his 

thirteen essay collections, and I wouldn’t be able to rank them, since 

mostly they blend together. I remember certain essays, or parts in 

essays, but it’s a pretty consistent body of work. The thing that has 

mostly changed over the years is his willingness to take on more 

serious topics. He wrote about his relationship with his sister 

Tiffany, who committed suicide in 2013, in the past couple essay 

collections. In Happy Go-Lucky, he writes more about his father, who 

passed away recently at the age of 98.  

 To say his relationship with his father was “complicated,” as he 

does, or that his father was a complicated man, is an understatement. 

Disapproving of gay marriage in general (Sedaris has been with his 

husband, Hugh, for over thirty years) and holding a host of other hard-

to-swallow political positions, constantly criticizing David about his 

success (Sedaris is widely considered one of the most successful 

American humorists, with his books regularly on the bestseller lists) 

are things Sedaris has written about over the years.  

With Happy-Go-Lucky, he grapples with more “complicated,” aspects 

of his father and his father’s relationship with the family. David was 

left out of his father’s will, for one, because his father insisted 

that if he left David money, he didn’t want Hugh to have any of it. 

David, of course, refused that deal.  

His father lied often. Some exaggeration, but some flat-out lies, 

often for no apparent reason. Then there’s the most uncomfortable 

section about his sister Tiffany’s accusations that their father 

sexually abused her. Coming from an unreliable person in general, the 
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family isn’t quite sure what to make of these claims. But their father 

certainly did make creepy comments about his daughters.  

This aspect of the family is new, but much of Happy-Go-Lucky is 

still full of funny takes on life in general. 

 

Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen by Larry McMurtry 

I came across this book in Rebecca Solnit’s Wanderlust. Like most 

people, I largely associated Larry McMurtry with his period westerns 

like Lonesome Dove and the poignant Thalia series, including The Last 

Picture Show. His was a surprising name to find in Solnit essay — her 

topics tend to be more philosophical than what I’d associate with a 

cowboy writer. But the title alone, which links a German Jewish 

philosopher to the ubiquitous American purveyor of soft serve ice 

cream, promised something unique.  

 And so it is unique, this collection of thoughtful essays. Funny, 

delightful, insightful, at times melancholy. They are rangy and varied, 

but center around themes of our communities and the forces that connect 

us. The title essay considers the Dairy Queen as a locus for communal 

gathering in the old days, its connection to the tradition of oral 

storytelling, and how Walter Benjamin, the philosopher and social 

critic, might think of it.  

As with McMurtry’s other work, there is a sense of longing, of 

nostalgia, and a wariness toward a world where we are, many of us, 

overly comfortable. Where we no longer gather to recite our stories and 

communal memories, at the Dairy Queen or otherwise; nor are we even 

required to remember them. “What, in this age when we are all so 

oversupplied with information, does a human need to remember, other 

than, perhaps, the names of his or her spouse (if any) and children?” 
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 Other topics include his Texas land and family history and the 

cowboy myth and the cowboy reality. He contemplates the media with 

insight that, although this book was published in 1999, still feels 

spot on: “The sin that television journalism signally must answer for 

is that of bringing the unredeemed pain of the whole planet into our 

daily lives.”  

 In the lightest, most endearing part of the book, he recounts his 

life as a reader and then later as a book collector and bookstore 

owner. McMurtry once owned 450,000 books. Booked Up, in Archer City, 

Texas, is the last of his bookstore chain.  

 McMurtry passed away in March of 2021, at the age of 84, in his 

home in Archer City. As a writer, he was a national treasure, and this 

collection his “Reflections at Sixty and Beyond” (the subtitle of the 

book) is a treasure in its own right.  

 

Wanderlust: A History of Walking by Rebecca Solnit 

“Exploring the world is one of the best ways of exploring the mind. And 

walking travels both terrains,” Solnit writes in this exploration of 

the physical, philosophical, political and sociological significance of 

walking. She warns that it is an “idiosyncratic path…with much doubling 

back and looking around.” It is a meander, but she stitches together 

varied and interesting stories and ideas from literature, history and 

her own personal experience, such that the reader always feels in the 

hands of a seasoned tour guide, never lost.   

 Walking has a special connection to the mind which differentiates 

it from other mode of travel. The physical, repetitive motion and the 

slower pace compels observation, contemplation and reflection. A walk 

is an external as well as an internal activity, resembling stream-of-

consciousness thinking and writing. Walking has long been linked to the 
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creative process, or problem solving. One goes for a walk when they 

need a break from work, but it is often on the walk when a solution 

presents itself.  

To walk through a physical environment, we become a part of that 

environment. We are exposed and vulnerable. In The Old Ways, Robert 

MacFarlane observes that we don’t walk onto a mountain but into the 

mountains, as if the sky and the valleys—the absence of mountains—are a 

part of the terrain. Likewise, Solnit writes of her experience walking 

into a desert as a reminder that that “the earth was large and we are 

not.” 

I have always thought that the best way to experience a city is 

to just walk around, and I’m inclined to choose a walk over a cab or 

train—weather, time and city planning permitting. Most great cities are 

walking cities, but some are not. And how a place is designed for 

walking greatly defines the kind of place it is. A city center in which 

cars are banned changes everything. Likewise, the condition of 

sidewalks, the existence of crosswalks, the distance between landmarks. 

These all define a city’s walkability, and thus defines a central 

aspect of that city’s vibe.  

In my own suburban neighborhood, we’re fortunate to have wide 

roads with marked bike/walking lanes, and there is a veritable parade 

of neighbors walking, jogging and moseying (as we are in Texas) by my 

window as I write this. Leftover cart paths from a defunct golf course 

invite walkers to enjoy a nearby field, and a newly constructed 

sidewalk now allows for a safe walk down to the bookstore and burger 

joint. This all, as much as anything else, defines the neighborhood, 

our interactions, our sense of connectedness to each other and to the 

local businesses.  
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And yet, many locales are not so welcoming of walkers, by design 

or culture. I am reminded of a quote I snagged from George Eliot’s 

Silas Marner while backpacking through New Zealand in 2000: “The 

shepherd’s dog barked fiercely when one of these alienlooking men 

appeared on the uplands, dark against the early winter sunset; for what 

dog likes a figure bent under a heavy bag?” That passage must have 

struck me at the time because of the heavy bag; New Zealand is one of 

the most welcoming countries I can imagine for trekkers and 

backpackers.  

But it is true that a walker can be seen as an outsider if they 

are walking in a place not designed for it. The German writer Karl 

Moritz wrote about one of his journeys: “A traveler on foot in this 

country seems to be considered as a sort of wild man, or an out-of-the-

way being who is stared at, suspected, pitied and shunned by everybody 

that meets him.”  

I was reminded of the scene in Mad Men, when the suburban ladies 

wonder what the heck the character Helen Bishop is doing just out 

walking along the roads, with seemingly nowhere to go. They are 

suspicious of her. It is the 1960s, and walking is not yet a recognized 

form of recreation in suburban America. 

Walking is freedom. And Solnit, who writes often of politics, 

makes some of her most insightful points when she examines how our 

ability to walk—or not walk—is intertwined with our personal liberties. 

To “take to the streets” is to celebrate or, more often, make a display 

of opposition. We march in protest. Similar to pilgrimages, we walk to 

demonstrate a devotion to a cause. We hold parades to celebrate 

holidays and victories, and to display our military might.  

The public street is a representation of our freedom and 

equality. Anyone, supposedly, can walk through our public spaces.  
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It feels anti-democratic, then, to have “free speech zones,” 

where this kind of public expression is limited in order to limit the 

level of disruption protesters can cause (which seems antithetical to 

the whole notion of a protest). And it says something about society and 

the limitations of freedom when, as Solnit recounts from her own 

experience, certain streets are unsafe to be walked—or even perceived 

unsafe—particularly by women. As usual, the symbol of freedom can also 

be a reminder of society’s inequities.  

 Wanderlust is a tramp in its own right. A hike, a ramble, a 

wander, a saunter, an amble, a stroll, a walk of the mind through an 

endlessly interesting topic, with many side alleys and connections to 

other works. In my 2018 review of her A Field Guide to Getting Lost, I 

wrote: “This intellectual wandering, searching, is maybe the thing that 

most ties Solnit’s writing together. There are common themes of nature, 

politics, social justice, memoir, but it’s the ease with which she 

slides from one topic to the next and stitches together provocative 

tapestries that makes her writing unique.” The same is true here, the 

threaded connection to other ideas is the most delightful part of this 

sojourn.   

Wanderlust would pair well with Timothy Egan’s Pilgrimage to 

Eternity, and with the aforementioned The Old Ways. But like the best 

books do, Wanderlust also pointed me forward to other books. Solnit 

writes of the German philosopher Walter Benjamin. Among many things, 

Benjamin revived the concept of the flâneur, typically an aristocrat 

who strolls, philosophizes, walks as a means of privileged, 

intellectual recreation. A character central to the ideals of 

Nineteenth Century Parisian literature. In this discussion of Benjamin, 

she alludes to a Larry McMurtry’ Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen, 
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which I just finished and loved. It is, likewise, a stroll of the mind 

through many semi-related topics. A review to come shortly on that one. 

To stick with the metaphor, this book is not a walk from Point A to 

Point B. It is not a destination walk. But if you are up for a thought-

provoking stroll about strolling, here you go. 

 

The Rings of Saturn by W.G. Sebald 

“Everything is on the point of decline,” Max Sebald writes 181 pages 

into The Rings of Saturn. It could be the theme of this wonderful, 

strange, meandering book. Sebald is fixated on decline and decay, on 

ruins and remnants, and the point beyond history, when things are 

forgotten.  

 The book opens in a hospital room, during the narrator’s recovery 

from an apparent nervous breakdown. He then recounts a trek he took 

along the eastern coast of England, through towns past their prime, 

resort destinations no longer in vogue, abandoned military bunkers and 

bases, as his mind wanders through history, literature, art; war, 

trains, the silk trade, great sea battles, genocides, the end of a 

great Chinese empire, the Opium Wars, pheasant hunting, a hurricane in 

1987, weaving — a seemingly aimless wandering that nonetheless finds so 

many interesting tidbits, one connected to the next.   

Sebald is fixated on places and empires in decline and beyond, 

when the thing is forgotten.  

I took this narrator at face value as the author, and the book as 

travel writing. But it is described elsewhere as “a novel,” which gets 

to part of what makes Sebald’s writing so interesting. What is this? 

How much of this is true? When you search, it’s described in various 

places as “a hybrid of a book,” “Fiction? Non-fiction? Travelogue? 

History? Memoir? It does not matter.” And “not as non-fiction, but as 
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non-article.” Sebald himself, when asked what category he wanted his 

work listed in for publishing purposes, replied, “All of them.” 

 This unique, slippery in-between is partly what makes it an 

interesting form. But it’s also part of the point. Wandering through 

history is, in essence, a wandering through a decayed landscape. It is 

always to some degree fragmentary, and we fill in the gaps as best we 

can. The narrative is never fully complete. And so history, the past, 

collective memory, it forces in us an imaginary impulse. What must it 

have been like to live as these people, to be alive under a Chinese 

emperor, to experience the fall of your city? Our minds go to these 

places, and as such we all instinctively participate in a 

fictionalization, despite our best efforts at veracity.  

Such is The Rings of Saturn, which blends narrative storytelling, 

history, fiction and conjecture. 

 “There is no antidote to the opium of time,” Sebald writes, 

quoting Thomas Browne, a 17th Century English polymath. “Not even those 

who have found a place amidst the heavenly constellations have 

perpetuated their names: Nimrod is lost in Orion, and Osiris in the Dog 

Star. Indeed, old families last not three oaks. To set one’s name to a 

work gives no one a title to be remembered, for who know how many of 

the best of men have gone without a trace?”  

 Yet, this is a book fixated on these traces. On figurative and 

literal landscapes scattered with ruins, with hints, with traces of 

past greatness.  

 “Reading him feels like being spoken to in a dream,” a New Yorker 

retrospective says.  

 His writing is indeed gorgeous. But it’s the way it passes back 

and forth between the tangible to the ghosts that gives the book this 
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other-worldly quality. Here’s one of many examples, where beautiful 

description of the physical suddenly and surprisingly takes flight: 

 “…the tops of palms swayed to and fro, their delicate, feathery, 

fan-shaped fronds of that unfathomable green which seems underlaid with 

burnished brass and which Leonardo used for the crowns of his trees, in 

the Anunciation, for instance, or the portrait of Ginevra de Benci.”  

 One moment, I am reading about trees in the wind, and the next 

I’m looking up paintings and people and have gone down a rabbit hole. 

Indeed, this whole book is a rabbit warren. Or like a meandering, 

intoxicating conversation with an old friend, the kind that eventually 

comes to the question, “How did we get on this topic?”  

 I was reminded of Mark Fisher’s notions of the weird and the 

eerie. Fisher writes that “the serenity that is often associated with 

the eerie — think of the phrase eerie calm — has to do with detachment 

from the urgencies of everyday life.” Sebald’s writing feels both 

serene, detached, but somehow more plugged in. As if he is seeing 

layers beyond what we normally observe.   

Sometimes you can read a writer and see that they are great but 

understand how they might not be famous. But with Sebald, so much 

praise has been heaped upon him (Susan Sontag cites him as the modern 

proof that literary greatness is still possible) that I wondered how I 

had never even heard of him, much less read him before. I may have come 

across his name in an Eliza Gabbert post or Rebecca Solnit’s Wanderlust 

(essayists are great if you like to walk away with a list of other 

things you need to read).  

Sebald, who was also an university teacher, died in an auto 

accident in 2001, at the age of 57. Luckily for us, he was prolific in 

the decade or so before his death, cranking out a half dozen books of 
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essays and poetry. I look forward to digging into more of his work. I’m 

not sure I’ve ever read anyone quite like him.  

 

The Wild Places by Robert MacFarlane 

Along with Mountains of the Mind and The Old Ways, The Wild Places 

makes MacFarlane’s trilogy “of books about landscape and the human 

heart.” Which sounds a bit sappier than it is in any of these books. 

They’re about our psychological connection to different landscapes—

mountains, roads, waterways and, in this book, the wild places that fit 

between.  

 MacFarlane examines the history, the symbolism, the physical and 

spiritual connection we have to these landscapes. What they represent 

in our mythologies and how we relate to them in our everyday lives. An 

avid outdoorsman, he weaves this together with his personal experiences 

with these places.  

 We most associate “wild” with forests (the words “woods” and 

“wild” are believed to have shared ancestors).   And the inclination of 

western civilization is to clear the wild to make room for the spaces 

in which we live and work. The Roman Empire destroyed many of the 

ancient forests across Europe, and settlers in America cleared much of 

the continent for agriculture. Some cultures show more reverence toward 

the cleared wilderness than others. A thousand years ago, in line with 

Taoist beliefs, A Chinese woodsman might bow to felled trees and 

promise to use the wood in a way that dignified the life of the tree.   

 Now we have parks and national forests to contain the wild. But 

there is also much wild around us, in spaces between, and MacFarlane 

makes the point that wilderness need not be vast. It can be a space 

near a highway entrance ramp, a tangle of briars near a backyard creek, 

even an abandoned place reclaimed by nature.  
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 He writes of the significance of these places, however formal 

their designation, the “drawing of happiness from landscapes large and 

small…” 

Every day, millions of people found themselves deepened and dignified by their 

encounters with particular places. Most of these places, however, were not marked as 

special on any map, but they became special by personal acquaintance. A bend in a 

river, the junction of four fields, a climbing tree, a stretch of old hedgerow, or a 

fragment of woodland glimpsed from a road regularly driven along… Daily, people 

were brought to sudden states of awe by encounters such as these. Encounters whose 

power to move us was beyond expression but also beyond denial. 
 

 To read a MacFarlane book is to feel like you’ve gone on a hike 

with him. I was curious, listening to this book, about his methodology. 

He describes the land and the details of what he encounters with such 

detail that I wondered if he is constantly stopping to jot down notes, 

or if he just remembers things so vividly.  

 These treks are peppered with nuggets about nature. The reason 

leaves change color. The hare that runs a daily, nine-mile circuit of 

one hilly landscape, only to return to the exact spot it started. Bleak 

stories of families suffering, some dying, in some of these wild places 

during hard times. 

 The wild is so tied to our conceptions of the lands beyond, the 

dark, uncharted lands, beyond the frontier. That representation is well 

examined in literature and non-fiction alike. What I appreciated about 

MacFarlane’s take is his focus on “ordinary” places. It made me think 

of places I’ve had a connection with. The bank we pulled onto for lunch 

on a half-day canoe trip with high school friends (then spent an hour 

skipping rocks). The old van and cabin way back in the woods behind our 

home in California, both which fascinated my daughters. The creek we 

played in as kids, probably insignificant in all regards but ours. For 

us, the creek contained a whole world. 
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 All of the MacFarlane books I’ve read are worth the read. They 

educate, transport, and have a little of the transformative effect you 

might experience if you actually go to these wild places.  

 

A History Lover’s Guide to Memphis and Shelby County by Bill Patton 

I picked up this book for research I’m doing on a story that takes 

place, partly, in Memphis in the late 1950s. Memphis is an interesting 

town historically and culturally. It has been mentioned in more songs 

than any other city in the world.  

 The first known inhabitants (though not much is known), came to 

the region around 12,000 BCE, pursuing Ice Age mammals. The rich 

Mississippian culture, with its permanent cities, massive burial 

mounds, agriculture and stratified society, inhabited the area in the 

centuries around 1000 CE. By the time Hernando de Soto, the Spanish 

explorer, reached the area in 1541, it was one of the most densely 

populated areas on the continent.  

Named after an ancient Egyptian city, the land on which Memphis 

sits was purchased by the U.S. government from the Chickasaw Nation in 

1818. It was the site of a fort, an outpost in the fur trade, then then 

an important center for the cotton industry.  

At the start of the Civil War, Memphis was one of the South’s 

most important cities. But it only remained in Confederate hands for a 

short time. One of the last maritime battles of the era — a modest 90-

minute affair — took place at Memphis in 1862. The North seized control 

of the city, and it became a haven for freed slaves, many of whom 

joined the army of the North there.  

Through the physical landmarks, author Bill Patton weaves 

together the stories of the city — its complicated racial history from 

through Reconstruction, Jim Crow, the Civil Rights era and ongoing; 
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it’s rich cultural heritage, especially as the epicenter for Black and 

crossover music — Beale Street, blues, R&B, soul and the birth of rock 

‘n’ roll; and the many colorful characters along the way — Boss Crump, 

W.C. Handy, B.B. King, Sam Phillips, Elvis…a list that goes on and on.  

The structure of this book works as a practical guidebook, but it 

also reads well as a coherent collection of stories that paint a 

broader narrative of Memphis. It’s been helpful for me in my research 

and enjoyable to read. But my recommendation goes beyond the book.  

A couple years ago, I was passing through Memphis on a long 

drive. I wanted to do some research, so I called up Backbeat Tours, the 

top Memphis tour company, to see what they had. They said they’d be 

happy to set up a private tour for me. They said I could go out with 

the owner, Bill Patton. I said, “I’ve heard of Bill. I have his book 

here on my desk!”  

Bill met me on Beale. I gave him a quick overview of what I was 

working on. We walked up Beale Street, him dispensing priceless stories 

and historical tidbits, giving me a vivid picture of how things were 

sixty-odd years ago, and me peppering him with random questions and 

scratching away in my notebook. We stopped at W.C. Handy’s house, then 

walked back down Beale.   

After that, we hopped in Bill’s jeep and he drove me around town 

for a bit, catering our drive to my curiosity. Finally, he said we had 

to make one more stop. He knew this was after the specific time period 

I was interested in, but it was required. He took me to the Lorraine 

Motel.  

There are some places you visit that you will never forget. They 

just have a feel to them, the weight of an event or the ghosts of 

history or whatever you want to want call it. The Lorraine is that kind 

of place. The motel houses the Civil Rights Museum, which was closed 
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when I was there. But the exterior — the cars, suite 306, outside of 

which Dr. King was standing on the balcony when he was shot, are frozen 

in time. Most chilling is the line that crosses the pavement, from 

under the balcony, across the alley toward the small, unremarkable 

window on the second floor of the nearby boarding house. It shows the 

path of the bullet.  

If you’re interested in Memphis, I’d recommend this book. I’d 

definitely recommend a tour with the gang at Backbeat Tours if you’re 

in town. Memphis is a city that has gone through a lot of changes, a 

lot of “urban renewal,” a lot of commodification for the sensibilities 

of casual tourists. It’s helpful to have someone who can go a little 

deeper, can conjure stories from the brick, repaint the scenes, and 

bring to life the rich history of the city.   

 
 

The Chitlin’ Circuit and the Road to Rock ‘n’ Roll  

by Preston Lauterbach 
“The Chitlin’ Circuit” is the nickname to the collection of music 

halls, bars, juke joints, hotels and restaurants that catered to Black 

audiences and were welcoming to Black performers, starting in the 

1930s. Interwoven with the stories of gamblers, swindlers, con artists, 

bootleggers, prostitution rings and various other seedy interests, the 

venues were often places of ill repute, at least to the mainstream, 

white crowd. But in their existence, they were a haven and a 

laboratory, a vibrant cauldron where blues and jazz and big band and 

bluegrass could fuse. They were a chemistry experiment, out of which 

came R&B and rock ‘n’ roll, and from there came everything else.  

 The Circuit existed primarily through the Midwest and South. 

Although it plugged into the big cities like Chicago, New York and New 

Orleans, it was rooted more in the secondary cities like Indianapolis, 
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Memphis, St. Louis, and in the smaller towns like Macon, Indianola, 

Jackson. The center of gravity in these towns, all segregated like the 

rest of the U.S., was what Walter Barnes, one of the circuit founders, 

dubbed “the Stroll” — the collection of assorted Black businesses, 

restaurants, beauty shops, dentists, barbers, cab companies, cafes, 

where a person could get whatever they needed, catch up on the news, 

see what was happening in the neighborhood. A rich Black community and 

commercial center that was, by law and norms, separate. 

 Many — possibly even most — of the great Black performers of the 

era came out of this scene. Influence flowed in from the Delta, from 

the countryside, from the cities. Count Basie, Cab Calloway, Billie 

Holiday, Duke Ellington, Fats Domino, Ray Charles, Ella Fitzgerald, BB 

King, Albert King, Freddy King, Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Sam Cooke, 

Etta James, Gladys Knight, Otis Redding, Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, 

Wilson Pickett, Little Richard, James Brown, Marvin Gaye, Ike and Tina 

Turner, The Temptations, the Isley Brothers, The Jackson 5…  

 The forces that conspired to make the scene work were mostly 

double-edged swords. The aforementioned segregation meant that, 

largely, the culture was let alone. The more nefarious activities 

commenced while police looked the other way (and were often paid to). 

The musicians did not have the means to travel with the full, big bands 

of the 1920s, so many had to make due with smaller ensembles or a mix 

of local musicians. This led to creativity in the music itself and a 

constant mingling of influences. And finally, the circuit was driven by 

a network of promoters, men like Denver Ferguson, who owned a prominent 

night club in Indianapolis and is credited as being a founding 

influence on the Chitlin’ Circuit. These promoters developed the 

connections and the underlying business structure that pumped touring 

musicians through the Circuit.  
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 Lauterbach follows the history and all its characters. There are 

a thousand stories in here, big and small. Facts and legends all 

swirled into one. How B.B. King’s guitar got its name. How Little 

Richard got his break. How Johnny Ace shot himself in the head. How the 

music of the Chitlin’ Circuit, whose greatest hits couldn’t be 

contained to small-town venues, crossed over to mainstream radio, to 

white America, to Elvis and beyond. How the music industry evolved so 

that the money to be made was not in touring but in recording, shifting 

the power from the promoters to the DJs and programmers. And how, with 

desegregation, various “urban renewal” ventures spun out of the Federal 

Housing Act of 1959, and the 1956 Federal-Aid Highway Act, places like 

Beale Street in Memphis and Indiana Avenue in Indianapolis — dense 

Black communities, the “strolls,” — were cleared out to make way for 

new money, new highways, new styles of policing.  

The Chitlin’ Circuit was effectively over by the 1970s. But its 

history can be heard in much our music today. Most American music is of 

mixed genealogy, but it would be hard to find any that can’t trace its 

lineage back, in some way, to the artists of the Chitlin’ Circuit. In 

that regard, anyone interested in the history of American music will 

find Lauterbach’s book interesting. And beyond the historical aspects, 

the writing is as vibrant as the many vibrant characters — heroes and 

villains, hustlers and swindlers, poets and lovers, entertainers and 

charlatans, hustlers and cheats, inventors and entrepreneurs, carnival 

barkers and impresarios, and many very, very gifted musicians.  
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The Nineties by Chuck Klosterman 

My first drafts of any of my reviews are usually scattered notes and 

random half-thoughts, some unrelated to the book but brought to mind by 

it. How fast these drafts come is sometimes a good indicator of how 

much connection I felt with a book. For Chuck Klosterman’s The 

Nineties, my first draft review was over ten pages.  

This topic, the 1990s, was not just an interesting time 

culturally; it was particularly formative for me. I started high school 

in 1990 and finished grad school in 2000. These were good times, and 

eye-opening in many ways. So I came to this book as a fan of the topic, 

you might say. And it gave me a lot to think about — a mix of 

interesting cultural commentary, nostalgic warm and fuzzies, excellent 

music and questionable fashion.   

 I enjoy Klosterman’s books. He’s a culture critic with a smart, 

funny style. His writing feels like a smart person thinking out loud, 

trying on ideas, seeing if they actually make sense. It's smart and 

entertaining, closer to Rolling Stone than a college lecture. It’s 

appropriate for the decade.  

A bad version of this book might read like extra verses to Billy 

Joel’s vapid “We Didn’t Start the Fire” ("Grunge rock, selling out, 

What are those rappers mad about?, O.J. Simpson, blue dress, baseball 

lockout, what a mess, yada yada etcetera etcetera), but Klosterman 

seasons the stories with interesting trivia, snarky humor and 

provocative commentary as he considers why each of these moments 

matters.  

This book might feel disjointed to some readers. It doesn’t 

ladder up to a grand unifying theory of the decade, but if you approach 

it with the expectation of it being more like travel writing, where 

there’s no pressure to sum it all up with a thesis, it’s an enjoyable 
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trip. And there are some substantial takeaways. It might be trite to 

say the 90s changed everything (what decade doesn’t?), but the echoes 

of the 90s feel particularly significant 20 years out. 

 To Klosterman, the ‘90s started with the release of Nirvana’s 

Nevermind in September of 1991 and ended on September 11, 2001. 

Nevermind is more debatable as a marker, but the asymmetry of these 

bookends is appropriate for a book that rolls through the decade like a 

cultural street sweeper, picking up ephemera from the momentous to the 

trivial.  

 After reading the book, my take on the ‘90s is that it was the 

decade when culture turned in on itself. Became self-aware.  Not that 

every cultural artifact before 1990 existed in a vacuum, but in the 

‘90s, self-referential became the dominant form of culture. (I don’t 

think Chuck says this, but I think he’d agree.)   

In the ‘90s, we were all about navel-gazing, about regurgitating, 

remixing, remaking, creating low-brow art that alluded to other low-

brow art. Pop culture characters lived in our world of pop culture, 

consumed it, talked about it. Tarantino’s Reservoir Dogs opens with a 

group of criminals discussing Madonna. Beavis and Butthead is mostly 

two losers sitting around watching music videos and cracking jokes. Hip 

Hop is a whole musical genre based on sampling and remixing existing 

music. That was all happening already, even before the Internet 

happened. Like we were mentally primed for what the Internet would do 

to us.  

 Depending on your age, you might have a different relationship to 

the decade. If you thought the ‘90s sucked, reliving it through this 

book probably isn’t something you’d enjoy. But if you, like me, enjoyed 

the ‘90s, then this book is a great romp. It was one of my favorite 

reads of the year.  
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Here are 14 things the book brought to mind for me. Some good, 

some cringy, in no particular order: 

 

1. The Internet can mean only one thing. One of my favorite bits of 

writing in The Nineties is Klosterman’s entertaining and informative 

description of a dial-up modem’s audio sequence: 

First, a dial tone, followed by eleven rapid beeps from an invisible push-button telephone. 

This was followed by three or four high-pitched electronic whistles, collapsing into a 

longer whistle resembling the flat-lining of a dying patient hooked to an EKG machine 

(this was the sound of the phone line’s echo-suppression being disabled). There were a 

few more beeps absorbed into the wall of white noise, and then the white noise abruptly 

doubled, meaning the receiving modem was now interacting with the calling modem. 

There was an instant where it sounded like something inside the computer had broken, 

spontaneously repaired by the digital interplay of two probing modulators, similar in 

pitch to a metal detector passing over a pocket watch. This was bookended by another 

fleeting second of white noise and then…silence. The wall had been breached.  

 
 Klosterman makes a point of distinguishing the ‘90s internet from how 

we think of it now, with social media, mobile apps, etc. This was Web 

1.0, largely just a new channel for media consumption. There was no 

Facebook, QAnon, online bullying, or relentless self-promotion.  

I got my first email account and my first taste of the Internet 

when I went to college. And it was instantly clear what access to this 

amazing connective technology meant for us: We could go to the computer 

lab, wait 45 seconds to download a low-res image of a naked lady, then 

use our print credits to make decorations for our dorm room walls. I 

know people who did that.  

2. Selling out. The ‘90s saw a peculiar fixation with the notion of 

“selling out.” Successful people, particularly musicians, had to walk a 

nearly impossible tightrope of alleged authenticity that required any 

amount of success to be accompanied by a commensurate level of public 

self-loathing and disdain for the apparatus that brought the success in 
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the first place, be it the record industry, the media, corporate 

hegemony or the capitalist system.  

Artists wanted success, of course, but they had to pretend they 

didn’t actually want anything that came with it. They definitely 

couldn’t engage in the kind of selfie-fixated self-promotion that would 

be required a generation later.  

“There was, in real time, an awareness that the whole idea of 

criticizing people for selling out was ridiculous,” Klosterman writes. 

“It was a loser’s game, but it was a loser’s game you had to play.” 

And while much of the anti-success angst was performative — “By 

1994, self-flagellation had become a kind of philosophical fashion” — 

it took on a darker tone with the 1994 suicide of Nirvana front-man 

Kurt Cobain. Apparently, his self-loathing had been authentic. It might 

be overstating the impact of Cobain’s suicide to call it a turning 

point in the public discussion of mental health, but it definitely 

called into question the dicey entanglement of mental health, celebrity 

and poseur-ism.  

2.5 Being aware of who had and had not sold out. Even if you weren’t 

famous (and therefore at no risk of selling out yourself), you had to 

keep tabs on who had and had not sold out, because it could happen 

overnight and part of your own cultural cache depended on you not 

showing affinity for anyone who had sold out. I remember getting fairly 

roasted in a fiction workshop class for admitting I liked some band — 

Stabbing Westward or someone dumb — after their nanosecond had passed.  

3. Grunge. Klosterman holds up the cult indy flick Reality Bites (also 

1994, apparently the peak year for the sellout debate) as prime 

cultural artifact, a confluence of GenX slackerism, grunge music 

culture, and debates around artistic integrity. I think the exemplar 
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should be Singles. The movie, which I re-watched earlier this year, is 

okay. But the soundtrack is one of the best ever.  

4. Grunge fashion. Flannel, ripped jeans. I had some bandanas at one 

point. Never did get good boots or a cool jacket of any sort. Did grow 

my hair long.  

5. The educational power of rap music. More than any other form of 

artistic expression, rap brought urban social issues to the ears of 

young suburban kids like myself. It simultaneously exposed us to 

stories of police brutality and the fact that “shake that booty” has 

nothing to do with pirates.     

5.1 I heard it on The Jukebox. We’d all grown up on MTV, and in the 

early 90s a new video jukebox channel called The Box showed up on our 

cable. The Box allowed anyone with a phone to call in and order up a 

video for $1.99. Like a jukebox in a bar, the video would then cue up 

and play on the channel for everyone watching. Thanks to, I imagine, a 

legion of local, bored, horny teenage boys, any new video with T&A 

would play on near-constant rotation for weeks at a time. Madonna got 

some play. Sir Mix-a-lot’s “Baby Got Back” was a big one. But the 

highest rotation — at least in my very impressionable memory — went to 

videos from 2 Live Crew. Their lyrics were basically lyrical 

pornography, and their videos tried to provide matching visuals.   

5.2 Who’s Martinez? Everyone knows — definitely should have known by 

the ‘90s — that the best way to make teenagers want something is to 

tell them they can’t have it. A music group causing a well-publicized 

dust-ups with the decency police is like striking gold. In 1990, 2 Live 

Crew hit perhaps the greatest motherlode of controversy ever.  

2 Live Crew had a couple of moderately successful albums, But 

they would have been a mere footnote in music history, a local South 

Beach novelty act known for dirty lyrics, had it not been a religious 
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“family values” group convinced the Florida governor Bob Martinez that 

2 Live Crew was a threat to something, and persuaded him to ban sales 

of their third album. This was followed by a highly visible obscenity 

charge against a record store owner for selling the album. 

Simultaneously, 2 Live Crew’s front-man, who went by the nickname Luke 

Skyywalker, was being sued by Lucasfilm. 

The controversies were all over MTV News, and it elevated a 

juvenile lyricist to some kind of heroic defender of our Constitutional 

rights. 2 Live Crew named their next album Banned in the U.S.A. And 

they included a song to thank the governor for his help in making them 

stars. It was called “F*ck Martinez.”  

The coda to all this is that all obscenity charges against 2 Live 

Crew were eventually overturned and the group has sold over 3 million 

albums. The founding fathers would be proud to see free speech prevail.  

5.3 There goes the neighborhood. Around the same time 2 Live Crew was 

fighting for constitutional rights on the east coast, bands out of 

south central Los Angeles started testing free speech in a different 

way. N.W.A. dropped their blistering “Fuck the Police” in 1988.  

A few years later, the band Body Count appeared on the national 

radar. The fact that Ice-T, the lead singer, was a rapper fronting a 

metal band was overshadowed by the controversy around the song “Cop 

Killer,” a fictional account of a man fed up with police brutality. 

Whereas “Fuck the Police” came to our innocent ears largely without 

context (“Dang,” we thought, “these guys really don’t like the cops”) 

“Cop Killer” had plenty. Because in March of 1991, we’d all seen… 

6. Rodney King. The grainy video camera footage of four LAPD officers 

beating Rodney King was everywhere. Nowadays, it’s hard to imagine 

something like that not resulting in a dozen smartphone videos 

instantly uploaded. But at the time, it was shocking to see that video. 
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I don’t even think I’d heard of the Watts Riot or anything like it by 

then.   

For a lot of suburban white kids like myself, who’d heard N.W.A. 

but had no context for any of the lyrics, we saw that video and 

thought, “Oooooh, that’s what they’re talking about.”  

5.3 (continued…) “Cop Killer” ignited a political firestorm, 

unsurprisingly. Eventually the band pulled the track, though, as with 

anything, the outrage from politicians guaranteed its commercial 

success.  

In 1992, I got my driver’s license and my first job. So I had a 

little money in my pocket and a means to go to the record stores 

(usually one of the three in the mall). I also had a younger brother 

and a couple friends who were more plugged in than I was. I remember 

driving with my white friends to, ironically, a Steve Miller concert, 

blasting Body Count’s “There Goes the Neighborhood” in my Pontiac 6000. 

One of those same buddies introduced me to Public Enemy, who I still 

think is the greatest rap group ever. 

Side note: While the grunge music scene was the epicenter of the 

“selling out” phenomenon, hip hop seemed immune to it. My theory is 

that while commercial success was anathema to the grunge aesthetic, it 

is core to the hip hop aesthetic and message. Hip hop amalgamated two 

opposing cultures — the sagging pants and baggy jackets came from the 

world of prison and street-corner drug deals respectively — and the 

Cadillacs that came from wealthy white country club culture. The 

flaunting of material wealth and status symbols is a key part of the 

hip hop game.   

So although it became a meme later, it was generally acceptable 

(or at least didn’t damage the credibility) for hip hop stars like 

N.W.A.’s Ice Cube to play corn-ball comedy roles in mainstream films. 
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Or for Ice-T, who penned “Cop Killer,” to repeatedly play cops in films 

and TV, including 20+ years on Law & Order: SVU.  

 

 

5.4 The Tipper Gore seal of approval. For the final touch in counter-

productive culture policing against bands like 2 Live Crew, N.W.A., and 

many other bands who later aspired to rouse some rabble… enter Tipper 

Gore. In response to all this controversy, she led an initiative called 

the Parent Music Resource Center, which slapped now-iconic, black and 

white PARENTAL ADVISORY: EXPLICIT LYRICS stickers on albums with lyrics 

that were too violent, too sexual, too satanic, or whatever else. 

Earning this sticker was coveted by later musicians, as it virtually 

guaranteed multiples in sales.  
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7. O.J. Simpson. I remember standing outside the valet booth where I 

worked, watching the tiny TV showing the surreal low-speed pursuit of 

the white Ford Bronco carrying OJ Simpson. 95 million people watched 

that moment live on tv.  

 Klosterman goes into how this was a turning point for the 

sensationalizing criminal hearings. It was the televised descendent of 

Vincent Bugliosi’s Helter Skelter, which makes it the grandfather of 

today’s true crime genre.  

8. Be kind, rewind. Steven Soderbergh’s Sex, Lies, and Videotape is 

often credited as kicking off the 1990s independent cinema movement. 

Soderbergh was only 26 when he directed the film, with a tiny budget of 

$1.2 million. It won the Palm d’Or at Cannes and, more importantly, 

brought in an eventual $36 million in global box office. But it’s 

Quentin Tarantino that we think of most when we think of the rise of 

90s independent cinema (Miramax, the production company of Bob and 

Harvey Weinstein also played a crucial role, but Harvey…the first line 

of his Wikipedia entry appropriately describes him as “an American 

convicted sex offender and former film producer.”)  

Tarantino’s path to revolutionary filmmaker is emblematic of the 

decade in terms of movies. He’d come up as a video store clerk.  

It's true that there were videotapes in the 1980s (the 

enthralling VHS vs Betamax war was decided circa 1987), but the ‘80s 

was mostly the cable decade. But by the early ‘90s, VCR prices had 

dropped, and video stores were everywhere. We had three video stores in 

my town—the local West Chester Video, a Blockbuster and a Hollywood 

Video. But you could also check videos out from the library or rent 

them at any of the grocery stores.  

In our modern age of endless options on streaming, it’s hard to 

imagine how radical it felt to be able to walk into a store an pick 
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from hundreds of films. We had the power to choose. And just as 

important was how most of us chose. Usually by walking into the video 

store and strolling the aisles, scanning dozens of VHS covers. Maybe we 

honed in on one section of the store — New Releases or Action or Horror 

or Documentary or Classics. Having all that choice didn’t mean that our 

taste was suddenly elevated. There was no special rush to watch the 

latest art film or check out Kurosawa’s deeper cuts. But it was 

available.  

I started driving in 1992, which meant I could easily go to the 

movies with friends or, as important, drive myself to the video store. 

I remember the guy behind the desk at Hollywood Video recommending True 

Romance to me in 1994. I watched it the day after my senior prom and it 

blew my mind. Then a year later I was dragging friend after friend to 

see Pulp Fiction in the $2 second-run theaters.  

Klosterman makes a big deal out of the impact of video stores, 

and I buy it. It opened my eyes to new genres, new directors. The video 

store also had an impact on a generation of filmmakers. Tarantino had 

an encyclopedic knowledge of both high- and low-brow film, lines he 

would blur in his own movies. But this democratization, or flattening 

of the perceived quality of films was literally, physically happening 

in video stores.   

The most interesting point that Klosterman makes about the 

Tarantino generation is what their films were built on. When Harvey 

Keitel first read Tarantino’s script for Reservoir Dogs, he assumed the 

writer had family members in the mob. How else could he portray 

criminals so authentically, with such convincing detail? The answer, 

though, was movies. Tarantino didn’t have mob ties. He’d seen movies. 

Klosterman argues that the most important aspect of Tarantino was not 

his style, but that he was creating films based on films.  
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In a way, there’s a parallel to westerns, which are mostly based 

on other westerns, many steps removed from any actual, factual history. 

Tarantino created fake universes based on other fake universes.  

9. The blue dress. The Clinton-Lewinsky scandal. Gross. I don’t 

remember paying much attention to at the time, but the Slow Burn 

podcast on it is great.  

10. The home run race. Baseball had a rocky time in the ‘90s, with 

labor strife mid-decade (“millionaires fighting with billionaires”), 

followed by the titillating but, in hindsight, cringe-worthy steroid-

fueled homerun race between Mark Maguire and Sammy Sosa at the end of 

the decade. The uncomfortable truth, though, is that steroids made the 

game of baseball much more fun to watch.  

11. Who’s #1? Klosterman has a funny section about college football, 

before the Bowl Championship Series, when the national champion was 

determined by multiple polls and ranking systems which didn’t always 

agree, leaving the answer to who was national champion a matter of many 

beer-fueled debates. Case in point, in 1997, Nebraska and Michigan 

shared the championship. What a dumb idea.  

12. Da Bulls. I lived in Illinois for one of these dynasties, so I’ve 

always felt a right to be able to claim it, somehow. Regardless, it 

sure was fun to watch.  

13. Ross Perot. I had no idea at the time how strange that man was, up 

on stage talking about chickens and holding up charts. The weirdest 

thing — he received 19% of the popular vote in 1992.  

14. Alannis Morisette vs Liz Phair. Klosterman compares the two, but I 

don’t remember anyone doing so at the time. Yes, Morisette sold a 

gazillion more records, but is anyone really going to argue that she’s 

cooler than Liz Phair?  
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There are other topics, other angles in this book. It’s like riding 

along with a really interesting local as they give you a personal tour 

of their town, pointing out some of the spots and telling some of the 

stories known to everyone, but then mixing in their own personal 

anecdotes and questionable theories. At some point I’ll probably come 

back and read this again.  

 

 

Killing Yourself to Live by Chuck Klosterman 

“Death is a part of life. Generally, it’s the shortest part of life, 

usually occurring near the end. However, this is not true of rock 

stars. Sometimes rock stars don’t start living until they die.”  

It’s perhaps a cliché by this point to say that the best thing 

that happened to xxx rock star was that they died. Overdose. Suicide. 

Plane crash. Automobile accident. Many a rock star has been catapulted 

into the spotlight by their timely demise. Klosterman wants to know 

why.  

 In the early 2000s, a youngish Klosterman sets off on a 6,500-

mile road trip to visit the sites of the passings of many rock stars. 

Greenhouses. Swamps. Hotels. Corn fields. He also has a life going on, 

with relationships starting and ending (mostly, it seems, ending). A 

lot of funny stories, some mildly dubious, and snarky asides.   

 I’ve come to regard Klosterman’s books somewhat like I do David 

Sedaris’s. Fairly one-note, but if you like that note (which I do), I’m 

in. I probably enjoyed this book a little less than his later books. 

Maybe because this is like the seventh non-fiction book of his I’ve 

read, or maybe because he’s gotten better with his later books, or 

maybe because this topic is more tangible than some of his others. Not 

sure. Not sure I care. I enjoyed it.   
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Movies (and other things) by Shea Serrano 

This is a fun book by someone who is clearly not just a movie fan, but 

a fanatic. There is no regard for high-brow or low-brow here, only a 

string of opinions, some backed by fact, many backed by the mere 

strength of Serrano’s assertions. It's like your friend, or maybe an 

uncle, who really spends time thinking about things and has a lot of 

opinions and a very entertaining way of saying them. 

Topics include a redo on the major category Oscar winners for the 

past 20 years, a “draft” from heist movies of the best crew if you were 

going to pull off a bank robbery, an assessment of which movie serial 

killer would be the most fun hang, best gangster movie moments ranked, 

and important questions like whether the Jurassic Park raptors were 

just misunderstood. Fun, silly, debatable (the point of a book like 

this), accompanied by some quirky illustrations by Arturo Torres. 

Overall, a good time. 

 

The Philosophy of the Coen Brothers ed. By Mark T. Conrad 

This is the type of book common in film and literary criticism, a 

collection academic essays from different authors around a common 

theme. How good the book is depends on the overall coherence to that 

theme and, obviously, on the quality of the articles themselves. 

Because these types of books cover the full body of an artist’s work, 

they can be uneven, depending on the merits of the individual works.  

 Here, for example, are essays on the Coen brothers films widely 

recognized as masterpieces (No Country for Old Men, Fargo, Miller’s 

Crossing) as well as their lesser films (Intolerable Cruelty). How 
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interested you might be in any of these essays really hinges on how you 

feel about the film discussed.  

The Coens are amongst my favorite directors, up there with P.T. 

Anderson, David Lynch, Denis Villenueve and Tarantino. But in this 

company, they are also the most hit-and-miss. No Country and The Big 

Lebowski are two of my favorite films (#1 and #3 on my list, 

respectively). But they’ve also made some real stinkers.  

I’m not fully aligned with popular opinion on the rankings. 

(Actually, popular opinion is not really aligned. If you look up “Coen 

Brothers films ranked,” you’ll get some pretty varied lists.) I’ll 

include my list below. I make no apologies for putting Inside Llewyn 

Davis and Burn After Reading so high, nor for putting Raising Arizona 

and Hail Caesar! low on the list (overrated!). I did use the occasion 

of reading this book to also watch, or rewatch, all their films  

That all said, these essays are interesting, often provocative, 

and elevate the rich subtexts underlying almost all Coen films. For a 

director pair sometimes criticized as having a nihilistic viewpoint or, 

worse, for being unserious about everything, Coen films are actually in 

significant conversation with philosophy, sociology, religion and pop 

culture, particularly film and literature. They are postmodern to the 

core, and although a knowledge of the larger cultural or artistic 

context isn’t required to appreciate their films, it certainly elevates 

their work. Even, I would argue, saves some of it — I found a whole new 

appreciation for Intolerable Cruelty, which I didn’t hate to begin 

with, after reading the essay by Shai Biderman and William J. Devlin 

about its themes on justice.  

But the essays I enjoyed the most were mostly for the Coen films 

I enjoy the most. Douglas McFarland has two great essays in here, 

“Philosophies of Comedy in O Brother, Where Art Thou?” and “No Country 
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for Old Men as Moral Philosophy.” Richard Gilmore also has a great 

essay on No Country. And Matthew K. Douglass and Jerry L. Walls have an 

enjoyable essay about “Laziness as a Virtue” in The Big Lebowski.  

Not that many other people are going to watch all the Coen 

Brothers films, but if you are, this book is a solid companion.  

And now, my rankings of Coen Brothers films, best to worst.  

1. No Country for Old Men 

2. Fargo 

3. The Big Lebowski 

4. Miller’s Crossing 

5. The Tragedy of Macbeth* 

6. Inside Llewyn Davis 

7. True Grit 

8. The Ballad of Buster Scruggs 

9. Burn After Reading  

10. Barton Fink 

11. The Man Who Wasn’t There 

12. A Serious Man 

13. The Hudsucker Proxy 

14. Blood Simple 

15. Raising Arizona 

16. O Brother Where Art Thou 

17. Intolerable Cruelty 

18. Hail, Caesar! 

19. The Ladykillers 

 

* I debated whether to include Macbeth or not, since it was only 

Joel Coen and not the two of them.  
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When: The Scientific Secrets of Perfect Timing by Daniel Pink 

I picked up this book because I was interested in better timing my 

daily schedule. Specific types of work like writing, creative thinking 

and giving feedback on ideas come much easier at certain times of the 

day. Namely in the morning, especially after a workout, and late at 

night when it’s quiet. This is true with most types of desk and 

creative jobs. Our most important tasks are the ones that usually 

require the most focus and a certain kind of thinking. But often those 

times get crowded with other, more menial tasks answering emails, 

meetings, and administration. I’ve been thinking about how to structure 

my day to get the most out of my best times. The answer, according to 

Pink, is that everyone is different. The key is understanding what kind 

of thinking fits best at what time, which is affected by our natural 

daily cycles, our biology and our personal habits.   

 When is also about how timing plays into motivational psychology 

in other interesting, possibly useful ways. The power of beginnings, 

like the “fresh starts” we get at the beginning of a year, week, day, 

anniversary, or other significant moment. The power of endings, when we 

know a deadline is coming, can be motivating. And even the middle has 

power, when we have an opportunity to stop, reassess, and know that we 

are halfway to where we need to be. All of these moments can be 

leveraged to goose our motivation if we know how to use them.  

 I’m wary of books about “the secrets,” especially if they pertain 

to productivity. But I liked Pink’s A Whole New Mind and his TED talk 

about motivation. Likewise, When is an interesting, hopefully helpful 

read (or listen—I did the audiobook). Thanks to the Slate Political 

Gabfest for the reco.  

 

  



 94 

What’s the Big Idea by Jaime Cabrera 

I’ve been a creative director in some capacity for about 15 years. I 

hardly know everything about it (and to the first point in Jaime 

Cabrera’s What’s the Big Idea: An Indispensable Guide to Becoming a 

Kick-Ass Creative Director, I still have a decent amount of imposter 

syndrome), but I’ve read a lot of books, been to conferences, taken 

classes, etc. on creative thinking and leading creative teams. So it’s 

rare but nice to come across new ideas — even new articulations of 

familiar ideas — about creative direction.  

 Some of my favorite tips in this short guide to the job are the 

practical tips. Writing a brief, concepting tricks, giving feedback, 

hiring, firing, pitching work to clients, building relationships, even 

a little about working in the new remote world. This book isn’t as 

comprehensive about advertising as something like Hey Whipple, or as 

deep on managing a creative team as Herding Tigers, but it’s quick and 

practical, full of great advice from someone who’s been in the industry 

for 20+ years.   

 

From Strength to Strength by Arthur C. Brookes  

A friend at work recommended this book to me, and it was one of the 

most relevant and insightful reads of the year. Brookes, who has spent 

time as a professional French horn player, a professor at Harvard 

Business School and Harvard Kennedy School, and has published eleven 

books, puts forth the idea that that the skills by which we succeed 

early in our careers are not the same skills that will bring us success 

later.  

 Early in our career, we usually rely on craft skills, hands-on 

doing, specialized domains of knowledge. And while we might and should 
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get better at those skills, eventually we will hit a point where our 

ability in them begins to wane. Additionally, the value of executing 

those tasks will diminish in comparison to other value we can bring 

later in our careers. But because we often spend the first part of our 

careers becoming very good at some specialized skill, that expertise 

often becomes a core part of our identity. So it can be psychologically 

difficult to recognize the need to evolve, to admit that what got us 

there isn’t what’s going to bring us continued success.  

 We need to continue to grow as we age, but differently — by 

synthesizing what we’ve learned in the early part of our career, then 

applying it in new ways, often by becoming more generalist, by leaning 

more into relationships, by developing soft skills to augment our 

expertise, and by evolving into formal or informal leadership roles 

like manager, mentor, coach and teacher.  

 This book is full of helpful advice to deal with the practical 

and psychological aspects of this shift. Brooks acknowledges that the 

transition can be very difficult. He names the traps we can fall into 

as we age, often clinging to what we know we can do rather than taking 

the risk of evolving from that strength to a new strength. In the end, 

there usually isn’t a choice. Someone younger, quicker and cheaper will 

inevitably come along. We need to take everything that we’ve learned 

from our experiences over the years — our successes and mistakes — and 

build a bridge to a new, more valuable role.  

From Strength to Strength is a fantastic book for someone like myself, 

whose been working in the same industry for over 20 years, but also for 

anyone with 7-10 years under their belt. Evolution won’t happen 

overnight, and laying the groundwork for the transition is important. 

It can be done, and it can be done gracefully, as Brooks has shown 

through the major transitions in his own career. I highly recommend. 
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Congratulations, by the way by George Saunders 

In 2013, George Saunders, best-selling author, short story master and 

creative writing professor, gave a commencement speech at Syracuse 

University with a very simple message: be kind. This is the transcript 

of that speech. 

 It’s a simple message, and as Saunders notes in the speech, it 

can seem a little corny, a little facile. But he also points out that 

the things he regrets most in life are failures of kindness. It’s 

probably something many of us can relate to.  

Be kind is a less heady premise than the exercise in radical 

empathy that David Foster Wallace proposed in his equally famous 

commencement address, This Is Water. But they both land us in 

essentially the same place. We give people the benefit of the doubt. We 

give them a hand. We give them dignity. We give. Often it takes very 

little — sometimes even nothing — to be kind instead of anything else 

we could be. But the world benefits immensely if we could all, somehow, 

just dial our kindness up 3% or so.  

 Saunders has a writing style that probably derives from his 

experience in the classroom. I subscribe to his newsletter of writing 

lessons, and it always feels like he’s teaching, working to clarify. 

Not obfuscate. Not show off his intelligence. Not be clever. Here he 

presents what seems like a very simple idea, and says let’s take a 

closer look at this. Let’s hold this notion of kindness in our hands 

and turn it over, examine it, feel it, smell it. Let’s imagine what it 

can do for us. In the end, it feels like a pretty important idea. Yes, 

simple. But also infinitely deep.  
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The Obstacle is the Way by Ryan Holiday 

I’m a fan of Meditations, by Marcus Aurelius, and Stoicism in general, 

as a practical and ethically sound philosophy. Here, Holiday repackages 

the teachings of the Stoics using historical figures like Abraham 

Lincoln, Churchill, Ulysses S. Grant, Steve Jobs, etc. (notably, and 

problematic, no women). 

Stoicism is a philosophy grounded in a practical, calm 

understanding of your situation, an assessment of what you can control 

and what you can’t, an acceptance of the things you cannot control, and 

a mustering of will to overcome the obstacles in front of you. Not by 

going headlong at them, but by allowing them to guide your way forward. 

Keep calm and carry on. You get what you get and you don’t 

complain. Appreciate what you have. Learn from your mistakes. Remember 

life is finite. These ideas are all central to Stoicism. 

The major Stoic thinkers—Marcus Aurelius, Epictetus, Seneca—all 

lived in the centuries around the life of Jesus Christ. One criticism 

of this book is that it’s just a repackaging of that ancient 

philosophy. Holiday might agree. But this book takes that philosophy 

and applies it to modern life. It’s written in bite-size chunks around 

themes—the importance of calm, being predisposed to action, the 

importance of understanding what you can control. 

The historical parables feel Malcolm Gladwell-esque. History 

cherry-picked to support the point at hand. Nonetheless, most of it 

still feels like really good advice. 

Holiday has been criticized for his own past work. Before he was 

the expert on Stoicism, invited to speak to Silicon Valley 

entrepreneurs, music moguls and NFL teams, he was a PR and marketing 

strategist. The New York Times ran a piece that criticized him for his 

skeevy PR work with American Apparel, for employing deceptive marketing 
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tactics, and for recasting Stoicism’s “ancient maxims about the 

pitfalls of pride into breathless clickbait.” 

I’m less concerned about his allegedly sketchy background. As 

Holiday himself points out in his interview with Shane Parrish on The 

Knowledge Project podcast, we can learn from bad people too. “I shall 

never be ashamed of citing a bad author if the line is good,” as Seneca 

wrote.   

There is also no question as to whether the underlying philosophy 

here is good or not. I think it’s excellent, level-headed and 

practical.   

The question for me is more whether or not the repackaging is 

done well. In that regard, it’s a little hit-and-miss. The stories are 

good. And when Holiday is boiling down Stoicism to its essential 

lessons, the writing is very quotable, underlinable, highlightable. But 

toward the end, when he’s trying to sum it all up and put a bow on it, 

it feels hacky and self-help-y (to be clear, this book definitely 

belongs in the self-help section next to Tony Robbins and Eckhart Tolle 

more than it belongs next to Epictetus, Socrates and John Locke). 

And some of it is just confusing. “Perceive things as they are, 

leave no option unexplored, then stand strong and transform whatever 

can’t be changed,” he writes in the final thoughts. That’s just word 

soup, such a contrast to some of the clear and useful advice earlier in 

the book. 

The other question that occurred to me when I listened to Holiday 

extoll Stoicism as a philosophy practiced not just by philosophers 

sitting in the round, but by successful leaders, business people and 

politicians, is whether it’s a philosophy best suited for the 

privileged. 
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I happened to be reading Wallace Stegner’s The Spectator Bird at 

the same time as this book, and he writes that Stoicism is good and 

all, but that it doesn’t work indefinitely. “Crucifixion can be 

discussed philosophically, until they start driving the nails,” Stegner 

writes. 

In other words, to advise that we clear-headedly separate that 

which matters from that which is just emotional chaff, to ignore 

discomfort, to persevere—these are easy things to recommend when we’re 

seated dispassionately at our desks. It’s a different matter when real 

pain and loss happen.    

Still, I think Stoicism is a philosophy that suits our modern 

world well. Which is probably more the reason for its re-emergence than 

the makeover Holiday has given it. In a world where everything is 

available to us, and overblown outrage is the default reaction to 

pretty much anything, a philosophy that espouses calm, logical 

assessment of our situation and perseverance against our troubles is 

welcome. If anything, Stoicism is good for asking the question, What 

really matters here? 

Whether one should read this pithy reinterpretation of Stoicism, 

or go read Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations, I guess that’s a matter of 

preference. If you're going to read both, I'd recommend starting with 

Meditations. 
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Keep Moving by Maggie Smith and Radical Acceptance by Tara Brach 

I find with books that I think of as “self help” — books on 

spiritualism, psychology, meditation, presence, etc. — the form and 

voice of the book is make-or-break for me. I couldn’t stand the 

bestseller The Power of Now from Eckhart Tolle (despite reading it 

twice), yet Thich Nhat Hanh connects, even though they’re essentially 

about the same topic.  

I prefer simple, plain-spoken, clear. If there are flourishes, I 

want them to be in poetics, not clinical jargon or hacky, illustrative 

dialogue. And so I’m pairing these two books about loss, acceptance, 

and moving forward, because for me, one delivers and one is, 

unfortunately, borderline insufferable.  

Let’s start with Tara Brach’s Radical Acceptance. Radical 

acceptance is based on a Buddhist-like idea of accepting the world as 

it is, honoring pain, loss, failures and barriers as a fundamental part 

of life, and not allowing them to be a source of frustration, 

bitterness or self-doubt.  

It’s a great message. I kept recalling a line from No Country for 

Old Men: “You can say that things could have turned out differently. 

That there could have been some other way. But what does that mean? 

They are not some other way. They are this way.” Don’t dwell. Accept, 

learn, move on. (The application of this advice is problematic in No 

Country, as the speaker then murders the person he’s talking to, but 

it’s wise advice nonetheless.) 

But the language Radical Acceptance is bogged down in a mix of 

clinical and spiritual jargon. And it includes unbelievable but 

supposedly real dialogue to illustrate points. Just say it — we don’t 

need you to roll out the stock characters to act it out. It all feels 

very stilted and cold. 
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I was disappointed, because I enjoyed Brach’s interview on Tim 

Ferriss’s podcast. So I’ll chalk this up to a problem in execution, not 

concept.    

On the other hand, I was really concerned by the format when I 

opened Maggie Smith’s book. It’s a collection of quotes about loss, 

acceptance, and moving forward, with some interstitial mini-essays. 

Each quote ends with the refrain, “Keep moving,” which made me cringe.  

But beyond that cheesy decision, this book is rich in short, 

insightful, often poetic bits of wisdom. I highlighted or flagged 

something on probably half the pages.  

I came to Smith through her 2021 poetry collection, Goldenrod, 

one of my favorite books that year. Even though Keep Moving is a very 

different kind of book, it is infused with the same warmth, humanity, 

vulnerability and sense of wonder as Goldenrod. The impetus for Keep 

Moving was her divorce, but the themes of dealing with loss, 

disappointment and an uncertain future are universal.  

Keep Moving is structured loosely, but the cumulative advice is 

strong:  

Don’t see change as disruption. Accept it as an inevitable, even 

essential part of life. 

Don’t be afraid of struggle. Struggle is part of it.  

Be kind to yourself.  

Focus on taking one step forward. “Take one step toward making 

something real and lasting, something you can be proud of.”  

Throughout this book, I felt a strong sense of connection with 

Smith. She is so open about her own struggles, but there are also lines 

everywhere that I connect with personally. It’s like having a 

conversation with a really wise, thoughtful friend. I highly recommend 

Keep Moving.  
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Thanks for reading!  

 All reviews are posted throughout the year at bosilawhat.wordpress.com 

 

 

        -jim 

 

 


