Season’s Readings: Notable Books read in year 2002 by Eva. Order is not significant. 





Personal History by Katharine Graham (1917-2000 or so) ©1997. This autobiography masterfully combines the personal with substantive material on the newspaper biz, and manic depression (Phil Graham’s), not to mention the shortest and best account I’ve read of Watergate and the Pentagon papers. What I picked up in the library was abridged to two cassettes read by the author.  Later I picked up Vol. I ( of 2. 11 cassettes per vol.) and enjoyed it all over again. Both abridgement and full Vol I were terrific.


Ghost Soldiers, The Forgotten epic Story of World War II’s Most Dramatic Mission by Hampton Sides. 10 cassettes read by Michael Prichard whose careful enunciation reminded me of Fr. Dan.  Herman and I listened to this together. The centerpiece of the book is the story of 150 American Rangers, plus a similar number of Filipino guerillas, liberating Cabanatuan, a Japanese prison camp. They carried out the 500 mostly sick, mostly American, prisoners on a 2-day walk through enemy territory. When the Rangers announced “All Americans to the gate!” during the raid, an Englishman called amusedly, “I’m not American, but may I come too?” The author interlaced chapters giving the progress of the raid with chapters about the 3 years in camp and Bataan. 


What Do You Care What Other People Think, by Richard P. Feynman. The author’s last memoir. The piece on the Presidential Commission investigating the Challenger disaster could stand as a classic QA case study. Now I know where Phil Tracy got his info about Feynman and his first wife, Arlene. 5 cassettes 1.5 hrs. each, read by Dan Cashman.   


Cat’s Eye by Margaret Atwood. ©1990. In the Large Print edition it’s 578 pages.  This book gets it right about how children notice everything in their friends’ homes—little differences from their own.   Elaine Risley, 50, is a moderately successful Vancouver painter having a retrospective at a gallery in her hometown, Toronto. She uses this opportunity for a trip down memory lane. Her father was an entomologist at the University who took his family to infestation sites in the North Woods every summer. She had a good relationship with her older brother Stephen. She had no academic or health problems. Nevertheless Elaine’s childhood had harrowing dark aspects. Social life among children is a minefield. Cordelia was a pivotal childhood friend. I loved Cordelia’s older sisters, Perdie and Mirrie. The book also covers Elaine’s young adulthood. She wanted and needed a paying job so she designed book jackets part-time after her first daughter was born. She survived her love life--an affair with her Life Drawing teacher Mr. Hrbik and divorce from her first husband.


Messages from My Father by Calvin Trillin. 117 pp.  Birthday gift from MaryDan. As she writes in the inscription, “I think this is in the style of the more modest pieces we wrote on Alice and George. I loved this.” I couldn’t have put it better myself.  


Wild Swans, Three Daughters of China by Jung Chang. ©1991.I was bowled over by this book. 508 pp. Nonfiction. I picked it up in the library because I remembered hearing  about it independently some years ago from Gunter and Mei-Ching, and, alerted by those endorsements, I noticed it on Magda’s bookshelf.  The author was born in 1952, her mother in 1931, her grandmother in 1909. The book covers 1909-1979, when the author emigrated to England. It simply tells the stories of these three women, but so well. The accretion of factual personal material paints a portrait of China. I returned to the photographic plates repeatedly. The author does not compromise anyone’s privacy, yet I even know about the 3 women’s love lives. The book is practically Shakespearean in the sweep of history and universal human emotions.  It is encouraging to see that even when people go through a really bad patch they can emerge intact.  The book is strongest when the author does not editorialize  (& she seldom does). The grandmother, one of the last in China to have bound feet, was compelled to become the concubine of a warloard in adolescence, and then, when he died, to live in her father’s household where she and her daughter and her mother were thoroughly unappreciated for a few years before she finally entered into a happy-but-burdened marriage with Dr. Xia. Dr. Xia’s son killed himself to protest the marriage, Dr. Xia had to go to a distant city and start all over again at 65, and then just when things started getting better the Japanese rulers of Manchuria were in full wartime mode.  And after that came the civil war between the Kuomintang and the Communists. The author’s mother reached maturity a committed communist, and married an even more idealistic communist. The author’s mother occasionally committed the communist sin of  “family first.” whereas the father did not mellow until he was broken by the Cultural Revolution, and even after that he would not pull a string to get his daughter into the university. The author’s mother, on the other hand, illustrates Aunt Florence’s dictum that one of the requirements for success in life is “a pushy mother.” But it’s also true that the author’s mother seriously neglected her children for her propaganda work in the busy 1950’s. Here’s where the grandmother stepped up to the plate. And with 5 kids, Aunt Jun-ying was needed  too. The author believed in the Mao religion until she was over 21, but ultimately emerged into maturity as what Mao would have called a “capitalist roader.” Each of the 3 women helped and loved the other two. I liked and admired them all.  


The Liar’s Club, a memoir of childhood, & Cherry of adolescence, by Mary Karr. The pleasure in these books is that they are so well written. I did not like the content, which is often dismal. Mary and her older sister Lecia were born in Letchfield TX in the 1950’s. After I gave the blow-by-blow to Herman he said tongue in cheek,  “Too bad you didn’t like it.” A major component of Mary’s identity is that she’s smart. Lecia has “it” (sex appeal) and is smart. There’s a good line in the movie “Me without You” (which I otherwise didn’t much like) where a nice mother asks her bookish teenager how the party was. The girl says sullenly “Casual sex and hard drugs.” The mother accepts that her daughter is not going to tell her about the party. In fact her daughter had given a very accurate summary, and the sulleness was even an accurate reflection of her response. Those kinds of parties are in this book too. The Karr girls’ mother is more unusual, though.  Their father is a strong presence too, fading sadly in adolescence.  


Theodore Rex by Edmund Morris. 18 cassettes.  Begins the day McKinley was assassinated in 1901. Ends 7½ years later when Roosevelt left office.  Was I impressed with TR’s reading list!.  He exercised. He enjoyed his family while having a big career.  


Oaxaca Journal by Oliver Sacks ©2002. 159 pp. Sacks says this is pretty much the “as is” journal he kept of his first trip to Mexico, at age 65, with 9 other ferners.  Ferners are kind of like birders. In fact there were several birders among them. Sacks, as a self-described lifelong “single,” particularly enjoyed the group camaraderie. Fascinating new-to-me nature and history facts too.  


Ava’s Man by Rick Bragg Read by the author. I was surprised to hear at the end that this had been abridged to 5 cassettes. I feel like I experienced the full portrait of Charlie Bundrum, the author’s grandfather, who had died before Bragg’s birth. Charlie lived approximately 1907-1958, in the rural South—Georgia and Alabama. He moved around a lot to get away from the revenuers who were after his still. He was illiterate, non-religious, a good father to his 7 children, and he had character. Charlie and Ava (literate, a believer) married at 17 and stayed together through the Depression and other challenges.  Ava died at 87.  MaryDan interviewed one person, Virginia Oberkoetter,  and wrote 600 words on Fred Voris. Rick Bragg did that on a larger scale. Bravo!


Fermat’s Enigma by Simon Singh. I read this book on the train from Chicago to Boston. One could skip the Greek part, or the part that echoed E.T. Bell’s “Men of Mathematics” (one of my favorite books) or the Appendices, and just cut to the chase by Andrew Wiles, but I enjoyed it all. Once someone else showed that Fermat’s Last Theorem was one of the many things in mathematics that would be proved if only the Taniyama-Shimura conjecture (dating from the 1950’s) could be proved, Princeton Mathematics Professor Andrew Wiles realized he could sink some years (It turned out to be 7) into his boyhood obsession and still be working in the mainstream of mathematics. He did not use a computer. When he gave his lecture on this work at his home university in Cambridge, England, when he got to  xn + yn= zn  => n=2 he said  “I think I’ll stop there.” He got a standing O. Champagne all around. Then an army of checkers went over his 180 page proof with a fine toothed comb and two months later a mistake was found. Wiles holed up for another year and managed to resolve that little difficulty.  In giving the history of the problem the book notes that a few competent mathematicians announced that they had a solution and then withdrew it. Two of them made the same mistake: Using unique factorization, true only for real numbers, after having used a theorem that utilized complex numbers. The author suggests that Fermat may have made this mistake too when he remarked in that famous margin that he had a remarkable solution but it would not fit in the margin.  This book did a good job at explaining to the general reader what a proof is and what mathematicians do, and what all the excitement is about. Whereas the movie of A Beautiful Mind did not succeed in that.  There’s a BBC TV special made about this book which I’d like to see.


Expat, Women’s True Tales of Life Abroad edited by Christina Henry de Tessan ©2002. 22 stories. 300pp. As a veteran of 7 yrs living abroad, I can vouch for the touch and feel accuracy of these accounts. The quality of writing is consistently high.


Bel Canto by Ann Patchett. Jane Hamilton was right on when she recommended this to Marie and MaryDan. They did not rave about it though so I might not have picked it up had my Book Group not chosen it. I’m raving about it. It celebrated the welling up of human feeling. Practically everyone was in love with Roxann Coss; Who could forget Kato rising to the occasion with his hitherto unknown piano skill?  Caesar found a voice. Gen was so much more than a supremely competent translator. He brought ethics and discretion to the job. And what about Ishmael becoming a Chess buff, and Carmen learning to read…And the couples! It was all such a pleasure.  The last chapter, the epilogue about the wedding, felt tacked on to me. But that’s a small criticism. 


After Long Silence by Helen Fremont. Anyone who wonders how Madeleine Albright could not have known her family history should refer to this book. The author Helen Fremont is a lawyer living in Boston. She and her sister Lara, who is a psychiatrist,  were born in America in the fifties of Polish Catholic parents (so they thought). Lara and Helen were told that their grandparents had been killed “by a bomb” in WWII.  There was only one relative, Aunt Zosia who lived in Rome married to an Italian Count. Zosia’s son Renzo was educated by the Jesuits. Renzo had no idea his mother was Jewish until he was 50 when Helen told him. Renzo and his wife Bea saw immediately that it explained so much, yet it had never occurred to them for a minute.   Both Lara and Helen are inclined to research, and they had the luxury of being private citizens so that any early inquiries did not hit the press prematurely.  In the 60’s their family had been through family therapy. In her twenties  Helen had an analyst. Yet this “secret” never came out until Helen came up with the theory when she was in her ’30’s.  They had the blessing that Aunt Zosia and both their parents were alive and well octogenarians until this book was published (against their wishes) in 1999. Madeleine may have lacked the supportive sibling. She may have had her hands full juggling her family and big jobs. She may not have been inclined to research and introspection.  Maybe her parents did not live long enough for her to get around to confronting them.  Being a public figure, I would think, inhibits delicate inquiries. They are delicate when you realize your parent may become unhinged if it hits the press out of your control.  Lara and Helen agonized over the right way to tell their aunt and parents what they knew.


The Rough Guide to Belize My bible, planning our March  trip. We rented a car and followed the itinerary I mapped out. 


Kristin Lavransdatter: The Bridal Wreath. ©1923 by Sigrid Undset (who won the Nobel Prize).  A romance set in 14th century Norway. It was better than I thought it would be mid-book when I feared the knight would predictably carry the maiden betrothed to another off into  the sunset. Thumb up, but I don’t need to read the sequel. Bought used on Amazon, a good buying experience. 


Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha  By Roddy Doyle. 8 cassettes. Won the 1993 Booker Award. The reader Aiden Gillen did a good job. It’s well-written. It is a good portrait.  Nevertheless it is not a book I loved. I think one could listen to one side of any one cassette and retain  95% of what I retain after the whole book. There’s not much linear development because Paddy Clarke remains 10 years old throughout the book.  His parents separate by the end. The other boys sing “Paddy Clarke has no Da, Ha Ha Ha.”            Funny bit: James O’Keefe didn’t know his Ma’s first name. “Find out.” “How?” “Ask her.” “Don’t give him hints.”                                   The novel is set in 1968. Roddy Doyle was born in Dublin in 1958.


Feast of Love, by Charles Baxter. A book group selection. Marie Drumm’s book group also read this slim novel, on the strength of Jane Hamilton’s having recommended it to Marie.  Set in Ann Arbor. Loosely modeled on “A Midsummer’s night Dream.” The characters are Bradley Smith, owner of Jitters, a Coffee Shop in the Mall, Chloe and Oscar (punks in love), Harry and Esther Ginsberg (older academics and Bradley’s good neighbors), Kathryn and Diana (Bradley’s ex’s), Margaret (Bradley’s final love), David (Diana’s once and future love), & The Bat (Oscar’s father). And the greatest of these characters is Chloe (that’s klowAY).





