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Introduction

The Library in the Garret 
by Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

Books, books, books! 
 I had found the secret of a garret-room 
 Piled high with cases in my father’s name; 
 Piled high, packed large,—where, creeping in and out 
 Among the giant fossils of my past, 
 Like some small nimble mouse between the ribs 
 Of a mastodon, I nibbled here and there 
 At this or that box, pulling through the gap, 
 In heats of terror, haste, victorious joy, 
 The first book first. And how I felt it beat 
 Under my pillow, in the morning’s dark, 
 An hour before the sun would let me read! 
 My books! . . . 



MOST OF US do not have the great good fortune of growing up, like Elizabeth Barrett Browning, in a house with a garret-room overflowing with book-filled boxes. Nevertheless, many of us are unabashed bibliophiles who, if we could, would line our walls with books and read as many as our busy lives permit. We savor the heft of a book in our hands. Thrill at reading a book’s opening paragraphs and slow down to delay reaching The End despite a bedside table stacked high with books beckoning to be read.

The Bibliophile’s Devotional contains the merest preview of 365 books, one a day, each handpicked to nourish the book lover in each of us. Some are classics that have stood the test of time; others look as if they will. Think of this as a tasting menu. It is my dearest hope that each taste will send you scurrying to your bookseller or library so you can read (or reread) that book, cover to cover. Some you will want to savor slowly, others you will find yourself compelled to devour in a single sitting, while others will need to be chewed and digested.


January
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NEW YEAR’S
DAY

WHITE TEETH

BY ZADIE SMITH

At 06.27 hours on 1 January 1975, Alfred Archibald Jones was dressed in corduroy and sat in a fume-filled Cavalier Musketeer Estate face down on the steering wheel, hoping the judgement would not be too heavy upon him.

THIS DAZZLING NOVEL tells the modern Dickensian saga of interconnected families, one from Jamaica and the other from Bangladesh. It begins New Year’s Day, 1975. Hapless, coin-flipping, forty-seven-year-old Archibald Jones, bereft over his divorce from the mad Ophelia, tries to gas himself. But “the thinnest covering of luck was on him like fresh dew” and an irate butcher rousts him from his illegally parked car. On New Year’s Eve, 1992, the story ends with Archie’s accidental (preordained?) release of a mutant mouse programmed to do away with the randomness of creation.

With satirical bite and an ironic take on race and religion, the novel tells of an improbable friendship between working-class Jones and Bengali Muslim Salmad Iqbal, forged during World War II in a stifling five-man tank. Salmad is torn between his deep Muslim faith and his growing attraction to Poppy Burt-Jones, his twin sons’ lovely music teacher. As an act of contrition and to keep the boy pure, Salmad has one of the twins kidnapped and sent to Bangladesh. His plan goes awry. Just as improbably, Archie falls for beautiful seventeen-year-old Clara, “black as ebony and crushed sable,” who lost her front teeth courtesy of a motor scooter accident.

White Teeth won the Whitbread and Guardian prizes for first novel in 2000.

“Some fearless outside referee had to barge in and try to adjudicate the culture wars, so let us rejoice that it’s Zadie Smith. She brings almost everything you want to the task: humor, brains, objectivity, equanimity, empathy, a pitch-perfect ear for smugness and cant, and then still more humor.”

—FRANK RICH , NEW YORK TIMES 


JAN. 
2  

MIDDLEMARCH

BY GEORGE ELIOT

Miss Brooke had that kind of beauty which seems to be thrown into relief by poor dress.

GEORGE ELIOT TAKES on Victorian marriage and mores in this novel set in the provincial English town of Middlemarch.

Dorothea Brooke is stuck in a lifeless marriage with Mr. Casaubon, an aging academic. Miss Brooke seethes with ideas and yearns to be useful, but upper-class society offers her no outlets. Casaubon is blind to her intelligence as well as to her passion. She, on the other hand, “was able enough to estimate him—she who waited on his glances with trembling, and shut her best soul in prison, paying it only hidden visits, that she might be petty enough to please him. In such a crisis as this, some women begin to hate.” Fortuitously, Casaubon dies, but his will specifically forbids Dorothea’s marriage to the man she loves.

Also unwisely wed is Dorothea’s friend, the young, poor, ambitious physician Tertius Lydgate. He’s tethered to the frivolous Rosamond Vincy (“the flower of Mrs. Lemon’s school, the chief school in the county, where the teaching included all that was demanded in the accomplished female—even to extras, such as the getting in and out of a carriage”) whose pursuit of wealth and status brings them both to the brink of ruin.

Eliot doesn’t satirize so much as sharply observe, and even her most odious characters are sympathetic and believable. The novel is considered a masterpiece, and Dorothea Brooke is one of English literature’s first intellectually aspiring women. Readers were ready for her—in 1871, its first year in print, the novel sold an amazing 20,000 copies.

“[George Eliot’s] power is at its highest in the mature Middlemarch, the magnificent book which with all its imperfections is one of the few English novels written for grown-up people.”

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, THE COMMON READER 
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THE DEATH OF IVAN ILYICH

BY LEO TOLSTOY

Isn’t it obvious to everyone but me that I am dying . . . ?

THIS NOVELL A, FIRST published in 1886, takes the meaning of life as its subject. It begins in Saint Petersburg as friends and colleagues of high-court judge Ivan Ilyich learn of his death (“‘Well, isn’t that something—he’s dead, but I’m not,’ was what each of them thought or felt.”). Then, Tolstoy takes the reader to the preceding months of Ilyich’s illness and his struggle to take the measure of his own life.

As Ilyich looks back, “the nearer he came to the present the more worthless and doubtful were the joys.” Death approaches, and Ilyich sees his successful life as a sham. His only source of solace is the simple caring acts of “a clean, fresh peasant lad,” Gerasim. Unlike the others, Gerasim actually pities him. 

By the end, the novella comes full circle to a moment when Ilyich emerges from self-pity, accepts death, and pities those he leaves behind: “And suddenly it became clear to him that what had been oppressing him and would not leave him suddenly was vanishing all at once—from two sides, ten sides, all sides. He felt sorry for them, he had to do something to keep from hurting them. To deliver them and himself from this suffering. ‘How good and how simple!’ he thought.”

Translated from the original Russian, this slender work was judged “that greatest of great short stories” by Vladimir Nabokov.

“The Tolstoyan formula is: Ivan lived a bad life and since a bad life is nothing but the death of the soul, then Ivan lived a living death; and since beyond death is God’s living light, then Ivan died into a new Life—Life with a capital L.”

—VLADIMIR NABOKOV, LECTURES ON RUSSIAN LITERATURE 
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THE NAKED AND THE DEAD

BY NORMAN MAILER

Nobody could sleep.

SATURATED IN BITTERNESS and disillusionment, this novel presents a realistic, compassionate depiction of war. It tells the story of a fourteen-man infantry platoon of raw, inexperienced soldiers fighting in World War II . The story opens onboard a ship as they prepare to invade the fictional island of Anopopei, embarking on a campaign to drive out the Japanese.

Mailer based the novel on his own experiences. He doesn’t flinch at depicting the raw terror of battle with its gore and violence, or the numbing boredom of the endless wait that inevitably preceded it.

The stories of these average men are revealed in flashbacks. There are no heroes here, no last-minute bestowal of mercy or noble sacrifice. They are less the victims of an enemy than of the hubris of senior officers and the horrifying ineptitude of Army command.

Very much under the influence of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and using flashbacks in the kaleidoscopic style perfected by John Dos Passos, Mailer wrote this novel when he was only twenty-three and completed it in fifteen months. Published in 1948, critics heralded it as one of the finest war novels ever written. In the introduction to the fiftieth anniversary edition of this book, Mailer admits to seeing considerable flaws in the writing, but the novel remains a landmark antiwar book.

“My first reaction to The Naked and the Dead was: it’s a fake. A talented, admirably executed fake. I have not changed my opinion of the book since. . . .”

—GORE VIDAL, WHOSE WAR NOVEL THE CITY AND THE PILLAR WAS PUBLISHED THE SAME YEAR
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JANE EYRE

BY CHARLOTTE BRONTË

There was no possibility of taking a walk that day.

IN THIS CLASSIC GOTHIC romance a plain, plucky orphan is raised like Cinderella by callous, hateful relatives who pack her off to the aptly named Lowood boarding school. There, Jane becomes a teacher, but she yearns for a life beyond the school’s cloistered walls. Barely eighteen, she posts an advertisement: “A young woman accustomed to tuition is desirous of meeting with a situation in a private family. . . .”

Off she goes to Thornfield Manor to take care of the delightful, frivolous, French-speaking Miss Adele, the young ward of Edward Fairfax Rochester. When at last Jane meets the mysterious Mr. R., twenty years her senior, they fall passionately in love. But he and the house harbor a secret that stands in the way of their happiness. (This is the book that added “the mad-woman in the attic” to the gothic vocabulary.)

As a child, Brontë and her sisters were sent off to an institution much like Lowood following their mother’s death. The two oldest sisters died there. Charlotte, along with her surviving sisters Anne and Emily, all became published authors. Charlotte first published this book under the androgynous pseudonym Currer Bell.

No one had seen anything like it when Jane Eyre was first published in 1847. It was a bestseller but its passion and frank sexuality, tame by today’s standards, generated considerable controversy—particularly once it became known that the author was a woman.

“One isn’t ever quite prepared for the rich, assured, unfailingly intelligent prose of Charlotte Brontë or for the remarkable integrity of her heroine, who speaks in a forthright manner of such unfeminine subjects as despair, envy, physical hunger and failure.”

—JOYCE CAROL OATES, NEW YORK TIMES 
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WIDE SARGASSO SEA

BY JEAN RHYS

They say when trouble comes close ranks, and so the white people did.

MR. ROCH ESTER’S MAD first wife in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre is the protagonist of this 1939 novel. When Jane first glimpses the Creole Bertha Mason, imprisoned in the garret, she cannot tell whether it is “beast or human.” Bertha’s presence prevents Jane’s marriage to Rochester.

British novelist Jean Rhys’s version of Brontë’s Bertha Mason, reincarnated as Antoinette Cosway, narrates Wide Sargasso Sea. Because Brontë told her readers nothing about Bertha, Rhys is free to create a wholly original character, a white Creole heiress who grew up in Jamaica in the early nineteenth century. Beautiful, pathetic, and doomed, she marries a nameless Englishman who is after her dowry. He betrays her and drives her mad. The chapters are hallucinatory and dreamlike, and the story ends at Thornfield Hall as Antoinette, whom Rochester insists on calling “Bertha,” prepares to set the fire that will release and destroy her.

Comparing this with Jane Eyre, Joyce Carol Oates notes, “Rhys’s prose is oblique and sparing, yet poetic, and as disturbing in its cadences as Brontë’s prose is reassuring.”

Rhys grew up on the West Indies island of Dominica and wrote about what she knew, both from experience and from reading history. She was encouraged to write by Ford Madox Ford. Her books were critically acclaimed, but only this one brought her a wide readership.

“[Jean Rhys has] a terrifying instinct and a terrific—an almost lurid!—passion for stating the case of the underdog. . . .”

—FORD MADOX FORD, IN THE PREFACE TO RH YS’S NOVEL THE LEFT BANK 
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GULLIVER’S TRAVELS

BY JONATHAN SWIFT

I attempted to rise, but was not able to stir: for as I happened to lie on my back, I found my arms and legs were strongly fastened on each side to the ground; and my hair, which was long and thick, tied down in the same manner.

AN ALLEGORICAL WORK rich with political satire, this four-part traveler’s tale tells of the voyages of Lemuel Gulliver (“first a surgeon, then a captain of several ships”). In print since 1726, it could have been subtitled “A Journey into Misanthropy.”

In the first part, most familiar to modern readers, Gulliver is held hostage by the Lilliputians, a race of six-inch-tall people at war with their neighbors, the Blefuscudians. Swift uses their conflict over (among other things) whether to break eggs at the large or small end to satirize conflict between the English and French, and between Catholics and Protestants. On the second voyage, Gulliver is captured by a seventy-two-foot-tall farmer and sold to the queen of Brobdingnag. In vain, he tries to explain English mores, politics, and history to the king. Next time out, Gulliver is captured by pirates and abandoned on a desert island. The island of Laputa floats by and Gulliver hitches a ride. With this society’s all-consuming reverence of science and mathematics, Swift gets in his digs at London’s Royal Society. On the final voyage, he’s abandoned on Houyhnhnms. Its race of intelligent horses rule over detestable creatures known as Yahoos. Turns out Yahoos are human. When Gulliver returns home, his family and friends remind him all too much of Yahoos.

“The author of these Travels, Mr. Lemuel Gulliver, is my ancient and intimate friend; there is likewise some relation between us on the mother’s side.”

—SWIFT, IN HIS TONGUE-IN-CH EEK INTRODUCTORY NOTE WHICH HE SIGNED “RICHARD SYMPSON”
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TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD

BY HARPER LEE

When he was nearly thirteen, my brother Jem got his arm badly broken at the elbow.

THIS BELOVED NOVEL, set in the small, sleepy Alabama town of Maycomb in the depths of the Depression, is steeped in violence and racial hatred. Two stories intertwine to show how sympathy and understanding can humanize our demons.

Six-year-old Scout Finch, her brother Jem, and their friend Dill (an effeminate schemer based on Lee’s friend since childhood, Truman Capote) become obsessed, as only children can, with a run-down house and the reclusive Boo Radley who lives there with his brother Nathan. Scout and Jem’s fascination deepens when they find gifts in the knothole of the Radley’s tree, apparently left for them.

Later, they trespass on the Radley property and Nathan Radley shoots at them. In the skirmish, Jem loses his pants. He returns to find them hanging over the fence, mended. This and other acts of kindness convince Scout that Boo is far from the bogeyman he’s assumed to be.

In a second “adult” plot, Scout’s father, attorney Atticus Finch, defends a black man imprisoned and brought to trial on trumped-up charges of raping a white girl. The drama of the trial and its aftermath still has heart-wrenching power, even when you know the ending.

The book was published in 1960. In its forty-first week on the bestseller list, it was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. It has become one of the best-loved and most frequently banned novels of our time.

“It’s interesting that all the folks that are buying it don’t know they’re reading a child’s book.”

—FLANNERY O’CONNOR, COMMENTING ON  
TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD 
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CANDIDE

BY VOLTAIRE

Pangloss was professor of metaphysico-theologico-cosmolo-nigology. He proved admirably that there is no effect without a cause, and that, in this best of all possible worlds, the Baron’s castle was the most magnificent of castles, and his lady the best of all possible Baronesses.

CONSIDERED A COMIC masterpiece, this 1759 novel relates the misadventures of Candide, a hapless and, today we would say clueless, youth. The opening chapter relates “how Candide was brought up in a Magnificent Castle, and how he was expelled thence,” and it’s downhill from there.

Despite misfortune atop misfortune (Candide is beaten, banished, separated from the woman he loves. . .), Candide continues to declare this “the best of all possible worlds” in which “things cannot be otherwise, for, everything being made for an end everything is necessarily for the best end.”

The novel is a scathing satire of the hypocrisy of the church, popular philosophy, and other established institutions—so potent, in fact, that Voltaire published the work using the pseudonym Monsieur le docteur Ralph. Some ideas Voltaire holds up to ridicule remain controversial today—the existence of design in the universe, for example, which Dr. Pangloss “proves” by saying that noses were made to carry spectacles, and so we have spectacles.

Voltaire is said to have written this, his only novel, in a frenzied three days. Generations later, it still makes us laugh at ourselves.

“[Voltaire’s] whole intelligence was an implement of war, a weapon. And what makes me cherish him is the disgust I feel for his followers, the Voltaireans, those people who laugh at great things. Did he laugh, himself? He ground his teeth.”

—GUSTAVE FLAUBERT
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THE BROTHERS KARAMAZOV

BY FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY

Alexey Fyodorovitch Karamazov was the third son of Fyodor Pav-lovitch Karamazov, a landowner well known in our district in his own day, and still remembered among us owing to his gloomy and tragic death, which happened thirteen years ago, and which I shall describe in its proper place.

AUTHOR FYODOR DOSTOEVSKY’S father was a miserly, greedy, and corrupt petty tyrant who was assassinated by his own servants. Like him, Fyodor Karamazov, the fictional father in The Brother’s Karamazov, is a cruel philandering buffoon.

He has four sons by four women, three of whom he married.

The intellectual Ivan questions faith and religion. Dimitri is a headstrong soldier. Saintly Alyosha is a follower of the teachings of Father Zossima. Smerdyakov is Fyodor’s illegitimate son and servant.

These four vastly different young men agree on only one thing: that their father is a villainous creature. Dmitri argues that he deserves to die. When Fyodor is killed, one of them must stand trial.

At its simplest, this is a murder mystery in which four sons are complicit in the murder of their father. At its most complex, the novel explores the suffering of humanity and the injustice of the world. It asks whether man is better off with complete freedom or with church-directed happiness and security.

Dostoevsky’s last novel, this was published in 1880 a few month’s before the author’s death. Alyosha, the novel’s hero, is named after Dostoevsky’s three-year-old son who died while Dostoevsky was writing this book.

“Rosewater said an interesting thing to Billy [Pilgrim] one time about a book that wasn’t science fiction. He said that everything there was to know about life was in The Brothers Karamazov, by Feodor Dostoevsky.”

—FROM SLAUGHTERHOUSE-FIVE BY KURT VONNEGUT
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THE LEOPARD

BY GIUSEPPE TOMASI DI LAMPEDUSA

If we want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.

THIS NOVEL SETS the decline of a family of Italian aristocrats against a backdrop of the birth of a new Italian republic. Evoking a lost world, it opens with the landing of armed forces in the 1860s, intent on unifying Italy, in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. It ends there, a half-century later, in a completely altered political landscape.

Don Fabrizio, Prince of Salina, is a melancholy realist. He’s the last scion of a feudal family. Resigned to the inevitable, he watches as the social order he knows crumbles. Standing in contrast, the prince’s favorite nephew is an opportunist who supports the unification. Realizing that the new world requires money for success, he marries a wealthy woman who is beneath him in class and works his way into a position of power.

But the order of this world reverses itself. At the end, Don Fabrizio refuses to become a senator in the new Italian republic. He recommends, instead, the peasant father of his nephew’s wife.

Lampedusa’s only novel, this was not accepted for publication until after his death. It went on to become one of the best-selling Italian novels of the twentieth century. Critic Edward Said compared Don Fabrizio, the last Lampedusa, to “a Sicilian Ivan Ilyich.” Critics compare Lampedusa’s writing to the work of Flaubert and Stendhal.

“Reading and rereading [The Leopard] has made me realize how many ways there are of being alive, how many doors there are, close to one, which someone else’s touch may open.”

—E. M. FORSTER, INTRODUCTION  
 TO LAMPEDU SA’S TWO STORIES AND A MEMORY 
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OF MICE AND MEN

BY JOHN STEINBECK

A few miles south of Soledad, the Salinas River drops in close to the hillside bank and runs deep and green.

THIS GREAT NOVELL a of the Great Depression, first published in 1937, tells of two migrant workers in California’s Salinas Valley. George Milton is “small and quick, dark of face, with restless and sharp, strong features.” Lennie Small is mentally unstable, “a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, pale eyes, with wide sloping shoulders; and he walked heavily, dragging his feet a little, the way a bear drags his paws.” The drifters follow a path along a riverbank, dreaming of a better life—of getting together enough money to buy a farm where they can make a living and where Lennie can raise rabbits. Lennie’s passion for touching soft things has gotten him into serious trouble.

For touching a woman’s dress he was accused of rape, fired from his last job, and run out of town.

They find work harvesting grain, and just when it looks as if they’re going to catch a break (one of their coworkers agrees to invest in their dream), things fall apart. The ending is at once shocking and heartbreaking; only the reader can say if it is inevitable.

The Salinas Valley, where Steinbeck grew up and worked as a farm hand, is known today as “Steinbeck country.”

“But, Mousie, thou art no thy lane / In proving foresight may be vain:/ The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men / Gang aft agley, / An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain / For promis’d joy.”

—ROBERT BURNS’S POEM, “TO A MOUSE”

(Burns is expressing his regret for inadvertently destroying the home of a mouse while plowing a field.)
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WATERSHIP DOWN

BY RICHARD ADAMS

The primroses were over.

THIS ALLEGORICAL NOVEL opens with an excerpt from Aeschylus’s Agamemnon, a dialogue between Cassandra, who foresees a terrifying future (“The house reeks of death and dripping blood. . . .T he stench is like a breath from the tomb”), and a disbelieving Chorus.

Twenty pages later, like Cassandra, Fiver the rabbit foresees grave danger: “Oh, Hazel, look! The field! It’s covered with blood!” Like the Greek Chorus, at first Hazel responds in disbelief: “Don’t be silly, it’s only the light of the sunset.”

Fiver convinces his warren-mates to abandon their den just before bulldozers annihilate it. The intrepid rabbits, led by Hazel, search for a safe new home. At last they reach Watership Down, but their search for mates brings them to Efrafa, a warren of docile rabbits where they must take a courageous stand against dictatorial General Woundwort.

Following in a tradition that goes back to Aesop, we’re not really talking bunny survival here; we’re talking totalitarianism and ecological disaster. The New York Times called this widely acclaimed 1974 book “the rabbits’ Iliad and Odyssey.”

Adams laced his story with fascinating facts about rabbits— how yearlings migrate, the effects of overcrowded warrens, the buck rabbit’s capacity to fight stoats, and more—which he found in R. M. Lockley’s The Private Life of the Rabbit.

The novel was a huge bestseller and made into an animated movie; there was even a Watership Down float in the 1977 Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade.

“[R]abbits, it turns out, are just as interesting as lions, alligators, or seagulls—and not at all the nervous blobs of fur we generally take them to be.”

—CHRISTOPHER LEHM ANN-HAUPT, NEW YORK TIMES 
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THE FORTUNES AND MISFORTUNES OF THE FAMOUS MOLL FLANDERS

BY DANIEL DEFOE

Who was Born in Newgate, and during a Life of continu’d Variety for Threescore Years, besides her Childhood, was Twelve Year a Whore, five times a Wife (whereof once to her own Brother), Twelve Year a Thief, Eight Year a Transported Felon in Virginia, at last grew Rich, liv’d Honest, and dies a Penitent.

POOR MOLL . In this racy, cautionary morality tale published in 1722 by the author of Robinson Crusoe, a baby girl, born to a convict in Newgate Prison, is abandoned and raised by a foster mother. She sets off, determined to make something of herself. Her weapons: artful thievery, conniving, sex, and marriage. Utterly on her own, she commits all manner of crime, including adultery, prostitution, child neglect, and incest in order to survive and to get what she wants. Cavorting with the wealthy upper classes, Moll exposes their vanity and shallowness. The tale is narrated with wit and élan by a heroine who refuses to give her real name. In the end, it’s only through confession and God that Moll finds peace and redemption.

In its day, a novel was expected to tell a true story and to preach a sound moral. Defoe takes great pains to say that Moll’s adventures are based on facts, and that his intention is not to titillate the reader but to warn the innocent. He spent eighteen months researching his subject, visiting Newgate and talking with prisoners on whom he based his characters.

Virginia Woolf credited Defoe with having “shaped the novel and launched it on its way.”

“Courage, said Moll Flanders, was what women needed, and the power to ‘stand their ground’; and at once gave practical demonstration of the benefits that would result.”

—VIRGINIA WOOLF, THE COMMON READER 
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PARTING THE WATERS:
 AMERICA IN THE KING YEARS 
 1954–63

BY TAYLOR BRANCH

Nearly seven hundred Negro communicants, some wearing white robes, marched together in the exodus of 1867.

THIS DEFINITIVE ACCOUNT of the American civil rights movement reveals how Dr. Martin Luther King’s “dream” was born. It chronicles King’s youth and brings the Montgomery bus boycott, Freedom rides, voter registration campaigns, the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, and the murder of Medgar Evers vividly to the page. The turning point—what Branch calls “the children’s miracle,” when teenagers in Birmingham, Alabama, faced down police with dogs and fire-hoses— is electrifying.

The narrative ties together such disparate figures as old Mother Pollard, who marched in the Montgomery bus boycott (“My feets is tired, but my soul is rested”), Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy, and Dr. King’s rivals within the black community. It sets the civil rights movement in the context of national politics and shows how the Kennedys knuckled under to blackmail and FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover’s obsessive hatred of King. Branch’s meticulous research gives an insider’s perspective, revealing King as an activist and an intellectual, a pragmatist and idealist.

This first volume of a trilogy took the 1989 Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award.

“Jail is what you make it. It determines what you think when you get out. Dr. King thought that America had ears of stone, but going to jail changed him and the Government. I think the lesson in the movement is that it’s up to you. When the Martin Luther King holiday comes around, you can think about challenging the system, too.”

—TAYLOR BRANCH , SPEAKING TO RIKERS ISLAND INMATES
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CROSSING TO SAFETY

BY WALLACE STEGNER

Floating upward through a confusion of dreams and memory, curving like a trout through the rings of previous risings, I surface.

THIS RUMINATION ON friendship and marital love revolves around a pair of English professors and their wives. Larry Morgan and Sally, who is crippled with polio, are reunited with old friends, Sid Lang and the vivacious and controlling Charity, who is dying of cancer.

Just as she has managed to call the shots in her life, Charity prepares to orchestrate her death while Larry reminisces about the past. He remembers how the couples became friends during the Depression when both men were academics. Morgan and his wife, transplanted westerners, were poor and struggling; the Langs, well-heeled, old-money New Englanders, took them under their wing.

Larry ponders the paths their lives have taken. Their yearning to “leave a mark on the world” remains unfulfilled: “Instead, the world has left marks on us. We got older. Life chastened us so that now we lie waiting to die.”

This is a moving story of ordinary lives braided together by love and friendship, and of the compromises we make in order to find happiness and fulfillment. The extraordinary writing is that of a modern master. This was the Pulitzer-winning author’s final novel and his only one set in academia. Admittedly autobiographical, it was published in 1987 when Stegner was seventy-eight, fifty years and twenty-three books after his first novel, Remembering Laughter.

“The book is about a kind of hunger for order in the world that I think afflicts Westerners more than Easterners. There’s a way between absolute liberty, which equals chaos, and absolute order, which equals petrifaction.”

—WALLACE STEGNER, NEW YORK TIMES INTERVIEW
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SHOW BOAT

BY EDNA FERBER

Bizarre as was the name she bore, Kim Ravenal always said she was thankful it had been no worse.

NO SCREEN OR stage adaptation has captured this sprawling, colorful, heartbreaking 1916 novel of riverboat life or its courageous handling of the stigma of miscegenation. A gripping, romantic tale, it spans four decades and chronicles three generations of the Hawks family on the riverboat The Cotton Blossom.

The novel traces the fortunes and misfortunes of Captain Andy Hawks and his wife, Parthy, who own the riverboat; of their daughter Magnolia “Noli” and her ne’er-do-well gambling husband, Gaylord Ravenal; and of their daughter Kim, who grows up to become an internationally known performer. Riverboat star Julie Dozier is forced to leave the riverboat when it’s revealed that she’s mulatto and her husband, Steve Baker, is white. In defiance, he draws blood from her finger and sucks it so that he “becomes black” according to the “one-drop” rule.

Ferber, who grew up in Michigan, Illinois, Iowa, and Wisconsin knew nothing of colorful riverboat life or the shows that traveled on them until she was well into her career. In 1925 she spent several weeks on the James Adams Floating Palace Theater in Bath, North Carolina, researching what would become Show Boat.

“I had been slumped, a disconsolate heap, on a cushion on the floor.Now I sat up and up like a cobra uncoiling. . . .H ere was news of a romantic and dramatic aspect of America of which I’d never heard or dreamed.”

—EDNA FERBER,  
 RECALLING FIRST LEARNING ABOUT RIVERBOAT SHOWS, 
  FROM HER AUTOBIOGRAPHY A PECULIAR TREASURE 
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FOUCAULT’S PENDULUM

BY UMBERTO ECO

That was when I saw the pendulum.

THE ITALIAN PUBLICATION of this book provoked nearly as much frenzied media speculation as the publication of the seventh Harry Potter book. Weighing in at 640-plus pages, it tells of a coded document that reveals the secret of harnessing the earth’s magnetic currents. The Knights Templar have placed the document under a pendulum invented by nineteenth-century physicist Jean Bernard Léon Foucault. There it awaits discovery.

Three editors at a Milan publishing house are given the document by a retired colonel who promptly disappears. The three strive to discover the meaning hidden in the code. They concoct an elaborate imaginary computerized plot (their computer is named Abulafia) to take over the world—only to discover that their plan comes true.

Before publishing fiction, Eco was a little-known Italian scholar and semiotics (the study of signs and symbols) professor. Virtually overnight, he became a pop icon with the overwhelming response to his first literary thriller, The Name of the Rose. With this second effort, he went one better.

Eco’s novels are for readers who didn’t get enough Knights Templar in The Da Vinci Code and are up for a much more challenging read.

“I was obliged to read [The Da Vinci Code] because everybody was asking me about it. My answer is that Dan Brown is one of the characters in my novel, Foucault’s Pendulum, which is about people who start believing in occult stuff.”

—UMBERTO ECO, NEW YORK TIMES INTERVIEW
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BASTARD OUT OF CAROLINA

BY DOROTHY ALLISON

I’ve been called Bone all my life, but my name’s Ruth Anne.

RUTH ANNE “BONE” Boatwright, the child narrator of this 1992 novel, is one of the most original and unforgettable characters in literature. With illegitimate stamped on her birth certificate in red letters, she grows up in a desolate world of poverty, violence, and sexual abuse.

Set in rural South Carolina, Bastard is a sharply drawn portrait of a poor, rural white family in which an innocent life is ravaged by brutality and incest. Allison’s semiautobiographi-cal tale of the Boatwright clan is the story of how an extended family struggles to survive its own tragedies and find dignity and love in their lives. Strong stuff, the book gives “stand by your man” a whole new level of tragic meaning.

A New York Times book review in 1992 declared this debut novel “as close to flawless as any reader could ask for,” and “simply stunning.” Critics compare Allison’s writing to that of William Faulkner, Flannery O’Connor, and Harper Lee, and praise her ability to capture the lives and language of poor whites in the Deep South. It went on to win the National Book Award and its controversial story remains a book group favorite.

“I believe that storytelling can be a strategy to help you make sense out of your life. . . . Bastard out of Carolina used a lot of the stories that my grandmother told me and some real things that happened in my life. But I . . . made it a different thing. I made a heroic story about a young girl who faces down a monster.”

—DOROTHY ALISON, NEW YORK TIMES INTERVIEW
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JOHN ADAMS

BY DAVIDMC CULLOUGH

In the cold, nearly colorless light of a New England winter, two men on horseback traveled the coast road below Boston, heading north.

CELEBRATE INAUGURATION DAY with McCullough’s masterful, Pulitzer Prize–winning portrait of the second president of the United States. Published in 2002, it tells us of the great Yankee patriot—a lawyer and farmer, a graduate of Harvard, husband of Abigail Smith Adams, father of four children—who was above all a revolutionary.

Overshadowed by the presidents who bracketed him, Adams was a great if somewhat reluctant leader. McCullough credits him as the tireless statesman who drafted the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, which became the model for the federal constitution. He was the one primarily responsible for making the Declaration of Independence “happen when it did.”

Later, Adams negotiated a treaty with Britain that enabled the newly formed nation to survive. During his one term as president, Adams’s courageous decision not to go to war with France was wise but politically unpopular. Adams vied bitterly with Jefferson, with whom he later became friends. They died on the same day, July 4, on the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.

McCullough is a meticulous historian and a fluent storyteller who reveals Adams as an engaging, ambitious, and vain statesman, a towering intellect who nevertheless was devoted to his family and enjoyed the simple chores of farm life. Above all, he was a politician who always spoke his mind.

“I desire no other inscription over my gravestone than: Here lies John Adams, who took upon himself the responsibility of peace with France in the year 1800.”

—JOHN ADAMS, IN A LETTER TO A FRIEND
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THE FOUNDLING

BY GEORGETTE HEYER

The Most Noble Adolphus Gillespie Vernon Ware, Duke of Sale and Marquis of Ormesby; Earl of Sale; Baron Ware of Thame; Baron Ware of Stoven; and Baron Ware of Rufford—is a mild-mannered, young man with not-so-good looks.

HIS GRACE, LADEN with all those titles laid out in the novel’s opening line (above), has been coddled and cared for all his life.

Wan and sickly at twenty-four, can Ware get along without his butler, valet, steward, footmen, grooms, gameskeepers, and well-meaning guardian? One morning he resolves to “discover whether I am a man, or only a duke.”

Off he goes, disguised as a humble Everyman, to Hertford-shire to help a young relative who has professed his love (in writing) to an unsuitable young lady who now threatens to sue him for breach of promise. Instead, Ware finds himself coming to the aid of a beautiful but oblivious foundling named Belinda, rescuing her from greedy malefactors so he can reunite her, safe and untouched, with her handsome farmer.

Heyer, a reclusive British author whose work became literally synonymous with “Regency romance,” wrote more than fifty books. Most were like this one, a lighthearted historical novel that doesn’t take itself too seriously. Her books can be read without fear of finding characters who lose life, limb, or even temper. This one was published in 1948 at the peak of her career.

“Georgette Heyer remains as witty as any writer of the past century, as accomplished as P. G. Wodehouse in working out complex plots, and as accurate as a professional historian in getting her background details right.”

—MICHAEL DIRDA, CLASSICS FOR PLEASURE 
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THE BOOK OF EVIDENCE

BY JOHN BANVILLE

My lord, when you ask me to tell the court in my own words, this is what I shall say. I am kept locked up here like some exotic animal, last survivor of a species they had thought extinct.

IN THIS CHILLING NOVEL, the Irish writer’s seventh, Freddie Montgomery is an arrogant but oddly likeable cad who lives in exile on a Mediterranean island. His wife and child are kidnapped when a debt he owes comes due, and Montgomery returns to Ireland to get the money to pay it off. While stealing a painting from an old friend, he brutally murders the household maid with a hammer—not because he has to, but because he can: “He had scores to settle with the world, and she, at that moment, was world enough for him.”

Freddie blunders into murder like Mersault in Albert Camus’s The Stranger, blinded by sunlight. And like Mersault, he notes the indifference of nature to human suffering: “Nothing cared.”

Told in the guise of Montgomery’s confession as he awaits trial in jail, the evidence he gives is of his life, not his crime. What emerges is a portrait of a charming psychopath.

The story is based loosely on a notorious true crime. Dubliner Malcolm MacArthur murdered a twenty-seven-year-old nurse with a hammer in order to steal her car, and drove off with her as she was dying. He was arrested in the home of a friend, Patrick Connelly, the Irish government’s chief adviser on legal matters, with whom he was reputedly having a homosexual relationship. The incident gave rise to the Irish slang expression GUBU (Grotesque. Unbelievable. Bizarre. Unprecedented.).

“Here is an astonishing, disturbing little novel that might have been coughed up from hell.”

—ERICA ABEEL, NEW YORK TIMES 
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INTERPRETER OF MALADIES

BY JHUMPA LAHIRI

The notice informed them that it was a temporary matter: for five days their electricity would be cut off for one hour, beginning at eight p.m.

LAHIRI SEDUCES HER reader with unhappy marriages in this wondrous collection of nine short stories about Indians living in America or India. All are laced with the intricacies of Indian domesticity and the details of displacement; endings are bittersweet, with disappointment often tinged with hope. Characters are often well-educated and living comfortably, but their lives are imbued with the dissonance of displacement as couples face exhaustion, infidelity, and mismatched passions and habits.

The first story, “A Temporary Matter,” is set in Boston and tells of a young couple dealing with the death of their first-born child. Dining by candlelight (their electricity has been cut off), they try to find their way past grief to each other.

In “This Blessed House,” lonely, ambitious businessman Sanjeev is married to Twinkle. He craves order; she thrives in chaos. About all they share is an appreciation for Wodehouse novels and an aversion to sitar music. They nearly come to blows over religious tchotchkes left in their apartment by previous tenants.

This collection, the author’s first published book, won the Pulitzer Prize in 2000. The title story was selected for the O. Henry Award.

“Lahiri’s Indian-Americans struggle for dignity out of their element, like ornate shells left behind by the tide—still lacquered and colored with the wealth of the sea, incongruous on a beach of democratic sand where the only decorations are patterns of drift.”

—CALEB CRAIN, NEW YORK TIMES 
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MOBY DICK

BY HERMAN MELVILLE

Call me Ishmael.

THE NARRATOR OF this 1851 novel, Ishmael, is a seafaring wanderer who signs on to crew the whaling vessel Pequod. Its tyrannical and increasingly erratic Captain Ahab is not looking for just any whale—he’s looking for the whale: “the white-headed whale with a wrinkled brow and a crooked jaw.” It’s the whale that took Captain Ahab’s leg, and the voyage is Ahab’s doomed attempt to wreak vengeance.

Large sections describe the whaling business in fascinating detail, and the novel is full of symbolism and metaphor. It addresses the very nature of good and evil, an individual man’s place in the great scheme of things, and the existence of God. The epilogue famously begins with a quote from Job: “And I only am escaped alone to tell thee.”

The book was inspired by two historical events. First was the sinking of the Nantucket whaling ship Essex, which was rammed and sunk by a huge sperm whale in 1820. First mate Owen Chase survived and told the tale in a book. Second, the stories of an albino sperm whale, Mocha Dick, who was riddled with harpoons, souvenirs from his numerous battles, and who often attacked ships with what seemed to whalers like premeditated ferocity.

Considered one of the greatest books in American literature, initially it received mixed reviews and never sold through its initial 3,000-copy printing in Melville’s lifetime. He dedicated it to his friend Nathaniel Hawthorne.

“[Moby Dick] is, to me, the kind of rare, titanic achievement in artistic language—without equal in American literature—that possesses the power to comment shrewdly on virtually every complex aspect of the human condition.”

—ARNOLD RAMPERSAD, WASHINGTON POST 
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ANNA KARENINA

BY LEO TOLSTOY

Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

CONSIDERED BY MANY to be one of the best novels of all time, this tragic story of passionate love and disastrous infidelity takes place in imperial Russia. It opens with Anna’s brother, Stepan Oblonsky, having a thoughtless fling with his children’s former tutor. Afterward, he begs Anna to help him reconcile with his wife. Anna has her own temptations. She’s married to Karenin, a much older, stodgy Saint Petersburg government official. At Oblonsky’s house, she meets the attractive, charismatic young Count Vronsky, whom her sister-in-law, Kitty, adores. Kitty’s suitor, Levin, abandons all hope of winning Kitty’s heart. But Vronsky has eyes only for Anna. Despite Anna’s good sense and virtuousness, she succumbs.

She confesses to her husband. He offers to forgive her and take her back, but Anna defies convention and leaves him to be with Vronsky. But there are harsh consequences. Anna is shunned by polite society and her uncontrollable jealousy increasingly alienates Vronsky. She desperately misses her only son; Vronsky desperately misses his military career. Crazed, she stands in the path of an oncoming train and begs God to forgive her. The counterpoint to their doomed misery is Kitty, who returns to Levin, won over by his integrity and strength; through marriage, family, and hard work they find fulfillment. When the novel was first published in the 1870s, critics dismissed it as a trifling romance (“Show me one page that contains an idea,” said The Odessa Courier) But over time, its estimation has soared.

“Tolstoy is a great writer—maybe he is our greatest novelist—because no other can match his sense of human proportion. We feel awe supported by compassion when we read Tolstoy.”

—NORMAN MAILER, THE SPOOKY ART:
SOME THOUGHTS ON WRITING 
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BEOWULF

So lived the clansmen in cheer and revel
 a winsome life, till one began
 to fashion evils, that field of hell.
Grendel this monster grim was called . . .

THIS LONG (3,183 lines) epic fantasy poem, written in Old English sometime between a.d. 800 and 1000 and set in Scandinavia, tells a story of that most traditional hero’s quest—a long journey during which a warrior is repeatedly tested and must prove his mettle against overwhelming odds and supernatural beings.

The hero of the tale is young Beowulf. The monsters he battles are formidable—Grendel, an angry outcast from society who has been attacking the mead hall and devouring Hroth-gar’s soldiers, and Grendel’s mother, who seeks vengeance after Beowulf mortally wounds Grendel. When Beowulf tracks Gren-del’s mother to her cavern beneath a lake, his weapons turn out to be useless. He prevails only by stealing one of her swords, which the poet tells us no other man could heft. Beowulf returns to his home of Geatland and becomes king. His final tragic battle is with a fearsome dragon who guards a hoard of gold.

No one knows who wrote this poem that has become one of the most important works of Anglo-Saxon literature.

“[Beowulf] is an heroic-elegiac poem; and in a sense all its first 3,136 lines are the prelude to a dirge: him þa gegiredan Geata leode ad ofer eorðan unwaclicne: one of the most moving ever written. . . .I f the funeral of Beowulf moved once like the echo of an ancient dirge, far-off and hopeless, it is to us as a memory brought over the hills, an echo of an echo. There is not much poetry in the world like this.”

—J. R. R. TOLKIEN,  
BEOWULF : THE MONSTERS AND THE CRITICS 
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THE HOBBIT

BY J. R. R. TOLKIEN

In a hole in the ground there lived a hobbit.

BILBO BAGGINS is a small, furry-footed hobbit who wants nothing more than to be left alone to sit contentedly by the fire, smoke his pipe, and sip a good beer. With great reluctance, he agrees to Gandalf the Grey’s invitation to partake of a “great adventure.” In the company of dwarves, he sets off on a perilous journey, a hero’s quest to the Lonely Mountain to reclaim a stolen fortune from the dragon Smaug.

This fantasy, subtitled “There and Back Again,” is set “between the dawn of Færie and the Dominion of Men.” It unfolds in episodes as Bilbo ventures from his cozy burrow into increasingly dark and dangerous realms, encountering many strange creatures. The climactic Battle of Five Armies (Men, Elves, Dwarves, Goblins, and Eagles of the Mountain) is deadly and destructive.

Of course, this was only the first book about hobbits and Middle Earth, to be followed by the Lord of the Rings trilogy. The Hobbit was widely acclaimed when first published in 1937 and has since sold an estimated 100 million copies.

Tolkien, a twentieth-century Homer, was also a pre-eminent scholar. As a youth, he worked on the Oxford English Dictionary. Later he was a professor of Anglo-Saxon. To fans of The Hobbit and its sequels, he admitted, “I am in fact a Hobbit (in all but size). I like gardens, trees and unmechanized farmlands; I smoke a pipe, and like good plain food. . . .”

“Seventeen years ago there appeared, without any fanfare, a book called The Hobbit which, in my opinion, is one of the best children’s stories of this century.”

—W. H. AUDEN, “A REVIEW OF THE ALTERNATE”
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THE HOUND OF THE BASKERVILLES

BY ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE

A hound it was, an enormous coal-black hound, but not such a hound as mortal eyes have ever seen. Fire burst from its open mouth, its eyes glowed with a smouldering glare, its muzzle and hackles and dewlap were outlined in flickering flame.

DOYLE BASED THIS gothic tale, one of four novel-length Sherlock Holmes works he wrote, on local legends of black dogs and ghosts haunting foggy, desolate Dartmoor. Was the wealthy Sir Charles Baskerville killed by the infamous Hound of the Baskervilles, a demonic dog that had tormented his family for generations? Footprints show that the elderly man was running from the house when he suffered a fatal heart attack. Gigantic paw prints near Sir Charles’s dead body suggest his death was no accident. Holmes and Watson are brought in by Dr. Mortimer in order to protect Charles’s heir. Watson ends up baffled after investigating suspicious neighbors, an escaped mass murderer, and a mysterious stranger. The brilliant Holmes steps in. Though he doesn’t believe in the curse, he is intrigued. Through the power of observation, reason, and cunning (of course), he thwarts an apparently supernatural adversary. Readers snapped up the book—the first bestseller of the twentieth century—hoping that Holmes had somehow survived his plunge at the Reichenbach Falls in Doyle’s earlier story, “The Final Problem.” They were disappointed, because this novel deals with events that predate Holmes’s deadly encounter with Moriarty.

“Peek up Conan Doyle’s literary sleeve and you will at first be disappointed: no fine turns of phrase, no clever adjectives that leap off the page, no arresting psychological insights. Instead, what you are looking at is a kind of narrative perfection: a perfect interplay between dialogue and description, perfect characterization and perfect timing.”

—JOHN LE CARRÉ, INTRODUCTION TO 
THE ANN OTATED SHERLOCK HOLMES 
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CATCH-22

BY JOSEPH HELLER

It was love at first sight. The first time Yossarian saw the chaplain he fell madly in love with him.

SET NEAR THE end of World War II , this novel takes a darkly satirical look at the absurdities of the military and the insanity of war. Yossarian is the hapless Everyman, the soldier whose one goal is staying alive while everyone else seems intent on getting him killed. He believes, with good reason, that his senior officers are more dangerous than the Germans. He tries in vain to get himself thrown out of the war.

Elliptical reasoning abounds: “There was only one catch and that was Catch-22, which specified that a concern for one’s safety in the face of dangers that were real and immediate was the process of a rational mind. Orr was crazy and could be grounded. All he had to do was ask; and as soon as he did, he would no longer be crazy and would have to fly more missions.”

Heller based the work on his experiences as a bombardier with the Twelfth Air Force in the Mediterranean during World War II . First published in 1961, this novel quickly captured the imagination of the reading public. Anti-Vietnam War bumper stickers of the time read Yossarian Lives. The title has become a metaphor for the insanity of not only war but of life itself.

“When Catch-22 came out, people were saying, ‘Well, World War II wasn’t like this.’ But when we got tangled up in Vietnam, it became a sort of text for the consciousness of that time.”

—E. L. DOCTOROW, ASSOCIATED PRESS INTERVIEW 
  QUOTED IN HELL ER’S NEW YORK TIMES OBITUARY
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WINTER’S TALE

BY MARK HELPRIN

There was a white horse, on a quiet winter morning when snow covered the streets gently and was not deep, and the sky was swept with vibrant stars, except in the east, where dawn was beginning in a light blue flood.

IN PROSE THAT reads like the lushest Dickensian fairy tale, this unique novel opens with an escaped milk-cart horse trotting to freedom across a newly built Brooklyn Bridge (“The horse could not do without Manhattan”). The horse, which turns out to have magical powers, rescues Peter Lake from a villainous gang of armed thugs with “strange bent faces, clifflike brows, tiny chins, noses and ears that looked sewn-back-on, and hairlines that descended preposterously far (no glacier had ever ventured farther south).”

Like a latter-day Moses in the bulrushes, as a babe Peter is launched ashore in Bayonne by parents who are refused entry to the United States. He’s raised by a band of renegades and pirates who subsist on the Hudson’s clams and oysters, fish and waterfowl. As a boy, he’s sent to Manhattan, where he becomes a master burglar and falls in love with the daughter of the owner of a New York mansion that he attempts to rob. The narrative meanders and leaps from the late nineteenth century through the end of the twentieth, and encompasses time travel, romance, killing blizzards, and a bizarre mayoral race.

Published in 1983, reviewers praised the novel’s wild eccentricities, elaborate construction, and “breathtaking verbal pyrotechnics.” When the New York Times asked its readers to nominate “the new New York classics,” this was the book most often mentioned.

“[T]he heart of this book resides unquestionably in its moral energy, in the thousand original gestures, ruminations, Woola Woola writing feats that summon its audience beyond the narrow limits of conventional vision, commanding us to see our time and place afresh.”

—BENJAMIN DEMOTT, NEW YORK TIMES 
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THE RIGHT STUFF

BY TOM WOLFE

Within five minutes, or ten minutes, no more than that, three of the others had called her on the telephone to ask her if she had heard that something had happened out there.

WHAT DID IT take to become one of America’s first astronauts? This book reveals how the Original Seven selected for the NASA space program were a special breed, true heroes dedicated to accomplishing what no other person had done: fly to the moon. Wolfe tells the individual stories of the first Project Mercury astronauts and contrasts them with test pilot Chuck Yeager, considered the best pilot of all time but never selected as an astronaut.

This nonfiction reads like a novel, turning real people into characters in the exhilarating, epic tale of America’s manned space program, and shows that they had the mental and physical wherewithal for flight into the unknown. It asks: “What is it . . . that makes a man willing to sit up on top of an enormous Roman candle, such as a Redstone, Atlas, or Saturn rocket, and wait for someone to light the fuse?”

It took Wolfe nearly six years of research to find the answers. Along the way he interviewed the men and their families and friends and coworkers. He read every book he could find on space and fighter pilots and even computers. The results push our understanding of that special fraternity of astronauts and space travel far beyond clichéd images. “The right stuff,” Wolfe said, was “the uncritical willingness to face danger.” The Original Seven exemplified it.

In 1980, this book won the National Book Critics Circle and the American Book awards.

“[Tom Wolfe] probably put his finger on what the public psychology was, why all this big thing about us.”

—DONALD “DEKE” SLAYTON, 
  ONE OF THE ORIGINAL SEVEN
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UP FROM SLAVERY:
 AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY

BY BOOKER T. WASHINGTON

I was born a slave on a plantation in Franklin County, Virginia.

IN THIS MOVING autobiography, the celebrated nineteenth-century educator, activist, and businessman tells the story of his life. His mother was a black slave, his biological father a white slave owner. He experienced only hard labor, his dreams of going to school denied. His account of the powerlessness and sheer exhaustion of slave life is chilling.

After emancipation, his mother moved him to West Virginia where, like his stepfather, he worked in a salt furnace and later a coal mine. He learned to read and went on to study to become a teacher at Hampton Institute under the tutelage of General Samuel C. Armstrong.

The core of this autobiography concerns Washington’s singular achievement: the founding of the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama, with its curriculum designed to instill values of cleanliness, honest labor, and self-help. He modeled his thirty-five-year presidency of Tuskegee after Armstrong’s.

The story builds to Washington’s lauded and later much criticized 1895 Atlanta Compromise speech in which he famously urged self-reliance, arguing that black and white southerners should help one another (“You can’t hold a man down without staying down with him”) but seemed willing to postpone indefinitely a demand for full civil equality.

“So from an old clay cabin in Virginia’s hills, Booker T. Washington rose up to be one of the nation’s great leaders. He lit a torch in Alabama; then darkness fled.”

—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
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THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS

BY KENNETHGR AHAME

Toad sat straight down in the middle of the dusty road, his legs stretched out before him, and stared fixedly in the direction of the disappearing motor-car. He breathed short, his face wore a placid satisfied expression, and at intervals he faintly murmured “Poop-poop!”

NO GROUNDHOGS IN the book—just Ratty (a water vole), Mole, Badger, the irrepressible Toad, and a host of other creatures who dwell along the river in the English countryside.

This children’s novel tells a timeless tale of friendship. Wealthy, spoiled Toad is besotted with cars. His friends, concerned that his obsession will get him into serious trouble, place him under house arrest. But wily Toad escapes. No sooner has the hapless Toad stolen a car than the “brutal minions of the law” fall upon him, load him with chains, and throw him into a “dank and noisome dungeon.”

Toad worms his way into the good graces of the jailor’s daughter. With her help, and disguised as a washerwoman, he manages to escape. Escapades and the inevitable disaster ensue. When all seems lost and Toad has pushed his friends beyond their limit, they band together to save him.

First published in 1908, this was based on bedtime stories Grahame told his son. A. A. Milne (creator of Winnie the Pooh) saved the book from obscurity when he adapted it into a successful play, Toad of Toad Hall, in 1929.

“The book is a test of character. We can’t criticise it, because it is criticising us. . . . But I must give you one word of warning. When you sit down to it, don’t be so ridiculous as to suppose that you are sitting in judgement on my taste, or on the art of Kenneth Grahame. You are merely sitting in judgement on yourself.”

—A. A. MILNE
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FIFTH BUSINESS

BY ROBERTSON DAVIES

My lifelong involvement with Mrs. Dempster began at 5:58 o’clock p.m. on 27 December 1908, at which time I was ten years and seven months old.

DUNSTABLE RAMSAY is a fusty history professor, retiring after a forty-five-year teaching career at a Canadian boys’ school. Disgusted by the newspaper report that portrays him as a doddering schoolmaster with a fondness for hagiology (the study of saints), he writes a lengthy autobiographical letter to set the record straight.

His life may seem pedestrian—he grew up under his mother’s thumb, lost a leg in World War I and was nursed back to health by a lovely young woman, and spent forty-five years teaching and writing about saints—but inside he has been a “collaborator with Destiny.” He reveals the secret of a hero’s birth, a doomed heroine, and his role as the “fifth business,” or that character (in an opera) who is the “odd man out” and tangentially responsible for events. The first event, he recalls, is an argument over a sled and a badly aimed snowball, which resulted in the premature birth of Paul Dempster, who would grow up to be the world’s greatest magician.
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