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INTRODUCTION
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If you have picked up this book in a bookstore, or even more if you have already bought it and brought it home, you have proclaimed yourself to be a reader. You will recognize in the authors of this book kindred spirits who take pleasure in reading and who wish to share that pleasure with you. We hope to enrich your reading life by recommending to you one hundred books that we have read and loved over the years, that we believe you will enjoy greatly as well, and that you can read in a single evening.

In part what we want to share with you is our own good fortune. As children, if we said (as all children sometimes say), “There's nothing to do,” our mother would respond, “Of course there is. Get a good book and read it.” And because that seemed to be excellent advice, and because we were lucky enough to live in a home where good books were readily available and in a town with a well-stocked public library, we both formed at an early age the lifetime habit of reading. Books have been our friends and companions for decades; we have learned that books expand the world in which one lives, and expand one's mind to match that world.

All too few people have learned how much reading has to offer. We have often heard people say, “I don't have time to read.” It is true that modern life seems to consist of exhausting work and family obligations, after which one only wants to rest and relax. But the small amount of leisure available often fails to live up to its promise: It doesn't refresh or restore. Modern leisure does not provide enough to us because it often does not demand enough of us. Much of the entertainment available today—TV programs, movies, and magazines of uninspiring banality— demands nothing at all; one is reduced to the role of a mere spectator. Reading, in contrast, is an activity. Though one sits nearly motionless in a comfortable chair, reading challenges and engages one's mind. A reader is a participant in his or her own recreation and finishes a book with a sense of accomplishment, a feeling of engagement, and an awareness that he or she has been restored and refreshed in a way that spectatorship cannot provide.

Of course, you already know this, or you would not be reading this book.

What we have done in compiling this book is fairly simple. We describe, in these pages, one hundred books that can be read with great enjoyment in the course of a single evening. (Sometimes, admittedly, the evening will last a little beyond your normal bedtime, and, if you prefer, the books can be read over the course of several days instead of in one evening; but many of the books we recommend will be hard to put down once you have started them.) For each of our one hundred one-night reads we have written a concise essay describing the book, telling something about its author, and, most important, explaining what we think is truly special about the book—why it is a book that you will particularly want to read. In these essays we try to give enough of a sense of each book to provide you with a good overall concept of the work and insight into its distinctive qualities. But of course we don't say everything—there are surprises in store for you in each of the books.

These essays are our way of sharing with you our own lives as readers. We hope that you will enjoy them in their own right, and that they will inspire you to read many of the books that we recommend. Because we mean the essays to be, in effect, letters from us to you, we often mention ways in which the books we describe have some personal significance for us—for example, because they represent links to some person or place that has been special in our lives. We are sure that you, too, will find, sometimes quite unexpectedly, similar significance in the books that you read.

The main reason we have devoted this book to one-night reads is that these are books to read for pleasure. We are not proposing that you treat our recommendations as a course of study: The books that we suggest are not yet another attempt to define “the hundred greatest books of all time” or some other version of “the canon.” These are, however, all very good books. Some of them are books to read for pure entertainment; others might have a real and lasting influence on how you view yourself and the world around you. All, in our view, far surpass ordinary bestsellers in their capacity to give lasting satisfaction. These are books that have made a difference to us, books that we remember vividly, sometimes many years after first reading them—books to which we have returned to read again with great pleasure. Moreover, these books are worthy of discussion with friends. You might enjoy talking about them, and their meaning to you, at one of the book circles or reading groups that have increased in number in recent years.

As you begin to read each book, here is something to ponder: The difference between a well-educated person and one who is not is about one thousand well-chosen books. (This was pointed out to us by a profoundly well-educated and humane graduate professor at Harvard, and it impressed us deeply.) Twenty books a year for fifty years; and at the end of that time, a sense of having participated in much of what is finest in human culture. We think that people who like books will read at least one every few weeks; so the books listed here, if you read all of them, will last you several years, and they will constitute a worthwhile part of your lifetime reading. We hope that after you read our essays, the excitement of the books that we recommend will stay with you even if you are not able to read them immediately. The name of an author or the title of a book, lodged firmly in your mind, will guide your selections at some later time, when you are in a bookshop, library, or using an online book service.

A few words about the organization and content of the essays are in order. The books that we recommend include both fiction and nonfiction. The contents of the book are arranged alphabetically by author. Just after the alphabetical table of contents, we have included a list of the books grouped by category—fiction, humor, memoirs, and others, with some books listed more than once. Because the question of exactly what to read on a given night depends in part on one's mood, we've tried to make it easy to choose a book that seems right for a particular evening. We hope that even within categories that you know well, we will have listed a few books that will be new to you, or that you've meant to read but have not yet gotten to. We hope, also, that we will be able to tempt you to read within categories that have not been part of your reading life so far. While our two tables of contents list the books alphabetically and by category, we do not intend that you necessarily read the essays in alphabetic or categorical order. We invite you simply to browse at random among them, just as in a library it can often be richly rewarding to wander through the stacks to see what catches the eye and the imagination.

In many cases, after discussing a book we note other works by the same author that we think you will enjoy. In our experience, when we read a book with particular enjoyment we immediately want to read other works by the same author, and we think you will feel this way, too. In addition, from time to time in these essays we take note of ways in which the books we discuss are in some way related; we hope that the cross-references we provide will be helpful to you. If you find them distracting, feel free to ignore them. In any case, a parenthetical reference to page so-and-so does not mean that we think you should turn to that page immediately, but rather that you might wish to do so sometime at your leisure.

For each of the one hundred books we recommend, we give some information about publishers and editions. This information is not intended to be comprehensive. (In any case, an attempt to be comprehensive would be doomed by the realities of modern publishing and bookselling, which ensure that books go out of print or out of stock with distressing speed.) However, we have made every effort to ensure that the information we provide was accurate as of the time this book went to press. Where possible, we give the original hardcover publisher and date, information on one or more readily available paperback editions, and information on any other editions that we find particularly appealing. Many of the books that we recommend have achieved the status of standards or classics, and it is likely that you will be able to find them for sale in one edition or another. Others are more obscure and may be unavailable in most bookstores; but we believe that all of them can be found, sometimes after a bit of pleasurable hunting in libraries or on the shelves of used-book stores. You might also want to consult one of the several excellent online services that have made it quite easy to find out-of-print books nowadays. Our reason for giving original publication information, even when the date may be long ago and the publisher long since out of business, is that we hope some of you might be tempted to find and acquire first editions of books that you particularly love; this is a rewarding way to build a personal library in which you will feel pleasure and pride.

We know from experience that reading more is one of the easiest and most satisfying of all ways to enrich and enlarge one's life. This book is our attempt to share with you some of the joy that we have found in books. We hope that our book will be a useful companion for a long time in your reading life, both through the one hundred books we describe and recommend and the further works to which they lead.

As all readers will appreciate, the task of acknowledging those who have encouraged us, helped us, and given suggestions for good reading over the course of several decades is impossibly large, encompassing many helpful librarians, teachers, and friends; we are grateful to far more people than we can name here. However, we want to acknowledge with thanks our agent, Robert Lescher, and our editor, Joe Blades, exceptional professionals and fine people both. And we owe much to our wives, Patricia Hart and Valerie Steele, and our sons, Graham and Steve, for encouragement and thoughtful advice.




CHINUA ACHEBE
Things Fall Apart
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A common element of many great books is the plight of people caught up in social and political change. In the case of Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart the changes are earthshaking. This fine book takes its title from a poem of the Irish poet William Butler Yeats; in the story the phrase refers to the traditional life that did not so much dissolve as fall apart under the impact of British colonialism.

Achebe is a member of the Ibo ethnic group in what is now Nigeria, a former British colony that is the most populous country in Africa. He was born to a family that had adopted Christianity, yet he was able to learn of and understand the older ways that had largely disappeared just decades before his birth. Since the failure of the secession of the Ibo ethnic province of Biafra in 1967–70, Achebe has lived much of the time abroad and is now a college professor in the United States. It is our good fortune that his skills as a writer enabled him to capture the clash of the village world and the impact of European incursions in this fine novel.

Most of Things Fall Apart is a depiction of traditional life in Iboland. It is part of Achebe's skill that he involves us so deeply in this life that its destruction later in the novel is felt all the more keenly. The book is concerned with life in the village of Umuofia and the nearby villages that together make up a larger social unit. The principal character, although by no means the only one drawn in some detail, is Okonkwo. In many ways we come to admire Okonkwo, his wise friend Obierika, and their friends and relatives. Okonkwo is a man whose own father was not a success in the village; he was something of a layabout who liked nothing better than to relax by playing his flute, was not a hard worker, and, always in debt, could not provide his son with a good start in life. Okonkwo grew up determined to do better: He early became a great wrestler and warrior, worked hard to establish his farm, and became a considerable man in the village, with a prosperous compound, three wives, and many children.

He and his neighbors live in a highly developed society of norms, rituals, and religious beliefs that help people make sense of their world. Some of these would be familiar anywhere: Men trade proverbs for a time before engaging in serious conversation, because “proverbs are the palm oil with which words are eaten.” Others are different but entrancing: There is a sacred silk-cotton tree, in which the spirits of good children are said to dwell as they wait to be born, and young women who desire babies come to sit in the shade of this tree. Others are very difficult: The male tendency in a strictly patriarchal society is to be extremely rough on wives and children, and at one point Okonkwo shoots at one of his wives for a trivial transgression, fortunately missing with his ancient rifle. And there is bitter warfare when other methods of settling disputes do not work. Okonkwo himself has taken heads, and on great occasions such as the funeral of a village celebrity he drinks his palm wine from the skull of his first killing. Achebe describes Umuofia just as it was, with what we would see as both good and bad.

Misfortune befalls Okonkwo when, during a great funeral, his rifle fired in celebration explodes, killing the son of the dead man, the elder Ezeudu. Tradition decrees that for this inadvertent killing Okonkwo and his wives and children must live in exile for seven years in his mother's village; his compound in Umuofia is destroyed. (Perhaps this disaster was earlier prophesied by Ezeudu himself; he had warned Okonkwo against participating in the ritual killing of a boy who had been sent to Umuofia by another village as reparation for a murder.) It is during the time of exile that the colonial incursions of church and government begin in earnest. Okonkwo's inability to comprehend the changes under way and his loss of influence on them stem in part from his detachment from the web of interrelationships in his own village.

The church moves into his mother's village, and among its early converts is Okonkwo's eldest son, of whom he has never approved. Once again Achebe shows us both good and bad: The church is willing to take in the village outcasts and teaches people to read and write in its schools, yet there is gross disrespect of old customs, and many of the British and their locally recruited henchmen can be evil indeed. When Okonkwo finally goes back to Umuofia, thinking to regain and improve his old standing, the new order has moved in too strongly to be rooted out, and Okonkwo is stymied. After a humiliating betrayal by the district commissioner and his lackeys, Okonkwo lashes out one more time and seals his own fate. He has in some ways vindicated himself, but we wonder about the destinies of his wives and children. This is tragedy in the classic sense: Okonkwo, a strong and successful man, has the flaw of being unable to grow out of the habits of mind and action that made him great in the first place, and it is these very habits that bring him to grief within the newly evolving society of his people.

What is special about this penetrating novel is how successfully it integrates new and old with the personal consequences of change. Its straightforward, accessible style embodies a dense overlay of ideas and emotions that draws us into the story and keeps us thinking about its meaning. It is as if, for Americans, a member of the Iroquois Confederacy had captured in beautiful and compelling prose the calamities that ensued with the onset of European settlement.

A graduate of University College, Ibadan, Achebe has been a prolific writer of novels, short stories, and plays; Things Fall Apart is his best-known work. Among his other books, we especially like A Man of the People.

Chinua Achebe (1930–), Things Fall Apart (New York: McDowell, Obolensky, 1958). The Anchor paperback reprint (1994) is readily available.


ERIC AMBLER
A Coffin for Dimitrios
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The implication of the title is that Dimitrios needs a coffin. Why would that be? Well, because he is dead, of course. But is he really? And if not, whose body is it that was plucked out of the Bosporus by a fisherman and now reclines on a slab in the Istanbul morgue? These questions frame the plot of one of Eric Ambler's cleverest and most satisfying novels. In this story, we find the inoffensive Charles Latimer, ex-lecturer in political economy at a minor British university and current writer of successful drawing-room mystery tales, being drawn unwittingly into the sordid affair of Dimitrios by the mysterious Colonel Haki.

Published in 1939, A Coffin for Dimitrios is in some ways closer to the gentlemanly Sherlock Holmes puzzle stories of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle than to the grimly realistic spy novels of Graham Greene and John Le Carré (though both were Ambler fans). Ambler is recognized today as one of the modern masters of the international thriller, a writer who, as one commentator put it, “elevated the genre to literature.” In our own time, when thrillers dominate the bestseller lists and many are indistinguishable in their cardboard characters, gratuitous violence, and fascination with weapons technology, it is a pleasure to turn to the works of Eric Ambler for the more traditional novelistic virtues of ingenious plots, attractive and plausible characters, authentic settings, and excellent prose.

But if A Coffin for Dimitrios displays some old-fashioned virtues, its plot contains elements that are surprisingly modern. One might think, for example, of drug smuggling as a fairly recent phenomenon. But in the novel, the unsavory and not-quite-dead-yet Dimitrios turns out to have made some of his ill-gotten fortune by smuggling heroin into France in a coffin, for which he finds there is more than one use. International procurement of prostitution, assassination for hire, money laundering, espionage, and political subversion—Dimitrios has been a very busy man.

Latimer, the novelist-protagonist of the story, follows the trail of Dimitrios around Eastern Europe and on to Paris, just doing research, he tells himself, for his next book. But instead he is involved ever more deeply in a web of danger and deceit. The crimes of Dimitrios, he learns, are by no means confined to the past, and their consequences can still be quite deadly. Who, Latimer wonders too late, is the mysterious and oddly helpful Mr. Peters, who seems so anxious for Latimer to find Dimitrios? The book ends with Latimer happy to return to writing the decorous mystery novels from which he has learned to make a comfortable living; Balkan intrigue has proven to be rather too much for his taste.

Even this brief summary will convey something of the pleasure in store for the readers of Ambler's work. He was a master of the thriller plot who was able to devise a story complicated enough to hook readers and keep them guessing and create a resolution clever enough to leave readers both surprised and satisfied, while avoiding the contradictions, unlikely coincidences, gaping holes, and obvious red herrings that can sabotage the work of lesser mystery writers. His characters are engaging, with villains who are villainous but not caricatures of villainy. His heroes tend to be likeable embodiments of how the British prefer to see themselves—as quintessential amateurs, perhaps superficially bumbling and ineffectual but plucky, resourceful, and resolute when the going gets tough.

Many of Ambler's best books are set in Eastern Europe, the Balkans, and Turkey, where literally Byzantine political intrigues have been standard fare for very much longer than any of us have been alive. Dedicated movie-goers and video hounds may be familiar with A Coffin for Dimitrios under its film title, The Mask of Dimitrios (1944); Ambler's 1962 novel The Light of Day became the hit crime-caper film Topkapi (1964), noted for its stellar cast and its unforgettably tense depiction of a burglary at the sultan's palace in Istanbul.

Born in 1909, Ambler graduated from the University of London and took postgraduate training in engineering. He then worked as a vaudeville performer, songwriter, and advertising copywriter before settling down to his vocation as a novelist. During World War II he served with a British army unit that produced training and propaganda films, and after the war was a screenwriter and producer for the Rank Organisation, one of Britain's major film studios. He produced a steady stream of thriller novels that are like fine old brandy, waiting to be savored and enjoyed. They are ideal books to read for relaxation and pure pleasure; among our other favorites are Epitaph for a Spy and Journey into Fear.

Eric Ambler (1909–1998), A Coffin for Dimitrios (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1939). Paperback edition, Carroll and Graf, 1996.


KINGSLEY AMIS
Lucky Jim
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Kingsley Amis is often regarded as one of the “angry young men” of 1950s Britain, a time when long-standing and complex cultural norms and barriers were seriously out of sync with the aspirations of ordinary British people. Amis' first novel, Lucky Jim, reflects this situation. The comic hero, Jim Dixon, is a lecturer in medieval history at a provincial university filled with class bias, limited possibilities, and some extremely wacky people. That Jim comes out all right in the end, after many vicissitudes, is, as the title suggests, something of a bit of luck.

The book takes place during Jim's first (probationary) year at the university. The plot is a long series of very funny mishaps that get Jim ever deeper into trouble, in a situation where he constantly has to worry whether he will be rehired. His route to the teaching of medieval history was a checkered one in the first place; he took it because it was one of the easiest courses at his own college. He doesn't care much for the subject or the work, but on the other hand he has no notion of what he could do as an alternative in England's rigid social and employment structure. So he is panicked about staying.

The characters, in addition to Jim, include Ned Welch, his department chair and arbiter of his fate. Welch is egocentric and forgetful— many academics will feel at home with such a chair—and has a dreadful family, including his wife and two pretentiously arty sons, Bertrand and Michel. (The Welches are collectively known to his underlings as “the Neddies.”) In addition there is Jim's hysteric colleague, Margaret Peel; a luscious girlfriend of Bertrand's named Christine Callaghan; her uncle Julius Gore-Urquhart; and assorted fellow lodgers and other matey and not-so-matey types. Only one student is genuinely interested in pursuing Jim's subject under his guidance, but Michie has the disadvantage in Jim's eyes of having commanded a tank platoon at the Anzio landings during World War II in Italy, whereas Jim (typically) was a Royal Air Force corporal safely and ineffectively stationed in western Scotland.

Jim himself is far from perfect. His response to the world around him tends to be either terribly awkward or simply reactive, although in the end he comes forward to have an effect on his fate. He is highly sensitive to the words and gestures of others, which causes both an inability to react to some situations and overreaction to others. He also has the endearing, to the reader at least, habit of making a weird assortment of faces, some with names (such as “crazy peasant”); unfortunately for Jim, several of these efforts at private self-expression are witnessed by others.

There are humorous elements in the book that you will remember for a long time. Most famous is Jim's lecture on “Merrie England” at a big do at the end of the school year. This is a classic of comic writing, and if you lecture or make other public presentations, you will enjoy this part of the story immensely. You will, however, have to be very careful not to think of this lecture when you are about to stand at a podium; it wouldn't do to burst out laughing in the middle of one of your own presentations. There are other fine things as well, such as Jim's dismal article “The Economic Influence of the Developments in Shipbuilding Techniques, 1450–1485,” which he tries desperately to publish anywhere to bolster his academic position. This would-be publication represents all the worst of academic scholarship, and Jim knows it; the article suffers a suitably awful fate.

Amis also treats his readers to what might be the funniest description of a hangover in all of English literature. In fact, to modern eyes, the book depicts an amazing—even shocking—amount of smoking and drinking; the health effects of both were not widely appreciated, and getting roaring drunk was part of the way Jim and his contemporaries dealt with their frustrations. (One gets the sense, too, in reading about Amis and his circle that there actually was a great deal of alcoholfueled unpleasantness in their lives.)

There is also a good measure of serious matter in this essentially humorous book. The long discussion by Carol Goldsmith, the wife of one of Jim's colleagues, on the false maturity of one's twenties both reflects Amis' views and will resonate with many readers. This level of honesty and insight is part of what made Amis such a good writer and what keeps Lucky Jim from being merely parody or farce.

Lucky Jim is screamingly funny, but it also is a book that offers real insight into our lives. It will speak to anyone who has faced unreasonable barriers to justified expectations of growth and progress.

Amis made his career as a writer, but none of his other works have had the popularity of Lucky Jim, perhaps because the anger at society became more dominant than the humor, whereas the two elements are finely balanced in this uproarious novel.

Kingsley Amis (1922–1995), Lucky Jim (London: Victor Gollancz, 1953; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1954). Widely available; we like the Penguin paperback reprint (1993). Amis' son, the writer Martin Amis, has given us a portrait of his father in Experience: A Memoir (New York: Talk Miramax Books, 2000).


LOUIS AUCHINCLOSS
The Education of Oscar Fairfax
[image: ]

This is a novel in the form of a memoir, told in the voice of its protagonist. The effect of a life recalled seems so real that one might at first wonder if the book is actually a disguised autobiography rather than a work of fiction. But it cannot be so; the novel's protagonist is a full generation older than the author, and Louis Auchincloss cannot personally have had many of the experiences that he provides for Oscar Fairfax (though it is quite possible that he draws on the experiences of some of his older family members and friends). The book is set within the milieu of the Eastern WASP elite that played a large role in American social, cultural, economic, and political life in the period between the Civil War and World War II, and of which Auchincloss himself is a member.

The book's story does not comprise a continuous narrative, but rather a series of meditations on key periods in the protagonist's life; in fact, one could regard The Education of Oscar Fairfax as a series of tightly linked short stories rather than a conventional novel. The effect is to demonstrate, as the book's title suggests, that a person's education takes place throughout an entire lifetime, and that life never stops providing us with lessons—sometimes hard ones. We follow Oscar Fairfax from his childhood, when we see him wrestling with a dawning awareness of the expectations placed on him by his family, to his retirement and old age, when he is led to think seriously about his motives for meddling (to good effect, he hopes) in other people's lives. As one episode follows another, we are aware that we are forming in our minds an increasingly complex and nuanced view of a man whose life is worth our attention. Oscar Fairfax, by the end of the book, is a person whose company we have come to enjoy greatly.

Throughout the book we see Fairfax confronting in different ways the issues of privilege and responsibility that are the birthright of members of his class (it is the sense of responsibility as the necessary complement to privilege that makes the members of this class an elite, rather than simply a collection of rich people). His father is a prominent Wall Street lawyer, his maternal grandfather an Episcopalian bishop. From infancy he is clearly destined for a good private school, an education at Yale, and a partnership in his father's firm; what he makes of all that is up to him. A work in progress throughout his life, Oscar Fairfax is a very appealing character. We find him learning an important lesson in tolerance in his dealings with an elderly gay teacher at school, and coping with jealousy as he is forced to sort out his feelings about a Yale classmate more talented than himself. We observe with vicarious pain how he makes an ass of himself during an extended stay in Paris, where he turns out to be far less sophisticated than he thought, and later as he is outmaneuvered in the hardball world of New Deal politics. He grows in wisdom and in grace over the years, kept suitably humble by a loyal but exacting wife and a somewhat difficult son. As we learn of his efforts to foster the careers of various younger protégés, we think how wonderful it would be to have such a mentor.

In all of this we see the hand of the author himself, and the book surely derives some of its feeling of authenticity from taking place among the sorts of people and in the sorts of settings that Louis Auchincloss knows very well. If a scene is set in the exclusive Bar Harbor Swimming and Tennis Club on Mount Desert Island, Maine, we can be sure that the club looks, and its members behave, exactly as described. And so for every scene in the book. We can readily suspect, too, that the novel contains an element of wish fulfillment on the author's part. As the biographer of Edith Wharton, for example, he would surely have loved to attend just such a luncheon at Mrs. Wharton's Paris town house as he provides for Oscar Fairfax in the book.

Louis Auchincloss has had two concurrent careers, as a lawyer and as a writer. To be a partner in a big New York law firm demands enormous dedication and hard work; no less is required to become a bestselling author of more than fifty books. To combine the two careers and achieve distinction in both is very remarkable. Many of his works of fiction are set in the New York business and legal worlds (The Partners, The Embezzler); others are similar to The Education of Oscar Fairfax in exploring an individual's moral and ethical universe (Portrait in Brownstone, The Rector of Justin). Auchincloss is especially admired for his short stories, ideal vehicles for his beautifully controlled prose and his insight into human character. He has written many works of nonfiction as well, most recently a biography of Woodrow Wilson. His memoir of his own early years, A Writer's Capital, is a charming book, and it is fascinating to compare the author's upbringing with that of his fictional Oscar Fairfax.

Louis Auchincloss (1917–), The Education of Oscar Fairfax (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1995). Now out of print.


RUSSELL BAKER
Growing Up
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Russell Baker, the distinguished former columnist of The New York Times, was born in the backwater town of Morrisonville, Virginia. His mother, Lucy Elizabeth, was a schoolteacher; his father, Benny, was a stonemason and laborer and a member of the extended Baker clan that dominated the little town.

This deeply affecting memoir of Baker's early years follows the author from Morrisonville, through the death of his father, living for years with an uncle's family in New Jersey, moving to Baltimore, and at last to his mother's remarriage and a home of her own. Many people talk about the effects of the Depression, but this memoir makes clear what it entailed: living with relatives, charity, backbreaking work when it was available, hopes for the future.

Morrisonville in the 1920s had no electricity or other utilities. The lifestyle of the town hadn't changed substantially in a hundred years: The women worked like serfs in the garden and the home, the men (at least those who stayed away from moonshine) did what work they could, and entertainment was limited to church and extended family. One of the Bakers' neighbors, Annie, was born a slave and had been freed by Mr. Lincoln. With medical care spotty and inadequate in the days before penicillin and most vaccines, death was a frequent visitor, arriving at all times and places to take young and old alike. Some of the locals relied on a kind of witchcraft called “powwowing,” an attempt to talk away disease and wounds of all kinds. A job on the railroad in Brunswick, Maryland, the nearest real town, was the pinnacle of success. Baker had an uncle there whose house included indoor plumbing, the first that Baker had ever seen. (In Morrisonville, a two-hole privy with a Montgomery Ward catalog was considered the top of the line.)

Grandma Baker disapproved of her daughter-in-law, perhaps because of her learning, perhaps because Baker had been conceived prior to the couple's marriage. In any event, death came soon enough to his father, a diabetic, and for Baker, at five, the world was changed forever. His youngest sister was given up for adoption to his uncle and aunt in Brunswick, and he, his mother, and his sister Doris moved to the house of his Uncle Allen and Aunt Pat in Newark, New Jersey.

It is here that the role of the Depression becomes clear. What was to be a temporary stay while the family got on its feet lasted for years. His mother finally got a job in an A&P laundry for staff uniforms and was able to contribute something to Uncle Allen's household finances and to save for her dreams of the future. Baker suffered the hard knocks of urban life both in Newark and in the gritty suburb of Belleville, to which Uncle Allen and Aunt Pat moved. (The Belleville News had the honor of printing Baker's first publication, a schoolboy essay on wheat, largely ghosted by his determined mother.) The role of relatives in hard times was substantial: Anyone with a decent job was expected to help others in the family. In addition to the Bakers, Uncle Allen and Aunt Pat's household included Uncle Charley, who had never worked except for a brief stint on the Brooklyn Eagle and, it seems, was not expected to work again. For a time it also included Uncle Hal, a failed businessman with romantic schemes for financial success in the walnut veneer industry. Idiosyncracies abounded: Uncle Hal liked to have a bicarbonate of soda after each meal, followed by a tremendous belch to clean out the poisons. Everyone told stories, many embroidered, and Baker learned early to listen to adults with a skeptical ear, a talent that served him well as a Washington correspondent. The one great success in the family, who apparently had little to do with his down-at-heel relatives, was Edwin James, a cousin of Lucy Elizabeth's, who was the managing editor of and a columnist for the Times.

The family moved to Baltimore as part of a harebrained business scheme of Uncle Hal's, which wasted part of the Baker family's small savings. There were more Depression hard knocks for the family, but with the help of Lucy Elizabeth's determination and their relatives, things turned out well. Lucy Elizabeth, who constantly pushed Baker in his studies, had her great success when Baker was accepted at an elite Baltimore high school. He then got to Johns Hopkins on scholarship, enlisted in the Navy Air Corps, and became a pilot, though he missed overseas service (to his mother's intense relief) because the war ended. After college, Baker started on the Baltimore Sun at the bottom of the ladder, phoning police news in to rewrite men. Ultimately he rose to become one of these himself, and he met and finally married Mimi, an enterprise that involved an unduly extended courtship. The book chronologically ends at this point, concluding with a later memory of a visit to his mother, bereft of her mental links to the outside world.

Baker says that he wanted to write this book for his own family, realizing how little he knew about his own forebears and wanting to pass on the meaning and circumstances of his own life. What Baker's memoir makes us realize is how close to misery, failure, and illness everyone is, and how things such as a strong mother and a good high school—clichés though they be—make a huge difference in life. We also see how Baker got his ability to be humorous and to judge the great with a level eye. He early learned to see buffoonery, overstatement, and lies for what they were. In his days with the Times, Baker's writing was at a uniformly high level, something not easy for a columnist to achieve as part of the weekly grind. What made Baker's work successful was his generally humorous and skeptical attitude, combined with the colorful background of an extended Southern family and, just perhaps, his mother's insistence that he should achieve something in life. We are in his debt for making this memoir available to us, and we may be forgiven for thinking that the picture that he draws of himself, as a generally ineffectual layabout, is just possibly not the whole truth.

Russell Baker (1925–). Growing Up (New York: Congden and Weed, 1982). Penguin paperback reprint, 1995.


LOUIS BEGLEY
Wartime Lies
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This breathtaking novel tells the story of how two fiercely determined and resourceful young people—a boy and his aunt—managed to survive the Holocaust in Poland throughout World War II.

The tale opens in the 1930s in a small Polish city, where the young boy Maciek lives with his family in great comfort and security. Highly assimilated, the family consider themselves Jewish Poles, not so different from their friends and neighbors who are Catholic Poles. (The distinction, soon to come, between “Poles” and “Jews” would make no sense to them.) Maciek's father is a doctor, a member of the local gentry; Maciek's mother died in childbirth, but her younger sister, Aunt Tania, lives with the family. There are many servants, especially Maciek's beloved nanny, Zosia. His grandparents—Tania's delicate, querulous mother and her fierce, irrepressible father—visit often. Maciek's family becomes increasingly aware of the rising tide of Polish anti-Semitism and of the danger of invasion from Hitler's Germany; like many others, they find the implications of these facts impossible to believe and delay trying to find ways to leave the country until it is too late. With the German invasion, the retreating Russians draft Maciek's father as a military doctor and take him away.

As her comfortable world collapses around her, Tania, hitherto regarded even by her mother as willful and spoiled, emerges as a different sort of figure entirely. Vowing to do whatever is necessary to ensure the survival of what remains of her family, she learns quickly to be devious, resourceful, brave, and above all self-disciplined; nothing is going to distract her from her task.

Arrangements are made; her ailing mother must be hidden, her father must make his way to Warsaw to assume a new identity. She and Maciek will become Catholic Poles, mother and son, with forged papers and forged personalities to match. Tania becomes the mistress of a sympathetic German officer; when he is betrayed, she and Maciek flee to Warsaw, just ahead of the Gestapo. There they stay for a while in reasonable security, but Tania worries constantly that Maciek will not be able to maintain the fabric of lies that cloaks their lives—he is, after all, still a young, sensitive, and impressionable child. Hardship becomes routine; witnessed atrocities are important only as things to be avoided for oneself. Again and again they must flee from danger into the unknown. With discipline, nerve, and luck, through many adventures and hair-raising escapes, Tania and Maciek manage to survive the war but at a cost that will take a long time to reckon.

This vivid story is told entirely from the viewpoint of Maciek and entirely in narrative, with not a single line of dialogue. Framing passages in italics at the beginning and end of the book make clear that the story is told not in the voice of the child that Maciek had been at the time, but as the interior monologue of a much older man who, through a multiplicity of lies in wartime and beyond, has shed Maciek's identity entirely and become someone else. (Our narrator, a cultivated and ironical observer of his own past, makes clear his detachment by comparing his memories to the voyeurism of Dante and Virgil as they tour the circles of Hell in The Inferno.) This allows Begley to accomplish the very deft literary trick of maintaining the narrative point of view of Maciek the child while endowing the narrative itself with a maturity and depth that are anything but childish.

Wartime Lies apparently is based to some extent on Begley's own childhood. Born Ludwik Begleiter in Poland, he did in fact survive the war with the aid of papers describing him as Aryan. But Begley has been very reticent about his own past and has expressed the hope that whatever germ of personal experience lies behind his novel will not distract readers from what is essentially a work of fiction.

Louis Begley, like Louis Auchincloss (see p. 13), is a successful New York lawyer who has become famous as a writer. In Begley's case, the legal career preceded the literary one by many years; Wartime Lies, published in 1991, was his first novel. Its publication was greeted with a chorus of praise. Begley has published five subsequent novels, all of them dealing with the personal and professional lives of men somewhat like himself—men who are rich and successful, live in New York, summer in the Hamptons, and feel at home in Venice and Rome. Are these, one wonders, somehow incarnations of the man Maciek has become, successful, insecure, ungrounded in any true sense of self?

It would, we think, be a mistake to look for straightforward autobiography in Begley's work. It is rather that in each of his books Begley seems to invent for himself an alternative autobiography that rings true in an uncanny way, as if the author's characters were all metamorphoses of his own psyche. The slight air of detachment and restraint that, along with a suffusion of slightly perverse eroticism, is the hallmark of his writing heightens the impression of psychological truth by seeming to hold something back. Begley's later novels amply confirm the promise of Wartime Lies, and he is now widely regarded as one of America's finest living novelists; of his other novels, we recommend especially About Schmidt.

Louis Begley (1933–), Wartime Lies (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991). The Ballantine paperback reprint (1992) is widely available.
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