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            “You can live in the most democratic country on earth, and if you are lazy, obtuse, or servile within yourself, you are not free”
            
 
            IGNAZIO SILONE, 1955
            
 
            
                

            
 
            To this list should be added “and if you do not love reading”
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 BORN INTO THE MAGIC REALM

 
 
 My father was Joseph Roy Flynn, born in 1885, one of seven children who survived to maturity. Like most Irish-American families of the day, he and his four brothers all went into factory work between the ages of eleven and fourteen, so none of them got a high-school education. My grandfather was too proud to put his daughters into Anglo-Saxon homes as servants, so Aunt Marie and Aunt Lucy did finish high school.
 
 
 My father’s first job was in the Rumsey-Sycamore Bed Spring Factory. In 1900, when he was fifteen, the boss put up a sign that said, “If this county goes for William Jennings Bryan [the more liberal candidate for President], there will be no work for two weeks.” They voted for Bryan and were locked out for two weeks.
 
 In their youth, all seven siblings worked as wandering actors in a troupe that offered plays—The Trials of the Working Girl, Ingomar, the Barbarian, The Hunchback of Notre Dame—around small-town Missouri. This was about 1910. However, they advanced to the professions because in those days credentialing was absent, and you could actually better yourself without an irrelevant college degree.
 
 
 My father and two of his brothers became especially well-educated because, despite lack of formal education, they loved to read. My Uncle Ed read at night on a naval ship in World War I. Family legend has it that he used a torch, or flashlight. These were available by 1911 but it is possible he used a ship’s lantern. As a result of his reading, he was one of six enlisted men who passed an exam to qualify for officer’s training. Later he left the navy to become one of the most distinguished real estate entrepreneurs in Washington, D.C. He handled the famous Watergate Apartments where the break-in occurred that eventually led to the downfall of President Richard Nixon. He was the only one of the boys who did not have an alcohol problem, a disease prominent among Irish-American males (read Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey Into Night). Uncle Henry was a distinguished journalist whose life and career were ruined by alcoholism. Uncle Jack became a naval commander who drank himself to death on Guam. I do not know whether Uncle Paul liked to read, although he did work at the Library of Congress.
 
 
 My own generation, with one exception, has been largely exempt, so alcoholism is not in our genes. (Maybe reading is.) I suspect that since we were all college graduates the struggle to reach our potential was less grim. Perhaps it was just our professions because in the past the military and journalism were staffed by hard-drinking men (there were no women). Journalism was on the fringe of social respectability. The police were corrupt and did not like reporters saying so, which meant there were risks. My father’s teeth on one side of his lower jaw were damaged when a policeman hit him with a blackjack. 
 
 
 My father was a drunk but not an alcoholic. He got drunk most evenings but was always sober the next day for work and was never jailed for public drunkenness. He often went to the police station to bail out his brothers. He was an excellent journalist but was out of work for about six years during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Like so many others, he was rescued by the onset of World War II, when he entered public service as a press-relations expert. Of all the family, he loved reading the most. He became highly educated, with a vocabulary larger than my own. To show off, he would do The New York Times’ crossword puzzle in ink, just to advertise that he never made mistakes. He loved reading aloud, and when I was four read me all the novels of Charles Dickens. So I was born to reading. It simply never occurred to me not to read for pleasure.
 
 
 TEENAGERS AND UNIVERSITIES
 
 I have been a university lecturer for fifty-four years, and have taught at the University of Otago for the last forty-four. I have enjoyed my teaching more than I can say. But one thing has troubled me greatly. At universities in both America and New Zealand, universities such as Wisconsin State, Maryland, Cornell, Canterbury and Otago, I have noticed a trend: fewer and fewer students read great works of literature.
 
 
 This is true even of my brightest students. It was true at Cornell, a university so élite that everyone was a bright student. Ask students what novelist they like the best and you get a blank, or some reference to the author of airport trash. And it is not just students: many of the university professors who are my colleagues no longer read outside the professional literature. Thus, if you read great books, as my Uncle Ed did by torchlight, you will know more than many university professors.
 
 
 What has happened to young people from my time to this time? In 2008 and 2009 I was at the Russell Sage Foundation in New York City and studied test trends on vocabulary in America. The tests did not include specialized vocabulary, but sampled the vocabulary used in everyday life. Between 1948 and 2006, adults had made huge gains but schoolchildren, including those in their teens, had made very marginal gains. If we assume that the two age groups were similar in 1948, teenagers have fallen far behind: today fewer than nineteen percent of them have a non-specialized vocabulary that overlaps with that of the top fifty percent of their parents. I refer to their active vocabulary, the words they can use when they initiate a conversation. Passive vocabulary refers to the words you can understand when someone else uses them. Here the gulf between teenager and adult has grown very little, if at all.
 
 In sum, in 1948 teenagers could both understand and use the vocabularies of their parents. In 2006 they could understand their parents but, to a surprising degree, could not initiate a conversation using adult language. The damage is not permanent: they make up some of the gap if they go to university, and a few years after they have entered the world of work they make up the rest.
 
 
 I have spoken of teenagers. As late as 1950, the term “teenager” did not exist. Those aged thirteen to nineteen wanted to become adults and enjoy the privileges of adults, such as lack of supervision and an income of their own. I never had money in my pocket except that given me by my parents for a specific purpose, say to do an errand or see a film. Today there is something called teenage subculture, and its members have the prerogatives of adulthood without the responsibilities. They have enormous purchasing power and, thanks to the automobile, a privacy that relieves them of close supervision. This subculture is so attractive that some young adults want to remain in it through their twenties and even their thirties, as parents who wish their aging children would get a job and move away from home are well aware.
 
 
 Teenage subculture has developed its own English dialect. However, I had never realized that it had become so insulated that its members were not being socialized into their society’s speech community.
 
 It is an audio culture with a constant surround of popular music. It is a visual culture with leisure spent on the web and watching TV and films. Computer games are mesmerizing. Recently a sixteen-year-old killed his eighteen-year-old brother over access to PlayStation. No teenager in recent years has killed another in an argument over who was to get to read Tolstoy’s War and Peace. Their subculture does not put a high priority on reading literature that requires concentration and wide general knowledge. After all, you are unlikely to enjoy War and Peace if the vocabulary is unfamiliar and you do not know who Napoléon was or where Russia is. The book runs to five volumes and 640 pages. If you love reading, you like long books because you never want a good book to end. If you read only as a last resort, when you cannot use electronic devices on an airplane, you will prefer to read a magazine about Paris Hilton.
 
 
 I suggest that teenage culture not only gives young people a vocabulary gap, but also creates a love-of-reading deficit. While the former is closed with age, all too often the latter persists throughout life. Going to university does not do much good. Each university department assigns specialized reading within its field, and the more reading assigned the less time students have for leisure reading. If neither teenage nor university subcultures inculcate a love of reading, conveyancing in a law office is not going to step into the breach.
 
 THE MAGIC REALM
 
 This book will take you into a world far more wonderful than the world of work and entertainment. At university I try to make converts by assigning works of literature that shed light on human psychology, history or philosophy. Some students respond by asking me to give them lists of books. Well, here is your list. But I also want to make converts of those who have not yet gone or will never go to university.
 
 
 The educational establishment may ignore you but I will not. I remember my own family and how they educated themselves. Many in my running club have never been to university. Some of them are among the most intelligent and intellectually curious people I know. Some of them are better informed than university students about almost everything, except the narrow knowledge a graduate gets from majoring in physics or commerce or engineering. Some of my running companions know who Hitler was. As for my students, I once set an exam question about tyranny in the twentieth century. Only a few students could volunteer Hitler’s name. The history of Germany from 1918 to 1945 is the story of how this man helped change what was perhaps the most civilized nation in Europe into an engine of cruelty almost beyond comprehension. Fortunately, a great novelist has charted the period for you: Erich Maria Remarque.
 
 
 Let me convince you that you can make time to read. Read for forty minutes before bed each night to clear your mind of the day’s concerns. Start with five great novels: Isaac Bashevis Singer, The Slave; Thornton Wilder, The Bridge of San Luis Rey; F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby; Erich Maria Remarque, Spark of Life; and Calder Willingham, End as a Man. I will make a bet: at least two of these will move you to tears and awaken emotions beyond anything pop culture can do.
 
 
 LEARNING TO BE FREE
 
 In a book in press, I try to give people the concepts they need to comprehend the complexities of the modern world. I want them to be free. I want them to be able to understand the world, rather than just be swept along by the river of time with no real comprehension of what is happening to them. But I stress that a full toolkit of concepts is not enough. You need to know something about science, and nations other than your own and their histories, and the human condition.
 
 I am going to try to convince you that learning about the world can be delightful, because it can be done by reading for pleasure: novels, histories so well-written that they read like novels, poetry, and plays. In addition, there are some films you should try to see. I have chosen books not only for artistic merit but also for their power to educate. This means I have excluded some of the greatest novels ever written: their content would not acquaint you with a particular time or place. And I have included some books that are merely entertaining (only a few) because they are informative. The numbered works, those that will at least entertain, come to 200. Does that sound like a lot? Don’t think of it that way. Education is a lifelong quest. Select out the ones you think you would enjoy, read them one by one, and luxuriate in the pleasure. The lot would take you only about five years if you read an hour or so a night.
 
 
 They will help you to liberate yourself. You can know enough accounting to help a corporation evade their taxes, own a large house and drive an expensive car, and yet be no freer than a medieval serf, buffeted about by social forces he could not comprehend. Or you can enter a magic realm in which people are more interesting, informed, amusing and intelligent than anyone you encounter in everyday life. You can learn about our past, its wars and triumphs, you can learn about our time, its sins and joys, about America, Britain, the Russian soul, and why we will all have to settle for less if our planet is to survive. 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 SCIENCE AND EARLY CIVILIZATION

 
 
 I will recommend some books that are not about mainstream science but are too good to miss. One of these is C. L. Barber, The Story of Language (1). Barber’s views on the origins of language are interesting, but the main theme is how one small cluster of closely interrelated dialects—called Proto-Indo-European—that were spoken some seven thousand years ago in the vicinity of the Caspian Sea is the ancestor of most of the major languages of Europe, Iran and India, languages that are today the native tongues of approximately three billion people. In the process of discussing how these languages originated, Barber will introduce you to the prehistory of Europe.
 
 
 The ancient Greeks invented the mathematics and science that led to Newton and Einstein: see the relevant chapters of Hugh Lloyd-Jones, The Greek World (2). They will awaken in you an admiration of Archimedes as a genius perhaps unsurpassed in our civilization: “so great a mathematician it seems impertinent to praise him.” He solved geometrical problems that involve leaps of the imagination so breathtaking that he may have had at his disposal mathematical techniques not “discovered” until the seventeenth century. I suspect that you will not be able to resist reading the whole book and will thus learn about classical Greece in general. 
 
 
 A wonderful book in its own right and a window on pre-classical Greece is John Chadwick’s The Decipherment of Linear B (3). It tells the tragic story of Michael Ventris, who died in a car crash in 1956 at the age of thirty-four. Before his death, he translated—with Chadwick’s help—tablets from Knossos, an ancient city on the island of Crete. Ventris had a remarkable gift for languages; he spoke six European languages and read Latin and classical Greek. The brilliant deductions that led him to discover that Linear B was in fact pre-Homeric Greek read like a detective story. He established that the great civilization of ancient Crete was part of the mainland Mycenaean Greek civilization that preceded the dark ages of Greece and Homer.
 
 
 To get the full story of how mathematics evolved from its earliest beginnings to the discovery of calculus by Newton and Leibnitz, read Alfred Hooper, Makers of Mathematics (4). Appropriately, there is a picture of an abacus on the cover. It is thought some such computational device led the Arabs to the crucial concept of zero as a number, rather than as the absence of anything.
 
 
 This book will make you appreciate how much the progress of mathematics has depended on the development of mathematical notation. Originally problems were stated in prose. Imagine you had to solve a problem such as this: There is a number such that if the whole of it is added to one-seventh of it, the result will be nineteen. The Egyptian solution to this problem consists of a complex series of steps developed in a long essay leading to the conclusion that, if 16 and 17 were separated by eight “leaps”, then the number would be at the fifth leap between them. We would simply write: x + x/7 = 19. Then the solution is easy. Take both sides of the equation times 7. This gives 7x + 1x = 7 × 19 (or 133). Thus 8x = 133, which means x = 16 5/8.
 
 
 Cosmology has to do with the origins, history and dynamics of the physical universe, blending together what we know from astronomy to subatomic particles. Its development from the ancient Babylonians through Newton is wonderfully told in Arthur Koestler’s The Sleepwalkers (5). The sections on Galileo and Kepler are particularly good. You will come away with some sympathy with Cardinal Bellarmine’s treatment of Galileo. Thanks to Galileo’s assumption that the planets moved in circles rather than ellipses, putting the sun at the center of the solar system led to absurdities such as the Earth going around an empty point in space near the sun. The book’s first page offers a sample of Koestler’s prose:
 
 
 
 We can add to our knowledge, but we cannot subtract from it. When I try to see the universe as a Babylonian saw it around 300 BC, I must grope my way back to my own childhood. At the age of about four … I remember an occasion when my father pointed his finger at the white ceiling, which was decorated with a frieze of dancing figures, and explained that God was up there, watching me. I immediately became convinced that the dancers were God and henceforth addressed my prayers to them, asking them for protection against the terrors of day and night. Much in the same manner, I like to imagine, did the luminous figures on the dark ceiling of the world appear as living divinities to Babylonians and Egyptians. The Twins, the Bear, the Serpent were as familiar to them as my fluted dancers to me; they were thought to be not very far away, and they held power of life and death, harvest and rain. 
 

 
 
 Having reached Newton, you may want to read the excellent biography by Richard Westfall, The Life of Isaac Newton (6). Newton himself was less concerned with physics and mathematics than with the perversion of monotheism perpetuated by orthodox Christianity—the doctrine of the Trinity. Lisa Jardine in The Curious Life of Robert Hooke (7) will expose you to a genius who anticipated the concepts of Newton’s new physics but simply did not have the mathematics to capitalize on his intuitions.
 
 
 All was not theory. In The Lunar Men: The Friends Who Made the Future (8), Jenny Uglow portrays the men who formed the Lunar Society of Birmingham—toymaker Matthew Boulton, potter Josiah Wedgwood, James Watt, Joseph Priestley, Erasmus Darwin and others—who invented the kind of things that kick-started the Industrial Revolution. A few of their inventions, such as Erasmus Darwin’s mechanical talking mouth, were not productive. 
 
 
 Post-Newtonian mathematics is for specialists, but there are many good books about post-Newtonian cosmology. My favorite is John Gribbin, In Search of the Big Bang (9). Gribbin tells the story of how two theories, Einstein’s general theory of relativity (about the universe writ large) and quantum physics (about the minute world within the atom) came together to tell us that the universe began as a “big bang”, when something infinitesimally small exploded to expand rapidly. At that time, gravity, the electromagnetic force, the nuclear force and the weak force were as yet undifferentiated, and if we can unlock the dynamics of the big bang we will have equations that unite all the forces of nature.
 
 
 Gribbin writes of perhaps the most exciting moment of the twentieth century, when scientists realized that the radiation being picked up by Bell Laboratory’s radio telescope was something that had originated near the beginning of the universe. The big bang universe was incredibly hot, but about 13.7 billion years ago, only 380,000 years after its inception, it cooled to the point that radiation decoupled from matter. The radiation unleashed is now very cool, thanks to the huge expansion of the universe. But it is a direct snapshot of the universe as it was billions of years before it had evolved creatures capable of picturing it.
 
 In The Universe: A Biography (10), Gribbin updates his earlier work and paints a broad canvas from the origin of the universe to the origin of life to beyond the end of the universe. He has also written good biographies of Newton and Einstein. Another book, David Bodanis’s, E=mc2: A Biography of the World’s Most Famous Equation (11), does a good job of explaining one of Einstein’s three great discoveries and the role played by his predecessors, Maxwell, Faraday and Lavoisier.
 
 
 Another dominant scientific theory is, of course, the theory of evolution. The most readable account of Darwin’s life is Charles Darwin (12) by Adrian Desmond, James Moore and Janet Browne. It shows that the theory of evolution was not the diabolical concoction of a wicked man, but something forced on a good man by facts and logic. The description of the political, social and religious life of the time is excellent, although I am not entirely convinced that they influenced Darwin as directly as argued.
 
 
 The best account of the current theory is Richard Dawkins’ The Blind Watchmaker (13). The eighteenth-century theologian William Paley said that if he found a watch on the heath he would instantly postulate the existence of a watchmaker. Dawkins shows that complex organs such as eyes and wings need not have popped into existence as they are today. They evolved from humble beginnings (like a light-sensitive spot) through small mutations over long periods of time, with each mutation leaving the organ better adapted to promote survival than before. He explains why eagles can see better than humans do, why bats hear better, and why sharks have a better sense of smell. 
 
 
 Two books about evolution ought to be read as object lessons as to how great biologists who are philosophically naïve try to use it as a basis for ethics: George Gaylord Simpson’s The Meaning of Evolution (14) and Evolution in Action (15) by Julian Huxley, Aldous Huxley’s brother. Try to pick the flaw in their arguments. The key is that merely because something is a trend in evolution does not make it a good guide for human conduct. Just because the planets have (almost) circular orbits does not mean people should run around in circles.
 
 
 You will find social science books under other headings, but as for social evolution, read Christopher Hallpike, How We Got Here: From Bows and Arrows to the Space Age (16). Hallpike stresses the role of the evolution of the human mind (not brain) in human development over the last 10,000 years. His earlier work was one of the inspirations of my book What is Intelligence?, which tells the story of how our minds have altered over just the last hundred years.
 
 
 A book by Jared Diamond appeared in two editions. The original title was The Rise and Fall of the Third Chimpanzee: How Our Animal Heritage Affects the Way We Live (17). A later title is The Third Chimpanzee: The Evolution and Future of the Human Animal. Diamond explains why one species came to dominate its closest relatives, the chimpanzees, and why one group of humans, Eurasians, came to dominate the world. He discusses how the first contact between unequal civilizations almost always results in genocide (and yet we keep sending out space probes alerting advanced civilizations to our existence and location), and why technology may cause environmental degradation leading to extinction.
 
 
 Diamond wrote another book, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed (18). He searched history for societies faced with the possibility of environmental extinction, and analyzed both those that could not adapt and those that did. (There are a few success stories.) He will convince you that we are faced with an environmental crisis, even if you are a skeptic (as I am not) about global warming. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 AMERICAN HISTORY

 
 
 Just as Britain was the dominant power before 1914, America has been the dominant power since 1945. For fun—I am not sure it will really teach you much about America—read Calder Willingham’s The Gates of Hell (19), a book of short stories and non-fiction that transcends the author’s Southern origins. Today Willingham is largely forgotten, but he had a biting wit that showed through in screenplays ranging from Paths of Glory to The Graduate. He is irreverent in ways that offended sensibilities at the time (he presents openly gay characters) and will still offend some today (he sends up love manuals about women being divine instruments like violins).
 
 
 A close second is Terry Southern, The Magic Christian (20). My favorite story is the altered version of The Best Years Of Our Lives, a cloying film about a man who comes back from World War II with metal hands. In the doctored version, there is a tender scene in which you see his mechanical hands groping beneath his fiancée’s skirt.
 
 
 Also for pure enjoyment, read The Secret History (21) by Donna Tartt. The students (who end up murdering one of their number) are too special to be representative of American undergraduates, but the writing is great. If you want a graphic portrait of contemporary American college life, go to Tom Wolfe, I Am Charlotte Simmons (22). However, the greatest novel in this genre is Calder Willingham, End as a Man (23). The boys are so real they practically pop out of the pages.
 
 
 To learn American political history, read Gore Vidal’s series of novels Burr, 1876, Lincoln, Empire, Hollywood, and The Golden Age. Lincoln (24) gives the best short account of the Civil War ever written. The extent of sympathy in Washington, D.C. for the South is nicely portrayed, and makes it clear that the only odd thing about the assassination of Abraham Lincoln is that it did not occur earlier. Read the histories of Bruce Catton for detail. All of the trilogy Mr. Lincoln’s Army, Glory Road and A Stillness at Appomattox (25) are good, but the last is wonderful. The description of the deflation felt by black troops when it was decided their lives were “too precious” to risk is very affecting. Catton’s The Centennial History of the Civil War (26) fills in the social, economic and political context of the war.
 
 
 To understand the social and economic history of America you need to know what it has been like to be poor and working-class in America. The life of girls employed in the textile industry in the early nineteenth century is the theme of Samuel Hopkins Adams’ Sunrise to Sunset (27). The title was the slogan of the bosses who said God had set the length of the working day, although this did not prevent them from bringing lamps into the factories when sunset came too soon for their taste. The girls tended to die young from the impurities in the air, but there were plenty more where they came from and they were cheaper to feed than men.
 
 
 In his portrait of perhaps the greatest American who ever lived, The Bending Cross: A Biography of Eugene Victor Debs (28), Ray Ginger tells of the unequal struggle between labor and capital at the turn of the century—with troops mowing down strikers. It is little wonder that the IWW (Industrial Workers of the World) hijacked a train and drove it through the capital of Colorado in an attempt to assassinate the governor. (They got his chauffeur instead.)
 
 
 The IWW published the Little Red Songbook. Get a copy if you can because it has some wonderful songs: “I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night” (“The copper bosses killed you Joe, They shot you, Joe,” says I. … And smiling with his eyes, Joe says, “What they forgot to kill went on to organize”); “The Preacher and the Slave”; “Might was Right” (“Might was right when Christ was hanged”); “Portland Revolution” (“And not a thing is moving, only Mayor Baker’s bowels”). There are tributes to martyrs: murdered by the lumber trust; killed by a sheriff’s posse on the free speech ship Verona. And to Frank Little, half Indian, half white man, all IWW. The back cover advertises sheet music handsomely done in appropriate colors. I have always wondered what the appropriate colors were for the combination “Child Laborers’ Spring Song” and “Ancient Jewish Lullaby”.
 
 
 E. L. Doctorow is a great novelist. In Ragtime (29), he uses a middle-class family who live in New Rochelle, New York to weave a panorama of what mattered in and to America from 1902 to 1914. Many characters are historical figures, including Harry Houdini, J. P. Morgan, Henry Ford, the anarchist Emma Goldman, Booker T. Washington, the Mexican revolutionary Emiliano Zapata, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Archduke Franz Ferdinand, whose assassination began World War I. It sounds awful but it is done wonderfully well. There is a black man named Coalhouse Walker whose crusade for justice attains success the moment before, probably at his own invitation, the police shoot him. Exhausted, he has no will left to live or fight. For the heyday of organized crime in America, see Doctorow’s Billy Bathgate (30). Billy’s Depression life is interrupted when he becomes a minor player in the gang of mobster Dutch Schultz.
 
 
 The major work of John Dos Passos is the U.S.A. trilogy (31), comprising the novels The 42nd Parallel, 1919, and The Big Money. The trilogy tells the stories of twelve fictional characters, and adds short biographies of people such as Woodrow Wilson and Henry Ford, to cover the evolution of American society during the first three decades of the twentieth century. Read about the terrible Dust Bowl, the great drought that hit the south-west in the 1920s, in John Steinbeck’s, The Grapes of Wrath (32). The film with Henry Fonda is well worth seeing too. Jane Darwell gives an unforgettable performance as Ma Joad, the mother of the displaced family going to California. She had other great roles but once was reduced to playing a supporting role to Fabian in Hound Dog Man. Such is Hollywood. Do not neglect Steinbeck’s short novels such as Cannery Row and Tortilla Flat.
 
 
 In Saul Bellow, The Adventures of Augie March (33), you get the flavor of the Great Depression of the 1930s. The opening sentences foreshadow both the book’s strong characters and its style, the latter marred by pretension and the irritating need of the author to show how well-educated he is: “I am an American, Chicago-born—Chicago, that somber city—and go at things as I have taught myself, free-style.… But a man’s character is his fate, says Heraclitus, and in the end there isn’t any way to disguise the nature of the knocks by acoustical work on the door or gloving the knuckles.” To bring the fate of unskilled workers in America up to date, read the section in Tom Wolfe, A Man in Full (34) about the character who works in a suicidal freezing unit.
 
 
 Americans fighting in World War II are sent up in the great comic novel Catch-22 (35) by Joseph Heller. The scene in which a military court tries a soldier who has dared to criticize an officer is excellent. While on parade, the soldier turns to his left rather than to his right and brushes the sleeve of the man next to him. He is charged with felonious assault, attempted murder, and liking classical music. The colonel presiding over the court rises up “like a gigantic belch” and says he wants to tear the defendant’s “stinking, cowardly body limb from limb”. (The colonel has not yet heard the charge.) The court recorder Popinjay irritates the colonel and is sent to the Solomon Islands to bury corpses. Heller’s other novels needed editing, but he has a nice touch in Good as Gold. Gold is a Jew who believes Henry Kissinger was far too wicked to really be a Jew; he treasures newspaper reports such as one about Kissinger eating a ham sandwich.
 
 
 A serious novel about the war is the one good novel by Norman Mailer, The Naked and the Dead (36). Mailer’s later works developed his thoughts about the need for women to think they may die in childbirth to enjoy sex, and the “fact” that you catch cancer through cowardice. He wrote a wonderful account of the Emile Griffith versus Benny “Kid” Paret prizefight, which ended in death. That was the sort of thing he found congenial. He ruined his campaign for mayor of New York by stabbing his wife with an ice pick.
 
 
 However, I must not be too holier than thou. When I belonged to the US Socialist Party, we ran a charismatic local black for mayor. A comrade met him during a fight in a bar. He was not difficult to recruit. At that time, when black children in New Haven were shown a teddy bear, forty percent of them identified it as a giant rat. Some children used to have their noses or lips bitten off by rats. White children living in poor black neighborhoods were not immune: my wife’s elder sister used to terrify her by wiggling her foot under the covers of their bed and saying it was a rat. 
 
 
 The candidate irritated his wife by pawning things to finance his campaign, and when he went home to get his pistol to pawn she shot him. When taken to the hospital, he and others concocted a false story to protect her and the police tossed them all in jail. The party to raise funds for their defense was noisy. A policeman came to investigate, and the black guy who opened the door knocked him out and threw him into a closet without telling anyone. Other police came and found him. By now, the entire local committee of the Socialist Party was in jail. This took some of the bloom off our “good government” campaign.
 
 
 In Philip Milton Roth, America found its voice about life from World War II to the present. The hysteria of the Cold War anti-communist witch-hunt is caught in I Married a Communist (37): “Mommy, there are men in our house who are speaking Russian.” The first volume of the second Zuckerman trilogy, American Pastoral (38), tells of a virtuous man, Seymour “Swede” Levov, and the purgatory he endures after his daughter becomes a terrorist during the late 1960s, and then a Janist starving herself to death because it is wrong to kill and eat living things.
 
 
 All of Roth’s novels are good. The Anatomy Lesson has a minor character who makes pornographic films, but has principles: “There are some things I won’t do, like showing women having sex with dogs. A dog is never the same after that—it scrambles their brains completely.” Operation Shylock: A Confession will convince you that not all Jewish-Americans are Israeli chauvinists. 
 
 
 There is a host of regional literature. About the early south-west United States, Willa Cather’s Death Comes for the Archbishop (39) is gripping, and has some striking characters, such as the priest who enslaves the native population, only to be executed by them after he accidentally kills one of his servants. His dinner guests see what is coming and hastily abandon him. About the small-town Midwest, read Sherwood Anderson Winesburg, Ohio (40). The book is much resented in Ohio but eventually Anderson was punished: he choked to death on an olive in a martini. (The olive had a toothpick in it.)
 
 
 William Faulkner’s novels are set in Mississippi. His style is too convoluted for my taste but he introduces a wide array of characters: slaves, their descendants, poor whites, and southern aristocrats. His most readable novel is The Sound and the Fury (41), perhaps because most of it is told through the mouths of ordinary people (if any of his characters can be considered ordinary): Dilsey, who is a black servant, and three brothers, one of whom describes the period leading up to his suicide, and another of whom is mentally handicapped (and whose style suffers thereby).
 
 
 After he received the Nobel Prize, Faulkner gave money to help black students attend Rust College in Holly Springs, Mississippi. The money might have been better spent out of state. Since 1866, Rust College has had few distinguished alumni. There was a Methodist bishop (class of 1902), a really good operatic soprano (circa 1920), and a pop singer (circa 1977). Ida Bell Wells attended the college but did not actually graduate: the president expelled her for having a rebellious spirit. He was correct. She refused to give up her seat on a train in 1884, thus anticipating the black woman who, almost seventy years later, refused to give up her seat on a bus and launched Martin Luther King. Wells was also a distinguished journalist, a civil rights militant, and a leader in the campaign against lynching.
 
 
 Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road (42) is set in Augusta, Georgia during the Great Depression. Do not see the 1941 film, which is just a vulgar comedy. Jeeter Lester is a poor white tenant farmer whose family is reduced to starvation, but who will not abandon his farm for work in the mill, where wages keep a person just above starvation. Two of the characters are deformed: one of them has a nose like that of a pig. Their main concern is that they be buried properly. For example, Jeeter is afraid that his body will be left in the storage shed, where it might be eaten by rats—his father’s face had been half-eaten by rats before his body was found. Perhaps there is something in Nietzsche’s dictum that depravity and misery are productive of great art.
 
 
 The best book on the politics of the South in the 1930s is Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men (43). It is a fictionalised account of Senator Huey Long of Louisiana, who died at the height of his power in 1935, killed either by an assassin or by his bodyguards shooting at what they thought was an assassin. Long had a program (“Share the wealth”) to help the poor that was far more ambitious and egalitarian than the “New Deal” of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. He is painted as an idealist who was forced to use every trick of corruption and patronage to advance his program. (He was a quick learner.) His possible assassin was an aristocratic idealist who could not compromise. The last straw was when he learned of Long’s affair with his sister and felt personally dishonored. The narrator is a cynical student of history—until the end, when he perceives that the source of his cynicism is a disdain for his parents based on ignorance. All of the characters are wonderful and the portrayal of the South of the day photographic.
 
 
 For a great play about the South in transition toward what it is today (somewhat less depraved), see A Streetcar Named Desire (44) by Tennessee Williams. The film with Vivien Leigh as Blanche and Marlon Brando as Stanley Kowalski is very good. Blanche is old South, but the ancestral home is gone and she goes to stay with her sister Stella, who is married to Kowalski. He is a Polish immigrant and foreshadows the new South. Blanche and Kowalski do not get on and Blanche eventually goes to an asylum. There really is a streetcar in New Orleans named Desire after its destination, Desire Street.
 
 
 Tom Wolfe’s novels have already been mentioned but I want to add that two take us to the South of today. A Man in Full shows the white élite of Atlanta, Georgia in all of its nastiness, as well as the exuberance of the new black middle class. I am Charlotte Simmons illustrates the end of the isolation of the rural South.
 
 
 The western or “cowboy” novel is considered lowbrow, but two authors showed what could be done with frontier settings. E. L. Doctorow’s first novel Welcome to Hard Times (45) describes what life was really like: grim, and no points for being a hero—they die young. The only real accomplishment is survival, and a brothel can be the growth industry that makes a town economically viable. The Robert Altman film McCabe & Mrs Miller is recommended to complete the picture.
 
 
 If you like the paintings of Andrew Wyeth or Grahame Sydney, you will like the spare style of Dorothy Johnson. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (46) contains four stories. The title story is good, but not as good as the other three. A Man Called Horse is about a British aristocrat captured by some American Indians. He is enslaved and literally treated as a horse. He wins a place in society and finds himself by helping a woman who desperately needs him if she is to survive under tribal custom. Hanging Tree charts the interaction between a man who falls in love with a helpless would-be schoolteacher and the schoolteacher’s naïveté: she squanders the help he gives her without her knowledge. Lost Sister describes the dissonance between a family and a sister who is reclaimed from the tribe that reared her, and who has no sense of self outside it. 
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