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Jayber Crow / Wendell Berry. 

 

In this novel, Jayber Crow narrates his life history, beginning with the loss of his parents in the 1918 flu epidemic.  

After their death, he is adopted by distant relatives only to have both of them die before he reaches age ten.  He is 

then sent to an orphanage where he believes he has received a call from on high to become a minister.  Sent to a 

religious academy, he soon begins to question those who manipulate Biblical verses to suit their own means.  

Leaving school, he heads back to the place he was born in Kentucky, in search of his roots and life’s purpose.  

Ending up in Port William, he becomes the town barber from 1939 until 1969.  Jayber is a marvelous creation and I 

took an instant liking to him.  Through his eyes, the reader witnesses the accelerating change that the automobile 

brought to small communities like Port William.  Farms begin to change too as the tractor and other machinery 

begin to kill off a way of life.  Berry, a well-known poet, brings to life a host of colorful neighbors that Jayber 

interacts with.  As he ages, there is a melancholy that seeps into the narrative as older friends die, and the 

community begins to shrink as children move off to job opportunities elsewhere.  For anyone who grew up in a 

small town, this book will ring true and make the reader realize all that we have lost in our rush to modernize.  This 

is a true masterpiece. 

 

Headhunter / Timothy Findley. 

 

This complex novel is set sometime in the near future.  It is a time when a new plague is sweeping across the globe.  

The disease is called sturnusemia and birds are allegedly its carrier.  In Canada, the government responds by 

forming municipal squads to hunt down flocking birds and gas them.  The story unfolds in Toronto with these 

faceless death squads always in the background.  Like the plague, another evil is unfolding in the Pankin Institute, a 

mental institute where its Psychiatrist-in-Chief, Dr. Rupert Kurtz, is conducting unethical drug experiments on 

children.  The book features a schizophrenic, one-time librarian, who believes this Kurtz is the Kurtz from Heart Of 

Darkness who she has inadvertently let escape from page 92.  And so she goes in search of a Marlow to counter this 

literary villain.  With a plot this creative, Findley had my full attention from page one. 

 

About The Author / John Colapinto. 
 

Cal Cunningham is a would-be writer, a young man who somehow never quite gets around to writing. But his 

roommate is closet writer blessed with talent, and when he is killed in a road accident, Cunningham finds a finished 

novel among the man’s possessions and decides to claim it as his own.  Once published, the book becomes a smash 

hit and is soon snatched up by Hollywood.  In a twist of fate, Cunningham meets an old love of his roommate’s and 

they become romantically involved and marry.  Life is rosy until someone turns up who knows that Cunningham 

isn’t the author he claims to be.  It is at this point the novel threatens to become standard fare.  But Colapinto 

sidesteps the “been there, seen that” syndrome and comes up with a delightful, satisfying ending. 

 

Edith And Woodrow : The Wilson White House / Phyllis Lee Levin. 

 

This tome examines the life of Woodrow Wilson, focusing primarily on his Presidency.  The heart of the book 

centers on Wilson’s romance with Edith Bolling Galt after his wife’s death in 1915.  They marry a few months after 

first meeting, and Edith soon proves to be a powerful force, coming between Wilson’s friends and advisors, 

poisoning his mind against them.  The focus of Wilson’s second term was his push for the establishment of the 

League of Nations.  The book details what took place during the Paris Peace Conference and Wilson’s campaign to  

get ratification of the treaty.  It is during a cross-country tour to win public support for passage of the treaty that the 

President suffers a devastating stroke.  In the remaining 18 months of his term, it is Edith who basically runs the 

country.  This is a fascinating book and well written.  Neither Woodrow nor Edith are portrayed as likeable 

individuals.  Anyone who disagrees with their opinion is labeled an enemy, and loyal friends are often stabbed in the 

back.  The author proves it is their inflexibility that turns Congress from adopting the Treaty of Paris.   

Who says the United States never had a women President?  

 

When Chores Were Done : Boyhood Stories ; Every Farm Tells A Story : A Tale Of Family Farm Values / 

Jerry Apps. 

 



Apps grew up on a farm in the Chain O’Lakes region in Wisconsin during the 1930s into the 1950s.  In these two 

collections of short stories he brings to life memories from those long lost days.  They make for bittersweet reading 

since the landscape he recreates is all but gone.  In some stories, set before WWII, he describes how cows were 

milked by hand, kerosene lamps provided light, and woodstoves heated farm houses, while horses provided power in 

the field.  After the war, he shows how farm life was rapidly transformed by the arrival of electricity, tractors, hay 

balers and grain combines.  Not only did this change farm work, it broke apart rural communities.  The stories are 

often humorous, but also show how difficult life was on the farm.  Despite having to constantly battle Mother Nature 

and hard times, Apps presents a convincing case that such a life offered a multitude of rewards. 

 

Doomsday Book / Connie Willis. 

 

Willis seems to like writing about time travel in her novels and that’s a good thing.  She has a flare for making such 

stories seem perfectly believable.  Set later in the Twenty-First century, Doomsday Book opens with a young English 

woman, a historian, preparing to travel back to the Fourteenth Century.  One of her professors, Mr. Dunsworthy (we 

never do learn his first name) is worried about a lone woman traveling back to such a dangerous period of history, 

and he opposes her going.  Nonetheless, she does and there is a mistake made in the “time drop.”  Rather than being 

sent to the 1420s, she is dropped into an English village in 1448, just before the Bubonic Plague--Black Death--

sweeps across England.  Back in the Twenty-First Century, a mysterious plague breaks out and prevents 

Dunsworthy from going to rescue the misplaced historian.  This is where the book truly excels, telling the two 

separate stories taking place in different centuries.  Both are riveting and Willis’ description of the “Black Death” 

epidemic is chilling.  The novel shows the  universalities of human nature in coping with the ageless issues of 

suffering and the indomitable will of the human spirit. 

 

My Uncle Napoleon / Iraj Pezeshkzad. 
 

Written in 1970, this novel is the all-time best selling work of fiction in Iran.  It was also made into a popular TV 

series in 1975.  The book is a delightful mixture of farce and slapstick, and despite its Iranian setting, it is a story 

anyone can enjoy.  The narrator is a teenage boy who is in love with his cousin Layli.  But their romance is thwarted 

by the fact that her father, Dear Uncle Napoleon, has plans for her to marry another cousin.  To prevent this, the 

unnamed nephew works to stall the event along with the help of his distant relation, Asadollah Minza.  What makes 

this book successful is its cast of colorful characters.  There is Dear Uncle Napoleon. the patriarch of the family, 

who is constantly telling tales of his battles against the British, stories clearly larger than life.  His faithful servant is 

Mash Qasem, who backs up his master’s tales and tells tall tales of his own.  Meanwhile, the narrator’s father is 

constantly feuding with My Uncle Napoleon.  Throw in an entire family of distant relations with their own unique 

quirks, and this is a farce guaranteed to bring a smile to the reader.  After this, when I hear the phrase, “going to San 

Francisco,” it is sure to draw a chuckle from me.  This book is both endearing and hilarious. 

 

The Glass Palace / Amitav Ghosh. 
 

Opening in Burma during the British invasion of that country in 1885, this sweeping epic traces the fortunes of 

several different families into the 1990s.  Numerous countries are visited along the way: Burma, India, Siam, and 

Malaya.  The primary family followed begins with Rajkumar and Dolly, a couple who meet during the British 

invasion and then are separated for years, she living with the exiled Burmese Royal family in India.  It is their love 

story that is the foundation of this novel, although certainly not its true centerpiece.  That is because the story covers 

much ground and various important characters come and go, replaced by their children in turn.  This often gives the 

book a disjointed feeling, and at times only the surface is scratched in the telling of certain events.  But Ghosh is a 

skilled novelist and the history he tells here feels very real, “lived in” so to speak.  From a historical perspective, he 

lingers longest on the events leading up to WWII and the Japanese occupation of Burma.  Many families were 

separated and rejoined until decades after the war.  This novel did not completely win me over, but it did earn my 

grudging respect for its depth and breadth. 

 

Chance In The House Of Fate / Jennifer Ackerman. 
 

What an extraordinary book! Ackerman, with the gift of a poet’s eye, has created a page turner that describes the 

scientific theory of heredity.  Here she proves that organisms from yeast to humans are powered by similar genes 

and proteins.  With remarkable descriptive skill, she uses creative imagery, poetry, and personal family experience 



to show that our microcosmic makeup isn’t unique--all life is composed of the same basics.  The book explores how 

we came to be, the importance of sex, why we age, and it explains the necessity of diseases.  This is a science book, 

no doubt, but one that is raised, by Ackerman’s writing talent, to literature as well. 

 

Never Let Me Go / Kazuo Ishiguno. 

 

Ishiguro, who won the Booker Prize for Remains of the Day, has written another novel that on the surface seems 

calm and untroubled, but something dark and troubling lurks below.  The story is narrated by Kathy, who tells in the 

early chapters of her experience attending an exclusive boarding school somewhere in the English countryside.  Yet 

as she narrates her life story, it becomes clear that the students in this school are different.  For one thing, none of 

them can ever have children.  By slow degrees, Kathy reveals what makes these young adults (herself included) 

special.  Ishiguro wraps this horrifying revelation in the mundane thoughts of a young girl more interested in her 

friends than in what the future holds in store for them all.  This gives the book a suspenseful feel and a sense of 

melancholy as Kathy looks back on her life.  It makes for an atmospheric tale, one that is both moving and alarming.  

The author does not try to explain the bigger picture, choosing instead to focus on the thoughts and feelings of the 

narrator and several of her friends.  He leaves it to the reader to express shock and grief. 

 

Balzac And The Little Chinese Seamstress / Dai Sijie. 

 

This slim novel is packed with all kinds of surprises.  Although it deals with a serious historical event, the book 

brims with the energy of youthful hopes and dreams, mixed with a liberal dose of humor.  It tells the story of two 

boys sent to the Chinese countryside during Mao’s Cultural Revolution.  Teenagers, guilty of being the sons of 

doctors, they are relocated to a remote village.  But while the conditions they live in are harsh, their zeal for life 

overcomes the drabness of their surroundings.  This includes their involvement with the beautiful daughter of a local 

tailor, a love of music and storytelling, and a cache of Western classics in Chinese translation that fall into their 

hands.  Both boys, the narrator and Luo, are delightful characters and the book has wonderful plot twists.  This is a 

story that shows that even during such a dark period of recent history, the resilience of human spirit still manages to 

manifest itself.  This is a true gem. 

 

 Saturday / Ian McEwan. 

 

Setting his novel to follow the events in a 48 year old neurosurgeon’s day off, Saturday, February 15, 2003, is a 

daring move by McEwan.  It has been done before, countless times, but it is difficult to do well, as he does here.  

Henry Perowne is a successful neurosurgeon and a contented man.  He’s happily married, loves his profession, has 

two grown children who have turned out well.  And that is one thing that makes the book work, for a change we get 

to read about someone who is truly happy.  Not that the story does not have its dark corners.  In the course of his 

day, Perowne reflects on the threat of terrorist acts in a post 9/11 world, debates the pros and cons of a possible 

upcoming American invasion of Iraq, deals with his aging mother who has dementia, as well as his own issues with 

aging.  He is also involved in a minor car accident with an aggressive hoodlum with a taste for violence.  This will 

later lead his entire family (and way of life) into danger.  But even here McEwan shows that a spark of humanity 

exists in those we think of as evil.  A day rich with music, food, love, sport, and the satisfaction of exacting work--

it’s one Saturday you won’t soon forget. 

 

John Henry Days / Colson Whitehead. 

 

I hadn’t heard of Whitehead before picking up this novel, his second, but I came away impressed with the man’s 

talent as an author.  He takes the theme of John Henry, a black laborer for the railroad, who, to prove his mettle, 

took on a steam drill in a contest and won, only to die of exhaustion afterwards.  The narrative revolves around the 

story of J. Sutter, a black journalist who is part of a tribe of writers known as “junketeers.”  These freeloading hacks 

roam from one publicity event to another, abusing expense accounts and generally mooching.  In the book, J. travels 

to West Virginia for the first annual “John Henry Days” festival, a celebration tied to a new postal stamp honoring 

John Henry.  Using J. and John Henry as counterpoints, the author explores not only the history of both men, but 

also modern culture.  While the subject matter is often serious, Whitehead uses humor to bring his points across.  

His description of the festival is a true delight.  This is a challenging read, jumping confusingly at times back and 

forth in time, introducing characters for a brief chapter only to leave them there, unmentioned afterwards.  But 



Whitehead’s prose remains powerful throughout and the character of J. centers the book, making the reader care for 

him and this sprawling tale.  And oh yes,  the ending is a real doozy too… 

 

A Farewell To Arms / Ernest Hemingway. 

 

My memory of the work of Hemingway centered around his later novels, bloated efforts that made me wonder what 

all the fuss was about.  While the books contained flashes of genius, they did not impress me all that much.  Having 

now read this his first novel, I understand why early readers were so impressed.  The novel is economical with its 

prose and the storyline timeless.  It tells of an American serving in the Italian army during WWI when the country 

battled the Austrians in the mountains.  The book has two separate plots, the war itself and a love story between the 

American and a British nurse.  The war scenes are brief but effective, telling how the American is injured during 

shelling, and after his return to the lines, his involvement in a general retreat by the Italian army.  It is during this 

retreat that the American realizes he is tired of war, the senselessness of it, and he deserts.  In the love story, the 

couple seem perfectly matched, and her resulting pregnancy only deepens their love for each other.  After he deserts 

and they escape to Switzerland, while they wait for the baby to be born, there is a sense of doom that grows in the 

final chapters.  The reader is aware that the other shoe must drop and isn’t surprised when it does.  Hemingway 

captures the feeling of first love, its intensity, and his crisp prose keeps the pages flying past even when we sense the 

doom that waits ahead. 

 

1984 / George Orwell. 

 
This classic anti-utopian novel has held up well over the years.  Even though 1984 has come and gone on the 

calendar, the central theme of the book is still relevant.  It deals with a world where the Party rules with an iron fist, 

having complete control over its citizens’ thoughts and actions.  This is done with the help of an endless war that 

keeps the economy churning, by continually rewriting the past to meet the reality of the present.  We see this society 

through the eyes of Winston Smith who questions the Party while working for them.  He gets involved with Julia, a 

young woman also rebelling against the restrictions placed upon them.  They begin a brief love affair where they try 

to avoid the Thought Police and seek to join an underground opposition group.  Soon captured, Winston is broken  

by a combination of torture and humiliation, taught to love the Party, his individuality and love for Julia destroyed.  

It is a depressing subject matter but makes for fascinating reading nonetheless.  So many terms from this book are 

still with us today: Big Brother, double speak, Room 101.  Orwell here has written a book not only against Nazis or 

Russian Communists, but against the tendency of all governments to assume the identity of the Party, intruding in 

the lives of its citizens under the guise of public security.  In this post-9/11 world, 1984 should be a must read for all 

high schoolers. 

 

The Sacred Willow : Four Generations In The Life Of A Vietnamese Family / Duong Van Mai Elliot. 

 

Mai Elliot has done a marvelous thing; she has written a book that is both a family saga and a historical text of 

Vietnamese history in the 20th Century.  Despite America’s involvement in Vietnam, I’m embarrassed to admit how 

much of that country’s history was unknown to me.  The author relates the history of her family, starting with her 

great-grandfather and tells how he rose from poverty to become a mandarin at the imperial court.  It is during his 

lifetime that the country saw the arrival of the French and their assumption of power.  Her family took part in the 

French government and a good many, her parents included, fled from Hanoi after the Communists seized power in 

the 1950s, going to Saigon.  But the author tells not only of life in the South, she also tells of the experiences of 

family members who remained behind in the North.  This gives the book a broader perspective as the reader sees 

what life was like on both sides in that divided country.  By focusing on family members rather than individuals in 

power, she does a better job of painting a true picture of Vietnamese history.  This book should be assigned reading 

for any class studying the history of Vietnam and American’s involvement in it. 

 

The Pickup Artist / Terry Bisson. 

 

Taking up the theme of Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, Bisson puts his own spin on addressing a future time in 

which the government begins to retire creative works.  Since there is not enough room in the world for all the art, 

anything past a certain age is gathered and destroyed, and all mention of it removed from the public record.  The 

book’s hero, Hank Shapiro, is a pickup artist, a government agent responsible for gathering the books, videos, 

records, and art works to be decommissioned.  But along the way Hank is tempted to listen to a Hank Williams 



album he has confiscated and suddenly all hell breaks loose.  It leads to his hooking up with a renegade librarian 

with bluebirds on her sweater and a dead bootlegger, Indian Bob.  Together with his talking dog Homer, they flee 

west across the country, to Las Vegas.  Despite its bleak subject matter, this book is laugh out aloud funny and 

ingenious.  Bisson creates a future world that seems both as logical and as outrageous as our current one.  The author 

presents the reader with surprise after surprise, and yet he never makes a misstep along the way.  A delight to read. 

 

Main Street / Sinclair Lewis. 

 

This book has much in common with Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, another novel I recently read.  In both books the 

leading character is a married woman unsatisfied with life and stuck in a small town, far removed from the culture 

and modern thinking found in larger cities.  Bovary is quite different from Lewis’ Carol Kennicott though; Bovary is 

self-absorbed, selfish, cares little for anyone but herself.  Carol, who finds herself married to a doctor in Gopher 

Prairie, Minnesota, after an early life spent in Chicago and Minneapolis, is an “emancipated woman” who wants to 

attack and change the complacency and ingrown mores of small town life.  Yet try as she will, she is unable to 

overcome the self-satisfaction of the society members in Gopher Prairie and is left futilely battling windmills.  

Lewis describes the narrowness of thinking in GP with biting satire, yet does so without turning his characters into 

one dimensional caricatures.  Carol’s unhappiness and dissatisfaction can be annoying at times, but Lewis still 

makes her a believable, likeable character.  And even her husband who is portrayed at times as a lout, is able to 

break the mores of small town life and accept his wife’s liberal viewpoint.  Set in the time period of 1910 through 

1920, the book captures America’s raw ego and provincialism while at the same time revealing the heart that makes 

it tick. 

 

World Without Secrets : Business, Crime, And Privacy In The Age Of Ubiquitous Computing / Richard 

Hunter. 

 

Written in 2001/2002, Hunter describes our brave new world in which computers record everything and nothing is 

forgotten.  If someone wants  badly enough to know anything about you, they will be able to get that information.  

Hunter examines the information-gathering technologies that are and will be deployed--on the streets, in our offices 

and public buildings, even in our homes and cars--and explains their benefits as well as potential abuses.  He offers 

strategies for surviving and avoiding exploitation by these new technologies.  While many of the technologies he 

writes about were not widely available at the time, now five years later, most are.  Hunter is not anti-technology but 

aware of the abuses it can be used for--by businesses, crackers, terrorists, and the government itself.  This book 

proved to be surprisingly enlightening and thought provoking. 

 

The Chip : How Two Americans Invented The Microchip And Launched A Revolution / T. R. Reid. 
 

The Chip centers around the lifes of two men and argues that they might be the most important people of the 20th 

Century.  No, they are not well known political figures or names most people would recognize.  Both were 

scientists, working in the technology trenches following WWII.  At that time, computers were gargantuan and 

expensive, and a race was on to make these machines smaller and affordable.  The two men who were to devise the 

solution were American and working separately,  Jack Kilby and Robert Noyce developed the concept of the silicon 

microchip which turned out to be the foundation of today’s global information industry.  Reid does a good job of 

explaining the scientific thought behind the concept and the failed attempts that preceded it.  He also describes how 

this chip works inside the machines they power.  If you want to read how our digital age came to be, this book will 

provide you with an in-depth look at its birth and infancy.                                              

 

 

 

 

 


