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The River Of Doubt : Theodore Roosevelt’s Darkest Journey / Candice Millard. 

 
After Roosevelt lost his Presidential election bid in 1912, he decided to go on a physically challenging quest, the 

first descent of an unmapped, rapids-choked tributary of the Amazon.  Together with his son Kermit and Brazil’s 

most famous explorer, Candido Mariano da Silva Rondon, he sets off to go down the River of Doubt, a tributary that 

turned out to be over 1,000 miles long.  Along the way they faced countless challenges and hardships--losing canoes 

and supplies, at constant risk of Indian attack, and finally nearing starvation.  To compound matters, three men died 

(one drowned, one murdered, and the murderer left behind in the jungle), and Roosevelt was crippled with an 

infection that nearly killed him.  Millard does a marvelous job of telling the tale--bringing to life what it must have 

felt like to be in the middle of the jungle, struggling to simply survive the ordeal.  This journey directly contributed 

to Roosevelt’s death six years later.  I guarantee it is an adventure story you won’t soon forget. 

 

Love At Goon Park : Harry Harlow And The Science Of Affection / Deborah Blum. 

 
Harlow was a psychologist at the UW-Madison campus and became famous (some would say infamous) for his 

experiments using primates to study affection and maternal-infant bonding.  Hard as it is to believe now, back in the 

first half of the 20th century experts discouraged affection between parents and children.  They felt excessive 

attention from parents created needy and demanding children and contributed to the spread of infectious diseases.  

Through his research, Harlow overthrew these beliefs, proving the importance of touch and how it ensures babies’ 

emotional and intellectual growth.  Harlow was work-obsessed and ignored his own family, was an alcoholic, and 

did not try to be politically correct.  His actions angered both feminists and animal right activists.  And certainly 

some of his darker experiments were troubling, such as placing monkeys in isolation for months at a time.  But these 

studies on neglect proved its life altering consequences and confirmed the role of love in shaping well-rounded 

children.  Blum fills the book with numerous examples of studies world-wide that back up what Harlow first proved 

in his primate center in the 1950s and 1960s.  And she does a wonderful job of weaving his life and work together, 

showing warts and all.  She doesn’t shy away from the science involved, but still has the writing skills to  blend it 

seamlessly with Harlow’s personal life and post-World War II culture.   

 

One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest / Ken Kesey. 
 

I’d seen the movie (which I loved) decades ago but I had not read the novel.  As good as I thought the movie, the 

book proved even better.  The movie focuses on Randall Patrick McMurphy, a brawling, fun-loving, in-your-face 

con man who ends up in the ward of a mental hospital and proceeds to take over the place.  The book is narrated by 

Chief Bromden, a long term patient on the ward, and while the focus is still on McMurphy, the Chief’s perspective 

gives the book much different (and richer) texture.  Kesey fills the novel with a marvelous collection of characters 

and his book is the type that fires the reader’s sense of injustice as McMurphy tilts against authority in the person of 

the Big Nurse.  While in real life a person like McMurphy might be a bit much to take, on the printed page, the 

reader can’t help but cheer his rebellious spirit.  While certainly a reflection of the time period it was written in, it 

still feels remarkably fresh all these years later.  

 

All Quiet On The Western Front / Erich Maria Remarque. 

 
Written in 1929, this classic novel will forever stand out as an indictment of war.  The author achieves this by 

having its narrator, a German soldier on the front lines of France in the Great War, recount his day to day life there.  

The story is a bleak one, as he describes the horrors of war, how it makes the soldiers numb to the cruelty of 

senseless slaughter.  Where self-preservation and love of one’s own friends in the trenches means more than victory, 

family, or faith in God.  But as his comrades are killed one by one, there is never time to mourn.  Civilian life has 

ceased to hold any meaning to the remaining soldiers--the war has scarred them permanently, even if they manage to 

survive it.  This book has been required reading for countless generations since it was first published.  Today, more 

than ever, we need to take its lessons to heart. 

 

In Flanders Fields : The 1917 Campaign / Leon Wolff. 

 



In 1917, the Great War had dragged on for three years and 20,000,000 casualties had already been recorded.  It was 

at that point that Field Marshall Douglas Haig proposed another offensive in the fields of Flanders.  The British 

Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, opposed such a campaign but did not feel strong enough politically to oppose 

this popular general.  Even though the area chosen for battle favored the Germans and heavy rain had turned the 

fields into mud, Haig overruled all objections and for three months launched attack after attack, gaining little ground 

but losing a half million soldiers in the process.  In the end, Haig claimed victory, not because of any breakthrough, 

but because he felt that in a war of attrition, the Germans had fewer soldiers to lose than the British and would 

finally collapse.  All of this after the Americans had entered the battle and everyone knew by 1918 their arrival 

would tip the balance in the battle in favor of the Allies.  Wolff does an outstanding job of highlighting the 

campaign’s many facets, its antagonisms, countless blunders, and its horrors.  Haig comes off as the villain here, but 

Lloyd George, too, for failing to stop this senseless slaughter.  All those lives lost, commanded by generals who 

never even smelled gunpowder.  Where have all the flowers gone…long time passing? 

 

Indira : The Life Of Indira Nehru Gandhi / Katherine Frank. 

 
In this well-written, informative biography, Frank does an excellent job of explaining the life and times of Indira 

Gandhi.  Because of her family connections, Indira was closely identified with India’s push for independence and 

birth as a democratic nation.  Her father, Jawaharlal Nehru, along with Mahatma Gandhi, led the push for Indian 

independence and became the country’s first Prime Minister.  He was an intelligent, moral man, and comes away 

looking like a saint compared to his daughter.  Indira did not become active politically until her father’s death, when 

she was fifty years old.  But because of her name and connections, she soon became Primer Minister, a position 

which she kept from 1966 to 1977, and 1980 to 1984.  While a popular leader, Indira let power go to her head, 

surrounding herself with “yes” men, getting rid of anyone who disagreed with her shifting policies.  While basically 

a decent person, she turned a blind eye to the corruption in her own party, and especially regarding her son, Rajiv.  

His growing influence led to Indira’s blackest episode as a leader.  Threatened by the rising popularity of another 

political party opposing her rule, she declared an emergency--instituting press censorship, arresting thousands, and 

suspending the constitution.  Instituted in 1977, it continued until Indira called an election, which she lost, in 1978.  

Ever the wily politician, she rebounded and returned to office two years later.  But her last few years were not happy 

ones as there was continuing political unrest, and her eldest son, Rajiv, was killed in a plane crash. Rather than step 

down from power, she ended up being assassinated by two of her bodyguards.  In this book, the author does a 

marvelous job of bringing Indira alive on the page. 

 

The Years Of Rice And Salt / Kim Stanley Robinson. 
 

This is an ambitious novel based on a fascinating premise.  What would civilization be like if a plague had wiped 

out Western culture sometime around 900 A.D.?  In this sprawling epic, Robinson recreates world history through 

the centuries, imagining the two dominate powers to be the Chinese and Islamic cultures.  In the book we follow the 

same set of characters through time as they are reincarnated into different lives and situations.  What amazed me is 

the rich detail Robinson supplies, bringing in religion, politics, and cultural progress, while still carrying forward his 

numerous personal plotlines.  He populates this tale with references to people who actually did live, and invented 

ones as well.  To his credit, the story seems not only possible, but probable as well.  For its sheer scope and premise 

alone this would be a notable work.  To also be so well constructed and interesting, makes it a classic. 

 

The Spectator Bird / Wallace Stegner. 

 

In this novel Stegner has created a quiet masterpiece.  The story’s narrator, Joe Allston, is a retired literary agent 

who  lives in rural California with his wife.  Both are in their seventies and dealing with the various aches and pains 

that age brings.  Looking back at a life nearing its end,  in their rural home Joe feels as if he has been cast adrift 

without a purpose.  Around him, old friends are either dead, dying, or have moved elsewhere.  He might be a bit 

depressed, but who wouldn’t be?  A postcard from a friend causes Allston to dig up the journals he wrote on a trip 

when at fifty, his wife and he traveled to his mother’s birthplace in Denmark.  And in reading these journals aloud to 

his wife in their bedroom at night, this journey is recreated.  The trip took place after the death of their lone, 

estranged son, at a time when both were fragile with sorrow.  In Denmark, they met a countess, also down on her 

luck, and it was her family’s secrets that became the focus of his journals.  It is a quiet story, but one that captures 

perfectly what it is like to deal with one’s own aging, and the choices in life that never come easily or without giving 



up something else in exchange.  Joe Allston is a marvelous character who makes both a funny and perceptive 

observer of life’s bittersweet experiences. 

 

The River Midnight / Lilian Nattel. 

 

Nattel, in a stunning debut novel, recreates daily life in a Jewish shteltl in rural Poland during the early 1900s.  In 

rich detail, she populates the imagined village of Blaszka with a colorful cast of characters.  She captures the 

intimate details of its families while supplying the reader with the political concerns of the time as well.  The story’s 

centerpiece is Misha, an independent, unmarried, strong-willed local midwife, who also happens to be pregnant.  But 

while the story circles around Misha’s pregnancy, her neighbors also get time in the spotlight as Nattel jumps back 

and forth in time to show us their inner emotions and the history of the village.  The book is divided into three 

sections.  In the first, the reader learns about the women living in the settlement, followed by the men, and then 

finally it is the midwife’s turn to tie the threads of the story together.  In the sections the same events are described 

but from differing perspectives.  The book is a delicious stew of myth, magic, and historical detail.  I can’t praise 

this novel enough--the reader not only gets to know its characters, but also the scents, sounds, and colors of Blaszka. 

 

The Meadow / James Galvin. 

 

Galvin is a poet and it shows in his wonderful prose.  The story is set in the arid mountains on the 

Colorado/Wyoming border.  In his novel, Galvin depicts the last hundred years’ history of this remote location and 

its handful of inhabitants.  Using disjointed disclosures, the author jumps back and forth in time to paint an intricate 

portrait of daily life.  His main characters are Lyle, Ray, and Apps, neighbors who need each other in order to 

survive.  After all, the winters start in October and extend into May, with heavy snowfall often keeping these family 

ranchers housebound for long periods of time.  This is a haunting story of life and death, where boredom, hard work, 

and the threat of injury are constants, as is their deep love and respect for the land.  In fact, the landscape itself might 

well be the major character in Galvin’s story.  The author does an excellent job of capturing in his eloquent prose the 

quiet and solitude, the beauty of harshness of this remote outpost. 

 

The House At Otowi Bridge : The Story Of Edith Warner And Los Alamos / Peggy Pond Church. 

 

This lovely little book tells the life story of Edith Warner, a name you will never find mentioned in any history book.  

Written by a neighbor and a friend, the book is a tribute to a shy, unmarried woman who moved from Pennsylvania 

in her thirties to live among the Indians of San Ildefanso Pueblo near Los Alamos.  This took place in the 1930s and 

it is where Warner remained until her death from cancer twenty years later.  She was beloved by the Indians, the 

Spanish, as well as the scientists and their families who came to Los Alamos after the outbreak of WWII.  Edith fell 

in love with the Indian way of life and she lived simply among them, tending her garden and observing what the 

seasons brought, in her beautifully written Christmas letters.  She did not live alone, but soon shared her home with 

an older Indian man, Tilano.  With the outbreak of the war and the arrival of the scientists, her quiet world changed, 

but not the peace she felt living in that remote corner of the world.  This book is a loving tribute to her memory and 

a delight to read.  She died young, in her early fifties, yet died feeling blessed.  This book was recommended to me 

by Edwina McConnell, a good friend who also died of cancer in her fifties.  In fact, it was one of the last books she 

read.  I’m sure it gave her the strength and courage to face her own mortality. 

 

 The Optimist’s Daughter / Eudora Welty. 

A short novel, Welty here has crafted a book where not a word is wasted.  In it, a young woman, Laura McKelva 

Hand, returns to the South to be with her dying father.  Late in life, after losing his wife (Laura’s mother), the father 

has married a younger woman, a rather silly person who is not well liked by Laura or most of the people in the small 

Mississippi town where Laura was raised.  After the father’s death, Welty does a deft job of recreating the funeral 

ceremony where people are polite to someone’s face, then immediately gossip about them behind their back.  It is a 

story where Laura is forced to come to accept not only the death of her father, but the earlier loss of her mother and 

a husband killed in WWII.  On top of it all, she has to come to terms with the fact her stepmother has inherited her 

beloved childhood home.  As is her practice, Welty does a fantastic job of capturing the emotions simmering 

beneath the surface of small town life in the South, showing both how kind and yet often hurtful neighbors and 

friends can be.  A tiny gem. 

 

My Antonia / Willa Cather. 



 

This story unfolds in the early days of the twentieth century and is set in the lush plains of Nebraska.  In the opening 

chapter, the narrator, a ten year old boy named Jim Burden, is traveling from Virginia to Nebraska to live on his 

grandparents farm after the death of his parents.  On the same train is Antonia Shimenda, a young girl traveling with 

her family, immigrants from Bohemia.  While Jim is coming to an established farmstead, Antonia’s family are 

having to start almost from scratch.  Although from different classes and cultures, “Tony” and Jim become good 

friends.  As the story progresses, he tells what happens to both of them, and their friendship, as they grow into  

adulthood.  Cather excels at describing both the hardship and joy of their rural existence.  Life is not always kind 

and often fresh faces appear to pull the spotlight off Antonia, as the narrator expands his canvas to small city life on 

the Nebraska plains.  But Cather uses Antonia as the story’s centerpiece, and she is the only one who by the book’s 

end is still living on a farm in Nebraska.  The author portrays life out on the Plains not in an overly romantic fashion, 

but rather, exposing the warts along with its beauty.  Published in 1918, this novel is considered Cather’s finest 

novel and its charm has certainly not dimmed all these years later. 

 

A Thousand Acres / Jane Smiley. 

 

In this dark novel Smiley recreates rural life on a thriving Iowa farm.  The time is 1979 and Larry Cook is a proud, 

demanding farmer who owns one thousand acres of fertile land, unencumbered by debt of any kind.  Out of the blue, 

he announces plans to retire and turn the farm over to his three daughters.  Ginny, his oldest, is married to another 

farmer and to their sorrow, are childless.  She is the narrator here.  The second daughter, Rose, is unhappily married 

with two children.  But the third daughter, Caroline, a lawyer who lives away from the farm, doesn’t think her father 

should retire, and so he cuts her out of the deal.  As Ginny and Rose and their husbands take over and expand the 

hog-raising operation, taking on debt, they see a bizarre change in their father.  He begins to drive aimlessly, orders 

furniture and then leaves it sitting out in the rain, gets arrested for drunk driving.  Then unexpectedly, he accuses his 

two oldest daughters of stealing his farm.  From that point on, unfolding events lead to a dismemberment--of the 

farm, siblings, marriages…life as they have know it since childhood.  As things fall apart, secrets from the past, ugly 

and hurtful, rise to the surface.  This is a powerful story and Smiley masterfully captures what happened in the rural 

collapse of the 1980s, as farmers who were encouraged to expand by taking out massive loans lost everything in the 

ensuing recession.   

 

The Stories Of Alice Adams / Alice Adams. 

 
There are many short story writers practicing the craft today, but these “new school” practitioners hold no candle to 

the old school that came before them in the 20th century.  And Adams, without a doubt, belongs to the latter.  Her 

stories have a depth that is lacking in so many of the current offerings.  She had that unique ability to sketch a 

complete person, a full life, in a handful of pages.  Adams was born and raised in the South, and many of her stories 

are set there or in San Francisco, where she later settled.  This collection features works published over a span of 

years from the 1960s to the 1980s.  Deceptively simple on the surface, her stories are haunting, often bittersweet, but 

never disappointing.  Unlike today’s edgy, flavor of the month crop of writers, Adam’s old fashioned approach 

guarantees her lasting legacy as an author. 

 

Amsterdam / Ian McEwan. 

 
This compact novel opens with two old friends meeting at the funeral of a former lover to both of them.  Clive 

Linley is a successful modern composer, Vernon Halliday is the editor of a well known newspaper.  Also in 

attendance is another lover of the deceased, Julian Garmony, now British Foreign Secretary, a notorious right-

winger who stands a good chance of becoming the next Prime Minister.  He is someone who both Clive and Vernon 

hate because of his politics.  Shortly after the funeral Vernon is approached by someone wanting to sell photographs 

showing Julian as a cross dresser.  He decides to publish these, seeing them as a means of bringing down Garmony 

as well as increasing his struggling newspaper’s circulation figures.  Clyde disagrees with the move, feeling it is 

nobody’s business how the politician dresses in private.  This results in a riff between the two men, and leads, 

through a series of misunderstandings, to fatal consequences.  McEwan’s spare prose wastes not a word in telling 

this dark tale.  And the ending has a marvelous twist that carries a bite.  While I wasn’t completely sold that either 

Clyde or Vernon were capable of the book’s final enactment, none the less, this is both an intriguing and insightful 

read, told by a master craftsman. 

 



Disgrace / J. M. Coetzee. 

 

This novel won the Booker Prize in 1999 and it is certainly a deserving recipient of that award.  Coetzee is from 

South Africa and white, and his native country plays a major role in this story.  The book’s narrator is David Lurie, a 

professor who has drifted through life having casual relationships with women for sexual release, as well as a failed 

marriage.  But at 52 when he has an affair with a student, it leads to his being expelled from the University in Cape 

Town.  In disgrace, he goes to live with his adult daughter on a farm where the farming country is turning from 

white dominated to black African oriented.  While the setting on the surface appears to be idyllic, the dwindling 

white farming community live in fear of marauding black gangs who rob and terrorize their isolated farmsteads.  

Then the pastoral calm is shattered when a gang of blacks break into the farm, beat and burn Lurie, and rape his 

daughter.  From there, the book turns down a darker avenue.  This is where South Africa and its history come to the 

fore as father and daughter react quite differently to the attack.  For readers who like their books to end in tidily 

wrapped packages, this novel is best to be avoided.  But for the adventurous, this story is sure to be thought 

provoking and haunting. 

 

The Color Of Water : A Black Man’s Tribute To His White Mother / James McBride. 

 

McBride is both a journalist and a well-known jazz musician, and in this memoir he tells of his life growing up as 

one of twelve siblings in an all-black housing project in Brooklyn.  But his mother is the focus here, a woman who 

by sheer determination made sure all of her children went to college and graduate school.  And she is interesting not 

only because of that, but because of her past.  The daughter of an itinerant Orthodox rabbi in rural Virginia, she fled 

to Harlem during the Depression, married a black man, and became a Christian.  In alternating chapters, she tells the 

story of her life, while the son recounts what it was like to grow up in poverty, where his mother’s strong faith and 

will held the family together.  It is also a meditation on race and identity, as McBride ponders what it means to be 

both black and white, Christian and Jewish.  His mother’s story is particularly inspiring, and shows that poverty does 

not necessarily sentence anyone to failure. 

 

The Lovely Bones / Alice Sebold. 

 

This book starts off: “My name was Salmon, like the fish; first name Susie.  I was fourteen when I was murdered on 

December 6, 1973.”  Right then I knew this novel would be different in a good way.  The story deals with Susie as 

she details her rape and murder, and then describes the Heaven she finds herself in.  From this perch she is able to 

observe the people she has left behind as they grow older in the years following her death.  She witnesses the ripple 

effect caused by her murder: on her family, friends, the detective investigating the case, and the man who killed her.  

But this book isn’t a sad read, even though it is heartbreaking at times.  There is affection and wit to be found here 

as well, with Susie witnessing the awkward turbulence of adolescence among her classmates and in her younger 

sister’s life.  While the grief never does fade away completely in those closest to her, there is a sense of healing that 

takes place by the book’s end.  Susie Salmon is a character you won’t soon forget.   

 

Reading Lolita In Tehran : A Memoir In Books / Azar Nafisi. 
 

For anyone who would like to peer behind the headlines and get a glimpse of what life is truly like in the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, this book is a good place to start.  Nafisi, who left Iran in 1997, had formerly been a professor of 

English literature at the University of Tehran.  This memoir deals with a weekly gathering she held with seven 

young women at her home to read and discuss forbidden works of English fiction.  But of course its scope is much 

wider--focusing not just on the books themselves, but including the history, dreams and disappointments of the 

young women who risked so much to attend her informal classes.  Nafisi also tells her story and what it is like to 

live in a country where women have lost the right to appear in public “unveiled,” where morality squads can 

humiliate women for any minor infraction, and men have absolute power in married life.  In the telling, she recounts 

the history that led to the current state of affairs in Iran.  Much of the bloody aftermath of the current Iranian 

revolution I had little knowledge about.  This memoir shows the importance of literature in cultures where theocracy 

has censored so many aspects of the culture.  It is a celebration of the power of the written word and a cry of outrage 

against the treatment of women in modern Iran.  It also makes the reader reflect on how too often we do not fully 

appreciate our freedom to read whatever books we choose.  It is a gift we need to continue to defend and cherish. 

 
 


