
What In The World Is Robert Reading: My Favorite Reads In 2011 

 
The innocents abroad or the new pilgrim’s progress : being some account of the steamship Quaker City’s 

pleasure excursion to Europe and the Holy Land / Mark Twain. 

 
In 1867 Mark Twain was among the passengers on the Quaker City, a steamship that took 150 Americans to the 
Mediterranean on a pleasure excursion.  The adult passenger cost for this summer-long tour was $1,250.  Twain 
presents a detailed account of the trip, highlighting incidents both aboard the ship and in the countries visited.  These 
include Spain and African, France and Italy, Turkey and Greece, and finally the Holy Land.  While Twain’s keen 
wit is put to good use here, he also has a sharp eye and is able to present a vivid picture of what he sees along the 
way.  Some may be shocked at some of Twain’s less than PC language when referring to the natives encountered 
along the way.  He does not hold his punches, and the book is all the better for it.  Twain was clearly shocked by the 
depths of poverty seen in the lower classes, especially in Italy and the Middle East.  The book has been called the 
best travel book ever written.  Since I’ve read so few, it is difficult for me to judge.  All I know is that I thoroughly 
enjoyed Twain’s humorous adventures and felt by the end that I’d been a companion with him on the Quaker City. 
 
Indian summer : the secret history of the end of an empire / Alex Von Tunzelmann. 

 

While I knew the broad details that surrounded India’s gaining independence from Britain in 1947, as well as the 
simultaneous breakaway of Pakistan into a separate country, this book showed that I had much to learn.  The author 
presents a fascinating read that has the power to shock.  She paints an intimate history by focusing on the key figures 
involved in the independence movement and its aftermath.  One is these is Jawaharlal Nehru, the beloved leader of 
the movement and the first prime minister of India.  Gandhi, too, makes frequent appearances, although he does not 
always come off as the saint-like figure history has handed down to us.  Mohammad Ali Jinnah was the successful 
politician who created the idea of Pakistan and led the fight in its birth.  Here he is portrayed as a man who never 
expected Britain to agree to a separate breakaway country.  The other two key figures are British--Louis and Edwina 
Mountbatten.  He was the last British viceroy, sent to India to steer the country to independence.  His wife spent an 
enormous amount of time on charity work in India and was beloved throughout the nation.  A close friend to 
Gandhi, she was even closer to Nehru, becoming his lover while in the country (with her husband’s tact approval).  
The section of the book that details the ethnic cleansing that took place between the Sikhs, Muslims, and Hindus 
following independence is heartbreaking to read.  Even for those who do not enjoy reading historical texts, this book 
will prove the exception. 
 

 
The executioner’s song / Norman Mailer. 
 
Mailer won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 1980 after the publication of this book.  Considered at the time to be a 
novelization of the life and death of the murderer Gary Gilmore, the book really should be classified as non-fiction.  
While Mailer does resort to invented dialogue and changes minor details to better serve his narrative, he is basically 
presenting a truthful account here.  The story is based on interviews with Nicole Baker, Gilmore’s girlfriend, and his 
family and friends, as well as the families of the victims.  It is a blow-by-blow chronological description of the 
events leading to his killing of two men in separate robberies, and what transpired afterwards.  The first part of the 
book deals with Gilmore’s early life, his juvenile crimes and the years he spent in prison before the murders.  The 
second half focuses on the murders and Gilmore’s refusal to appeal his death sentence. This includes the media 
circus that surrounded Gilmore in the months leading up to his execution.  Not surprisingly, he is portrayed as a 
rough character, easily angered.  While intelligent, well read and artistic, he had a dark side that is truly frightening 
whenever it emerges from the shadows.  Yet by the end of this captivating story, I felt more pity than revulsion for 
this troubled young man.  His execution in 1977 sparked a national debate on the ethics of capital punishment.  With 
Gilmore there is a fascinating twist: what do you do when a person admits his crimes and wishes to be executed?  I 
found myself admiring the courage Gilmore showed when he faced the firing squad, seemingly unafraid, even while 
grieving for the members of the two families who lost a loved one due to his senseless killing.  
 

 

 

Dingley Falls / Helen Michael Malone. 



 

In the opening chapter of this novel, Malone parades what seems to be the entire population of Dingley Falls before 
the reader’s eye.  Remembering the names and telling them apart is difficult.  Never fear, by the time you reach the 
book’s end, this large cast of characters will seem like neighbors you have long known.  Dingley Falls, Connecticut 
is a sleepy backwater, close enough to New York City for its upper class to easily escape there on day trips when 
seeking a taste of culture.  The town has its rich section and poor, separated by a lovely downtown.  Malone depicts 
both sides of the track and the hopes and dreams of each.  It is the 1980s and Dingley Falls has managed to avoid the 
changes that took place across America in the Sixties.  But as the story opens, the modern worldview is finally 
beginning to reach this community.  Long-established marriages are tottering and a small sexual revolution is 
affecting young and old alike.  There are also darker forces at work; mailboxes are being stuffed with vicious hate 
letters, pets are being found murdered, and a mysterious heart ailment seems to be sweeping through the town.  
Malone introduces plenty of subplots to keep the readers interest.  Yet it is his varied range of characters that keep 
the pages flying past as their lives criss-cross over a single week in Dingley Falls.  Ah, but what an exciting week it 
is in this sleepy backwater.  You’ll be glad you came for a visit. 
 
The greatest man in Cedar Hole / Stephanie Doyon. 

 

Cedar Hole is a town that has no good side/bad side of the tracks--the entire place is on the wrong side! The reason 
for this is that a defunct railroad line has left the community cut off from the rest of the world.  In this delightful 
debut novel, Doyon highlights the grandiose dreams and aspirations of the underachievers in this small town.  She 
concentrates on two families to tell the story of Cedar Hole.  One is the Pinkhams, a family with nine bullying sisters 
plus the baby of the family, Francis “Spud” Pinkham.  On the other end of the spectrum is Robert J. Cutler, an only 
child and the town’s golden boy.  While his parents are sad figures, Robert can do no wrong in the eyes of the 
community.  Francis is in the same school class as Cutler and, in comparison, is considered a troublemaker.  But he 
is the star here, even though he does not know it.  The novel is about his struggle to step from Robert’s shadow and 
prove his worth.  It is a funny book but also a kind one; Doyon is not afraid to show the warts of her characters, yet 
the emphasis is on their humanity.  She fills the story with plenty of unexpected twists and turns.  Just when the 
reader gets comfortable and thinks they know where the plot will take them, as in real life, the unexpected happens.  
The personal saga of Francis is one that will charm a smile from anyone who picks up this book. 
 

 
On beauty / Zadie Smith. 

 

Howard Belsey is an Englishman who has lived in America for decades.  He is not completely at home in the States, 
yet when he vacations in Britain, he realizes he does not fit in there either.  For thirty years he has been married to 
his American wife Kiki, an African American, and they have three teenage children.  The story opens in the wake of 
a disastrous affair Howard has had, and his marriage seems on the brink of falling apart.  While he is the main 
character here, Smith spends a good deal of time giving the other members of the Belsey clan time in the spotlight.  
Howard is a professor in Wellington, a college town in New England.  For years he has been trying to finish a book 
about Rembrandt but has failed to do so, and this roadblock has prevented him from getting tenure.  Howard is the 
kind of person who, while well intentioned, always seems to do the wrong thing.  I frequently wanted to knock him 
on the side of the head, yet I kept rooting for him throughout.  Smith does a marvelous job of presenting the 
multicultural mix that the Belsey family represents.  The novel is an examination of modern family life and 
marriage, with the battle over political correctness adding spice to the mix.  Its subject matter might be serious, but it 
is always delivered in a humorous manner.  This is a book I savored from beginning to end. 
 
Conspiracy of fools : a true story / Kurt Eichenwald. 

 
This in-depth look at the 2001 implosion of the Enron Corporation goes back to the earliest days of the company and 
its two leading figureheads, Ken Lay and Jeff Skilling.  By doing so, Eichenwald is able to show how, from day one, 
the drive to expand and inflate stock returns sowed the seeds of the company’s ultimate destruction.  Written in the 
style of a novel, the narrative takes the reader behind every closed door in Enron’s executive suites and into the 
personal lives of its top officers.  The book shows how dysfunctional Enron was, that it got too big too fast, with 
bonuses becoming more important than the long-term health of the company.  To make those bonuses, it became 
common practice to “cook the books,” misleading stockholders in the process.  The person held up by Eichenwald 
as the major crook at Enron was its chief financial officer, Andy Fastow.  The limited partnerships he set up as 



hedges to inflate earnings were certainly illegal and made him huge personal profits as well.  Whether Skilling and 
Lay were also involved in these schemes is left to the reader to decide.  The author clearly sees Lay as a man 
clueless to what was happening in the company, more concerned with the high profile life of “meet and greet” with 
politicians and other powerful figures.  Skilling was more “hands on,” but how much he truly knew is open for 
debate.  Even so, both come off looking incompetent, and arrogant to boot.  It would be nice to think Enron was an 
isolated case and that most companies are well run.  Alas, recent experiences have shown that the lessons of Enron’s 
collapse were not learned by Corporate America.  Balance sheets continue to be inflated to ensure that those at the 
top keep reaping unearned bonuses.  Many worry that the federal government is poorly run and erroneously believe 
corporations can do a better job running this country.  Especially after reading this book, I beg to differ. 
 

Please don’t come back from the moon / Dean Bakopoulos. 

 

In his debut novel, Bakopoulos takes the reader to a suburb of Detroit made up of blue-collar workers.  It is during 
the Reagan years and local factories are closing.  Michael Smolij is sixteen when, one by one, the men in his 
neighborhood begin to disappear, and it is said they “went to the moon.”  The story tells how Smolij and his family 
cope after his own father goes to the moon and is never seen again.  While, in time, lives go on with wives settling 
down to make new families, Michael and his friends who also lost fathers are unable to leave their own 
neighborhood and truly grow up.  Over the course of twelve years, Michael drifts into adulthood and finally a stable 
relationship with a family of his own.  Even so, he continues to be troubled by his father’s absence and fears he too 
has inherited the same seed of restlessness.  Will he too “go to the moon?”  The book never tries to explain why 
Michael’s father, who dearly loved his family, simply vanishes without a word.  Instead, the story focuses on how 
Michael, so long haunted, comes to terms with his father’s ghost.  It makes for an engaging read, both moving and 
comical in equal measure. 
 

Team of rivals : the political genius of Abraham Lincoln / Doris Kearns Goodwin. 

 
With so many books about Old Abe having been published through the years, finding a fresh take is difficult to do.  
Goodwin is up to the task in this Pulitzer Prize winning effort published in 2005.  While Lincoln is the star here, the 
author also profiles his political rivals in the Republican Party and shows how he brought most of them into his 
cabinet, once in the White House.  Goodwin concentrates on the interactions and dynamics of this “team of rivals.”  
This “team” included William Seward, Salmon Chase and Edward Bates.  All tried to win the Republican Party 
presidential nomination in 1860 and lost to the dark horse candidate from Illinois.  The book shows what a masterful 
politician Lincoln was, as he dealt with frequent infighting between the radical and conservative wings in his own 
party and cabinet.  The man thought most likely to be the Republican Party presidential candidate in 1860 was 
William Seward, and Lincoln, after his election, named him to the post of Secretary of State.  While Steward at first 
thought himself superior to Lincoln, he soon realized the President was the better leader and the two became close 
friends.  Seward is favorably portrayed here; not so Salmon Chase.  A man who schemed all his life to become 
President, he frequently betrayed old friends in this political quest.  Chase served as Secretary of Treasury and tried 
unsuccessfully to position himself as the better-qualified candidate to lead Reconstruction in an 1864 bid to unseat 
Lincoln.  Goodwin shows the President had a true gift of bringing disgruntled opponents together, knew the value of 
comprise, yet remained true to his convictions throughout his political career.  This biography is engaging from 
cover to cover and indeed makes for “fresh” reading on Lincoln’s life. 
 
Last call : the rise and fall of Prohibition / Daniel Okrent. 

 

What a fabulous job Okrent has done here!  Each page of this in-depth look at the topic of Prohibition’s rise and fall 
is packed with information, and no stone is left unturned on the topic.  Not only is it an authoritative study, it is 
totally entertaining as well.  The book served as the basis of a Ken Burns TV series on Prohibition.   Broken into 
three sections, it examines how Prohibition came about, what life was like under the law, and what led to its 
repeal—the only amendment of the Constitution to have been overridden.  Prohibition was in force from 1919 to 
1933, but the book begins a century earlier, showing that its roots went back to both the Suffrage and Anti-
Immigrant movements.  A noble experiment meant to protect families from alcohol abuse, it ultimately led to 
rampant crime and shattered social mores.  Okrent populates these pages with vivid characters from every walk of 
life.  His wit and keen eye keep this historical tome from ever getting dull.  Pick it up and I guarantee you will not 
only learn much about the topic and our country in general, you will enjoy doing so. 
 



Gilead / Marilynne Robinson. 

 

It is 1956 and Reverend John Ames is nearing the end of his life, having been diagnosed with congestive heart 
failure.  The son of an Iowa preacher and the grandson of a minister who went to Kansas to fight for abolition, 
religious life is in his DNA.  This novel is presented as a narrative he is writing for his seven year old son, to explain 
his life and beliefs in the context of the family’s history.  Ames is a fascinating character and the story he shares is 
riveting.  His narrative shows the tensions that arise in father and son relationships.  He also wrestles with his fears 
regarding death and questions of faith.   Even so, he rejoices in life’s simple pleasures and delights in the wonders of 
the world around him.  A man who lost his first wife decades before, then married again late in life, it is clear he 
fears that his second son will not remember him clearly.  This narrative is a gift that not only his son will cherish, 
but so too the reader.   
 

Europe central / William T. Vollmann. 

 

In this sprawling novel, Vollmann tackles a subject torn from the headlines that dominated most of the Twentieth 
Century.  Refusing to think small, Vollmann examines the warring authoritarian cultures of Nazi Germany and 
Communist Russia.  He does so by presenting intertwined stories that compare and contrast the moral decisions 
made by various individuals from the period.  Some of the people are lesser known, but a good many of them are 
infamous.  There is Friedrich Paulus, commander of Germany’s Sixth Army, and Russian general A. A. Vlasov, 
both of whom after their capture, collaborated with the enemy.  The central story here examines the life of Soviet 
composer Dmitri Shostakovich and the effects of constant Stalinist assaults upon his work and life.  In these stories, 
Vollmann wades through the warfare of the period, showing its violence and torture close up.  His purpose seems to 
focus on how people morally react during wartime and under authoritarian rule.  As I said, the author has taken on a 
huge subject and the book reflects this fact in its length.  Surprisingly, while jumbled at times and slow going, 
Vollmann succeeds in capturing the awful reality behind the headlines, with stories that are deeply personal. This 
not an easy read, but certainly a rewarding one. 
 
American dreamer : a life of Henry A. Wallace / John C. Culver and John Hyde. 

 

If Henry Wallace is mentioned in textbooks today, it is merely as a historical footnote.  But during the 1930s and 
1940s, he was one of the most popular politicians in this country.  But by the time Truman was reelected as 
President in 1948, Wallace had become one of the most hated.  He was the son of prominent Midwestern 
Republicans, yet he became the best-known leftist politician of his time.  Shy and uncomfortable in the world of 
politics, he was nonetheless just a heartbeat away from becoming president of the United States.  Wallace was not 
just a politician, he was also an agriculturist of renown, a prolific author, an economist and businessman.  This book 
brings his rich, full life under the microscope and examines all sides of the man, but focuses primarily on the 
political.  It is an exciting story of his becoming involved in Iowa politics in the 1920s and coming to prominence at 
the start of the Depression.  Named by Roosevelt to become Secretary of Agriculture in 1932, he served in that role 
until becoming Vice-President in 1940.  Later he was to serve as FDR’s (and for a short time Truman’s) Secretary of 
Commerce.  During his time in Washington DC, he turned more to the left, becoming a staunch New Dealer who 
believed the government should play a bigger role in helping the common man.  His later opposition to the Cold 
War led him to leave the Democratic Party and run for President in 1948 as a Progressive Party candidate.  At this 
time, he was labeled a Communist and pillared in the press.  Wallace lived in fractious times, and this book captures 
those moments when he stood firm in his beliefs and morals no matter which way the political winds shifted.  It 
makes for a fascinating read and serves as a well-deserved tribute to Wallace’s life. 
 
Nixonland : the rise of a president and the fracturing of America / Rick Perlstein. 

 

A good many history books are ponderous and make for dry reading, but Perlstein has crafted a work of nonfiction 
that has the feel of an epic novel.  Taking a fresh look at the turbulent Sixties, he shows how the social upheaval of 
the period led to a conservative backlash and how Richard Nixon tapped into it to rise from the political ashes of his 
1960 and 1962 election defeats to come a twice-elected president.  Richly detailed, concentrating on the years 
between 1965 and 1972, it profiles not only Richard Nixon, but the American middle class as well.  Perlstein brings 
the era into sharp focus and punctures myth after myth about the period.  While Nixon is portrayed as a truly nasty 
person, many of the colorful personalities who dominated the headlines from the decade do not come off looking 
much nicer.  For those who remember the Sixties as a time of peace, love, and understanding, this book will serve as 



a reality check.  Nixon saw that the youth rebellion was actually making the average American more conservative, 
rather than liberal.  Tapping into their anger and confusion, he manipulated his way through the minefields of the 
period to become a president who enjoyed high approval ratings from 1968 through 1972.  This tome was eye 
opening for me and I found it highly readable from start to finish.  Perlstein’s arguments are compelling and go a 
long way in explaining today’s conservative landscape in this country. 
 
Adverbs / Daniel Handler. 

 

Billed as a novel, Adverbs might better be called a series of interconnected short stories.  The theme throughout is 
about falling in and out of love.  Each chapter title is an adverb that describes the particular type of love: Naturally, 
Immediately, Clearly, and so forth.  The same named characters keep popping up in the various chapters, and they 
may or may not be the same people.  Sound confusing?  It isn’t really; each chapter stands on its own but still feels a 
part of the whole.  Handler has a wicked sense of humor and the book is infused with the author’s wry outlook on 
life.  While funny and light, befitting the topic of love, there is also a profound depth to these stories.  The 
characters, which occasionally include the author himself, suffer and rejoice in the agony and heady bliss love 
brings.  A talented person, Handler is also a musician who has played with the band Magnetic Fields, and he has 
written a series of children stories under the pseudonym Lemony Snicket.  His love of music is evident throughout, 
as it plays a role in each of the stories.  While not a children’s book, his characters are adults whose inner child is 
very much alive.  Obviously (as one of the chapters is entitled), this is a book you should smartly add to your 
reading list. 
 
The ruins / Scott Smith. 

Set in Mexico, The Ruins follows two young American couples, just out of college, vacationing at a beach resort.  
Their days are filled with sunshine, the nights with partying.  This brings them into contact with three Greeks and a 
German.  The German’s brother has disappeared, following a girl he is interested in, leaving behind a map of a 
remote Mayan ruin where she was headed.  On a whim, the group decides to investigate this ruin for themselves.  
When they find it, they discover that the local Mayan population will not let them leave the hill where the map has 
led them.  Worse still, there is a plant growing which not only stings when touched, its numerous vines seem intent 
on trying to kill them.  All around the ruins they find the remains of other visitors who did not make it off the hill 
alive.  It is a hokey premise but yet the book and their predicament captured my interest; I found it difficult to stop 
reading.  Which is surprising since I usually do not like this type of book.  The author, who wrote the superb novel A 

Simple Plan, vividly brings these characters to life and, as well, makes the reader care about them.  He is knows how 
to wring every ounce of suspense from this horror story.  While I found myself occasionally rolling my eyes about 
its supernatural plant, the book’s premise had already ensnared my interest and would not let go.  
 
Tinkers / Paul Harding. 

 
Surrounded by his wife, children, and grandchildren, George Washington Crosby is an old man on his deathbed.  As 
the book opens, it is eight days before his death and he has begun to hallucinate.  As the boundaries of time loosen, 
he starts to travel back and forth from the present to his youth.  This trip through his “mindscape” takes the reader to 
random events and incidents of importance in his long life.  Born in rural Maine in 1915, he revisits the 
impoverished homestead where he was raised.  Most of his memories center on Howard Aaron Crosby, his father, an 
epileptic who abandoned his family when he feared he might be institutionalized because of his disease.  George is a 
horologist, someone who makes and repairs watches.  While he is the focus, his father, a salesman and a tinker who 
drove a wooden wagon to sell goods to the farmer wives in the region, steals the spotlight and proves the more 
interesting character of the two.  But what makes this book truly special is Harding’s use of language: poetic and 
grand while remaining precise and economical somehow.  It is a meditation on the beauty of the natural world and 
man’s place within it.  The book was a Pulitzer Prize winner for good reason--Harding’s craftsmanship is first rate. 
 

Atonement / Ian McEwan. 

 

This book was the winner of numerous awards when published in 2001 and for good reason.  It is an extraordinary 
novel.  McEwan is an old fashioned author, spending time to build each character’s personality on the page.  There 
is nothing rushed about his prose, he expects the reader to settle in and truly experience the world he is creating.  
Part 1 takes place on a hot summer day in 1935 when thirteen-year old Briony Tallis witnesses an intimate moment 
between her older sister, Cecilia, and Robbie Turner, the son of a family servant.  Briony, who has a crush on 



Turner, misconstrues what she has seen and fears Turner might represent a danger to her sister.  This sets into 
motion a crime of misidentification that will change all their lives.  Part 2 is set in France and again takes place over 
the course of a day.  It is 1940 and Robbie Turner is fleeing toward Dunkirk to escape the advancing German army.  
His sole purpose is simply to find a way to survive and get back home to his beloved Cecilia.  Part 3 moves back to 
1940 London where Briony is now training as a nurse and beginning to confront the truth at last--her testimony five 
years preciously was wrong and has caused grievous harm.  Part 4 jumps ahead to 1999 where Briony, now a 
successful author, is confronting a diagnosis of vascular dementia.  There is also a family gathering in honor of her 
birthday where McEwan provides a plot twist that takes one’s breath away.  The book is an ambitious undertaking 
and the author delivers in spades.  This one has it all—the love story, the war story, and most importantly, the secret 
story buried within.  It packs a punch, both emotionally and intellectually, and proves richly rewarding. 
 
My name is Red / Orhan Pamuk. 
 
Written by the acclaimed Turkish author Orhan Pamuk, this novel held me captive from page one.  Set in sixteenth-
century Istanbul, the book is a murder mystery and a love story.  It is also a meditation on the artistic process itself, 
showing how religious repression influenced the art of the Ottoman Empire.  Enishte Effendi has been asked by the 
Sultan to put together an illustrated book that celebrates his royal self and his extensive dominion.  Gathering a 
cadre of the best artists in the land, Effendi, who has been influenced by Venetian masters, wants them to create 
illustrations that feature figurative art in the Western style.  This is a dangerous proposition since many consider this 
an affront to Islam.  When one of the miniaturists is murdered, panic erupts and the Sultan demands to know who 
the murderer is in three days’ time, or else.  Effendi gets his sister’s son, Black, to investigate the crime.  Black, 
newly returned to Istanbul after years of travel, has long been in love with Effendi’s beautiful daughter, the 
incomparable Shekire.  Pamuk parades a colorful assortment of characters across these pages, and each is allowed to 
tell a slice of the story in their own voice.  While a satisfying “who done it” and an engaging love story, the reader is 
also provided with a fascinating history of Islamic art.  The author is a master storyteller, and this book is a true 
classic. 
 
Infinite jest / David Foster Wallace. 

 

Is this a work of genius, grandly ambitious, a tour de force, filled with marvelous writing?  Yes, without a doubt.  Is 
it also chaotic, boringly unfocused at times, and a slog to wade through?  I would have to say yes to that as well.  
Wallace is no doubt one the best writers to come along in ages, yet his pen is often out of control, bombarding the 
reader with an excess of verbiage.  His mind seems to be always racing as he jumps from one discarded plot idea to 
the next.  There is comedy to be found here, as well as philosophical musings about culture, entertainment, and 
addiction.  Some of the storylines captivate, others simply baffle.  It took me over 300 pages before I started to get 
the gist of a plot here.  Then after plowing through 1000 pages of small print, complete with lengthy footnotes, the 
book abruptly ends and leaves its various storylines unresolved.  While Wallace frequently rewards with brilliant 
sections that amaze and dazzle, it is a novel that will baffle and frustrate most readers.  I cannot in good faith 
recommend it to others.  I spent over six months wading through Wallace’s prose and was close to giving up 
numerous times.  The primary reason I’ve included this book on my “favorite reads list” is that, having completed it, 
I want to brag about having done so.  It might be considered by some academics as the best novel of our era, but its 
rewards still do not warrant all the time I invested in it. 


