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Call me a dreamer, but in this champagny vision there I am on the old You Bet 

Your Life show with Groucho smirking encouragingly across the microphone at me and 

putting the question, "All right, bookbrain, for the chance to tell a celebrated audience what 

to read, not that our audience is anything to celebrate--what phenomenon do you get when 

you spell a Marx Brother backwards?" 

Basic nomenclature instinct warns me that Chico, Zeppo, or for that matter 

Groucho in reverse probably isn't the way to go. Instead I triumphantly utter the key 

word: 

"Oprah!" 

The book club example set by Her Aimess has been a marvel of sales and 

readership for deserving novels that were not exactly household titles until Ms. Winfrey 

spake, "This month, read this." In that spirit, here is a suggested twelve-month's worth of 

literary achievements, some from authors in comers of the world we don't ordinarily look 

to, some from wordsmiths quietly practicing their magic here among us, but in all dozen 

cases, remarkable adventures of the written word. 
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Regeneration, Pat Barker. "Poor old Sass," says one of his fellow soldier-poets 

early in this fresh imagining of a chapter of history we thought we knew all too well, the 

mental blight brought on by the stalemated slaughter of World War One. 

Siegfried Sassoon, officer and gentleman as well as one of the most renowned of 

the British war poets, has declared himself "finished with the war," and in a 1917 version of 

Catch-22 his act of willful defiance lands him not in the brig but in the medical hands of a 

psychiatrist, Dr. William Rivers, who has his own doubts about the war. 

Novelist Barker tellingly pulls us into the world of this reluctant explorer of the 

mind, making his rounds of the mentally wounded, mulling his own duty as a humane 

being: how can he keep sending these men back to the Hell of trench warfare? Yet as a 

doctor sworn to "cure" them, how can he not? 

Balsamroot, Mary Clearman Blew. Just before the current spate of best-selling 

memoirs that resort to, let us say, accouterments of imagination that used to mark such 

books as first novels, there appeared this quiet but bone-honest narrative by a ranch-born 

professor of writing. 

The archeology of the niche between generations, call it. Blew tells of finding 

herself, middle aged and amidst trying to bring about a reconciliation with her adult 

daughter, abruptly responsible for a favorite aunt with clouds settling on her mind. Blew' s 

piercing details--how do you keep an eye on the sale of a helpless relative' s house from 

hundreds of miles away?--and the simultaneously unfolding story, from family letters, of 

her aunt's fate-swerved life make this an account that hits home to every grown child. 

The Commitments, Roddy Doyle. Warning: dirty words, irrepressible fizzes of 

them. Doyle's Dublin slum kids use them as unblinking punctuation in this deliriously 

gabby tale of a wannabe band's attempts to unloose soul music into Ireland. The 
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conjunction of would-be impresario Jimmy Rabbitte with the delphic trumpeter Joey the 

Lips Fagan, the amazingly foul-mooded but thunderously vocal-corded singer named 

Deco, those feisty heartbreakers The Committmentettes, Imelda, Natalie and Bernie, and 

other incipient soulsters is, as the characters often say in quite a different context, a ride. 

Doyle can be as much fun to watch as any writer at work today, as when he lays musical 

energy onto paper in this sample from a Committments rehearsal: 

sang: 

"Derek got to sing too. He'd growl:--WELL DON'T YOU KNOW before Deco 

--THAT'S THE SOUND O' THE MEN-­

WORKIN' ON THE CHAIN--

GA--EE--ANG ... 

--HUH, went the girls. 

--RAH, went the girls. 

--HUH, went the girls. 

Derek wrapped it up. 

--WELL DON'T YOU--

KNOW." 

The Jump-Off Creek, Molly Gloss. If westerns had taken this road, some Louisa 

L'Amour would have sold a bazillion copies of fiction with a genuine tang of the frontier 

experience and without gratuitous bang-bang. 

In this gritty but beguiling telling, the diarist and homesteader who comes to the 

Blue Mountains of Oregon in the 1890's is a lone woman named Lydia Sanderson, who has 

a habit of standing with "her hands up inside her coat sleeves so she looked like a cat that 

was mad." While there are men around to complicate things, this toughly imagined little 

novel is very much Lydia's own hard-faceted story. 



4 

July's People, Nadine Gordimer. Before the coming of President Mandela and 

some racial common sense, South Africa's Nobel laureate of literature wrote novel upon 

novel about the consequences of apartheid, her land's accursed "laws made of skin and 

hair." Some Gordimer works are complicatedly moral, some dauntingly dense (I believe I 

have been reading Burger's Daughter all my adult life), but this one she started like a 

house afire: 

"You like to have some cup of tea?--

July bent at the doorway and began that day for them as his kind has always done 

for their kind." 

As the country goes up in racial smoke the white Smales family take refuge in their 

black servant July's home village. Misunderstandings and tom loyalties immediately 

abound, and philosophies of life are jerked down to the level of a struggle over who shall 

have the keys to the off-road vehicle. It's a political chiller. 

The All Of It, Jeannette Haien. Seldom have secrets been so sweetly revealed as in 

this tale of a trouble-weary County Mayo priest and his most exemplary couple of 

parishioners, who upon the death of one of them are found not to have been married. 

Short but exhilarant of language, this is one that tugs at the heart, you betcha, but at the 

sinews of the heart, the lines of unrequited love and gallant endurance. 

After the Lost War, Andrew Hudgins. If the thought ever for a moment crossed 

your mind that the PBS version of The Civil War was somewhat too much the civil 

anecdotes of Shelby Foote, here is the bracing antidote of art. 

Yes, it's poetry. No, it's not highfalutin, obscure, namby-pamby or any of that. 

What Hudgins achieved in this cycle of poems is a narrative "based on the life of the 

Georgia-born poet and musician Sidney Lanier." As a young soldier for the Confederacy, 

Lanier fought in terrible bloodlettings (the poem "Burial Detail" about helping to handle the 
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multitude of dead on the killing field of the Wilderness reminds us that the unpleasantness 

between the states was a civil war) but ultimately managed to make verse, music, a loving 

marriage and a family out of the tricky hands dealt him by life, all the way to facing his 

final tubercular fate: 

"For so long I have thought of us as nails 

God drives into the oak floor of this world 

it's hard to comprehend the hammer turned 

to claw me out." 

Chronicle in Stone, Ismail Kadare. Let us just listen: 

"Outside the winter night had wrapped the city in water, fog, and wind. Buried 

under my blankets, I listened to the muffled, monotonous sound of rain falling on the roof 

of our house. I pictured the countless drops rolling down the sloping roof, hurtling to 

earth to tum to mist that would rise again in the high, white sky. Little did they know that a 

clever trap, a tin gutter, awaited them on the eaves. Just as they were about to make the 

leap from roof to ground, they suddenly found themselves caught in the narrow pipe with 

thousands of companions, asking 'Where are we going, where are they taking us?' Then, 

before they could recover from that mad race, they plummeted into a deep dark 

underground prison, the great cistern of our house." 

Kadare is one of the recovered treasures out of the Cold War, a world-class writer 

who for most of his career was sealed away behind the totalitarian boundaries of Albania. 

The boy who penetrates the life of raindrops and his beleagured old city that is a chronicle 

in stone are a rare kind of lyrical imagination. 

The Three-Arched Bridge, Ismail Kadare. Kadare is also one of the few writers 

who can drop into various periods of the past and write their way out. This parable is set 

in medieval times on a strategic river in the Balkans when a mysterious outfit called "Boats 
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and Rafts" buys up all the ferries. And then comes an equally mysterious opposing plan to 

build a bridge. The monk Gjon, pressed into service as translator in these murky doings, 

recognizes that the tussle is humanity's endless one, change. 

But then Kadare rings in one of his thought-provoking sub-plots: the theft of 

legends. Who owns a society's stories, and how are they bent for nefarious purposes? 

The genesis of the modem Balkan horrors throbs in this story of a very small conflicted 

place. 

The Playmaker, Thomas Keneally. In 1789, the penal colony of Sydney (captives 

and captors alike dropped Down Under through "an enormous sieve of latitudes and 

longitudes") undertakes to celebrate the king's birthday with a production of "The 

Recruiting Officer" ("the one play of which two copies existed"). 

The cast is of course convicts of varying degrees of duplicity and for that matter 

literacy, the in-over-his-head director is a homesick young lieutenant of the Royal Marines, 

the one onlooker who seems to get the play is an Aborigine who doesn't understand 

English, on and on this one unfolds, a rich, funny, and serious retelling of history by the 

prodigious novelist best-known for Schindler's List. 

Isak Dinesen: The Life of a Storyteller, Judith Thurman. At 495 pages and 

published 15 years ago, this biography is the longest of this book batch and predates such 

Dinesen-based movies as Out of Africa and Babette's Feast. It remains an exceedingly 

smart piece of work, cannily following the failed coffee-grower and minor aristocrat Karen 

Blixen as she takes up pen and pen name and, in that breathtaking moment, finds a timeless 

voice and begins telling us of her Kenya life where her tame bushbuck Lulu would appear 

on the lawn and do a darting dance "which looked like a brief zigzagged prayer to Satan." 

·, 
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Cloudstreet, Tim Winton. Warning: Aussie words. But no harder to translate than, 

say, the Hucktalk of Mark Twain, whom Tim Winton--now thirty-something--was reading 

for lingual exuberance and character vitality while his peers were starting to write pale 

interior reflections of themselves. 

Winton' s big novel of two unruly families--" mob" indeed seems the proper bit of 

slang for them--who end up all living together in a sprawly house in Perth is playful, 

tragic, and chockablock with stuff we never thought of before. Like life is, and literature. 

### 

Ivan Doig is the author of Dancing at the Rascal Fair, This House of Sky, and six other 

books. 
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By Ivan Doig 
CALL me a dreamer, but in this cham­
pagny vision there I am on the old 
"You Bet Your Life" show with 
Groucho smirking encouragingly across 
the microphone at me and putting the 
question, "All right, book-brain, for the 
cha~ce to tell a celebrated audience what 
to read, not that our audience is anything 
to celebrate - what phenomenon do you 
get when you spell a Marx brother back­
wards'?" 

Basic nomenclature instinct warns me 
that Chico, Zeppo or Groucho himself in 
reverse probably isn't the way to go. In­
stead I triumphantly utter the key word: 

"Oprah!" 
The book club example set by Her Air­

ness has been a marvel of sales and reader­
ship for deserving novels that were not ex­
actly household titles until Ms. Winfrey 
spake, ''This month, read this." But there 
are many deserving titles that have not 
caught her eye - and that have captivated 
mine. In that spirit, here is an alternative 
twelve-month's worth ot literary achieve­
ments. Some come from authors in cor-
ners of the world we don't ordinarily look 
to, .some from wordsmi ths quietly practic­
in9 their magic here among us, but in all 
dozen cases, they are remarkable adven­
tures of the written word. 

Regeneration by Pat Barker. "Poor old 
Sass," says one of his fellow soldier-poets 
early in this fresh imagining of a chapter of 
history we thought we knew all too well, 
the mental blight brought on by the stale­
mated slaughter of World War I. 

Siegfried Sassoon, officer and gentle­
man as well as one of the most renowned 
of the British war poets, has declared him­
self "finished with the war," and in a 1917 
version of Catch-22 his act of willful defi­
ance lands him not in the brig but in the 
medical hands of a psychiatrist, Dr. Wil­
liam Rivers, who has his own doubts about 
the war. 

Novelist Barker tellingly pulls us into 
the world of this reluctant explorer of the • 
mind, making his rounds of the mentally 
wounded, mulling his own duty as a hu-
mane being: How can he keep sending 
these men back to the hell of trench war­
fare'? Yet as a doctor sworn to "cure" 
them, how can he not'? 

Balsamroot by Mary Clearman Blew. 
Just before the current spate of best-sell­
ing memoirs that resort to, let us say, ac­
couterments of imagination that used to 
mark such books as first novels, there ap­
peared this quiet but bone-honest narra­
tive by a ranch-born professor of writing. 

The archeology of the niche between 
generations, call it. Blew tells of finding 
herself, middle-aged and amidst trying to 
bring about a reconciliation with her adult 
daughter, abruptly responsible for a favor­
ite aunt with clouds settling on her mind. 
Blew's piercing details - how do you keep 
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an eye on the sale of a helpless relative's 
house from hundreds of miles away? -
and the simultaneously unfolding story, 
from family letters, of her aunt's fate­
swerved life make this an account that hits 
home to every grown child. 

The Commitments by Roddy Doy le. 
Warning: dirty words, irrepressible fizzes 
of them. Doyle's Dublin slum kids use 
them as unblinking punctuation in this de­
liriously gabby tale of a wannabe band's at­
tempts to unloose soul music into Ireland. 
The conjunction of would-be impresario 
Jimmy Rabbitte with the delphic trumpet­
er Joey the Lips Fagan, the amazingly foul­
mooded but thunderously vocal-corded 
singer named Deco, those feisty heart­
breakers The Commi ttmentettes, Imelda, 
Natalie and Bernie, and other incipient 
soulsters is, as the characters often say in 
quite a different context, a ride. Doyle can 
be as much fun to watch as any writer at 
work today. 

The Jump-Off Creek by Molly Gloss. If 
westerns had taken this road, some Louisa 
L'Amour would have sold a bazillion cop­
ies of fiction with a genuine tang of the 
frontier experience and without gratuitous 
bang-bang. 

In this gritty but beguiling telling, the di­
arist and homesteader who comes to the 
Blue Mountains of Oregon in the 1890s is a 
lone woman named Lydia Sanderson, who 
has a habit of standing with "her hands up 
inside her coat sleeves so she looked like a 
cat that was mad." While there are men 
around to complicate things, this toughly 
imagined little novel is very much Lydia's 
own hard-faceted story. 

July's People by Nadine Gordimer. Be­
fore the coming of President Mandela and 
some racial common sense, South Africa's 
Nobel laureate of literature wrote novel 
upon novel about the consequences of 
apartheid, her land's accursed "laws made 
of skin and hair." Some Gordimer works 
are complicatedly moral, some dauntingly 
dense (I believe I have been reading "Bur­
ger's Daughter" all my adult life), but this 
one she started like a house afire: 

You like to have some cup of tea? -
July bent at the doorway and began that 

day for them as his kind has always done 
for their kind. 

As the country goes up in smoke, the 
white Smales family takes refuge in their 
black servant July's home village. Misun­
derstandings and torn loyalties immediate­
ly abound, and philosophies of life are 
jerked down to the level of a struggle over 
who shall have the keys to the off-road ve­
hicle. It's a political chiller. 

The All of It by Jeannette Haien. Seldom 
have secrets been so sweetly revealed as 
in this tale of a trouble-weary County 
Mayo priest and his most exemplary cou-
ple of parishioners, who upon the death of 
one of them are found not to have been 
married. Short but exhilarant of language, 
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unrequited love and gallant endurance. 
After the Lost War by Andrew Hudgins. 

If the thought ever for a moment crossed 
your mind that the PBS version of ''The 
Civil War" was somewhat too much the 
~i vil anecdotes of Shelby Foote, here is the 
bracing antidote of art. 

Yes, it's poetry. No, it's not highfalutin, 
obscure, namby-pamby or any of that. 
Hudgins' cycle of poems is a narrative 
"based on the life of the Georgia- born po­
et and musician Sidney Lanier.'' As a young 
soldier for the Confederacy, Lanier fought 
in terrible bloodlettings and was captured 
and imprisoned (His poem "Burial Detail" 
- about his helping to handle the multitude of 
dead on the killing field of the Wilderness 
- is one of literature's most incisive re­
minders that the unpleasantness between 
the states was a civil war.) But Lanier ulti­
mately managed to make verse, music, a 
loving marriage and a family out of the 
tricky hands dealt him by life, all the way 
to facing his final tubercular fate: 

For so long I have thought of us as nails 
God drives into the oak floor of this 

world 
it's hard to comprehend the hammer 

turned 
to claw me out. 

Chronicle in Stone by Ismail Kadare. 
Let us just listen: 

outside the winter night had wrapped 
the city in water, fog, and wind. Buried 
under my blankets, I listened to the muf­
fled, monotonous sound of rain falling on 
the roof of our house. I pictured the count­
less drops rolling down the sloping roof, 
hurtling to earth to turn to mist that 
would rise again in the high, white sky. 
Little did they know that a clever trap, a 
tin gutter, awaited them on the eaves. 
Just as they were about to make the leap 
from roof to ground, they suddenly found 
themselves caught in the narrow pipe 
with thousands of companions, asking 
''Where are we going, where are they tak-
ing us?' Then, before they could recover 
from that mad race, they plummeted into 
a deep dark underground prison, the 
great cistern of our house. 

Kadare is one of the recovered treasures 
out of the Cold War, a world-class writer 
who for most of his career was sealed 
away behind the totalitarian boundaries of 
Albania. The boy who penetrates the life of 
raindrops and his beleagured old city that 
is a chronicle in stone are a rare kind of 
lyrical imagination. 

Kadare is also one of the few writers 
who can drop into various periods of the 
past and write their way out. The Three­
Arched Bridge is a parable set in medi­
eval times on a strategic river in the Bal­
kans. A mysterious outfit called "Boats 
and Rafts" buys up all the ferries. And then 
comes an equally mysterious opposing 
plan to build a bridge. The monk Gjon, 
pressed into service as translator in these 
murky doings, recognizes that the tussle is 
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humanity's endless one, change. 
But then Kadare rings in one of his 

thought-provoking sub-plots: the theft of 
legends. Who owns a society's stories, and 

Wed 

how are they bent for nefarious purposes? rN' 
The genesis of the modem -&iikan horrors 
throbs in this story of ~ very small conflict-
ed place. 

The Playmaker by Thomas Keneally. In 
1789; the penal colony of Sydney (captives 
and captors alike dropped Down Under 
through "an enormous sieve of latitudes 
and longitudes") undertakes to celebrate 
the king's birthday with a production of 
"The Recruiting Officer" \'the one play of 
which two copies existed"). 

The cast is convicts of varying degrees 
of duplicity and for that matter literacy; 
the in-over-his-head director is a homesick 
young lieutenant of the Royal Marines; the 
one onlooker who seems to get the play is 
an Aborigine who doesn't understand Eng­
lish. On and on this one unfolds, a rich, 
funny and serious retelling of history by 
the prodigious novelist best-known for 
"Schindler's List." 

Isak Dinesen: The Life of a Storyteller 
by Judi th Thurman. At 495 pages, this biog­
raphy is the longest book on this list, prov­
ing . again how succinct fiction can be. This 
biography - published 15 years ago and 
predating such Dinesen-based movies as 
''Out of Africa" and "Babette's Feast" -
remains an exceedingly smart piece of 
work. It cannily follows the failed coffee­
grower and minor aristocrat Karen Blixen 
as she takes up pen and pen name and, in 
that breathtaking moment, finds a timeless 
voice and begins telling us of her life in 
Kenya, where her tame bushbuck Lulu 
would appear on the lawn and do a darting 
dance "which looked like a brief zig­
zagged prayer to Satan." 

Cloudstreet by Tim Winton. Warning: 
Aussie word~ But no harder to translate 
than, say, the Hucktalk of Mark Twain, 
whom Tim Winton - now thirtysomething 
- was studying for lingual exuberance 
and character vitality while his peers were 
starting to write pale interior reflections of 
themselves. 

Winton's big novel of two unruly fami­
lies - "mob" indeed seems the proper bit 
of slang for them - who end up all living 
together in a sprawly house in Perth is 
playful, tragic and chockablock with stuff 
we never thought of before. Like life is, 
and literature. • 

Ivan Doig is the author of "Dancing at the 
Rascal Fair," "This House of Sky" and six 
other book~ The dedication to his most re­
cent book, "Bucking the Sun," praised by 
name several contemporary novelists 
"who deliver the eloquence of the edge of 
the world," and prompted the Mercury 
News asked him to compile this list of rec­
ommended reading. 
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