
 
 

SUMMER READING 2018 
9th and 10th Grades 

 
 
In this packet, you will find information about Summer Reading for new and returning 
Commonwealth students. Traditionally, we begin each school by breaking into small groups to discuss 
a book or books that the whole community has read. This year, each group will discuss a different 
book, representing a range of topics and genres, chosen by the faculty member leading the 
conversation. Please select one book from the “Summer Reading Discussion Groups” list and come 
to school prepared to share your observations! 
 
Summer break can be a wonderful time to catch up on your reading—to discover new genres or 
authors, to re-read old favorites, or to finally tackle a literary classic. We encourage you to explore the 
titles on the attached lists, which include recommendations from the library, your teachers, and your 
classmates. If you liked a book in one of your courses last year, you might want to try another by the 
same author this summer. When you return to school in the fall, your advisor will be interested to hear 
what you have read and your responses. 
 
These lists are also available on the library webpage (under Academics at commschool.org) where I 
have provided links to online ordering options for titles listed below; most will also be available at 
your local bookshop or library. 
 
Happy reading! 
Ms. Johnson  



PART ONE: Summer Reading Discussion Groups 

Each student will participate a discussion group for one of these books  
upon returning to school in the fall. 

Thomas Goetz, The Remedy: Robert Koch, Arthur Conan Doyle, and the Quest to Cure 
Tuberculosis (Ms. Budding & Ms. Burke): This account of Robert Koch’s success in discovering 
the bacterium that causes tuberculosis, and failure in identifying a cure, offers a vivid portrayal of 19th-
century science. To find out how Arthur Conan Doyle, the creator of Sherlock Holmes, fits into the 
story, read the book! 
 
Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go (Ms. Tyson): “As children Kathy, Ruth, and Tommy were 
students at Hailsham, an exclusive boarding school secluded in the English countryside. It was a place 
of mercurial cliques and mysterious rules where teachers were constantly reminding their charges of 
how special they were. Now, years later, Kathy is a young woman. Ruth and Tommy have reentered 
her life. And for the first time she is beginning to look back at their shared past and understand just 
what it is that makes them special—and how that gift will shape the rest of their time together. 
Suspenseful, moving, beautifully atmospheric, Never Let Me Go is modern classic.” – Publisher 
description 
 
Ursula K. LeGuin, The Dispossessed (Ms. Glenn Haber & Ms. Johnson): What would it be like, 
in practice, to have a society built on principles, not laws, where the only rule might be no roller skating 
in the halls? In what she called her “ambiguous utopia,” Ursula K. LeGuin explores the inherent 
inescapable tension between individuals and communities, between freedom and responsibility... in 
space. 
 
Penelope Lively, The Purple Swamp Hen (Ms. Dale): Known for her wry, understated prose, 
Penelope Lively won the Booker Prize for her novel Moon Tiger in 1987. A number of themes animate 
her novels and short stories, among them the power of memory, the relationship between the past 
and the present, the tension between public and private personas, and what keeps people together and 
tears them apart. A review in The Guardian describes her distinctive tone as “not elegiac but 
something far sharper, and she does not twinkle: Lively is not that kind of grandmother. She is funny.” 
You can sample her style in this 2016 collection of short stories, published when Lively was 83—
which opens with a story in which the narrator is a bird living in Pompeii (“Occasionally they ate us, 
but more often they didn’t”) just before Vesuvius blows, witnessing the excesses of the humans 
around him—only to settle in to stories about people in England, living lives, telling stories, and 
reflecting on the past and the future. One question to think about: Why open with that story? 
 
Emeran Mayer, The Mind-Gut Connection: How the Hidden Conversation Within Our 
Bodies Impacts Our Mood, Our Choices, and Our Overall Health (Ms. Tarnoff & Mr. Barsi): 
Have you ever walked into a room and wondered why it doesn’t “feel right?” Or you don’t like 
someone but you don’t have a specific reason why? These reactions are your gut communicating with 
your brain, and often, our “guts react faster than our minds.” Learn from the executive director of the 
Oppenheimer Center for Stress and Resilience, Dr. Emeran Mayer, how this connection can impact 
“food sensitivities and allergies, digestive disorders, obesity, depression, anxiety and fatigue.” 



 
Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (Mr. Holub-Moorman): How do 
comics and graphic novels “work?” In this comic book about comic books, Scott McCloud dissects 
the form of “sequential art” by analyzing visual storytelling, the artistic process, and the philosophy 
of language. Accessible and insightful for both readers and non-readers of comics. 
 
Hope Mirrlees, Lud-in-the-Mist (Mr. Conolly): Dorimare, with its well-heeled capital at Lud-in-
the-Mist (read: London), is a model mercantile kingdom: sensible, efficient, respectable, and 
prosperous. The only problem is that there have been increasing reports of the use of fairy fruit, a 
banned substance from the once-revered, now-despised kingdom of Fairyland beyond the Debatable 
Hills. What makes fairy fruit so dangerous is that it produces strange and frightening thoughts in those 
who partake of it, and its effects seem to be permanent. When this outbreak touches his own family, 
Nathaniel Chanticleer, mayor of Lud-in-the-Mist, is forced to take action … Hailed as a masterpiece 
of the fantasy genre (and reprinted as such), this 1926 novel is actually a work of modernism by a 
British poet and novelist who influenced T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf (friends of hers), and was 
herself influenced by the renowned classicist and “Cambridge Ritualist” Jane Ellen Harrison, with 
whom she lived for 15 years. Written in a densely textured, lyrical style reminiscent of Woolf’s Mrs. 
Dalloway, Lud-in-the-Mist is a profound, witty, whimsical celebration of the irrational, subconscious 
drives that can disrupt (and enrich) even the most ordered lives with the promise of ecstasy. 
 
Georges Perec, Life: A User’s Manual (Mr. Kerner): Picture a Parisian apartment building; now 
imagine the front of it ripped away to reveal the rooms (and their inhabitants) within. Perec’s 
fantastical 1978 novel takes us through a single moment in the life of a fictitious address, 11 Rue 
Simon-Crubellier; moving from room to room, we’re treated to a kaleidoscopic series of stories, some 
tragic, some comic, some simply bizarre: a sort of modern-day 1001 Nights. The lives of the building’s 
residents are unfolded for us in an intricate and beautifully composed set of narratives: elaborate tales 
of war, revenge, competitive bicycling, crossword-puzzle composition, and an eccentric millionaire 
obsessed with jigsaw puzzles. One of the 20th century’s great books—the English translation is 
wonderful, but advanced and adventurous French students might want to try it in the original 
language! 
 
Salman Rushdie, The Enchantress of Florence (Ms. Grant): Take one mysterious stranger, a 
beautiful woman with magical powers. Add the spiritual and sensual court of the Mughal emperor 
Akbar, Vlad the Impaler (the original Dracula), the Florence of Machiavelli, the New World of 
Amerigo Vespucci. Blend together with Rushdie’s audacious language, and you have the labyrinth of 
storytelling that is this novel. This is a great choice for students entering Medieval World History or 
U.S. History...not to mention History of India. Beyond that, it’s just a terrific yarn. 
 
Tom Wolfe, The Right Stuff (Mr. Wharton): “Millions of words have poured forth about man’s 
trip to the moon, but until now few people have had a sense of the most engrossing side of the 
adventure; namely, what went on in the minds of the astronauts themselves— in space, on the moon, 
and even during certain odysseys on earth. It is this, the inner life of the astronauts, that Tom Wolfe 
describes with his almost uncanny empathetic powers, that made The Right Stuff a classic.” – Publisher 
description 
 
Tobias Wolff, Old School (Ms. Brewster): A book for readers and those who find school both 
difficult and irresistible. The narrator is a boy in a boarding school in the early 1960s, an outsider who 
works hard to hide that status. The plot turns on books, in more complicated ways than meet the eye. 



PART TWO: Books Recommended for Students 
Entering 9th and 10th Grade 

 
 
NOVELS 
 
Sherman Alexie, The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-time Indian (2007): When 14-year-old 
Junior transfers from the reservation school to a wealthy, predominantly white private school, he 
grapples with questions of community and Indian identity. This semi-autobiographical illustrated 
novel is sometimes tragic and nearly always funny. 
 
Julia Alvarez, In the Time of the Butterflies (1994): In the Dominican Republic of the 1960s, the 
four Mirabal sisters each becomes active in the resistance against the Trujillo dictatorship. Based on 
real people and events (and inspired by the author’s childhood in the Dominican Republic) this is an 
unforgettable historical drama. 
 
Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey (1817): “No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland in her 
infancy would have supposed her born to be an heroine”—and yet she becomes one in the funniest 
of Jane Austen’s books, a sly sendup of the conventions of the gothic novel.  
 
Michael Chabon, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay (2000): A “swash-buckling 
thrill of a book” (Newsweek). The reader is immersed in the world of 1930s New York and in the 
Golden Age of comic books, as cousins Joe Kavalier and Sammy Clay team up to spin superheroic 
tales.  
 
John Connolly, The Book of Lost Things (2006): A story of growing up and of the difference 
between fantasy and reality for readers who were raised on fairy tales.  
 
Jostein Gaarder, Sophie’s World (1991): This is a mystery story that contains within it an 
introduction to the major periods, intellectual trends, and thinkers of the European tradition. The 
story, which begins when a fifteen-year-old girl receives an anonymous note that asks “Who are you?” 
and “Where does the world come from?” cleverly reflects and plays upon the questions raised in the 
philosophical sections of the book, and is especially recommended as a review or follow-up to the 
Greco-Roman beginnings studied in Ancient History.  
 
Neil Gaiman and Terry Pratchett, Good Omens (1990): Certainly the funniest book ever written 
about the Apocalypse (and probably one of the funniest books every written, period).  
 
Myla Goldberg, Bee Season (2003): A novel about a gifted and unconventional family, told through 
the eyes of 9-year-old Spelling Bee champ Eliza Naumann. 
 
Brian Hall, The Saskiad (1997): Saskia is a well-read and funny twelve-year-old who lives with her 
organic-farmer mother and various half-siblings on a decaying hippie commune, until she runs off 
with her long-lost father. Her voice is at once American know-it-all slang and timelessly epic-heroic. 
(Hence the pun on the Iliad in the title.) How life looks and feels to a smart, irreverent, and imaginative 
girl on the brink of adulthood. 



 
Shirley Jackson, We Have Always Lived in the Castle (1962): Shirley Jackson is a master of 
building dread. If you are hooked by this story of the unsettling sisters of Blackwood House, try The 
Haunting of Hill House or a collection of Jackson’s short stories next. 
 
Gish Jen, Mona in the Promised Land (1996): When the Chinese-American Chang family relocate 
to the affluent, predominately Jewish New York suburb of Scarshill, teenage Mona decides she wants 
to reinvent herself: “American means being whatever you want, and I happened to pick being Jewish.” 
A wickedly funny coming of age story. 
 
Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1962): Alternately funny, violent, and 
heartbreaking. Randall McMurphy gets himself committed to a mental institution to avoid prison. 
Quickly, though, he crosses the dominating, infantilizing Nurse Ratched, and they begin an escalating 
series of battles for control of the world and of McMurphy’s mind. Seen through the eyes of a mute 
Indian, whose story of liberation this finally becomes.  
 
Laurie R. King, The Beekeeper’s Apprentice (1994): This book provides an energetic update to 
the Sherlock Holmes canon. It follows the great detective at the end of his career as he takes on a new 
protégée—eccentric, intelligent teenager Mary Russell. Fans of John Watson may be a bit dismayed 
by his portrayal in this book series, but most mystery lovers will find a lot to enjoy. 
 
Arthur Koestler, Darkness at Noon (1940): Arthur Koestler was a Hungarian Communist who, 
after breaking with the Party, spent much of the rest of his life trying to explain how it attracted, held 
on to and destroyed its most loyal members. Darkness at Noon is his fictional recreation of an Old 
Bolshevik whose own loyalty to the Party is used to destroy him: he confesses to crimes he never 
committed. The definitive study of the Stalinist purges and show trials of the 1930s.  
 
Sinclair Lewis, It Can’t Happen Here (1935): Frequently humorous in its depiction of how 
American fascism, presided over by “Buzz” Windrip and his legions of armed “Minute Men,” comes 
to Fort Beulah, Vermont in the 1930s; nonetheless, a deadly serious critique of America between the 
wars.  
 
Yann Martel, The Life of Pi (2001): Piscine “Pi” Patel—raised by a zookeeper in Pondicherry, 
India—is shipwrecked for nearly a year with a 450-pound Bengal tiger called Richard Parker. This is 
both an exciting survival story and a reflection on faith and identity (with a tiger).  
 
Patrick O’Brian, Master and Commander (or any other novel of the 17 in the series): O’Brian’s 
novels tell the story of a British naval captain and his ship’s doctor (in reality a secret agent) during 
the Napoleonic Wars. Far more than conventional historical fiction: a lot of action, quirky 
conversation, and psychological insight—all in very elegant, very readable prose.  
 
George Orwell, Animal Farm (1945): Ostensibly a simple story of farm animals trying to run the 
farm themselves, this is also a stark representation of Stalinist brutality, which poses questions about 
the essential corruptibility of power. It caused a sensation when it was first published nearly seventy-
five years ago.  
 
Ann Patchett, Run (2007): Set in Cambridge, MA, Run is a story about how tight-knit multiracial 
family readjusts upon becoming acquainted with once-hidden relatives.  



Karolina Pavlova, A Double Life (1848): The earth-shattering insights into the human condition we 
find in the great works of 19th-century Russian literature are distorted in that that tradition is so male-
dominated. This is precisely what makes Pavlova’s 1848 masterpiece so vital. A tour de force of 
experimental form, the novel is a devastating study of the chasm between a woman’s inner dream life 
(represented in verse) and the soul-crushing role she, as a woman in a patriarchal society, is forced to 
assume in her waking life by the other women around her and by her own sense of propriety. 
 
Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the Western Front (1929): The author was a German veteran 
of World War I. The book describes the horrors of World War One and the postwar suffering of the 
men returning to Germany after the war. 
 
Mary Renault, The King Must Die (1958): Mary Renault’s historical fiction set in Ancient Greece 
are classics of the genre. This one retells the life and adventures of the mythological hero Theseus. If 
you got hooked on the time period in Ancient History, give Renault’s books a try! 
  
Jean Rhys, Wide Sargasso Sea (1966): Rhys, herself a Creole (in Caribbean usage, a white West 
Indian), wrote this short, intense novel in outrage at Charlotte Bronte’s portrayal of Bertha in Jane 
Eyre. Rhys re-imagines Bertha (now called by her lovely middle name Antoinette) as a vulnerable and 
romantic young woman largely shaped by her island’s painful history—by what happened to her 
family, and between black people and white people, as a consequence of slavery. You do not need to 
have read Jane Eyre to enjoy the novel’s vivid evocation of an exotic and sensuous culture, as seen 
alternately through the eyes of those who belong there and those who visit and recoil.  
 
Fran Ross, Oreo (1974): The New York Times review calls this book “a rollicking little 
masterpiece…truly one of the most delightful, hilarious, intelligent novels I’ve stumbled across in 
recent years, a wholly original work written in a wonderful mashed-up language that mixes high 
academic prose, black slang and Yiddish to great effect. I must have laughed out loud a hundred times, 
and it’s a short book, just over 200 pages, which averages out to one booming gut-laugh every other 
page.”  
 
Mary Dora Russell, The Sparrow (1996): This book combines science fiction with philosophy and 
religion as it recounts the story of humankind’s first, doomed encounter with alien life. 
 
Benjamin Alire Saenz, Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe (2012): A 
moving story about the friendship that develops in the summer of 1987 between two very different 
gay Mexican-American teenagers (one who is open about his sexuality, the other of whom is still 
struggling with his identity), and about all different kinds of love. 
 
Betty Smith, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn (1943): A classic coming of age novel about the hopes and 
dreams of an impoverished Irish-American family living in turn-of-the-century Brooklyn.  
 
Kurt Vonnegut, Cat’s Cradle (1963): A zany, darkly funny satire of the arms race, science, religion, 
and the end of the world.  
 
T. H. White, The Once and Future King (1958): This epic masterpiece of Arthurian legends is at 
times tragic, at times comic, and always engrossing. Although this story is set in England’s mythical 
past, it was written between 1938 and 1958, and concerns about the rise of fascism, the fall of empire, 
and modernization permeate the novel—and make it feel still relevant today. 



 
Jacqueline Woodson, The House You Pass on the Way (2010): Mixed-race Staggerlee has always 
felt different—even more so as she begins to develop feelings for a female friend. Then her bold 
cousin Trout comes to visit and gives Staggerlee a new perspective on herself and on her future life. 
Jacqueline Woodson crafts beautiful stories. 
 
 
SHORT STORIES, POETRY, AND PLAYS 
 
Ray Bradbury, The Martian Chronicles (1950): “The men of Earth came to Mars…They came 
because they were afraid or unafraid, because they were happy or unhappy, because they felt like 
Pilgrims or did not feel like Pilgrims. There was a reason for each man. They were leaving bad wives 
or bad towns; they were coming to find something or leave something or get something, to dig up 
something or bury something or leave something alone. They were coming with small dreams or large 
dreams or none at all. But a government finger pointed from four-color posters in many towns: 
THERE’S WORK FOR YOU IN THE SKY: SEE MARS! and the men shuffled forward, only a few 
at first, a double-score, for most men felt the great illness in them even before the rocket fired into 
space. And this disease was called The Loneliness.” This classic collection of short stories about the 
colonization of Mars is moving and well-written.  
 
Rita Dove, Thomas and Beulah (1986): Dove traces her grandparents through a series of poems. 
The voice of each takes half of the book, moving back and forth between Thomas and his mandolin 
on the river to Beulah watching the sweeping “crow’s wing” of the Civil Rights Movement on 
television. 
 
Chris Duffy, Above the Dreamless Dead: World War I in Poetry and Comics (2014): This book 
pairs comics artists with World War I poets to create a unique, artistic anthology that explores the 
realities of war, of loss, and of coming home. 
 
Athol Fugard, Master Harold...and the Boys (1982): The scene: St. George’s Park Tea Room, Port 
Elizabeth, South Africa. The time: around 1982. The characters: Sam and Willie, black South Africans 
who work in the tea room, and Hally ("Master Harold"), a white South African high-school student 
whose mother owns the cafe. The action: a painful attempt to define love, loyalty and identity. Valley 
Song, a play by South Africa’s master playwright which looks hopefully and wistfully at the new, post-
apartheid South Africa and is a wonderful complement to his earlier Master Harold.  
 
V. S. Naipaul, Miguel Street (1959): A series of brief life studies, each about a resident of Miguel 
Street in Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, where Naipaul grew up. These people live and talk with a strong 
street-wise vitality, even as their stubborn oddities carry them to obscure, distinctive ends.  
 
Octavio Paz, Early Poems 1935-1955 (1973): Selected early poems from this Nobel Prize-winning 
Mexican poet, translated by such distinguished poets as William Carlos Williams and Denise Levertov.  
 
Edgar Allan Poe, Stories (there are many collections): One of the most influential 19th-century 
American writers, inventor of the detective story, master of the tale of horror and suspense, Poe is 
not an author to read when you are alone at night!  
 



Tom Stoppard, Arcadia (1993): Following the Coverly family over two centuries, this play mixes 
together architecture, Romanticism, chaos theory, and the pursuit of historical “truth” in ways both 
comic and beautiful. 
 
 
GRAPHIC NOVELS 
 
John Lewis, March: Books 1-3 (2013-15): A riveting account of the Jim Crow South and the early 
Civil Rights movement through the eyes John Lewis, former chairman of the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and current congressman from Georgia. 
 
Jim Ottaviani, The Imitation Game: Alan Turing Decoded (2016): Ottaviani specializes in 
graphic novel biographies of scientists, and this one about Alan Turing—a forefather of computing 
and code-cracking hero of World War II, later persecuted by his government for being gay—digs 
deeper than the recent film of the same title. 
 
Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis (2000): This two-part graphic novel memoir paints a vivid picture of 
life in Iran in the 1980s as the Islamic Revolution brought on rapid social changes. Satrapi’s child’s-
eye view of the Revolution is affecting, sometimes funny, and often relatable. 
 
David Small, Stitches: A Memoir (2010): When teenage David goes in for a routine surgery, he 
awakens to be told that he had cancer and a vocal cord has been removed, leaving him virtually mute. 
This surreal graphic memoir follows the aftermath of this surgery, including David’s complicated 
relationship with his parents (including his physician father, who continues to make medical decisions 
on his behalf) and the escape he finds in art. 
 
Gene Luen Yang, American Born Chinese (2006): Interweaving stories of Chinese mythology and 
Asian-American identity come together in unexpected ways in this excellent graphic novel. For those 
with an interest in history, Yang’s Boxers & Saints, a two-part graphic novel about the 1899 Boxer 
Rebellion, is also highly recommended. 
 
 
MEMOIR & AUTOBIOGRAPHY 
 
Maya Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969) and A Song Flung Up to Heaven 
(2002): The first book is volume one of Maya Angelou’s autobiography, the account of her traumatic 
childhood in Stamps, Arkansas and St. Louis, Missouri. The second is volume six of her 
autobiography, covering her participation in the Civil Rights movement working with both Malcolm 
X and Martin Luther King, Jr. 
 
Ishmael Beah, A Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier (2007): Beah provides a riveting 
but often extremely disturbing account of his time as a child soldier in Sierra Leone before his eventual 
escape to the United States at age 17. 
 
Richard Blancos, The Prince of los Cocuyos (2014): As Barack Obama’s second inaugural poet, 
Richard Blancos “ticked many boxes” as: first openly gay poet, first Latino poet, first immigrant poet, 
and youngest inaugural poet. This funny and heart-breaking memoir tells the story of his Cuban family 



finding their place in America, and Blancos’ own feelings of being different. 
 
Claude Brown, Manchild in the Promised Land (1965): A detailed firsthand account by a member 
of the Malcolm X generation of everything that could go wrong in a young man’s life growing up in 
Harlem, New York. Raw, direct, warm-blooded, reflective.  

 
Frank Conroy, Stop-Time (1967): This autobiography, a few years back, had a cult following among 
Commonwealth students. It is a powerful book, both bleak and funny. Conroy examines, with 
unsparing honesty, his own character and how he “slipped into the state of being in trouble,” as well 
as the crazy, sometimes brutal adults in his life. It leaves a reader with a vivid sense of raw experience, 
but also with a kind of wonder at the writer’s ability to survive by his wits and his strength of soul.  
 
Annie Dillard, An American Childhood (1985): Instead of trying to find in her own youth some 
grand scheme of development, Dillard gives a series of trenchant retrospections in which oddities are 
pursued with fearless intensity and the indestructible self is looked on as a marvel.  

 
Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl (1947): Anne Frank’s diary, which she kept between the 
ages of 13 and 15, captures in fresh, tart language the day-to-day joys, discoveries and pains of an 
ardent and observant girl. At the same time, it matter-of-factly (and therefore even more poignantly) 
captures the fear, hunger, tedium and confinement felt by the eight Jews (including Anne, her sister, 
and her parents) who fled the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands by hiding in the “Secret Annex” in 
the back of an Amsterdam warehouse. They were discovered in August 1944, and all but Anne’s father 
eventually died in the camps just weeks before the Allied victory. Get the “definitive” edition, which 
restores material deemed too sensitive for original publication.  
 
Hope Jahren, Lab Girl (2016): Jahren, a geobiologist who studies trees and other flora, writes a 
memoir that captures the joy and wonder of discovering the natural world. 
 
Elie Wiesel, Night (1960): “Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, which has turned 
my life into one long night, seven times cursed and seven times sealed.” Wiesel, who survived 
Auschwitz and Buchenwald and went on to receive a Nobel Peace Prize for his post-war activism, 
writes of his experiences in the camps with profound humanity. 
 
 
NON-FICTION 
 
M.T. Anderson, Symphony for the City of the Dead: Shostakovich and the Siege of Leningrad 
(2015): The Siege of Leningrad was a devastating chapter in Russian history; Anderson looks at it 
through the lens of a performance by composer Dmitri Shostakovich that brought global attention 
and some rays of hope to the beleaguered city.  
 
Richard Feynman, The Pleasure of Finding Things Out (1999): This collection of essays and 
lectures is a marvelous introduction to Richard Feynman, a theoretical physicist with a unique knack 
for making science engaging and accessible. Six Easy Pieces or Surely You’re Joking, Mr. Feynman (the first 
of Feynman’s memoirs) would make a great next read for students who get hooked on his quirky 
writing. 
 



Barbara Findlen, Listen Up: Voices from the Next Feminist Generation (1995): A powerful 
collection of essays written by young women. The authors are generally in their 20’s. Contains a wide 
variety of topics, from race relations, faith, sexuality, to body image issues. 
 
Stephen J. Gould, The Panda’s Thumb (1980): A selection of essays on evolution. Gould’s strength 
is in his ability to find large truths in the particulars, even the minutiae, of an organism or event. 
Especially recommended after Biology 9.  
 
Jon Hersey, Hiroshima (1946): This short work is a classic of journalism; it brings the bombing of 
Hiroshima to life through the eyes of the ordinary Japanese people who were its victims. The entire 
text is now available online from The New Yorker, where it was originally published as a standalone 
issue in 1946. 

 
Paul Hoffman, The Man Who Loved Only Numbers (1998): This biography examines the life of 
a modern mathematician. Along with the entire life of Paul Erdos, related through the eyes of his 
many admirers and friends, it contains much information on the habits of mathematicians: their 
humor, commitment, fears, and failings. The book also touches upon some of the most fun and 
interesting fields of mathematics.  
 
Susan Kuklin, Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out (2014): Six transgender and 
gender-nonconforming teens tell their stories in their own words in a series of interviews with author 
and photographer Susan Kuklin, sharing both the joys and the challenges of becoming their authentic 
selves.  
 
Konrad Lorenz, King Solomon’s Ring (1949):	A wonderful book about animals and their habits; 
a most felicitous combination of keen scientific accuracy and affectionately humorous narrative.  
 
Sy Montgomery, The Soul of an Octopus: A Surprising Exploration into the Wonder of 
Consciousness (2015): Another excellent book for animal lovers, this one exploring the remarkable 
intelligence of octopuses. Montgomery is a Massachusetts native and did her observation at the Boston 
Aquarium. 
 
Ian Mortimer, The Time Traveler’s Guide to Medieval England: A Handbook for Visitors to 
the Fourteenth Century (2008): A more tongue-in-cheek (though still scholarly) approach to 
Medieval European history than you’re likely to encounter in Medieval World History. Mortimer 
writes in the style of a travel guide, painting a vivid sensory picture of daily life in the 14th century that 
makes the past feel alive and fresh. 
 
Peggy Orenstein, Schoolgirls: Young Women, Self-Esteem, and the Confidence Gap (1994):  
After reading a study showing that girls’ self-esteem plummeted as they entered adolescence, Peggy 
Orenstein conducted her own investigation in two diverse middle schools in California. This 
fascinating book reveals the inner lives of the girls she interviewed, exploring the pressures they face 
from friends, teachers, and parents as they move into high school. 
 
Lawrence S. Ritter, The Glory of Their Times: The Story of the Early Days of Baseball Told 
by the Men Who Played It (1966): Ballplayers in the first half-century of the game were a rough-cut 
and colorful lot. The zestful, outright way they played, lived, and talked in those days comes across 
with great freshness in this book—a tremendous relief from the crass money-making that now 



dominates the game and the times we live in.  
 
Mary Roach, Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human Cadavers (2003): Mary Roach doesn’t shy away 
from the funny, weird, or gross in her science writing. This book dives deep into what becomes of 
bodies donated to science; other of her books take a close look at the digestive system (Gulp), life in 
outer space (Packing for Mars), and the afterlife (Spook). 
 
Simon Schama, The Face of Britain: A History of the Nation Through Its Portraits (2015): An 
intriguing and often touching look at the stories behind some of the portraits in Britain’s National 
Portrait Gallery, as well as what makes these particular portraits special.  

 
Rebecca Skloot, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (2010): Skloot, a science journalist, 
uncovers the hidden story of the African-American woman whose uniquely hardy and productive cell 
line (HeLa) is famous in the medical world for helping advance treatments for cancer, AIDS, polio, 
and other devastating illnesses, but whose contributions were unknown to her family, who lived in 
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