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I am squarely in middle age, (assuming I live to be 106) so “Go back as far as you can remember and up to the present” presents quite a challenge, especially since I have inherited a very lousy memory capability from my mother’s side of the family.   It probably doesn’t help that I enjoy California wine and high gravity beers, too.  Although I have been able to track down a number of complete titles and their authors, I could not track down forgotten memories of why I read them nor how I responded to many of them.
If I truly go as far back as I can remember, I remember our family tradition:  my mother reading “Twas the Night Before Christmas” by Clement Clark Moore on Christmas Eve.  I remember in 4th grade when I impressed Sister Damien with how well I could read aloud.  I remember sitting spellbound listening to Mr. DuBois, my 6th grade teacher, reading aloud to us every day.  I wish I could remember the title of that book that he read to us!

I also remember checking out armfuls of library books every week in 6th grade because we lived in Germany, there was no American TV, and Mr. DuBois didn’t believe in homework.   I don’t remember the names of any of those books, but I do remember reading a bunch of Nancy Drew Mysteries and “Cherry Ames, Student Nurse”.  My mother remembers nothing of me reading, not even me reading so much when I was in sixth grade.  But then, she was pregnant with her 8th child, so maybe she has a good excuse not to have noticed me leaving the public library with all those books in my arms.

 I remember in either 7th or 8th grade, reading a number of the Agatha Christie mysteries.  The only one I remember well is “And Then There Were None”; I was reading it late at night, I was the only one awake, and I started getting scared because the tale was scary.

My younger brother Mark (although he claims it was our older brother Chris) was really into Edgar Rice Burroughs, and so I read “Tarzan of the Apes”, and “A Princess of Mars”; maybe a couple more, but I can’t remember them.   I know I read “Watership Down”, by Richard Adams, and the “Lord of the Rings” trilogy, by J.R.R. Tolkien, but I don’t know when.   At the time, I did not get the larger picture, the rabbits as metaphor, that my daughter learned about in her  8th grade probe language arts class..

I had to read “The Scarlet Letter” by Nathaniel Hawthorne, in my senior year in high school, and “Moby Dick” by Herman Melville, my freshman year in college but I wasn’t impressed with either of them.   I read another story or short novel by Melville, the title of which escapes me, but I remember it because I was commended by my Literature professor when I modeled a creative paper on Melville’s story.

There’s a gap here, from 1971 to 1979.  I know I was reading; maybe I was reading some of the books mentioned above.  I just can’t remember reading.  What I do remember next, and clearly, is sitting on a beach outside Athens, Greece, probably around 1980, and reading “The King Must Die”, by Mary Renault.  The story is based in ancient Greece, so I thought it would be a good book to take along on my trip.  That tells me I was reading books at this time in my life, because I was aware of what books were available; it was likely a book critic’s suggestion that travelers read books that are set in the place they are visiting.  I was in the Army and stationed in Germany, but I don’t remember any other books that I specifically read at this time.   I have read the “Far Pavilions” by M.M. Kaye—but when, I don’t know.  Same with “Stranger in a Strange Land” by Robert Heinlein; loved that book, I wanted to be one of the select group of people that formed their tightly knit circle and could use their minds to change how they look and to lose weight.  I read one Ursula LeGuin book, “The Left Hand of Darkness”.  I liked it, but it didn’t inspire me to read any of her other books.

I can place reading “The Mists of Avalon”, by Marion Zimmer Bradley, in 1985.  I was out of the Army, living in San Francisco, and wondering what to do next with my life.  After I finished “Mists” I called my older sister Maureen, long distance, in the middle of the day.  I was in tears.  “I don’t know what to do now”, I cried.  “I finished the book.”  Why did that book affect me that way?  Maybe because it was the first time that I read a version of a male dominated myth that was turned on its head and made me believe that a woman was the hero; a woman who was smart and brave and good that male writers had turned into an evil creature.  I had been in a male dominated culture all my life, my father was military, so we lived on military bases while I was growing up; I read “dead white men” literature in school; when I did a lot of whitewater canoeing it was a male dominated field; and I had joined the Army myself.  So there I was in San Francisco, out of the Army, listening to NPR for the first time in my life, working in feminist organizations, and here was this wonderful book about a woman as the hero in a legend that had been about men for as long as I could remember.  I’ve never looked at the story of King Arthur the same way, that’s for sure.   It was right about then that I decided to focus my reading on women authors. 

There’s one more thing I can deduce from that memory; I was talking with my sister Maureen about books at that time.  Unfortunately, my sister and I are estranged right now, so she is the one sister I have not consulted to help with this autobiography.

Another book that marked me at that time in my life was “Clan of the Cave Bear” by Jean Auel.  Here was a story that gave me a new look at pre-history.  I was very intrigued by the idea of two species of humans on earth at the same time; one forward looking, one backward looking. A young girl from the forward looking tribe grows up among the backward looking tribe –I couldn’t put that book down.  I was very disappointed in the sequels to that book.  While I commend Auel for her interest in prehistoric geography, the plots just couldn’t measure up to that first book.

While I was living in California, 1982-1995, I became very interested in the women pioneers in the 19th Century.  When we toured historic spots, I started acquiring books about the women pioneers, diaries, anthologies, short stories.   That was one of the few times that I have actively sought out non-fiction.   Some of these books I still own:  

“Women of the West” by Silvia Ane Sheafer;

“Women’s Voices from the Western Frontier” by Susan G. Butruille; 

“Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey” by Lillian Schlissel; 

“Pioneer Women:  Voices from the Kansas Frontier” by Joanna L. Stratton;                  “So Much to Be Done:  Women Settlers on the Mining and Ranching Frontier” Edited by      


Ruth B. Moynihan, Susan Armitage, and Christiane Fischer Dichamp;

“Frontier Women:  The Trans-Mississippi West 1840-1880” by Julie Roy Jeffrey; 

“Far from Home:  Families of the Westward Journey” by Lillian Schlissel, Byrd Gibbens  and Elizabeth Hampstein.

I also started reading fiction by western women authors; most of the book titles and the authors escape me right now.  I know I read novels by Louise Erdrich, such as “Love Medicine” and Barbara Kingsolver, such as “The Bean Trees” and, much later, “The Poisonwood Bible”. 

I read a number of Maya Angelou’s autobiographical books, the ones I still have in my collection are “I know why the Caged Bird Sings”; “Gather Together in My Name”; “Singin’ and Swingin’ and Getting’ Merry Like Christmas”; and “All God’s Children Need Traveling Shoes”.

I also read “The Color Purple” “The Secret to Joy”, and “The Temple of My Familiar” by Alice Walker.   I know I read “House of the Spirits” by Isabelle Allende, who was living in the Bay Area at the same time I was.  I read “Their Eyes Were Watching God” and “Dust Tracks on a Road: An Autobiography”, by Zora Neal Hurston.  I was very interested in reading books by women of color, black and Hispanic.  I loved the Mission District of San Francisco.  Sometimes I felt so pale, so “without color”.   I also read three of Susan Straight’s novels; Straight is a white woman, but as far as I know, does not write about white people.  “I been in Sorrow’s Kitchen and Licked Out All the Pots” is about the Gulag Community in the Low Country of South Carolina, “Blacker than a Thousand Midnights”  is set in a black community in Southern California,  and “Highwire Moon” tells a heartbreaking story of a Mexican immigrant who is separated from her baby daughter.   

I’m not sure how I found all of the books that I have read.  I don’t remember any particular person influencing me outside an occasional suggestion; I unfortunately don’t remember any book discussions with people who are mostly nameless now in my faulty memory banks.  I read the Book Review Section of the San Francisco Chronicle to learn about new books to read and authors to look for.  But it was at a friend’s suggestion that I read “The Handmaid’s Tale” by Margaret Atwood.  I didn’t appreciate it till I read it again, a few years later after I was a mother.  Tears were streaming down my cheeks at the part when the main character was dreaming about the time her daughter was taken from her.

I don’t know how I learned about Elizabeth Cunningham, but I have not forgotten the two books I read of hers:  “The Wild Mother” and “ The Return of the Goddess: A Divine Comedy”.  I am drawn to books about mystical power in women.  That was one of the things that attracted me to Hispanic literature; the mystical is inherent to the story, like in “Like Water for Chocolate”, by Laura Esquivel.  I read that sometime in the early to mid-90’s (I deduced that because it was published in 1992).  

My father’s side of the family is Irish, so I delved into Irish Literature for a while.  I read tons of Maeve Binchy:  “Circle of Friends”, “This Year It Will Be Different”, “Light a Penny Candle”, “Tara Road”, “Evening Class”.  I read her books for pure entertainment, I didn’t really respond in any other way.  Once I learned that Binchy was Barbara Bush’s favorite author, I stopped reading her books.  I also read “The Country Girls Trilogy”, by Edna O’Brien.   I’m not sure why I was drawn to her cynical and depressing view of modern life in Ireland.   About this time I also finally read “Pride and Prejudice”, by Jane Austen, and “Wuthering Heights”, by Emily Bronte.  I may have read more by these and other British female authors, but I cannot remember them now. 

When my daughter was born in 1991, I was very influenced by the LaLeche League, and would sit with my daughter for extended periods of time while she nursed.  I would read.  I read a lot of novels about women detectives; the authors I can trace back to that time are Sue Grafton and her alphabet series (although I stopped somewhere around H); Karen Kijewski and Marcia Muller.   

Of course I started reading to my daughter from the time she was born.  Weekly trips to the library were routine.  For the purposes of this reading autobiography, I shall not try to list the hundreds of picture books that we read together, nor the hundreds more that I read with my son, who was born in 1995.  I do want to brag a little bit that they are both excellent readers, scoring high on the charts in the reading tests, and reading beyond their years.  

My daughter started kindergarten in 1995, and I read what she read.  I read aloud to her at night until she was in 2nd or 3rd grade, and she made the decision to start reading on her own.  I was also reading aloud to my son, from infancy to about 2nd grade.  One of the last books we read together was “Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone” by J.K. Rowling.  I enjoyed the book, and read up to the middle of the 4th in the series.  Personally, I enjoyed Jane Yolen’s tale, “Wizard’s Hall”, much more.  I have also read “Sword of the Rightful King” and “Briar Rose” by Yolen.  I have been reading a lot of middle school fiction for the past three years, in addition to my adult reading.  I have been working occasionally in a middle school media center, first as a volunteer and then as a substitute, and my daughter is in 8th grade.  We have read many of the same books.  I love finding books for her to read, and can’t help but wish that someone had been doing the same thing for me when I was that junior high kid bringing home stacks of forgettable books.   For my daughter and me, I bring home honor books, and award winners, sometimes just books that look fascinating.  We both got hooked on Tamora Pierce’s fantasies, especially the Alana series.  Who can resist the title “The Woman Who Rides Like A Man”?   We also read several by Robin McKinley:  “The Hero and The Crown”, “The Blue Sword” (both of which have a young woman who must use her courage and wits to become the hero), and “Spindle’s End” and “Beauty: A Retelling”.
I started getting book ideas for my daughter, and for me actually, from Chinaberry, a wonderful catalogue of “Books and Other Treasures for the Whole Family”.   That’s how I learned about Jean Ferris, who wrote “Once Upon a Marigold”, and “Love Among the Walnuts”.  The eccentric characters appealed to me, as did the sense of people banding together to help each other. 

Another fun series is the Enchanted Forest Chronicles, by Patricia Wrede.  I loved the spunky heroine in the first book, and in the following books, the cats and dragon empathy was impossible to resist.   It reminded me of the “Dragonriders of Pern” series by Anne McCaffery, which I probably read sometime in the 80’s; I was enthralled by this fantasy where a young woman communicated with her dragon.  

We have enjoyed “Ella Enchanted” and “The Two Princesses of Bamarre” by Gail Carson Levine and “Just Ella” by Margaret Peterson Haddix; “The Midwife’s Apprentice” “Catherine Called Birdy,  “Mathilda Bone”, “The Ballad Of Lucy Whipple” and “Rodzina”, by Karen Cushman.   We have also shared “The Thief” and “The Queen of Attolia”, by Megan Whalen Turner, and “Holes”, by Louis Sachar.  

There have been some middle-school books that have surprised me with its dark subject matter:  “Speak”, by Laurie Halse Anderson is, I believe, the first middle-school fiction that I read that dealt with rape.   I was stunned by Edward Bloor’s books, “Tangerine” and “Crusader”.  That was my introduction to books for young readers that addressed parents who let their children down.  I found them depressing, and uncertain about the impact those books would have on younger readers.  I felt like there should be some kind of support group for students who read his books.

Jesse and I have read “Hoot”, by Carl Hiassen; I later made a point of reading “Skinny Dip”, which is strictly fun escapist fare.  We also shared “Goddess of Yesterday” by Caroline Cooney; it should come as no surprise by now that I really enjoyed the young heroine who survived by using her wits.  There are many more books that Jesse and I have read, and some that I read even if she wasn’t interested, such as “The Witch of Blackbird Pond”, by Elizabeth George Spear, and “Turn Homeward HannaLee”  by Patricia Beatty.  That story begins in the Roswell area during the latter part of the Civil War.  But many of the titles shared by me and my children escape me, which is perhaps just as well.  This autobiography is certainly long enough.  I have suggested to my daughter that she start keeping a list of the books she is reading; it might come in handy some day!
At some point in the last decade I have read a number of Edith Wharton’s books:  “The Age of Innocence”, “The House of Mirth”, “The Mother’s Recompense”, “The Buccaneers”.    Mostly I read these for entertainment; I loved Wharton’s depiction of life among the newly rich Americans who were trying to marry into British (and usually impoverished) nobility.  “House of Mirth”, however, made me think for a while; did the main character kill her self on purpose or accidentally?  Could she not have married the man who loved her?  Also, “The Mother’s Recompense”, was a little hard to read, because I felt the sorrow of the mother who gave up her child when she left her husband. 

Someone must have given me a copy of Annie Lamott’s “Operating Instructions”; I don’t think I would have picked it out myself.   I didn’t think her memoir of her son’s first year of life could tell me anything new; I was a mother myself, after all!  But I was enchanted with her story, and fell in love with her and her child and her friends.  I have since read “Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith” and more recently, “Blue Shoe”.  

For my grown up reading here in Georgia, I have tried to concentrate on southern women writers.  I don’t always meet with success.   I just could not get into Anne Rivers Siddons and Eudora Welty.  But I did like “Ellen Foster” and “On the Occasion of My Last Afternoon”by Kaye Gibbons; “The Sunday Wife” by Cassandra King; “The Secret Life of Bees” by Sue Monk Kidd.
I was sitting in a book store in the summer of 2002 when I noticed “Enemy Woman” by Paulette Giles.  My foot hurt, I sat down and let my husband and kids go wondering around Washington D.C., and I was very shortly mesmerized by the language of this author. I bought that book.  There is another book I read about a woman during the Civil War era, but this woman was part of a Scotch-Indian people in one of the Carolinas.  I liked this book too.  I learn so much from books that show how a national event touched the lives of one person, or one family.

I get a lot of ideas for books to read from The AJC Book Review section in the Sunday paper, and its bi-annual Book Review Magazine.  I also keep lists of books that are nominated for National Book Awards.  Other books that I have read in the recent past include “Resistance” by Anita Shreve.  I was drawn to this story set in WWII Belgium, because my mother’s family is Belgian.   I enjoyed “Sleep toward Heaven” by Amanda Eyre Ward so much that I immediately read “How to Be Lost”.  Her characters and story lines are unusual and interesting.  I found “The Time Travelers Wife”, by Audrey Niffenegger, utterly engrossing.  I didn’t think I would like this time- traveling fantasy for adults, but the author made the characters so real, and the emotional toil of time traveling so convincing, that I believed it.
My most favorite book in more recent years is “Lost in Translation”, by Nicole Mones.   Another revelation to me, it is a grown up adventure story for women with a complex woman as the protagonist.   One of the reasons I enjoyed it so much was a secondary theme of the complexities of speaking a foreign language.  When I lived in Germany as an adult, I spoke German every chance I got.  I considered it my crowning achievement when the vendors at the Saturday morning farmer’s market thought I was Swedish.   Interesting to me now, is that I did not read German authors while I lived in Germany.   I traveled every possible week-end that I could, I took the train everywhere, and spoke German as much as I could to as many Germans as I could, but I was not reading German literature.  

A book that I read recently that had me crying at the end was “The Tall Woman” by Wilma Dykeman.  What a terrific story, about a strong woman who doesn’t give up.  I didn’t want to let her go.  I wish that I had read books like this one when I was a teen-ager bringing home armfuls of books.

I feel like I have shot my wad.  I’m worn out from this journey down the book trail to my childhood and back again.  I can only list more books that I have read:

“The Monk Downstairs”, by Tim Ferrington, 

“Pope Joan” by Donna Cross Woolfolk,
“Girl with A Pearl Earring” by Tracy Chevalier

“Someone like you” by Cathy Kelly

“A Northern Light, by Jennifer Donnelly

“The Red Tent” by Anita Diamant

“Alias Grace” by Margaret Atwood
Another novel I really wanted to include here is subtitled “Captain Ahab’s Wife”; I can’t remember the actual title and I was not able to track it down, but I enjoyed it so much more than “Moby Dick”.   The first sentence is a definite hook and bears repeating here:  “Captain Ahab was not my first husband, nor my last.”  And I haven’t yet mentioned Pearl Cleage, and how her title “What Looks Like Crazy on an Ordinary Day” caught my attention.  I liked that book so much that I read “I wish I had a Red Dress”.   I liked her stories because her characters form a close knit community to help each other achieve a good quality of life.
The main conclusion that one would draw from reading this autobiography would be that I seek out books about women, but women as heroes, not victims.  I also seek out stories of people who band together to save each other, or the world; I am reminded of “The Singer of All Songs”, by Kate Constable, that Jesse and I recently read.  We have the sequel on hold at the public library!    
What will inform my work with young readers is the image I have of myself in 6th grade, that I have referred to a couple of times in this reading autobiography.  It makes my adult self sad that no one paid attention to this young girl with armloads of book in her arms.  No one asked her what she was reading, no one suggested some award winning titles or books with a little depth to them.  So I do not hesitate to recommend books to middle-schoolers when I am working in the media center, and I enjoy talking about books to students whenever I can.  I try to stay on top of  “Best of “ lists, and Award Nominee Lists; now that I know about “Booklist” and “Library School Journal” and the web-site “Novelist”, among other sources, I can hopefully increase the depth of knowledge I have in fiction books for young adults.
