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Books Recommended by Book Group Members for 2021-2022 
 
Non-fiction 
 
Kimmerer, Robin - Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the 
Teachings of Plants (2015, 405 pp.; available in all formats) 

Robin Kimmerer was the Baccalaureate speaker at Oberlin College in May 2021. 
A New York Times and Washington Post Bestseller 
Named a "Best Essay Collection of the Decade" by Literary Hub 
 
As a botanist, Robin Wall Kimmerer has been trained to ask questions of nature with the 
tools of science. As a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, she embraces the notion 
that plants and animals are our oldest teachers. In Braiding Sweetgrass, Kimmerer brings 
these two lenses of knowledge together to take us on “a journey that is every bit as 
mythic as it is scientific, as sacred as it is historical, as clever as it is wise” (Elizabeth Gil-
bert). 
 

Horowitz, Tony - Spying on the South: An Odyssey Across the American Divide (1998, 432 pp, availa-
ble in all formats) 

The New York Times-bestselling final book by the Pulitzer-Prize winning historian Tony Hor-
witz. With Spying on the South, the best-selling author of Confederates in the Attic returns to the 
South and the Civil War era for an epic adventure on the trail of America's greatest landscape ar-
chitect. In the 1850s, the young Frederick Law Olmsted was adrift, a restless farmer and dreamer 
in search of a mission. He found it during an extraordinary journey, as an undercover correspond-
ent in the South for the up-and-coming New York Times. 

 
Meacham, Jon - The Hope of Glory: Reflections on the Last Words of Jesus from the Cross (2020, 144 
pp, available in Kindle, audio, and hardcover) 

Pulitzer Prize–winning author Jon Meacham explores the seven last sayings of Jesus as recorded 
in the Gospels, combining rich historical and theological insights to reflect on the true heart of the 
Christian story. 

 
McCullough, David - Brave Companions (1991, 260 pp, available in all formats) 

From Alexander von Humboldt to Charles and Anne Lindbergh, these are stories of people of 
great vision and daring whose achievements continue to inspire us today, brilliantly told by mas-
ter historian David McCullough. Here are Alexander von Humboldt, whose epic explorations of 
South America surpassed the Lewis and Clark expedition; Harriet Beecher Stowe, “the little 
woman who made the big war”; Frederic Remington; the extraordinary Louis Agassiz of Har-
vard; Charles and Anne Lindbergh, and their fellow long-distance pilots Antoine de Saint-Exu-
péry and Beryl Markham; Harry Caudill, the Kentucky lawyer who awakened the nation to the 
tragedy of Appalachia; and David Plowden, a present-day photographer of vanishing America. 
 

MacFarlane, Robert - Underland: A Deep Time Journey (2019, 496 pp, available in   
 all formats) 

New York Times “100 Notable Books of the Year” • NPR “Favorite Books of 2019” • Guardian 
“100 Best Books of the 21st Century” • Winner of the National Outdoor Book Award 
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Hailed as "the great nature writer of this generation" (Wall Street Journal), Robert Macfarlane is 
the celebrated author of books about the intersections of the human and the natural realms. In Un-
derland, he delivers his masterpiece: an epic exploration of the Earth’s underworlds as they exist 
in myth, literature, memory, and the land itself. Macfarlane takes us on an extraordinary journey 
into our relationship with darkness, burial, and what lies beneath the surface of both place and 
mind. Traveling through “deep time”―the dizzying expanses of geologic time that stretch away 
from the present―he moves from the birth of the universe to a post-human future, from the pre-
historic art of Norwegian sea caves to the blue depths of the Greenland ice cap, from Bronze Age 
funeral chambers to the catacomb labyrinth below Paris, and from the underground fungal net-
works through which trees communicate to a deep-sunk “hiding place” where nuclear waste will 
be stored for 100,000 years to come. Woven through Macfarlane’s own travels are the unforgetta-
ble stories of descents into the underland made across history by explorers, artists, cavers, divers, 
mourners, dreamers, and murderers. 
 

Millard, Candace - Destiny of the Republic - (2012, 432 pp., available in paperback, audiobook and 
Kindle) 

A Booklist Notable Book of 2012 
 
Bestselling account of James Garfield's rise from poverty to the American presidency, and the 
dramatic history of his assassination and legacy. James Abram Garfield was one of the most ex-
traordinary men ever elected president. Born into abject poverty, he rose to become a wunderkind 
scholar, a Civil War hero, a renowned congressman, and a reluctant presidential candidate who 
took on the nation's corrupt political establishment. But four months after Garfield's inauguration 
in 1881, he was shot in the back by a deranged office-seeker named Charles Guiteau. Garfield 
survived the attack, but become the object of bitter, behind-the-scenes struggles for power—over 
his administration, over the nation's future, and, hauntingly, over his medical care. 
 

Reichl, Ruth - Tender at the Bone (2010, 320 pp,; available in all formats) 
“A poignant, yet hilarious, collection of stories about people [Reichl] has known and loved, and 
who, knowingly or unknowingly, steered her on the path to fulfill her destiny as one of the 
world’s leading food writers.”—Chicago Sun-Times  
 
“While all good food writers are humorous . . . few are so riotously, effortlessly entertaining as 
Ruth Reichl.”—The New York Times Book Review  
 
“Reading Ruth Reichl on food is almost as good as eating it. . . . Reichl makes the reader feel pre-
sent with her, sharing the experience.”—Washington Post Book World 
 
“[In] this lovely memoir .  .  .  we find young Ruth desperately trying to steer her manic mother's 
unwary guests toward something edible.  It's a job she does now .  .  .  in her columns, and whose 
intimate imperatives she illuminates in this graceful book.”—The New Yorker 

 
Robertson, Adele Crockett - The Orchard (2011, 237 pages, available used in hardbound and paper-
back) 

John Updike called this memoir "brave and beautiful.”The Orchard is a poignant memoir of a 
young woman's single-handed struggle to save her New England farm in the depths of the Great 
Depression. Recently discovered by the author's daughter, it tells the story of Adele "Kitty" Rob-
ertson, young and energetic, but unprepared by her Radcliffe education for the rigors of apple 
farming in those bitter times. Alone at the end of a country road, with only a Great Dane for com-
pany, plagued by debts, broken machinery, and killing frosts, Kitty revives the old orchard after 



Page 3 

years of neglect. Every day is a struggle, but every day she is also rewarded by the beauty of the 
world and the unexpected kindness of neighbors and hired workers. 
 

Sapolsky, Robert - A Primate's Memoir - (2002, 309 pp, available in all formats) 
An exhilarating account of Sapolsky’s twenty-one-year study of a troop of rambunctious baboons 
in Kenya, A Primate’s Memoir interweaves serious scientific observations with wry commentary 
about the challenges and pleasures of living in the wilds of the Serengeti—for man and beast  
alike. Over two decades, Sapolsky survives culinary atrocities, gunpoint encounters, and a surreal 
kidnapping, while witnessing the encroachment of the tourist mentality on the farthest vestiges of 
unspoiled Africa. As he conducts unprecedented physiological research on wild primates, he be-
comes evermore enamored of his subjects—unique and compelling characters in their own 
right—and he returns to them summer after summer, until tragedy finally prevents him. 

 
Strausbaugh, John - Victory City: A History of New York and New Yorkers During WW II  (2018, 496 
pp, available in all formats) 

New York City during World War II wasn't just a place of servicemen, politicians, heroes, G.I. 
Joes and Rosie the Riveters, but also of quislings and saboteurs; of Nazi, Fascist, and Communist 
sympathizers; of war protesters and conscientious objectors; of gangsters and hookers and profi-
teers; of latchkey kids and bobby-soxers, poets and painters, atomic scientists and atomic spies. 
While the war launched and leveled nations, spurred economic growth, and saw the rise and fall 
of global Fascism, New York City would eventually emerge as the new capital of the world. 
From the Gilded Age to VJ-Day, an array of fascinating New Yorkers rose to fame, from Mayor 
Fiorello La Guardia to Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt, Langston Hughes to Joe Louis, to Robert 
Moses and Joe DiMaggio. 

 
Tallamy, Douglas - Nature’s Best Hope: A New Approach to Conservation That Starts in Your Yard  
(2021, 256 pp, available in Kindle, audio, and hardcover) 

“Tallamy is one of the most original and persuasive present-day authors on conservation.” —Ed 
 ward O. Wilson, University Research Professor Emeritus, Harvard University 
Nature’s Best Hope shows how homeowners everywhere can turn their yards into conservation 
corridors that provide wildlife habitats. Because this approach relies on the initiatives of private 
individuals, it is immune from the whims of government policy. Even more important, it’s practi-
cal, effective, and easy—you will walk away with specific suggestions you can incorporate into 
your own yard. 

 
Wickendon, Dorothy - The Agitators: Three Friends Who Fought for Abolition and Women’s Rights 
(2021, 400 pp; available in Kindle, audio, and hardcover) 

The three friends:  Harriet Tubman, Martha Wright, Frances Seward. Beginning two decades be-
fore the Civil War, when Harriet Tubman was still enslaved and Martha and Frances were young 
women bound by law and tradition, The Agitators ends two decades after the war, in a radically 
changed United States. Wickenden brings this extraordinary period of our history to life through 
the richly detailed letters her characters wrote several times a week. Like Doris Kearns Good-
win’s Team of Rivals and David McCullough’s John Adams. 

 
Wilkerson, Isabel - Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents (2020, 388pp; available in all formats) 

From the New York Times review by Dwight Garnier: “A critic shouldn’t often deal in superla-
tives… But sometimes a reviewer will shout as if into a mountaintop megaphone. I recently came 
upon William Kennedy’s review of “One Hundred Years of Solitude,” which he called “the first 
piece of literature since the Book of Genesis that should be required reading for the entire human 
race.” 
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 I had these thoughts while reading Isabel Wilkerson’s new book, “Caste: The Origins of 
Our Discontents.” It’s an extraordinary document, one that strikes me as an instant American 
classic and almost certainly the keynote nonfiction book of the American century thus far. It 
made the back of my neck prickle from its first pages, and that feeling never went away. I told 
more than one person that I was reading one of the most powerful nonfiction books I’d ever en-
countered.” 
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Fiction 
 
Abrams, Stacy -  While Justice Sleeps: A Novel (2021, 384 pages, available in all formats) 

#1 NEW YORK TIMES BEST SELLER • From celebrated national leader and bestselling author 
Stacey Abrams, a gripping thriller set within the halls of the U.S. Supreme Court—where a young 
law clerk finds herself embroiled in a shocking mystery plotted by one of the most preeminent 
judges in America. 
 
"A first-class legal thriller, favorably compared to many of the best, starting with The Pelican 
Brief, which it brings to mind. It’s fast-paced and full of surprises—a terrific read."—Scott 
Turow, author of Presumed Innocent 
 
Avery Keene, a brilliant young law clerk for the legendary Justice Howard Wynn, is doing her 
best to hold her life together—excelling in an arduous job with the court while also dealing with a 
troubled family. When the shocking news breaks that Justice Wynn—the cantankerous swing 
vote on many current high-profile cases—has slipped into a coma, Avery’s life turns upside 
down. 
 
While Justice Sleeps is a cunningly crafted, sophisticated novel, layered with myriad twists and a 
vibrant cast of characters. Drawing on her astute inside knowledge of the court and political land-
scape, Stacey Abrams shows herself to be not only a force for good in politics and voter fairness 
but also a major new talent in suspense fiction. 
 

Bennett, Brit - The Vanishing Half (2020, 352 pp; available in all formats)  
 One of Barack Obama’s favorite books of 2020. Names a best book of 2020 by The New York  
  Time, Washington Post, NPR, Time Magazine, 

“Bennett’s tone and style recall James Baldwin and Jacqueline Woodson, but it’s espe-
cially reminiscent of Toni Morrison’s 1970 debut novel, The Bluest Eye.” —Kiley 
Reid, Wall Street Journal  
 
A novel about twin sisters, inseparable as children, who ultimately choose to live in two 
very different worlds, one black and one white. The Vignes twin sisters will always be 
identical. But after growing up together in a small, southern black community and run-
ning away at age sixteen, it's not just the shape of their daily lives that is different as 
adults, it's everything: their families, their communities, their racial identities. Many 
years later, one sister lives with her black daughter in the same southern town she once 
tried to escape. The other secretly passes for white, and her white husband knows nothing 
of her past. Still, even separated by so many miles and just as many lies, the fates of the 
twins remain intertwined. 
 

 
Delillo, Don - White Noise ( 1985, 350 pp, available in all formats) 
 Parts of upcoming movie of White Noise filmed in Oberlin, summer 2021.   
 Winner of the 1985 National Book Award. 
  

White Noise tells the story of Jack Gladney, his fourth wife, Babette, and four ultramod-
ern offspring as they navigate the rocky passages of family life to the background babble 
of brand-name consumerism. 

  
Haig, Matt - The Midnight Library (2020, 304 pp; available in all formats) 
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Somewhere out beyond the edge of the universe there is a library that contains an infinite number 
of books, each one the story of another reality. One tells the story of your life as it is, along with 
another book for the other life you could have lived if you had made a different choice at any 
point in your life. While we all wonder how our lives might have been, what if you had the 
chance to go to the library and see for yourself? Would any of these other lives truly be better? 
 
Nora Seed finds herself faced with the possibility of changing her life for a new one, following a 
different career, undoing old breakups, realizing her dreams of becoming a glaciologist; she must 
search within herself as she travels through the Midnight Library to decide what is truly fulfilling 
in life, and what makes it worth living in the first place. 

6 
Horn, Dara - The World To Come (2006, 336 pp; available in all formats) 
 "Nothing short of amazing." ―Entertainment Weekly 

A million-dollar Chagall is stolen from a museum during a singles' cocktail hour. The un-
likely thief, former child prodigy Benjamin Ziskind, is convinced that the painting once 
hung in his parents' living room. This work of art opens a door through which we dis-
cover his family's startling history―from an orphanage in Soviet Russia where Chagall 
taught to suburban New Jersey and the jungles of Vietnam. 
 

O’Farrell, Maggie - Hamnet: A Novel of the Plague (2020, 305 pp; available in all formats) 
 Winner of the National Critics Circle Award  
 

England, 1580: The Black Death creeps across the land. A young Latin tutor (Shake-
speare) —penniless and bullied by a violent father—falls in love with an extraordinary, 
eccentric young woman. Agnes is a wild creature who walks her family’s land with a fal-
con on her glove and is known throughout the countryside for her unusual gifts as a 
healer, understanding plants and potions better than she does people. Once she settles 
with her husband on Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon, she becomes a fiercely pro-
tective mother and a steadfast force in the life of her young husband, whose career on the 
London stage is just taking off when his beloved young son succumbs to sudden fever. 
 

Sayers, Constance - The Ladies of the Secret Circus (2021, 464 pp; available in all formats) 
Paris, 1925: The Secret Circus is a world of wonder— where women weave illusions of magnifi-
cent beasts, carousels take you back in time, and trapeze artists float across the sky. Bound to her 
family's circus, it's the only world Cecile Cabot knows until she meets a charismatic young 
painter and embarks on a passionate affair that could cost her everything. 
 
Virginia, 2004: Lara Barnes is on top of the world, until her fiancé disappears on their wedding 
day. When her desperate search for answers unexpectedly leads to her great-grandmother’s jour-
nals, Lara is swept into a story of a dark circus and ill-fated love. Secrets about Lara’s family his-
tory begin to come to light, revealing a curse that has been claiming payment from the women in 
her family for generations. 
 

Tompkins, Joanne - What Comes After (2021, 432 pp; available in all formats) 
After the shocking death of two teenage boys tears apart a community in the Pacific Northwest, a 
mysterious pregnant girl emerges out of the woods and into the lives of those same boys ’
families—a moving and hopeful novel about forgiveness and human connection. 
 
Named a top beach read of summer by Oprah Daily, Good Housekeeping, The Wall Street Jour-
nal and more. 
“Nail-biting wallop of a debut ... a thoughtful, unexpectedly optimistic tale.” –The New York 
Times 
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“If you enjoyed The Searcher by Tana French, read What Comes After by JoAnne Tompkins.… a 
mystery — and a gritty meditation on loss and redemption, drenched in stillness and grief.” —
The Washington Post 
 

Towles, Amor - Rules of Civility (2012, 368 pp, available in all formats) 
From the New York Times-bestselling author of A Gentleman in Moscow, a “sharply stylish” 
(Boston Globe) book about a young woman in post-Depression era New York who suddenly 
finds herself thrust into high society. On the last night of 1937, twenty-five-year-old Katey 
Kontent is in a second-rate Greenwich Village jazz bar when Tinker Grey, a handsome banker, 
happens to sit down at the neighboring table. This chance encounter and its startling conse-
quences propel Katey on a year-long journey into the upper echelons of New York society—
where she will have little to rely upon other than a bracing wit and her own brand of cool nerve. 


