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Helping our library do more

Reading in Contradictory Times

ince putting this year’s June issue to bed
nearly four months ago, I have been
obsessing over the state of the world—
particularly over what American, and global,
society might look and feel like on either side of
whatever date this October 2024 issue appears.
How, in the pages of a small-town, library-
supporting publication, do we mark a cultural
R | @ - v 7 inflection point without slipping into political
et || wr | s |l & _ 3| Sease WATIL rancor? How do we acknowledge real or
) ' ' = gl Toosal =a perceived cultural divisions without violating the
core premise of our mission: that libraries and
organizations helping libraries serve as safe places
for all voices and viewpoints and all people?
Do we dare mention, much less discuss, the
contradictions animating America and the world
today? (Consider one microcosm, the city of
Phoenix, depicted by George Packer in the July/
August 2024 issue of the Atlantic magazine.)
If youre reading this newsletter, reading is
probably something you take for granted. Perhaps
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3 aé;; E You | _ you find it as essential as breathing. So who better
el B to ask about reading habits and whether books
XpiSTIN ey e ACES can help shape your opinions about the world,

il perhaps even change your mind? Can, or even

should, reading and libraries bridge divisions and
help unite people of different perspectives during
times of cultural upheaval?

This story, then, is based on what twenty-six
library staff, Library Advisory Board and Friends’
board members, library and Friends” volunteers,
and just plain friends said in response to five
questions (see page 3). Tallying and analyzing the
responses from this nonrandom sample captured
a microcosm close to home. 'm hoping what you
read here will strike a chord and, by extension,
remind you of Andrew Carnegie’s oft-quoted
dictum: “There is not such a cradle of democracy
on Earth as the Free Public Library”

Here’s what we heard from you (continued o next page)
by Ellen W. Chu
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Reading hasn’t always been
for everybody

For most of human history, discerning
meanings from written symbols, or
reading, was the province of the very
few. Since the advent of writing—in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, Mesoamerica,
and China some 5,000 years ago—the
overwhelming majority of humans have
been illiterate. Scribes, scholars, religious
figures, and eventually bureaucrats
were needed to interpret cuneiform,
hieroglyphics, pictographs, and
alphabets for others.

“Reading was necessarily a collective
enterprise that generally took place in
a public space,” one frequent newsletter
contributor wrote. “The lone reader
would be a priest, or a scholar, or
a literate loudmouth” Greeks and
Romans read texts aloud in their public
squares; so did medieval monks and
later European literates. The rest of the
populace, if they experienced reading at
all, did so only through their ears.

Fast forward to the invention of
movable type and the rise of vernacular
writing, and suddenly it was possible
to “tak[e] in words without saying
them aloud, letting them build a world
in our heads” (Thu-Huong Ha, in
Quartz, November 2017). The privacy
afforded by silent reading allowed
people to learn and reflect in private
(giving rise to worries about women, in
particular, having too-sexy thoughts),
and it also “helped facilitate intellectual
rigor, introspection, criticism of the
government and religion . . . that would
have been awkward to read aloud” (Paul
Saenger, 1997 quoted in Ha, ibid.). The
way we read today was, and is, a cultural
breakthrough at least on par with the
smartphone, suggested the contributor,
and that device, too, has been criticized
for isolating its users.

What is reading for
you these days?

Given whom we invited to take part
in our unscientific survey, it is no
wonder that most respondents are
devoted readers. For most, reading is

a necessity—brain food and comfort
food, thought-provoking and addictively
soothing.

As a group, we read fiction and
nonfiction in virtually equal measure.
Some of us prefer nonfiction, including
memoir, history, and politics, and others,
fiction; most of us read both. Historical
fiction emerged as a favorite genre;
science fiction, fantasy, rural and crime
noir, and horror were also singled out.

The way we read
today was, and is,
a cultural
breakthrough
at least on par
with the smartphone,

which has also been

criticized for

isolating its users.

Almost all of us read to deepen our
understanding or to learn truths, both
through fiction and nonfiction. We
read for entertainment, for beauty and
for joy, to savor language, to get lost in
stories—to “live many lives and travel
throughout the world, universe, and
time,” said library director Melody Sky
Weaver, adding, “Reading fiction has
been studied to be one of the greatest
builders of empathy”

Our tastes change. Said one self-styled
“magpie reader;,” her tastes have always

been changeable—“easily influenced by
the next bright and shiny book” Others
mentioned tastes that change as world
events warrant, as our moods crave
something mindless or meaty, or as we
age. Several respondents mentioned
reading more nonfiction as they get
older. One person finds she reads more
nonfiction in the winter. Another needs
to read nonfiction mostly in the daytime
to learn anything and feels guilty if

she reads fiction before dark. Several

of us revisit old favorites, discovering
something new in the process or finding
parallels between the good, bad, and
ugly in the way we lived then and the
way we live now.

No surprise, reading is both
private and shared. Less than half
our respondents are active book club
members. (Some of these belong to three
or four!) But almost all who identified
reading as primarily private said they
also enjoy recommending or talking
about books with friends or family. One
respondent said, “Occasionally I feel it is
better to read in a group setting because
some texts are more challenging, and
thinking about it out loud and hearing
other perspectives helps me get more
out of it” Again recalling research on
the benefits of reading fiction, Weaver
observed, “Reading in community
has wonderful social benefits and is a
salve to loneliness.” (For more benefits
of reading fiction, see “Check It Out!”
spring 2022, page 2.)

As for being willing to read
uncomfortable things, about half of us,
including our library’s staff, said yes
unequivocally; most of the other half
said sometimes; almost nobody said no.
Tellingly, a number of respondents cited
disturbing topics and concern about
current events as reasons they now shy
away from uncomfortable works, even if
they didn’t always.

And although about half the
respondents asserted that yes, a book has
changed their minds about something,
only one person gave a specific example;
most of us seemed to feel that our minds
could or should be capable of change by
something read, but such change clearly
is not an everyday phenomenon.


https://qz.com/quartzy/1118580/the-beginning-of-silent-reading-was-also-the-beginning-of-an-interior-life

And libraries?

Citing one university department’s name
change from School of Librarianship

to School of Library and Information
Studies, one respondent noted that
information storage and retrieval—via
successive media from stone tablets to
digital tablets—has been a key function

What we asked

1. Why do you read? What do
you read? Do your regular
tastes change? If so, when
or why do they change?

2. Isreading a purely
private pastime for you,
or do you enjoy sharing
selections with friends,
work colleagues, or in book
clubs?

3. Are you willing to read
something that makes you
uncomfortable?

4. Can a book (or discussion
about a book) change your
mind about something?

5. Can the library help widen
your viewpoint, or is that
even a reason to use the
library? Conversely, can
or does the library help
unite readers of different
perspectives, lessen
mistrust, or foster greater
cultural solidarity?

of libraries through the ages. But at their
best, libraries help educate, providing
easy access to apolitical and uncensored
knowledge, which is needed for a well-
informed populace.

Any serendipitous reader browsing
the stacks or chatting with a friendly
librarian can find something to inform,
educate, or convince. “But when it’s
cold, rainy, or icy, and it’s too far to
travel, many would rather remain at
home,” the respondent added. Having a
library’s collection available to borrow

on a digital device removes such
impediments. And audiobooks suddenly
appear as less of a shiny new thing than
a resurrection of the ancient practice of
reading aloud, allowing many to “read”
anywhere, doing virtually anything,
often despite health impairments.
Nevertheless, libraries or digital
collections need to be used before

Anytime you
gather a group
of readers
who are reading
something that
may lead
toan
uncomfortable
conversation,
itwill bring
solidarity and

understanding.

they can educate, bring together, or
widen perspectives. A good third of
respondents were skeptical that libraries
serve as unifiers. Observed one, libraries
don’t have “the same community pull
they once had” Someone else wondered
if “our society is already so fractured
we cannot have reasonable exchanges
of ideas on serious matters” or if people
whose views were a lot different “would
even present themselves.”

Yet, an equal number of respondents
praised libraries as places where all

viewpoints and the people who hold
them are welcomed. Book banning,
one reader pointed out, “is particularly
dangerous because libraries are so
important to combatting homogeneous
thinking” Programs and uncensored
materials help create an open
community, the last best place “most
of us can find exposure to new people,
new ideas, and different voices, even if
it's only . . . the unfamiliar names on the
spines of the books,” said another.

I share with you a couple of potent
takeaways on the extent to which
libraries might help unite readers of
different perspectives, lessen mistrust,
or foster greater cultural solidarity—
admittedly rather lofty ambitions:

In America’s capitalist dystopia,
the library is a place to discard
people who are neither violent nor
productive. And yet, like Earth
around the sun, these people

still move. If we are to survive as

a species, we must harness that
movement. And libraries can
assist in this existential task.

I think anytime you gather a group of
readers who are reading something
that may lead to an uncomfortable
conversation, it will bring solidarity
and understanding. Talking through
the book’s high points can foster

a great cultural understanding

and hopefully lead to trust.

Meanwhile, perhaps we need a new
Dewey Decimal section for books one
former librarian and Library Advisory
Board member described as “uplifting
books, where the murderers get caught,
the lovers finally come together; and
a complex community with foibles
and flawed individuals works together
to do good and accomplish a kind of
grace” L1

Thanks to regular contributor Rich
Johnson for flagging the piece about
silent reading; to Cindy Johnson, Kristine
Kaufman, and Lynn Nowak for helping
with the five questions; and to all twenty-
six readers whose thoughtfulness and
words give heart to this essay.



Reading for A" the Times o o o NN

¢ The Heaven & Earth Grocery Store ¢ Cahokia Jazz

James McBride (2023) Francis Spufford (2023)
When you start to read The Heaven and Earth This noir detective story, a jazz riff on a standard
Grocery Store, you might be confused by all the tune, begins with a ritual killing reminiscent of
characters you encounter. Don’t worry, keep Aztec sacrifices. The victim is a member of the Ku

Klux Klan. Detective Joe Barrow and his white
partner arrive on the scene. But this standard
tune of a plot is overlain by the jazz riffs of a
slightly altered American history in the 1920s,
with a still-thriving indigenous culture.

In the ancient city of Cahokia beside the
Mississippi River, you must know three words:
takouma, a person native to the continent;
taklousa, a person of African ancestry; and
takata, a person of European ancestry. The mix
of politics and religion across these three cultures
is the balance Spufford explores through the

reading. Or, if you prefer, start a list of characters.
Either way, you will be richly rewarded as you
delve into the book.

The grocery store, located on Chicken Hill
in Pottstown, Pennsylvania, is the community
center for Blacks and Jews and recent immigrants
who can't afford to live elsewhere. The store is
owned by Moshe, a Romanian Jew, and his wife
Chona, an American-born Jew who has physical
disabilities and a big, loving heart. Although
the store loses money, Chona refuses to move
downtown from Chicken Hill. She is known

for her kindness, joy, and willingness to help character of Joe Barrow.

others. Chona and Moshe agree to shelter Dodo, Joe, a flawed takouma, works as a detective

a deaf Black orphan, whom authorities want to and moonlights as a very much in demand

institutionalize. jazz pianist. We follow Joe’s interactions with
The story is a bit like jazz. McBride, a jazz various politicians and civic leaders, indigenous

saxophonist and composer, had a nine-year and European. Although part indigenous, Joe

career in music before turning to writing. As doesn’t speak the language. Like many of us

in jazz, there’s an underlying theme (it starts in America—me, of Polish heritage; a friend

who is Japanese—Joe often hears the comment,
“It’s a shame that you don't speak Anopa.”

The interactions with indigenous priests and
princesses is fascinating. The book is a tug-of-
war among Europeans, indigenous people, the
KKK, politicians, and gangsters—much like the
America of today. One line from the book sticks
with me, said by the indigenous leader after
winning a political battle: “We have to win every

as a murder mystery), a complex harmony
(complicated interactions between a variety

of characters), and impromptu solos by some
characters. It all comes together at the end, after
weaving around between the 1920s and ’30s and
the present.

The Heaven and Earth Grocery Store is about
the power of coming together in community.
McBride is very familiar with both Jewish and
Black cultural traditions—his father was a time; they only have to win once”

Black reverend, his mother was a Polish Jewish —Richard Rackowski is a longtime Friend,
immigrant, and James was the eighth of twelve SPUFFORD as well as the long-suffering husband of the
children. His work at a camp for children with Friends’ longest-serving president.
disabilities, for four summers during vacation

from Oberlin College, had a lasting influence on

him. He brings together all these experiences in

this beautifully written novel.

CAHOKIA

If you want to check out this book from
the library, you are in luck. It was the Jefferson SUMMER CLASSICAL CONCERT SERIES
County Library’s past Winter Read, and the '
libraries have multiple copies of the book, a book 7
club kit, and large-print and audio versions too. It » O LY M P I C
was such a compelling book that I read it twice— @, j% /|
and I'm glad I did. —Linda Rhines Rz .
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¢ Lawn Boy
Jonathan Evison (2018)

Jonathan Evison’s Lawn Boy was one of my
book group’s spring reads, and I knew it would
be great because that group makes unerringly
good selections. True to form, Lawn Boy was
outstanding and touched my heart in such a
sweet manner that I just have to share.

The story takes place in our region: Indianola,
Poulsbo, and Bainbridge Island are visited
throughout. It’s contemporary and follows the life
of a young man, Mike, age 22, who is floundering.
Mike has negligible resources, an overworked
mom, a special-needs brother, a friend who is
going nowhere, and an aging renter whose role is
to offer unhelpful advice. No one is looking out
for Mike; he has no formal education, no reliable
job connections, and no one to spot him cash. He
does possess some intriguing character traits: he
is kind, honest, a voracious reader, and he isn’t
afraid of hard work. In Mike’s world, however,
these redeeming qualities are not enough, and he
is caught in a heartbreaking downward spiral.

It’s hard to go through the journey with Mike
as he stumbles from one understandable but
ultimately bad decision to the next. What makes
the tale compelling is that it’s believable. Evison
has created an all too accurate portrayal of how
poverty, racial bias, and a lack of generational
resources intersect to create dead ends. I
desperately wanted some form of miraculous
event to free Mike from his circumstances,
despite what a cheap ploy that would have been
on the author’s part. What kept me reading was
that Evison’s writing is clever, and I had the sense
that he was being very intentional with Mike’s
story. I was pretty sure that he wouldn’t succumb
to cheap solutions, and he didn’t.

The direction Evison took Mikess life, and the
message he tells through it, is masterful. He opens
insights into a marginalized, typically unseen and
unheard segment of our population while telling
a story that is ultimately heartwarming. If you
have a social conscience and love a success story,
this book is for you. —Margaret Peterson

LAWN BOY
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4 The Country of the Blind
Andrew Leland (2023)

Though The Country of the Blind is on the New
York Times’s list of top reads and is a Pulitzer
Prize finalist, I began this book largely because
of a good friend who is facing a severe sight
loss. For this reason, it was helpful for me to
understand much more about the generally used
term blindness. This book is a memoir but also
much more. An accomplished podcaster, among
other roles, Leland describes not only his own
condition but the history of blindness and how
societies have dealt with it over the ages.

A great deal of the story is about Leland
himself, of course: in his teens he was diagnosed
with retinitis pigmentosa, which would gradually
erode his vision as he got older. But the book
also explores the many different ways people
experience blindness. Some people have had no
sight since birth and never had a sense of color;
others have lost their sight later to accidents, and
still others have medical conditions robbing them
of sight. The community includes the spectrum
from total blindness to varying degrees thereof,
as in the author’s case. To me, learning this was
very awakening and helpful.

Leland’s detailing of the development of aids
for the blind—from typewriters to Braille to
modern technology—can be a bit much, but
it is interesting nonetheless. Leland also gives
a thorough background on the sociology of
blindness: advocacy organizations, support
groups, and the different approaches taken for the
blind community.

I “read” The Country of the Blind as an
audiobook narrated by the author, something I
seldom like, but Leland’s narration was wonderful
and added another layer of appreciation for
me. I highly recommend this book for general
knowledge but especially for anyone with friends
or family facing sight challenges.

—Marc Perrett

360.301.4342 e yogaporttownsend@gmail.com

Heather Sky Yoga



https://www.yogaporttownsend.com
https://www.yogaporttownsend.com

¢ Chasing Hope
Nicholas Kristof (2024)

... Good & Dubious

¢ Save Me the Plums
Ruth Reichl (2019)

A memoir from a New York Times Pulitzer
Prize-winning reporter and editor, Chasing

Hope covers Kristof’s life from rural Willamette
Valley, Oregon, to Harvard and Oxford as a
Rhodes Scholar, and then to his calling as a
foreign correspondent. But the book’s subtitle—A
Reporters Life—is most apt: a salute to journalism
and how it can better the world.

Before rising to stardom at the New York
Times, Nicholas Kristof began working during
college as a reporter at several daily newspapers
in the Pacific Northwest. His tales of striving to
get the story, often in dangerous situations across
the globe, are fascinating, and his descriptions of
vital editors and news organizations before the
internet and the demise of many newspapers add

A REPORTER'S LIFE
NICHOLAS D.
KRISTOF

This book is Ruth Reichl’s memoir of her ten-year

CHASING HOPE tenure as editor in chief of Gourmet magazine. It

has many twists and turns, highs and lows. It is
the tale of surviving when sometimes that was all
she could do. It is the story of collaboration and
teamwork, villains and wonderful people who
didn’t let the creeps get them down.

When Reichl first took over the top position
in 1999, Gourmet had been in print since the
early twentieth century and had become a dusty,
excessively highbrow magazine. But Ruth was a
hippie from the ’7os, and she had other ideas. She
started over with a new staff, and together they
changed the look and the style and the recipes.
When the owner of publisher Condé Nast hired
her, she was given an incredible salary, money

another layer of interest. But Kristof’s personal
life—his wife is also a foreign correspondent
of renown—and the dilemmas over personal
choices, his own safety, and the drive to tell an
important story are also fundamental to the
book, and to himself.

Kristof is an unabashed liberal, and many
of his news stories come from that perspective:
the Tiananmen Square protests and massacres,
atrocities in the Congo, the Darfur genocide
in the Sudan, the Yemeni war, as well as his
observations of rural Oregon and the deaths of
many of his childhood friends. But throughout

the book, and his life story, he seems to maintain R Ll th

a very objective view in reporting the news, even
while chasing hope. —Marc Perrett

Friendly alerts!

October Any new Friend joining
this month will be entered in a raffle:
st prize, $25 gift certificate to Imprint Bookstore
2nd prize, 520 gift certificate to Friends’'Bookshop

October 19, 10-3 Friends’ big book sale
Community Center
Friends'early entry at 9 Am

October 20—26 National Friends of Libraries Week

ecember 5, 12:30-4:30 pm Holiday pop-up sal
Pink House conference room
Lots of great books for
purchase by donation

My Gourmet Memoir

Reichl |

AUTHOR OF TENDER AT THE BONE

for a chauffeur, money for clothing. It could have
gone to her head, but this is not her style. Of
course, Save Me the Plums is also the story of the
magazine’s sad demise.

For me the book read like a novel, with many
moments of charm. We hear the story of a dress
Ruth found in an antique boutique while visiting
Paris and why it was wonderful and why she
couldn’t bring herself to spend $6,000 for it. We
are privy to the dress’s inferred history and the
charming old gent she met in a restaurant, where
she learned its history. With its many tales and
some recipes, I was sad to see this saga end.

—Fran Post

Thanks to our newest Friends &
loyal business partners

Karen Andruss Corvus Crafts, corvuscrafts.com
David Bixler Hope Roofing, hoperoofing.com
Dru Dence Imprint Bookstore,

Bea Dobyns imprintbookstore.com

Andrea Goldman Olympic Music Festival,

Marlice Gulacsik olympicmusicfestival.org

Rich Johnson Ranie Keithahn,

Chester Joy ranie@olympus.net
Paul Kovars Wallyworks Enterprises,
Donna Lipsky

Malcom Dorn, wallyworks.net
Velocity, velocityporttownsend@
gmail.com
Yoga Port Townsend, Heather Sky,
yogaporttownsend.com

Matthew Morehouse
Karen Snowball
Sandra Taylor

Susan Meyers Zeiger
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Seasons Wane, Friends Remain

Name

Address

Phone

Email

A donation to the Friends will bring you newsletters, early entry to book

sales, and other annual benefits for one year from the date of your gift.

No more due dates! No more renewal reminders! Instead, twice a year
we will ask for your support and be grateful for whatever you can give.
Donations may be made at the library or by credit card at the Friends’
website, friendsofptlibrary.org. Or you may mail this form with your
check, payable to Friends of the Port Townsend Library (FOPTL), to
Friends of the Port Townsend Library
P. 0. Box 452, Port Townsend, WA 98368

Friends of the Port Townsend Library is qualified for tax exemption under section 501(c)(3) of the
Internal Revenue Code, and contributions are tax deductible to the extent allowed by law. No goods
or services are provided in return for contributions.

QUALITY PRINTING / EXCEPTIONAL SERVICE / FAIR PRICES L.L.C-

[d New Friend [ Already a Friend
Donation amount

d $10 [ $25 [ $50
(d $100 d $200 s

[ $100 Business Business supporters are
acknowledged in our
newsletters for one year

Newsletters are available online, at the library
and Food Co-op, and elsewhere

[d Check here if you want paper
copies mailed to you

Would you like to volunteer?

Please indicate your area(s) of interest
[ Book sales

[d Help with book donations

[d Occasional jobs

[ I'have an idea; call me!

Port
Townsend,
Washington
WALLYWORKS
CONSTRUCTION
D. Malcolm Dorn
(360) 385-2771
contact@wallyworks.net
1037 Lawrence St.

vanie@olympus.met

Port Townsend, WA 98368

WA State Contractor #
WALLYEL979C8

www.wallyworks.net
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FRIENDS OF THE PORT TOWNSEND LIBRARY

P. 0. BOX 452 E#:,\(/ili
PORT TOWNSEND, WA 98368 HERE

I HE PORT TOWNSEND PUBLIC LIBRARY was founded in 1898 by volunteers Board Members
and, thanks to continuing community support, has remained an active ) )
1 . . . President Deb Vanderbilt
Carnegie library since its present doors opened in 1913. T Bt el
The Friends of the Port Townsend Library, established in 1978, supports ice Fresident indy ~ohnson
. . . . Second Vice President Margaret Peterson
programs, services, materials, and ocaasional projects beyond what the ) )
R . Secretary Linda Rhines
city’s library budget covers. Every year we fund reading programs, events, T Sy
and activities for all ages; we also hold book sales and publish three Sreasurer eF o:lng:
newsletters. Newsletters are available in the library, around town, and at UPPorFers fan ros
. . Publishing Ellen W Chu
friendsofptlibrary.org. .
. . . . Mike Burk
Our funding comes primarily from supporters, donations, and book S— A
sales. We invite anyone to become a Friend and attend our board meetings, POEI' Jonations R ?rcwetr:e
which take place on the second Wednesday of each month, at 3:30 PMm, at ublicity osie Yiatters
At Large Dan Needles

the Library Learning Center (a.k.a. Pink House, corner of Lawrence &
Harrison). Please email friendsofptlibrary@gmail.com for updates.

Geralynn Rackowski
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