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The Top Ten Stories of My Life

Atwood, Margaret. The Handmaid's Tale. 1st. New York City: Anchor Publishing, 

1985.

I first encountered this book in a college course called “The American Girl In Literature.”  The name of the class turned out to be a bit of a joke, since the class focused primarily on some of the most deranged female protagonists I’ve ever encountered.  They were certainly not your typical “American girls.”  This book struck a chord with me because it used science fiction to draw attention to some very real problems.  Specifically, it made me realize the subtle way that sexism is still a part of our society.  Americans claim to be so enlightened and forward thinking, but in many ways, we still exhibit behaviors that suggest much larger issues lurking just below the surface.  The book made me realize that being a feminist  doesn’t only mean demanding equal rights but also demanding equal consideration for your opinions on an everyday basis.  

Brooks, Terry. The Sword of Shannara. 1st. Toronto, Ontario: Ballantine 

Publishing Group, 1977.

This book was the first adult fantasy novel that I ever read.  By the end of the first chapter, I was so immersed in the world that Brooks creates that I couldn’t put the book down.  In fact, I couldn’t put the whole series down.   I read all 25 books in row.  That year I felt like I was a member of the Shannara family.  I wanted to eat flatbread, drink spiced wine and wear a traveling cloak.  My parents thought I was crazy and maybe I was, but I wouldn’t trade that time for anything.  In fact, I wish I could re-read the Shannara series for the first time again.  I made me realize that the magic in books can feel real enough to compensate for the lack of magic in the real world.

Haley, Alex and Malcolm X. The Autobiography of Malcolm X. 1st. New York 

City: Random House, 1964.

Every year in school we learn about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks and a handful of other civil rights activists like clockwork.  We read their speeches, do a project and move on to the next holiday.  I thought these endeavors had taught me all I needed to know about the civil rights movement in the US—until I read The Autobiography of Malcolm X.  It opened my eyes to the fact that racism and the activism that rises from it are not ancient history to be studied and put aside.  They are complicated and constantly evolving current events.  I also discovered that Dr. King’s philosophy of peaceful protest was not the only solution on the table for activists both past and present.  And finally, I came to believe that there are some issues that no amount of sympathy and open-mindedness can put to rest.  Some wounds run so deep that their scars are impossible to conceal.

Hedwig and The Angry Inch. Dir: John Cameron Mitchell. New Line Cinema, 2001.

I think that at one point or another in their lives most people feel as though they can’t find their place, their mission or their partners.  This book tells the story of a person struggling to discover just those things.  The thing that makes this movie-adapted-from-a-play unique is that the main character is a member of a punk-rock band, and her story is revealed through a series of interconnected songs and the on-stage introductions that explain their contexts.  I connected with this movie both because of the unusual format and because the main character is such charming and unique person.  

Neverending Story, The Dir: Wolfgang Peterson. Warner Brothers Cinema, 1984.

As a kid who loved to read, this story was one of my dreams come true.  The idea of becoming a part of a story you love really appealed to me.  Bastian, a book nerd that I could definitely relate to, is able to become a hero in a world that is open only to him.  I always wished that I could escape the teasing and banality of the real world and be a part of something bigger, more important, more magical.  The Neverending Story also contains some of the most lovable and unique characters in all of fantasy.  And (okay, okay, I admit it!) I totally had a crush on Atreyu.  This movie affected me in ways that have had a lasting effect.  I still can’t watch the scene where Artax succumbs to the Swamps of Sadness without crying.  This is a movie that I can’t wait to show to my own children one day.

Princess Bride, The Dir: Rob Reiner. MGM, 1987.

It’s amazing the way the human brain works.  I can never, for instance, remember the capital of North Dakota (Boise?) (jk), but ask me to quote The Princess Bride, and I can recite it from beginning to end.  My brothers and I watched this movie so many times that the tape wore out.  We watched it so many times that we could rotate who played which character and still get every line correct.  We watched this movie so many times that when we get together with our 10-year-old niece, she always asks us to “put on that silly play we always do.”  This movie represents the bonding effect that performing with my brothers always had.  We moved around a lot, so even when we didn’t know anyone else in town, we always had each other to play with and to connect with. To this day,  I can’t watch this movie without reflecting on my childhood and the crucial role that my brothers played in it.

Seuss, Dr. The Lorax. New York City: Random House, 1971.

I came to this Dr. Seuss book a bit on the late side.  I suppose I must have been at least 12 years old when I first encountered it.  Because of that, I was able to understand the real-world applications of the themes of The Lorax.  I realized that when those Truffula trees are destroyed and the poor brown Barbaloots are forced to leave their natural habitats in search of new food and land that Dr. Seuss wanted his readers to see the same things happening in their own world.  He wanted them to take action like the Lorax had done—and like the young boy on the final page plans to do.  He wanted them to take that last Truffula seed and do something before it’s too late.  The Lorax made me realize that I could—and should—be a part of planting our own seeds and saving our own Barbaloots.  Ever since then, I’ve tried my hardest to live according to the “Lorax” code.

Silverstein, Shel. The Giving Tree. Beijing: Evil Eye Publications, 1964.

In many ways, The Giving Tree had an impact on me for many of the same reasons as did The Lorax.  I was appalled by what the boy/man does to the tree over the course of his life.  I never had much sympathy for the boy/man.  He takes and takes without a thought to what will be left when he is done.  Now I know what you’re thinking: “The tree wants to give the boy/man his gifts.  He derives pleasure from helping the boy/man.”  To that I say, the tree was too gracious for its own good.  It would have been better off to settle down with a nice willow and raise a forest of saplings.  It allowed itself to be used, and I think that many children reading of its generosities would more likely learn that it’s okay to take what you need without thought, rather than that they should become generous and giving individuals.

Singer, Peter. Animal Liberation. New York City: Harper Collins Publishing, 1975.

Around the time that I turned 18, a friend of mine gave me a copy of this book.  He said that it had some nasty pictures of lab animals that I wouldn’t believe.  I think he meant to gross me out, but this book had a much more powerful and lasting effect on me than just making my stomach turn over.  It caused me to evaluate what I thought I knew about my attitudes towards food and towards the animals that become food.  I realized that I could not go on supporting companies that torture animals by buying their products.  I decided that the best way to protest the atrocities that they were committing was to refuse to participate in their meat-driven culture.  Ten years ago, I became a vegetarian after reading Animal Liberation, and I have no intention of going back any time soon. 

Spenser, Edmund.  The Faerie Queen. London: Renaissance Press, 1580.

I encountered this narrative poem for the first time in a college course called “Renaissance Poetry You Always Meant To Read.”  It is a fantastical adventure about knights and ladies and courtly love.  It is every King Arthur story, mixed with Shakespeare, dripping with irony and delicious through every mouthful.  I had never realized what a great sense of humor the poets of the 16th century had.  I decided to write my Master’s thesis on book three of The Faerie Queen.  It changed the direction that my studies would take through the next two years and, ultimately, up until the present.

