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Although I taught college English for ten years, the Great 
Books have found little purchase on the sunnier slopes of 
my brain.  There reside the volumes that made me laugh or 
feel joy more intensely than my everyday experiences could.  
To be sure, my heart opened to some serious literature but 
not enough to make me tenure material.

These are the books I treasure most—roughly in the order 
they discovered me:

The Hoosier School Boy by Edward Eggleston.  This was 
a boyhood favorite, not at all funny, but it conjured up a 
school very much like the remote, two-room rural academy 
I attended; and it made me feel pity for someone else besides 
me.  I’m a big fan of pity.  I should be the object of more of it.

Singing Wheels, a fourth-grade reader in the Alice and Jer-
ry series.  This book about pioneers in the western wilder-
ness fascinated me with its illustrations of farm and hunt-
ing implements.

Minutes Of The Last Meeting by Gene Fowler.  This was the 
first book I ever reviewed for my college newspaper.  Fowl-
er wrote this affectionate group biography of his wild and 
wildly talented friends, the actors John Barrymore and W. 
C. Fields, the painter John Decker and the poet Sadakichi 
Hartman.  Talk about arrested development!  These guys in-
vented it.

The Compleat Practical Joker by H. Allen Smith.  A  
delightful compendium of shenanigans engineered by 
insanely imaginative pranksters with too much time on 
their hands.

Turnabout and Rain In The Doorway by Thorne Smith.  
Smith’s characters were always being magically trans-
ported into worlds for which neither their experiences 
nor temperaments suited them.  In Turnabout, a husband 
and wife exchange bodies to hilarious effect.  The main 
character in Rain In The Doorway is suddenly snatched 
into a parallel universe in which the chief amusements 
are drinking and wenching.  Naturally, he has the best 
time of his life.  Read Thorne Smith on your deathbed 
because you simply won’t be able to exit until you’ve  
finished the story.
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Barefoot Boy With Cheek by Max Shulman.  Col-
lege traditions have changed so much over the 
past half-century that modern readers will 
not recognize—nor likely be amused by—this 
particular academic romp.  But it broke me up 
back in the ‘50s, and it still does.

Westward Ha! and Acres And Pain by S. J. 
Perelman. For self-important, self-deprecat-
ing humor, no one touches Perelman.  Imagine 
Seinfeld’s George Costanza with a great vo-
cabulary, even greater powers of self-delusion 
and infinitely more neuroses and you get some 
idea of Perelman’s persona.  Westward Ha!  is 
his far-fetched chronicle of the world tour he 
took for Holiday magazine with the theatrical 
caricaturist Al Hirschfeld.  That its publication 
did not spark international incidents across 
the globe still amazes me.  Acres And Pain re-
lates how Perelman fell afoul of nature and 
man when he bought a farm in Bucks County, 
Pennsylvania, and set out to become a country 
squire.  Anyone who’s ever hated a hired man or 
a real estate agent will savor this book.

The Mackerel Plaza and Reuben, Reuben by Pe-
ter DeVries.  DeVries doted on poking fun at 
the upwardly mobile, especially those with aca-
demic and social pretensions.  In The Mackerel 
Plaza, he targets, with considerable sympathy, 
an ultra-liberal minister clashing with foes 
who might actually believe in God. In Reuben, 
Reuben, he gives us a burned-out and oversexed 
poet (who appears to have been modeled on 
Dylan Thomas). DeVries aphorisms alone make 
his books worth reading.

The Last Buffoon by Leonard Jordan.  How can 
you not love a man who makes his living marry-
ing women who want a quick route to citizen-
ship while simultaneously aspiring to write the 
great American pornographic novel?  He sure 
won me over.
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And now, for something completely different:

Walden by Henry David Thoreau.  Despite my 
collectivist politics, I find Thoreau’s sermons 
on self-reliance irresistible—sometimes even 
persuasive.

The Complete Poems Of Emily Dickinson edited 
by Thomas H. Johnson.  With her jeweler’s eye 
for detail and insistence that every word must 
bear the weight of meaning, Dickinson comes 
closer than any writer I know of making the ex-
perience and her perception of the experience 
the same thing.
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