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As a self-proclaimed social bookseller and bookstore manager over more than thirty 

years, I invested myself in representing books that mattered and championing both local writers 

as well as nationally renowned authors.  This, I have found, separates me from most poets and 

writers in that my raison d’être wasn’t necessarily promoting my own work—although I would 

carry my own books in the stores I managed and often enough hand-sold them—but it was 

passionately nurturing active interest in authors and books that might make a difference in 

people’s lives. 

 When I managed Gallows Hills Bookstore at Trinity College, in Hartford, I had an 

outstanding student employee, Amy, who was enrolled in a pre-Med program.  Once while 

shelving books in the literature section, she asked me, “If I were to read just one literary work, 

since I have so little time with my studies in the sciences, what would that be.”  Immediately, I 

thought of Lawrence Durrell’s Alexandria Quartet.  I opened the first volume, Justine, to the first 

paragraphs of the novel, written in an intoxicating lyrical prose.  Amy read the passage, smiled, 

and purchased the set of four novels.  Some weeks later, I asked Amy how she was enjoying 

Durrell, and she said, “Oh, Durrell, I am reading him aloud to my roommate every night!”  That 

for me is what actively being engaged in literature is all about.  It can be life-changing in some 

cases, but it often is life-augmenting to discover an author as vital as Lawrence Durrell. 

 Reviewing was a discipline I enjoyed for several decades.  The critical process engaged 

my left-brain and my analytical mind.  Since I am largely an intuitive and use my right-brain in 



my creative pursuits every day using the more objective and critical part of my brain was 

something I found refreshing.  The reviews I enclose here are only emblematic of the reviews I 

wrote for many years.  There are just six represented out of probably more than 150 reviews that 

were published in one form or another—often in journals and in newspapers but also 

anonymously in the various editing and ghostwriting jobs I have done on a freelance basis.   

 With this taken into consideration, the reviews included here are done so with great 

specificity.  The John McPhee volume, Basin and Range, is not only a book I delighted in 

reading but also in reviewing; and, furthermore, it was one I enjoyed recommending.  Once, I 

recommended the book to a close friend and colleague who was quite interested in making a 

career change from retail to something else.  Characteristically, with his being scrupulous in his 

choice, since he was in a committed marriage and he and his wife had a young son and daughter.  

Rich had majored in archeology at university, but never thought he could make a living giving it 

a go.  When I suggested he read Basin and Range his eyes lit up and he slowly brought the book 

closer to his face with his hands as if he had been presented with the key to an enchanted city.  

After Rich read the book, some months later, he found a job examining soil samples, among 

other things, in a lab in Connecticut.  It was a commute from his home in southwestern 

Massachusetts, but the last time I heard from him, now several years ago, he was still there, 

working at a career for which he had not only studied but one in which he found purpose as his 

life’s vision. 

 The Milosz memoir is one of my favorite books, especially since it exhibits the kind of 

humility I aspire to myself.  Native Realm is what Polish Nobel Laureate Czeslaw Milosz 

(pronounced Cheswaw Miwash) calls as his memoir but it is more of a layperson’s history of 

Eastern Europe from the turn of the 20th-century to just after WWII.  I can’t possibly claim 



anything close to that in this book, which I have subtitled, Selected Essays as Literary Memoir.  

However, I will always attempt to hold the kind of humility that Milosz exhibits as a beacon to 

guide my own life. 

 The review of Robert Penn Warren’s Being Here is included because I believe he is now 

unfortunately an overlooked poet and writer, and one in which whose interest should be 

revivified, especially with respect to his poetry.  Few poets can be ascribed to being wise but 

Penn Warren’s poetry is just that.  It shines with compassion and wisdom.  Also, I wanted to 

include the review here because I would often see Penn Warren, who was nicknamed “Red 

Warren,” because of the color of his hair, as he walked among students changing classes around 

noon in front of the Drama School at Yale.  Penn Warren was a tall man, and there I would see 

him, often a head taller than the rest of the swarm students and professors ushering out of a late 

morning class on their way to lunch or to their dorms.  There he was—walking along with large 

strides, sometimes his head bobbing among the throng, often stepping past people on York 

Street—providing me with the simple joy of just seeing him. 

 When President Barack Obama was elected I naively thought that he would institute a 

21st-century WPA Program.  Or at least I kept on wishing he would.  My hope for the country 

was this was the way we could refashion our infrastructure.  Also, perhaps little known by some 

anyway, writers were employed to write The Rivers of America series, which are a set of books 

regarding the nation’s major waterways.  Additionally, the WPA guides to each of the 48 states, 

at that time in the 1930s, were so well researched and written that they are still relevant reading 

to this day.  I looked toward a resurgence in America by what another WPA Program would 

produce.  It is in this spirit I include Malcolm Cowley’s classic Dream of the Golden Mountains.  

It is a book that portrays the 1930s as a milieu in which artists and writers banded together as 



colleagues and not as competitors, as in the contemporary American literary scene, to march 

among the coal miners in the strikes for living wages, to proclaim their politics openly for the 

working men and women as well as for the many jobless Americans in soup lines.  It is a grand 

book that is written in a dignified style that is appropriate for the age it reflects—with verve, 

integrity, and a voracity for truth. 

 Another review included here is the one for Field Work, a seminal volume of poetry 

written by Seamus Heaney.  When I had finished writing the review, I walked to an USPS 

mailbox on College Street in New Haven.  I had carefully typed the review and needed to 

enclose a copy of both it and the book to my editors in a self-addressed stamped envelope.  As I 

carried the small package along the street, late on a Sunday evening, I passed George & Harry’s, 

a well-known restaurant on the edge of campus.  In the front window was a pannier of oysters, 

arranged on crushed ice.  I stopped to look at the bivalves opened and sparkling in their own 

juices.  Snow began to fall.  My mouth watered.  Walking to the end of the block where the 

mailbox was situated at the corner I thought of the first poem in Heaney’s book, entitled 

“Oysters,” a perfect poem, one that would become one of my perennially favorite poems.  As I 

turned and walked back toward George & Harry’s, I reached into my pocket, pulled out my 

wallet, and checked to see what money I had, and I thought I might just have enough.  Enjoying 

a serving of oysters and a lime and larger that evening after placing my review of Field Work in 

the mail to my editors is a memory I have truly savored these last forty years—and as Heaney 

concludes his poem, “I ate the day/ Deliberately, that its tang/ Might quicken me into verb, pure 

verb.” 

 At a reading I gave in the spring of 2016, with my friend and colleague, Patricia Mottola, 

which celebrated the launch of our new books, I read a poem from Invocation (Beaumont, TX: 



Lamar University Literary Press, 2015), entitled “Sooey.”  After the reading there was a Q&A, 

which I always enjoy, and was asked about literary influences.  A writer in their sixties never 

really wants to admit that they still may be influenced by another poet; however, I offered that I 

was sometimes influenced, on my best days as a writer, by Seamus Heaney’s rhythms and music, 

which I hear as my own; and cited, for example, a poem I read from the book, entitled, “Sooey,” 

which I include here.  Especially in the lines, “just the oh, yes/ of them a pleasure to observe in 

their open delight that/ was as sheer of a thing as they were of a weighty heft,” I hear Heaney’s 

syntax and intonation operative in it as well as the kind of twinkle in his eye in which he imbues 

certain lines of his poetry, as in importuning that writing this poem was so much work but also 

so much fun that living such a life is really such a gorgeous thing, indeed.   

 


