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Savage Lands by Clare Clark (Mariner, 
$15). Clark’s novel gives readers a history of 
18th-century French settlers in Louisiana woven 
together with a love story, though not a happy 
one. Clark’s main protagonist, however, is 
Louisiana itself, conjured by magical descriptions 
of the lush yet ruthless landscape. 

Founding Brothers by Joseph Ellis (Vintage, 
$15). Ellis’s Pulitzer Prize–winning book focuses 
on seven events from the early American repub-
lic—including a dinner, a duel, a friendship, and a 
farewell—and manages to spin out the whole his-
tory of the making of America. A real page-turner.

Notes on the State of Virginia by Thomas 
Jefferson (Bedford, $16). Jefferson published 
his only book in the early 1780s. Ostensibly, 
it’s about Virginia, but it’s also a celebration of 
America’s spectacular landscape. From his rap-
turous descriptions of rivers to his lists of the 
most glorious forest trees, Jefferson reveals just 
how important nature was for him.

Angle of Repose by Wallace Stegner (Penguin, 
$16). One of my favorite novels of all time. 

Stegner tells the story of a retired professor, 
Lyman Ward, who struggles to write an account 
of his grandparents’ journey to the Western fron-
tier. No author has ever evoked the American 
West as vividly.

John Adams by David McCullough (Simon & 
Schuster, $20). Few historians can bring their 
subjects to life the way David McCullough does. 
Instead of putting a halo above the second presi-
dent’s head, McCullough paints a portrait of a 
man who was short-tempered but passionate, 
vain but honest. His Adams is a politician who 
regarded himself as a farmer—and also a man 
deeply in love with his wife, Abigail.

The Papers of James Madison, Retirement 
Series edited by David Mattern (Univ. of Va., 
$85). I love reading the Founding Fathers’ letters. 
Madison’s during his retirement illustrate that he 
was not only a brilliant legal mind and politician 
but also the forgotten father of American environ-
mentalism. Unlike his contemporaries, he under-
stood that ours is a fragile ecological system that 
can be easily destroyed, and he insisted that man 
has to return what he takes from nature.

Best books...chosen by Andrea Wulf

Also of interest...in celebrity memoirs

Author and design historian Andrea Wulf has written three books about the history 
of gardening. Her latest is Founding Gardeners: The Revolutionary Generation, 
Nature, and the Shaping of the American Nation, recently published by Knopf.
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Adam Mansbach
Adam Mansbach was one 
sleep-deprived dad when 
he posted a completely 
unserious book idea on 
Facebook last June, said 
Reyhan Harmanci in The 
New York Times. After a 
wearying battle with his 

2-year-old 
daughter 
over her 
refusal to go 
to bed, the 
California 
novelist jok-
ingly wrote 
to friends on 

the social-networking site: 
“Look out for my forthcom-
ing children’s book, Go the 
F--k to Sleep.” The com-
ments he got back were so 
positive that Mansbach de-
cided to write what he now 
calls a “children’s book for 
adults.” Though the book 
isn’t scheduled for release 
until October, a few verses 
from the work recently 
leaked and went viral, caus-
ing preorders at Amazon 
.com to skyrocket. In late 
April, it peaked at No. 2 on 
the online book retailer’s 
best-seller list.

The expletives don’t end 
with the title, said Tamara 
Abraham in the London 
Daily Mail. Every page 
contains a four-line stanza 
that ends with the plead-
ing narrator unleashing 
another F-bomb in his pri-
vate thoughts. Mansbach 
expected some criticism 
about the language, but 
says people understand the 
context. “People seem to 
get the spirit in which it’s 
intended—that it’s an hon-
est take on parenting, and 
that sometimes honesty 
is a little profane, but that 
doesn’t mean we’re not 
good parents, or that we 
don’t love our kids.” As for 
Vivien, now 3, Mansbach 
says these days she goes to 
bed when asked. “I would 
like to think,” he says, “that 
writing this book solved her 
sleep problems.” 

I’m Over All That
by Shirley MacLaine (Atria, $22)

You don’t have to be crazy to 
understand Shirley MacLaine, “but 
it helps,” said John Harding in the 
London Daily Mail. The actress, 
77, styles her new book as a list of 
things she’s “gotten over,” but more 

interesting are the things she hasn’t, including 
reincarnation and UFOs—she believes we’re all 
“descended from aliens from the planet Nibiru.” 
Yet for all her looniness, MacLaine comes across 
as “well meaning and likable,” and her book is 
“anything but a dull read.”

If You Ask Me (And of Course You Won’t)
by Betty White (Putnam, $26)

Betty White “should be sitting in 
a rocker sipping tea and making a 
quilt,” said Marco R. Della Cava in 
the Chicago Sun-Times. Instead, she’s 
busy “causing anyone under 90 to 
feel like a slacker.” When she’s not 

taking on endless new film and television roles, 
the 89-year-old White is writing it all down. Her 
sixth and latest book “isn’t so much a tell-all as 
a tell-anything,” and includes interesting rumi-
nations on such celebrity friends as Elizabeth 
Taylor and Fred Astaire.

Does the Noise in My Head Bother You?
by Steven Tyler (Ecco, $28)

“Certain conventions must be 
respected” when writing a rock 
memoir, said Andy Lewis in The 
Hollywood Reporter. “Band 
fights have to be detailed, partying 
catalogued, hookups listed.” Steven 

Tyler “delivers the goods” in this account of his 
four-decade run as lead singer of Aerosmith. For 
the $20 million Tyler says he spent on drugs, he 
managed to pick up a few good stories. Mean-
while, his “bromance” with Aerosmith guitarist 
Joe Perry gives the book its “emotional core.”

Stories I Only Tell My Friends
by Rob Lowe (Holt, $26)

You might expect Rob Lowe’s mem-
oir to be filled with “stories of sun, 
surf, and sex in Malibu,” said Gerald 
Bartell in The Washington Post. But 
don’t let the pretty face fool you. 
Lowe’s candid account of his life is 

“shot through with pain, anxiety, and unhap-
piness.” Though still bashful about the details 
of a 1988 sex scandal, he’s forthcoming about 
his wild days as a member of the early-’80s Brat 
Pack. “Looking back, he sounds wise, mature, 
and content.”
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