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What’s in a book? STEPHEN AMIDON, clearing
out to move abroad, found himself considering the
real value of the hundreds of volumes in his house

ooks are useless. Clumsy,
B overpriced, eye-straining and

prone to environmental dis-
tress, they have about as much rele-
vance in our digital era as gaslights or
hitching posts. The information they
contain can be tracked down on the
World Wide Web in a fraction of the
time it takes to visit the local library;
the stories they tell are more easily
consumed in neat, two-hour films.

"~ Even cookbooks are of little use when

compared to the bite-sized culinary
shows now clotting our televisions.
Only the phone book can claim any
absolute utilitarian value these days,
and even that is in peril now that the
slackers at directory enquiries have
started answering our calls.

I discovered these sad but undeni-
able facts recently while preparing to
relocate overseas. It became clear that
the price of moving all my worldly
goods would be prohibitive. Some-
thing more than just the usual bits of
cracked crockery and obsolete hi-fi
gear would have to be left behind. But
choosing what to forfeit proved
impossible. A chair here; a picture
frame there — it wasn’t adding up.
And then it hit me. The books. What
the hell was I doing moving all these
books? I owned several hundred, the
mass-equivalent of a roomful of fur-
niture. Novels I had reviewed a de-
cade ago. Mouldering paperback
classics read in college. Freebies from
ambitious publicists. Books ' about
chaos theory, the Irish question,
surviving as a single woman in the
1990s. They oozed from every corner
of my house, filling drawers and cabi-
nets that should have held china sets
or cases of champagne. Transporting
them threatened to cost me more than
a seat on Concorde.

Slowly, reluctantly, I began to cull
those books that would have to be
left. My first attempt came up with a
grand total of 10, including a study of
the acid house scene in Manchester
and a novel from Serpent’s Tail in
which men were constantly making
fists but never got around to throwing
punches. Clearly, this would not do.
A steelier eye was needed. So I got
back to work. That dreary novel by
Alexander Theroux — why was 1
taking that? And Jay McInerney’s
idea of the best American short sto-
ries — didn’t I prefer Tobias Wolff’s
compilation? Or was it Richard
Ford’s? And did I really have to take

along that tepid bath of Shaw plays I
had soaked in as an undergraduate?

Something strange and troubling
began to happen as I worked. My
reluctance gradually gave way to
feverish excitement. Gripped by an
overwhelming zeal, I began to sen-
tence books to oblivion with the
mercilessness of a Khmer Rouge
magistrate. Volumes I had once
thought indispensable became so
much detritus. By the end of the day,
a whole penal colony of doomed
books populated our lounge. Only my
wife’s intervention stopped me from
stripping the joint bare. A nice
woman from Gloucester Road Books
was summoned and wrote out a size-
able cheque. I could barely contain
my glee as I helped her lug the con-
demned out to the van. This was
great. Money for old pulp.

It wasn’t until she was gone that I
realised what I had done. I had rid
myself of my prize possessions — my
books. Not all of them, but a goodly
majority, keeping only a few shelves
of novels I love too dearly ever to let
out of my sight. Yet I feli strangely
liberated. What use, after all, were
these things to me? I had no likeli-
hood of rereading them. My actions
had had no material effect on my life,
other than to add a few pounds to my
bank account and subtract a few more
from my mover’s inventory. They
were as useless as the spare pillows at
the back of my cupboard. More so —
a night spent resting on the New
Directions edition of Céline’s Journey
to the End of the Night would result in
a stiff neck for sure.

I began to wonder why I hadn’t
done this before. Why had I allowed
these useless things to become such
totemic items in my life, as precious
as childhood snapshots or yellowing
love letters? The answer, I soon re-
alised, rested in the dim recesses of
my adolescence. I was living in an
affluent suburb of Washington DC, a
place where books had been eclipsed
by the ascendant technologies of the
mass media. Reading was seen by
most of the people around me as a
clumsy, rather quaint method of giv-
ing information more readily avail-
able from television and radio. But
then, against the odds, I discovered |
books.

It happened on my 14th birthday,
when my father cunningly slipped
two of them into my glitzy, con-




-WORLD BOOK DAY

How books made me a rebel

| sumerist bounty: The Grapes of
 Wrath and Nineteen Eighty-Four. I
| started with the John Steinbeck. By
| the end of the first few momentous
| chapters I had been changed forever.
My restless, quietly rebellious mind
had found the perfect release in that
story of mass injustice and quiet
heroics. I devoured the George Or-
well with equal fervour, its dystopian
vision articulating my own budding
disenchantment with the affluent but
sterile world in which I was coming
of age. By the end of that summer I

i Take an inner journey: if a book doesn’t quicken a heart or a mind then it is j

had become a reader. Not just some-
one who read; not a boy who liked
books. But a reader. Books had be-
come the bedrock of my fledgling
identity. I was only really myself
when lost in the pages of a new one.
The next few years were like travel-
ling through an undiscovered conti-
nent. There was more Steinbeck,
more Orwell. Dickens. Conrad.
Hardy. The science fiction of Aldous
Huxley and Arthur C Clarke. Kurt
Vonnegut. Ayn Rand. Camus and
Sartre. Rimbaud and Eliot. Outlaw
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texts such as Ginsberg’s Howl and
Kerouac’s The Dharma Bums; Cleav-
er’s Soul on Ice and Selby’s Last Exit
to Brooklyn. And, finally, as a senior
in high school, James Joyce, taught to
me by Mr Ryan, a former Catholic
priest with the arms of a middle-
weight champion and the disposition
of a saint, a man who seemed to have
stepped fully faceted from Dubliners.
If you had asked me how I was, back
then, or even who I was, I would have
answered by showing you whatever
paperback was crammed into the back

ust a stack of pulp and ink

pocket of my Levi’s. At no point,
however, did I harbour the illusion
that any of this obsessive reading was
doing me the slightest good. My older
brother hit the books and became an
attorney; my younger brother burnt
the midnight oil and is now a
cardiologist. Classmates would con-
sume and digest and regurgitate
words so that they could get top
grades, go to a decent college and
land good jobs.

For me, however, it was the opp-
osite. What I loved about books was

their utter, absolute uselessness.
Reading was my rebellion, my em-
phatic ““No!”’ to a culture I saw as
speciously materialistic. Too timid to
take drugs or run away to Greenwich
Village, I used reading to create my
own personal insurrection against an
affluent, middle-class existence.
Adults and censorious friends were
always trying to create contexts for
the texts I devoured: Stephen’s going
to become an English professor. He’1l
be able to use all this when he goes to
work on Madison Avenue. He’s going
to be a writer himself. And although I
must have possessed vague ambitions
along these lines, what I really loved
about reading was that it had nothing
to do with the television-saturated,
money-hungry culture into which I
was born. )

ime passed. Pages turned. I

outgrew my jejune disaffec-

tion with the world. Money
and marriage and kids slapped me out
of my word-drunk stupor. I eventually
began to write and publish books of
my own. And somewhere along the
way something strange happened to
my attitude towards books. Grad-
ually, they were sapped of their black
magical power. They were no longer
potent juju sticks capable of warding
off the suburban zombies around me,
but rather building blocks to a re-
spectable life. With deadlines, page
proofs and invoices now involved in
the reading process, it would have
been sheer hypocrisy to continue

‘believing that books were weapons in

some primal rebellion. They had be-
come useful, a means of making a liv-
ing and achieving recognition. Rather
than vibrant organic substances or
homemade bombs, they had become
one of the things I had abjured as a
boy — possessions. Where I had once
thrilled at Sartre turning down the
Nobel prize because he didn’t want to
become an institution, here I was
clinging to an omnibus edition of his
novels as if it were something bought

| at the Conran Shop.

But books aren’t things. They are
the remedy for things. They are vi-
brant cells of nothingness amid the
world’s fleshy, torpid being. At their
best, they are cultural anti-matter,
creating a cocoon of pure imagination
into which nothing from our surging,
materialistic world can intrude.
Books mean something only at the
moment they are being read, and then
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- and fine art galleries. What excited

only if that bizarre alchemy that can
sometimes exist between writer and
reader happens. If a book doesn’t
quicken a heart or a mind then it is
just a stack of pulp and ink. Maybe
this is why so much emphasis is
placed their marketing and graphic
design nowadays; why bookstores are
stocked with cappuccino, biscotti and
CD-Roms. Books have become just
so much furniture, items to be care-
fully wrapped and boxed by movers
so they can be displayed at the next
station in one’s life.

Books should be useless. Futile,
gratuitous, ephemeral. Not worth the
paper they are printed on. This is the
only way they will survive in the up-
coming century, when the printed
word is set to vanish into museums

me about reading in the 1970s was the
liberating sense that there was no
good reason whatsoever for me to do
it. After my session with the movers, I
now know this remains true. Good
books will get you nowhere. The only
motive for reading seriously now-
adays is to prevent some small pre-
cinct of your soul from being
colonised by the rampaging techo-
hordes of the information age. So,
read a book. Then give it away. Or
better still, take it to the recycling
centre. The world may be running
short of trees, but there will always be
room for a little good, old- fashioned
rebellion.

Stephen Amidon’s novel The New City will
be published by Doubleday next year
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STEPHEN AMIDON’S TOP 10

- 1. Fyodor Dostoevsky’s

“ Crime and Punishment
The most terrifying journey
into the human soul ever
consigned to page. A book
that marks you

. Walker Petcy’s The
Moviegoer Scandalously
out of print in the UK, this
deceptively gentle story of a
man adrift in a spiritless
world ranks at the very peak
of modern American fiction

. Graham Greene’s
The End of the Affair
Liberated from his global
obsessions, Greene finally
makes sense of his tortured
Catholicism in this tale of
heartbreak in south London

. Don DelLillo’s White
Noise This bleakly hilarious
account of the effects of
a toxic gas leak on a
midwestern town is the
perfect portrait of the
modern American inferno

. Thomas Hardy’s The
Return of the Native
The glum one at his most
masterful in his description of
“titanic” fate crushing poor, -
loveable souls like so many
scurrying ants

6. Pete Dexter’s Paris Trout

The dark heart of the
American South captured
without an ounce of
sentimentality in a steely-
eyed story of race and
murder in 1950s Georgia

7. Richard Yates’s

Revolutionary Road

The godfather of
contemporary American
fiction, Yates was never
better than in this harrowing
tale of reluctant
suburbanites. Also
shamefully out of print

8. David Gates’s Jernigan

The ultimate shaggy-dog
story as a drunken idiot
philosopher is dragged

“kicking and screaming into

a hell of his own making

9. Ernest Hemingway’s

The Sun Also Rises
Before he buried himself in
his own hype, Hemingway
wrote this unprecedented
portrait of a generation
scarred by war

10. Robert Stone’s Dog

Soldiers The guy writes
like Parker played the sax.
The Vietnam era’s answer
to Hemingway




