
Northeast Readers’ Advisory Round Table Notes—Historical Non-Fiction Arc: Specific Settings 

5/23/2017 

General RA Discussion: 

Leane asked the group to consider pressing the ‘pause’ button on the discussion for November (we’ll 

discuss the scheduled topic later) and instead have a discussion considering the following: 

 RA Genre Study Group direction for the future: we are a mature group (relative to genre study) 

and Leane would like to discuss and come to a consensus of how we will move forward as a 

group 

o Do an RA Exercise for practice 

o Discuss whether to do more genre arcs; newer subgenre studies; revisit old genres to 

study 

 What do we want from this group as individuals and as a group? We can incorporate individual 

goals into the group study?  

Leane asked us to take the summer to consider our needs and thoughts about the group.  

Diane mentioned the benefits of the book-ish website http://ModernMrs.Darcy.com and her What 

Should I Read Next podcast. Anne is good at pairing up books and Diane has learned a lot from her. Al 

seconded the recommendation and added that the Get Booked podcast from http://BookRiot.com is 

excellent.  

Jerusha asked if the Lost City of Z is a more accessible book for her staff to read for training. Wolf Hall by 

Mantel is large and intimidating. Leane stated that it was a good, suspenseful archaeological “action-

adventure” non-fiction title. Leane and the group then helped Jerusha brainstorm how to best proceed 

with their RA training.  

Benchmark Book 

Everyone Read: How the Irish Saved Civilization: The Untold Stories of Ireland’s Heroic Role from the Fall 

of Rome to the Rise of Medieval Europe by Thomas Cahill 

Impressions from the group: 

 geared for someone new to Irish History 

 chosen because it illustrates a particular place and time 

 seemed to be more about St. Patrick than the history of Ireland, did not really enjoy 

 author not a great storyteller, there was plenty of detail, but some not really relevant to the 

topic at hand 

 felt like a theology dissertation, as if it were really about theology but in order to get it published 

the author had to adding other details of the period 

http://modernmrs.darcy.com/
http://bookriot.com/


 author did not make his case; lost the thread of the story halfway through; St. Patrick wasn’t 

even Irish! 

 book would be good for the patron who has a vague sense of Irish history but whose knowledge 

is passed down in family lore because reading it would reinforce their personal views of how 

Christianity saved the Irish.  

 did not make a great audio listen 

 overly wordy for a short book…author used 10 words where 1 would do… 

 Who would like this book? really about religious history and some descriptions are wonderful 

(specifically about the hermit). The tiny touches like the Cat Poem or info about monks’ 

interesting marginalia as they transcribed texts were charming in between long treatises.  

 Do we really need this book? At the time it first came out, there were fewer histories of early 

Christianity, but now there are more and better books published about this topic.  

CHARACTER 

Is place a character? Was there a sense of people and culture of Ireland before St. Patrick? The monks 

and St. Patrick were strong religious characters. The author inserts himself in to the book via humorous 

asides, but his description of the Irish was as if they were innocents and child-like 

SETTING 

Do you see, smell, taste, feel Ireland and its culture in this book? Not overall, but in some parts, 

specifically in religious culture. The book is outdated and the group felt it couldn’t endorse it as a good 

NF book about the Irish civilization—but religion, perhaps.  

This book was recommended on several bibliographies and book lists. However, it doesn’t hold up as the 

standard or benchmark for this type of book. What do we, as readers’ advisors, do and where do we 

turn if we’re not certain that a book should be recommended anymore? Rely on colleagues to ask… 

Admit the deficiencies and find some other assistance for the patron.  

Jim commented that most readers read history just like they read fiction: was it a good story? is 

the author credentialed? did it keep the reader’s interest with the way it’s written? So, except 

for the reader who is more expert in a subject, most well reviewed non-fiction is good enough 

for most readers.  

Leane noted that this non-fiction arc has shown us that advising on non-fiction is more 

complicated than in fiction and we must educate ourselves! 

TONE 

Informal…’dear reader’, ‘we’ 

 

 



PLOT 

Wanders…see general impressions above about the subject and i’s coverage. History is always 

interpretive, but this book has not stood the test of time… 

2nd Choices 

Jerusha read The Time Traveler’s Guide to Medieval England by Ian Mortimer. It was a fun read that 

could be leafed through and picked up and read in sections, not necessarily from cover to cover. With 

the exception that there were practically NO women discussed, it is organized by topic, and has a male, 

upper-class point of view.  

Jessica read the same title as Jerusha and noted that it was like reading a Lonely Planet travel book but 

for traveling to the past.  

Al read The Bad-Ass Librarians of Timbuktu: and Their Race to Save the World’s Most Precious 

Manuscripts by Joshua Hammer. It was a gripping read and felt like a suspense/thriller/spy novel. Very 

good narrative structure with fairly well fleshed out characters and a great setting. The audio version is 

not recommended as the narrator sounded pretentious 

Michelle read The Alps: A Human History from Hannibal to Heidi and Beyond by Stephen O’Shea. It is 

described as a conversational travelogue of driving through the Alps and sharing the history of each 

area. Very good descriptions of places he visits. It is not chronologically ordered and the humor is hit or 

miss. The author’s tone is very judgmental about the people he meets and the story sometimes seems 

more about him and not the place. It is similar in feel to Bill Bryson’s books, but in Bryson’s books his 

humor is more self-deprecating.  

Jim read Istanbul: City of Majesty at the Crossroads of the World by Thomas Madden. Title is inaccurate 

as it’s not only about Istanbul but more a biography of the tip of the peninsula on which Istanbul is 

located, and it reads very well. Place is so present that the details of the historic characters inhabiting it 

is less important. The book is about how the people and place evolve over time. The book would be 

great for someone who is visiting the area or someone who is interested in the region.  

Leane read Hallowed Ground: A Walk at Gettysburg by James M. McPherson. It provides an overview of 

the battle and place and then a microhistory of days 1, 2 and 3 of the battle. It is a bit too microscopic, 

but also fascinating as he provides the history of the battle and place as it was happening. The facts and 

figures are accessible and there is nothing extraneous in the narrative. It has a poetic feel to the telling 

and a conversational tone. It would be a great book to take with you to visit the memorial and ends with 

the Gettysburg Address.  

 

 

 



Sum of the appeal of this arc: 

Essential appeals: 

1. Setting must be done well for a good reading experience 

2. Educational tone, even if the topic is unusual, people read for the information they’ll learn 

3. Accessible tone is very important for a successful reading 

Secondary appeals: 

1. Storyline is important in some, but not all, as it relates to pace 

2. Character isn’t always the thing, but for some it is…  

General RA advice for non-fiction RA…  

NF RA is the intersection between Reference and Readers’ Advisory. Determine what EXPERIENCE 

readers want. The intent of the reader is most important. Does the reader want facts or an overview? Is 

the reader an armchair historian or traveler? Would the reader benefit from a children’s or teen’s 

version of the topic. (Diane mentioned, and Michelle concurred, that she often goes to children’s NF to 

learn about a topic before or instead of tackling a tome written for adults…) 

Submitted by Diane Giarusso, Tewksbury Public Library  6/1/17 


