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Read in order to live.

Gustave Flaubert

 

I never travel without my diary. One should always have something sensational to read on the train.

Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest

 

I’m a writer. I’m supposed to understand what makes people tick. I don’t understand one damn thing about anybody.

Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye





Preface

‘You’re so lucky,’ my wife Nadine said to me once, in that hazy space sometime between our first and second child, ‘having that commute every day. You get to sit by yourself, listen to music and read a book. It must be heaven.’ And she was right. I moan, like most people, about the diurnal trudge of the working day, its colourless symmetry, the routine that always feels like a rut. But I do get time to myself as I travel, quite a lot of it, and tend to spend it happily, questioningly, improvingly engaged in the act of reading. You can get through an awful lot of books if you spend almost an hour every day of the working week doing little else. This one book is testament to that.

The average commute, to and from work taken together, is around fifty minutes in both the US and the UK, so I set myself the challenge of reading for that period on every working day of the year. Picture me then, if you can, sitting in the same corner of a scuffed and featureless train carriage, rattling through suburbs, those blood-orange seats, the indifferent horde of commuters pressing upon me, headphones on to shut out the world, quietly reading, in my own world and a world created by another.

I wrote this book in the year 1 BC (Before Coronavirus), but if some travel habits have changed as a result of fear of contagion, the importance of a regular relationship with books has not. Here are some things you probably need to know about me at the time of writing: I was thirty-nine, awoke each day with the bodily ache of middle age and the existential dread of failure, and went to work as the editor of the TLS, a cultural magazine of some heritage. Every week, I also presented Front Row, a cultural magazine show on BBC Radio 4; and talked about politics late at night on Sky News. It was – and is – a profoundly anti-heroic existence. On my commute from a minor London suburb, I left behind Nadine, Nelly (ten), Teddy (seven), our latest, and surprise final,1 addition, Phoebe (one) and – for the beginning of the year at least – our dog Biscuit too. My family and my work will crop up from time to time in the diary, so it is as well that you have them in mind from the beginning.

Each month I read a different type of book: English classics, comic fiction, crime writing, poems, Shakespeare and so on. And then I wrote about them, and any other thoughts about what might be broadly termed culture, in the diary. So one way of you using this book would be to spend a year reading along with me, and get – like me – a broad literary education from Anthony Powell and Marcel Proust, Nancy Mitford and Oscar Wilde, Lord Byron and Zora Neale Hurston, and the like. I hope some of you try that, but don’t worry if that does not appeal. For each month’s category, I also recommend a further twenty-odd books, so you could instead pick one area and spend the year reading just in that particular world: a year of American classics or a year of modern literary fiction, for example. Or you could just read this one book, perhaps buy a couple more for your friends, and leave it at that.

You don’t need to be a commuter to do this. I am simply advocating spending a happy chunk of time on regular reading.2 I think it is a boon to mental health, and an act of self-improvement. The world has changed since I began my diary; but in essence it is the same: a place of uncertainty and anxiety, in which escape into the words of others is more necessary than ever. If, when you finish my book, you have found one or five or twenty-five more books (previously unknown; possibly intimidating) to read, then I will be very happy. Please do tell me on Twitter what you’re reading: talking about books is, after all, one of the few pleasurable and joyful things about that cloacal place. Indeed, one of the central pleasures in life is sharing what you’ve read, finding common ground, pressing a heartfelt recommendation upon somebody else. If nothing else, I hope this commuter’s guide will offer some new suggestions for you.

A word on the canon, and this book’s relationship to it. I have picked books throughout – and there are references to more than five hundred in the pages that follow – that I think are important, are meaningful to me, and I feel I know something about. This is inevitably conditioned by who I am, and where I grew up. There can never be an exhaustive list, and it will omit – by accident and ignorance – writers who have been historically undervalued, even as it tries to identify some of them. My overall list will skew towards European males, because they have dominated much of the literary discourse over the centuries. But over the course of the year, I will read books written in broadly equal numbers by men and women, and will think about the question of diversity and write about it quite a bit. Identity is an important issue, though it is not – and I think this point worth emphasising amid today’s culture wars – the only one.

Without wishing to overstate it, reading for me is one of the central facets of existence. I cannot spend a day without a book.3 I have – in common with everybody – regular moments of mental unrest, roiling disquiet, uncertainty and anxiety. I manage them with a sedative, an analgesic: the escape into worlds created by other people. The invention of the novel, it seems to me, is one of the true triumphs of human endeavour. It codifies something magnificent within all of us: the act of empathy. When we read, we forge a connection with an author, and often then a common culture or tradition that is greater than us. Reading is an act of enlarging, of expansion. It makes our ‘I’ bigger than just ourselves; it stretches our sense of identity and experience.

Reading is also, of course, a diversion, about which I shouldn’t get too breathy and serious.4 This year of commuting for me has been, above all other things, fun. And you do not hear that very often. I experience a tingle of expectation as I approach the train platform in the watery morning light, even more so when I know I am starting a new book, which may or may not turn out to be something I remember for ever. All this literary work has given me joy, distraction, meaning and – above all – repose. It was a troubled year, 2019, especially in politics (though, as we now know, it had nothing on 2020). As in an Austen novel, world events will loom and hover in these pages, but never quite obtrude. Brexit is mentioned, as is Donald Trump, but soon passed over.

So here it is, a year in the life of a commuter, a year in books that encompasses continents and millennia, compressed into a few hundred pages. ‘I guess there are never enough books,’ said John Steinbeck. He was right. But this is an account of a few to be getting on with.
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