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Song of Myself, Sung
Again and Again
Reviewed by Eric Liebetrau

A glance at any best-

seller list demonstrates the
popularity of memoir. Books
such as Mary Karr’s The
Liars’ Club (1998), Augusten
Burroughs’s Running With Scissors (2002),
and Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love
(2006) have become literary touchstones for
American readers, many of whom identify
with the authors’ troubled childhoods and
searches for redemption. But the genre itself
has ancient roots, writes University of
Delaware journalism professor Ben Yagoda in
Memoir: A History. First-person accounts
reach back at least as far as 50 bc, when
Julius Caesar recounted his war campaigns in
his self-flattering Commentaries. Much of the
autobiographical writing from that time does
not survive, and Yagoda points to The Confes-
sions of Saint Augustine (ad 397–98) as the
first autobiography.

To avoid muddying the waters, Yagoda
uses the words “memoir” and “autobiog-
raphy” somewhat interchangeably, to mean
“a book understood by its author, its
publisher, and its readers to be a factual
account of the author’s life.” Recently, the
genre’s very identity as “factual” has come
into question. When in 2005 Oprah Winfrey
confronted James Frey about the fabrications
and exaggerations of his addiction tale A Mil-
lion Little Pieces—a book she had touted
from her powerful book-club pulpit—the
backlash was unprecedented. Feeling
emotionally defrauded, readers, critics, and
journalists began to question the veracity of
other memoirists, including Burroughs (who
has written about his childhood living in the
dysfunctional household of his mother’s psy-
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mended books to one another and discussed
them in conversation and letters. Her wit
impressed her future husband unfavorably
when they met, but a couple of years later she
had apparently softened some of her sharp
edges, and he had grown appreciative of her
ability to counter his self-acknowledged vanity,
admiring her “Saucyness” and calling her “Miss
Adorable.” They married when she was 20.

The Adamses’ 54-year marriage was marked
by long periods of separation, beginning with
John’s travels as a young lawyer on the court cir-
cuit and extending through his many years as a
national public servant beginning in 1774. When
left on her own, Abigail coped with farm labor
shortages, illnesses, and four children. She also
earned money by providing hard-to-find items
including pins, ribbon, and handkerchiefs to
Boston merchants. John acquired the wares in
Philadelphia and later in Europe at a favorable
price, and by reselling through agents she could
avoid the appearance of impropriety—proper
ladies were not supposed to be in business.

During the Revolution, she accumulated a
tidy nest egg that she invested in state and
national bonds bought at steep discounts and
eventually redeemed at par, dealings of which
her husband was not always fully aware. Her
financial enterprises, along with the couple’s
thriftiness, laid the basis for the fortune that
kept the family afloat during the hard times
after the Revolution that wrecked other
members of the founding generation.

Holton’s biography stands out for its
treatment of Abigail’s entrepreneurship, and if
earlier biographers have discussed her proto-
feminist opinions, he is often more thorough
and nuanced than they were. His skillful use of
primary sources, including Adams family corre-
spondence, affords a fuller understanding of
events in Abigail Adams’s life than we have had.
Holton’s biography is required reading for any-
one interested in the Adams family.

Frank Shuffelton edited The Letters of John and Abigail
Adams (2004) and The Cambridge Companion to Thomas Jeffer-
son (2009).
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chiatrist) and Ishmael Beah, author of the
best-selling book A Long Way Gone, which
describes his experience as a child soldier in
Sierra Leone. Burroughs’s foster family
disputes his account; reporters questioned
details and the chronology of Beah’s war
years.

The genre’s appeal persists, however, and
Yagoda examines its development with a
journalist’s thoroughness, beginning with a
few modern milestones: the Million Little
Pieces fiasco; the record $10 million advance
paid to Bill Clinton for My Life (2004); the
bizarre sagas surrounding both O. J.
Simpson’s If I Did It (2007), his supposedly
hypothetical confession of how he murdered
his ex-wife, and Peter Golenbock’s “inventive
memoir” detailing the sexual exploits of
Mickey Mantle.

Yagoda tends to lean on extended
excerpts, and some readers may skim the
longer quotations. But the narrative acceler-
ates as he chronicles the first half of the 19th
century, when the “most original and remark-
able American autobiographical subgenre . . .
drew on narratives of conversion, repentance,
captivity, and adventure,” as in Narrative of
the Life of Frederick Douglass (1845). The
mid-1800s were dominated by works from P.
T. Barnum, Ulysses S. Grant, and Mark
Twain, all accomplished storytellers and
showmen. Barnum, “perhaps the greatest
self-promoter of all time,” eagerly and
candidly described many of the hoaxes he
perpetrated during his performances, includ-
ing the Feejee Mermaid, “likely the result of
someone surgically connecting a fish tail with
a monkey’s torso and head.”

The 20th century saw the birth of the “as
told to” memoir, as well as the modernist tra-
dition of transforming autobiography into
fiction, exemplified by such classics as Marcel
Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past
(1922–31) and Sylvia Plath’s Bell Jar (1963).
In the last several decades, Yagoda observes,
memoir has become more open, even

graphic, and authorship has been “democra-
tized”—no longer confined to celebrities and
politicians. Today, nearly anyone with a hard-
luck story can foist it upon an often eager
public.

And what of truth in memoir? In closing,
Yagoda excavates the cases of Burroughs,
Frey, and numerous others whose integrity
was challenged—on the grounds of mere
exaggeration for effect, the restructuring or
shuffling of chronology, or, in Frey’s book,
outright lies. Ultimately, Yagoda concludes,
“once you begin to write the true story of
your life in a form that anyone would
possibly want to read, you start to make com-
promises with the truth.”

Eric Liebetrau was the managing editor and nonfiction editor
of Kirkus Reviews until it closed at the end of last year.

Card Studs
Reviewed by Aaron Mesh

Not long after graduat-

ing from college, I, like
millions of other enthusiasts
infected by the millennial
poker craze, developed a
slightly unhealthy interest in no-limit Texas
hold ’em. Nearly every Friday night, I bellied
up to a basement card table or, if a home game
couldn’t be found, ventured out to an East
Tennessee bar called Mayo’s, where tour-
naments of dubious legality and $50 buy-ins
started every half-hour. Sometimes I won.
More often I watched my weekend pocket
money go out the door in somebody else’s
pocket. After bad nights, I would brood over
the suspicion that my inability to bet
aggressively signaled a deficiency of character.

I wasn’t alone in drawing this parallel.
Among James McManus’s many insights in
Cowboys Full is the observation that
Americans have long used their homegrown
game—a modified French bluffing contest—to
define the kind of people they want to be:
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