Bill Bryson "The life and times of the Thunderbolt kid"

Rarely has an autobiography been so illuminating and so funny.  Bill Bryson has been one of the great omissions from my reviews so far.  His travel books are laugh-out-loud funny, and should come with a warning "Do not read in the presence of others".  Why? Because when you laugh then others (especially significant others) will want to know what's going on and will probably take over the book.  But Bryson is not just funny, he is insightful as well.  His books on travel in Europe and north America reveal things we did not know about ourselves.

"The life and times...." is a kind of travel book, but it is travel into the past, the 1950's of Bryson's childhood to be precise.  Someone said "The past is a foreign country they do things differently there"  It is true, and for many of us it is we who were doing things differently.  Bryson's mission in this book is to show how differently we were doing things.  Of course he is specific about the country too.  It is his hometown, Des Moins, which provides the geographical backdrop to this other country.  But I suspect that many of us in BC will have shared the outlook which Bryson describes.

That outlook can maybe be described as unbridled optimism.  The book jacket sums it up well "It was a happy time, when almost everything was good for you, including DDT, cigarettes and nuclear fallout". Nuclear fallout?  Yup.  Bryson documents how families would happily go off to watch the a-bomb tests in the Nevada desert, as if they were going whale watching on the West coast. Las Vegas was a place to base yourself for these expeditions, and to enjoy atomic themed, food drinks, haircuts and even strippers.  Of course, Bryson is not describing this from personal experience.  That is the further genius of the book.  It flips from personal memories, to archival and statistical information without missing a beat.   

The book is organized not chronologically, but in vague themes such as work, pleasure, school, and (of course) superheroes.  But the themes are never too tightly controlled and Bryson rambles on in his delightfully inimitable fashion, introducing us to a hilarious cast of characters including his father and mother and friends.  These are described with genuine affection, even when their shortcomings are being laid bare (sometimes literally).  He reserves scathing criticism for those of the era who were clearly abusive, for example Senator McCarthy.

Personal history, biography, encyclopedia, this book is all of these, but travel book describes it best.  And I should leave you with one piece of advice from Bryson which will remain with me for ever, word of wisdom to live by.  Unfortunately, they will only make sense to those who read the book.

"Don't drink from the toity jar"

