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2010 AMBASSADOR BOOK AWARDS 

HONOR AUTHORS WHO ILLUMINATE THE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE 

 

The 2010 English-Speaking Union Ambassador Book Awards for works best depicting some aspect of 

American life and culture were conferred at the ESU National Headquarters in New York City on June 10.  The 

six award-winning books were selected by a distinguished independent panel of authors, editors and educators, 

chaired by historian Sean Wilentz. Five authors were present to receive their awards from members of the 

selection committee, prolific award-winning author and professor Maureen Howard and award-winning author 

Victor LaValle, as well as Pulitzer Prize-winning poet Richard Howard. 

The 2010 Ambassador Book Award authors: 

 James Mann for The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War (Viking) in the 

American studies category; 

 Morris Dickstein for Dancing in the Dark: A Cultural History of the Great Depression (W.W. Norton) 

in the American studies category; 

 Colum McCann for Let the Great World Spin (Random House) in the fiction category; 

 J. D. McClatchy for Mercury Dressing (Alfred A. Knopf) in the poetry category; and 

 Melvin Urofsky for Louis D. Brandeis: A Life (Pantheon) in the biography category. 

 Robin D.G. Kelley‟s Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original (Free Press) was 

given an additional Ambassador Book Award as a book of special distinction.  

 

Winners of the English-Speaking Union 2010 Ambassador Book Awards (l to r): J.D. McClatchy, for Mercury Dressing 

(poetry); Melvin Urofsky for Louis D. Brandeis: A Life (biography); Morris Dickstein for Dancing in the Dark: A 

Cultural History of the Great Depression (American studies); James Mann for The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A 

History of the End of the Cold War (American studies); Elleza Kelley, accepting the award for her father, Robin D.G. 

Kelley, author of Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times of an American Original (special distinction); and Colum 

McCann for Let the Great World Spin (fiction). 



The Ambassador Book Awards are the keystone of the ESU‟s Books-Across-the-Sea program, founded in 1946 

with T. S. Eliot as its first chairman.  They are presented annually to authors whose books make an exceptional 

contribution to the interpretation of life and culture in the United States.  Sets of the books are distributed 

through ESU Branches in the United States to ESUs around the world for placement in libraries and educational 

centers in more than twenty four countries and cities as far flung as New Zealand, Hungary, Malaysia, 

Moldova, Madagascar, the Philippines, Poland, Brazil, Georgia, Mauritius and Mongolia.  Previous 

Ambassador Book Award-winning authors include W.E.B. DuBois, Archibald MacLeish, Jane Smiley, David 

McCullough, Arnold Rampersad, Grace Paley, John Updike, Doris Kearns Goodwin, Robert Pinsky and Tom 

Wolfe.  As the English-Speaking Union of the United States is a non-profit, non-political educational 

organization whose mission is to celebrate English as a shared language to foster global understanding and good 

will, it maintains no political position.  The authors‟ views expressed in the Ambassador Books are their own 

and the selection of these books does not constitute endorsement of the views themselves, but rather a stimulus 

to thought and discussion. 

  ESU Chair Patricia S. Schroeder welcomed attendees and described the origins of 

the Books Across the Sea program as a post-war exchange of books between the US 

and the UK.  “These wonderful books you are going to hear about tonight will go all 

over the world, wherever there is an English-Speaking Union, and there are new 

ones popping up – it‟s very exciting…English is becoming the global language and 

since so many people are trying to learn English and our US information libraries 

were all closed down, the international English-Speaking Unions are some of the 

main sources of information.  It makes me very proud to be part of that and the 

many other things that we do.”  She also introduced and welcomed special guest 

Dominic Meiklejohn OBE, British Deputy Consul-General & Deputy Head of 

Mission. 

Selection Committee Chair Sean Wilentz introduced the committee saying, 

“Serving as chairman of this committee is a treat.  This group is extremely 

distinguished and talented and feisty and fun, and all accomplished in their own rights.” 

The 2010 Ambassador Book Award selection committee: 

  The Ambassador Book Award selection committee is chaired by award winning historian 

Sean Wilentz, the Sidney and Ruth Lapidus Professor of History at Princeton University, 

where he has taught since 1979.  His biography The Age of Reagan: A History, 1974-2008 

was published in May 2008.  He earned one B.A. at Columbia University in 1972, before 

earning another at Oxford University on a Kellett Fellowship, and his Ph.D. at Yale 

University in 1980.  His historical scholarship has focused on the early years of the 

American republic.  His major study, The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to 

Lincoln, received the Bancroft Prize in 2006 and was a finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. 

  Maureen Howard is the author of nine novels, including Grace Abounding, 

Expensive Habits and Natural History all of which were nominated for the 

PEN/Faulkner Award.  Her memoir Facts of Life received the National Book Circle 

Critics Award in 1978.  Her last seasonal novel The Rags of Time was published in 

2009.  Ms. Howard was Vice-President of PEN American Center and has reviewed 

widely for The New York Times, The New Republic and The Yale Review.  Her critical 

works include introductions to Mrs. Dalloway and Willa Cather and she edited Collected Stories 1891-1910 and 

Collected Stories 1911-1937, the collected stories of Edith Wharton, for the Library of America.  She has taught 

at a number of American universities, including Columbia, Princeton, Amherst and Yale, and she was awarded 

the Academy Award in Literature by the American Academy of Arts and Letters.   

Adam Kirsch is an American poet and literary critic.  He was the book critic for The New York Sun until it 

ceased publishing in 2008 and is currently a senior editor at The New Republic and a columnist for Tablet 
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Magazine.  He is the author of the weekly column "The Reader" on Nextbook.  Mr. Kirsch is a frequent 

contributor to The New Yorker, The Times Literary Supplement and The New York Review of Books.  He is the 

author of two poetry collections, The Thousand Wells and Invasions, and two works of nonfiction on poetry, 

The Wounded Surgeon and The Modern Element.  His most recent book was the biography Benjamin Disraeli 

published in 2009.  Mr. Kirsch was unable to attend the Ambassador Book Award ceremony. 

  Victor LaValle is the author of Slapboxing with Jesus and The Ecstatic, a finalist for the 

PEN/Faulkner Award.  His most recent book was Big Machine published in 2009.  Mr. 

LaValle‟s awards include the Whiting Writers' Award, a United States Artists Ford 

Fellowship and the key to Southeast Queens Borough of New York City. 

 

 

  Richard Howard, who was on sabbatical from the committee for the 2010 

selections, attended to present the award in poetry.  He is a distinguished poet, 

literary critic, essayist, teacher and translator.  He is the author of fifteen books of 

poetry, including Untitled Subjects which won the Pulitzer Prize in 1970.  He is the 

author of two books of criticism, Alone With America: Essays on the Art of Poetry 

in the United States Since 1950 (1969) and Paper Trail: Selected Prose 1965-2003 

(2004).  Mr. Howard reviews regularly for The New York Times, The Los Angeles 

Times and many literary magazines.  He served as poetry editor for several 

periodicals including The New Republic and The Paris Review and is currently poetry editor for Western 

Humanities Review.  In 1983, he received the American Book Award for his translation of Baudelaire‟s Les 

Fleurs du Mal.  He has also been awarded the PEN Translation Medal and the first French-American 

Translation Prize and was designated a Chevalier de l‟Ordre National du Merite by the French government.  A 

member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, he served as Poet Laureate of New York State and 

President of PEN American Center.  He was awarded a MacArthur Fellowship in 1996 and received a Lifetime 

Achievement Award from the National Book Critics Circle in 2007. 

 

2010 Ambassador Book Award winners with selection committee members (l to r): Sean Wilentz, Ambassador Book 

Awards Committee Chairman; Patricia S. Schroeder, Chair, The English-Speaking Union of the United States; J.D. 

McClatchy; Melvin Urofsky; Morris Dickstein; James Mann; Elleza Kelley, Robin D.G. Kelleyôs daughter; Colum 

McCann; Ambassador Book Award Committee members Maureen Howard and Victor LaValle 
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Receiving their Ambassador Book Awards, the authors expressed their appreciation and spoke about their work 

in terms of the purpose of the Ambassador Book Awards and the Books-Across-the-Sea program: 

 

  Ambassador Book Award winner James Mann spoke about his research into the many facets 

and intricacies of Ronald Reagan‟s persona, views and actions while writing his biography, 

The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War.  In conclusion he 

said, “Finally after my book came out, Gorbachev on a visit to this country said he learned a 

lot from my book about what Reagan was facing, and next to this award from the English-

Speaking Union, that was its highest praise!” 

 

 

  Morris Dickstein, describing the process of writing Dancing in the Dark: A 

Cultural History of the Great Depression, commented, “Through all the time I was 

writing the book, there was hardly a glimmer of interest in the Great Depression.  It 

seemed to be receding into ancient history and few imagined the „30s to be a rich 

period for the arts, although artists and entertainers may have served to prick the 

nation‟s conscience or distract folks from their own trouble.  The peak period for 

the arts was usually reserved for the great modern writers and artists of the 1920s.  

But by the time that I was finishing the book in the winter of 2008 and 2009, that smug complacency had 

evaporated.  The American economy was in meltdown and fears of a new depression were on everyone‟s lips 

and the nation was afflicted by a real crisis of confidence.  As interest in the book grew, soon, to my surprise, in 

op-ed columns and book reviews, a new received wisdom took hold, that economic troubles stimulate rather 

than depress the arts, as the arts themselves serve as morale-building stimulus to those who are depressed by 

their prospects and fear of the future.  My book suddenly became part of the conversation.  One special source 

of pleasure to me is that this award is for a book in American studies with the goal of creating a better 

understanding of American culture around the world.  This is especially important in a moment when rabid anti-

Americanism and the fascination of American culture seem paradoxically to coexist in so many places.  I hope 

that the book has yielded a more complicated picture of the inner life of society and the bewildering variety of 

ways the arts could minister to it…We can read up on any period, but only the creative imagination of an era, 

with its powers of narrative, its appeal to the ear and to the eye enables us actually to feel that we are 

experiencing, and give us access to, a culture‟s profound dialogue with itself, its eagerness for self-

understanding.” 

 

  Colum McCann described his novel, Let the Great World Spin, set in New York in 

1974, as a book that attempts to “go towards” healing and a moment of grace, which 

is where, he said, “all good writing should end up.”  Accepting the Ambassador 

Book Award in fiction, he spoke about the myriad modern synonyms of the word 

„ambassador,‟ noting that neither „politician‟ nor „crusader‟ are among them.  He 

said that the writer‟s job is perhaps to allow, rather than to instruct or deface.  

“When we start instructing it seems to me that we often become politicians and 

when we start to deface we become crusaders.  But when writers allow and when 

they are allowed, what we are allowing is the dignity of thought for the reader, for the ability of the reader to 

become the writer, to step into another body.  The great privilege of fiction, poetry, non-fiction, playwriting, 

journalism is, as it seems to me, to be allowed to step into another time and another place.  What writing does, 

then, it seems to me, is that it travels and allows us, the readers, to become one another…So that seems to me to 

be the function of a book being an ambassador in so many senses, it goes to the most unlikely of places…What 

I celebrate here is the moral necessity of being able to tell a story and for that story to go beyond the self and 

then for that story to go beyond its own immediate national boundaries.” 

 



  J. D. McClatchy, receiving the Ambassador Book Award in the poetry category for 

Mercury Dressing, said, “In 1200, a Japanese monk put it, „Enlightenment is like the 

moon reflected in the ocean.  The moon doesn‟t get wet and the water isn‟t broken.  

Although its light is wide and vast, the moon is reflected even in a puddle an inch 

long.  The whole moon and the whole sky are reflected in a dew drop on the grass.‟  

Our job as writers is to recover the truth but also to keep the invisible attached.  It has 

been an honor for decades now to watch for the moon on the dew drop, to search the 

heart for its own trembling light.  It is in words we find our way to see the world; that mine this year have been 

chosen as ambassadors, is an enormous privilege.” 

 

  Melvin Urofsky, Ambassador Book Award-winning author for Louis D. Brandeis: a 

Life, described Supreme Court Justice Brandeis‟ profound influence on American law.  

As a very successful lawyer in the 1890s, Brandeis pioneered the practice of modern 

law, developing the concept of a lawyer as counsel and developing the concept of the 

modern law firm, with specialists in different areas of the law.  He was also a reformer 

who helped initiate the idea of a citizens‟ lobby.  Speaking of the forty-some years of 

research and the study of law that went into the writing of the biography, Urofsky said, “I got to know how 

important as a judge Brandeis was and is to American jurisprudence, not just that he developed the whole right 

of privacy.  He laid the basis for it, but also the entire basis of modern first amendment jurisprudence, why we 

value free speech in America…I am extremely grateful for this Ambassador Book award.” 

 

  Elleza Kelley, accepted the special distinction Ambassador Book Award on behalf of 

her historian father, Robin D.G. Kelley, author of Thelonious Monk: The Life and Times 

of an American Original.  She read a message from Mr. Kelley saying, “For me, such 

recognition from the English-Speaking Union is especially fitting.  Besides being one of 

America‟s greatest modern composers and inventive pianists, Thelonious Monk 

commanded a global audience.…As Monk himself once said, „I know my music can help 

bring people together and that‟s what is important.  I think that jazz is the thing that has 

contributed the most to the idea that one day the word friendship will really mean something in the United 

States.‟  Although he spoke these words nearly half a century ago, the depth of his insight became even clearer 

to me after completing this book.  Within months of the book‟s publication, I received hundreds of emails, 

letters and phone calls expressing profound gratitude for shedding light on an artist so shrouded in mystery or 

for merely rekindling an interest in Monk‟s recordings.  Most people simply shared their personal stories of 

seeing or hearing Monk for the first time, often conveying how this seemingly impenetrable pianist changed 

their lives.  Suddenly I was talking to a vast network of friends that crossed national borders, oceans, color and 

language barriers.  Monk indeed brought us together.  As he predicted, his music has become the connective 

tissue of an ever-expanding global friendship.” 

 

The Ambassador Book Award presentation ceremony took place concurrently with a three-day program for 

ESU National Board Members and National Patrons, coinciding with a meeting of the National Board.   
 

ESU National Board Members (l to r) James A. Williford II 

from Pinehurst, NC; Patricia A. Moore from Columbus, OH; 

John Rampe from Cleveland, OH; and Sylvia Bruton from 

Louisville, KY following the 2010 English-Speaking Union 

Ambassador Book Awards presentation. 
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