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The former president Bill Clinton, who collaborated with James Patterson on the new thriller “The
President Is Missing,” reads everywhere: “At my work table, in my easy chair, in bed and on the
plane. Even in the car when I’m not too tired.”

What books are on your nightstand?

“The Future Is History,” by Masha Gessen. It’s great and written in a direct, blunt style
appropriate for the subject. I’ll soon be finished. “The Future of Humanity,” by Michio Kaku;
“Enlightenment Now,” by Steven Pinker; and “Capture: A Theory of the Mind,” by David Kessler.
Next up is the latest book in Jason Matthews’s Red Sparrow trilogy.

When and where do you like to read?

At my work table, in my easy chair, in bed and on the plane. Even in the car when I’m not too
tired.

What was the last truly great book you read?

I loved “Killers of the Flower Moon,” by David Grann; “Fascism: A Warning,” by Madeleine
Albright; and “Empire of Cotton,” by Sven Beckert.

Are you a rereader? What book do you read over and over again?

Yes. I’ve reread Marcus Aurelius’ “Meditations,” Seamus Heaney’s “The Cure at Troy” and
William Butler Yeats’s “The Collected Poems” several times.

What was the best book you read as a student?

In college: “The Confessions of Nat Turner,” by William Styron. In law school: “One Hundred
Years of Solitude,” by Gabriel García Márquez. (This was also the best over all.) At Oxford: “The
Spanish Civil War,” by Hugh Thomas, and “To the Finland Station,” by Edmund Wilson.
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What books over the years have most influenced your thinking? Has a work of literature ever

affected your policy positions?

These books had a profound impact on my thinking: “The Evolution of Civilizations,” by Carroll
Quigley; “Politics as a Vocation,” by Max Weber; “The Denial of Death,” by Ernest Becker;
“Imitation of Christ,” by Thomas à Kempis; “Meditations,” by Marcus Aurelius; “The Cure at
Troy,” by Seamus Heaney; and “The Guns of August,” by Barbara Tuchman.

I don’t know that any specific book affected my policy positions, but books by Richard Wright and
Ralph Ellison made me want to do more about civil rights. I read “America: What Went Wrong,”
by Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steele, in 1992, and it strengthened my determination to try to
reverse trickle‑down economics and achieve a fairer and more prosperous economy.

Reading “Earth in the Balance,” by Al Gore, had a big impact on my decision to ask him to be my
vice president and influenced what we did together to start turning the tide on climate change.

Do you have a favorite presidential biography? Favorite presidential autobiography? (Present

company included!)

Favorites include “Lincoln,” by David Herbert Donald; “Grant,” by Ron Chernow; “T.R.: The Last
Romantic,” by H. W. Brands; “A First‑Class Temperament,” by Geoffrey C. Ward; “Truman,” by
David McCullough; and Robert Caro’s series on Lyndon B. Johnson. Sidney Blumenthal’s Lincoln
series is also fascinating, because he’s found material that was new to me.

Do you tend to hold onto books or give them away?

Both. Sometimes I give a book away and go get another copy.

What were your favorite books as a child? Did you have a favorite character or hero?

I loved biblical epics like “The Robe,” by Lloyd C. Douglas; “The Silver Chalice,” by Thomas B.
Costain; “Ben‑Hur,” by Lew Wallace; and books about Native American tribes and chiefs,
especially Osceola and Chief Joseph of the Nez Percé.

Disappointing, overrated, just not good: What book did you feel as if you were supposed to like,

and didn’t?

I’m embarrassed to admit it but in two tries I have never been able to get all the way through
“Don Quixote.” I like long books, raced through “War and Peace” at 22, but could not finish
“Quixote.” I will try at least once more.

If you could meet any writer, dead or alive, who would it be? What would you want to know?

Mark Twain. I would want to know what he believed and what was show.
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Electronic or paper?

Paper.

What books made you want to become a writer? And what books made you want to become a

politician?

These books, and others, made me want to become a writer:

“North Toward Home,” by Willie Morris; “The Confessions of Nat Turner,” by William Styron;
“The Fire Next Time,” by James Baldwin; “The Sound and the Fury,” by William Faulkner; “One
Hundred Years of Solitude,” by Gabriel García Márquez; and “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings,”
by Maya Angelou.

I wanted to become a politician because I was fascinated by people, policy and politics. I read
books to learn how to do it better.

If somebody walked into your office while you were writing, what would they see?

Lots of paper for research, the notebooks in which I write by hand and the typed pages with
rewrites — lots of those.

If you had to recommend one book to a student of government, what would it be?

“Politics as a Vocation,” by Max Weber.

Favorite James Patterson book?

I loved all the Alex Cross and Michael Bennett books, and I thought “The Black Book” was great.

Favorite thrillers?

I devour thrillers. I just finished David Baldacci’s “The Fallen,” which may be his best book; A. J.
Finn’s “The Woman in the Window”; Nelson DeMille’s “The Cuban Affair”; Jacqueline Winspear’s
“To Die but Once” — her Maisie Dobbs series was a gift to Hillary and me from her mother; Lisa
Scottoline’s “After Anna”; James Lee Burke’s “Robicheaux”; Alex Berenson’s “The Deceivers”;
and Walter Mosley’s beautiful new New York work, “Down the River Unto the Sea.” And I can’t
wait for the next Lee Child, Harlan Coben, Robert Crais, Louise Penny, Sara Paretsky, Susan Elia
MacNeal and Daniel Silva. I also look for writers whose works are not that well known yet, like
David Pepper. And I sure miss Sue Grafton.

If you could choose anyone from history to write your biography, who would it be?
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David Herbert Donald, now deceased, Ron Chernow or Strobe Talbott. They are all first‑rate
historians, terrific writers, and they seem to get me.

What do you plan to read next?

“The Written World: The Power of Stories to Shape People, History, Civilization,” by Martin
Puchner.

Follow New York Times Books on Facebook and Twitter, sign up for our newsletter or our literary calendar. And listen to
us on the Book Review podcast.
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