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Who Would Have Thought Summer Reading Would Teach You How to Live?


Let us set the record straight. In High school, I cringed at the notion of reading. It simply was not me. I enjoyed various activities such as athletics and certain academic fields, but when it came to reading it was a completely different story. After being accepted to college, I knew I had to change my bad habit. My parents would always tell me, “Michael, reading opens your eyes to new experiences and makes you more knowledgeable on a grander scheme of things.” I decided to take heed to their advice, challenge myself, and read the no
vel How to Live, a compilation of essays and questions written originally by 
Eyquem de Montaigne, an influential writer of the French Renaissance and finally translated by Sara Bakewell, this summer. Ultimately, How to Live taught me just that. It made me more aware of my surroundings, less judgmental, and 
worldly. The values I learned from this novel, most specifically the section “See the World” changed my outlook on life and the way I approach new situations right here at The College of The Holy Cross. 


As I mentioned earlier, the section “See the World” had a particularly profound effect on me. Throughout my nineteen years of experience, I have been exposed to various cultures and exotic locations. Until recently, I always would have my preconceived notions and biases towards a certain culture that was different than my very own. What I thought this compilation of questions did very well was explain how to have an open mind when traveling, yet maintain the ability to question traditions and customs and accept or deny them independent of any fixed biases. In general, Montaigne described travelers as, “covered and wrapped in a taciturn and incommunicative prudence, defending themselves from the contagion of an unknown atmosphere” (Bakewell 234). In other words, individuals traveling in an unknown territory more often than not allowed their defined ethics and understandings of life i
f you will determine whether they accepted or denied new ways of life. Who said an unknown atmosphere was full of “contagions”? In the eyes of Montaigne and Bakewell an unknown atmosphere was full of exciting new experiences, various approaches to life, and priceless knowledge. Throughout his travels in Europe, Montaigne allowed himself to question other cultures as well as his own. By having an open mind, he had the ability to evaluate and access various customs that appealed to him. 


 Similarly, in Montaigne’s essay “Of Cannibals” he described an account of someone’s travels to the New Wo
rld. In brief, South American natives practiced cannibalism and to the Europeans this gruesome practice was an eye-opening experience. However, Montaigne had a different outlook on the situation. In his own culture, the con
cepts of prisoners of war as well as torture were carried out. What made the natives savages when the white man was practicing an almost crueler means of human association? Questioning was one of Montaigne’s most effective tools of independent thinking. According to Montaigne, traveling allowed him to discover the
, “perpetual variety of the forms of our nature” (Bakewell 227). The variety in different cultures made Montaigne want to question and seek understanding of the unknown, which made him more experienced, worldly, and most importantly less naïve. 


As I embark on my new journey here at The College of The Holy Cross, I hope to take both the advice from my parents as well as the thinking of Montaigne and Bakewell with me.  College is an environment that promotes the art of questioning. For a lot of us it is an experiment. A trial and error process that we involve ourselves in, constantly questioning to find a field for which we have a passi
on. It is imperative to maintain an open mind when associating with new people. It is important to not carry with you any preconceived notions and biases as it pertains to life, life in college. I think of it as just another vac
ation, an extended one mind you. Immersed in a new culture and society. Having to adapt and adjust to different cultures and traditions. Allowing myself the ability to question new experiences and even experiences in the past. College is the final stepping-stone for life in the real world. Making the most of one’s college experience can either make or break you. I have made it my goal to practice not having a particular bias towards something, yet allowing an unknown situation to impress me or disappoint me. College ultimately teaches young men and woman to think independently. By thinking independently, you are making yourself more aware of the outside world and the things it has to offer. 


Who would have thought that a simple summer reading assignment would be so moving and powerful? Not only did it teach me to maintain an open mind when dealing with fairly new experiences, but also it has given me a new perspective on the current life I lead. Bakewell was able to interpret the way Montaigne questioned the meaning of life and I hope the understanding I have gained from reading this novel will allow me to maximize my college experience here at The College of the Holy C
ross.  
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�Careful, a novel is a long-form work of fiction.  The book How To Live part biography, part history, and part philosophy.


�Montaigne's first name was Michel.  Eyquem was the name of one estate owned by his family and a sort of middle name for him. 


�I think you probably mean more worldly here.   If you don't put that in again, it's the less from “less judgmental” that seems to be applying here too.   


�I cannot follow this sentence.  What were you trying to say?


�Not exactly.   Montaigne really only talks about the reports about the cannibals, not the travels more generally.  


�Word choice.  I wouldn't say either “prisoners of war” or “torture” are concepts (ideas).


�No comma here


�This is not a complete sentence.  


�Really?  





If so, then I'm afraid that this will be one of the most strenuous vacations you have had!  Of course, there is nothing wrong with hard work as part of a time for “recharging the batteries.”  It's just the idea I have that a vacation should be a time away from the main business of life that is causing me to question what you are saying here.  Isn't this the main business of your life for the next four years?  


�Michael,





   You have some good ideas here, but see the comments above for some issues you should think about more.  There are a few places where your writing is a bit unclear.  Sometimes simpler, more direct ways of saying things are more effective.  





Content: B+





Form:  B+


   





