
 
 

The Reading Agency’s Booklist 

‘Back in Time’ May 2021 

May marks Local and Community History Month and we have curated a booklist that brings together 

all different strands of British history, from the 1590s to the 1980s. There is a mix of fiction and non-

fiction, with something for every reader. We hope that you’ll be inspired to order some for your library 

or borrow or buy one to read yourself. 

 

 

The Heretic's Mark by SW Perry (Atlantic Books) 
ISBN: 9781786499035 
 
London, 1594. The Queen's physician has been executed for treason, and conspiracy theories flood 
the streets. When Nicholas Shelby, unorthodox physician and unwilling associate of spymaster 
Robert Cecil, is accused of being part of the plot, he and his new wife Bianca must flee for their lives. 
When they finally reach relative safety, they become embroiled in a radical and dangerous scheme 
to shatter the old world's limits of knowledge. 
  
Pilgrims by Matthew Kneale (Atlantic Books) 
ISBN: 9781786492395 
 
1289. A ragtag band of pilgrims sets off on the tough and dangerous journey from England to Rome, 

where they hope all their troubles and their prayers will be answered. Some in the group, however, 

have their own secret reasons for going. Others, while they might aspire to piety, succumb all too 

often to the sins of the flesh. A riveting, sweeping novel of medieval society and historic Englishness, 

Pilgrims illuminates the fallibility of humans, the absurdities and consolations of belief, and the very 

real violence at the heart of religious fervour. 

Empireland: How Imperialism Has Shaped Modern Britain by Sathnam Sanghera (Penguin 

General) 

ISBN: 9780241445297 

An urgent, incisive account of how the depredations of its imperial past dog Britain’s view of itself 

today, Empireland is provocative, meticulously researched writing of the highest order. At a time of 



 
 

great division, when we are arguing about what it means to be British, Sanghera's book urges us to 

address this bewildering contradiction. For, it is only by stepping back and seeing where we really 

come from, that we can begin to understand who we are, and what unites us. 

The Fortune Men by Nadifa Mohamed (Penguin General) 

ISBN: 9780241466940 

Mahmood Mattan is a fixture in Cardiff's Tiger Bay, 1952, which bustles with Somali and West Indian 

sailors, Maltese businessmen and Jewish families. He is a father, chancer, some-time petty thief. He 

is many things, in fact, but he is not a murderer. So when a shopkeeper is brutally killed and all eyes 

fall on him, Mahmood isn't too worried. It is true that he has been getting into trouble more often 

since his Welsh wife Laura left him. But Mahmood is secure in his innocence in a country where, he 

thinks, justice is served. It is only in the run-up to the trial, as the prospect of freedom dwindles, that 

it will dawn on Mahmood that he is in a terrifying fight for his life - against conspiracy, prejudice and 

the inhumanity of the state. And, under the shadow of the hangman's noose, he begins to realise 

that the truth may not be enough to save him. 

The Fat Lady Sings by Jacqueline Roy (Penguin General) 

ISBN: 9780241482698 

It is the 1990s, and Gloria is living in a London psychiatric ward. She is unapologetically loud, 

audacious and eternally on the brink of bursting into song. After several months of uninterrupted 

routine, she is joined by another young black woman - Merle - who is full of silences and fear. Unable 

to confide in their doctors, they agree to journal their pasts. Whispered into tape recorders and 

scrawled ferociously at night, the remarkable stories of their lives are revealed. 

SAS Band of Brother by Damien Lewis (Quercus) 

ISBN: 9781787475250 

We share the triumphs and tragedies of a group of elite soldier trailblazers as they commit daring 

raids behind enemy lines in 1944, manage an against the odds escape to victory, and then seek post-

war retribution for the terrible murder of their captured comrades. 

The Deception of Harriet Fleet by Helen Scarlett (Quercus) 

ISBN: 9781529407549 

1871. An age of discovery and progress. But for the Wainwright family, residents of the gloomy 

Teesbank Hall in County Durham the secrets of the past continue to overshadow their lives. Dark and 

brimming with suspense, an atmospheric Victorian chiller set in brooding County Durham for fans of 

Stacey Halls and Laura Purcell 

The Bermondsey Bookshop by Mary Gibson (Head of Zeus) 

ISBN: 9781788542654 

Kate Goss lives in a freezing cold garret. She dreams of being rescued by her handsome father. 

No one knows where he is, or what he is doing, just that he is sure to come back a rich man. 

By the time Kate is seventeen, she has learnt to cope alone. When her aunt throws her out, 

she finds a job as a cleaner in the Bermondsey Bookshop and Reading Room. Here she will 

discover a world she never knew existed. But trouble is never far away and long-held secrets 



 
 

are about to burst into the open, ensnaring her in a web of lies and violence. Will she ever be 

able to escape? 

The Night of the Flood by Zoe Somerville (Head of Zeus) 

ISBN: 9781838934620 

No-one could have foreseen the changes the summer of 1952 would bring. Cramming for her final 

exams on her family's farm on the Norfolk coast, Verity Frost feels trapped between past and present. 

When Verity meets Jack, a charismatic American pilot, he seems to offer the glamour and adventure 

she so craves. As summer turns to winter, a devastating storm hits the coast, flooding the land and 

altering everything in its path. In this new, watery landscape, Verity's tangled web of secrets, lies and 

passion will bring about a crime that will change all their lives forever. 

People of Abandoned Character by Clare Whitfield (Head of Zeus) 

ISBN: 9781838932756 

Building up pathos and psychological suspense with consummate skill, Whitfield’s chilling debut 

follows a maltreated woman who begins to suspect her husband might be Jack the Ripper. 

Hubbub: Filth, Noise and Stench in England by Emily Cockayne (Yale University Press) 

ISBN: 9780300254761 

A not-for-the-squeamish journey back through the centuries to urban England, where the streets are 

crowded, noisy, filthy, and reeking of smoke and decay Modern city-dwellers suffer their share of 

unpleasant experiences-traffic jams, noisy neighbors, pollution, food scares-but urban nuisances of 

the past existed on a different scale entirely, this book explains in vivid detail. 

Palaces of Pleasure: How the Victorians Invented Mass Entertainment by Lee Jackson 

ISBN: 9780300254785 (Yale University Press) 

The Victorians' unbounded love of leisure created a nationally significant and influential economic 

force: the modern entertainment industry. This book is an energetic and exhilarating account of the 

Victorian entertainment industry, its extraordinary success and enduring impact. 

Shuggie Bain by Douglas Stuart (Pan Macmillan) 

ISBN: 9781529019292 

An uncompromising yet tender and warmly witty exploration of love, pride and poverty, Shuggie Bain 

charts the endeavours of its eponymous protagonist – an ambitious and fastidious boy from a dire 

mining town with a thirst for a better life. 

Anita and Me by Meera Syal (HarperCollins) 

ISBN: 9780006548768 

The debut novel from the award-winning screenwriter of Bhaji on the Beach. The story of nine-year-

old Meena, growing up in the only Punjabi family in the Black Country mining village of Tollington. 

White Teeth by Zadie Smith (Penguin Books) 

ISBN: 9780140276336 



 
 

One of the most talked about debut novels of all time, White Teeth is a funny, generous, big-hearted 

novel, adored by critics and readers alike. Dealing - among many other things - with friendship, love, 

war, three cultures and three families over three generations, one brown mouse, and the tricky way 

the past has of coming back and biting you on the ankle, it is a life-affirming, riotous must-read of a 

book. 

The Dictionary of Lost Words by Pip Williams (VINTAGE) 

ISBN: 9781784743864 

1901. Motherless and irrepressibly curious, Esme spends her childhood in the Scriptorium, a garden 

shed in Oxford where her father and a team of lexicographers are gathering words for the very first 

Oxford English Dictionary. Esme's place is beneath the sorting table, unseen and unheard. One day, 

she sees a slip containing the word 'bondmaid' flutter to the floor unclaimed. Over time, Esme 

realises that some words are considered more important than others, and that words and meanings 

relating to women's experiences often go unrecorded. She begins to collect words for another 

dictionary: The Dictionary of Lost Words. 

HOLD TIGHT: Black Masculinity, Millennials and the Meaning of Grime by Jeffrey Boakye (Influx 

Press) 

ISBN: 9781910312414 

HOLD TIGHT is the book that kick started the 'Grime Library'. Celebrating over sixty key songs that 

make up Grime's DNA, Jeffrey Boakye explores the meaning of the music and why it has such 

resonance in the UK. Boakye also examines the representation of masculinity in the music and the 

media that covers it. Both a love letter to Grime and an investigation into life as a black man in Britain 

today, HOLD TIGHT is insightful, very funny and stacked with sentences you'll want to pull up and 

read again and again. 

 


