
 
 

The Reading Agency’s May Booklist for Adults 
Local and Community History Month 

 

 

Local and Community History Month is a fantastic opportunity to learn about the history of where 

you live but also that of countries and cultures around the world. The books in this list hop from the 

Norfolk coast to Korea, Liverpool to Uganda, telling thrilling and fascinating stories of the people 

who lived then. 

Tell us what you thought of any of the books on the list by tagging us on social media 

(@readingagency)! 

The Marsh House Zoë Somerville (Head of Zeus) 

ISBN: 9781838934644 

December, 1962. Desperate to create a happy Christmas for her young daughter, Malorie rents a 

remote house on the Norfolk coast. As Malorie digs for decorations in the attic, she comes across the 

notebooks of the teenager called Rosemary. Trapped inside by a blizzard, Malorie begins to read… 

July, 1931. Rosemary lives in the Marsh House with her austere father, surrounded by unspoken truths 

and rumours. So, when the glamorous Lafferty family moves to the village and she is dazzled by the 

beautiful Hilda and her dashing brother, Franklin, Rosemary fails to see the danger that lurks beneath 

their bright facades... 

Gay Bar: Why We Went Out by Jeremy Atherton Lin (Granta Books) 

ISBN: 9781783785834 

Propulsive music and euphoric crowds; drag queens and go-go dancers; strobe lights, dark rooms and 

glory holes. Gay bars have long been sites of joy and solidarity, sexual expression and activism. But 

around the world, they are closing. Atherton Lin draws from his experiences of clubs, pubs and dives 



 
 
in London, San Francisco and Los Angeles - and a transatlantic romance that began late one restless 

night - to trace queer histories.  

A Ration Book Victory by Jean Fullerton (Atlantic Books) 

ISBN: 9781838950941 

Queenie Brogan wasn't always an East End matriarch. Many years ago, before she married Fergus, she 

was Philomena Dooley, a daughter of Irish Travellers, planning to wed her childhood sweetheart, 

Patrick Mahone. But when tragedy struck and Patrick's narrow-minded sister, Nora, intervened, the 

lovers were torn apart. Fate can be cruel, and when Queenie arrives in London, she finds that Patrick 

Mahon is her parish priest, and that the love she had tried to suppress flares again in her heart. But 

now in the final months of WWII, Queenie discovers Father Mahon is dying and must face losing him 

forever. Can she finally tell him her secret, or will Nora once again come between them? 

Young Mungo by Douglas Stuart (Pan Macmillan) 

ISBN: 9781529068764 

Protestant Mungo and Catholic James live in the hyper-masculine and violently sectarian world of 

Glasgow's housing estates. As they find themselves falling in love, they dream of escaping the grey 

city, and Mungo works especially hard to hide his true self from his elder brother Hamish, a local gang 

leader with a brutal reputation. But the threat of discovery is constant and the punishment 

unspeakable. When Mungo's mother sends him on a fishing trip in Western Scotland with two strange 

men whose drunken banter belies murky pasts, he will need to summon all his inner strength and 

courage to get back to a place of safety, a place where he and James might still have a future. 

Hubbub: Filth, Noise, and Stench in England, 1600-1770 by Emily Cockayne (Yale University Press) 

ISBN: 9780300254761 

Modern city-dwellers suffer their share of unpleasant experiences—traffic jams, noisy neighbours, 

pollution, food scares—but urban nuisances of the past existed on a different scale entirely, as this 

book explains in vivid detail. Focusing on offenses to the eyes, ears, noses, taste buds, and skin of 

inhabitants of England’s pre-Industrial Revolution cities, Hubbub transports us to a world in which 

residents were scarred by smallpox, refuse rotted in the streets, pigs and dogs roamed free, and food 

hygiene consisted of little more than spit and polish. 

Cecily by Annie Garthwaite (Penguin General) 

ISBN: 9780241990971 

You are born high but marry a traitor's son. You bear him twelve children, carry his cause and bury his 

past. You play the game, against enemies who wish you ashes. Slowly, you rise. You are Cecily. But 

when the king who governs you proves unfit, what then? Loyalty or treason - death may follow both. 

The board is set. Time to make your first move. Told through the eyes of its greatest unknown 

protagonist, this astonishing debut plunges you into the closed bedchambers and bloody battlefields 

of the first days of the Wars of the Roses, a war as women fought it. 

Dublin's Girl by Eimear Lawlor (Head of Zeus) 

ISBN: 9781800249301 

1917. A farm girl from Cavan, Veronica McDermott is desperate to find more to life than peeling 

potatoes. Recruited by Fr Michael O'Flanagan to type for Eamon De Valera in Dublin, Veronica is soon 



 
 
caught up in the danger and intrigue of those fighting for Ireland's independence from Britain. The 

attentions of a handsome British soldier, Major Harry Fairfax, do not go unnoticed by Veronica's 

superiors. But when Veronica is tasked with earning his affections to gather intelligence for Sinn Fein, 

it isn't long before her loyalty to her countrymen and her feelings for Harry are in conflict. 

Miss Aldridge Regrets by Louise Hare (HQ) 

ISBN: 9780008332617 

London, 1936. Lena Aldridge is wondering if life has passed her by. The dazzling theatre career she 

hoped for hasn't worked out. Instead, she's stuck singing in a sticky-floored basement club in Soho 

and her married lover has just left her. She has nothing to look forward to until a stranger offers her 

the chance of a lifetime: a starring role on Broadway and a first-class ticket on the Queen Mary bound 

for New York. After a murder at the club, the timing couldn't be better and Lena jumps at the chance 

to escape England. Until death follows her onto the ship and she realises that her greatest 

performance has already begun. 

World War II Flying Stories by Jacqueline Puchtler (Cranthorpe Millner) 

ISBN: 9781912964970 

A war-weary American pilot is trapped in a loveless marriage and an ATA girl gets caught up in 

Operation Chastise. A mother's perspective is chronicled along with the experiences of an Afro-

Caribbean Pathfinder and also a German ace, fearful for the life of his younger brother. This diverse 

collection of short stories, all relating to aviation during WWII, is written from the perspectives of a 

group of disparate individuals. 

Black Tudors: The Untold Story by Miranda Kaufmann (Oneworld) 

ISBN: 9781786073969  

A black porter publicly whips a white Englishman in the hall of a Gloucestershire manor house. A 

Moroccan woman is baptised in a London church. Henry VIII dispatches a Mauritanian diver to salvage 

lost treasures from the Mary Rose. From long-forgotten records emerge the remarkable stories of 

Africans who lived free in Tudor England. The untold stories of the Black Tudors, dazzlingly brought to 

life by Kaufmann, will transform how we see this most intriguing period of history. 

The Liverpool Rose by Katie Flynn (Cornerstone) 

ISBN: 9781784756987 

Liverpool, 1923. Lizzie is an orphan living a stone's throw from the Leeds and Liverpool Canal. She 

makes friends with Geoff Gardiner, another orphan, and is teaching him to swim in the Scaldy when 

Clem Gilligan rescues the pair of them from drowning. Clem works on the Canal boat, The Liverpool 

Rose, plying between the great cities of Leeds and Liverpool. But Lizzie's situation at home starts to 

worsen as her uncle grows more violent. Eventually, the worst happens, and Lizzie is forced to flee or 

risk serious injury, perhaps even death. Her first instinct is to make for the canal, but finding Clem is 

not so easy… 

Beasts of a Little Land by Juhea Kim (Oneworld) 

ISBN: 9780861543229 

Korea, 1917. A young girl named Jade is sold by her family to Miss Silver's courtesan school in 

cosmopolitan Pyongyang, an act of desperation that will cement her place in the lowest social status. 



 
 
But the city's days as a haven are numbered. Jade flees to Seoul where she forms a deep friendship 

with an orphan boy called JungHo, who scrapes together a living begging on the streets. As Jade 

becomes a sought-after performer with unexpected romantic prospects, JungHo is swept up in the 

revolutionary fight for independence. Soon Jade must decide between following her own ambitions 

or risking everything for the one she loves. 

The Fortune Men by Nadifa Mohamed (Viking) 

ISBN: 9780241466957 

Mahmood Mattan is a fixture in Cardiff's Tiger Bay, 1952. He is a father, chancer, some-time petty 

thief. He is many things, 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 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 Little Wartime Library by Kate Thompson (Hodder & Stoughton) 

ISBN: 9781529348712 

London, 1944. Clara Button is no ordinary librarian. While the world remains at war, in East London 

Clara has created the country's only underground library, built over the tracks in the disused Bethnal 

Green tube station. Along with her glamorous best friend and library assistant Ruby Munroe, Clara 

ensures the library is the beating heart of life underground. But as the war drags on, the women's 

determination to remain strong in the face of adversity is tested to the limits when it seems it may 

come at the price of keeping those closest to them alive. 

Milkman by Anna Burns (Faber) 

ISBN: 9780571338757 

At the book’s heart, a teenager – whose only means of escape is literature – is slowly ground down by 

the unwanted attentions and creeping psychopathy of a paramilitary many years her senior. This is 

the secret state, a place where gossip and hearsay are weaponised methods of control, contained in 

a novel written with both a sad humour and a certain kind of fury. Eschewing mention of Belfast and 

cloaking every character in nameless anonymity, this is contemporary history rewritten as dystopia, 

where power and fear are wrought by rumour and half-truth. 

Frontline by Hilary Jone (Welbeck) 

ISBN: 9781787397675 

Britain and her allies are engaged in a long war with Germany. Grace is the daughter of landed gentry, 

volunteering as a nurse on the Western Front. Will is the son of a dockworker, driven to enlist by a 

sense of patriotism and the thrill of adventure. When their lives collide in a field hospital in France, 

they form a passionate connection. This is a sweeping and sumptuous WWI drama and historical epic, 

perfect for fans of Ken Follett, Kate Mosse and Jeffrey Archer. 

The Mountains Sing by Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai (Oneworld) 

ISBN: 9780861540136 

Ha Noi, 1972. As war breaks out in Viet Nam, twelve-year-old Huong clings to her grandmother in an 

improvised shelter as American bombs fall around them. For her grandmother, the experience is 



 
 
horribly familiar. And now, coming of age in a nation rocked by conflict, Huong must do the same. 

With the epic sweep of Min Jin Lee's Pachinko and the haunting beauty of Khaled Hosseini's The Kite 

Runner, The Mountains Sing tells the enveloping, multigenerational tale of the Tran family, intimate, 

lyrical and bursting with life. 

The Country of Others by Leïla Slimani (Faber) 

ISBN: 9780571361632 

1944. After the Liberation, Mathilde leaves France to join her husband in Morocco. But life here is 

unrecognisable to this brave and passionate young woman. Her life is now that of a farmer's wife - 

with all the sacrifices and vexations that brings. Suffocated by the heat, by her loneliness on the farm 

and by the mistrust she inspires as a foreigner, Mathilde grows increasingly restless. As Morocco's 

struggle for independence intensifies, Mathilde and her husband find themselves caught in the 

crossfire. 

Kololo Hill by Neema Shah (Pan Macmillan) 

ISBN: 9781529030501 

Uganda 1972. A devastating decree is issued: all Ugandan Asians must leave the country in ninety 

days. For Asha and Pran, married a matter of months, it means abandoning the family business that 

Pran has worked so hard to save. For his mother, Jaya, it means saying goodbye to the house that has 

been her home for decades. But violence is escalating in Kampala, and people are disappearing. Will 

they all make it to safety in Britain and will they be given refuge if they do? And all the while, a terrible 

secret about the expulsion hangs over them, threatening to tear the family apart. 

Under Milk Wood: The Definitive Edition by Dylan Thomas (Orion) 

ISBN: 9781780227245 

Commissioned by the BBC and described by Dylan Thomas as 'a play for voices', Under Milk Wood 

takes the form of an emotive and hilarious account of a spring day in the fictional Welsh seaside village 

of Llareggub. We learn of the inhabitants' dreams and desires, their loves and regrets. It is a unique 

and touching depiction of a village that has 'fallen head over bells in love'. 

Made In Scotland: My Grand Adventures in a Wee Country by Billy Connolly (Ebury) 

ISBN: 9781785943744 

‘After my knighthood was announced, a woman from the BBC came to Glasgow to interview me. We 

sat down in a lovely hotel in a nice part of town, and she asked: "This must mean a lot to you, with 

you coming from nothing?" I looked at her, and I laughed. "I did'nae come from nothing," I told her. "I 

come from something.” I grew up in the tenements of post-war Glasgow. I am very proud to be 

working class, and especially a working-class Glaswegian. I did'nae come from nothing: I come from 

Scotland. And this book is about why I will always be happy and proud that I do.' 


