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One Book projects are community-wide reading programs. The first One Book project was    

initiated by the Washington Center for the Book in 1998.  Since then, the concept has spread 

across the United States and around the world.  Seattle librarian, Nancy Pearl, author of Book 
Lust and More Book Lust, and NPR book critic, is the mastermind behind the One City, One 

Book phenomenon.  If your city is interested in starting its own program, you can obtain “How 

To” information by going to Seattle Reads (www.spl.org). 

 

To see a listing of One City, One Book projects visit the Library of Congress website at 

www.loc.gov/loc/cfbook/one-book.html.  Projects are listed by state, city and author.  While at 

the Library of Congress site, check out their Center for the Book.   

 

Other sites of interest include: 

All America Reads www.allamericareads.org  

The Big Read-National Endowment for the Arts www.artsmidwest.org  

 

The Long Island Reads Committee is a group of librarians and library employees from Nassau 

and Suffolk counties on Long Island, New York who volunteer to work on this Island-wide   

reading initiative. Each spring people in Nassau and Suffolk read the same book, participate in 

discussions of the selection, and enjoy related events in public libraries.  

 

Many Long Island Reads events take place during 

National Library Week, April 14-20, 2013 

 

For more information about  

Long Island Reads One Island-One Book visit: 

 

www.longislandreads.org  



About J.R. Moehringer 

Born in Manhattan and raised in Manhasset,    

novelist and journalist J.R. Moehringer has written 

for newspapers across the United States, including 

the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, 

and Rocky Mountain News.  

In 2005, Moehringer published his first book, The 

Tender Bar: A Memoir. The story recounts the 

author's childhood and early adulthood growing 

up in Manhasset, New York, where he lived with 

his single mother in his grandfather's house. As a boy, eagerly searching for 

a father figure, Moehringer accompanies his bartender uncle to the local 

town bar. The memoir follows Moehringer into college at Yale University 

and through unsuccessful romantic relationships as well as the beginning of 

his career as a journalist.  Moehringer went on to become a Niemann      

fellow to Harvard University, winning the Livingston Award for Young        

Journalists as well as a feature writing award from the Associated Press 

News  Executives Council.  In 2000, Moehringer won the Pulitzer Prize for 

feature writing. Moehringer co-wrote Andre Agassi’s best selling               

autobiography Open in 2009.  Sutton is his first work of fiction. 



Plot Synopsis 

 Born in the squalid Irish slums of Brooklyn, in the first year of the     

twentieth century, Willie Sutton came of age at a time when banks were out of 

control. If they weren't taking brazen risks, causing millions to lose their jobs 

and homes, they were shamelessly seeking bailouts. Trapped in a cycle of bank 

panics, depressions and soaring unemployment, Sutton saw only one way out, 

only one way to win the girl of his dreams. 

 So began the career of America's most successful bank robber. Over three   

decades Sutton became so good at breaking into banks, and such a master at 

breaking out of prisons, police called him one of the most dangerous men in 

New York, and the FBI put him on its first-ever Most Wanted List. 

 But the public rooted for Sutton. He never fired a shot, after all, and his 

victims were merely those bloodsucking banks. When he was finally caught for 

the last time in 1952, crowds surrounded the jail and chanted his name. 

 Blending extensive research with vivid imagination, Pulitzer Prize-winner 

J.R. Moehringer brings Willie Sutton blazing back to life. In Moehringer's re-

telling, it was more than need or rage at society that drove Sutton. It was one             

unforgettable woman. In all of Sutton's crimes and confinements, his first love 

(and first accomplice) was never far from his thoughts. And when  Sutton finally 

walked free--a surprise pardon on Christmas Eve, 1969 — he immediately set 

out to find her. 

 Poignant, comic, fast-paced and fact-studded, Sutton tells a story of eco-

nomic pain that feels eerily modern, while unfolding a story of doomed love, 

which is forever timeless. 



By and About J.R. Moehringer and Sutton 

 

Read the transcript or hear a podcast of Fresh Air’s Terry Gross              

interview with J.R. Moehringer about Sutton:   

http://www.npr.org/2012/09/26/161807054/sutton-americas-1920s-bank-

robbing-robin-hood 

 

The New York Times review of Sutton:  

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/11/04/books/review/sutton-by-j-r-

moehringer.html?_r=2& 

 

The Seattle Times review: 

http://seattletimes.com/html/books/2019204140_br23sutton.html 

 

The Miami Herald review: 

http://www.miamiherald.com/2012/11/11/3089375/willie-sutton-looks-back

-on-life.html 

 

Sutton has been reviewed and rated over 900 times on GoodReads.  Check 

out what GoodReads members thought of the book.   

http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/13624683-sutton 

 

Amazon’s interview with J.R. Moehringer: find out what motivated him to 

write about Willie Sutton.   

http://www.omnivoracious.com/2012/10/jr-moehringer-sutton.html 
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By and About J.R. Moehringer and Sutton 

 

For more insight into the author, you can follow J. R. Moehringer on    

twitter.  https://twitter.com/JRMoehringer 

 

You can “like” the Sutton page on Facebook.  https://www.facebook.com/

pages/Sutton-by-JR-Moehringer/100754670086251?fref=ts 

 

Publishers Weekly interviewed JR Moehringer about Sutton too:        

http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/interviews/

article/52426-sympathy-for-the-devil-pw-talks-with-j-r-moehringer.html 

 

J.R. Moehringer talks about the inspiration for Sutton at the Book Expo 

2012 Book & Author Breakfast, courtesy of Hyperion Book Videos:   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHttysbaoCk 

 

You can also check out Moehringer’s thoughts about the writing process in 

BiblioStarTV’s interview: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGgVRIXjHyM 

 

Get a feel for Willie Sutton’s New York on Pinterest: 

http://pinterest.com/hyperionvoice/willie-sutton-s-new-york/ 

 

J.R. Moehringer collaborated with Andre Agassi to write Agassi’s memoir, 

Open. Find out how ghost writing the memoir trained Moehringer for     

fiction writing in this New York Times article:                                      

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/12/books/12agassi.html?

pagewanted=all&_r=0 

file:///C:/Users/beth/Downloads/follow
https://twitter.com/JRMoehringer
file:///C:/Users/beth/Downloads/“like”
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Sutton-by-JR-Moehringer/100754670086251?fref=ts
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Sutton-by-JR-Moehringer/100754670086251?fref=ts
http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/interviews/article/52426-sympathy-for-the-devil-pw-talks-with-j-r-moehringer.html
http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/interviews/article/52426-sympathy-for-the-devil-pw-talks-with-j-r-moehringer.html
http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-topic/authors/interviews/article/52426-sympathy-for-the-devil-pw-talks-with-j-r-moehringer.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHttysbaoCk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YHttysbaoCk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGgVRIXjHyM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aGgVRIXjHyM
http://pinterest.com/hyperionvoice/willie-sutton-s-new-york/
http://pinterest.com/hyperionvoice/willie-sutton-s-new-york/
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/12/books/12agassi.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/12/books/12agassi.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/12/books/12agassi.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0


Suggestions for Reading Critically                                                        

Adapted from the Library of Congress Center for the Book Guidelines 

The best stories are those that connect to human experience. They reveal an important truth, or provide a      

profound sense of kinship between reader and writer.  Searching for, identifying, and discussing these truths 

deepens the reader's appreciation of the story.  Asking questions, reading carefully, imagining yourself in the   

story, analyzing style and structure, and searching for personal meaning in a work of literature all enhance the 

work's value and the discussion potential for your group.  Here are some helpful suggestions on how you can  

become a more critical reader. 

 

Make notes and mark pages as you go.  Reading for a book discussion – whether you are the leader or    

simply a participant – differs somewhat from reading purely for pleasure.  As you read a book in       

preparation for a discussion, ask questions of yourself and mark down pages to which you might want to 

refer again. Make notes like, "Is this significant?" or "Why does the author include this?" Making notes as 

you go slows down your reading but saves you the time of searching out important passages later. 
 

Ask tough questions of yourself and the book.  Obviously, asking questions of yourself as you read means 

you don't know the answer yet, and sometimes you never will discover the answers.  Don't be afraid to 

ask hard questions because often the author is presenting difficult issues for that very purpose.  Look for 

questions that may lead to in-depth conversations with your group and make the readings more       

meaningful. 
 

Pay attention to the authors’ messages.  As with any skill, critical reading improves with practice. Remember 

that a good author uses every word in a text deliberately.  Try to be aware of what the authors are        

revealing about themselves and what they want you to learn about life from their perspectives. 
 

Analyze themes.  Try to analyze the important themes of a story and to consider the premises with which the 

author started.  Imagine an author mulling over the beginnings of the story, asking, "what if" questions. 
 

Get to know the characters.  When you meet the characters in the book, place yourself at the scene.  Think 

of them as you do the people around you. Judge them.  Think about their faults and their motives.  

What would it be like to interact with them?  Are the tone and style of their dialogue authentic?  Read 

portions aloud to get to know the voices of the characters. 
 

Notice the structure of the stories as well as the organization of the entire book.  Sometimes the structure of 

the book illustrates an important concept or helps to create a mood.  Notice how the editor structured 

the book. How do the stories relate to each other?  How are the individual stories and selections       

structured? 
 

Who are the narrators?  How does the sequence of events unfold to create the mood of the story?  Is it    

written in flashbacks?  Does the sequence of actions make sense to you? 
 

Make comparisons to other stories and works.  Compare the book and the stories to others that have a     

similar theme or style.  Often, themes run through an author's works that are more fully realized by    

comparison.  Comparing one author's work to that of another can help you solidify your opinions, as   

well as illuminate qualities you may otherwise miss. 
 



Suggested Book Discussion Questions 

Discussion Questions from Hyperion 

1. How is Willie Sutton an atypical criminal, unlike those more commonly found in gangster movies and noir 

novels? 

2. Before they set out on their journey, Sutton tells Reporter that newspapers deal in myths, as do “comic books, 

Horatio Alger, the Bible, the whole American Dream.” Sutton adds, “I used to buy in . . . That’s what got me so 

mixed up in the first place.” What does Sutton mean? What myths have been highly influential in your own life? 

3. For good or ill, how did growing up in Irish Town shape Willie? What did he learn from the neighborhood 

code of honor? From seeing his parents struggle financially? How did his abuse at the hands of his brothers   

forever alter the trajectory of his life? 

4. Discuss Willie’s best friends Eddie and Happy. What do they provide for Willie, and what do they cost him? 

How do they mirror his brothers? 

5. What’s the larger significance of the brutal scene at the slaughterhouse? Does it come to mind at other       

moments in the book, such as when Willie crosses paths with Arnold Schuster? 

6. Sutton tells Reporter and Photographer that the “real hero” of the 1969 moon landing was Mike Collins, the 

one astronaut who never set foot on the lunar surface. What does Sutton mean? In what ways does this remark 

open a window into Willie’s worldview? 

7. Discuss the symbolism of eyes and the connection among characters who lose their sight or suffer some eye 

injury - Daddo, Eddie, Margaret, Arnold Schuster. 

8. Willie flatly claims: “Money. Love. There’s not a problem that isn’t created by one or the other. And there’s 

not a problem that can’t be solved by one or the other.” Do you agree? 

9. At the start of Part Two we learn that Willie is fascinated by the safe “as an intellectual subject, as an abstract 

concept.” How does the idea of a safe, of something valuable locked inside something impenetrable, recur 

throughout the story? 

10. While at Eastern State, Willie receives an off-the-cuff but elaborate diagnosis from the prison psychiatrist. 

Do you agree with the doctor? Is he too harsh? Too soft? Is it possible the doctor is the only person who ever 

sees Willie for what he really is? 

11. Do you think Willie is a good person? If so, how to explain his inability to live by society’s rules? If not, how 

to explain his dedication to nonviolence, his love of literature, his genuine empathy for the suffering of others? 

And if he’s a rare mix of both good and bad, did his punishments fit his crimes? 

12. Sutton seems struck and slightly bothered by the notion that he’s not a hero but an antihero. Which does he 

seem to you - hero or antihero? Or neither? 

13. Willie argues that to live in society, to survive, each of us must take something away from somebody. Each of 

us must rob. Is he being glib, or does he make a valid point? 

14. When Sutton meets Bess’s granddaughter, Kate, he provokes her to reveal a different version of his affair 

with Bess. Does he accept her version or simply ignore it? Which version of the novel’s love story do you      

believe - the one Willie remembers or the one Kate heard from her grandmother? Does the scene with Kate 

change how you feel about Willie? Does it make him seem delusional, or does it simply raise the idea that there 

is much about him - and Bess - that we’ll never know? Do you agree with Reporter, in the final chapter, when he 

muses: “All love is delusional”? 



Suggested Book Discussion Questions 

Additional Discussion Questions for Sutton: 

1.  Willie Sutton robbed banks, but had a reputation in popular culture as a “Robin Hood.”   He didn’t rob the 

rich and give to the poor – he just robbed banks.  What made people think of him as a “Robin Hood?” 

 

 2. J. R. Moehringer has indicated that he wrote this book as a reaction to the global financial crisis, focusing his 

anger directly at the banks.  What similarities are there between the banks Sutton robbed and the banks of     

today?  What differences? 

 

3. Moehringer visited one prison where Sutton was held – the Eastern State Penitentiary – which is now a tourist 

attraction in Philadelphia.  The prison always had a reputation for inhumane treatment of the inmates, yet Sutton 

used his prison time to educate himself and plot his escape. What do you think allowed him to survive and 

thrive in prison? 

 

4. How well did the author capture the times — Sutton’s childhood in the ‘20s and his release from prison in 

1969? 

 

5. Sutton is presented as fictionalized history because, as Moehringer says, all the available information is contra-

dictory.  Does this detract from or add to the story? What parts are hard to believe, if any? 

 

6. Was Bess Endner a figment of Sutton’s imagination or did she truly exist?  What impact did she have on    

Sutton’s life? 

 

7. If Sutton were robbing banks today, what would be his nickname? 

 

8. If Willie was related to you, would you admit it or not? 

 

9. Sutton wrote two books, both supposed to be memoirs.  Neither one is accurate nor do they agree with each 

other.  Was he incapable of the truth? Could he just not remember? Or did he want to be more sympathetic or 

curmudgeonly? 

 

10. In Moehringer’s book, Sutton meets Kate, who is Bess’s granddaughter.  In their conversation, Willie is led 

to remember that Bess loved Happy, not him.  Is this the ending you would have predicted?  Could there ever 

be a “happy” ending for Willie? 



If you liked Sutton… 

If you enjoyed reading Sutton, you may want to read some of the following books and articles.  This list was developed by 

librarians on the L.I Reads Committee with the assistance of the NoveList database.  To find these books and articles, visit 

your local library in person or online in Suffolk at live-brary.com and in Nassau http://www.nassaulibrary.org. 

Andre Agassi, Open (2009). A candid memoir by the tennis champion covers his 

Grand Slam wins, establishment of a charitable foundation for underprivileged     

children, and marriage to Steffi Graf. (Ghost written by J.R. Moehringer).  

J.R. Moehringer, The Tender Bar (2005). In a memoir of growing up with a single 

mother, the author describes how he received valuable life lessons and friendship 

from an assortment of characters at the neighborhood bar, who provided him with a 

kind of fatherhood by committee. 

Best American Sports Writing of the Century (1999), ed. David Halberstam.          

Includes “Resurrecting the Champ”, Moehringer’s profile of down on his luck      

boxer, Bob Satterfield. 

J.R. Moehringer writes about travel to Las Vegas in the Smithsonian Magazine: 

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/travel/Las-Vegas-An-American-Paradox.html 

Moehringer won the Pulitzer Prize in 1999 for feature writing for his piece, 

“Crossing Over”. Read the award winning article here:  

http://www.pulitzer.org/works/2000-Feature-Writing 

Willie Sutton, Where the Money Was: The Memoirs of a Bank Robber (2004).   

Traces the author's career as one of the most famous robbers in American history, 

sharing detailed accounts of how he targeted nearly one hundred banks and broke 

out of three top-security penitentiaries. 

Frederick W. Turner, 1929 (2003). A novelization of jazz artist Bix Beiderbecke's 

early jams at a Capone-controlled casino, grueling cross-country tours, disastrous  

cinematic efforts, experiences during the stock market crash, and his final musical 

efforts. 

Michael Walsh, And All the Saints (2003).  A fictionalized memoir of Owen 

"Owney" Madden, one of the most influential Irish mobsters of the twentieth        

century, recalls his rise from leader of a street gang in Hell's Kitchen to the leading 

bootlegger in Prohibition New York. 

E.L. Doctorow, Billy Bathgate (1989). After young Billy Bathgate becomes a      

member of the mob, he begins to question its vengeful ways. 

http://live-brary.com/


If you liked Sutton… 

William Kennedy, Billy Phelan's Greatest Game (1982). Billy Phelan tries to make a 

deal with the local gangsters in the sequel to Legs, but he has no chance of success. 

Neil Kleid, Brownsville (2006). Set in 1930s Brooklyn, follows the lives of Jewish 

gangsters organized by Louis Lepke Buchalter as they form the Mafia's infamous 

"Murder, Inc." 

Ron Ross, Bummy Davis vs. Murder, Inc.: The Rise and Fall of the Jewish Mafia 

and an Ill-Fated Prizefighter (2003). Follows the dramatic story of racketeer's brother 

Al "Bummy" Davis, whose unceasing efforts to become a championship fighter and 

distance himself from the Jewish mafia of his Brownsville, New York, home were  

repeatedly challenged by mob kingpins and a smear campaign by the press.  

Allan R. May, Gangland Gotham: New York's Notorious Mob Bosses (2009). While 

writing about the many discrepancies and contradictions in the life histories of 10  

infamous New York mob bosses of the 20th century, the author notes which facts 

rest on popular tales or theories, and often gives several versions of the same event. 

Jeff Guinn, Go Down Together: The True, Untold Story of Bonnie and Clyde 

(2009). An account of the exploits of Bonnie and Clyde explores the ways in which 

they captured the imaginations of people during and after their time, reveals the role 

of youth and luck in their two-year crime spree, and recounts the events that led to 

their deaths. 

William Kennedy, Ironweed (1982). In the sequel to Billy Phelan's Greatest Game, 

Francis Phelan, an old hobo, comes home to Albany, New York, during the         

Depression. 

William Kennedy, Legs (1982). A fictionalized narrative of the erratic, stylish life 

and deadly career of notorious twenties gangster Legs Diamond, told with equivocal 

disbelief by his attorney, Marcus Gorman. 

William Kennedy, Quinn's Book (1989). Daniel Quinn, a star journalist of the Civil 

War, remembers his prewar years pursuing Maud Fallon, an actress known for her 

interpretations of Byron and Keats while nude. 

Blanche Caldwell Barrow, My Life With Bonny & Clyde (2004). A memoir by the 

sister-in-law of Clyde Barrow describes her experiences on the run with Bonnie and 

Clyde, supplemented by notes on Depression-era outlaw history and biographical 

information about the author and her accomplices. 



If you liked Sutton… 

William Bernhardt, Nemesis: the Final Case of Eliot Ness (2009). In the 1930s Eliot 

Ness, the famous treasury agent who helped convict Al Capone, accepts a high-

ranking public safety position in Cleveland, where the discovery of a dismembered 

torso soon plunges the city into a state of terror. As the body count rises, Ness pours 

more energy and manpower into his investigation, desperately trying to live up to his 

larger-than-life reputation. 

Edmund Elmalch, The Canary Sang But Couldn’t Fly: The Fatal Fall of Abe Reles, 

the Mobster Who Shattered Murder, Inc.’s Code of Silence (2009). Crime writer 

and historian Elmaleh (deceased 2008) offers his own explanation of the death of 

Abe Reles, a hit man with the Murder, Inc. gang who was mysteriously killed after he 

began talking with authorities--violating the underworld's code of silence. 

Phillip W. Steele, The Family Story of Bonny and Clyde (2000). Marie Barrow 

Scoma, Clyde Barrow's youngest sister, tells the true story of famed bank robbers 

Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow and offers personal insight on the Barrow family, 

drawing on her mother's diary.  

Herbert Asbury, The Gangs of New York: An Informal History of the Underworld 

(2001). Examines New York's gangs of the nineteenth century and charts their        

influence on the underworld in the twentieth century. 

Benjamin Roth, The Great Depression: A Diary (2009). Collects the economic     

observations of a young lawyer, beginning in June 1931 with his reflections on the 

last two years of economic collapse and ending with the "profitless prosperity" of 

1941. 

Peter Carey, True History of the Kelly Gang (2001). Ned Kelly, the legendary     

nineteenth-century Australian folk-hero, describes how he, his brother, and two 

friends led authorities on a twenty-month manhunt, marked by widespread populist 

support, before his capture and execution. 
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Long Island Reads 2013 Evaluation 
 

1. Have you read, or do you plan to read, Sutton? Yes ___ No ___.  

 

2. Have you visited the Long Island Reads website at www.longislandreads.org? 

           Yes ___ No ___ 

 

3.  What Library do you belong to?__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.  Please let us know what you thought about today’s program.____________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. Have you participated in any Long Island Reads events in the past? Yes ____No ___  

If yes, which one(s)? _______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Are you in a Book Club? Yes ___ No ___ 

If you are in a Book Club, please tell us a little about your club: (For example:  How often and where do you meet? How do you select 

the books? How many members?  What type of books do you read?  

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

7. If you would like to suggest an author or title for Long Island Reads 2014, please do so below. Please tell us why you think this 

would be a good choice. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Your name (optional) _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Are you a library employee? Yes ___ No ___  

 

Do you reside in Nassau__ or Suffolk___ 

 

Please return this form to a member of the LI Reads committee here today or to: 

   Deborah Clark Cunningham              

   Head of Adult Reference     

   Harborfields Public Library     

   31 Broadway       

   Greenlawn, NY 11740     

Thank you for participating in Long Island Reads! 


