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As an important part of my investment process, I try to implement and reinforce a continual learning 

cycle through varied readings and by finding ways to be actively engaged with companies, industries, 

and key influencers. These thoughts often end up on the notepads around my office or under my arm. 

From the Notepad was developed to share thought-provoking reflections from this process.  

 
 

 

 

From the Notepad 

The Three Best Books I Read This Year  

  

There is one thing I did better this year than I have in the past: I read fewer, better books. I even re-read a 

great book (Howard Marks’ The Most Important Thing). All of which made picking just three harder. One 

of the authors featured below, David Quammen, said in a recent interview: “I know people that say they 

read 200 mystery novels a year. I'm a slow reader, I don't have time to read like that. I try to focus on good 

books, which are entertaining but also nourishing." Great advice.  

 

I hope you find one of these entertaining and nourishing. Or, pick one to give as a gift. Here are the three 

best books I read this year. 

 

 

 

The Checklist Manifesto: How to Get Things Right (2009) 

Atul Gawande 

 

Atul Gawande is a surgeon, writer, associate professor at Harvard, and 

MacArthur Fellow. He leads a World Health Organization effort – the Safe 

Surgery Saves Lives program – to improve surgical outcomes globally, and 

this book is partly inspired by that process and its findings. 

  

The book includes some dramatic tales and miraculous “saves” in 

operating rooms and ICUs, but it also delves deeply into other 

applications. Aviation, where use of a checklist as a critical tool was 

pioneered in the 1930s, construction and engineering, and investment 



 

decisions are all discussed as applications. Each of these share all-or-none 

characteristics where missing one simple step can be catastrophic (loss of 

life, for example). 

  

Most professions are moving to an increasing state of specialization, and 

with specialization comes increasing complexity. Surprisingly, a simple 

checklist is highly effective in improving outcomes in very complex tasks. 

That’s because the hard stuff still requires skill, judgement, and other 

innate human qualities. The well-designed checklist gets the simple, and 

critical, tasks out of the way so that you are free to focus on the hard stuff. 

It also forces discipline, something that is hard for most of us. The 

development of a checklist requires that we look for patterns in our own 

recurring mistakes and design potential solutions for them. 

  

Besides offering some useful ideas for self-improvement, this book is 

enjoyable, highly readable, and written with great storytelling and a fast, 

dramatic pace. Thanks to my friend, Richard Grosshandler, for sending me 

a copy of this book and encouraging me to read it.  
 

 

 

Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (1984) 

Robert Cialdini 

 

When Charlie Munger (Berkshire Hathaway) first read this book, he sent a 

copy to each of his children and then sent the author an “A share” of 

Berkshire Hathaway stock (then worth about $1,300; today worth about 

$250,000) to thank Cialdini for this layman-accessible explanation of 

human psychology and behavior. Do you need any further 

recommendation? 

  

Cialdini is a social psychologist who felt that the usual, clinical approach of 

observation was inadequate to really tap the vein of understanding in this 

realm. So he embedded himself in different organizations, responding to 

newspaper ads to enter as a sales trainee for such positions as an 

encyclopedia or vacuum salesman (remember this was over 30 years ago!). 

These experiences gave him unique insights to the methods that effective 

sales and marketing organizations had developed. 

  

His findings are neatly organized in this book as six weapons of influence: 

reciprocation (the old give-and-take), commitment and consistency 

(difficulty in changing your mind once you’ve committed to something), 

social proof (other people like me are doing it), liking (the friendly thief), 

authority (directed deference), and scarcity (the rule of the few). The tricks 



 

he uncovers are eye-opening and will seem familiar; we encounter them all 

the time! 

  

There is also a highly personal objective to his work, and one that is dearly 

useful to all of us. Cialdini’s opening lines reveal it: “All my life I’ve been a 

patsy. For as long as I can recall, I’ve been an easy mark for the pitches of 

peddlers, fund-raisers, and operators of one sort or another.” This book 

will help you recognize when someone may be using a weapon of influence 

on you and improve your decision-making in those circumstances. 
 

 

 

The Song of the Dodo: Island Biogeography in an Age of Extinctions 

(1996) 

David Quammen 

 

This is a magnificent and beautiful book. Quammen wrote it following 

eight years circling the globe, visiting remote areas, mostly islands, 

supported by a Guggenheim grant. Its objective is to use island 

biogeography – the study of the origin and extinction of species found on 

islands – as a gateway to understanding broadly what is happening in the 

natural world everywhere. 

  

The book is broad in scope. Quammen successfully weaves together 

numerous threads including: a deep dive in to the core concepts of 

evolution and extinction, fascinating profiles of the prominent scientists 

who have contributed to our understanding of biology over the past several

centuries, a history of the science as it was developed over those centuries, 

his own adventures in travel and research, and the interesting living 

characters he meets along the way.  

  

Quammen’s field adventures – and robust sense of humor – add color to 

what could seem a dry subject. We join him as he participates in a night 

catch of an invasive species of tree snake in Guam, undertakes a midnight 

solo walk through the wilds of Tasmania tracking marsupials, and free-

climbs a cliff face in Mauritius with two biologists working to support the 

Mauritius kestrel, a falcon-family bird that neared extinction in the 1970s. 

  

This book was a surprising pleasure for me. My appreciation for the 

natural world and the adverse consequences for species when habitat gets 

chopped up or disturbed has been heightened. Biology and evolution have 

such strong parallels to – and lessons for – business and economics, and 

this book provided the right material for me to make some cross-

disciplinary connections. The read was enhanced by my participation in a 



 

Farnam Street blog online read-along and discussion group that included 

pre- and post-read interviews with the author – a very special treat. 
 

  

 

Wishing each of you peaceful final days of the year. As I have said before, I am grateful for the opportunity 

to continue to do work I so much enjoy.  

 

With best regards, 

  

Marshall 

mps@schuttcapital.com  

 

P.S. I have distributed similar lists for the last two years. Shoot me a note if you would like to receive 

those, too. 

   

 


