
Nonfiction That Reads Like Fiction 

A nonfiction book that sticks strictly to the facts, but employs the literary techniques of fiction to find the most vibrant ways to convey those 
facts to the reader. Sometimes a book like this is called a “nonfiction novel.” The writing style can be compared to the “New Journalism” 
pioneered by writers such as Tom Wolfe and Gay Talese. The writers are often journalists, such as Dava Sobel. The style’s chief characteristic 
is the narrative drive, which must be strong enough to carry the reader through the weight of facts essential to a serious work. Fiction 
techniques, such as meticulous construction of scenes, use of dialog and characterization, changing the point of view, use of metaphors and 
similes, all ensure the reader empathizes with the story. 

 

Mark Bowden. Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War. 1999. 

 

Ninety-nine elite American soldiers trapped in a hostile city. U.S. Rangers/Delta Force are dropped into a crowded 

marketplace in Mogadishu, Somalia and a one hour operation turns into the most intense firefight American soldiers 

have fought since Vietnam. The Special Forces are sent to capture the two top lieutenants of a renegade warlord and 

return to base. They become pinned down through a long and terrible night fighting for their lives. When the unit is 

finally rescued the next morning, 18 Americans are dead and dozens badly injured. More than 500 Somalis are killed 

and over 1,000 wounded. This story is told through the eyes of the young men who fought that day from interviews 

with participants on both sides. 

  

 

Dava Sobel. Galileo's Daughter : A Historical Memoir of Science, Faith, and Love. 1999. 

 

Author of the bestselling Longitude, Dava Sobel again does a fine job of revealing a controversial and pivotal event in 

the history of science as an enthralling human story. Galileo’s daughter of the title is Suor Maria Celeste, the elder of 

Galileo’s two illegitimate daughters. Both were lodged in a convent because they were considered unmarriageable 

because of their illegitimacy. The story unfolds through 124 letters sent by Maria Celeste to her father, published in this 

book verbatim and in translation for the first time. Maria Celeste was deeply involved in her father's life work, even 

transcribing his writings. Her letters show us the human side of Galileo’s trial for heresy, his recantation, his 

banishment, and house arrest. The letters also reveal fascinating insights into daily life of the times: the harshness of 

life, especially for women. In her letters Suor Maria Celeste does not express any sense of what we probably today 

would consider the injustice of her lot. Reading of her obvious loving relationship with her father allows us to see a very 

human side of the great man. 

  

 

Simon Winchester. The Professor and the Madman. 2001. 

 

In this truth is stranger than fiction tale of an awesome accomplishment, the making of the Oxford English Dictionary, 

two scholarly doctors lives converge. Dr. James Murray the formidable editor of the OED, and Dr. William Chester Minor, 

the OED's major contributor and convicted murderer form a friendship of sorts. Dr. Minor's contribution is great, his life 

tragic, however, this fascinating book is rightly dedicated to his victim. 

 


