Book Club Discussion Guide

Peter Zheutlin

Ride away on a 'round-the-world adventure of a lifetime—
with only a change of clothes and a pearl-handled revolver—
in this transcendent novel inspired by the life of Annie
Londonderry.
“Bicycling has done more to emancipate women than
anything else in the world.”

—SUSAN B. ANTHONY
“An icon at the dawn of women’s cycling, Annie Londonderry
was part athlete, part adventurer, and part scoundrel. In
SPIN, Peter Zheutlin takes inspiration from her real-life story
to present a rollicking account of her bicycle trip around the
world and explore the personal costs of forging ahead as an
ambitious New Woman in the 1890s.”

—SUE MACY, author of Wheels of Change:
How Women Rode the Bicycle to Freedom

Reminder:
This guide was created to facilitate discussions after reading SPIN. Key parts
of the novel and plot are given away, so please be aware before proceeding.

Dear Reader,
It was, declared The New York World on October 20, 1895, “the most
extraordinary journey ever undertaken by a woman.”
On June 25, 1894, Annie Cohen Kopchovsky stood before a crowd of 500 friends,
family, suffragists, and curious onlookers at the Massachusetts State House. She
then climbed onto a 42-pound Columbia bicycle and, according to the Boston
Evening Transcript, “sailed away like a kite down Beacon Street.”
Reportedly set in motion by a wager between two wealthy Boston merchants, the
bet required Annie not only to circle the earth by bicycle in 15 months, but to earn
$5,000 en route, as well. This was no mere test of a woman’s physical endurance
and mental fortitude; it was a test of a woman’s ability to fend for herself in the
world.

I first learned about my great-grandaunt Annie in the early 1990s, not from
anyone in my family, but from a complete stranger who was researching her
story, which led him to my mother and, thus, to me. But information about her was
scant and no one I spoke to in my family had so much as heard of her. In 2003, I
decided to give chase myself and spent four years unearthing this remarkable
piece of women’s history, for Annie’s is the story of countless women of her time
struggling for social equality. Indeed, as I would learn, the bicycle, as Susan B.
Anthony once said, had “done more to emancipate women than anything else in
the world.”

One of the most stunning things I learned in my early research was that when she
left on her ‘round the world quest Annie was not only married but was the mother
of three children under the age of six. Annie turned every Victorian notion of
female propriety on its ear. Not only did she abandon her role of wife and mother
(scandalous in the 1890s), but for most of the journey she rode a man’s bicycle
attired in a man’s riding suit. She earned her way selling photographs of herself,
appearing as an attraction in stores, and by turning herself into a mobile billboard,
renting space on her body and her bicycle to advertisers eager to benefit from this
colorful spectacle on wheels. Indeed, she traveled under an assumed name, paid
by her first corporate sponsor, The Londonderry Lithia Spring Water Company of
New Hampshire, to call herself “Annie Londonderry.”

SPIN is both something very new for me, and also familiar. It is my first novel, but
my ninth book. Annie was the subject of my very first book, published in 2007, a
non-fiction account of her remarkable odyssey, Around the World on Two Wheels:
Annie Londonderry’s Extraordinary Ride.
Annie came to the United States at the age of five with her parents and two older
siblings, immigrants from what is now Latvia. They settled in Boston old West End,
one of the most diverse neighborhoods in the country filled with Italians, Poles,
Irish, Eastern Europeans, and African Americans. Daily, Annie would have heard
many languages spoken. In the warmer months when tenement windows were
flung open in hopes of catching a cooling breeze, the aromas of pasta sauces,
perogies, corned beef, borscht, and other foods from all corners of the globe would
have filled the air, literally inviting Annie to take a taste of the world beyond the
banks of the Charles River.

In SPIN I have reimagined Annie’s story as she might have told it to her only
grandchild, Mary, who I tracked down during my research and who knew her
grandmother quite well. (Mary is my second cousin once-removed.) As she
traveled, Annie excelled at spinning yarns that kept her in the spotlight, many of
which were purely fanciful and she was not a reliable witness to the events of her
own life. Thus, I found myself writing historical fiction about a woman who was
writing her own historical fiction in real time. It was Mary who also told me about
a stunning coda to Annie’s globe-trotting adventures, one I invite you to discover in
the pages of SPIN!

- Peter Zheutlin

From the very first line of Annie’s letter to her
granddaughter Mary, indeed the very first line in SPIN,
Annie tells us she is an unreliable narrator and an
unreliable witness to the events of her own life. And as
she sets off on her ‘round the world journey she proves
to be a master of spin (pun intended, of course!). At the
very end, Annie confides that even she isn’t sure
anymore which parts of her own story are true! Yet,
she did in fact make a trip around the world covering
an indeterminate number of miles by bicycle. In many
cases, Annie tells Mary that specific parts of her story
were imagined. Other than those which she readily
admits were fabricated, which elements of her story do
you think are the most credible? The least? What might
her motivations have been to continue to play with the
story, even all these years later?

Annie’s decision to leave her children for
fifteen months to go cycling around the
world would have been unusual and
controversial in any time, even today, but in
the 1890s it was scandalous. Do you think
it was justified by her unhappiness in her
life? Do you buy her rationale that perhaps
by taking control of her own life she was
clearing a path for her daughters to do the
same? Or her justification that the money
she earned, and hoped to win, would secure
her family’s financial future? Can you
imagine any circumstances in which you
would have made the same choice as
Annie?

Annie’s relationship with Susie is the most meaningful
and intimate one she has before she sets out. Yet, its
true nature had to be carefully concealed given the
times. Did it surprise you that same-sex relationships
such as Annie’s and Susie’s were more common during
this period than one might have thought? When Susan
surprises Annie aboard the steamship Sydney, Susie is
as unprepared for Annie’s response and Annie was to
see Susie so far from home. What feelings for Susie and
Annie, if any, did this encounter stir in you? Was Annie
being unfair to Susie or vice versa? The encounter
sparks an internal struggle in which Annie tries
desperately to maintain her new persona. Was this
predictable or understandable, or does Annie seem
overly self-involved and unnecessarily cold toward
Susie?

What most surprised you about
the logistics of Annie’s journey?
The methods she used to earn
money? The challenges of
cycling when roads were often
poor or non-existent ? The fact
that she didn’t even know how
to ride a bike before setting off
to go around the world?

Over the course of her journey, as Annie transforms herself
into a globe-trotting celebrity, her clothing also undergoes a
metamorphosis. She begins in traditional late-Victorian
women’s dress which is physically restrictive. In Chicago she
takes to bloomers and later is attired in a men’s cycling outfit.
She also starts the journey on a women’s bicycle, but
switches in Chicago to a men’s bicycle. Similarly, while she
was typically described in the American press as attractive
and womanly, in France she is described as “manly,”
“masculine,” and even as “neither a man nor a woman but as
belonging to a neutered third sex.” Women on bicycles were a
challenge to traditional notions of femininity, but Annie raised
the challenge to new heights. Long before the modern debate
over gender identity and gender fluidity, Annie challenged
gender norms. In what ways, if any, do you see Annie as an
early pioneer of LGBTQ rights and in changing popular
conceptions of masculinity and femininity?

Once Annie begins her journey, her flair for narrative
and manipulating the media to suit her needs becomes
evident. What instances of this stuck out to you? When
was she at her creative best in weaving a story that
would have mass appeal? Her story is, among other
things, a window into the media world of the late 19th
century. What did you learn about the media of the
time that you didn’t previously appreciate, and how
does it differ from, and what ways is it the same as, our
modern media and our obsession with celebrity?

Annie makes several decisions that are selfindulgent, cold-hearted, and, in some cases, a
betrayal of others. She leaves her children
behind. She has an affair with a man she
meets while sailing to California from Japan.
She sends her children to boarding schools,
aware that she is sorely lacking as a mother.
By omission she leaves much unsaid to the
couple who host her for several weeks in Paris,
and bristles at what she sees as their cloying
need for her affection. Does this make her a
completely unsympathetic character? Or were
you able to see beyond those flaws and
embrace other aspects of her complex
personality?

What was your favorite “stop” on Annie’s
journey?

To secure the prize money, Annie resorts to
playing hard-ball with Colonel Pope, hoping,
correctly as it turns out, that she can pressure
him into making good on the $10,000. In doing
so, she displays all the cunning and hardnosed business sense that men such as
Colonel Pope regularly employed in business.
Was her decision justified?

Annie’s homecoming is fraught. She herself
was dreading it. What was your reaction to
her tumultuous re-entry, especially her
decision to send her children away to
school and the unintended consequences
that decision had, especially for her
daughter, Mollie, and her son Simon?

The New York World, October 20, 1895.

Taking control of the narrative is something
we’ve seen modern women try to do both in
the news and in books and film. How are they
indebted to Annie? And how has the concept
of an unreliable female narrator still figured
into popular culture, the most famous
example being Gillian Flynn’s Amy in Gone
Girl?

About the Author
Peter Zheutlin is a freelance journalist and author whose work has appeared
regularly in The Boston Globe and The Christian Science Monitor. He has also
written for The New York Times, The Los Angeles Times, AARP Magazine, and
numerous other publications in the U.S. and abroad. He is the author of The New
York Times bestseller Rescue Road: One Man, Thirty Thousand Dogs, and a Million
Miles on the Lost Hope Highway and Rescued: What Second-Chance Dogs Teach
Us About Living with Purpose, Loving with Abandon, and Finding Joy in the Little
Things. Peter lives in Massachusetts with his wife, author Judy Gelman.
I thoroughly enjoy joining book groups, either virtually, or in person if feasible, to
discuss my books. If you are interested in arranging a visit for your book club,
please go to www.annielondonderry.com/contact/ and send me a message!

A Libation To Complement Your Discussion Of SPIN!
Annie Londonderry Cocktail
The Annie Londonderry Cocktail celebrates the publication of SPIN and toasts the 126th
anniversary of the beginning of Annie Londonderry’s extraordinary ‘round the world journey
by bicycle. Like Annie, this whiskey-based cocktail is bold, brash, and colorful. In SPIN, Annie
meets the imperious bicycle magnate Colonel Albert Pope hoping to make a strong impression
so he will choose her to settle a high-stakes wager he has made about whether a woman
could make it around the world on a wheel, as bicycles were often called in the 1890s. Annie is
clever and as she writes to her granddaughter in SPIN many years later, “I knew to a certainty
that what he was looking for was a woman in form and biology, but one with just enough of
the masculine characteristics men of his station so prized in other men, but disdained in
women—audacity, ingenuity, resourcefulness, fortitude, toughness, determination,
combativeness, cunning, and even ruthlessness.” So, when Colonel Pope offers her a glass of
water as their meeting begins, Annie accepts and quips that she supposes it’s “too early for
whiskey.” That was a cheeky retort for a young woman of twenty-three speaking to an older
gentleman of Colonel Pope’s status!

The Annie Londonderry cocktail features an Irish whiskey because Londonderry is a
quintessentially Irish name, though Annie used the pseudonym “Londonderry” not because
she was posing as Irish, but because her first corporate sponsor was the Londonderry Lithia
Spring Water Co. of New Hampshire. And who can resist a whiskey called Writer’s Tears to
celebrate publication of a novel?
There’s another nod to Annie’s journey in the recipe in the Sri Lankan Tea Syrup. Annie
Was briefly in Sri Lanka (called Ceylon then) during her journey, one of the world’s most
famous tea producing countries.
Andrew Safian-Demers, formerly of Brooklyn’s Dirty Precious, created cocktails based on
patrons stories and anecdotes and creates this commemorative cocktail in Annie’s honor.

Annie Londonderry Cocktail
Serves one.
1.75 oz Writer’s Tears Irish Whiskey (may substitute another Irish
Whiskey of your choice)
5 oz Sri Lankan Tea Syrup (The Du Sri Lanka), see recipe below
.5 oz Orange Juice
.5 oz Fresh lemon Juice
2 dashes Angostura Bitters
.25 oz Islay Scotch
Combine whiskey, tea syrup, orange juice, lemon juice, and bitters in a
cocktail shaker and shake and strain over rocks in a rocks glass. Float
Scotch by gently pouring over the back of a spoon.
FOR THE SRI LANKAN TEA SYRUP
5 oz boiling water
1 bag Ceylon cinnamon black tea
5 oz Demerara Sugar
If the tea is loose leaf, follow instructions on product for quantity for a
single serving (approximately two grams) and strain before adding
sugar. Add sugar and stir until dissolved. Chill for thirty minutes.

Thank you for reading!

www.annielondonderry.com
www.peterzheutlin.com

