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The Book of
Basketball – the
NBA According to
the Sports Guy 
by Bill Simmons 
Ballantine 
HK$140 

Ben Sin 

Two things cemented Bill Simmons’
status as the world’s most popular
sportswriter in 2009. First, he hit the
million mark of Twitter followers
(something usually reserved for the
biggest of celebrities), then he
released a 700-page tome on
basketball that managed to top The
New York Times’ best-sellers list and
led to a popular book-signing tour
across the US.

The paperback edition of The
Book of Basketball was originally
scheduled for release in mid-2010,
but when a series of dramatic events
shook the basketball world (most
notably LeBron James’ defection

from Cleveland to the Miami Heat
and Kobe Bryant winning his fifth
championship), Simmons defied
publishers and requested a delay in
the paperback release. He then
spent a reported eight weeks
rewriting and revising sections that
were affected by the events – and the
result is a paperback that could pass
for a second edition. 

Malcolm Gladwell – who wrote
the book’s foreword – supposedly
laughed at the notion of spending
that much time on a paperback
release. But for Simmons, who
epitomises the term “sports fan”, the
changes were absolutely necessary.

And that sums up the appeal of
both Simmons and his book. From
beginning to end, The Book of
Basketball reads like the rantings of a
basketball-obsessed nut with too
much time on his hands. In one
chapter, Simmons lists, and ranks,
the most undeserving MVP award
winners in the National Basketball
Association’s 64-year-history,
followed by his “corrections” – a list
of players he believes should have
been honoured instead. In another

chapter he summarises the entire
history of the NBA with humorous/
immature asides (including a list of
basketball players with “hot chick”
sounding names) and serious
anecdotes (often about racism
against black players in the early
days of the league).

His knack for obscure pop
culture references (at one point, he
equates an ageing Gary Payton to a
member of rock group Kings of
Leon) could alienate readers who
are not familiar with US pop culture,
but anyone who’s remotely
interested in basketball will find at
least one chapter insightful and
thought-provoking. The purpose of
the book isn’t to end arguments, it’s
to incite them.

Despite the jokes, the verbose
side stories and the endless
hyperbole and sarcasm, The Book of
Basketball is ultimately a testament
of love from Simmons. The first
chapter, about how his childhood
was shaped by attending Boston
Celtics games with his father, is 
the heart and soul of the book, and
the man. 

Atlantic
by Simon
Winchester 
Harper, HK$224 

Antonella
Gambotto-Burke

British journalist, geologist and US
resident Simon Winchester, the man
behind an ever-increasing number
of historical nonfiction New York
Times best-sellers, remains devoted
to the ideals of “freedom, the New
World, adventure”. And, in the spirit
of this physical and intellectual
expansion, his books – and their
titles – keep getting longer. His
latest, Atlantic: Great Sea Battles,
Heroic Discoveries, Titanic Storms,
and a Vast Ocean of a Million Stories,
may, at 498 pages, be 14 pages
shorter than 2006’s A Crack in the
Edge of the World: America and the
Great California Earthquake of 1906,
but its author’s enthusiasm never
flags, and the adjectival
extravagance again dizzies.

Winchester travelled to Brazil,
Greenland, Morocco, Namibia,
Newfoundland, Norway, and a score
of wind-whipped outposts to
research, survey, and muse upon
the Atlantic, “an industrial ocean of
cold and iron and salt, a purposeful
ocean of sea lanes and docksides
and fisheries, an ocean alive with
squadrons of steadily moving ships
above, with unimaginable volumes
of mysterious marine abundance
below”.

The result is not so much a
biography of the Atlantic, but of the
human perception of it, an ocean
once regarded by mariners “with a
mixture of awe, terror, and
amazement”. At core, Winchester’s
perceptual prism is Victorian. He
invests the natural world with
Dumasien élan, a degree of affect
antithetical to today’s scientific
reductionism. Like cloud enthusiast
Gavin Pretor-Pinney, angler Chris
Yates, forest ranger Colin Elford, and
Prince Charles, he is a figurehead of
the neo-transcendentalist literary
vogue triggered by impending
ecological crisis: that of the
celebration of nature.

Interestingly, the movement is
predominantly male. Landscapes

are tethered to accounts of primarily
male exploits – angling, farming, and
so on – and, ultimately, presented as
backdrops to male villainy and
heroism. (Nan Shepherd’s critically
acclaimed classic, The Living
Mountain, is tellingly devoid of
swashbuckling.) Winchester writes
for men (the Drake Passage, for
example, “resembles an iron-plate
exit wound from an eastbound
bullet”). Women are of significantly
less interest, and, when they appear,
are squealing, confused, dancing for
male gratification, or clad in bikinis
(“middle-aged … excitable ladies all
a-twitter”, and so on).

His scholarship, however, is
impeccable. Mare Atlanticus has,
Winchester reports, remained the
same for 10 million years, stretching
“from the Stygian fogs of the north
to the Roaring Forties in the south,
riven with deeps in its western
chasms, dangerous with shallows in
eastern plains, a place of cod and
flying fish, of basking sharks and
blue-finned tuna, of gyres of
Sargasso weed and gyres of unborn
hurricanes, a place of icebergs and
tides, whirlpools and sandbanks,
submarine canyons and deep-sea
black smokers and ridges and
seamounts, of capes and rises 
and fracture zones, of currents hot,
cold, torrential, and languorous, 
of underwater volcanoes and
earthquakes”.

Winchester presents the Atlantic
as “the cradle of modern Western
civilisation – the inland sea of the
civilised western world, the home of
a new pan-Atlantic civilisation

itself”. Long-distance radio
communication, the suppression of
slavery, the realisation of continental
drift and plate tectonics, the
discovery of longitude, the
Hanseatic League – all were, 
he writes, inspired or facilitated by
its existence. 

Atlantic’s overriding theme,
though, is the death of romance.
Winchester mourns the reframing of
our world as a dumping ground or
as mere distance to be covered.
Some 1,300 commercial aircraft
penetrate Atlantic airspace every
day, and this tally increases by five or
so per cent each year. In addition to
the 21st-century anxieties that
preclude meditation, this has “taken
much of the mystery of the sea away,
has made us indifferent to its
existence”. Concomitant to this
shift, “there has been a steady
lessening, some would say an actual
abandonment, of humankind’s duty
of care towards it”. Winchester
presents the possibility that the
Atlantic, “reverting to type, reverting
to the primal nature of what it has
always been”, may revolt. The
world’s seas have, after all, risen by
“some eight inches” since 1870. He
notes that storm surges could easily
flood New York’s subway lines and
that London, “sitting uncomfortably
in its basin of clay”, has had to raise
the Thames Barrier more than 100
times since it opened in 1984. 

A wonderfully old-fashioned
work, bold, solid, engrossing, gorged
with information, and punchy with
morality, Atlantic is another
Winchester best-seller.

Worth Dying For 
by Lee Child 
Bantam Press 
HK$224 

William Wadsworth 

Lee Child’s maverick loner Jack
Reacher isn’t quite America’s James
Bond, but he’s getting there. The
hero of 14 best-selling novels since
1997, Reacher is an almost two-
metre-tall former military
policeman who hitchhikes into
small-town trouble, smashes the
local baddies’ faces in and then
leaves on the next ride. 

He tells people he’s hitching on
to Virginia, but having sold 32
million copies worldwide, he’s
probably heading for Hollywood.
Paramount is said to have acquired
the film rights, but Clint Eastwood
long ago set the transient hero
standard, while Chuck Norris and
Sylvester Stallone notched
seemingly unbeatable body counts
and David Carradine wockysocked
the wandering ronin role over 63
episodes of Kung Fu. Film lovers
might therefore smirk when Reacher
rolls up for his 15th adventure,
Worth Dying For, at a dilapidated
motel in a remote part of Nebraska.
Bruised from his ordeal in 61Hours
(March 2010), he meets a drunk
doctor at the bar, and drives him to
treat a patient, Eleanor Duncan,
who has been beaten up. Reacher
suspects spousal abuse, and exacts
swift, righteous revenge on her
husband, Seth, who just happens to
be the scion of a family who have
bullied meek, local farmers for
decades, have mob connections and
are expecting a valuable shipment. 
The Duncans set a huddle of
moonlighting footballer bodyguards
on the impervious Reacher, who
despatches them with the merciless
sweep of Van Damme, the grunt of
Segal and the smug certainty of
Robocop. The baddies’ bodies pile
high and Reacher’s retribution
seems over, until he comes upon the
unsolved case of a missing eight-
year-old girl.

Child writes in short, vivid
sentences that hook a reader, page
after page. He can describe every
clatter of the rattle of stones on a
driveway and depict decades of a
character’s submission in a phrase.
He slow-motions fight
choreography as if for a script and
snapshots the topography of his
action’s setting with the eye of one
who has either farmed, hunted or
been on surveillance. 

Thankfully there is no sex in
Worth Dying For, because Reacher is
so self-assured his lovers probably
wouldn’t let him out of bed.

A plethora of brand names
suggests the novel or its film script
could be a vehicle for product
placement, but who cares. Child has
produced an entertaining page-
turner that can get you through a
sickie, or tempt you to call in for one.
Nor does it matter that Reacher is a
violent and often priggish enigma,
for his past is detailed on Wikipedia,
as is expected of a McHero franchise
packaged to fire the imaginations of
people who are too wired up to
daydream. Child is also a Coventry-
born, Aston Villa-supporting Brit,
Jim Grant. But Reacher has the right
accent for the times, has done his
job, and is soon off on his next one,
just like Bond.
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1. MICHELIN GUIDE HONG KONG & 
MACAU 2011
Helps travellers find great places to eat and stay,
with well-researched recommendations to about
200 restaurants and 50 hotels.

2. LIFE by Keith Richards with James Fox
The Rolling Stones guitarist’s revealing
autobiography is also a portrait of the era when
rock’n’roll came of age, with the music itself at the
book’s core.

3. LIFE WITHOUT LIMITS by Nick Vujicic
The author tells of his physical disabilities and the
emotional battle he endured trying to deal with
them as a child, a teen and a young adult.

4. GWEILO: MEMORIES OF A HONG KONG
CHILDHOOD by Martin Booth
Running amok as a boy in the Kowloon Walled City.

5. CHINGLISH by Oliver Lutz Radtke 
A humorous and insightful look at misuses of the
English language in street signs, products and
advertising on the mainland. 

FICTION

1. THE GIRL WITH THE DRAGON TATTOO
by Stieg Larsson
The first book in the Swedish word-of-mouth 
best-selling trilogy of murder and corporate crime,
introducing computer hacker Lisbeth Salander.

2. THE GIRL WHO PLAYED WITH FIRE 
by Stieg Larsson
Magazine publisher Mikael Blomkvist reunites with
computer hacker Lisbeth Salander to bust a sex-
trafficking ring in Sweden. Sequel to the hugely
successful The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo.

3. THE CONFESSION by John Grisham 
A man who committed a despicable crime but
allowed another to be sent to death row in his place
now wants to admit his guilt, but must convince the
authorities that he’s telling the truth.

4. THE GIRL WHO KICKED THE HORNEST’S
NEST by Stieg Larsson
The explosive conclusion to the Millennium Trilogy. 

5. THE ROOM by Emma Donoghue
The story of a mother’s love for her son, and the
child’s innocence.

Hong Kong hardback best-sellers, December 25

THE NEW YORK TIMES

NON-FICTION

1. DECISION POINTS by George W. Bush
The former US president’s memoir discusses his
Christianity, his drinking, his family relations, 9/11,
Iraq and Katrina.

2. UNBROKEN by Laura Hillenbrand
An Olympic runner’s story of survival as a prisoner
of the Japanese during the second world war.

3. AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MARK TWAIN,
Volume 1, by Mark Twain
The American writer is pointedly political and willing
to play the angry prophet.

4. LIFE by Keith Richards with James Fox
The Rolling Stones guitarist’s revealing
autobiography is also a portrait of the era when
rock’n’roll came of age, with the music itself at the
book’s core.

5. EARTH (THE BOOK) by Jon Stewart 
and others
A visitor’s guide to the human race, presented by
The Daily Show.

FICTION

1. DEAD OR ALIVE by Tom Clancy with
Grant Blackwood
Many characters from Clancy’s previous novels
make an appearance as an intelligence group tracks
a vicious terrorist called the Emir.

2. THE CONFESSION by John Grisham
A man who committed a despicable crime but
allowed another to be sent to death row in his place
now wants to admit his guilt, but must convince the
authorities that he’s telling the truth.

3. CROSS FIRE by James Patterson
Alex Cross investigates a professional assassination
in Washington, and gets a chilling call from his
deadliest adversary.

4. PORT MORTUARY by Patricia Cornwell
In the 18th Kay Scarpetta novel, the forensic
pathologist masters a sophisticated autopsy
technology at an Air Force base.

5. THE GIRL WHO KICKED THE HORNEST’S
NEST by Stieg Larsson
The explosive conclusion to the Millennium Trilogy.

US hardback best-sellers, December 26
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The Titanic, which sank in the North Atlantic. Photo: National Geographic


