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The Man Who Loved China

The Fantastic Story of the Eccentric Scientist Who Unlocked

» Buy this book on Amazon

the Mysteries of the Middle Kingdom, Simon Winchester

Harper, 2008; 336 pgs

JOSEPH NEEDHAM FELL IN LOVE A LOT—with
trains, with Morris dancing, with Socialism,
with his embryology work as a rising Cambridge
don, and with many pretty women. One he met
in 1937 was Chinese, Lu Gwei-djen. Through her
he fell in love with the Chinese language, then
with China itself, then with China’s totally
unknown history of science and technology,
which became his life obsession and the most
extraordinary work of scholarship in the 20th
century.

Author Winchester blends the two adven-
tures—China inventing civilization through
the ages, and Needham travelling a war-torn
1930s China in search of ancient brilliance the
nation itself had forgotten. What he found
changed the world’s view of China profoundly
and helped set China on the confident path it
has strode ever since. Needham’s work, the 24
volumes (so far) of Science and Civilization in
China, describes the long arc, still ascending, of
the world’s grandest culture.
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INSIDE THE BOOK

The three inventions that Francis Bacon once famously said had

most profoundly changed the world—gunpowder, printing, and the
compass—Needham found had all been invented and first employed
by the Chinese. And so, he discovered, were scores of other, more
prosaic things—blast furnaces, arched bridges, crossbows, vaccina-
tion against smallpox, the game of chess, toilet paper, seismoscopes,
wheelbarrows, stirrups, powered flight.

[In 1937] Rewi Alley sat down to help create a revolutionary new
industry. The guiding principle was simple. Since by now the Japa-
nese either controlled or had destroyed almost all of China’s major
manufacturing capability, and since the Chinese military response to
the mighty invading army was based on guerrilla tactics of harass-
ment and surprise, why not organize guerrilla industry too? Why not
build hundreds of factories which were light, flexible, and perhaps
even mobile; which could operate in the far beyond of inland China;
and which could simultaneously provide low-paid work for the locals
and low-cost output for the national good?... By happenstance the
first two characters of this new organization’s Chinese name were
gung ho.
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» Anathem

a novel by Neal Stephenson
William Morrow, 2008; 960 pgs
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“ANATHEM IS A GREAT STORY THAT TAKES
PLACE IN AN ALTERNATIVE REALITY WHERE
PEOPLE TAKE THE LONG TERM SERIOUSLY,”
says Danny Hillis. Hillis’s own scheme—in
this reality—to build a 10,000-year clock was
part of the inspiration for Stephenson’s book.

“T suffer from attention surplus disorder,”
jokes a character in Anathem. Attention
surplus is exactly what Stephenson teaches
his readers, in a book so tightly crafted
it rewards instant rereading. Like closely
written code (Stephenson is a programmer),
every line in this 960-page book knows about
every other line, and every one of them points
at how the story ends. Yet how the story will
end remains a mystery till the end. That’s
one reason for rereading. The other is that
the world Stephenson creates is so beguiling,
one wants to live there again, or maybe even
create there here.

INSIDE THE BOOK

Thousands of years ago, the work that people did had been broken
down into jobs that were the same every day, in organizations where
people were interchangeable parts. All of the story had been bled out
of their lives. That was how it had to be; it was how you got a produc-
tive economy. But it would be easy to see a will at work behind this:
not exactly an evil will, but a selfish will. The people who'd made the
system thus were jealous, not of money and not of power but of story.
If their employees came home at day’s end with interesting stories

to tell, it meant that something had gone wrong: a blackout, a strike,

a spree killing. The Powers That Be would not suffer others to be in
stories of their own unless they were fake stories that had been made
up to motivate them. People who couldn’t live without story had been
driven into the concents or into jobs like Yul's. All others had to look
somewhere outside of work for a feeling that they were part of a story,
which | guessed was why Szeculars were so concerned with sports, and
with religion. How else could you see yourself as part of an adventure?
Something with a beginning, middle, and end in which you played a
significant part? We avout had it ready-made because we were a part
of this project of learning new things.
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Recently, Stewart Brand’s Long Now Foundation hosted a talk with Peter Diamandis,
chairman and CEO of the X-Prize Foundation, an organization that offers giant cash
prizes to innovators who can find ways to solve “some of the greatest challenges
facing the world today.” (Current X-Prizes include one for extremely cheap genome
sequencing and one for a race of 100-mile-per-gallon cars.)

Now Diamandis wants to up the ante—with Mega X-Prizes, which would offer a
purse of $100 million to $1 billion for a radical humanity-benefiting breakthrough.
A sampling of the breakthroughs Diamandis is pondering:

Faster-than-light communications

Instant universal translator

Double the length of the healthy human lifespan

Predict earthquakes with >1 hour / >1 day notice

Proof of extra-terrestrial intelligence

New York to Paris in 30 minutes

Give a blind person 20:20 vision

First brain transplant, with memory and motor function

Eradicate hunger for >90 percent of the human population

Create an economic device to extract/sequester carbon from the atmosphere

What would you add to the list?
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