Larmer, Brook.  Operation Yao Ming: the Chinese sports empire, American big business, and the making of an NBA superstar.  Penguin, 2005.  350p index  afp ISBN 1592400787, $26.00  This book intertwines discussion of an emerging political and cultural empire (Communist China and its vast sports machine), the National Basketball Association, and the global sports industry in general.  The book is certainly interesting and insightful, but beyond the intrigue Larmer (formerly with Newsweek) offers nothing special or original for the scholar.  The book's real "back story" is the parallels between the odysseys (from birth to the NBA) of Yao Ming and his longtime rival Wang Zhizhi (the NBA's first Chinese player).  The chapter titles capture the book's flavor: "Birth of a Giant," "Childhood Denied," "Cogs in the Machine," "The Experiment," "Strangers in a Strange Land," "Hoop Diplomacy," "Houston, We Have a Problem," "American Idol," "Generation Next."  This book begs comparison with Robert Whiting's The Meaning of Ichiro (CH, Feb'05, 42-3490), which discusses Japanese Baseball League star Ichiro Suzuki (who was groomed by his father not the state, as in the case of Yao Ming and Wang Zhizhi), who now roams right field for the Seattle Mariners.  Together these volumes are great bookends for anyone interested in East meets West, whether it be on athletic fields/courts or on cultural, political, social stages.  (Choice, March 2006)
