BOOKS
edited by VIRGINIA LARSON

since his first job as a pastry
chef for Antonio Carluccio,
so the kid – all right, millionaire TV chef – knows his tagliarini from his tagliatelle.
This is a typically Olivian
mix of the creative and authentic. All the main Italian
food groups can be found
here, from bread and pastry
to antipasti, salads, soup,
meat, pasta, fish, rice and
dumplings, and desserts.
Tasty crowd-pleasers like his
Roman Classic Carbonara,
Pot-roasted Cauliflower, and
Amalfi Lemon Tart are mostly light on expensive ingredients and won’t give your cardiologist a heart attack.
That’s definitely amore. JN

Best Books for Christmas
Our pick of fab new food, home, culture, nature
and children’s books for the festive season.
FOOD

Ottolenghi Simple
Yotam Ottolenghi with Tara
Wigley & Esme Howarth
(Penguin Random House, $65)

“I’ve seen the raised eyebrows,” says chef Yotam Ottolenghi about his seventh book.
“The one about the reader
who thought there was part of
a recipe missing because they
had all the ingredients in their
cupboard.” Famous for the
showmanship, flavour and
beauty of his food, rather than
its simplicity, the Israeli-British chef has finally, in our
opinion, cracked it. In true

Ottolenghi style, vegetables
take the starring role. The
mezze dishes and salads are
sensational – try the hot
charred cherry tomatoes with
cold yoghurt – and, importantly, a doddle. Some of these 130
dishes can be made in one pot,
and others take literally minutes to make, like the Scrambled Harissa Tofu on Sourdough. They are genius, and
our review copy has the rumples and stains to prove it. JN

Jamie Cooks Italy
Jamie Oliver (Penguin, $65)

Essex’s golden boy has been
an Italian-food enthusiast

Reviewers: Judith Baragwanath, Ken Downie, Virginia Larson, Jenny Nicholls,
Gianina Schwanecke, Mike White, and Mary de Ruyter (children’s books).
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Meat: The Ultimate
Companion

use every part of an animal.
For anyone who’s serious
about knowing where their
meals come from, this monster manual in meat is a real
investment. GS

NZ Rugby Stars
Cookbook: Cooking
from the Heart
Photography by

Anthony Puharich & Libby

Tamara West & Kieran Scott

Travers (Murdoch Books, $95)

(Allen & Unwin, $40)

With a foreword by the late,
great Anthony Bourdain,
MEAT is a colourful foray
into the behind-the-scenes
world of meat production.
The book is as charming as it
is informative, discussing the
future sustainability of meat
production in spite of trending lab-grown alternatives.
My new favourite line speaks
to our long history with
meat: “It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to suggest that
culture was created over a
steak.” There are detailed
descriptions of butchers’
cuts, tips and secrets; a history of different meats; and a
guide to animal breeds, feeds
and life on the farm. An array of classic recipes from
around the world and detailed photos show how to

Want to find out what the
All Blacks eat at home? For
the rugby-mad in your family, this cookbook features
recipes from New Zealand
legends including captains
former and present, Richie
McCaw and Kieran Read.
But it’s not only the men in
black who feature; alongside
retired heroes such as Sir
Bryan Williams is Black
Ferns Sevens captain Sarah
Goss. Recipes are supplied by
current All Blacks, and players from the Black Ferns,
Sevens and Super Rugby
teams, and the Wheel Blacks.
From trendy “fusion” and
health-conscious foods to
classic family recipes and
hearty meals packed with
fortifying protein – there’s a
surprising variety of dishes
presented in this book. Royalties go to the New Zealand
Rugby Foundation, which

supports rugby players who
have suffered life-changing
injuries. GS

Fruit: Recipes that
Celebrate Nature
Bernadette Wörndl
(Simon & Schuster, $65)

Is this the most beautiful
recipe book published this
Christmas? These photographs are like dimly lit Old
Masters – if they’d painted
Tagliatelle with Porcini
Mushrooms and Blackberries, Fig Leaf Ice Cream, or
Plum Upside-down Cake.
Although Wörndl lives in
Vienna, recipes like Melon
Gazpacho or Watermelon
Iceblocks are perfect for a
New Zealand summer. The
recipes range from cakes
and preserves to desserts,
breakfasts and hearty mains,
such as Beef Ragout with
Dates and Pomegranate. And
yes, Wörndl has cheated –
rhubarb is not a fruit. But it
tastes too good in a spritz, or
cooked with lamb in milk,
she says, to leave out. JN

Kiwi Baker at Home
Dean Brettschneider
(Potton & Burton, $50)

Want to enter the next season of TV’s Great Kiwi Bake
Off? Get a headstart on the

competition by studying up
on this new cookbook from
Dean Brettschneider, the
baker/patissier who’s one of
the judges on the show. From
sweet to savoury, it takes you
through the basics of bread
making, cakes, biscuits and
slices, to the art of fine pastry
(such as his elegant choux
swan pastries or chocolate
cream éclairs). Savoury
diversions include a lemony
hummus and a pepper-
eggplant dip – the perfect
accompaniments for freshly
baked sourdough. There are
helpful step-by-step pictures
and simple diagrams, as well
as detailed definitions, precise measurements and conversions that even a novice
baker can decipher. GS

Always Delicious
Lauraine Jacobs
(Potton & Burton, $50)

“I have always thought as a
food writer that recipes are
gifts. Gifts from my kitchen
to yours. Please enjoy this
book filled with my gifts.”
And food writer Lauraine
Jacobs has given generously
over the past seven years
through her weekly column
in the New Zealand Listener.
Always Delicious is a collection of more than 100 of her
favourite recipes – each with

a perfect wine pairing and a
small preface about its provenance. Her mantra of “fresh
and simple” extends to detailed notes, which account
for seasonal changes and
thoughtful substitutions. GS
NATURE & HISTORY

Hillary’s Antarctica
Nigel Watson & Jane Ussher
(Allen & Unwin, $50)

While everyone knows about
Ed Hillary’s ascent of Everest, few could tell you anything about his incredible
journey to the South Pole
five years later. Which is remarkable, given what a phenomenal adventure it was –
and that Hillary himself
rated the achievement above
summiting Everest. In addition, the expedition marked
the beginning of New Zealand’s presence on the ice
and the establishment of
Scott Base. Antarctic Heritage Trust executive director
Nigel Watson weaves all
these stories together in a
fantastic book that should
make every Kiwi proud. But
the central figure is Sir Ed,
who defied his bosses and
backers to drive three farm
tractors to the South Pole –
the first overland journey
there since Scott’s ill-fated
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trek in 1912 – creating an international incident in the
process. Beautifully illustrated by Jane Ussher’s photos of
items from the time, this is a
tremendous chapter of New
Zealand’s history. MW

Historic Sheep
Stations of New
Zealand
Colin Wheeler
(HarperCollins, $100)

These three vintage books of
writing and illustration, collected here in a sumptuous
volume, were last published
by AH & AW Reed 40 years
ago. The doughty artist/author – who died in 2012 –
spent the years between 1967
and 1972 on the road with his
wife Phyllis, visiting 60 sheep
stations from Mt Linton in
Southland to Te Paki in
Northland. He made precise
drawings of everything he
saw – ably critiqued by Phyllis – from the faces of musterers to cattle loaders and
woolsheds. His writing is
filled with as much detail and
colour as his landscapes. “A
boat to us,” he quotes one
Marlborough Sounds farmer
as saying, “is a living, vital
thing, like a shepherd’s
horse.” JN

Awatere
Harry Broad
(Potton & Burton, $70)

Almost a follow-up to Harry
Broad’s award-winning
Molesworth, this is a great

look at one of the country’s
most famous valleys. Striking
southwest from Seddon in
Marlborough, the Awatere
eventually leads to Molesworth and the high country.
Broad truly brings the area to
life, along with top photography from Jim Tannock, Rob
Suisted and Dave Hansford.
He pays homage to the
mighty mountain Tapuaeo-Uenuku, traces the history
of the farms and stations, and
explains how the wine industry has changed much of the
valley and region. But, as always, it’s those who live here,
the pioneers and characters
and entrepreneurs, who are
the stars, all the way to today
with the likes of vintner Peter
Yealands. MW

Aotea/Great Barrier:
Land and People
Chris Morton & Peter
Malcouronne
(Potton & Burton, $70)

“Everyone falls in love with
the Barrier,” an islander tells
writer Peter Malcouronne.
“It’s love at first sight. It just
hits you. Wham!” But a mere
1004 people live on the craggy,
285sq km island. Because it’s
hard yakka, with no mains
power or town water, no supermarkets or banks, just wild
topography and wilder sea.
While Morton captures Great
Barrier’s grandeur, fury and
sometimes preternatural calm
in pictures, Malcouronne talks
to 12 stoic, fiercely independent islanders. Their stories
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originate just 50 nautical miles
from Auckland, but might as
well be a world and a century
away. Captivating. VL

We Had One of
Those Too!
Stephen Barnett
(Potton & Burton, $50)

Barnett’s homage to the cars
that ruled our roads from
1950 to 1970 fills in the gaps
left by his 2016 book We Had
One of Those!. British models
predominate, although the
latest release features a few
American and European
marques. This trip down
memory lane showcases the
cars New Zealanders saved up
for, repaired and loved for
years. The format is the same
as the first volume, featuring
classic artwork from the period and descriptions of the
cars, as well as technical data
and some social history. Celebrating the golden age of motoring in New Zealand, before
Japanese imports flooded the
market, We Had One of Those
Too! highlights our pre-throwaway society; what was once
seen as old-fashioned, now
looks very cool. KD

The Western
Front Diaries of
Charles Bean
Edited by Peter Burness
(Newsouth, $90)

“Ten or 20 times a minute
every man in the trench
has that instant fear thrust
tight upon his shoulders…

I don’t care how brave he
is.” As Australia’s official
World War I correspondent, Charles Bean saw more
action on the Western Front
than anyone in the Australian
Imperial Forces and was able
to create a complex mix of
opinion, reportage and observations. His diaries, along
with 500 photographs, maps
and sketches, form a beautifully presented and heartrending historic record.
Bean’s is a compelling personal account, describing the
madness and the mundane,
the tragic and the ordinary
and, of course, the sheer
pointlessness of it all. KD

footwear, surgical corsets and
prosthetic leg. All are now archived and museum-ready for
exhibitions in Mexico and
London. This book is as good
as it gets. Kahlo’s uniquely individual and defiant self-portraiture – the unwavering
stare and famous unibrow –
jumps off the page and, with
six booklets inserted, this is
a desirable must-have for
every Kahlo aficionado. JB

Scenic Playground:
The Story behind
New Zealand’s
Mountain Tourism
Edited by Peter Alsop,
Dave Bamford & Lee Davidson
(Te Papa Press, $80)

ART & CULTURE

Frida Kahlo: Making
Her Self Up
Claire Wilcox & Circe Henestrosa
(Bloomsbury, $70)

When a trove of Frida Kahlo’s
personal belongings were uncovered after being sealed in
two rooms for 50 years, a
huge conservation project
began cataloguing the contents and adding a whole
new dimension to her extraordinary life. Kahlo is renowned for her uncompromising Mexican identity and
self-portraits, recording on
canvas the neverending
struggle of life after polio and
a near-fatal tram accident.
The rooms revealed what had
been missing: her Tehuana
costumes, floral headdresses,
pre-Columbian jewellery,

A man sits on a lofty peak,
smoking a pipe. A woman
clambers up a wall of ice in a
long skirt and mutton sleeves,
purse slung on her back. This
collection of a century of posters, magazine covers, photographs, glass slides, brochures,
advertisements, paintings,
photochromes and lithographs
is the sort of beautifully produced ode to photography,
hand lettering, graphic design
and illustration we have come
to expect from the team behind Selling the Dream and
Hand-Coloured New Zealand.
As an exhibition of the work
of generations of graphic artists, designers and photographers, it is welcome, although
we could have done with less
about the tourism industry
and more about the unsung
designers and photographers

who laboured over these images. The many hours of
visual research here cannot be
faulted. However, more credited works, and a few profiles,
would have made for a better
book. JN

Mitchell & Mitchell
Edited by Anna Reed,
Peter Alsop & Richard Wolfe
(Potton & Burton, $80)

This lush, 400-page volume,
like Scenic Playground, is an
epic collection of superb New
Zealand commercial art, a
genre Alsop and Wolfe specialise in. It is the story of two
Leonards, the little known –
until now – father Leonard
Cornwall Mitchell (1901-1971)
and his eldest son Leonard
Victor Mitchell (1925-1980).
Leonard the elder was a brilliant designer and illustrator,
creating the sort of luminous
posters, stamps and advertising few designers could pull
off today. Mitchell the younger tackled more high-brow
subjects than his father.
McCahon, he was not – he
hated modernism – but his
mid century-style landscapes
and portraits will be a revelation to many. JN

New Zealand Art
at Te Papa
Edited by Dr Mark Stocker
(Te Papa Press, $75)

“Picture this. It is January
1869. One of the most distinguished Māori leaders of the
time is photographically

c aptured by one of the most
original and multi-talented
Pākehā colonists...” This is a
book to pore over. More than
50 curators and art writers,
including the likes of Mary
Kisler, Robert Leonard, Gregory O’Brien and Rangihīroa
Panoho, discuss 270 artworks
in a sweep through New Zealand’s national art collection.
The fragile early pencil and
watercolour sketches by
ship-board artists describe a
vanished world; at the other
end, contemporary works by
the likes of Francis Upritchard and Seung Yul Oh
are playful, hopeful and
dreamlike. Artist bios add to
the usefulness and quality of
this lavish volume. JN

The Colour of Time:
A New History of the
World 1850-1960
Dan Jones & Marina Amaral
(HarperCollins, $50)

In vivid colour, blood-soaked
and battered, the dead bodies
of Mussolini and his mistress
take on a more brutal and realistic appearance, while a
colourised Hitler makes the
Führer look ridiculous. Rockefeller loses his gravitas, and
the classic photo “Migrant
Mother”, Dorothea Lange’s
iconic 1936 portrait of the
Great Depression, doesn’t
need colour to have power.
The time in history between
the invention of photography
and the beginning of the
Space Age is essentially a
black-and-white world; only

painting captured our history
in colour. Here, Marina Amaral has digitally colourised
200 historically important
photographs from this period, and historian Dan Jones
gives context to each image
with snapshot-like economy
and precision. The Colour of
Time brings to life a desaturated era in a way we haven’t
seen before. And history does
look different in colour –
sometimes disconcerting and
sometimes more real. KD

Salvador Dali
at Home
Jackie De Burca
(Allen & Unwin, $55)

His surrealist paintings are
instantly recognisable, and if
you’ve ever wondered where
Salvador Dali got his inspiration, you need go no further
than this stunning, illustrated biography by Jackie De
Burca. Photographs show his
beloved Cadaques coastline
in Catalonia, with its bizarre
rock formations carved out
by the ferocious Tramuntana
wind – the backdrop (coupled with a vivid imagination) to so much of his hallucinatory art. The man
himself was a heady mix of
shy and sensitive, extreme
fears and phobias (sex, madness… ants!) and, as he gained
fame, outrageous and eccentric behaviour that was aided
utterly by Gala, his formidable wife and muse. The pair
were headline-makers wherever they went; at one point
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Dali announced he would
never die. He did – but left
behind a fabulous body of
work. JB

The Cuba Street
Project
Beth Brash & Alice Lloyd
(Penguin Random House, $55)

The Cuba Street Project is the
ultimate love letter to one of
the capital’s most popular
districts. Brash and Lloyd’s
book captures the distinctive
flair of Cuba St’s signature
restaurants, quirky cafes,
vintage fashion stores, oldschool records and collectable curiosities. Equal parts
coffee table keepsake and
recipe book, its tasteful
black-and-white portraits
capture the people at the
heart of Wellington, while
colour photographs showcase the food and interiors of
popular neighbourhood eateries, such as Loretta and
Fidel’s. GS
HOME & GARDEN

The Alchemy Of Things
Karen McCartney
(Murdoch Books, $70)

The Aussie architecture editor of Belle magazine has collected 18 jaw-dropping home
interiors, from Antwerp to
New South Wales, for this
Murdoch Books beauty. A
home in the Tuscan city of
Arezzo, writes McCartney, is
“the stuff of Instagram
dreams. Frescos in earthy

time-worn tones are paired
with a postmodern chair in
cobalt blue: a collection of
slightly chipped, plaster
models of Snow White and
the Seven Dwarves is adjacent to rare Gio Ponti chairs.”
If you are tired of estate
agent-worthy, sparkling
white rooms, these idiosyncratic and even rather crazed
spaces are like an ice-cold
sangria on a hot day. “Letting
someone into your house is
like letting them read your
diary: your obsessions become apparent,” says one of
McCartney’s victims. Shabby
chic on acid. In other words
– fabulous. JN

Flourish: New
Zealand Women and
their Extraordinary
Gardens
Juliet Nicholas & Barb Rogers
(Penguin Random House, $55)

Flourish is a beautiful coffeetable catalogue of New Zealand’s most beautiful gardens
and the women who created
them. From intimate city
courtyards, charming English gardens and backyard
jungles to windswept coastal
landscapes, this collection
features gardens from across
the country, and in unexpected places. The gardeners
themselves are as diverse as
the landscapes they craft.
Swathes of colours – fresh
florals, bright greens and
earthy natives – are captured
in the accompanying photographs; you can almost smell
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the roses in Penny Wiggins’
Warkworth garden. Each
chapter explores the women’s sources of inspiration
and the colourful characteristics that define their gardens. Josie Martin’s whimsical mosaic sculpture garden
in Akaroa is worthy of special
mention: an eclectic mix of
perennials, succulents and
English garden charm. GS

Repurposed
Catherine Foster
(Penguin, $50)

Repurposed looks at how old
materials have been upcycled
and reused for modern-day
living in a range of New Zealand dwellings, from houses
and studios to lofts, barns and
garages. There’s a Wellington
house built out of shipping
containers, a 135-year-old
church transformed into a
family home in Cromwell,
and a cool conversion of old
army barracks in Auckland.
Vintage, classic or industrial:
in each case materials from
the past have been cleverly
recycled and merged with
the contemporary. Writer
Catherine Foster celebrates
the Kiwi traditions of innovation through the art of
repurposing – while conceding it’s not as cost-effective as
it used to be. Our old “make
do and mend” approach has
run into a more complicated
world of compliance and regulations. All 20 homes featured, however, are labours
of love. KD

Stocking Stuffers
• A cat. A mouse.
A crossword clue.
Munro (Potton &
Burton, $20) comprises
140 clever cat cartoons
by New Zealand’s
Cartoonist of the Year,
Sharon Murdoch. Each
page in this cute,
well-designed book is a
crossword clue. For
cat-loving puzzle freaks
everywhere.
• Someone had to do it.
We think. Kiwi-As
Toilets is Brit-turnedKiwi Jo Knox’s tiki tour
of our top toilets – from
architectural and arty
to weird and wild
(Jo Knox, $30).
• For dog-loving
royalists, you can’t go
wrong with All the
Queen’s Corgis by
Penny Junor (Hachette,
$30). Junor has already
written biographies of
Princes William and
Harry, the Prince and
Princess of Wales and,
last year, Camilla. She’s
also a dog person. It’s
a literary match made
in heaven (where all
the Queen’s pure-bred
corgis now reside).
• Mary Holm is back,
dispensing worldly
wisdom in Rich
Enough? A Laid-back
Guide for Every Kiwi
(HarperCollins, $37, on
sale 23 November).

Children’s Books
Reviewed by Mary de Ruyter
Picture Books

• No wonder I Am Jellyfish
(Ruth Paul, Penguin Random
House, $20) won Best Picture Book at this year’s New
Zealand Book Awards for
Children and Young Adults.
Sterling rhyming, immersive
illustrations, action, compassion, and a glow-in-the-dark
cover to encourage littlies to
turn off the light at bedtime.
• There are laughs on many
levels in Kiwi author Sophie
Siers’ Dear Donald Trump (illustrated by Anne Villeneuve,
Millwood Press, $27.95). Sam
is sick of sharing a room with
his older brother, and thinks
Donald Trump’s plan to “build
a wall” could work for him too.
Sibling spats and politics have
never been such charming, or
enlightening, bedfellows.
• In 2019, it will be 50 years
since Margaret Mahy’s first
children’s book was published, and in anticipation of
the celebrations, Hachette
has republished the muchloved A Lion in the Meadow
in hardback ($30). Gifting
this will help you acquire lifelong kudos with any small
humans in your life – because
after half a century, this classic is still as magical as ever.
• Pony Club Secrets author
Stacy Gregg successfully
branches out into picture
books with the rather sweet

Mini Whinny (illustrated by
Ruth Paul, Scholastic, $20),
in which the littlest horse in
a stable rebels against the
idea of sharing her birthday
with all the other horses.
• The excellent Kiwi offerings continue with The Bomb
(Sacha Cotter/Josh Morgan,
Huia, $23), a flamboyant,
summery tale of a boy who
dreams of pulling off the perfect dive bomb, but hasn’t yet
found his style; there’s also a
te reo version. Kuwi’s Rowdy
Crowd (Kat Merewether,
Illustrated Publishing, $20)
is a delight to read out loud,
with visual jokes that will
keep parents amused.
Overseas highlights include: Maya & Cat (Caroline
Magerl, Walker Books, $28),
with beautifully poetic words
and watercolour-and-ink
drawings; and Want to Play
Trucks? (Ann Stott/Bob Graham, Walker Books, $19), a
simple story about two boys
encountering difference and
finding common ground, for
ages three-plus.

Middle Readers

• The Yark (Bertrand Santini/
Laurent Gapaillard, Gecko
Press, $20) had us at “orphan
gratin” and “demonic diarrhoea”, and aficionados of
dark humour will find a lot to
love in this warm-hearted

pearler. The Yark eats children – well-behaved ones,
that is, as the rotters upset
his stomach – but what happens when he becomes
friends with a particularly
special little girl? Wonderful
black-ink illustrations, and a
surprisingly involved character arc for a monster.
• In first-time Kiwi author
Steph Matuku’s engaging
fantasy tale Whetū Toa and
the Magician (Katharine
Hall, Huia, $25), capable
Whetū and her mum move to
the country to work for a magician. But in a world where
doormats quack and rabbits
talk, unexpected things can
(and do) happen.
There’s a delightful subversion in Fairytales for Feisty
Girls (Susannah McFarlane,
Allen & Unwin, $28), where
well-known fairytales are retold with decidedly different
endings – special shout-out to
Thumbelina’s truly awful
jokes, which dads will relish
telling. For Harry Potter fans,
there’s a lavishly illustrated,
full-colour edition of The
Tales of Beedle the Bard (JK
Rowling/Chris Riddell,
Bloomsbury, $48). And Pirate
McSnottbeard in the Alien Slug
Invasion Panic (Paul Whitfield, Walker Books, $17) is an
amusing, a ction-packed
page-turner.

Non-fiction

• Food Atlas (Giulia Malerba/
Febe Sillani, Oratia Books,
$40) explores dishes,
ingredients and culture
through jauntily illustrated
maps and fact boxes. New
Zealand’s page features hāngī
and hokey pokey, green
mussels and pineapple lumps
– but, shock horror, no feijoas!
A great conversation starter
and horizon expander.
• Enquiring minds will love
Why is That Lake So Blue?
A Children’s Guide to New Zealand’s Natural World (Simon
Pollard, Te Papa Press, $30).
Chapter headings such as
“Why are these islands shaky?”
and “What happens after
dark?” offer a lively way in to
striking images and fascinating
facts, told with humour and
approachability.
• Gavin Bishop’s Cook’s Cook
(Gecko Press, $30) cleverly
shows the realities of life during Captain James Cook’s first
Pacific voyage through the
eyes of the ship’s cook.
• Colour bursts from the pages in Secret World of Butterflies (Courtney Sina Meredith/Giselle Clarkson, Allen
& Unwin/Auckland Museum,
$23), a beautiful intro to the
insect for kids aged 2-6.
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NERDY BOOKS FOR CHRISTMAS
Jenny Nicholls

Birdstories
Geoff Norman
(Potton & Burton, $60)

“Rather than being a kind of
South Seas time capsule with
a unique assemblage of birds,
New Zealand can be seen as
a piece of flypaper in the
windswept southern oceans,
regularly catching birds
blown in, mainly from Australia.” Birdstories sometimes
feels pleasantly like a mad
collector’s attic. A Bill Hammond painting nests alongside graphs, and engravings,
the forlorn body of a South
Island kōkako and the mummified head of an upland
moa. The range of species
described is wide, the writing
intelligent, the research impressive. A handsome museum of a book, and good value.

Brief Answers to
the Big Questions
Stephen Hawking (Hachette, $35)

This opens with a photograph of a small boy, brows
furrowed with a mature scepticism. Brief Answers is
Hawking’s last book, but it’s
filled with an almost childlike playfulness. (“In 2009, I
held a party for time travellers in my college. To ensure
that only genuine time travellers came, I didn’t send out
the invitations until after the
party.”) Hawking has serious
fun with the biggest ques-

tions: “Is there other intelligent life in the universe?” “Is
there a God?” It helps having
a mind able to explain the unexplainable with the flick of
a metaphorical wrist. “Despite the complexity and variety of the universe, it turns
out to make one you need just
three ingredients.” He writes
with such friendliness it is
impossible to feel intimidated. The lasting impression is
of a kind, funny and ridiculously imaginative man, reinforced by daughter Lucy’s
grief-stricken “Afterword”.

The Best American
Science and Nature
Writing 2018
Edited by Sam Kean (Mariner, $34)

Every year, a different editor
takes on this collection, trying
to capture the flavour of the
scientific year in pieces of varying lengths from the pages of
magazines like The Atlantic
and The New Yorker. This
year has been a doozy for scientists in Trump’s America
and, in a break with tradition,
each section is headlined with
one of those widely publicised, witty signs made for the
protest marches in defence of
science in April. Scientists’
profiles, for example, are in
the chapter “So Bad, Even the
Introverts Are Here”. Stories
on environmental science are
headed “At the Start of Every
Disaster Movie is a Scientist
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Being Ignored”. Memorable
pieces include “The Squeeze:
Silicon Valley Reinvents the
Breast Pump”. Sample quote:
“The Willow, set to come out
later this year, is a wearable
pump that fits entirely inside
a bra. It looks so sleek and
Jobsian, you’d almost expect
it to play Drake when you
press the power button.”

Europe: A Natural
History
Tim Flannery (Text, $40)

A new book by roguish Australian scientist and writer
Tim Flannery is usually an
event. Famous for books such
as The Future Eaters, Flannery
wears a broad understanding
of science from geology to botany as lightly as Indiana
Jones’ hat. He takes us, at the
beginning, on a walk along a
beach on a sunny day 65 million years ago, in the tropical
archipelago that was once
Europe. Finally, in the last
chapter – after the dinosaurs,
ancient toads, the ice ages and
elephants and rhinos and cave
bears and Neanderthals – we
come to the Europe we now
know, which has replaced its
teaming jungles with urban
ones. Flannery is a fluent and
funny writer, and when he
scents absurdity he tracks it
down and skewers it. Who
knew dinosaurs run the risk
of being officially renamed
Scrotum? 
+

2018: Geek Lit
Rising: Dispatches from
the New American Shore
by Elizabeth Rush (Milkweed Editions). Tracing the
effects of rising waters on
US shores, in a series of exquisitely written vignettes.
(Order this in, or online: it’s
$38.99 from Apple Books.)
How to Change Your Mind:
The New Science of
Psychedelics by Michael
Pollan (Allen Lane, $38).
A US journalism professor
(and self-confessed nerd)
predicts a vast new
medical role for psychedelic drugs. Yes, of course
he tried them. Honest,
funny, persuasive.
Enlightenment Now, by
Steven Pinker (Penguin
Random House, $40).
There are few writers alive
who can handle complexity
with the precision and brio
of this Canadian-American
scientist. Pinker argues
that the Enlightenment
was more influential than
many academics like to
admit – and, BTW, most
things are getting better.
“Opposing reason is, by
definition, unreasonable.
But that hasn’t stopped
a slew of irrationalists
from favouring the heart
over the head, the limbic
system over the cortex,
blinking over thinking,
McCoy over Spock.”
She Has Her Mother’s
Laugh: The Powers,
Perversions and Potential
of Heredity by Carl
Zimmer (Macmillan, $40).
The US science writer and
New York Times fixture
takes the horrendous
complexities of human
genetic research and
discovery and creates a
page-turner, with surprises
on every one. Often
genuinely mind-blowing.

