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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Teams in the Chinese Basketball Association usually have different English and Chinese names, which explains why the Shanxi Brave Dragons are more commonly known in China as the Shanxi Zhongyu. For the sake of this book, I’ve favored using the English names, when possible.
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PROLOGUE
Summer 2008

Boss Wang’s experiment was not working. From the moment he arrived in the mountains of western Oregon, he was displeased with what he saw on the court. He had sent his Chinese basketball team to America for a summer immersion program, figuring that since the best basketball was played in America, his players would improve there. So far, they were losing every game by 20 or 30 points against semipro teams on the West Coast. Boss Wang hated losing, truly loathed it, but the losing wasn’t what most frustrated him now. What drove him crazy about his Chinese players was that they didn’t play like Americans, no matter how hard he tried to alter their basketball DNA. In gathering up his team from central China and depositing them in the United States, Boss Wang thought the change in environment might help. But as he stood at the edge of the practice court, watching his Chinese coach run a scrimmage that seemed little different from a scrimmage in China, Boss Wang decided change was not happening fast enough.

Boss Wang was visiting the United States for the first time, having arrived in San Francisco after the eleven-hour flight from Beijing, and his son hoped he would spend a few weeks absorbing some American culture, maybe even drive cross-country. The son had hired a guide in Beijing who specialized in escorting Chinese bosses to America. The guide knew Chinese bosses liked to gamble in Vegas and tour the strip bars in L.A. The Statue of Liberty, the White House, and Disney World were perennials, too. He made the usual arrangements. But Boss Wang had little patience for any of that. He had a business deal to finalize back in China. He raced through six cities on both coasts in five days. In Portland, he bought a few pairs of $300 designer jeans. In Midtown Manhattan, he spent about $200,000 on jewelry. His biggest purchase was still pending. He was now convinced he needed to buy an American basketball coach.

Boss Wang was sixty-one, but looked younger, with tousled black hair that fell onto his forehead. He had a thick chest and thick hands, and his appearance was a little rough, unfinished. He didn’t smile very often; he eyed most people as if they might take something from him. His son, Songyan, admitted that even now, as a grown man, he was still stopped cold by his father’s glare, or by his father’s voice when it splintered into sharp, angry edges. Boss Wang looked more like the son of a peasant farmer he was, rather than the steel baron he had become—one of the richest men in China. Forbes had estimated his wealth at roughly $260 million and ranked him as the country’s 236th richest person, though gauging wealth with any precision is nearly impossible in China. What could indisputably be said was that money had showered down on China during the previous decade; it had sprinkled over hundreds of millions of people, enough to lift many of them out of aching poverty and push them, tentatively, into better lives. But for a smaller group, the money had poured down as if in a deluge, and this new Chinese class had become as fabulously wealthy as the most fabulously wealthy people in the world.

His team, the Shanxi Brave Dragons, had arrived in the United States a few weeks ahead of him. He had owned the Brave Dragons for several years but worried that he had inadequately immersed himself in the team. (His players and coaches felt quite the opposite.) Now he was selling his last steel mill in China in a merger, and given that entanglements had arisen about unpaid taxes, the deal resembled a shotgun marriage with the shotgun pointed at him. Still, he told friends the sale would be a relief. Now he could focus his energy and resources on basketball. The previous season, the Brave Dragons had won five games (two by forfeit) and lost 24, the worst record in the Chinese Basketball Association (CBA). What enraged Boss Wang as much as losing was how the team lost. Sometimes his players simply quit. “Basketball is a fight,” he told me later. “You never quit. You never give up.”

The Brave Dragons were based for the summer at the United States Basketball Academy, about forty-five miles outside Eugene, in the ridgelines of the Cascades. It is a beautiful, isolated place, embroidered with fir trees and overlooking the McKenzie River. The academy was a boot camp for international teams looking for a crash course on the metaphysics of the American game, yet one where a foreign owner did not have to worry that his players would be distracted by anything other than basketball. When he arrived, Boss Wang was assigned the John Wooden Cabin. Filled with memorabilia from Wooden’s coaching career at UCLA, the cabin was a tribute to one of America’s most famous college coaches, the academy’s holiest shrine. A special edition of Wooden’s book about life and basketball, Coach Wooden’s Pyramid of Success, rested on the coffee table like a Gideon’s Bible.

Boss Wang had never heard of Wooden. What he knew of American basketball came from what he watched on state television in China, which meant the National Basketball Association. His admiration of the United States was mostly admiration of the NBA, and how NBA players played the game. He had skipped a visit to Los Angeles when he learned he could not attend a game of the hometown Lakers; in New York, he dedicated much of his day to visiting the trophy hall of the New York Knicks at Madison Square Garden. He watched almost every NBA game on China Central Television(CCTV), studying how the players moved up and down the floor, how the best guards glided toward the basket, as if they were running along a conveyor belt embedded in the court. He stared into his television set and saw movement, always movement, and he studied patterns and clues to whatever formula was making that movement possible. Yet when he tried to impart his knowledge to his team in China, barking out instructions and then waiting to see his vision realized, the result inevitably disappointed him. His players never moved the way the Americans did on television. They never seemed to get it right.

Among many of the general managers, players, and reporters who followed the Chinese Basketball Association, Boss Wang was regarded as just short of a madman, a meddler who had fired fifteen (or sixteen coaches?) since buying the team in 2002. He had fired a Korean coach, an Australian coach, and a dozen-plus Chinese coaches. He had been fined repeatedly for his outbursts during games, and although league officials appreciated his dedication to the sport (and the money he was willing to pour into it), they were probably relieved that his team was located far away from the media spotlight, in the city of Taiyuan, the capital of Shanxi Province, at the heart of the nation’s polluted coal belt. The team was an embarrassment on the court, and Boss Wang was an embarrassment off it.

He hardly felt shamed. He had a sharply critical view of most Chinese coaches, considering them too stubborn, too close-minded, to embrace the concepts he saw in the NBA. He blamed them for lacking his passion, his love of the game. If his coaches hadn’t been able to Americanize his players, he would just take the team to America. Yet now he realized that wasn’t enough. In Oregon, he decided his latest Chinese coach was incapable of transplanting the NBA game onto a court in China. “He said no Chinese coach can understand his ideas,” said the team’s general manager.

The new CBA season would begin in four months, and Boss Wang knew that the league was conducting its own experiment this year. Officials were under pressure to produce better players and create a more exciting style of play, more like games in the NBA. Salary restrictions on foreign players and coaches were being lifted, which meant the richest teams could in principle hire the best talent available. Boss Wang decided that merely hiring an American head coach was not enough; he wanted to be the first Chinese owner to hire a former NBA head coach. He wanted a coach with a higher basketball consciousness, someone who understood the game the way he did.

It was 8 a.m. on June 12. A former NBA coach was losing consciousness on an operating table in a Seattle hospital. Bob Weiss was being sedated as the surgeons prepared to remove the cancer discovered in his body. In the waiting room, his wife, Tracy, was quietly terrified. It was a sunny morning in Seattle, and Tracy sat beside a big window filled with light, working on a needlepoint belt, trying to distract herself through the monotony of stitching, loop after loop after loop, until a hospital pager vibrated against her hip. Tracy called the nursing station. Her husband’s operation had started. It was scheduled to last four hours.

Six months earlier a routine physical had determined that Bob Weiss had an elevated PSA count. A biopsy had brought more bad news: He had an aggressive, advanced stage of prostate cancer. Tracy interrogated the doctors and spent days conducting gloomy research on the Internet that had left her consumed with dread. She and Bob had married twenty-two years before, when she was barely out of college and he was coming off a broken marriage. He was an assistant coach for the Dallas Mavericks and seventeen years older. She was a teacher in Plano, a suburb of Dallas. They had shared a full, fun life. But now she suddenly, unexpectedly had to face the possibility her husband might soon die. The doctors hoped they could get all the cancer, but they were not certain what they would find. Tracy stared at the fine sunny Seattle day and returned to her stitching.

As a player in the NBA, Bob Weiss had known only minor health concerns. He had played for more than a decade, during the era of John Havlicek, Wilt Chamberlain, and Oscar Robertson, and was a rugged defender who teamed with Jerry Sloan on some tough Chicago Bulls teams. He was nicknamed “the Ironman” after his streak of 555 consecutive games; when he tore ligaments in the middle finger of his left hand, Weiss filed down the small cast so that he could continue to dribble and shoot. When his playing career ended, Weiss began a coaching career that lasted more than two decades. Bald, with oversized wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, Weiss was anti-glamour in a glamorized, hip-hop league. As a coach, his outfits were so mismatched that Tracy, appalled, began using color-coded sticky notes to coordinate his suits, shirts, and ties for road trips. Pat Riley and Phil Jackson were gurus. Bob Weiss was a regular guy.

It was now 9 a.m. Tracy was still stitching, glancing at the Today show, when her cell phone rang with a call from a friend, John MacLaren, who tried to ease her anxieties. The operation was the surgical equivalent of an arcade game wherein you use a joystick to try to retrieve a stuffed animal with a metal claw: The doctors were tapping buttons on a computer keyboard to manipulate a robotic arm performing the surgery. MacLaren teased that the doctors had probably run out of quarters for the operating machine. Tracy had to laugh.

Another old Seattle friend arrived in the waiting room. Bob and Tracy had lived in Seattle for fourteen years, raising two children in the city, an almost unimaginably long tenure in the vagabond NBA. Bob spent twelve of those years as an assistant coach for the Seattle SuperSonics and had accepted that he would likely retire as an assistant. He had arrived in Seattle after getting fired as head coach of the Los Angeles Clippers, which followed getting fired as head coach of the Atlanta Hawks, which followed getting fired as head coach of the San Antonio Spurs. He had a reputation as a smart tactical coach who was liked by his players, though perhaps liked too much, according to his critics, who considered his relaxed style a shortcoming. He had taken teams to the playoffs, but his head coaching jobs had usually been with second-rate teams. He had a sharp sense of humor, which made him popular with the beat writers stuck covering his teams. “We’re going to be exciting,” Weiss predicted of his 1992 Atlanta Hawks. “Of course, it was exciting when the Titanic went down.” Beneath his wisecracks, though, Weiss always believed that he could have been a winner, given the right opportunity, even as he assumed his chances for another head coaching job were slim. Being an assistant in Seattle had kept him in the game and provided a nice life.

Then, quite unexpectedly, in 2006, the rising young Sonics coach, Nate McMillan, departed after a contract squabble and took the top job with the Portland Trail Blazers. Weiss, the lead assistant, became head coach. It would have made a heartwarming story, except Weiss was fired before midseason. Injuries and a lousy start had doomed him. Howard Schultz, founder of Starbucks, was an impatient owner who would soon sell the Sonics out of Seattle. During a road trip in the Midwest, Schultz ordered his general manager to replace Weiss with an assistant, leaving Weiss to return alone to Seattle, despondent and humiliated. The Seattle media rallied behind him, as did many of the fans, but Weiss spent weeks rarely leaving his house until one evening he and Tracy finally ventured out to visit a neighborhood bar called the Attic. The television was tuned in to the NCAA basketball tournament when the fired Sonics coach walked through the door.

“All these college kids stood up and gave Bob a standing ovation,” Tracy said. He could show his face again.

For any fired coach, a guaranteed contract is better than a standing ovation, and Weiss had eighteen more months of paychecks. He kept busy as a television commentator in the Pacific Northwest while his youngest child, Grace, entered her final year of high school. By the time Grace graduated, his contract had expired. His son, Stuart, was already in college. The economy was falling apart, and tuition bills would be arriving. Weiss wanted to downsize but his house in a Seattle gated community wouldn’t sell. He needed work. Tracy was inside a big, lonely house, fretting about an empty nest. She had always wanted to travel abroad. What about coaching overseas? Italy was beautiful. France might be romantic.

Bob Weiss had spent the first six decades of his life happily confined to the United States of America. The prospect of international travel so thoroughly unnerved him that he had never applied for a passport. He worried about terrorists, and he worried about silly things, like getting lost. When the Sonics played exhibition games in Germany, Weiss, then an assistant, volunteered to stay back and scout college players in Tracy’s hometown of Memphis. Finally, after a friend invited them to France, and Tracy insisted on going, her nervous husband followed. France turned out to be quite nice. Later, when the Sonics traveled to Japan, Weiss went there, too. He began to think anew about the rest of the world. Coaching overseas might be fun, an adventure as well as a paycheck.

Weiss contacted Warren LeGarie, an agent known for placing American coaches and players with foreign teams.

“What about China?” LeGarie asked.

China was the future, LeGarie said. The NBA was getting into China, and getting in fast.

Weiss listened. France and Italy were not China. “That’s not really what we were thinking about when we said ‘abroad,’ ” he replied.

His cancer diagnosis interrupted his plans. Unlike Tracy, though, he did not bother researching prostate cancer or calculating his odds, figuring certain things were out of his control. Weeks before his surgery, China unexpectedly came calling again; Adidas invited him to coach at a basketball camp in Shanghai. What the hell, he figured. He stayed at the Shangri-la Hotel and enjoyed butler service in a room overlooking the Bund, the colonial-era district known as being where the East meets the West. Shanghai was spectacular and racing forward and he liked the Chinese kids in the camp. He returned to Seattle and soon entered the hospital.

It was now noon. Four hours were up. Tracy’s imagination was spiraling downward into the mind’s most fearful places. Why was it taking so long? The nurses never paged her with updates. Had something gone wrong? Finally, the doctor arrived: He thought he got all the cancer, but they would have to wait for more test results to be sure. Tracy shook with nerves and tears.

In early July, the results arrived. Weiss was cancer-free. He recuperated for a few weeks and took his family on a vacation to Oregon in late July. Alive and healthy, he still needed a job when the phone rang. Warren LeGarie was on the line.

Still looking for work?

Yes.

There’s an opening in China. The job is technically as a consultant. The Chinese owner wants a former NBA coach to mentor his Chinese coach and players.

Where?

An industrial city. Taiyuan, or something like that. A bunch of young players, kids almost.

LeGarie lathered it on, talking in terms of legacy, of being the first former NBA head coach in China. “That can never be taken from you,” he said. “Once you are the first at something, it is important.”

The team wanted him in China within a week. Weiss asked how he would communicate. The team would provide an interpreter. Tracy was thrilled and already on her laptop researching a list of places to visit in China.

What the hell, Weiss figured.

He was curious about one more thing: the owner. Weiss had worked for some real characters in the NBA.

The owner is a big basketball fan. He is just crazy about the game, LeGarie said. And he really wants someone from the NBA.

It was August 10, a few minutes before tipoff. Henry Kissinger gazed down at the players around the basket. Warming up on the court was the greatest collection of basketball talent in the world, at least on one side of the court. The United States and China were about to play in the opening round of the basketball competition of the 2008 Beijing Olympics. The Americans, led by Kobe Bryant, LeBron James, and Dwyane Wade, would eventually win the gold medal. The Chinese had Yao Ming, the 7′6″ center for the Houston Rockets, and a collection of players few people outside China had ever heard of. The game was expected to be a blowout, yet more than 100 million people, possibly more than 200 million, were watching on television, one of the largest audiences ever for a sporting event. In the stands, George W. Bush, in the final months of his presidency, sat not far from his father, former president George H. W. Bush. Television announcers were eagerly comparing the game with the Cold War showdowns between the United States and the Soviet Union. Geopolitical hype was good for business; NBC wanted to attract more viewers and the NBA regarded the Olympics as a worldwide demonstration project for its brand.

Yet it was not just hype. There was something else at play: At stake in the game, in the Olympics, was the same thing at stake in the world, the inexorable rise of China. No one expected China to win on this day (it lost, 101–70); the question was how fast it was gaining speed. The next morning, the Chinese sporting press was hardly disappointed; the game was close for a while, an indicator that China soon might compete at a higher level. The same principle was being applied to almost everything, whether military affairs, business, or science, and China had closed the gap in those areas much more quickly than in basketball. The relentlessness of the Chinese machine was a spectacle the rest of the world found both awesome and unnerving to behold.

Kissinger, of course, had been there at the beginning. In 1972, Kissinger escorted President Richard Nixon to Beijing after months of secret diplomacy between two countries that for decades had not formally recognized one another’s existence. Nixon and Mao Zedong reopened the door between America and China in what, at the time, was classic Cold War politics. Yet, more profoundly, it was a bet on the future, a grand experiment: Despite differences in history, language, and political ideology, China and the United States both realized that they should, in their own self-interest as well as the best interests of the world, learn how to cooperate, how to get along. Superficially at least, that had been accomplished, except that the experiment was still in progress, and now that China had become a juggernaut, the experiment was changing in unexpected ways. That Kissinger was now staring down at a basketball game in China like some Cold War gargoyle only accentuated how much had changed since 1972, and how much had not.

Basketball, oddly enough, offered a timeline of the aspirations and anxieties of the relationship. Basketball had been introduced in both countries at almost the same time, as if a scientist had planted a pair of the same genetically engineered seeds in starkly different soils and produced starkly different fruits. When James Naismith invented the game in 1891, his sponsors at the Young Men’s Christian Association immediately embraced it as a proselytizing tool. Within a few years of the game’s creation, YMCA missionaries, carrying basketballs in their luggage, arrived in the port city of Tianjin. China’s ancient imperial order was collapsing, and younger Chinese elites were grappling with an identity crisis, trying to reconcile the impotence of China’s ancient civilization against the military and industrial ascendance of the West. The Y built gymnasiums, organized China’s first national and international sports tournaments, and preached that basketball could help build stronger Chinese bodies and transform China into a proud, modern nation.

Mao’s founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949 shattered the Y’s ambitions and closed the door to the West. Mao introduced an atheistic, socialist state anchored in a disastrous cult of personality. He regarded “colonial” sports as bourgeois affectations but made an exception for basketball, the sport favored by his military. In the United States, meanwhile, basketball was emerging as the urban game, a stage for individuality and creativity, and by the 1960s and 1970s, Oscar Robertson, Bill Russell, Jerry West, and even Bob Weiss were creating a distinctive American brand of basketball that would keep evolving and one day give rise to Michael Jordan and the global game. In closed China, basketball evolved in a vacuum because China existed in a vacuum, and everything, including the game, existed to serve the state. Those who played did so in the name of the Communist Party, or as an escape from the drabness and desperation of daily life. One of them was Boss Wang.

The experiment launched by Nixon and Mao in 1972 began in earnest after Mao died in 1976. His successor, Deng Xiaoping, unleashed reforms that over the next three decades transformed the Chinese economy, while also loosening the state’s once clenched grip on society. Young people could pierce their noses, dye their hair, or join punk rock bands. Or play basketball. By the opening of the Beijing Olympics, basketball had become the most popular sport in China, mostly because of the popularity of the NBA. Chinese youth were no longer partitioned from the outside world. Television programming expanded in China just as Michael Jordan was becoming the first global sports superstar and his sponsor, Nike, was becoming the first multinational corporation to grasp that sports could become a new global religion, and a very profitable one. If the YMCA had brought basketball to China to convert the heathens, the NBA and Nike now offered a different promise—inclusion in a hip new global order. Chinese youth were still grappling with an identity crisis, still trying to figure out how to be modern and Chinese, and Nike responded by saying Just Do It or Be Like Mike.

The problem was that China still wasn’t very good at basketball, or at least not as good as it aspired to be, which, as with everything, meant being the best. Yao Ming’s arrival in the NBA had rightly been treated as a geopolitical event and his success with the Rockets had injected new energy and global attention on the potential of Chinese basketball. Yet beyond Yao, China’s basketball league was failing to develop talent on the court and failing even more off the court at running basketball as a business. The NBA thought it had a solution—itself. It already had a thriving business in China selling television rights and corporate branding partnerships and had recently formed a Chinese subsidiary, valued at more than $2 billion. The league’s commissioner, David Stern, had decided he wanted an NBA league in China. The Olympics were his sampler; the NBA was helping to stage the basketball competition during the Games and had imported NBA cheerleaders, techno dance soundtracks, halftime trampoline teams, and even mascots so that Chinese fans could taste a version of the “NBA Experience.”

Except that much had not changed in China. The Communist Party still dominated the government, outlawed any opposition parties, censored the press, and jailed dissidents. Basketball might seem unrelated to this authoritarian structure, but the Chinese Basketball Association was an expression of the government itself; the league was run by the government’s sports ministry and the league’s general secretary was appointed by the Communist Party. Whether he realized it or not, by declaring he wanted an NBA league in China, Stern was challenging the Communist Party. It would have been an untenable position, except the Chinese league was struggling to remain relevant. The same tensions coursing through Chinese society were coursing through Chinese basketball. Local governments or state-owned companies still controlled many teams, but Chinese entrepreneurs had started buying in and wanted more freedom to market their teams and develop talent as they saw fit. They wanted to disentangle the CBA from the government and operate as a purely commercial entity. As proof of their argument, the private teams were beginning to dominate the league, especially the top team from Guangdong Province, the region along the southern coast that once led China into the reform era.

The exception was the Shanxi Brave Dragons. Among the private teams, the Brave Dragons had only proved that bad management and bad players could transcend any system. This failure grated on Boss Wang, because he considered himself a reformer. He saw the NBA as an opportunity, not a threat, and he wanted to plumb its secrets. When his coaching search turned up Bob Weiss, even though the two men had never met or spoken, Boss Wang didn’t hesitate. He believed Weiss could be the technology transfer he was looking for.

A Westerner living in Beijing and a lifelong basketball fan, I had spent five years observing what was changing in China, and what seemed impossible to change, and I thought that the partnership between Boss Wang and Bob Weiss would provide an object lesson in that distinction. Little did I know that basketball would help me understand China, and China’s relationship with the United States, in ways I never imagined. In between Boss Wang and Coach Weiss would be a team of colorful, sometimes heartbreaking, oddballs from around China, and around the world, playing in a crazy, unpredictable season that carried them into stadiums in every corner of China, a season in which the games were as much about testing different cultures and about how well, or not, they could be blended together.

Weiss was supposed to take those two strains of basketball seeds that had grown so differently and try to commingle them in the same pot. China had become the manufacturing colossus of the world, with factories that made televisions, cell phones, basketballs, and so much more. Making things had made China powerful again. But Boss Wang wanted to manufacture basketball players. And that would prove a very different challenge.


CHAPTER ONE

THE FOREIGN EXPERT

Walking out of baggage claim, pushing an overstuffed luggage cart, groggy and disoriented after the eleven-hour flight from Seattle, Bob Weiss was looking for someone named Joe. He had been anxious before taking off, having never heard of his Chinese carrier, Hainan Airlines, but the flight had been pleasant, the business class service attentive. He read a novel and dozed as the flight traced, in reverse, the migratory path of civilization: along the Alaskan coastline before turning left near the Bering Strait, flying over the chain of islands that anthropologists believe once formed a land bridge on which the first humans to reach North America walked over from Asia. Time itself spun forward at the International Dateline, and the airliner soon raced over Siberia, Mongolia, and Manchurian China before descending into the afternoon haze shrouding the ancient city of Beijing. Time had spun forward in Beijing, too: The opening ceremony of the Olympic Games was on Friday, two days off. Beijing was again the center of the world.

Weiss was looking forward to a few days in Beijing so that he could recover from the flight in a nice hotel, enjoy the Olympics, and get to know Boss Wang before they joined the team in Taiyuan. The two men had not met, and their language divide prevented them from speaking directly on the telephone, a situation that made the hiring odd, when compared to the vetting process in the NBA. Weiss wanted to make a good impression and brought a bottle of Kentucky bourbon as a gift. Weiss knew as much about China as the average American, which is to say not a great deal, so Tracy, the former schoolteacher, bought a load of books about the country, plumbed the Internet, and tutored Bob on what amounted to a survival primer on etiquette. Tracy had determined that Bob would attend many banquets governed by a complicated and symbolic protocol. Bob should not leave his chopsticks planted like fence posts in a bowl of rice because this symbolized death. He would be expected to give and receive many toasts of Chinese alcohol, and toasting adhered to its own protocol. He should hold the rim of his glass just below the glass of the toastee, as a sign of deference and respect. Every person in the room might toast him, and he had to drink with each one. New acquaintances would want to pose for photographs, possibly several, and Bob should oblige as a gesture of friendship. Finally, he had to be ready with gifts, and the gifts had to be wrapped with care (hence the commemorative wooden box that came with the bourbon).

He was supposed to serve as a consultant and tactical adviser to the team, explaining NBA strategies, diagramming offensive sets, and teaching other specialty plays and techniques. Weiss knew that a Chinese coach had overseen the team in Oregon, and he assumed the same coach would be the object of his mentoring. As a consultant, Weiss figured he could exist in a more detached realm, insulated from direct responsibility and the pressurized decisions borne by a coach, the decisions that often made coaching in the NBA so grinding. Weiss was sixty-six. A consultancy sounded fine.

Several days before leaving for Beijing, Weiss had contemplated his wardrobe. He knew the CBA was instituting a dress code for coaches, and had he been one, he would have packed his tailored suits from coaching in the NBA. But he was a consultant, and if a consultant was not expected to sit on the bench, he might not need the suits. Knowing almost nothing about his new team, his new country, or his new owner, Weiss called the person who, along with LeGarie, was most responsible for his job: Bruce O’Neil.

During the 1970s, O’Neil had coached at the University of Hawaii, his alma mater, and led the team to a winning record. But he was pushed out after three seasons when NCAA investigators discovered rules infractions. He returned to his home state of Oregon and started over, founding a production company that made instructional sports videos. A natural salesman, O’Neil traveled to Japan and discovered a big market for baseball training videos; he also sold videos to ESPN. But he missed basketball, so he sold the production company and founded the United States Basketball Academy in Oregon as a training camp for international teams. He returned to Asia to drum up business and made his first visit to China in 1995. He was exhilarated. Kids were playing all over the country. The NBA was seeping into the youth culture, and O’Neil felt like an explorer who had unwittingly stumbled upon basketball’s New World.

He spoke no Chinese but visited China so frequently that he soon ingratiated himself with the Communist Party bureaucrats who ran the Chinese Basketball Association, partly by identifying the dilemma of their existence: They oversaw a socialist-era system that produced poor players and desperately needed reform, yet their jobs, status, and livelihoods were dependent on that system. Any outsider who wanted to improve Chinese basketball, and profit from it, not only had to persuade the CBA bureaucrats to change but also reassure them that change would not render them obsolete. O’Neil took them on golf junkets to Hawaii or Las Vegas, and for several years organized tryout camps where Chinese teams could evaluate and draft Americans interested in playing in the league. In Oregon, he tailored his academy toward Chinese teams and even hired cooks from China. One of his clients was Boss Wang, who had sent over the Shanxi Brave Dragons for the summer. When Boss Wang had stormed into Oregon, looking for a former NBA coach, Bruce O’Neil was enlisted to help. He soon connected the team with Warren LeGarie, who offered up Bob Weiss for the job. Once a deal was struck, O’Neil had told Weiss to expect the unexpected in China. Now that advice was being proven wise.

“You’ll need to bring the suits,” O’Neil told Weiss. “You’re going to be the head coach.”

“I am?” Weiss stammered into the telephone. “What happened?”

Until this moment, knowing practically nothing about the Shanxi Brave Dragons had not bothered Weiss, just as the Shanxi Brave Dragons had not seemed bothered by knowing so little about him. Weiss had wanted a job and a chance for an interesting life experience in a foreign country. He had NBA on his chest, and that was all that mattered to Boss Wang. The Chinese coach Bob Weiss had been expecting to mentor had been fired, O’Neil now explained, so Weiss would have to run the team. The Chinese coach would remain through the transition, and the team would find a young Chinese coach who would spend the season as an assistant and be groomed for the future.

“Fine with me,” Weiss said, pausing for a moment before asking the question that had not preoccupied him so much before. “What can you tell me about the owner?”

Weiss knew only the essential facts about Boss Wang. He was Chinese, very rich, had made his money in steel, and was absolutely bonkers about basketball, especially NBA basketball, which Weiss assumed counted as a point in his favor. But Weiss did not know Wang’s philosophy on basketball, or whether he even had a philosophy; he knew almost nothing about Boss Wang’s temperament; nor did he know how involved, or not, Boss Wang expected to be with the team. Weiss could not even pronounce his new boss’s full name: Wang Xingjiang.

Weiss did know that relationships were essential in professional basketball, and, given that success hinges on personal chemistry, front office executives in the NBA usually wanted a personal relationship with the coach. When Weiss had interviewed with the Atlanta Hawks, his most important meeting came with the team president, Stan Kasten, a New Yorker with a New Yorker’s distrust of anyone who appeared too unblemished.

“Bob, I’ve got a problem,” Kasten had told Weiss. “No matter who I call, everybody tells me you are a great guy. That bothers me. I want to find one person who doesn’t like you.”

Weiss reached into his pocket and pulled out a pen. He scribbled a number on a piece of paper and pushed it across the table.

“What’s this?” Kasten asked.

“That’s my ex-wife’s number. Call her.”

Kasten laughed, and Weiss got the job.

Now Bruce O’Neil paused. He admired Boss Wang’s toughness and his passion for basketball, but he knew his reputation for meddling and had watched him quarrel with the Chinese coach during the team’s training sessions in Oregon.

“He’s a very proud, passionate guy,” O’Neil said. “He overreacts to certain things and oversteps certain boundaries, at least as we would see them. It’s going to be a volatile situation. But you can handle it.”

O’Neil then hesitated, and added, “I hope.” He was laughing, sort of.

The discussion meandered to the subject of firing coaches.

“How many has he fired?” Weiss asked. He had no interest in traveling halfway around the world for the pleasure of getting canned.

The precise number escaped O’Neil but he said it didn’t matter because Weiss existed in a different category. “You don’t have to worry about it,” he said. “You’re coming from the NBA. He can’t fire you.

“This is going to be your basketball adventure,” O’Neil said, “and probably the biggest adventure of your life.”
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Outside baggage claim, hotel bellboys waved placards and looked for incoming guests as knots of illegal taxi drivers hovered nearby and eyed prospective customers among the weary travelers staggering with their luggage into the canned light of Beijing’s Terminal 2. Joe, tall and lanky, a former CBA player for the elite military team, and now the Brave Dragons’ interpreter, could see over the crowd as he searched for Weiss.

His English name was an anglicized version of his given Chinese name, Jie. He joined the team in Oregon, through a connection with Bruce O’Neil, and accepted a full-time position after Boss Wang decided to hire an American coach. Joe had accompanied the general manager, Zhang Beihai, on the expedition that led the team to Weiss. On O’Neil’s advice, they traveled to the NBA Summer League in Las Vegas, an annual meat market for players, coaches, and agents. When they met LeGarie, they made clear that money did not pose an obstacle. LeGarie mentioned Weiss, and though neither Joe nor the general manager had heard of him, Weiss was NBA, and NBA was what Boss Wang wanted. Everyone agreed on a two-page contract. Weiss would earn $250,000 for eight months’ work.

Now, though, Joe waited nervously. He liked smoothness in life, and he had quickly learned not to expect it with the Brave Dragons. An interpreter is supposedly nothing more than a vessel; the message is the cargo, and the interpreter neither made it, nor is responsible for its contents. But the job of basketball interpreter in China is personal in ways that sometimes pained Joe. He often had to deliver unpleasant news, and today would be no exception. Moreover, he could assume Bob Weiss understood little about the team, or about the difficulties his new job would present, so inevitably there were going to be shocks and surprises. That meant Joe would be providing services beyond mere interpretation. He would be helping Weiss survive.

The passengers from the Seattle flight trickled into the terminal. Joe had never met Weiss but recognized him from a photograph: With his bald pate and eyeglasses, Weiss might have been a visiting businessman, except that he walked like an athlete, all hips and wide shoulders; he swaggered slowly, side to side, like a retired rodeo cowboy, if one or two sizes too tall. Joe approached him, smiling and blushing, as he often did when he spoke English, as if he were embarrassed. He offered a handshake. Weiss looked relieved: He had found the only person he knew in China. He was now ready for a few days in Beijing.

“Change of plans,” Joe announced.

The owner had left Beijing. The original plan of keeping the fired Chinese coach around for a few weeks to ease Weiss’s transition had been discarded. Boss Wang had sent off the Chinese coach, there was no one to manage practice, and practice was in the morning. Joe had already bought tickets on that evening’s flight to Taiyuan. There would be no time to attend the Olympics, nor any transition period.

Weiss sighed. He knew that he was not joining an ordinary team with an ordinary owner, so he had mentally prepared himself for the not-so-ordinary, or so he thought. But he had not counted on this. He had assumed the former coach would stick around long enough to offer a briefing on the players and the rest of the league.

“No problem,” Weiss said, as he pivoted his cart and followed Joe to the check-in counter. He surrendered his luggage and stood in line to pass through security, still digesting how completely one eleven-hour flight had realigned his life. In the Seattle airport, he had kissed Tracy goodbye and hugged Stuart. After four decades as an NBA nomad, traveling through airports across the United States, he was conditioned to life on the road, to separations from friends and family. But now he was truly apart. He had known Joe for ten minutes, and was now following him around the airport like a nervous child worried about losing his father.

“Excuse me. We need to check your bag,” said a security guard, speaking in broken English, pointing to the overstuffed gym bag Weiss had placed on the conveyer belt of the X‑ray machine. The guard wanted to examine its contents, especially given the heightened security alert for potential Olympic terrorism. The bag was placed on a metal table, and Weiss was asked to pull open the zipper.

The gym bag represented the survivalist instincts of Tracy Weiss. She had not known what would be available in Taiyuan in the way of pharmacological products, so she had planned as if nothing would be. She had stuffed her husband’s carry-on bag with aspirin, tampons for her later arrival, and a few dozen other assorted bottles and tubes. Weiss was a mule smuggling the contents of a Rite Aid.

“What’s this?”

Five hundred berry-flavored chewable Tums for an upset stomach, Weiss replied.

“What’s this?”

Imodium multiple symptom pills for diarrhea.

“This?”

Bug spray.

“This?”

Prescription toothpaste and dental masks, specially designed to protect teeth against pollution. Tracy was preparing for nuclear winter.

Things kept coming out of the bag: Bayer aspirin, Neosporin, moisturizer cream, Tylenol, liquid gel Advil. The guard pulled out two very large bottles filled with a thick gloppy fluid. “What’s this?” he asked.

“Shampoo,” answered the bald Weiss, “for washing your hair.”

Another guard grabbed a smaller bottle and carried it off to a supervisor. A pink liquid was poured from the bottle and a sample of it was run through a testing machine; no one could define its content. Twenty minutes had passed. The flight to Taiyuan would be leaving soon. Finally, the bottle was handed to Weiss.

“Drink it,” he was told.

Uncertain as to whether the importation of Pepto-Bismol constituted a punishable offense in China, Weiss swallowed a sip and licked his pink lips.

He and his pharmacy were checked through to Taiyuan.

As Weiss was contemplating his first practice, he knew the Brave Dragons were not as good as mediocre American players—in Oregon, they had gotten their asses kicked by semipro clubs. What he didn’t know was that the Chinese players were not surprised by these ass-kickings because they had been taught to regard themselves as defective. Various explanations were given for their shortcomings: Chinese considered themselves genetically less capable of excelling at sports that require a combination of power and speed; China’s period of isolation meant that Chinese players were now trying to catch up with advances in the game made in the West, especially in the United States; funding a national basketball system, one organized to encourage everyone to play, and thus broaden the talent pool, was too costly and, oddly, inconsistent with the overriding goal of the Chinese sports system, which was not to promote public participation but to win Olympic gold medals.

Humanity is such an abundant raw material in China that making use of it all is considered impractical. The Chinese sports system identifies basketball talent through a process that pairs social engineering with cost-benefit analysis. The system acts as a sieve through which almost every child in the country is poured so that a selected minority can be identified as best suited for sports. The winnowing tool is the X‑ray machine. In elementary school, children undergo medical tests that include a scan of their skeletal structure, with special attention paid to their wrist bones. Doctors examine the distance between the developing bones, and that distance provides a projection for future physical growth. Kids deemed likeliest to grow the tallest are encouraged to attend government sports schools, where coaches will steer them toward certain sports, like basketball. Other kids, the ones showing narrower spaces in the bone structure of their wrists, continue attending schools focused on academics, many of which offer no team sports whatsoever.

    Most of the Chinese players on the team had been caught in the sieve as teenagers. Sun Chunlei, a lumbering power forward, had been born in the port city of Yantai, in Shandong Province, across the Yellow Sea from North Korea. Shandong is traditionally an incubator of Chinese military leaders and tall basketball players, the latter sometimes described as Shandong Da Han, or Big Guys from Shandong. Mu Tiezhu, at almost 7′6″, was a Shandong native discovered by basketball officials while working as a military border guard. Mu had never played basketball but would become a stalwart on China’s national team during the 1970s and 1980s. When the Chinese team visited the United States in the late 1970s on a goodwill tour, Mu scored 11 points in an exhibition victory against the collegiate Georgetown Hoyas and later led the Chinese to a win over the NBA’s Washington Bullets.

    Sun Chunlei, or Big Sun, as he was called, was a large child born of large parents, and the bone tests sealed his fate. He was only nine, but the distance between his wrist bones suggested he would reach 6′6″. (He actually grew to 6′8″.) By the time he was eleven, he had transferred to a sports school. When a coach handed him a basketball, he did not know what to do with it. He had never played the game and had no interest in playing, and now his preadolescence was organized to prepare him to become a basketball player. The coaches woke him every morning at 5:30 for wind sprints. He was in sixth grade and he ran three miles every morning before sunrise. He hated the game chosen for him. “When I first got there,” he remembered, “I couldn’t take it.”

    Pan Jiang, the starting point guard, grew up in the industrial city of Jinzhou in Liaoning Province, in the country’s northeastern rust belt, which, like Shandong, was part of China’s basketball heartland. Pan loved the game, playing year-round, even when the winter temperatures fell near zero. His parents, factory workers, placed him in a sports school when he was ten. He spent nearly eight years there. The bone tests predicted he would reach 6′6″, but he stopped growing at 6′2″, which meant he would play point guard. The point guard is the general of the team, directing his teammates around the court, often placing their interests above his own. The position fit his temperament. He was a pleaser.

“I can get everybody involved and make some good passes,” he said. “It fits my personality and my character.”

More than anything, though, the job of a Chinese point guard is to please the coach. Pan had joined the Shanxi Brave Dragons six years earlier and, while trying to run the offense of whichever coach happened to be running the team, had spent most of those years as Boss Wang’s whipping boy. Pan had a nice outside shot and a selfless attitude, but his chief failing was that he was not Steve Nash of the Phoenix Suns. Nash was a transcendent player who, if he was not scoring himself, intuitively distributed the ball to the right person at the right moment. Whenever Boss Wang watched a CCTV broadcast of one of Nash’s games, Pan stood a good chance of later hearing exactly what Nash was and what Pan Jiang was not.

But if Steve Nash was encouraged to express himself within an offense, to experiment and dabble, Pan Jiang was required to follow orders, and strictly so. “Basically, I just did whatever they told me to do,” he said. “When they told us to do a drill, we did that drill. When they told us to do something in the game, we do that. In China, we are trained to do whatever the coaches tell us.”

Pan and Big Sun were the longest tenured players on the team, which meant they were the longest suffering. They had never experienced a winning season and they had watched the team collapse during the previous season, regularly losing games by 30 points or more. They had played for at least fifteen head coaches. They could not name them all. One coach had lasted only one game. Now another one was coming, though everyone knew this would be different, because the new guy was from the NBA. He was supposed to arrive for practice in the morning. The Chinese players were surly from their trip to America, but also intrigued, since no one knew quite what to expect. The NBA was evidence, offered live on television, of what they were not.

They were defective, a judgment they accepted. The question was how much they could be improved.
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In the 1950s, having declared his vision of reinventing China as a Communist utopia, Mao Zedong endorsed a policy known as ba fangwu dasao ganjing zai qing ke, or Cleaning the House Before Inviting the Guests. He established a Foreign Nationals Management Bureau to identify and register the 175,000 foreigners living in China and then began squeezing them out through official harassment, onerous taxation policies, and political persecution. Within a few years, only a tiny number of foreigners remained. Merely speaking to a foreigner became a political act; a Chinese person conversing with a foreigner would be required to report exactly what was said.

This was cleaning the house. For a century, foreigners had humiliated China, by flooding the country with opium, demanding favorable trade policies through gunboat diplomacy, and seizing Chinese territory. Mao believed that removing foreigners from Chinese soil was the only way to scrub away the stain their presence had created. Yet even Mao realized that China needed some guests. China was a ruined, destitute nation that had missed the Industrial Revolution. Among other things, Mao needed engineers to oversee dam construction projects and military experts to modernize the Red Army. He invited the Soviet Union and other Communist nations to send advisers, and created a Foreign Experts Bureau to oversee their housing, remuneration, and political status. The Soviets were the big brother of the Communist movement and they enjoyed high status in China. They were given access to private cars and drivers, treated to annual vacations, and allowed to shop at Friendship Stores offering goods not available to ordinary Chinese. While Chinese lived in shoddy, drab apartment blocks, the Soviets lived in private apartment complexes built with Western conveniences.

But while the Foreign Experts Bureau was expected to accommodate outside advisers, it was also expected to control them. When the Sino-Soviet split in 1960 created a schism in the global Communist movement, many Soviet advisers returned to Russia, but others, sympathetic to China, remained. Deng Xiaoping, then the party’s general secretary under Mao, cautioned that those who remained had to be trained in Mao Zedong Thought and instructed to focus on their work, not on Chinese politics. He called the policy ji gan ran hong, or Squeeze Them Dry and Paint Them Red! The terms of the relationship were clear: Foreigners were to be exploited for their expertise but not allowed to influence or interfere with Chinese affairs. When Mao died in 1976, Deng eventually emerged as his successor and began undoing the disastrous planned economy. Deng recognized that the capitalist West had raced ahead and, to catch up, he reopened China to Western expertise. His economic policies were known as gaige kaifang, or Reform and Opening.

Now the foreign experts arriving in China were no longer bound by shared ideology. Deng had declared that “to get rich is glorious,” and China represented the greatest potential business market in the world. The Foreign Experts Bureau remained intact but could no longer manage the growing numbers of foreigners pouring into the country. Foreign investors, many from Hong Kong and Taiwan, built factories in the special economic zones Deng established in Shenzhen and other coastal cities. Multinational corporations arrived, slowly at first, but their executives were intoxicated by the same alluring potential of the huge China market that had brought European traders more than a century earlier. Yet even if China was opening itself up, the same Chinese suspicions of foreign intentions remained; foreigners still had to be controlled. During the 1980s, foreign companies entering the China market were required to form joint ventures with Chinese partners, arrangements that usually proved culturally and economically unsustainable. Foreigners relayed horror stories about Chinese partners opening secret factories to produce counterfeit versions of the same product being manufactured by the joint ventures. Chinese complained that too many foreigners were only after fast riches.

By the 1990s, China had relaxed the requirement on joint ventures, and Western business poured in, as did thousands of people who saw China as a new frontier in business, culture, and, eventually, sports. The distrust was hardly scrubbed away, but China became, again, the place where foreigners dreamed of solving the puzzle of how to succeed in the world’s most populous nation, whether in business or anything else. Those who succeeded in China would be at the cutting edge of the global economy.

That, more or less, is what Warren LeGarie preached to Bob Weiss. LeGarie had spent two decades placing American players and coaches overseas, most famously George Karl, the talented NBA head coach who spent two seasons coaching Real Madrid in Spain before returning to the NBA. For years, LeGarie had steered clients away from China; he considered the league too unprofessional and too full of teams that reneged on contracts or failed to pay players. But now China had become the most coveted basketball market in the world. China meant that Bob Weiss was no longer on the NBA discard rack but standing at the front edge of the future of basketball.

The flight from Beijing to Taiyuan took less than an hour. Weiss and Joe talked about the Chinese players on the team and the upcoming season, but mostly they got acquainted. Later, when Weiss recounted the flight, what resonated most with him was how Joe had seemed to frame the season as a matter of survival, a matter of making it all the way through. Joe promised that he and the general manager were committed to Weiss, would stand by his side, as if another group of people were not.

“No matter what happens,” Joe said, “we are going to help you.”

Inside the airport, a young smiling man awaited. His face was so unlined and boyish that he might have been only a few years out of college. He was the general manager, Zhang Beihai, not yet thirty years old. He did not speak a word of English, but he kept smiling as he handed Weiss a large arrangement of flowers.

“Welcome to Taiyuan,” he said in Chinese, and they walked outside into the hot evening air for the ride to Weiss’s hotel.

They soon arrived at one of the tallest skyscrapers in downtown Taiyuan, a glass building, unremarkable except that the glass was tinted the color of a ripe banana. It was too dark and Weiss was too exhausted to notice the color but what seemed familiar was the Howard Johnson sign shining atop the building, an emblem of unpretentious Middle America gleaming in the central China night. Weiss took comfort in the sign. So much was already unfamiliar: He had moved to a city whose name he could barely pronounce to coach a team he knew nothing about, other than that it was very, very bad. He had not understood anything anyone said to him all day, except for Joe, and Joe was now leaving for the night.

Weiss rode the elevator to his room, and opened the door and walked in. The overstuffed furniture was old and stained and crowded together in the small room. He smelled the acrid odor of stale cigarettes. There was a combined bedroom and living room, and the tiny bathroom appeared to be missing essential parts. There was a small sink and toilet, but the shower nozzle poked out of a wall next to the toilet. There was no tub or shower stall; the entire bathroom was the shower stall. When Weiss flipped on the water and stepped under the nozzle, most of the water sprayed upward, where it performed a bank shot off the ceiling before splattering down onto Weiss, the toilet, the sink, and the rest of the bathroom. His shower had flooded the bathroom.

Weiss flicked on the television. He had been promised international cable service, but every channel was Chinese, except for one with news updates from Canada. He opened his Apple laptop, but the room lacked the promised Internet connection, so he collapsed on the bed, disconnected from the world he had known, and fell asleep. When he awoke in the morning and stepped outside, he learned two things: He was living in a yellow skyscraper. And the Howard Johnson was not actually a Howard Johnson. The familiar Howard Johnson sign sat atop the yellow building, but a less conspicuous English sign above the door identified the hotel as the Howell & Johnson.

Bob Weiss had spent his first night in China at a knockoff HoJo.


CHAPTER TWO

THE PURGE

Taiyuan is the boiler room of China. The furnace. Dust and soot are blown through it, whether it is billowing dust from coal mines in the surrounding mountains, or the blinking dust of the cement factories, or the dust and dirt that blow off the dry brown fields and settle over the city like a fine ash. For a time, Taiyuan ranked as the most polluted city in the world, and residents could oftentimes judge the condition of the day by the condition of their clothes. A short walk on a downtown street could stain a shirt collar. On the worst days, coal dust floated in the air like black pollen. When in 1987 provincial leaders became interested in the business of processing French fries, a local delegation traveled to Idaho and Tennessee on a fact-finding mission to study potatoes. Beyond the potatoes, two things were memorable about their trip: First, the American no-smoking rules; one man in the group would wake himself after midnight for a cigarette to compensate for lost opportunities during the day. Second, the air. It was so clean that no one had to polish his shoes during the entire ten-day trip. This was a revelation, because shoe polishing was a daily necessity back home.

On his first morning in Taiyuan, and the many mornings that followed, Bob Weiss did not immediately realize he was in an improved city. Taiyuan had surrendered its pollution title to a sister city, Linfen, a grim, industrial scar located a few hours down the highway. Taiyuan was still polluted, just less so than Linfen. In winter, when the big municipal furnaces heated the city by burning piles of coal, and the factories belched smoke into the sky, a permanent grayness still settled over Taiyuan, as if it were the city’s natural state to be drained of color.

Taiyuan was the economic and political heart of Shanxi Province and once enjoyed broad political influence and social cachet in China. I once struck up a conversation with a man in the Beijing airport as we waited for a flight to Taiyuan, his home. He proudly repeated a local saying: If you want to know 1,000 years of Chinese history, go to Beijing. If you want to know 2,000 years of Chinese history, go to Xi’an. (Xi’an, currently the home of China’s Terra-Cotta Warriors, was the capital of the ancient Qin Dynasty.) But if you want to know 3,000 years of Chinese history, go to Taiyuan. Shanxi Province was once a cultural and economic center that had given rise to China’s banking system and its first great merchant class, men who ferried their goods to the Great Wall and dared trade with the barbarians from Mongolia.

It was also true that 3,000 years of history had wrung Shanxi dry. The country’s merchants now lived on the coast, or in Beijing, and as players in the Chinese export machine they traded globally. Shanxi was landlocked and deracinated; drought had shriveled wheat fields into lunar landscapes. What money was generated in Shanxi came from digging holes into one of the richest veins of coal in the world, and as more factories and apartment towers rose along the coast, more holes were dug in Shanxi to extract the coal that fired the Chinese machine.

It was a primitive human enterprise, and it made multimillionaires out of semiliterate coal bosses. So much money had come out of the ground, and had concentrated itself so inequitably, that Shanxi distilled the country’s sharpest contrasts: It was where miners earning maybe $5 a day died by the thousands inside unsafe mines, and it was where so many overnight millionaires had been created that Louis Vuitton and Cartier were anchor tenants in the newest shopping mall in downtown Taiyuan. To people elsewhere in China, Taiyuan had come to symbolize the crudest, if essential, denominator of the country’s economic miracle. Chinese reporters in other cities were flabbergasted that Weiss was associated with Taiyuan, as if he were a fancy piece of new technology that had been shipped to the wrong place.

His early days were disorienting. The tumult of the city was overwhelming. Traffic was a swirling sea of cars, trucks, and people, everyone pressing forward in persistent tides, honking and lurching between lanes, bicyclists pedaling in narrow streams along both sides of the pockmarked roads. Men hauled bricks or plastic bottles or garbage on three-wheeled carts. Merely crossing the street required planning. Pedestrians would slowly push into the road, edging farther and farther outward, strangers temporarily united in a chain until they had created a human blockade that for a few moments paralyzed the crush of cars and allowed everyone to rush across. Weiss began drafting behind old women as they ventured into the fray. They seemed to have the survivor’s instinct.

Slowly, he established lines of communication to his known world. He acquired Internet service and began sending his family emails and photographs of Taiyuan. His favorite was an open manhole on a busy sidewalk that had been left unmarked, day and night, for weeks. The team provided him a cell phone with limited paid minutes, and the phone chirped when time was about to elapse. “He would call and say, ‘I’ve gotta go! I’m running out of minutes. You cannot come over here!’ ” Tracy recalled. Then the phone would go dead.

His contract had included a vaguely defined Personal Amenities section that provided not only for a luxury apartment but a driver on call twenty-four hours a day. In the NBA, a contract for a head coach is a meticulously lawyered document intended to protect a coach from the day he is hired to the inevitable day he is fired, and beyond. Specifics such as travel arrangements are carefully parsed, down to the levels of luxury a coach receives on road trips. Weiss had once stayed in a suite so fantastically grand that he summoned his assistant coaches so that they might chuckle over the piano, the bottles of wine, and tables of fruit and flowers. His Chinese contract left the definition of luxury to cultural interpretation.

His driver was a middle-aged man, Mr. Zhou, who collected him every morning in a dusty gray van. Mr. Zhou spoke no English, and Weiss spoke no Chinese, so they exchanged morning grunts as Mr. Zhou steered into the churn of traffic. He weaved between lanes, bleating his horn, dodging cars and people, seemingly determined to drive more recklessly than the competition. Weiss was alarmed and fascinated; either there were no rules, or the rules didn’t present any meaningful deterrent. People drove as if there were no other cars on the road.

On his first morning in Taiyuan, Weiss staggered out of the van and joined the players at the team’s training camp on the outskirts of the city. The practice gym was inside a converted factory on the fringe of an industrial park, not far from Taiyuan’s new airport at the southernmost edge of the city. It was about ten miles from downtown; Boss Wang had chosen the location because it was cheap and away from the temptations of the city. Most taxis did not go out there, and if the Chinese players wanted to leave, they had to arrange for illegal taxis, known as black cabs, to pick them up. The Chinese players slept inside a three-story concrete dormitory painted burnt orange. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner were taken in a canteen on
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