
5,000 and 10,000 unique visitors on an aver-
age day—a fact reflected in its astonishing
20 percent “conversion rate” at amazon.com
(i.e., 20 percent of those who click through
from Head Butler buy the recommended
book, CD, or movie from Amazon; such
rates generally hover around 3 percent).

Kornbluth’s stock as a cultural guru
rests largely on the stellar track record of
Head Butler’s recommendations, at least
in the estimate of its visitors. But he also
draws on years of experience in the cul-
tural and literary circles of New York
City, where he lives. A former contribut-
ing editor to Vanity Fair, New York, and
Architectural Digest, he has written articles
for the New Yorker and New York Times,
screenplays for Robert DeNiro, Paul
Newman, ABC, and PBS, and books on
Michael Milken, Andy Warhol, and
Michael Jordan. In 1996 he cofounded
bookreporter.com, which has spun o≠ six
websites that today make up the Web’s
largest noncommercial book network.
From 1997 until 2002, he was editorial
director of AOL.

After he left AOL, “I thought of all the
things I could do on the Web,” Kornbluth
says, “and knew that [Head Butler was]
the one I’d want to do every day. It wasn’t
going to be done by a sta≠. Since it was a
one-man show, I needed to know that the
one man wanted to show up. Now I have
this great life: stu≠ just pours in on me and
I choose the best of the best. Take someone
like Leonard Cohen—I’ve listened to him
for 40 years. I’ve done all the work for you.
You’re getting a curator, but curators aren’t
usually this passionate.”

“Everything on Head Butler tends to be
emotional,” he explains. “It’s a big love
story, it’s a major tragedy, it’s a whisper,
it’s Wagner. I’m not interested in the
vanilla emotions, in the middle ground.
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What Terrorists Want: Understanding
the Enemy, Containing the Threat, by
Louise Richardson, Ph.D. ’89, executive
dean of the Radcliffe Institute (Random
House, $25.95). “We should never have
declared a global war on terrorism, know-
ing that such a war can never be won,”
writes Richardson. “[W]e should pursue
the more modest and attainable goal of
containing terrorist recruitment and con-
straining resort to the tactic of terrorism.”

Blithe Tomato, by Mike Madison ’68, Ph.D.
’75 (Heyday Books, $15, paper). Madison
runs a small truck farm in California’s
Sacramento Valley. In a recent (bad) year, he
“worked 362 days out of 365, dawn to
dark, for a net farm income of $19,730.”
He suggests why a willing person might do
that in these well-grown and tasty essays,
ranging in topic from gophers to beautiful
women, from the perfect tomato to farm-
ers’ market society.

Hooked: Pirates, Poaching, and the Per-
fect Fish, by G. Bruce Knecht, M.B.A. ’86
(Rodale, $24.95). An enlightening, grip-
ping, nonfiction thriller about illegal fish-
ing, featuring a 4,000-mile chase halfway
around Antarctica, and an ac-
count of the rise to celebrity
of the Patagonian toothfish,
a.k.a. Chilean sea bass.

When the Astors Owned New
York: Blue Bloods and Grand
Hotels in a Gilded Age, by
Justin Kaplan ’45, G ’47 (Viking,
$24.95). In four generations,
the Astors evolved from immi-
grant rabbit skinners to the
most privileged of nobs. A five-
star account of squabbling-
cousin hoteliers and the plea-
sure domes they built.

The Lost Men: The Harrowing
Saga of Shackleton’s Ross Sea
Party, by Kelly Tyler-Lewis, A.L.B. ’89
(Viking, $25.95). When Sir Ernest Shack-
leton set out on his abortive expedition

to trek across Antarctica, he
sent a ship, the Aurora, to the
opposite side of the continent.
The crew’s job was to set up
food and fuel depots in a life-
line 1,300 miles long. The Au-

rora tore free of her moorings in a gale
and disappeared, leaving 10 men stranded
on Ross Island.

Scatter My Ashes over Havana, by Olga
Karman, Ph.D. ’76 (Pureplay Press,
$17.95, paper). Now a professor and
poet, Karman writes of a Cuban exile’s
life in the United States. She was at Har-
vard during the student rebellion of
1969, when Castro and Guevara were
local idols. “You naïve Americans,” she
thought,“don’t you realize a whole coun-
try can go under? Mine did.”

Whale, by Joe Roman ’85, Ph.D. ’03 (Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, $19.95, paper).
From Saint Brendan and his monks, who
lighted a fire on a sleeping whale in the
belief that it was an island, to today’s kujira
eaters in Japanese sushi bars, whales have
figured large in human history, the arts,
science, and commerce. Roman provides a
nontechnical, engagingly illustrated om-
nium-gatherum of cetacean information.
Did you know that a blue whale’s tongue
can weigh more than an African elephant?
Or that Brendan’s whale, Jasconius, be-
came friendly?

O f f t h e  S h e l f
Recent books with Harvard connections

A German road show of a century ago
featured a fin whale that had been
harpooned off Norway and chemically
treated for exhibition. FR
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