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INTRODUCTION


In 1994, Virgin Group CEO Richard Branson had good reason to pop the cork on the bubbly: He had sold Virgin Music to EMI Group for a billion dollars. And just as sweet, he had won a nasty legal battle against British Airways. Now, Virgin Atlantic—the airline he had founded in 1984 with a single, leased Boeing 747—was poised to expand its service throughout the world. But while his friends and colleagues were celebrating, Branson was already looking ahead. Airline travel was only the beginning, he mused. Space travel couldn’t be far behind. He was so certain of this that he had registered a trademark for Virgin Galactic Airways.


“You must be joking!” Branson recalls people telling him. “Okay,” Branson replied with a grin, “then Virgin Intergalactic Airways!”1 His friends just shook their heads.


But they should have known better by then. For the last 30 years, Branson has had an uncanny ability to see where the world is heading—or, more accurately, the uncanny ability to shape where the world is heading. His bold moves have taken Virgin from record sales to recording stars; from Virgin Atlantic Airlines to Virgin Trains; from Virgin health clubs to Virgin Insurance and, most recently, to Virgin Hotels, a new chain of luxury digs.


And now—wouldn’t you know it—Virgin is going into space. The Virgin craft, a six-passenger spaceship named SpaceShipTwo, is being readied for its launch in 2012 from Virgin’s own spaceport in New Mexico. The price of a ticket: $200,000. For that, you get to ride 60 miles into the edge of space; unbuckle your seat belt and float around; and, on the descent, take a gander through SpaceShipTwo’s oversized porthole windows at the glories of Mother Earth below. In its first year of operation, says Branson, Virgin Galactic will put more people into space than have been there since the beginning of space travel in 1961 (that’s slightly more than 500). In fact, there’s a waiting list already.2


By anyone’s definition, Branson is a visionary. He sees what is up ahead and acts accordingly. And he’s not alone. Right now, someone somewhere is peering into the future. Perhaps they’re in their proverbial garage workshop. Or in a corporate cubicle. Or on a retail floor. But wherever they are, they are seeing something that the rest of us are missing. Maybe it’s a trend, or a technology, or a business model. Whatever it is, they are making their plans, searching for money, trying to convert skeptics into believers.


As a reporter and foreign correspondent for the Wall Street Journal, as Miami bureau chief for Newsweek, and as a writer for Fortune magazine, I’ve had for the last twenty-five years the opportunity to rub shoulders with some of the nation’s most visionary business entrepreneurs. What’s it like hanging around with a Richard Branson or a Steve Jobs? The word I might use is awesome—not in the colloquial sense but in the sense that at some point you find yourself peering over at them and wondering (with a certain amount of awe) how in the world they’ve accomplished what they have. Sure they’re human, but the arc of their success—and particularly the vision that has put them so far ahead of everyone else—is sometimes hard to comprehend.


How, for instance, did Steve Jobs turn his exile from Apple in 1985 into a triumphant return 13 years later, one that gave the world iMacs, iPhones, and iPads? How has Richard Branson jumped from record seller to record maker to airline owner to insurance man and on and on … making the building of a billion-dollar empire look easy? What mix of luck, talent, and vision gave Berry Gordy Jr. the stuff to build Motown, or—on the West Coast—Andy Grove to build Intel? How, in other words, did they get ten steps ahead of the rest of us? Where does this gift called vision come from?


Those questions have been asked many times over the years. But a new source of answers has only recently arisen. Frankly, I wasn’t aware of it myself. But while working with Dan Ariely on Predictably Irrational, I was introduced to the works of Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, and the new world of cognitive psychology. Following that, a book with brain scientist and Internet entrepreneur Jeff Stibel (Wired for Thought: How the Brain Is Shaping the Future of the Internet) introduced me to Eric Kandel, Antonio Damasio, Reed Montague, and other pioneers in brain science. Since collaborating on those books, I’ve come to realize that a scientific revolution is under way, one that includes new discoveries by an array of neuroscientists, physicists, biologists, psychologists, psychiatrists, and even philosphers. It’s all about the brain; in the last 20 years we have learned more about the biology of the brain and how it shapes our behavior than has been known since the beginning of history.


In particular, scientists are discovering that the brain is a visionary device—that its primary function is to create pictures in our minds that can be used as blueprints for things that do not yet exist. They are also learning that our brains can work subconsciously to solve problems that we cannot crack through conscious reasoning, and that the brain is a relentless pattern seeker, constantly reinventing the world.


We now see how certain neurotransmitters, like dopamine, can drive us to pursue our dreams and how others, like serotonin, can nourish our emotional skills so that others will take up our cause. We are realizing that the brain is always learning and changing; that very little is fixed or predetermined; that the brain is capable of providing us with more insight into ourselves and the world than we’ve ever realized before.


We now have a new understanding of what makes a visionary, and a new lens with which to examine the visionary’s life. In the ensuing chapters, then, I will wield that lens to show you how visionaries awaken to ideas, and how they use their powers of visualization to move objects and ideas around in their mind’s eye until they stumble on a perspective that cracks the opportunity wide open.


We will see the importance of intuition to visionaries—and how they must use it carefully. We will learn how courage is the element that separates visionaries from mere dreamers, how visionaries are willing to get out and fight for their dreams. And we will see how emotional intelligence is part of the visionary makeup, how visionaries must have the chemistry and charisma to attract supporters for their dreams, building allies and networks so that the dreams will thrive. And then there is luck. None of the visionaries in this book could have succeeded without luck—in finding the right idea, in finding the right people. So where does their luck come from?


I haven’t written about political, religious, or artistic visionaries in this book. I’ve focused on business visionaries, entrepreneurs who conceive a product or business and then see it through over years, even decades, to success. I’ve had the opportunity to meet or at least talk with all the visionaries mentioned in the book (with the notable exception of Walt Disney). These are people whose power and presence I have felt firsthand.


It’s an unusual undertaking, connecting the mystery of the visionary to the new developments in brain science. But the most interesting insights often arise from an intersection of ideas, and I hope it is true in this case too. In the pages ahead you will find some surprises, I believe, and some illuminating insights as well.




CHAPTER ONE


The Elements of Vision


I clearly remember the morning when Steve Jobs and I met at the garage in Los Altos, California, where he started Apple Computer. I arrived at the modest ranch-style house a bit early and rang the doorbell. His mother answered and graciously showed me around while we waited for Steve.


There were quite a few pictures on the walls of Jobs in his earlier days. Lots of flowers in the hair, flowing white robes, bare feet, and incense. I had the feeling that he would have been flummoxed and a bit embarrassed had he known his mother was encouraging me to peer into his past. After all, he was no longer Steve of the flowing white robes, but Steve of the black turtleneck and worn blue jeans.


I went back outside. Jobs arrived in his black Mercedes a few minutes later, and sat in the car for several minutes speaking animatedly over his car phone. I could hear the words “Pixar” through the partly opened window, which made no impression on me. That stunning success was still ahead.


When he emerged, we chatted briefly. He went into the house to greet his mother. Then he came out, and we lifted the garage door. The place was mostly empty, but what struck me first was the calendar on the wall. It depicted all the U.S. presidents, from George Washington onward. The “current” president, according to the yellowed calendar (circa 1977), was none other than Jimmy Carter.


As Jobs looked around, I could see the transformation in his face. “This is where I sat,” he said, pointing to one corner of the garage. His eyes grew slightly wider. “And Woz’s place was over here,” he said, pointing to the spot where his partner Steve Wozniak had worked. Jobs stood there looking at nothing, yet I could feel the garage returning to what it was in 1976, with young Jobs and Wozniak, and a few friends, assembling Apple computers and packing them into boxes. “That was the entire shipping department,” he said with a laugh, focusing his eyes on the slab of concrete at the front of the garage. “The table was right there.”1


We turned from the inside of the garage and looked out over the neighborhood. Jobs told me how he used to bicycle around the streets with his friends. The garage doors in the neighborhood were always open, particularly on Saturdays, he said, and the kids would stop by to watch what the neighborhood fathers—most of them engineers in the nearby electronics industry—were building in their spare time. Considering the technology revolution that had transpired within a few miles of the Jobs home—with the invention of the vacuum tube, the electronic oscillator, the semiconductor, and much more over the years—there was a lot of stuff in the garages for Jobs and his friends to ogle. That proximity to the world of electronics—combined with a HeathKit electronics kit that a neighbor gave him—had set Jobs on his way.


Sweeping his gaze over his old neighborhood, Jobs fell silent. One could imagine the images of that earlier time playing through his mind. “Hey, there used to be a tree over there,” he said abruptly. He stared at a neighbor’s house across the street, where no tree now stood. “It was a pretty big tree,” he said slowly. And then, with a quizzical look on his face, he turned to me. “It was an apple tree,” he said.


We locked eyes. Oh.


Whether that particular apple tree was the subliminal origin of the brand, I cannot say (in the heat of the moment I didn’t ask Jobs). But I can state unequivocally that from Steve’s parents’ humble garage, across the street from that apple tree, sprang not only a company destined for greatness, but an entrepreneur destined for greatness as well.


By 1985 Apple had become a Fortune 500 company, thanks to the Apple II and the Mac desktops (which featured a novel controller called a “mouse”). But in 1985 Jobs endured the ultimate humiliation as well: He was forced out of his own company. That alone would be enough for most of us to give up. Yes, he could have hidden himself away in his 14-bedroom mansion. But he didn’t. He started NeXT, which pushed Steve’s vision of the future of computing so far ahead of then-current markets and expectations that it wasn’t until the launch of the Mac OS X (which incorporated NeXT software) that the world could really appreciate how great it was. (Tim Berners-Lee used a NeXT computer to create the first Web server.)


The arc of Jobs’s career has been extraordinary ever since, of course: returning in triumph to Apple; buying Pixar and seeing it evolve into a magnet for Academy Awards; the recent success of Apple (despite Jobs’s struggle with his health) that led to the iMac, the iPod, the iPhone, and the iPad. Today you can hardly walk into one of the glass-and-chrome Apple stores without feeling the presence of Steve Jobs, as though he might come striding through the door at any moment, his prickly chin turning briskly, his beady eyes scanning the place for things to take apart and make better than they were before.


Vision—that laser beam of foresight that pierces all obstacles: Pasteur, arguing for the existence of microbes. Churchill, calling for fortitude in the face of apparently insurmountable odds. In terms of entrepreneurship, we have the Carnegies, the Edisons, the Fords, all the way up to such present-day icons as Amazon’s Jeff Bezos and Google’s Larry Page. Visionaries are not only just the stuff of legend. When we string them sequentially, one visionary following another, we have described the arc of history.


What is it that these visionaries have? In fact, what is vision itself? Why do a few of us seem to have this gift? Can we learn it ourselves?


I can give you a few short answers. Visionaries find something that the rest of us have been missing. Jeff Bezos saw his future (and that of Amazon) when he got on a Web site for the first time and learned that the Web population was growing at some 2,000 percent a year. Fred Smith saw it in overnight mail, and soon had Federal Express planes converging on Memphis in the middle of the night. Steve Jobs, of course, recognized the future of personal computing the minute he walked into the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center (PARC) in 1979 and saw the mouse and the graphical user interface.


Visionaries also share a willingness to suffer and struggle for their dreams: Henry Ford, battling a group of powerful businessmen who claimed that they owned a “patent” to the automobile engine (Ford won after taking his fight to the Michigan state supreme court); Edwin Land, the college dropout, lifting an unsecured window at Columbia University at night so that he could slip into the labs to create his first polarization products, the precursors of the Polaroid camera; Hewlett and Packard, working in a garage night after night to build audio-oscillators, voltmeters, and other instruments that paved the way for the electronic age.


When you read the biographies and autobiographies of visionaries, you realize how brutally hard they work, year after year. In the pursuit of their dreams they neglect their health, lose their money, anger their friends and colleagues, and irritate if not alienate their spouses and families. If you’re a visionary, history tells us, you probably weren’t voted the most popular kid in your class, and, even if you were, you certainly weren’t voted the most likely to succeed.


Visionaries are usually depicted looking sternly out over the horizon. One of my favorite such images is the gilded frieze that dominates the entrance to New York City’s 30 Rockefeller Plaza (the building that faces the famous ice skating rink and, in December, the iconic Christmas tree). It’s a Zeus-like figure that we see there (entitled Wisdom). One hand brushes back the clouds of ignorance; the other clutches a golden compass that measures the forces of the cosmos below. Beneath a furrowed brow, his eyes peer forward, and his beard blows against the wind. That’s the way we like to think of our visionaries—bigger than life, endowed with superhuman powers. Explorers, pioneers, inventors—they all get the same heroic treatment.


But let me give you a humbler but far more realistic example of the visionary: Dave Thomas, the aw-shucks entrepreneur who gave us, among other things, Wendy’s famous hamburgers. In the late 1950s, Thomas was head cook at the Hobby House restaurant in Ft. Wayne, Indiana. One day he was gazing out the window when a big-finned Cadillac pulled up. An elderly man climbed out. He walked spryly around the tail fins, lifted the trunk lid, and began to rummage around. Thomas returned to his cooking. The next thing he knew, the man was standing in front of him. He was a strange sight, sporting a white cotton suit and a black string tie. He had a flowing mustache, a pointed goatee, and patrician-looking white hair that curled up against the back of his collar.2


“He introduced himself as a Colonel Harland Sanders,” Thomas explained to me one day, “and said he had a secret recipe for cooking chicken. He just happened to have brought a chicken with him and asked if he could use the kitchen.” Thomas said yes.


When the Colonel reappeared with his “Kentucky Fried Chicken,” Thomas determined that yes, indeed, it was finger-lickin’ good. Before long, Dave’s boss at the restaurant purchased four of the Colonel’s failing franchise restaurants in Columbus, Ohio. Dave was sent to turn them around. He did—cutting the menu from a hundred items to a handful, and introducing the iconic red-and-white KFC chicken bucket (he found some leftover popcorn tubs in the closet and put them to good use). Thus the Kentucky Fried Chicken franchise took wing, and Thomas made his first million. Wendy’s was just a few years ahead.


Now, you might say that Dave Thomas was just lucky. But Dave saw something in Colonel Sanders’s dream that he liked, and more than that, Dave placed a prescient bet on it.


If you ask visionaries how they do it, they don’t provide very satisfactory answers. In fact, most visionaries don’t seem to have a clue. “Some of the best ideas just come out of the blue,” Virgin Group’s Richard Branson has said. “You just have to keep an open mind to see their virtue.”3


Is it magic, then? I don’t think so. Rather, I think the elements of vision are explainable. As I said in the introduction, there are new tools that are helping us understand human behavior better than ever before: Through brain science and cognitive psychology, we have shaped a new lens. By studying visionaries through this lens, we can see, for the first time, how vision took Steve Jobs from his garage in Los Altos to the iPhone and iPad, for instance, or how Richard Branson moved from Virgin Records to the Boeing 747s of Virgin Atlantic airlines. How? Well, to explain it, I need to tell you something about the evolution of brain science over the last 30 or 40 years. And to do that, we’ll need to see how medicine itself has evolved, and has brought us to the discoveries that we are benefiting from today. Let’s start the story at the very beginning, some 2,000 years ago.


From the time of the ancient Greeks, physicians thought the body was made up of a combination of four substances known as humors: yellow bile, black bile, blood, and phlegm. Achieving good health was a matter of adjusting these humors. So if your black bile was too moist, for instance, you’d simply take a laxative of aloe and hellebore—and call your alchemist in the morning.


In 150 A.D. the physician Galen offered some new theories: He noted, for instance, that the heart cooked the blood, turning it red; that the blood that rose from the heart to the head was transformed into “animal spirits”; even that the stomach attracted food down the esophagus and turned it into something called chyle. Galen was deemed so astute that for more than a thousand years physicians did little more than quote from Galen’s text.4


But then Galen’s theories began to crumble. In 1537, an anatomist named Andreas Vesalius realized that, for all his fame, Galen had never actually dissected a single human corpse. To be sure, he’d split open dogs, pigs, and an occasional goat, but never a person. Vesalius, thanks to a stream of cadavers happily delivered from the gallows by local judges, began to depict the human body as it actually is (Galen had pictured the human womb as similar to that of a dog’s, the kidneys like a pig’s, and so forth). Vesalius’s discoveries were carved into woodblocks for easy replication and distributed throughout the land.


Next, in the 1600s, came the renowned physician William Harvey. Harvey drew a remarkable conclusion for his day: that the heart sends the blood around the body in a loop. “Today we can see that Harvey was to medicine what Galileo was to physics,” notes Carl Zimmer in Soul Made Flesh. “He reached down into the very core of Galen’s account of how the body worked, and showed that it was flawed.”


Now mankind was finally on the right track. Subsequent physicians, surgeons, and anatomists were able to detail the human body so precisely that, as the cognitive scientist Steven Pinker notes in How the Mind Works, “We understand the body today as a wonderfully complex machine, an assembly of struts, ties, springs, pulleys, levers, joints, hinges, sockets, tanks, pipes, sheaths, pumps, exchangers and filters.”5


(Physicians continued with their wacky cures, of course. In his autobiography, the writer W. Somerset Maugham recalled as a child [in the 1870s] donkeys arriving at the doorstep of his home every morning: His mother was dying of tuberculosis and the doctors had prescribed fresh donkey’s milk. As recently as 1910, the Merck Manual advised pure Egyptian mummy for injuries, ground and moistened for application to the wound. Today, we can presume that not a few cures—many of them “new! improved!”—will be reflected upon by future generations with similar disbelief.)


The part of the body that remained a mystery, however, was the brain. While every bodily part seemed to have a mechanical metaphor—be it a spring or lever—what could you say about the brain? It was to all appearances inert: a bowl of curds; a head of cauliflower; a brain coral sleeping silently under the sea.


Galen believed that the brain was a pump that pulsated and drove animal spirits down into the hollow nerves, where they were driven out to the extremities of the body. Harvey, for all his wisdom about the heart, believed that the brain acted as a kind of refrigerator that cooled the blood “lest it be overheated and quickly evanesce …” Other physicians and scientists were no closer to the truth. Even as late as the 1950s and 1960s, our understanding of the human brain was far, far behind our understanding of the rest of the human body. And so, the brain remained a mystery.


But then, just about 20 years ago, our knowledge jumped forward. Some of the breakthrough can be traced to the invention of such tools as fMRIs, which can peer inside the brain (and which I will describe later). Much of the new knowledge is also attributable to recent discoveries about neurons and how they function in the brain.


What’s remarkable about this breakthrough is that it has attracted not just brain scientists and biologists, but physicists, mathematicians, philosophers, psychiatrists, computer researchers, economists, and engineers as well. The disciplines drawn into this new field of exploration are as diverse as the workings of the human mind itself and form a collaboration of a kind that has never been seen before.


“The day of the mind has come,” says University of California philosophy professor Patricia Churchland. “Neuroscience has now developed to a point where many of the traditional questions, which couldn’t really be answered by the sciences, are questions which have now moved into the ambit of psychology and neuroscience …”6


As a result, a not-so-quiet scientific revolution is under way. If you go to any university library, you’ll be stunned at the rows and rows of books about neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and neurobiology that sit on the shelves. Periodicals about brain science are legion as well, with scores of titles publishing the latest research in brain science and cognitive science.7


Scientific discoveries usually make their first appearance in dry academic papers, then percolate up to textbooks. Few make it all the way to the best-seller list. Not brain science. Go onto Amazon.com, or into a Barnes and Noble or your neighborhood bookstore, and you’ll find the shelves piled with books on the subject—often well-written and provocative titles ranging from Your Brain on Music and The Tipping Point and, yes, Predictably Irrational, to such sturdy classics as Emotional Intelligence, Consciousness Explained, In Search of Memory, and The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat.


In addition to its presence in serious works, brain science has moved into the pop domain. Neuroscientists who a generation ago were sequestered in dusty labs, surrounded by brains floating in bottles, now have celebrity agents, ghostwriters, and regularly scheduled stops on the couches of national talk shows. Popular magazines have turned common emotions (say, falling in love) into explanations of the functions of the brain.


Men’s Health magazine recently told readers that the “hormone of horniness” resides in “the hypothalamus, deep in our ancient reptilian brain, and the nearby amygdala, a key to the processing and memory of strong emotions.” It added, “Two other hormones flood the brain during intimacy: oxytocin, dubbed the ‘cuddle compound,’ and vasopressin, a tension-taming peptide that thus far has no catchy nickname.”8


Now there is a serotonin “power diet” (named for the brain chemical that defuses depression); a rock band named Dopamine (for the brain chemical that fires up ambition); and a brain fitness program called HAPPYneuron (we have some 100 billion neurons in our brains, and some are apparently unhappy).


What is driving this furor of commerce and contemplation? It’s not only the discoveries we are making about the brain’s biology, but the growing recognition that that biology is the driver of everything we feel, think, and do. The biology of the brain even challenges the question of who we are—questions that philosophers have tried to answer over the ages. Let me explain this further.


The connection between the biology of the brain and human behavior was discovered in 1861, with experiments by Paul Broca, a brilliant French surgeon. At the time Broca had a patient who spoke but a few words throughout his life. In the man’s last years, Broca studied his speech deficit carefully, and when the patient died, removed his skull. Parting the brain tissue with his forceps, Broca could clearly see the parts of the brain that were injured (in the left frontal lobe), and hence conjectured that those regions (since called Broca’s area) were essential to speech.


Next came a German physician, Carl Wernicke. His dying patient could speak but could not comprehend speech. During the subsequent autopsy, Wernicke identified the area of injury that caused his patient’s deficit: It was the arcuate fasciculus (Latin for “curved bundle”), a white fiber that connects the “Broca’s area” with an area in the left temporal lobe of the brain (which is now called “Wernicke’s area”). Together, these two give humans the ability to speak and comprehend. Moreover, the discovery made scientists realize that specific parts of the brain are responsible for very specific functions.9


In the ensuing years, scientists learned more from human patients, who were suffering from brain injuries, strokes, epilepsy, Parkinson’s, and other afflictions. Antonio Damasio, the David Dornsife Professor of Neuroscience at the University of Southern California, writes that placing an electrode at one point in a patient’s brain and delivering a mild current relieved her of the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease; placing it two millimeters below that point made her cry, saying that life was hopeless now. The current was shut off—and the patient returned quickly to normal.


In another procedure on a different patient, surgeons were stimulating a region of the left frontal lobe when the patient burst into laughter. “The laugher was so genuine,” noted Antonio Damasio, “that the observers described it as contagious.” Pretty soon the entire operating room was in stitches. The patient thought everything was funny. When she was shown a picture of a horse, she thought the horse was funny too.10


These and other procedures were making clear what scientists already suspected—that there was a relationship not only between the brain and the everyday function of our bodies, but between the brain and our emotions as well.


In the 1940s scientists recognized that an atom, placed within a magnetic ring, will vibrate in a unique way that reveals its identity. For that reason, chemists used the process to analyze chemicals. No one had thought of using this property to study the structure of human tissue,11 but in the early 1970s, Paul Lau terbur, a physical chemist at the State University of New York at Stony Brook, invented what would become the revolutionary tool of neuroscience—the magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) machine. When Lauterbur submitted his idea in an article to the scientific journal Nature, it was rejected. But that didn’t stop him (he later told the New York Times, “You could write the entire history of science in the last few years in terms of papers rejected by Science or Nature”). In the end, his work was not only accepted, but he won the Nobel Prize for it in 2003.12


Today the MRI machine is a familiar piece of hospital equipment. Color images of the brain’s structure, similar in appearance to the Doppler radar maps we see in weather reports, have changed the way we diagnose neurological disorders. Functional MRI (fMRI), a newer development, allows live “movies” of the brain in action. The movies show blood rushing to the various parts of the brain, refreshing the neurons with new supplies of oxygen.13


Mapping the brain is one thing. But how do all these regions of the brain come together to make us? As I noted earlier, metaphors were found for the rest of the body: The heart is a pump. The kidneys, a filter. The lungs, a bellows. The eyes are lenses with adjustable apertures. But what metaphor could possibly describe the workings of the brain?


Nothing would do, until just recently. And then it appeared—the most remarkable metaphor of them all: the computer.


This part of our story begins with Alan Turing, who in 1934 had just graduated in mathematics from King’s College at Cambridge University. Just two years later he published a remarkable paper, “On Computable Numbers,” which effectively anticipated the modern-day computer. Turing had contemplated the way in which a mathematician solved a problem. As he reviewed the numbers of ways that humans come to any conclusion, he realized that step-by-step logic could be represented by a sequence of elementary computations.14 He started with IF and THEN: “If I get good grades on my papers, Then I will receive an A in class.” Or: “If I get good grades on my papers, And my attendance is unbroken, Then I will get an A in the class.” Turing then transferred this insight into a hypothetical device that could scan a paper tape to see if a 0 or a 1 was written on it. Reflecting the steps of human logic, it could erase the 0 (or 1), or change it, or leave it as it was. His idea led to the creation of the on/off binary code that serves as the language of software and computers.15


In the 1940s, John von Neumann, considered one of the twentieth century’s most brilliant mathematicians, took Turing’s idea and reworked it as a real machine—with the data storage and interchangeable software that we recognize in computers today. That’s not all. Von Neumann also recognized that the 0s and 1s of computers are similar to the functioning of the brain itself. “It is worth noticing,” he wrote in the summer of 1945, “that the neurons of the higher animals … have all-or-none character, that is, two states: quiescent and excited.” He added, “It is easily seen that these simplified neuron functions can be imitated by telegraphic relays or by vacuum tubes.”16


In other words, the brain and the computer appeared to process information in pretty much the same way. This is what became known as the computational theory of the mind. With it, researchers began to look at the brain in a new way. In particular, they began to focus on the brain’s neurons. “Neurons are the cells essential for brain activity,” explains USC’s Antonio Damasio. The fascinating thing about neurons is that they actually switch off and on, similar to the binary code of computers and Turing’s 0s and 1s: When a neuron receives an excitatory signal, it fires a minute electric charge; when it receives an inhibitory signal, it becomes less likely to fire. When clumps of neurons fire (or don’t), their combined actions create a physical reaction (such as the movement of a finger) or even an emotional one. Very simply, then, the theory posits that the great complexity of human thought and action begins as simply as 0s and 1s.


You might wonder how the complexity of the human mind, with its palette of emotions and intellect, could arise from such a simple arrangement. But when you consider that humans have 100 billion neurons, and that each of these neurons has between 1 and 10,000 synapses (synapses are the connecting points from which the electric charges from the neurons go out across the brain), the computing potential of the brain becomes remarkably large. In fact, if one considers all the possible ways that our 100 billion neurons could be wired, the sum comes to 10 followed by at least a million zeros. That’s quite a few connections, considering that the number of particles in the known universe is 10 followed by 79 zeros.17


In The Quest for Consciousness, California Institute of Technology professor Christof Koch notes, “Conscious perception is based on synchronous-firing neuronal assemblies that wax and wane rhythmically and interact with each other within a few hundred milliseconds.”18 In other words, all these neurons work together with a rhythm, and from that comes intelligence and, moreover, consciousness. And from that comes thinking, and human life.


In the following pages, then, let’s use the lens of brain science and cognitive psychology to take a look at the most remarkable of all kinds of human beings—the visionary. We see them in our midst—we make icons of them and put them on magazine covers. They seem to see what the rest of us don’t see. They seem to predict the future. And they seem almost infallible, with success after success. Along the way, we’ll learn something new about them—and, just as important, something about ourselves.




CHAPTER TWO


Awakening


My first encounter with Richard Branson came at his home office. But in no way did it resemble either a home or an office: It was a creaky old houseboat, in a line of houseboats tied up along a canal towpath in the London suburb of Maida Vale.


To get to the Duende (for that’s what she was called), you had to duck under several branches and the occasional clothesline strung between the trees bordering the towpath. She was humble, with two bedrooms and a living area that Branson had fitted with two comfortable chairs and a rug.


I called out from down below, heard a shout from above, and climbed the ladder. As my head cleared the upper deck I had my first view of the man: He was stripped to the waist on this pleasant summer day, his feet propped up on a round patio table upon which two telephones sat. One foot was bare and the other sheathed in a tattered athletic sock, from which his big toe boldly protruded.1


Branson shot me his now-famous smile and beckoned to me to have a seat. He was chatting animatedly over the phone with his father, a country barrister whom Branson clearly adored. Branson had lived on the canal for years. It was from this unlikely location that he had orchestrated the success of his Virgin mail-order record business (his second enterprise, following the failure of his student newspaper), and from here as well that he and his cousin Simon Draper had started Virgin Records and made their first fortune with Virgin’s first album, Tubular Bells.


It was aboard the Duende as well that Branson held his meetings—with both bankers and bands like the Sex Pistols. It was here that he courted and won his wife Joan, and it was to the Duende one November morning in 1981 that he and Joan brought home their newborn daughter Holly.


We hit it off that afternoon, drinking wine and watching the narrow canal boats glide past us on the sparkling water. A few days later he called me, wondering if I’d like to go out to The Manor. Every tycoon needs a manor, and Branson had found his early on. It was in 1971; he was thumbing through Country Life magazine when his gaze fell upon a sixteenth-century home at Shipton-on-Cherwell, about an hour’s drive north of London. Offered for 35,000 pounds, Branson got it for 30,000 (his aunt pitched in with a 10,000-pound loan).2


Branson soon turned The Manor into a comfortable recording studio. Paul and Linda McCartney dropped in to record Band on the Run; the Stones frolicked with their girlfriends and laid down tracks there; Boy George recorded his hit records at The Manor as well.


Branson picked me up in London and we headed for The Manor. Arriving in the long summer dusk, I saw an outline of turrets and lights glowing softly from behind diamond-paned windows. We didn’t drive up the gravel driveway; instead, on Branson’s whim, we left the car near the road and sprinted over a wooden fence and across a meadow to the house. As we approached the front door, Branson pointed to the stone lintel and warned me to watch my head—The Manor was built in the time of Charles I, when people were shorter, he said. Inside, the hallway and rooms were furnished with antiques and velvet drapes.


Earlier, I had gleaned an important insight into the mind of a visionary. As we were driving up to The Manor I mentioned that once, while I was at the Wall Street Journal, I had interviewed a CEO whose company had just invested a great amount of money in a New York skyscraper. I’d asked the man how many stories the building had. The CEO hadn’t a clue. I said to Branson, Isn’t that silly? You’ve bought a skyscraper and you don’t even know how tall it is?


Branson hesitated—he didn’t want to rebuke me—but then replied somewhat sternly that if you’re running a company, it’s the vision that counts, not the details. In fact, he continued, you cannot grow a company if you are bogged down in the nuts and bolts. I remember feeling abashed at having brought it up. That was a significant lesson, I realized, but the lesson wasn’t over yet.


A few weeks later Branson invited me up to his weekend retreat, Mill End, in Oxfordshire, England, a lovely Tudor home with a softly thatched roof. Out front, wild waterfowl paddled and splashed among the tall reeds of a marshy moat.


Inside, I met a few other guests. We sat in the expansive living room for a while and then were ushered into a courtyard, where we had a lovely lunch, another great conversation, and—as always around Branson—a lot of horseplay and laughs. Following lunch we went back to the living room. At this point, one of the guests, a curly-haired Frenchman named Julien Clerc, handed a tape to Branson, who proceeded to put it into his tape player. Clerc, unbeknownst to me, was one of the biggest singers in France, something like a Neil Diamond or even a Paul McCartney. Later, when I mentioned to a French woman that I had dined with Clerc, she was astounded. Julien Clerc! But since I was oblivious to his fame at the time, I conversed with Clerc with what he must have considered refreshing nonchalance.
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