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INTRODUCTION: WHY ONE PLUS ONE EQUALS THREE


A few years ago I read an interview with Steve Jobs.


Steve said any new idea is nothing more than a new combination of old elements.


He said the ability to make those new combinations depends on our ability to see relationships.


That’s what makes some people more creative.


They are better at spotting those connections, better at recognizing possible relationships.


They are able to do this because they’ve had more experiences, or thought more about those experiences, than other people.


They are better at connecting the dots because they have more dots to connect.


Steve said that this was the problem in the ‘creative’ industries.


Most people haven’t had diverse experiences.


They may know a lot, but only about a very narrow field.


So they don’t have enough dots to connect.


And so they end up with predictable, linear solutions.


One of the best advertising people ever was Carl Ally.


He said the true creative person wants to be a know-it-all.


They want to know about all kinds of things: ancient history, nineteenth-century mathematics, modern manufacturing techniques, flower arranging, and lean hog futures.


Because they never know when these ideas might come together to form a new idea.


It may happen six minutes later or six years down the road, but they know it will happen.


That’s been part of my purpose in this book.


The more varied the input, the more unexpected the combinations, the more creative the ideas.


As Steve Jobs said: the broader our understanding of human experience, the more dots we will have to connect, the more creative our ideas will be.


Similarly, years ago I read a book by an Indian mathematics professor.


She wrote that it’s possible to greatly increase the amount of brain we use.


But not in the conventional way.


In fact, in exactly the opposite way.


The secret again is connections.


Conventionally, people just learn more stuff.


They learn more stuff about whatever they’re interested in.


She said this kind of learning made for small, slow growth in brain usage.


Because we are simply adding to the store of what we already know.


But if new ideas are new combinations of existing ideas, the more connections we can create, the more ideas we can generate.


That’s why the professor said, for real growth, we need to identify the areas we’re not naturally interested in.


Then we need to investigate those areas.


This massively multiplies the amount of new connections we can make with our existing store of knowledge.


Because it’s no longer predictable, now it’s original and surprising.


Because each connection will be a new connection with everything else we know.


So our creativity is directly related to how many connections we are able to make.


Which is directly related to how much new and unusual stuff we expose our minds to.


Which is the point of this book.


Under the old system 1 + 1 = 2


Under the new system 1 + 1 = 3




PART ONE


REGRET IS WORSE THAN EMBARRASSMENT




WHAT EXISTS BEATS WHAT DOESN’T


In 1988, Nicholas Winton’s wife was going through their attic.


She came across a scrapbook.


In it were hundreds and hundreds of names and addresses.


She’d never seen them before.


She asked her husband what they were.


Then he told her this story.


In 1938, Nicholas Winton was going skiing in Switzerland.


When Kristallnacht happened.


In a night of violence, mass attacks were organized against Jews all over Germany.


Jewish homes, hospitals and schools were looted and burned.


Over 1,000 synagogues and 7,000 businesses were destroyed.


Nearly 100 people were murdered and 30,000 were arrested and sent to concentration camps.


It was the start of the Nazis’ campaign to systematically destroy the Jewish race.


Nicholas Winton had friends in Prague.


He cancelled his skiing trip and went there instead.


It was obvious Germany would invade Czechoslovakia next and every Jewish person there would be exterminated.


Families were desperate to save their children.


The British government had agreed to allow unrestricted immigration of refugee Jewish children.


All they needed was fifty pounds each and a place to stay.


Nicholas Winton decided to take action.


He set up an office in the dining room of his hotel in Prague.


Made lists of hundreds of children he would help escape the Nazis.


Then he travelled back to Britain to arrange the money and the homes.


He arranged for 669 children to escape to Britain.


Children who wouldn’t otherwise have survived.


We know this because, after the children left, their parents perished in the concentration camps.


Nicholas Winton never mentioned it to anyone because he felt frustrated that he hadn’t done more.


Later, in 1988, he was in the audience at the recording of a TV programme.


Suddenly the host began talking about Nicholas Winton.


She introduced the lady next to him.


The lady, now in her fifties, was one of the children he had saved.


The lady said thank you, over and over again.


She kissed his hand and held it to her cheek.


And he had to wipe his eye as the good he had done became real to him in human terms.


Then the host asked if there was anyone else in the audience who owed their life to Nicholas Winton.


And the entire audience stood up.


People who had families of their own: wives, husbands, children, grandchildren.


And Nicholas Winton didn’t quite know what was happening.


First he looked to one side, then the other, and then behind him.


Then he stood up and looked all around him.


And he couldn’t believe it.


The entire audience, every single person in the TV studio, was standing up, smiling and thanking him.


Physicists, surgeons, authors, artists, politicians, journalists, architects, filmmakers, lawyers, businessmen, teachers.


He’d saved the life of every single person in the theatre.


And Nicholas Winton finally got it.


Forget what you haven’t done.


It’s what you have done that matters.




WHAT AREN’T THEY DOING?


David Geffen was Jewish. He was born in Brooklyn.


But he wanted to go live among the ‘beautiful people’, so when he was 18 he moved to LA.


The trouble was, he wasn’t any good at anything, and he got fired from every single job.


He was talking to a struggling actor about this.


The actor said, ‘You can’t do anything? You should be an agent, they don’t do anything.’


Geffen took him seriously; he got a job at the William Morris Agency.


He got a job in the mailroom, and he had to lie to get it.


On his CV he said he had a degree from UCLA.


He figured it didn’t matter, no one would check.


Then he found out the guy working next to him had just been fired for claiming he’d graduated from CCNY on his CV.


So they did check.


Luckily Geffen was in the mailroom, so he got in early every morning and went through the mail.


A few weeks later he intercepted the letter from UCLA.


He steamed it open and changed one word.


He changed ‘David Geffen never graduated from UCLA’ to ‘David Geffen recently graduated from UCLA.’


Plus his boss thought he was a good example, starting work early every day, so he raised Geffen’s salary.


While Geffen was delivering the office mail he watched what the agents did.


He thought, ‘All they do is bullshit on the phone all day. I can do that. I can bullshit on the phone.’


It’s a well-known fact that guys from Brooklyn are better at bullshitting than anyone else.


And he noticed what they were doing was trying to sign established acts.


This made no sense.


Established acts were more expensive, and competition to sign them was greater.


To Geffen it made sense to find the acts before they were established.


So that’s what he did.


While all the other agents were at home with their families, Geffen would go to clubs and bars and find talent before anyone else.


He’d sign people who didn’t already have agents.


And he became the most successful agent at William Morris.


He was so good that he opened his own record label by the time he was 27: Asylum Records.


The artists he made famous on this label included Neil Young, Crosby, Stills and Nash, the Eagles, Joni Mitchell, Jackson Browne, Tom Waits, Elton John, Judee Sill.


Asylum produced some of the best, and bestselling, records of the 1970s.


In 1972 he sold the company, and eventually he left.


Five years later he opened Geffen Records.


This time he signed artists like Donna Summer, Cher, Aerosmith, Guns N’ Roses, Nirvana, The Stone Roses.


But he really wanted to sign John Lennon.


The problem was so did everyone else.


Geffen thought, ‘How do I get upstream of this problem?’


So he did what no one else was doing.


The other labels were talking directly to John Lennon.


Geffen figured that Yoko Ono must feel excluded.


So he didn’t talk to Lennon, he talked to Yoko Ono.


Geffen persuaded her, and then she persuaded Lennon.


He signed to Geffen’s label and released the Double Fantasy album, his masterpiece.


Geffen Records was a massive success.


In 1990, Geffen sold it and a few years later he left.


He left to open a movie studio with Steven Spielberg:


Dreamworks SKG (Geffen is the G).


Geffen is now worth around $6 billion.


Not by being better, or tougher, or faster, or smarter, or richer, or better educated than other people.


Not by trying to beat other people at their own game.


But by looking at other people and thinking, ‘What aren’t they doing?’




NOTHING TO FEAR BUT FEAR ITSELF


My dad left school at 13, most people did in those days.


He started work on a building site.


Houses in east London didn’t have interior plumbing then.


So at 6 a.m. every day, he got up, went into the back yard and broke the ice off the tap.


Then he’d take his shirt off and have a wash.


In the evenings, after work, when everyone else went to the pub, he didn’t go with them.


He went home and taught himself to read and write properly, so that he could get a better job.


And he passed the exam to join the police.


That was pretty much the pattern of Dad’s life.


Whatever he didn’t like, whatever made him uncomfortable, he didn’t run away from it.


He faced it head-on and out-thought it.


When he was a young copper, he worked in south London.


He was put on the night shift.


The streets still had gas lights then, so you had eight hours out in the poorly lit streets, totally alone.


Your mind would play tricks on you.


Dad decided the best way to beat the fear was to face it.


So about 2 a.m. he headed towards the middle of Tooting Bec Common.


Tooting Bec Common was a very large area of wild land.


There was nothing there except some woods with a lunatic asylum and a graveyard in the middle.


That’s where he went.


Obviously everything was pitch black, no street lights, no light at all.


The only sound was the snapping of twigs under his boots.


And the piercing screams from the asylum.


Dad would head towards the graveyard.


Then he’d feel around for one of the crooked, overgrown graves.


Then he’d sit on it, unwrap his sandwich and make himself slowly eat it.


Training himself not to be afraid of the dark.


Not to believe whatever horrors his mind made up.


He said the worst time was when he was walking through the woods and he felt something brush against his face.


He reached out to see what it was.


It was a foot, which as he carefully felt upwards was attached to a slowly swinging leg.


In the pitch black, Dad had to get the body down.


Then slowly feel it all over, in the dark, to check it wasn’t breathing.


Meanwhile, the only sounds were the screams from the lunatic asylum.


And what he hoped were animals walking around the graves.


Dad later found out one of the lunatics had escaped from the asylum and hanged himself.


It wasn’t pleasant, but that was how he out-thought his fear of the dark.


He put himself in a place that was worse than his imagination, and he beat it.


He beat his own imagination.


Which is where reality starts.


Dad never knew anything about Buddha.


But I think he would have understood what Buddha had said over 2,000 years earlier:


‘Nothing can harm a man so much as his own thoughts untamed.’




NOT-SO-SMART BOMB


Hollywood often makes films about nuclear bombs.


How someone got hold of one and is threatening a city.


These films aren’t usually very scary because we all know they’re not real.


Except one day in 1983, it nearly happened.


And it was much, much worse than the Hollywood version.


Because it wasn’t just a single nuclear bomb.


It was hundreds and hundreds of nuclear bombs.


By this time, the USA and USSR had been ready to release every single one of their nuclear weapons at each other for thirty years.


Each side was convinced the other side was about to do it.


The only question was who would be first.


It’s estimated that the two countries had enough nuclear weapons to destroy the world 20 times over.


All just sitting in bunkers, warmed up, ready to go.


By 1983, the Soviets had built a brand new early warning system called Oko.


Ready to detect the very first launch of an American missile attack.


A state-of-the-art system, it did away with the possibility of human error.


On 26 September 1983, Stanislav Petrov was in charge of Oko.


He was a lieutenant colonel in the Soviet Strategic Air Defence Forces.


At half past midnight, a warning light came on and a siren started screaming.


Oko showed a missile being launched from the USA.


Everyone in the control room froze.


Then a second warning light and siren showed another missile.


Then a third missile.


Then a fourth missile.


Then a fifth.


This was an all-out nuclear attack on the USSR.


Petrov had clear orders.


Pick up the phone and order a nuclear response.


If he waited too long, the American missiles would hit and destroy all the Soviet missile bases.


Their country would be utterly destroyed.


Millions upon millions dead, and those left alive at the mercy of the Americans.


His orders were clear.


But Stanislav Petrov didn’t follow the orders.


He sat and thought for a minute.


And he did the unthinkable.


He questioned the foolproof computer system.


And he allowed human reasoning to override the computer.


He thought, Why only five missiles if it’s an all-out attack?


And he decided the computer was wrong.


He refused to pick up the phone and report an attack.


As the seconds crawled by, his uniform became drenched in sweat.


Everyone in the control room watched him and held their breath.


Until the truth was confirmed.


Ground radar and geostationary satellites reported there were no American missile launches.


The supposedly foolproof system had misread a one-in-a-million alignment of the sun’s rays on high-altitude clouds.


There were no US missiles launched at the Soviet Union.


And, thanks to one man, no Soviet missiles launched at the US.


It was many years before the story finally emerged.


When it did, Stanislav Petrov was invited to the United Nations and given the World Citizen Award in 2006.


Is it an overreaction to say his decision saved the world?


Later, a Soviet General described what would have happened if the Soviets had launched their missiles.


‘About half of France, half of Germany, 30% of the USA, and all of Britain would have been destroyed.’


In a lesson for all of us, Stanislav Petrov explained why he had halted the launch.


Something we could all bear in mind when dealing with technology today.


He said, ‘The computer is by definition brainless. There are many things it can mistake for a missile launch.’


There you have it from the man who saved the world.


The computer isn’t good, it isn’t bad.


It’s brainless.


As living, thinking humans, we have no excuse.


It’s worth taking a moment to think.


Otherwise the results might be catastrophic.




REGRET IS WORSE THAN EMBARRASSMENT


Tilly Smith was 10 years old.


She was on holiday with her little sister Holly and her mum and dad.


They’d gone to a sunny place called Mai Khao Beach.


One day, they got up early and walked along the beach in the sun.


As they were walking, Tilly noticed the tide had gone out.


A very, very long way out.


She also noticed that the water was frothy, just like a pint of beer.


She stopped dead.


This was exactly like the newsreel film her geography teacher had shown her back at school in Surrey.


Mr Kearney had shown her class some old black and white footage of Hawaii in 1946.


It was the only film anyone had ever seen of a tsunami.


In fact, most people hadn’t even heard the word tsunami.


But Tilly was convinced that was what was happening right now.


She tried to explain to her mum.


Her mum wasn’t convinced, obviously.


No one had heard of a tsunami.


No one on the beach, including the lifeguards, was taking any notice.


So this probably happened all the time.


How could a 10-year-old girl from Surrey know more than the people who lived and worked here?


Tilly started to yell at her dad.


She was positive this was the thing Mr Kearney had shown them two weeks before.


Her dad had a difficult choice.


Listen to his 10-year-old daughter, who was getting hysterical, and cause panic on the beach.


Or ignore it and just take his daughter back to the hotel until she calmed down.


But what if she was right?


All these families, all these children, would die, and he’d be responsible.


For an Englishman, embarrassment is the worst thing of all.


But he decided he had to take a chance.


He told the security guards, who told the lifeguards.


The beach was cleared and everyone went back to the hotel and climbed to the third floor.


And waited.


They didn’t have to wait long.


In less than a minute the first of three giant waves struck.


Those giant waves struck beaches all over South East Asia that morning.


It was the Boxing Day tsunami of 2004.


By the end of the day everyone in the world knew what a tsunami was.


Because that tsunami killed a quarter of a million people on beaches in thirteen different countries.


But there was one beach where no one died.


Mai Khao Beach, Thailand.


The beach Tilly Smith had been on.


That was the beach everyone left before the wave struck.


Because 10-year-old Tilly refused to shut up.


She wasn’t old enough to be silenced by crushing embarrassment.


She was still young enough to know she was right, and wouldn’t allow herself to be quietened down.


Later she was taken to the United Nations, where she was publicly congratulated by Bill Clinton.
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