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Introduction


      

      I am reminded with every passing day that I know a little about a few things and not much about the rest. Yet this blissful state of ignorance has contributed to my life in the most positive fashion, as it has always encouraged an innate sense of wonder and curiosity about the world around me. Take nature programmes. Whereas many people binge on costume dramas or gritty detective series, I am enthralled instead by the construction of termite mounds or the mating habits of the porcupine or the astonishing versatility of fungi. The evolution of planet Earth and its inhabitants represents a series of deeply intertwined journeys over millennia so my fascination also extends to human nature. And we are a peculiar bunch in our own way, whichever direction you care to look, all shapes and sizes, replete with our own strange sounds, bizarre appearances and odd rituals. But Homo sapiens, stepping gingerly out from the Miocene era, received the most extraordinary bounty of all—a far more sophisticated brain and the consequent gift of speech.

      Other species have developed remarkable adaptations that enable them to communicate in a manner quite beyond our understanding but none of them can actually talk. Have you ever heard a pig reciting Latin verse or a monitor lizard reading out safety instructions? I believe not. Speech is a uniquely human attribute, wired into our very DNA, but the increasing use of technology has unwittingly subcontracted our real voice to third parties. Personal technology fertilises distance as much as proximity by removing the physical dimension and each time we use online tools another sliver of our humanity slips through our fingers. Life was far simpler in the Miocene. There was no app to advise the location of the most abundant hunting grounds nor fashion tips on how to best wear your freshly skinned bear pelt. You relied upon instinct, luck, experience and plain common sense for all your life skills. And perhaps a well-appointed cave in which to woo your beloved.

      The creation of the OFFLINE concept was partly motivated by my realisation that many of these basic life skills only make a cameo appearance in our coddled and overweened new century. The excessive use of technology has dulled our minds and our senses. An awareness of the land and soil beneath our feet would represent a decent start. It is instructive to note the emergence of the digital detox retreat as a simple means for individuals to engage with nature, detach themselves from any media sources and properly appreciate the value of peace and quiet. But why is it so difficult to switch off voluntarily? What is so gripping about yet another newsfeed or banality on social media? Very little from where I am standing but there is an apparent desperation to keep up with events and to be perceived as being at the top of your game. It is a self-imposed addiction to attention and relevance and meaning that advertises both weakness and self-obsession.

      Community in its truest form is an organic, living thing but the rise of the smartphone seems to have atrophied the ability of humans to communicate in a regular way. The experts say it is caused by the dopamine effect whereby nominally sensible people gorge themselves on the delusion that almost every online exchange will be satisfying, soothing or malleable in some measure and, therefore, a justifiable use of their time. A potent cocktail of hormones and neurotransmitters influences our cognitive powers so a quick hit of dopamine brings a quick reward. The unaffected modesty of the dumb phone that so many parents advocate for their kids today is a progressive move, if only to help their progeny to reclaim some of their childhood. The ability to send a text message or make a phone call is undeniably a good thing in both directions although the inference that a smartphone is an essential piece of kit for a young person is sadly indicative of lazy teaching, lazy parenting and lazy governance.

      All stakeholders provoking initiatives to minimise smartphone usage face the triple obstacle of corporate greed, regulatory timidity and human nature itself. The first two are easily rectified if there is a will to change, although all the evidence suggests not. Human nature is a bit more complicated as the diminution of physical engagement means that the signals and nuances that historically shaped our conduct are no longer so prevalent. Babies learn how to interact by watching and mimicking their elders. Nobody gives them an instructional video to work it out for themselves. Adults are often even needier as they worry so much about their deficiencies and what they may do wrong they don’t interact at all if it may expose them to potential criticism or mockery. And so a smartphone enables them to ring-fence their weaknesses and insecurities from prying eyes and frequently do so anonymously.

      Our ancestors may well have squirrelled away a moose or two to survive the deep freeze but long-term planning and risk management models did not loom large on the agenda. Or at least no larger than the vast bulk of the woolly mammoth they sought to capture. Bellowing at them with its fearsome tusks at the ready, it would have required outstanding communication skills and teamwork on their part to bring it down. These early civilisations were by no means as primitive as you might imagine and two of their greatest inventions, fire and the wheel, are ubiquitous features of our lives today. These are not isolated examples. Consider the scale and imagination of the pyramids at Giza, built around 4,500 years ago without the benefit of any industrial mechanisation but with plenty of blood, sweat and tears. I suspect the health and safety executive did not possess much leverage there! Or the vision, innovation and sheer effort that brought to fruition the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, a mere 2,500 years ago. Nor should one overlook the complex of temples at Angkor Wat in Cambodia or the Inca citadel of Machu Picchu in Peru, the latter constructed in the foothills of the Andes no less. The past all too often provides us with a roadmap for the future if only we remember where to look.

      All these prodigious accomplishments could only have been achieved by the use of verbal and visual cues alongside the heavy lifting. Whether you communicated quizzically, directly, forcefully, subtly, quietly, dramatically or collectively, whatever your mood or disposition, you spoke face to face. Unless you glowered or laughed or sighed in which case your thoughts or feelings required little embellishment. The economic impact of automation is not in doubt but its social impact is rather more questionable. Any activity that reinforces separateness presupposes that people are equipped to handle the vacuum into which they are transplanted and assume greater personal responsibility. But scope for experimentation and independent thinking sits uneasily when you have long been enveloped by the reassurance and tacit approval of a large organisation.

      If you take a dozen people, whether Russians and Ukrainians or Israelis and Palestinians, you will find they broadly agree on eight issues out of ten. A home of their own, the means to support their families, access to education, security, healthcare, infrastructure, equal opportunities and the prospect of a fairer, more balanced society are all reasonable expectations. But the small potatoes of politics and religion are all too often allowed to infringe on these aspirations and it is a matter of much regret that both of them are given far more weight than they deserve through social media and related channels. The ability to talk in person is precious yet far too often words expressed online dominate popular opinion and are characterised by craven foolishness and grandstanding. The subtleties of tone of voice and body language, perhaps even mode of dress, may be either misinterpreted or lost altogether.

      We live in an imperfect world. There is a pervasive but misguided belief today that technology and artificial excellence are an indisputable force for good. It has infiltrated almost everywhere. Sport is a glaring example of this downward trend. Historically, before the dawn of the action replay and its fancy successors, sport was as much a tale of knock-ons, dubious lbw decisions or line calls, sly conduct by players, egregious officials, miscarriages of justice and outrageous fortune or misfortune. All these ingredients are a metaphor for life itself. The element of jeopardy is being squeezed out by a craving in society for certainty but I much prefer a twinge of uncertainty which, of course, cuts both ways!

      I possess no professional qualifications nor any academic credentials. I have never read a case study, let alone written one, never chaired a focus group and bring no defined expertise to the table. But a fair chunk of my life has been absorbed by observing, reading, challenging, head-scratching and asking plenty of questions, occasionally of myself. The human condition is endlessly multifarious and fluid but it can also become wedded to belief systems and behavioural patterns, regardless of any change in circumstances. The distinguished economist and author John Maynard Keynes famously stated that when the facts changed, he changed his mind. Quite right too! This is not a very radical notion yet there is a profound reluctance among the majority to deviate from accepted practice, unless there is a compelling or urgent reason to do so. Obviously, some things are immutable and never change so naturally you support your football club for life, recognise that Holbein, Rubens and Turner were artistic geniuses for the ages and, heaven forfend, never spread cream before jam on your scones!

      This book is a loose medley of stories, anecdotes, experiences and observations which gestated upstairs for many years. Should it appear slightly uneven and haphazard on occasion, it will be entirely in character. The OFFLINE concept wriggled free from its chrysalis without any clue about its flight path. All I knew was that it was airborne and from that vantage point I witnessed the vagaries of society beneath me. Most graphic of all were the clusters congregating with those who looked or sounded similar to themselves and remained fearful and suspicious about even tiptoeing beyond their comfort zone. Conversely, OFFLINE threw caution to the winds and ignored all common convention, since at its core it is a celebration of the much underrated virtues of randomness and serendipity. Drawing together thirty or so disparate individuals from across the spectrum was an invitation to all participants to take a soft risk. And how eagerly they embraced it! I always aimed to assemble a motley crew so it variously encompassed doctors, dentists and deep-sea divers, politicians and mechanics, opera singers and philosophers, designers and bankers, students and retirees, museum curators and environmentalists, the whole shebang. I might even have invited Mr and Mrs Miocene if they were around although you will understand I could not vouch for their table manners. At each dinner, I would mix them all up, give them a vigorous shake and voilà! A concoction none of them had consumed before and all the more delicious for it. The OFFLINE mantra of wandering off the beaten track meant that numerous attendees trod some unexpected paths to their mutual benefit, especially the younger generation who were also startled to learn they had survived three hours unscathed without even thinking about their mobile device!

      When did you last attend a block party for everyone on your street? The setting would be both familiar and unfamiliar, maybe a little raucous and rumbustious, but it would typically be a warm and shared experience nonetheless. There is a pressing need to reclaim our physicality, tactility and sense of freedom, each of which has dwindled in the modern era. The creeping invasion of corporate and governmental oversight into our lives has regulated our natural spontaneity but in a private capacity this has also spilled over into self-censorship. People all too readily discard one another from online groups if they do not meet the right criteria or question the manner or authority of the leading voices within. Exclusivity can offer some value but I much prefer inclusivity as it is multilayered. In the simple act of asking, you invite people inside your tent, cave, block party or whatever. Some may only participate on the fringe and some not at all but what matters most is that they feel valued and a part of it.

      The coronavirus outbreak intensified existing mental and emotional vulnerabilities for a significant number of people. The desire for comfort and belonging was very evident, as everyday lives became compartmentalised due to public health strictures. However, one retrograde consequence thereafter has been the presumption that any face-to-face commercial transaction, whether in a coffee shop, bar, taxi or convenience store, can only be conducted by the use of a bank card or mobile phone rather than cash. Since when did money become quite so dirty? Yet this behaviour is just the tip of the iceberg, one more symptom of an automated world that reinforces a sense of physical distance so OFFLINE always sought to accentuate the reverse. It was as if the guests were all six years old again and I had given them the run of the candy store. The dinner proved an enduring and successful formula over some fifteen years precisely because I imposed so few rules and expectations upon them. All I asked was that they attended with an open mind and a generosity of spirit. I found that this laissez-faire approach brought out the best in people as, aside from sharing a few stories over the course of the evening, I allowed the room to find its own rhythm. But that rhythm was to be dramatically destabilised by events almost five years ago quite beyond my control and offered an apt reminder, if ever one needed reminding, that you never know for sure what may lie around the corner and that life is truly for living!

      In February 2020, I flew to America for a trip that covered six cities in fourteen days. It was barely a month before coronavirus formally introduced itself to the world at large so all appeared relatively calm on the surface. Yet a rude awakening lay just around the corner. Indeed, when I travelled a fortnight later to Amsterdam, I witnessed masks and social distancing for the first time and realised that coronavirus was no longer a mere footnote in the newspaper nor an exclusively Asian phenomenon. It escalated for me only a few days later when an OFFLINE dinner I was hosting in mid-March was cast in serious jeopardy. One of the attendees was an Italian friend who was coming with his doctor wife. He revealed that she had spoken to former colleagues in Milan whose hospitals were becoming increasingly stretched by a highly infectious and insidious virus. The authorities had been overwhelmed by the speed with which the virus was being transmitted and were struggling to find even temporary solutions. Based upon her first hand information, he stated that regrettably they would have to decline the invitation and the following days brought more withdrawals from concerned attendees. I knew in all conscience I would have to defer the dinner until people regained the confidence to engage in conversation in a public setting. Little did I appreciate that it would be over two years before I hosted another OFFLINE dinner.

      
        [image: Guests chatting at a lively dinner party, some sipping wine while others talk. A net above the doorway with ringing phones is ignored, except for one man in the center of the dinner party eyeing it.]

      

    

  
    
      
        
Part One


        The OFFLINE Ethos

      

    

  
    
      
        
The Anatomy of OFFLINE


      

      The essence of OFFLINE is twofold. On the one hand, it is simply the antithesis of online. Not that online is all bad. On the contrary, online is rather good, but what is not good at all is this latter-day obsession with it, whereby all those skills you learned at your mother’s knee, like reading and writing and talking, are becoming dying arts. Yet the curious thing is that humans are social animals by nature and that physical interaction is a fundamental part of our being.

      But there is another dimension to OFFLINE that is arguably even more important. Most people follow a fairly conventional path through life for good and sensible reasons—commercial exigencies, the demands of parenthood, all the usual suspects play their part—but what typically occurs is that they fall into a sort of comfort zone, an area densely populated by straightforwardness, by convenience, by familiarity and, I dare say, by a hint of laziness.

      As a result, I believe it is very valuable and, indeed, very necessary, as you pursue that straight path through life, that you periodically veer OFFLINE. You can veer back on that path, of course, but sometimes that deviation of mind, body or soul can yield some surprising consequences and their manifestations might just challenge your view of the world.

      We all communicated perfectly well face to face for thousands of years before digital media showed up, and, although personal technology certainly has its merits, it is not so transformational that we cease communicating face to face. Yet a significant swathe of the population struggles with the very notion of direct contact and its consequences. There is an overriding fear about what might go wrong in such interactions and this suspicion and negativity pervades other aspects of our lives.

      The OFFLINE ethos is far more concerned with what may go right and acknowledges that the endless pursuit of perfection and excellence can be potentially destructive. I hope this book will help people maximise their personal worth in both a business and a social context, for the ability to develop empathy and rapport will become critical in a world dominated by algorithms and AI. The irony of social media is that it is profoundly antisocial, and the OFFLINE philosophy should enable those strangled by its grip to successfully reengage with real people in real time and real life.

      One day a week, walk on the opposite side of the street to the station. You will still arrive at the same destination, but en route, you may notice the different facades of buildings, the sweep of the curve, kids on the way to school and dogs on the way to walk. This exercise reaffirms the duality of OFFLINE, which is less a shrine to the analogue world and more an invitation to celebrate the much underrated virtues of randomness and serendipity.

    

  
    
      
        
When Fate Lends a Hand


      

      The genesis of OFFLINE began a long time ago. I was always a very curious boy, fascinated by people and places, books and ephemera. Once I hit adulthood, I metamorphosed into something of a newspaper and magazine junkie, variously hoovering up the mainstream press, international press, specialist press and underground press. Not much was off limits to me. I would often tear out articles to read later or in more depth, and, as I sifted through the pile, I would ruminate to myself that Tom would enjoy this one while Jennifer might like that.

      So I grew into the habit of dispersing articles in a suitably indiscriminate OFFLINE fashion. It was simply a way of saying, “Hello, I was thinking about you.” No more, no less. You might receive three in a week and not hear from me for three months, but the articles broadly fell into the following categories:

      
        	articles that I particularly enjoyed,

        	articles that I felt others would particularly enjoy,

        	articles that I felt were interesting or well written that others should read anyway.

      

      Nobody ever said to me, “What is this crap? Stop wasting my time!” On the contrary, the feedback was almost universally positive. One person, for example, would tell me that an article I had sent led him to pursue a successful business deal, another passed an article to his wife that she very much appreciated, while a third discovered a delightful but hitherto unknown hotel. It became evident to me that the majority of people possessed a real appetite for information, knowledge and insight but had neither the time nor the inclination to distil the vast profusion of material out there.

      One day, I met a friend for a coffee and passed him another sheaf of articles to read. He was aware that I shared articles with others and wondered out loud what everyone else was receiving. That struck a chord with me, so I decided to bring a bunch of like-minded individuals together one evening for supper, either past recipients or those kindly disposed to the idea, to share a few more articles with them and see where the conversation took us. I booked a private room at The Bleeding Heart in Hatton Garden, historic centre of the London diamond trade, and gathered about twenty people. After my initial preamble about the OFFLINE philosophy, I asked them all to think back to their very first social engagement but they sat there rather puzzled, as if I had posed some kind of trick question.

      So I got down on my haunches to give them a clue, patting the air no more than a foot or two from the ground. They looked even more puzzled so I got straight to the point. The first social engagement any of them had attended was a birthday party. Patting the air knee high symbolised the fact that we were all little people once upon a time. And what did they remember most fondly about the occasion? It certainly wasn’t the food or their fellow guests or, indeed, the games they might have played. The one thing that either topped off a wonderful afternoon or salvaged them from an abyss of despair was the GHP—the going-home present.

      I then declared that I had GHPs for the assembled, but, as they were all rather older and nobody’s mother was waiting patiently outside, they would receive them at the start of proceedings rather than the end. Tottering around the room with a fat stack of envelopes, I called out their names alphabetically. “Where is Abigail? I have a present for you.” Her hand shot up, and I gave her an envelope. She opened it and noticed half a dozen articles. Her neighbours on either side of her were curious about its contents too, as was the rest of her table, but I did not linger. “Ben? Where are you?” His hand shot up, and I repeated the same process. I was off again. “Chantal?” She flagged me down soon enough. And on it went until everybody had an envelope.

      I rarely read the articles beforehand myself. I may have skimmed through them, but I am rather like a chef who tastes everything but eats virtually nothing! Each envelope contained three articles for everyone, but the balance resembled a potpourri. An article might go to perhaps half a dozen random individuals, or, on occasion, it might go only to one recipient, especially if it featured a theme that I knew they were personally interested in, such as space travel, Russian literature, tennis or whatever. And I watched the action unfold before my eyes. Some participants were so consumed by the articles that they were oblivious to the rest of the room, while others were much more engaged by the selection elsewhere. Why do three people at my table have that piece on urban renewal, while I have a review about the conservation of giraffes? I have no idea!

      Dinner was served shortly afterwards, so articles and envelopes disappeared from immediate view. It proved to be a swinging evening and many attendees wrote to me afterwards to express their pleasure at its mood and disposition and, indeed, the variety of guests. One stated he had a marvellous time and had read every article in his bundle once he was home, while another had equally enjoyed the occasion but confessed that he put his envelope under his chair when dinner arrived and forgot all about it. I was unfazed. The dispersal of articles was merely designed to pique their curiosity and create conversation pieces. They could have used them thereafter to build paper aeroplanes for all I cared.

      I vividly recall sitting back later in the evening, observing the dynamic across the room as a shock of positive energy. It was all about the physical interaction as people completely ignored their natural sense of caution and restraint, pointing, waving, drinking, arguing, eating, laughing, flirting or perhaps just sharing or swapping articles. And I thought to myself, “I can go home now. My job is done.” But I stayed, of course, as so many pleasures were yet to emerge, and I recognised how embracing the virtues of randomness and serendipity had such a galvanising effect. I realised too that I had accidentally devised a formula that I could replicate in myriad ways.

      The concept certainly offered plenty of scope for experimentation. One gathering drew about seventy-five guests as a sort of extended cocktail party, but, although the room hummed and purred in all directions, I felt something was missing. It did not encourage more intimate and meaningful conversation, and I became convinced that the best way to nurture great relationships was to provide an element of permanence within proceedings. Sitting around the table rooted people somewhat, but it also gave them a base from which to explore.

      After my sighter at The Bleeding Heart, the next dinner I hosted was in the private dining room at Scott’s, the venerable fish restaurant in Mayfair. It was very agreeable but a few red flags dissuaded me from returning there. Two missteps by management meant that fresh flowers and bottled water, still and sparkling, were on each table. I did not ask for either but was charged accordingly and it was a valuable lesson to thoroughly check the fine print. Another discouraging factor was the location of the dining room in the basement, since it possessed no natural light. One of the simplest ingredients to create a memorable dinner is windows onto the world; another is the provision of round tables to ensure everyone is in your eyeline.

      There are clearly a few practical differences if you are organising a dinner for three hundred rather than thirty. I understand that but I struggle to understand the lack of forethought that compels event planners to place attendees on long pews or behind pillars that both obscure them and limit their visibility. How is that deemed conducive to great conversation? What matters most is that everybody in the room feels a part of the occasion, not just wedged into a corner or trapped at the wrong end of an inanimate and rather tight-lipped table.

      I have never encouraged any overt sense of formality at an OFFLINE dinner, as that tends to get in the way of the important stuff. There are no name badges at OFFLINE. I might selectively introduce you to a few people when you arrive or later in the evening, but I am not there to act as a personal chaperone, shepherding your every move. If you happen to forget a name, just ask for a reminder. Nobody will be remotely offended. Should you forget it a second time, ask again and listen carefully. If you need to do so a third time, that particular conversation is probably destined to go no further but one simple trick to keep someone front of mind is to repeat their name back when you are introduced. A bland “Hi” is a world apart from “Hello, Jack,” as Jack will far more readily and spontaneously respond when he hears his name. It’s a bit like a call to arms.

      I have absolutely no desire to ask a calligrapher to painstakingly inscribe a place card for each attendee. That’s far too stylised for me. Instead I apply a natural flash of sophistication OFFLINE style by scribbling each name on little blue, yellow or pink Post-it stickers. There is no rhyme or reason for the colour choice, but the attendees don’t know that, and it is always good to keep them guessing! It simply adds another layer of randomness and serendipity.

      The invitation to an OFFLINE dinner does not say very much, but that is deliberate. In practice, it starts when everyone shows up and it finishes when they all go home but my greatest priority has always been to create a sense of intrigue and wonder, so I send something along these lines:

      
        Please join me and thirty friends and associates at the forthcoming OFFLINE dinner at the Savile Club. It kicks off about 7 p.m. and should be over c. 10/10:30 p.m.—short, sweet and very entertaining.

        As ever, there will be a suitably eclectic crowd, all ages, all backgrounds, boys and girls. All that matters is that you come with an open mind and a generosity of spirit and, as your host, I shall do the rest. I think you will like it!

        OFFLINE is designed to encourage fresh ways of looking at the world and the art of sharing. There is neither any agenda nor any outcome, just a bunch of smart, engaging people like yourself who enjoy mixing business with pleasure!

      

    

  
    
      
        
The Limitations of Conformity


      

      The business dimension at OFFLINE has always been secondary. What really matters is what participants give and share of themselves. The open-mindedness and generosity of spirit that OFFLINE advocates appear to be rare these days. People are often so self-obsessed and wrapped up in their own lives that they make little effort to step out of their comfort zone.

      This speaks to a wider problem in society. The desire to conform is very powerful but, all too frequently, people tend to overshoot the runway in the pursuit of validation. The notion of belonging to a group, tribe or value system offers undeniable attractions, but it is the reliance upon it that causes me greatest concern. A silent majority typically surround themselves with those in their peer group who either agree with or endorse their opinion.

      The last thing I want to do is host an OFFLINE dinner with thirty people like me because one of me is quite enough! I am drawn to variety and an element of surprise, so I impose no restrictions on the destination of the invitations. It is vitally important too that young and enquiring minds are welcome to challenge the age gap and status quo and, consequently, the ticket price is pitched at a level that addresses the broader market. Occasionally, individuals attended at cost price or in selected cases as my guest if they were truly impecunious, but I felt they would add colour and vibrancy to the evening.

      I have a very uncomplicated attitude concerning dress code. Clearly this does require a smattering of common sense, but I leave it up to individuals to apply it as they see fit. The boundaries of appropriateness at OFFLINE are fairly loose, albeit there have been a few startling misjudgements over the years. It’s a bit like stepping onto the subway in your underwear. You might pique some interest from your fellow travellers, but nobody will take you very seriously. Women generally do not seek much guidance, but should any men enquire about the dress code, I keep things simple and just tell them that trousers are recommended!

      I recall watching a fascinating black and white television clip from Candid Camera, probably filmed in the mid-1960s. It featured a fellow awaiting an elevator in an office building somewhere in the US, soberly dressed in business attire, dark suit and tie, white shirt and polished shoes. He is holding his briefcase and hat, and when the elevator arrives, he steps inside and notices three other men there, identically attired except they are all wearing their hats. He can clearly see the fellow alongside him is doing so and, after a few seconds elapse, he arches his back to scratch it. However, he really does so as a means of looking at the man over his left shoulder; he then feigns to pick up a piece of litter to his right and observes that each of them are behatted too. Another ten seconds later, he follows their example and puts his own hat on.

      Why is this? Because most people desperately wish to conform and not to draw undue attention to themselves, yet suppressing your individuality is a double-edged sword. Most public behaviour is dictated not by rules but by social convention. There is no government statute I am aware of that unequivocally asserts your mode of dress in a business environment.

      A uniform, by definition, removes any individuality and is normally the preserve of large organisations, but it is not always necessary or appropriate. It definitely helps if you are dressed like a fireman when the house is ablaze. It lends a certain authority and suggests that you know what you are doing. However, it matters not that the postman is festooned with Royal Mail regalia when delivering his letters. I am not comforted by the fact he routinely turns up in his regulation outfit. It may help to build a sense of community within the post office, but what do I care? Not a bit. I would be quite relaxed, frankly, if he turned up at my door in flip flops and a Hawaiian T-shirt as long as he delivered my post in a timely way.

      As a young man, I worked for a very patrician stockbroking firm and I can remember with great clarity, some forty years later, the incredulity of the partners when one of my colleagues arrived at the office one morning wearing a pair of brown shoes. They could not have been more stunned had they witnessed a lunar eclipse, and their obsession with conformity determined that the miscreant immediately go home and change his footwear. They were governed by a misguided belief that sobriety and convention should be honoured and respected at all costs. I was equally incredulous at their response. His feet would be tucked firmly under his desk. It did not diminish his professionalism. As for those rabble rousers who strayed into striped shirts with white collars and cuffs: Oh, the decadence!

      Dress codes in the City took on a different twist with the introduction of dress-down Fridays. This proved an almost insurmountable obstacle for those bankers who had never been confronted by the challenge of dressing as an individual. Some spectacular fashion disasters emerged as, regrettably, creative minds in Latin American debt or asset allocation models were not expressed via their wardrobe. Uniform is more acceptable when a personality is wrapped around it or it merely represents a layer of blandness that reinforces the worst of corporatism. You already know which team you are on so, unless you are playing football, you do not need to wear matching outfits.

    

  
    
      
        
Rules of (Dis)engagement


      

      The real revelation for me was that individuals were happy to pay for the privilege of conjoining with similarly bright and diverse characters, whatever their stripe. I was equally blessed by the discovery that my club was the perfect venue to host OFFLINE. The Savile Club was founded in 1868 with a membership originally leaning towards the arts and letters but today encompassing, inter alia, technology, business, journalism, film and music. Additionally, the annual fees are more competitive than the grander gentlemen’s clubs, so it appeals to most strata of society, which aligns rather neatly with the approach I adopted at the OFFLINE dinner.

      The club is located in a superb townhouse, acquired from the aristocratic Harcourt family in the 1890s by Walter Burns, one of the principals in the JP Morgan banking dynasty, and modified in French eighteenth century style. The building was constructed in the seventeenth century and retains many exceptional architectural features, so there is much to tempt the eye. It has been utilised for product launches, modelling assignments and especially film shoots, as it is one of only twenty private residences in London that still retains its ballroom. Indeed, a recital scene from the award-winning Downton Abbey television series was portrayed there. The understated entrance to the club belies a deceptively spacious and lovely setting, which is enhanced by fine food and wine.

      There are virtually no ground rules at an OFFLINE dinner, but I do insist at the outset that all mobile devices must be turned off or at least placed in silent mode. After all, I did not send an invitation to your phone to join us! This request is normally met by a sudden flurry of activity, particularly by ladies who struggle to find it deep in the bowels of their handbags. The only other thing I mention is that the room is chock full of talented people, and they should freely explore it and one another.

      Should someone pop out to make a call, smoke a cigarette or use the cloakroom, it is a green light to assume that chair should you so wish. The returnee will be obliged to sit at your table so interaction can revolve as much as conversation, but I dislike the policy of forcibly moving people before each course; this should be a natural and organic process. It is most unwelcome while engaged in an absorbing conversation with your table to suddenly undertake a game of musical chairs. The procedure rather more resembles a 1,500-metre race where everybody stays in lane for the first lap and then converges for the following two. The only difference is that at OFFLINE, there are no winners or losers, merely participants.

      And what did I talk about? I have long retained a fount of stories in my head based on my personal experiences and observations, whether strangers I encountered, mishaps that befell me or various tales of derring-do, some of which I have recounted in this book. Typically, they pivoted around people, since the human factor was always uppermost in my mind, and the stories frequently revolved around the way we interacted, cultural taboos, conduct, behaviour, manners, kindness and the boundaries of acceptability. But the distribution of articles was an occasional treat rather than a regular feature. I often mixed up the format and, defiantly flying the analogue flag, I also started introducing a quiz into the mix.

      A quiz may seem a rather prosaic experience in the eyes of many, but at OFFLINE, it had an effervescent effect. It is vital to devise a quiz that is sufficiently inclusive so that everybody can participate. I was never going to pose a bunch of questions concerning classical civilisation or political speeches or more arcane subjects, as, quite frankly, most of the attendees would zone out. But the first quiz precipitated such an entertaining response from the assembled that I repeated it at the very next dinner to equal effect. It was entitled “The Cultural Life of Cities,” and it touched upon places and activities with which they would all be broadly familiar. Yet this quiz and others I created also provided a fascinating insight into what people thought they knew and what they really knew!

      Although numerous attendees returned to the OFFLINE dinner over the years, I was continually obliged to harvest new prospects. Where did the guests come from? How did I find them? Which data management programme was I utilising? What lists was I mining? How did I know so many people? I was frequently peppered with such questions, but the truth is that I would speculate to accumulate and did not need to be personally introduced or have known you professionally to start chatting. I was prepared to take a chance, not stand on ceremony, and my instincts were rewarded more often than not.

      I had few qualms about levering OFFLINE into a discussion if I sensed an opportunity. For example, if people were a bit obtuse or difficult in a meeting, I might casually mention how much they might learn from attendance at an OFFLINE dinner! I would also conversationally accost others in a queue, in a café, at the football, in passing, wherever, but another weapon in my armoury was that very twentieth-century tactic of using my phone to actually make a phone call. Never underestimate the impact of the personal touch.

      In practice, I would initially email an invitation to about 150 people on the basis that perhaps one in five would accept, but I extended it to others in their orbit. Aside from attendees bringing colleagues, associates or significant others in their lives, it often embraced friends of friends and the children of friends. There is no age bar at OFFLINE in either direction. Indeed, last year one friend mentioned he was bringing a companion, and when I casually asked about her name and background, he advised it would in fact be his father! At eighty-six, he was certainly the oldest attendee at OFFLINE but among the most interesting too. After winning a silver medal for swimming at the 1958 Commonwealth Games, he had reinvented himself as an operatic tenor before forging a storied career as an agent in the worlds of music and sport. I am quick to say yes and reluctant to say no and that approach has always underpinned the OFFLINE ethos of displaying an open mind and a generosity of spirit.

      At some OFFLINE dinners I would observe certain participants, a little afraid of themselves and their surroundings, tiptoeing around the edge of the proverbial swimming pool. Accidentally on purpose, I might give them a nudge, and they would fall in, but it mattered little whether you entered in the deep end or the shallow nor whether your costume was green or red. The only unifying factor was that you were wet. Nobody in the pool says, “I am more wet than you.” You are all wet! Wherever possible, seek out points of convergence, not divergence; there is far more that connects rather than separates us.

    

  
    
      
        
The Joy of Randomness


      

      
        Fishing with a Net

        Many individuals go to great lengths to cultivate particular relationships. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with that approach, but I liken it to fishing with a line rather than a net. Sitting on the ideal spot on the riverbank, wearing the right kit, affixing the best bait, checking the weather forecast, the direction of the wind, hoping for a big catch, anglers may get lucky, but they will get unlucky far more frequently. By contrast, I go fishing with a net. I throw the net into the river, haul it in, and see what varieties of fish I have caught. There may be a few fish that are familiar or perhaps of a different colour than usual or that I have not seen for some time. Equally, there may be others that I might not like the look of, and I toss them back in the water! The law of averages tells me that my net will almost always contain a few surprises on the upside and demonstrate the joy of randomness.

      

      
        And the Schnitzel Came Too

        One of the most distinctive pleasures of OFFLINE has been the manner in which entirely disparate connections assumed renewed life after the event. So it proved with Robbie, Chris and Charles. I knew Robbie very well, Chris not very well and Charles not at all. In fact, Charles showed up quite unexpectedly at an OFFLINE dinner with a mutual friend, who was investing in his data company and had brought him directly from a meeting together. I have absolutely no recollection as to how Chris arrived at OFFLINE originally, but he is a shrewd, thoughtful and very likeable Canadian venture capitalist focused on tech prospects in Eastern Europe.

        By contrast, Robbie and I went way back, as we had in fact attended the same school as near contemporaries. He is only a year or two older than me, but the usual teenage hierarchies precluded any direct contact, so we only met properly a couple of decades later. After graduating from Cambridge, he immersed himself in the television and film world, notably producing the 2004 movie The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy in collaboration with his close confidant, Douglas Adams. Yet his curiosity and breadth had steered him subsequently towards media finance and management consulting, and I came to greatly respect his intellect, insight and unstinting support for the OFFLINE concept.

        All three of them were fascinated by innovation, the benefits and limitations of technology, AI, neuroscience and the rest. They had no prior connection, but I sensed that they all spoke a common language and suggested that the four of us meet for supper at Fischer’s, an atmospheric Viennese brasserie and a regular haunt of mine, to see what might emerge. I was not disappointed, as the three of them instantly gelled, and the conversation swayed back and forth. I was largely a spectator, which suited me fine. I just sat back and enjoyed the show, accompanied by my usual order of Wiener Schnitzel Holstein, fat chips and a pickled cucumber salad.

        The overall experience was so enjoyable that we agreed to repeat it. Roughly every six months or so, we would gather at Fischer’s, where I reacquainted myself with the above combo plus Robbie, Charles and Chris too! At some of our dinners, the world of technology did not appear on the menu at all, but our exchanges were always fun and invigorating, regardless of the subject matter.
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