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CURIOUS
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For Io: may she never stop getting excited by what she doesn’t yet know




I have no special talents. I am only passionately curious.

Albert Einstein

I mean that if it is important for us to eat first of all, it is even more important for us not to waste in the sole concern for eating our simple power of being hungry.

Antonin Artaud

Curiosity is insubordination in its purest form.

Vladimir Nabokov
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INTRODUCTION
The Fourth Drive

The researchers first realised that Kanzi was an unusually talented ape when they discovered that he had taught himself language.

Sue Savage-Rumbaugh and her colleagues at the Language Research Center near Atlanta, Georgia, had devoted months of painstaking effort to teaching Kanzi’s adoptive mother, Matata, how to communicate using symbols. They worked with a keyboard that had lexigrams corresponding to things and actions in the real world; there was a key for apple, another one for play.

Despite being exceptionally intelligent, Matata made slow progress. She understood that the keyboard could be used to communicate, but the idea that specific symbols had specific significance eluded her. She would take Savage-Rumbaugh’s hand and lead her to the keyboard, intent on sharing what was on her mind. Then Matata would press any key and look up expectantly, as if Savage-Rumbaugh would surely know what she meant. She might press ‘juice’ when what she really wanted was a banana, or ‘groom’ when she wanted to go outdoors.

While the researchers were working with Matata, Kanzi was usually in the room, entertaining himself. It had been a condition of Kanzi’s transfer to the Language Center at six months old that he be allowed to remain with his mother while she participated in language studies. A hyperactive infant, Kanzi darted around the test room, jumping on his mother’s head, pushing her hand away from the keyboard just as she was trying to hit a key, stealing the food she earned as a reward for good work.

The researchers had noticed that Kanzi also liked to play with the keyboard when it was free, but they thought little of it. Then one day, when he was two years old, Kanzi went up to the keyboard and very deliberately selected the ‘chase’ key. He looked at Savage-Rumbaugh to see if she had noticed what he’d done. When she nodded and smiled, he ran off, looking behind him as he did so, a big, cheeky grin on his face.

That day, Kanzi used the keyboard 120 times, making requests for specific foods or games, or announcing what he was about to do. To the astonishment of Savage-Rumbaugh and her colleagues, it became clear that he had mastered the symbolic keyboard, despite having never been trained on it, or even seeming to have paid attention to his mother’s lessons. Over the following months and years the researchers turned their full attention to this ape prodigy. Kanzi went on to demonstrate linguistic aptitude of such sophistication that he changed the way cognitive psychologists thought about human learning and language.

The difference between an ape and a human being is less than you might think. Kanzi learned a vocabulary of over 200 words. When he was given tests of reading and communications skills he matched, and in some respects excelled, a child of two and a half years old. He made up and follows his own rules of grammar, indicating a creative capacity. He understands spoken language and can follow spoken instructions – when Savage-Rumbaugh told him to throw something into the river, he picked up a rock and hurled it in. He can use symbols to ask for treats, or for help opening a door. He loves to play, and he loves to learn.

The story of Kanzi shows just how much we have in common with apes, which ought not to be a surprise, given that we share nearly all of their DNA. Yet it also suggests there is something that isn’t shared – something very important.

What Kanzi never did, and never does, is ask why. He never furrows his brow, leans over the keyboard and bashes out a sentence like, ‘Why are you asking me all these questions?’ or ‘What exactly are you trying to discover?’ He doesn’t ask about what lies beyond the confines of his home at the research centre. He can go to the refrigerator, but he has no interest in how the refrigerator works. Although he spends time with human beings who are clearly interested in what it is like to be an ape, Kanzi shows no curiosity about what it’s like to be human. For that matter, he shows little curiosity in what it means to be an ape. He has never asked, ‘Who am I?’

*

‘Who am I?’ was the question to which John Lloyd awoke on the morning of Christmas Eve, 1993. It didn’t come to him in the form of a dreamy, philosophical rumination. It was urgent, painful, and insistent. It felt like a drill to the head.

Lloyd hadn’t lost his memory. He could answer his question in all the ways you would expect. ‘I’m John Lloyd. I’m forty-two years old. I’m 6’1. I’m a successful TV producer and director. I have homes in London and Oxfordshire. I’m married, with three children.’ But, that morning, none of these answers did anything to salve the pain of the inquiry. The more he thought about it, the more he felt his question pointed not to a loss, but a lack. ‘I realised,’ he later told me, ‘that I didn’t know anything.’

Of course, Lloyd did know things. He knew a lot about how to make commercials. He also knew something about how to make TV comedy. During the preceding decade and a half – or as he described it to me, ‘fifteen insane years’ – he had gone on an extraordinary, unprecedented hot streak of success, producing some of the most popular and loved comedy shows in Britain, including Not the Nine O’Clock News, Blackadder and Spitting Image.

Lloyd was instrumental in the early successes of some of Britain’s most famous actors and comedians, including Rowan Atkinson, Richard Curtis, Stephen Fry and Hugh Laurie. He had won numerous BAFTAs – Britain’s Oscars – for those shows, and for his advertising campaigns. In fact, as he told me, with a mixture of pride and sheepishness, ‘I’ve won more BAFTAs than anyone except Dame Judi Dench.’ He was given a Lifetime Achievement Award before he was forty.

Shortly afterwards, things started going wrong. Lloyd’s flawless career hit serious snags. He was fired from advertising campaigns he had created. The head of a Hollywood studio threw his movie script into a swimming pool. Nothing he tried to start got off the ground. He had dealt with disappointments before, but this was different. His failures were as relentless as his previous success had seemed unstoppable. It felt like he was being bullied by a giant bear: ‘Every time I tried to pick myself up, I was smacked down again.’

That Christmas Eve, Lloyd had been shaken awake by the horrifying thought that everything he had done or achieved thus far was worthless. The BAFTAs on his shelves turned to cardboard. Lloyd entered a serious depression, despite knowing that he had much to be thankful for. Nevertheless, in the years that followed, an intruder to the Lloyd home might have come across the most successful TV producer of his generation sitting under his desk, crying.

Lloyd decided to deal with his depression with the same determination with which he had once set about persuading the BBC to recommission a failed sitcom set in medieval England called Blackadder. He eschewed some of the popular strategies for coping with male mid-life crises: he didn’t go into therapy, buy a sports car or leave his wife. Instead, he took time off work, went on long walks, and drank whisky. He also started to read. ‘I didn’t read any book during those years of success. I never had time.’ Despite attending one of Britain’s top schools and graduating from Cambridge, Lloyd never considered himself particularly knowledgeable. Now he had the time to catch up.

He read about Socrates and ancient Athens. He read about light and magnetism. He read about the Renaissance, and the French Impressionists. He had no method or plan, but simply followed his curiosity, wherever it took him. On coming across, for the first time, Caillebotte’s painting of workmen varnishing a Parisian floor, Lloyd grew interested in the history of varnish and found books to read about that. When he started making ads again, he would take a pile of books with him on the plane to far-flung locations, and devour their contents. The more he learned, the more he wanted to learn.

He was appalled at how little he knew, and intimidated by how much there was to catch up on. He was also furious that no one had thought to let him in on a secret: ‘I was suddenly seeing that the world is incredibly interesting. If you’re paying attention, everything in the world – from the nature of gravity, to a pigeon’s head, to a blade of grass – is extraordinary.’ School had been a chore, dull but necessary. This was a pleasure, verging on an obsession. ‘The closer you look at anything, the more interesting it gets. But nobody tells you this.’

Underpinning his fascination with everything was a driving desire to understand nothing less than the meaning of life. ‘I was really trying to find out, what is the point of me? What is the point of anything?’

Six years after he had embarked on his meandering journey through the world’s store of knowledge, Lloyd, now over the worst of his depression, was standing in the study of his Oxfordshire home, surrounded by books when, ‘Suddenly the top of my head opened, and I thought, hang on. Here’s an idea: QI.’ He saw how what had obsessed him for the last few years could be turned into entertainment. ‘It will be a programme about interesting things. It will prove that everything is quite interesting if you look at it from the right angle.’

QI became a BBC quiz show, hosted by Stephen Fry. It is now one of Britain’s most popular and long-running TV series, loved by millions for its ability to make anything – from quantum physics to Aztec architecture – entertaining and, well, interesting. The format is popular abroad, and the book version sells in the hundreds of thousands. Lloyd had finally scored another success, and he was prouder of this one than any of his others: ‘It was the idea of my life.’

When Lloyd was pitching QI to the BBC, he and his team explained its underlying philosophy to the assembled executives. ‘There is nothing more important or more strange than curiosity,’ Lloyd told them. Ever since Darwin, he said, we have had to come to terms with the fact that we share with our primate cousins the same three basic drives: food, sex and shelter. But humans possess something else: a fourth drive. ‘Pure curiosity is unique to human beings. When animals snuffle around in bushes it’s because they’re looking for the three other things. It’s only people, as far as we know, who look up at the stars and wonder what they are.’

*

Our oldest stories about curiosity are warnings: Adam and Eve and the apple of knowledge, Icarus and the sun, Pandora’s box. Early Christian theologians railed against curiosity: St Augustine claimed that ‘God fashioned hell for the inquisitive’. Even the humanist philosopher Erasmus suggested that curiosity was greed by a different name. For most of Western history, it has been regarded as, at best, a distraction, at worst a poison, corrosive to the soul and to society.

There’s a reason for this. Curiosity is unruly. It doesn’t like rules, or at least, it assumes that all rules are provisional, subject to the laceration of a smart question nobody has yet thought to ask. It disdains the approved pathways, preferring diversions, unplanned excursions, impulsive left turns. In short, curiosity is deviant. Pursuing it is liable to bring you into conflict with authority at some point, as everyone from Galileo to Charles Darwin to Steve Jobs could have attested.

A society that values order above all else will seek to suppress curiosity. But a society that believes in progress, innovation and creativity will cultivate it, recognising that the enquiring minds of its people constitute its most valuable asset. In medieval Europe, the enquiring mind – especially if it enquired too closely into the edicts of Church or state – was stigmatised. During the Renaissance and Reformation, received wisdoms began to be interrogated, and by the time of the Enlightenment, European societies started to see that their future lay with the curious, and encouraged probing questions rather than stamping on them. The result was the biggest explosion of new ideas and scientific advances in history.

The great unlocking of curiosity translated into a cascade of prosperity for the nations that precipitated it. Today, we cannot know for sure if we are in the middle of this golden period or at the end of it. But we are, at the very least, in a lull. With the important exception of the internet, the innovations that catapulted Western societies ahead of the global pack are thin on the ground, while the rapid growth of Asian and South American economies has not yet been accompanied by a comparable run of indigenous innovation. Tyler Cowen, a professor of economics at George Mason University in Virginia, has termed the current period ‘the great stagnation’.

Cowen says that the rich world is struggling to cope with the consequences of its own success; it now finds it much harder to raise the education levels of its populaces. Rather than just getting more people to school and university, therefore, the new challenge is to find ways of making more people hungry to learn, question and create. Meanwhile, the leaders of Asian societies, like those of China and Singapore, are wondering how to instil a culture of enquiry and critical thinking into their education systems, aware that people who defer too much to the authority of their elders’ ideas are less likely to transcend them. The world is in need of more curious learners.

Edmund Phelps, the Nobel Prize-winning economist, believes that the grassroots spirit of enterprise which fuelled the Industrial Revolution is being suffocated by the dead weight of state and corporate bureaucracies. During a round-table discussion of his work, a senior executive at the international bank BNY Mellon told Phelps:


So much of what you’ve talked about is what we struggle with daily as a large global financial corporation … as our regulators and societies want us to be more controlled, we want to create a culture that is more collaborative, is more creative and more competitive. We need our staff to be active, enquiring, imaginative, and full of ideas and curiosity in order to create innovation.



The truly curious will be increasingly in demand. Employers are looking for people who can do more than follow procedures competently or respond to requests; who have a strong intrinsic desire to learn, solve problems and ask penetrating questions. They may be difficult to manage at times, these individuals, for their interests and enthusiasms can take them along unpredictable paths, and they don’t respond well to being told what to think. But for the most part, they will be worth the difficulty.

Curious learners go deep, and they go wide. They are the people best equipped for the kind of knowledge-rich, cognitively challenging work required in industries like finance or software engineering. They are also the ones most likely to make creative connections between different fields, of the kind that leads to new ideas, and the ones best suited to working in multi-disciplinary teams. Consequently, they are the ones whose jobs are least likely to be taken by intelligent machines; in a world where technology is rapidly replacing humans even in white-collar jobs, it’s no longer enough to be merely smart. Computers are smart. But no computer, however sophisticated, can yet be said to be curious.

Another way of putting this is that there is a rising premium on people with a high ‘need for cognition’. Need for cognition, or NFC, is a scientific measure of intellectual curiosity. The drive to make sense of the world is a universal characteristic of human beings, but the world is divided into those who always seek out short cuts, and those who prefer to take the scenic route. Psychologists use a scale of NFC to distinguish between individuals who like their mental life to be as straightforward as possible, and those who derive satisfaction and pleasure from intellectual challenges.

I’m going to assume that if you’re reading this book you have a reasonably high NFC, but here is a simple way to assess yourself, based on a questionnaire invented by the psychologists who first formulated the concept. Answer each question ‘true’ or ‘false’, choosing the answer that most often applies to you (truthfully!):


	I would prefer complex to simple problems.

	I like to have the responsibility of handling a situation that requires a lot of thinking.

	Thinking is not my idea of fun.

	I would rather do something that requires little thought than something that is sure to challenge my thinking abilities.

	I try to anticipate and avoid situations where there is likely chance I will have to think in depth about something.

	I find satisfaction in deliberating hard and for long hours.

	I only think as hard as I have to.

	I prefer to think about small, daily projects to long-term ones.

	I like tasks that require little thought once I’ve learned them.

	The idea of relying on thought to make my way to the top appeals to me.

	I really enjoy a task that involves coming up with new solutions to problems.

	Learning new ways to think doesn’t excite me very much.

	I prefer my life to be filled with puzzles that I can’t solve.

	The notion of thinking abstractly is appealing to me.

	I would prefer a task that is intellectual, difficult and important to one that is somewhat important but does not require much thought.

	I feel relief rather than satisfaction after completing a task that required a lot of mental effort.

	It’s enough for me that something gets the job done. I don’t care how or why it works.

	I usually end up deliberating about issues even when they do not affect me personally.



If you answered ‘true’ to most of the questions 1, 2, 6, 10, 11, 13, 14, 15 and 18 and ‘false’ to most of the others then the chances are you are higher in NFC than the average person.

People who are low in NFC are more likely to rely on others to explain things, or to fall back on cognitive heuristics, like agreeing with what everyone else seems to be saying. If you are high in NFC, you are more likely to actively seek out experiences and information that make you think, challenge your assumptions, and pose puzzles. You have a restless, enquiring mind, and you are constantly on the lookout for new intellectual journeys. Low NFC people are ‘cognitive misers’ who seek to expend as little mental effort as they can get away with, whereas high NFC people positively enjoy ‘effortful cognitive activity’ – they are the ones who read non-fiction books like this one, or tingle with anticipation at the prospect of learning about a new idea.

That word ‘effortful’ is important – a major concern of this book is that digital technologies are severing the link between effort and mental exploration. By making it easier for us to find answers, the web threatens habits of deeper enquiry – habits that require patience and focused application. When you’re confident that you can find out anything you want on your smartphone, you may be less likely to make the effort to learn the kind of knowledge that might lead you to query the answer that comes top of a Google search. As we’ll see, there are those who argue that by releasing us of the need to use our memories, the internet is allowing us to be more creative. But such claims fly in the face of everything scientists have learned about how the mind works.

Effort and pleasure can go together, of course. If you are high in NFC, you are probably good at solving problems for your employer, because you’re really solving them for yourself. Social scientists who study group behaviour have observed a phenomenon they call ‘social loafing’ – the widespread tendency of individuals to decrease their own effort when they start working collaboratively. When confident that others are working on the same problem, most people cut themselves some slack. But individuals who are high in need for cognition seem to form an exception to this rule; when given a cognitively challenging task to do in a group, they generate just as many different ideas as when working alone. They’re having fun.

If you scored high on the test, congratulations. Don’t let it go to your head, though. Just because you have a high NFC now, doesn’t mean you’ll always have one – as John Lloyd can tell you. It’s true that some people are more disposed to be cognitively demanding of themselves than others. But the scientific literature on curiosity, while it disagrees on many things, agrees on this: a person’s curiosity is more state than trait. That is, our curiosity is highly responsive to the situation or environment we’re in. It follows that we can arrange our lives to stoke our curiosity or squash it.

Curiosity is vulnerable to benign neglect. As we grow older we tend to become less active explorers of our mental environment, relying on what we’ve learned so far to see us through the rest of the journey. We can also become too preoccupied with the daily skirmishes of existence to take the time to pursue our interests. If you allow yourself to become incurious, your life will be drained of colour, interest and pleasure. You will be less likely to achieve your potential at work or in your creative life. While barely noticing it, you’ll become a little duller, a little dimmer. You may not think it could happen to you, but it can. It can happen to any of us. To stop it happening, you need to understand what feeds curiosity, and what starves it.

That’s what this book is about.

*

Sometime in the early 1480s, Leonardo da Vinci made a doodle in his notebook. He seems to have bought a new pen and was trying it out, absent-mindedly. What he wrote was a wandering riff on the phrase ‘Dimmi’ (‘Tell me’). ‘Tell me … tell me whether … tell me how things are …’

Curiosity starts with the itch to explore. From a very early age, we display a yearning to conquer the unknown. A 1964 study found that babies as young as two months old, when presented with different patterns, will show a marked preference for the unfamiliar ones. Every parent knows about the child’s compulsion to stick tiny fingers where they are not supposed to go, to run out of the open door, to eat dirt. This attraction to everything novel is what the scientists who study it call diversive curiosity.

In adults, diversive curiosity manifests itself as a restless desire for the new and the next. The modern world seems designed to stimulate our diversive curiosity. Every tweet, headline, ad, blog post and app at once promises and denies a satisfaction for which we are ever more impatient. Our popular entertainments are expertly crafted to hook our attention and keep it, by moving fast; the average shot in an American movie today is about two seconds, compared with 27.9 seconds in 1953.

Diversive curiosity is essential to an exploring mind; it opens our eyes to the new and undiscovered, encouraging us to seek out new experiences and meet new people. But unless it’s allowed to deepen and mature it can become a futile waste of energy and time, dragging us from one object of attention to another without reaping insight from any. Unfettered curiosity is wonderful; unchannelled curiosity is not. When diversive curiosity is entrained – when it is transformed into a quest for knowledge and understanding – it nourishes us. This deeper, more disciplined and effortful type of curiosity is called epistemic curiosity, and it is the chief subject of this book.*

For individuals, epistemic curiosity can be a font of satisfaction and delight that provides sustenance for the soul. For organisations and nations it can supercharge creative talent and ignite innovation, turning the base metal of diversive curiosity into gold. To get a probe to Mars you need a powerful desire to explore a distant planet, but you will need to combine this with an enduring appetite for problem solving if you are to figure out how to get a camera up there.

Diversive curiosity has always been with us, and so has epistemic curiosity, but the latter has only flourished on a widespread scale in the modern era, since the invention of the printing press allowed people to read, share and combine ideas from all over the world, and since the Industrial Revolution created more time for more people to think and experiment. The internet ought to be giving epistemic curiosity another epochal boost, because it is making knowledge more widely available than ever before. But its amazing potential is undermined by our tendency to use it merely to stimulate diversive curiosity.

A secondary subject of this book is empathic curiosity: curiosity about the thoughts and feelings of other people. Empathic curiosity is distinct from gossip or prurience, which we can think of as diversive curiosity about the superficial detail of others’ lives. You practise empathic curiosity when you genuinely try to put yourself in the shoes – and the mind – of the person you’re talking to; to see things from their perspective. Diversive curiosity might make you wonder what a person does for a living; empathic curiosity makes you wonder why they do it. I’ll be arguing that empathic curiosity became a common cognitive habit at around the same point in history as epistemic curiosity.

It is no coincidence that the two are tied to each other; curiosity is a deeply social quality. Almost from the beginning of life, we wonder about what it is that other people know that we don’t; a baby’s way of saying ‘tell me’ is to point to an object while looking at her mother. Whether our curiosity grows or shrinks is also dependent on others. If the baby’s mother answers his wordless question he’ll point to something else. If she ignores his gesture, he’ll stop pointing. It’s a dynamic that works its way through our lives, from home to school to the office. Curiosity is contagious. So is incuriosity.

*

Our attitudes to curiosity retain the taint of ancient warnings. We call people ‘curious’ when we mean ‘weird’. We associate intellectual curiosity with dusty academics immersed in esoterica, or with the lone eccentric tinkering in his study, rather than with innovation, collaboration or entrepreneurialism. Curiosity is regarded by companies and governments as, at worst, a threat to established orders, and at best, a wasteful luxury.

As a result, we fail to invest in it. Our education system is increasingly focused on preparing students for specific jobs. To teach someone to be an engineer or a lawyer or a programmer is not the same as teaching them to be a curious learner – and yet the people who make the best engineers, lawyers and programmers tend to be the most curious learners. So we find ourselves stuck in a self-defeating cycle: we ask schools to focus on preparing students for the world of work, rather than on inspiring them, and we end up with uninspired students and mediocre professionals. The more we chase the goal of efficient education, the further it recedes.

The rewards of curiosity have never been higher, but our ideas about how curiosity works are muddled and misguided. We romanticise the natural curiosity of children and worry that it will be contaminated by knowledge, when the opposite is true. We confuse the practice of curiosity with ease of access to information, and forget that real curiosity requires the exercise of effort. We focus on the goals of learning rather than valuing learning for itself. Epistemic curiosity is in danger of becoming the province of cognitive elites, with far too many of us losing or never learning the capacity to think deeply about a subject or a person. In a world where vast inequalities in access to information are finally being levelled, a new divide is emerging – between the curious and the incurious.


The only reason people do not know much is because they do not care much. They are incurious. Incuriosity is the oddest and most foolish failing there is.

Stephen Fry



The most fundamental reason to choose curiosity isn’t so that we can do better at school or at work. The true beauty of learning stuff, including apparently useless stuff, is that it takes us out of ourselves, reminds us that we are part of a far greater project, one that has been underway for at least as long as human beings have been talking to each other. Other animals don’t share or store their knowledge like we do. Orangutans do not reflect on the history of the orangutan; London’s pigeons have not adopted ideas on navigation from pigeons in Rio de Janeiro. We should all feel privileged to have access to a deep well of species memory. As Stephen Fry suggests, it’s foolish not to take advantage of it.

Yet that’s how many people live. I went to a school where few pupils read books unless they had to. Most of my school friends left school at the earliest legal opportunity. University was a soft option – a way of deferring adulthood. Being a man (I went to a boys’ school) meant getting a job, putting learning behind you. I never felt like that, in large part because my parents, neither of whom attended university, infected me with their curiosity about the world. They had hungry minds, and the shelves at home were full of books, bought not for the purpose of decoration but enjoyment and edification. Conversations around the dinner table were as likely to be about history, music or politics as what we’d done that day. Being epistemically curious seemed like a natural way of life. As I grew older I came to think of it as a crucial condition of feeling fulfilled and alive.

Science supports this intuition. Neurologists use the term ‘cognitive reserve’ to describe the brain’s capacity to resist the ravages of old age. For a study published in 2013, a team led by Robert Wilson at the Rush University Medical Centre in Chicago enrolled 300 elderly people, and tested their thinking and memory skills each year. The participants were also asked about how often they read, wrote and engaged in other cognitively demanding activities, not just currently, but in childhood and middle age. Following each participant’s death, their brain was examined for evidence of dementia. It was discovered that, after taking the physical effects of dementia on their brains into account, the subjects who made a lifelong habit of lots of reading and writing slowed their rate of mental decline by a third compared to those who did only an average amount of those things.* In other words, these people had cheated old age. Years spent in intellectual pursuits meant they had accrued extra neuronal capacity, buffering them against the debilitating effects of age. A lifelong investment in their cognitive reserve was paying back.

We are part biological organism, part cultural; we need both sunlight and knowledge to thrive. While I was writing this book I became a father for the first time, to a little girl. As I watch her hungry eyes attempt to penetrate the mysterious world in which she finds herself – the studiousness with which she examines her own toes! – I can feel the urgent pulse of her desire to know. I hope it never fades; I hate to think it will. After researching this book, I realise that’s up to me as well as her.

John Lloyd told me how he came to see that during the years of his greatest successes, he wasn’t fully human. ‘If human curiosity isn’t fed then you die inside,’ he told me. ‘A quarter of your desire to be alive is cut away.’ At least that, I’d say.

‘Beyond the age of information,’ said the designer Charles Eames, ‘is the age of choices.’ Isn’t it time to reassess your relationship with what Aristotle called ‘the desire to know’ – to choose curiosity?


PART 1
HOW CURIOSITY WORKS




CHAPTER 1
Three Journeys

In the 1960s Brian Smith was growing up in an apartment over a shoe store in a poor but lively neighbourhood of St Louis, Missouri. The part of town in which his family lived was crowded and busy, full of cars, restaurants, bars and nightclubs. In the evenings, the red light of a neon sign for Red Goose Shoes shone through the window into their living room.

One evening when he was about ten years old, Brian and his younger brother Paul were playing in their parents’ bedroom. They started rummaging through the dresser drawers. While doing so they came across a large, solid object tucked under their father’s underwear. Lifting up the clothes, they discovered what it was: a gun. The brothers were transfixed. They let themselves touch its cold metallic surface, feeling little shock waves of excitement travel up their arms.

Brian picked the gun up. It was unexpectedly heavy. Holding the weapon’s muzzle towards his face, he could see that its cylinder was loaded with bullets. The brothers were fans of TV programmes like The Lone Ranger and The Cisco Kid, and in their parents’ bedroom that day they staged pretend gunfights. One brother would take turns to point the weapon at the other, who would then take the shot, falling dramatically to the ground. Then they put the gun back in the drawer, being careful to replace it under the clothes, exactly as it had been found.

For weeks after that, the gun in the drawer was the boys’ secret, one they vowed not to share with anyone else. Then one evening, Brian and his siblings (there were four in all) found themselves alone in the house for a short period. Brian was watching TV in his parents’ bedroom. It was a warm evening and the window was open. Though he tried not to, Brian kept thinking about the gun, just a few feet away. In the end, he recalls, ‘My curiosity got the better of me.’

Brian went to the dresser, retrieved the gun from the drawer, and walked over to the open window. Pretending to be an assassin, he pointed the weapon at the people walking along the sidewalk opposite his apartment on their way to a bar or restaurant for the evening. He imagined pulling the trigger, and simulated a recoil gesture, just like the ones he had seen people make on TV when they fired a shot. He dared to cock back the hammer of the gun, thrilling to the sound of its click. He took aim at the Red Goose sign, resting his finger lightly on the trigger. Then something happened.

BOOM! The red neon goose suddenly went dark. Dis-oriented, Brian saw smoke coming from the muzzle of the revolver. He looked out of the window. Down on the sidewalk, pedestrians were scrambling for cover and trying to work out where the shot had come from. Brian ducked out of sight. He replaced the gun in his parents’ dresser drawer, and sat back down in front of the TV, his heart racing. What the hell just happened? He was terrified that he had shot someone.

His brother came into the room. ‘What was that big bang?’ ‘I don’t know,’ said Brian, eyes on the TV, heart hammering. When his brother had gone, he took a surreptitious glance out of the window. He couldn’t see any bodies in the street. His mother came home complaining about some idiot having fired a gun outside, but she didn’t mention any casualties. No ambulance sirens sounded. The cars and pedestrians resumed their flow, Brian’s heart gradually resumed its normal rate.

Brian and his brother were lucky, as were the pedestrians who nearly got in the way of the bullet Brian fired that day. In 2013, a nine-year-old boy in Decatur, Ohio was playing with a loaded handgun he had found in his parents’ bedroom when it discharged, killing him. According to the paediatrician Vincent Ianelli, there were 122 unintentional firearm deaths of children in America in 2007, and an additional 3,060 non-fatal shooting accidents, and the numbers have remained about the same since. Most of these children would have been repeatedly warned, at school and at home, that guns are dangerous, but still could not resist picking them up. Self-preservation is our most deep-rooted instinct. But curiosity is powerful enough to override it.

The day they picked up the gun, Brian and his brother had been seized by ‘diversive curiosity’ – the desire for












































	Calculate the measurement of Milan and its suburbs.

	Find a book that treats of Milan its churches, which is to be had at the stationer’s on the way to Cordusio.

	Discover the measurement of the Corte Vecchio [courtyard of the Duke’s palace]

	Get the Master of Arithmetic to show you how to square a triangle.

	Ask Benedetto Portinari [a Florentine merchant] by what means they go on ice at Flanders?

	• Draw Milan.

	Ask Maestro Antonio how mortars are positioned on bastions by day or night.

	Examine the crossbow of Maestro Gianetto.

	Find a Master of Hydraulics and get him to tell you how to repair a lock, canal and mill, in the Lombard manner.

	Ask about the measurement of the sun, promised me by Maestro Giovanni Francese.
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