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Thank you very much; it’s a great pleasure to be here.  I absolutely love coming to 

India and I’ve had the most entertaining time listening to all these amazingly talented 

authors and illustrators and publishers.  It’s only the third time I’ve been to India.  The 

first time was 25 years ago as a student and I had a wonderful six weeks travelling 

around Rajasthan and Varanasi and up to Kashmir, you could go there those days.  I 

remember very fondly the warmness of Indian people when i managed to chat up a 

steam train driver.  It was all steam trains then and that was great because I rather like 

steam trains.  I managed to chat up a driver and he did speak a little of English.  And 

I got myself into the cab for three hours going from somewhere to Chittorgarh.  Has 

anyone been to Chittorgarh? There’s a rather lovely fort there.  And anyway, he was ter-

rific.  We got on very well, even though he knew a little English and he suddenly stopped 

the train in the middle of the road in the middle of nowhere, jumped out of the cab and 



then retuned about three minutes later and I actually saw him briefly up a tree just 

next to the railway line and then he came down again with a handful of monkey nuts, 

which we then shared, which was rather splendid.  Then he drove the train into a siding 

waiting for another train to pass by, got out an egg from his basket and he cracked it on 

a hot plate and he had an omelet.  So it’s a very special place and has lovely memories.  

I came again in August to Delhi; it’s fantastic to be here again.  

So I would like briefly to tell you little bit about my journey as it were.  I think we 

could skip everything up to the few years as you go about 2003.  It was a very impor-

tant moment for me as it was just explained we started home educating our children.  

That fits in with a lot of the themes that were discussed yesterday I think with issues 

of schooling and education.  I think these are universal issues.  So in the UK my oldest 

daughter was seven and my younger one was five.  The oldest one was always very pre-

cocious and had read a tremendous amount and was very interested in the world and 

then somehow the light bulbs seemed to be dimming.  She stopped reading, that was 

the first thing and the most worrying thing as parents really to see that was happening 

and her engagement at school went down and her behavior started slipping here and 

there a little bit.  So we went to see the teacher in the school and we said help us out 

here because Matilda, that’s her name seems to have lost her love of learning and she is 

not reading anymore.  The teacher looks down and says Matilda has no problem at all; 

she is doing fine in all her test scores.  So you don’t have anything to worry about that 

all, she will be great.  Of course the teacher is focusing on those, that she believes in this 

instance are struggling in their test scores and probably they are ignoring those who 

are doing ok.  And it was clear that Matilda was suffering from a disease which I think 

is the most pernicious diseases of all for young people which is boredom and she was 

bored, she was bored stiff.  But the teacher didn’t know how to respond to that when we 

talked to the head teacher about their policy, of their anti-boredom policy.  She looked 

at us rather blankly as if I’d just arrived out of outer space.  They got an anti-bullying 

policy, anti-discrimination and risk assessments, health and safety but the idea of a 

boredom policy was completely alien and I thought this is ridiculous.  How can you 

possibly not make this the most important thing in you school.  so we thought we got 

to find another school.  So we looked around other schools and I was trying and hoping 

that somebody would offer us the fact that was central to the school’s culture was to 

engage the children and they would never be bored.  But this did not happen and we 

couldn’t find any school anywhere that would volunteer an anti-boredom policy.  So 



my wife and I decided at that time that what we would do is take a year out.  What we 

didn’t want to do was to take them to another school and for the same thing to happen.  

So we thought if we take them out of school and educate them for a year, fortunately in 

the UK there is a very liberal policy for education, which goes back to 1871 education 

act, which was written by aristocrats of course at the time.  And they were very keen to 

make sure that there were loopholes, so didn’t have to send their splendid sons to the 

snotty local school.  So it is written in law that it is the responsibility of the parents to 

educate their children, which is very enlightened,; at school or otherwise.  And every-

body has forgotten about the otherwise bit.  So it’s still perfectly legal to home educate 

your children unlike Germany.  So we took them out of school and we tried to create a 

schoolroom at home and we needed a curriculum and all these things and it took us 

about three months to wake up and smell the coffee and realize we were just creating 

the same problem.  And I suppose there were two eureka moments for me as much as 

for all of us really.  One was discovering the curriculum was basically the problem when 

you fragment knowledge as we were hearing.  You destroy the picture , young people 

are looking through a fragmented, shattered piece of glass.  Who says that they should 

be doing 40 minutes this and 40 minutes the other.  And there is no direction, there is 

no ownership for the learning of the child.  And we discovered that you could choose 

a topic and you could teach anything, if the child was interested in that topic they will 

themselves with the natural curiosity that we are all born with that helps us learn how 

to talk and walk and to do all these things. It’s the most special thing and that is the 

most special thing that should never be compromised to education I think.  So we abol-

ished the curriculum and we started doing things they were interested in and we started 

having tremendous fun.  

The second thing I discovered which was completely to my surprise, was that you would 

feel perhaps as a parent, you’re at a disadvantage because you are not a teacher.  And 

how can you teach your children when you don’t perhaps know everything you need 

to know in order to teach them.  And that’s another kind of complete  misnomer, so it 

seemed at least for us because the idea that we didn’t know something was hugely mo-

tivating for the children.  Because they wanted to go and find out and then they want 

to come and tell us about it.  In fact we didn’t know about it was really exciting and it 

turned the whole world into a great big adventure story where you can find out things 

as always like a big treasure hunt or quiz.  So we decided with these two insights; I was 

working in Oxford and I thought it was so exciting, I’m taking a year off and we are 



just going to see what was going to happen.  So I threw in my job and we went kind of 

on a trip around Europe for six months and we visited and went all around Spain and 

France and Switzerland.  Big grand tour of Austria, all sorts of places.  And when we 

went to places, I didn’t know very much about them, the Roman empire; when I went 

to Spain, there was a fantastic Roman city there called Mérida.  And the kids found out 

all kinds of things we didn’t know and then they’d come and share the stories with us 

and then we would learn together.  It was all really terrific.  And about half way around; 

my job by the way on this trip, was to do the washing up..  It was dad’s job to do the 

washing up.  It is tremendously satisfying because you’ve got this dirty big bowl and 

then you wash it up and it’s all clean and splendid, doesn’t take too long, somebody 

can share doing the drying up perhaps and you can have a conversation.  Apparently 

Agatha Christie  made little anecdotes before researching what to do the next day.  I 

would do the washing up at the camp site and there would be somebody else there I 

could ask about what are the other places to go, what to see and what to do.  So I was 

going to do the washing up and despite the fact that it was quite busy in the campsite, 

there was nobody else there doing the washing up to my great disappointment and 

I my head was full of questions about what we should do and what we shouldn’t do.  

And I remember very distinctly looking up at the trees and wishing; you know the birds 

I could see in the trees could speak my language and vice versa because they would 

surely know which places to go.  And then it struck me how little I really knew about 

their world and I find that how little I really know about the tree.  And then I look down 

at the ground and that was a very special moment and I realized I had no idea how old 

the earth is.  Because I was thinking this is ridiculous, I have been educated you know, 

quite well, read History and I think I know quite a reasonable amount of things. Surely, 

that is quite a reasonable amount to know how old the earth is; our home, our habitat 

and then I started asking other people or adults how old is the earth and they really 

wouldn’t know either.  How many people here could confidently put up their hand and 

say they know how old the earth is.  Surely someone.  Not one person? Thank you., 

okay.  I won’t put you to the test.  But I was in the same boat and that shocked me to the 

core.  And I thought you know what I need is a book.  I need a book that starts at the 

beginning and goes till the present day.  I need to connect natural and human history 

together.  When I started looking for the book like that, I was astonished to find that 

nothing like it existed.  And it is a result of this fragmented world view we have.  If we 

buy the history of the world and it is written by a scientist, it will tell you perhaps about 

geology and evolution, everything up to where we get to human history.  Then it stops.  



That’s not really science, that’s history you see.  So wouldn’t be allowable.  Nevertheless, 

it’s the history of the world.  Or you could buy history of the world, its titled history of 

the world about 6000 years old in Mesopotamia.  As if nothing else happened before 

hand.  And that is written by a historian.  So a historian isn’t really interested in natural 

history unless it is to do with economics.  And generally speaking a biologist isn’t really 

interested in human culture, art or religion.  So you have this really big disconnect, so I 

thought to myself well I need to find myself a new pursuit.  

Let me go back home; I love writing and I used to be a journalist and I set myself the 

challenge to see if I could write the history of everything in a book that would connect 

all these things together.  So I wrote some chapters and I found a literary agent which 

you needed to do and I was fortunate to find a publisher and the book is here, What on 

Earth Happened?  And it is my attempt to tell the history of everything from the begin-

ning up to the present day.  And it has about 200 pictures and maps and it’s written 

in a style of a newspaper really.  So anybody could; it’s a newspaper really so anybody 

who reasonably could read it, it’s not an academic book or anything.  And it is about a 

180,000 words.  It’s quite a big meal but its 42 chapters; it was a big story and 4 parts, 

there is natural history, stone age history where amazing things happened, ancient 

history and then into modern history till the present day.  The publisher said to me well 

that’s great, we would like that very much but we want to do a paperback know but we 

don’t want to make it so big, so I had to cut out 90,000 words.  That’s quite an interest-

ing exercise.  So that’s the 90,000 words version as opposed to the 180,000 version in 

14 chapters instead of 42, but basically the same story and a different product.  You get 

a rollercoaster ride through the whole thing though, it’s quite an exciting thing read 

through having done that massive kind of précis.  And then I thought wouldn’t it be 

fun to tell the story the History of Life on Earth about the 100 most successful species, 

humans being one of them, what would the other ninety nine be? And what would their 

stories be, how those living things impacted the world.  It would be arrogant because 

we are only humans.  So I chose 50 things that evolved before people so you under-

stand what the world was like when there are no people and what it takes to succeed, 

the impact of a slime mold to a bacteria to a tyrannosaurus rex, to a pterodactyl to a 

sperm whale to a rat and then I chose 50 species that have thrived because of people 

over the last 10,000 years.  You can see what it takes to be a successful species today if 

you write or read the history.  It takes a dog or a cat, chickens, so they are doing really 

well.  Or drugs, like cannabis are fantastically successful, there is a wonderful history 



a long way back in India I know and over in the west.  and it’s true to have tea and 

coffee and poppies and bananas and all sorts of incredible stories.  To know the spread 

of Catholism to America, read the history of the potato, you will see it all there from the 

potato’s perspective.  

So this is all very exciting but there is a problem.  I write these books but I want to 

engage young minds as much as possible because it seems to be a lot of people’s ideas 

about the world are obviously set and made up by the time they are 25, 30 or beyond.  

What I really want to do is try and open this big picture, holistic  view and connect 

things together for young people.  How am I going to do that when actually how many 

young people, let alone how many adults can sit down and read the history of the world 

from cover to cover.  So I went on a pursuit really, a mental pursuit to try and think of 

a paradigm, another way of publishing books or stories rather in a way that would be 

universally accessible.  And I tried to think back to the time before reading was common 

practice.  So going back a 100, 150 years and of course for a lot of people reading is a 

big deal.  How do they tell stories, I don’t know if any of you know the Bayeux Tapestry, 

does that mean anything?  it’s basically William the Conqueror, when he came over 

from France he conquered England in the Battle of Hastings in 1066.  He was so excited 

by his achievement, he wanted to record it for all eternity and he created the Bayeux 

Tapestry.  He commissioned it.  This tapestry tells the whole story of the battle of Hast-

ings, the Norman conquest, it stretches fully all around this room, all four walls of this 

room and probably even longer than that.  And it tells the story of William’s conquest 

and there are some words on it.  There are normally pictures on it, it is chronological 

and if you go into a cathedral for example a gothic cathedral or the stories of the Bible 

in chronological order.  People have learnt through essentially what we call a timeline, 

now using pictures for years and years.  The Aztecs have these fantastic codexes where 

they tell the story of their heroes like the Eight Deer Jaguar Claw who was a brilliant 

footballer, their version of football, you couldn’t use your feet really, you had to use your 

hips.  And then he won 12 contests and everytime he won a contest, the opposing team 

gets sacrificed to the Gods and so he was very successful and this is all recorded in the 

wonderful codexes which is in the British Museum.  And then unfortunately at the age 

of 51, he lost.  His head got turned into the core of a football for the next game.  So these 

ways of telling stories, made me think maybe there is another way of telling stories.  So 

I was fascinated here by Suzy’s experiments with books and using the spine and I real-

ized for me the spine was a major impediment for telling a big story.  I needed a big 



canvas, so I thought I would take the spine off and see what happened.  So you can still 

read it like a book.  So you can see I can turn these pages like a book here but the more 

exciting thing is we can just unfold the whole thing and it turns into what we call the 

wall book.  Because you can read it like a book or unfold it and stick it on a wall.  And 

so I thought to myself, I actually stuck 16 pieces of photocopy paper and cello tape and 

started sketching.  It started off at the beginning of the universe and thought how can I 

get to the present day at 2.3 m later.  So I had kind of a black and white version of this 

and the scale at the bottom changes 12 times, 1 cm is a billion years.  It starts 13.7 

billion years ago, the big bang and then it ends up here in 2012 or so where 1cm is only 

5 years and the scale changes 12 times you can see it goes from black to white.  So it’s a 

logarithmic scale.  So it’s like a telescope three times really.  The way the content is or-

ganized is in 12 different colored streams and the first six of them are natural history, 

the second six are human history.  So we can see the history of space which goes all the 

way up to the present day here, space shuttle, space station, starts off with the big bang 

and the solar system and everything else.  The geological areas across the top.  And then 

you’ve got the history of the Earth and the history of the sky, the history of the sea, the 

land and then stone age and then humans.  And the brown stream there is about 8000, 

7000 years ago when we started farming and we moved into towns and cities which 

happened because of farming and it’s divided geographically into the history of Asia, 

which is in brown.  So there is plenty of Indian history there.  And then we have got the 

history of the Middle East and Africa, history of Europe is in pink and America is in 

green, Sub Saharan Africa is in dark yellow and Australia down here is in brown.  So 

experimenting this format opened up all kinds of intriguing things Peter was talking in 

the beginning of today about books being very linear as a form and in some ways this 

is incredibly linear because its built on a timeline but in terms of how you consume it is 

totally non-linear which is what is so exciting.  You can start at the present day and read 

it backwards, you can start in Ancient Rome and go up to China and you can see like 

dinosaurs and you can see what was happening in the sky .  You don’t have to start at 

the beginning and the end, it is exciting because you can start at the present day and 

go backwards, you take your own journey.  And the exciting thing is you are never out 

of context because the narrative is held together, the cause and effect.  So that was an 

exciting discovery and also in a book it’s quite difficult to keep hold of a narrative.  So 

you can explain what is happening in parts of the world at the same time which on a 

timeline you can do.  It can also be a piece of furniture, it stands up.  You can lay it on 

the floor and several people can read it at once and the idea that the book is sort of re-



dundant once it’s closed on a table or on a bookshelf can be overlooked by the fact by 

these walls.  It is an educational establishment and we are not doing anything about 

the walls in this room.  And there are so many places where walls are ignored are an 

opportunity for illustrators and publishers to be able to do exciting things and create 

huge stories I’ve come to think so.  I thought I’d just explain at this point , I decided to 

abandon my publishers, Bloomsbury and set up my own company, What on Earth Pub-

lishing Ltd.  with my illustrator and we were hearing its fantastic because as I’ve heard 

every talk so far in these two days there have been so little touch points for me would 

have been hugely irrelevant.  The frustrations of illustrators that we have been hearing 

from a little earlier on, I totally understand.  I think it’s completely unjust and outra-

geous but what we’ve done and I can’t promise you that it’s a solution but it’s certainly 

an attempt is to be to go into collaborations or I have a company and I have an illustra-

tor as a shareholder  and the designer’s a shareholder and so we are all kind of in this 

together.  Our agendas are aligned and we meet all the time and there is no question of 

having to sort of get in touch with the publishers to meet the illustrator.  We just do it 

because we love it and we come up with ideas and its really creative and the sort of dia-

logue between text and illustration in a world like this is so important because it’s going 

to work at a distance so it looks exciting enough to draw someone in than it were close 

up.  So it looks exciting enough to draw someone in and its going to cloud us up.  So that 

when you are drawn in you’re taken from one place to another and then hopefully 

people will talk about it and discover things.  And also its going to appeal to all the 

older people as well as the younger people because the whole education thing for me 

was about learning together and talking things is an opening up of a dialogue and this 

book does that.  So we set up a company and we published this last year and then I was 

faced with the challenge of going to lots of schools instead of being asked by schools to 

go and give a talk about the history of the world.  How can I actually tell the whole story 

of the history of the world say in an hour using something like this wall book as a guide.  

So I came up with one idea which is a rather giant version of the book because if the 

book can be put on a wall why can’t turn the wall into a book.  But the wall book which 

is terrific so the children and their parents can come an look and we can have a talk.  

Think of all those pedestrianized areas that there are where publishers haven’t really 

engaged yet with those areas and telling stories.  They think that books have to be 

placed on the shelf.  You can put a book on a wall o you can put the wall on a square, 

you can put the text on the back and have a timeline on the front.  And you can tell 

stories which we’ve begun to do but the challenge of trying to tell one of these big stories 



connected together on a wall like this is something I’ve tried to address with another 

device.  This is at the Hay Literary Festival in Hay.  It’s the biggest literary festival prob-

ably in Europe if not the world.  We took the giant book there and I did two talks a day 

for nine days which was about 250 billion years of history.  I did all of that and used this 

thing a coat of many pockets which I have here to try to find a device.  

So the idea is here if I can wear a coat of many pockets and if there are twenty moments 

in all the history of the world at the beginning of time till the present day, I’d like to 

stop off in my hour-long tour.  Why don’t I choose an everyday object an put it inside a 

pocket and then the kids can come and pick the pocket and when they pick the pocket, 

we can talk about that moment in history of the world and I can show them where it is 

on the wall book and we can actually journey through the 13 billion years and touch 

every subject in the curriculum pretty much.  We can have discussions with questions, 

we can give them this scaffolding in their minds that connects everything together 

which I didn’t have when I was doing the washing up and I looked up at the ground 

and I didn’t know how old the earth was.  So I was thinking that’s a great way to do it 

and the fact that this is going back to an ancient Greek technology because in ancient 

Greece they didn’t have pen and paper.  So if you wanted to have a well-paid job in 

ancient Greece, you needed to know how to remember things, because you had to speak 

in public without notes.  And this reminds me of Tim’s talk, that he had to read a lot 

from notes.  I sympathize with that.  But if you lived in ancient Greece you wouldn’t 

get away with it Tim.  They only had three subjects in the curriculum.  Anybody would 

want to volunteer what they would have been?  Gymnastics, geometry, so you needed 

mathematical concepts and you needed a fit body in those days.  And the third one was 

story telling.  But they called it rhetoric.  That’s what it is.  We don’t teach rhetoric now 

but it was really important in ancient Greece than have pens and paper so you if you 

had to speak in public, have a job in parliament then you would have to look people 

in the eye.  You would have to persuade them about stuff you don’t want to get lost in.  

They used mnemonics as their memory system and they chose an everyday object and 

associated it with the topic that they wanted to talk about and put it in a place that they 

are familiar with and they would just wander around the bedroom picking up objects 

and they’d never get lost in terms of the topics they want to talk about.  So I thought 

why can’t we take that, put it in a coat and go from beginning of time till the present 

day and I do it the whole time in schools, all the time over the UK and in America and 

all over the world.  It’s just tremendous fun.  I bought a few objects actually.  Would you 



pick my pocket please?  So we are on number 2; I didn’t bring them all because that 

would be burdensome here.  So what have you got?  A bottle.  This is very important, 

this is object number 2.  So this is early on in the story.  We’ve done the big bang, I use 

the balloon for that topic by the way and it goes pop, and that is great.  But the bottle 

here talks about the most important thing that begins really in the story of the life of 

the universe and the question I have for you is do you think the air in the bottle here is 

the same or different from the air on the early earth?  Any thoughts, same or different?  

Same, do you think so?  Ok, can you try again.  The air is very different from the air on 

the early earth, ok.  The question then is what is the big difference between the air in 

the bottle and the air on earth 4 billion years?  There was no oxygen on the early earth 

and if you think about it the oxygen in the air is so important for the story for life on 

earth.They have questions about where does oxygen come from, which is why Patrick 

another trigger for me where does water come from, and I blurt out, comets around 

space.  Because that is one of my objects, water.  Can’t have life without water, where 

does water come from and you can see the giant bombardment here just between the 

earth stream and the space stream, and that’s why the moon is pockmarked.  We’ve 

got a couple of more pictures to show you.  I take a version of this wall book with me 

to bookshops because bookshops are struggling in the UK to attract people in competi-

tion with Amazon among other thing.  So they are very open to this exhibition.  So this 

goes in the back of my car or in my campervan, and taking it up to Heffers in Cam-

bridge and it goes for a week and I go and give various talks.  Here I am in my coat of 

many pockets looking pretty bonkers.  I didn’t put my bowtie and I am sorry about that 

because I get hot around the collar.   We’ve got a little mini edition.  Kids love finding 

things by themselves, so we thought we’d have a pocket edition or handbag edition if 

you have a handbag.  And it has the whole history of the world but it comes with a 

pocket magnifying glass which adults I promise you will need it and amazingly enough 

the kids do not need the magnifying glass.  They got so much better eyesight now.  On 

the back instead of the story, there is the 100 question quiz that goes from the beginning 

of time to the present day.  Its multiple choice so you can have a go of what the answers 

are.  You can find out all the answers on the timeline with the magnifying glass ideally 

ask someone under fourteen to find it.  So all I would say in conclusion is thank you for 

bearing with me but finally if you have an idea that you want to write a children’s book 

then I would say try and make the children’s book or whatever book you are writing the 

beginning of a big idea.  Don’t just think of it as just being something that’s going to be 

kept on a shelf and left for the next thing to come along.  Thank you very much



Q . I actually have a comment and a question.  It is fascinating that you were able 

to make education boundary less.  That’s the concept of removing all those barriers 

all those constraints, the achievement and learning for its own sake.  My question is 

the way that its spread out it appears very linear and chronological and sequential.  

We also know that knowledge is hardly sequential, linear or chronological.  There are 

things which come full circle and the ideas evolve also kind of move in spiral, different 

kind of dimensions.  So how do you manage to present it in a way that it’s linear but at 

the same time there is that flexibility that allows for greater movement and dynamism?

CL:  Well obviously there is no perfect way of presenting anything like this in a book or 

a movie or anything.  So this is another iteration of imperfection but it’s a new one or a 

revival of an old one.  I think you are right.  There are patterns recur and connections, 

but I also believe that actually history doesn’t quite repeat itself because time moves on 

and there is something called entropy; I don’t know how many of you are familiar with 

that part of physics.  But I mean entropy is the second law of thermodynamics, that 

seems to be true unfortunately what can wind up as heat.  But it does mean the world 

is constantly changing and that idea of change is persistent and is linear.  The universe 

is expanding; for a while we thought maybe it would sort of collapse back in on itself, 

but that was not the case.  So I feel reasonably comfortable that there is a chronological, 

a place for chronology.  I’m very comfortable with the idea of encouraging people not 

to just think of things in fragments but to think of cause and of impact.  And to think 

of these two things and always think what made this into what it is and what impact 

it has on other things then you’re telling stories.  And I’m hoping that this is a method 

for sort of  in a very high level cause I’m not going into a very deep detail anyway 

but what’s missing it seems to me is this scaffolding; it doesn’t matter now if I go to a 

zoo or a castle or an art gallery, they all come from completely different moments in 

history.  Well the zoo is all about hundreds of millions years ago; in evolution maybe a 

hundred years ago in a particular culture.  But in my mind I can put the information 

that I process and I find that it belongs somewhere.  It would connect much better than 

it would have done much before I had the opportunity to do these things.  

Q . It’s interesting that you have mentioned particle physicists because I was actually 

thinking more of a like parallel universe, wrinkles in time.

CL :  Well you are right and what happened before the big bang are the other universe 

is it seems to me slightly beyond evidence probably so it is difficult to know.  I may be in 



another universe speaking from the other side of the room as far as I know.  It is limited, 

it is three dimensional.  

Q . I would like to take two issues.  One is the issue of linear mind and the second is 

about fragmentation.  I tend to think that this is a problem of the mind, not outside.  It’s  

a processing problem and as you process the information linearly your mind becomes 

linear.  The problem is that what you have showed is again a linear problem.  And the 

holistic is again the issue of the inner because what I find today is in the name of holis-

tic, what people are trying to do is to put all the subjects now.  Children have to study 

ecology, value,. everything has so I think the issue of fragmentation first of all begins 

with inner spiritual problem which now they are trying to solve with lots of subjects 

being introduced.  So I think these two issues I tend to fixate on.

CL:  I sympathize very much and I think you are right, that fragmentation is kind of 

the left side of the brain dominance and particularly in western culture but that’s what 

led to curriculum that’s meaning les is really the fragmentation and if there is some 

compensations by trying to; at least make conscious of the fact that what the thing 

is fragmented by seeing something that’s more together and something that is more 

visual an text based.  If it is opens up more conversations and dialogues of connections 

in the mind that it is just planting the seeds and the questions are saying are there 

better ways of learning, other ways of understanding that are more holistic.  I can’t 

claim to address the spiritual dimension of this book but making it was a very spiritual 

experience because I discovered myself, how little I knew in various places and the 

linear thing was that I have to find out what’s going on in China from 1500 BC to 500 

AD because otherwise it is a great big yellow gap and that’s no good.  So there is some 

discipline about this as well that encourages you to realize consciously where the gaps 

of knowledge are in your mind which would otherwise be hidden.  It was an immensely 

spiritual thing to realize that history is about sugar and salt, rocks and about democ-

racy and all connected and these things actually does for me personally have quite a 

resonance beyond the sort of intellect.  

Q . I tend to feel that as much as you continue to do reasoning, to comprehend we 

continue to fragment.  Because reasoning is the one that has caused this whole issue of 

fragmentation and linearization.

CL :  I agree.  I think that’s right but I think obviously there is a role for reasoning evo-

lutionary wise to be able to puzzle things out, the right side of the brain is looking out 



for the unknown.  I think if we can learn to pass the reason the result of reasoning back 

into the holistic framework then we have to understand its context.  And if we under-

stand its context then science might not be so obsessed by extending human life which 

is going to lead to more catastrophes when it comes to human population growth not 

doing it for itself as an end in itself as a curiosity, but actually realizing that there may 

be a better way of addressing you know long term issues.  Spending so much money, 

perhaps, I’m just throwing one example on trying to make people live to a 150.  But 

to my mind that issue is you know the left side of the brain, the reasoning brain being 

completely in control and not passing knowledge about medicine back to the right 

brain to say actually it’s a good idea, let’s put it into context.  Is it the right way for, is 

this good for me or for humanity or for other species or whatever else?  So context to me 

is one way of trying to address fragmentation, not the only one.

Q. Just a few related things that were triggered off by your presentation, one is an 

Indian musician whose name is Shankar Mahadevan, who has done this song called 

“Breathless”.  So, I think CP might agree; he sings without a pause for a long time.  And 

that was one imagery and that was very nice I thought, you know in addition to what 

you are saying.  Just the fact that you can speak without a breath, so much so to speak 

was incredible I thought.  It was quite engaging, I would say, really wonderful I thought.  

The other thought was perhaps in the line in what Jinan was saying and it was interest-

ing to see Jinan with his beard and you with your nice story coat do this dialogue.  But 

there are these travelling storytellers who have a long narrative, and they sing along.  

It’s typically an incident, it’s not a lot of information, it’s an incident, which is very well 

sung.  And that was the other image that came into my mind.  

CL:  I’m a great fan of itinerant storytellers and it’s a great Indian tradition probably 

which seems to me to be a thoroughly good thing.  But I don’t know, we had trouba-

dours and things in the west for a while, but they disappeared.

Q.  Just out of curiosity, it’s a 1,80,000 words.  How did you go about researching?

CL:  Oh the research, well funnily enough it did not feel; it might feel a lot like that was 

hard work and big sweat and you could take a whole lifetime more for doing it.  But, I 

suppose I was fortunate, having been and trained as a journalist to meet deadlines and 

want deadlines and set myself deadlines.  And I knew I’d never get to the end unless I 

had a fairly good time table in my mind and it was a sort of self-fulfilling work because 

I was so passionately interested to know what was going to happen next, as I filled in 



the gaps of my own knowledge that it was very self-motivating.  How I did the research 

was a mixture of libraries, emailing experts, using the internet obviously as a great way 

of finding where the information you might want to use is, rather than finding what 

the information is.  So, the combination was none of this is obviously primary research, 

I mean it’s a synthesis; I make no claims, I think some of the ideas and the connections 

possibly are original and I hope that the treatment and the processing of it makes it 

really accessible, it’s a fairly untold story because it does connect things, so those are 

where the originality is not so much in the research which is fairly you know, standard.  

Obviously things are changing a lot of the times too.  It’s amazing; things go out of date 

quickly. 

So that’s about it. Thank you so much…


