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When we got a puncture, they used tape and an old inner tube to suck air from three tyres to inflate a fourth. It
was the cook who suggested the idea; maybe he was used to making food designed for a few go further. Far
from expressing shame at having no pump, they told me that carrying too many tools is the sign of a weak
man; it makes him lazy. The real master has no tools at all, only a limitless capacity to improvise with what is
to hand. The more fields of knowledge you cover, the greater your resources for improvisation. It means a
person with a narrow mind, a one-track brain, a bore, a super-specialist, an expert with no other interests â€”
in other words, the role-model of choice in the Western world. You think I jest? I was flattered, but I also felt a
sense of panic. I have never sought or held a PhD. My Nile book was necessarily the work of a generalist. But
the radio needs credible guests. It needs an expert â€” otherwise why would anyone listen? The monopathic
model derives some of its credibility from its success in business. In the late 18th century, Adam Smith
himself an early polymath who wrote not only on economics but also philosophy, astronomy, literature and
law noted that the division of labour was the engine of capitalism. His famous example was the way in which
pin-making could be broken down into its component parts, greatly increasing the overall efficiency of the
production process. Or as Alexis de Tocqueville wrote: Riches must be balanced against boredom and misery.
Industrialism tends toward monopathy because of the growth of divided labour, but it is only when the
physical element is removed that the real problems begin. When the body remains still and the mind is forced
to do something repetitive, the human inside us rebels. The average job now is done by someone who is
stationary in front of some kind of screen. Someone who has just one overriding interest is tunnel-visioned, a
bore, but also a specialist, an expert. Welcome to the monopathic world, a place where only the single-minded
can thrive. Of course, the rest of us are very adept at pretending to be specialists. We doctor our CVs to make
it look as if all we ever wanted to do was sell mobile homes or Nespresso machines. As the 15th-century
polymath Leon Battista Alberti â€” an architect, painter, horseman, archer and inventor â€” wrote: Leonardo
da Vinci was said to be as proud of his ability to bend iron bars with his hands as he was of the Mona Lisa. So,
say that we all have at least the potential to become polymaths. Once we have a word, we can see the world
more clearly. Science, for example, likes to project itself as clean, logical, rational and unemotional. Above all
it is polymathic. New ideas frequently come from the cross-fertilisation of two separate fields. Francis Crick,
who intuited the structure of DNA, was originally a physicist; he claimed this background gave him the
confidence to solve problems that biologists thought were insoluble. Richard Feynman came up with his
Nobel Prize-winning ideas about quantum electrodynamics by reflecting on a peculiar hobby of his â€”
spinning a plate on his finger he also played the bongos and was an expert safe-cracker. Percy Spencer, a radar
expert, noticed that the radiation produced by microwaves melted a chocolate bar in his pocket and developed
microwave ovens. And Hiram Maxim, the inventor of the modern machine gun, was inspired by a self-cocking
mousetrap he had made in his teens. This, shamefully, was a great morale booster Despite all this, there
remains the melancholy joke about the scientist who outlines a whole new area of study only to dismiss it out
of hand because it trespasses across too many field boundaries and would never get funding. Somehow, this is
just as believable as any number of amazing breakthroughs inspired by the cross-fertilisation of disciplines.
One could tell similar stories about breakthroughs in art â€” cubism crossed the simplicity of African carving
with a growing non-representational trend in European painting. Jean-Michel Basquiat and Banksy took street
graffiti and made it acceptable to galleries. In business, cross-fertilisation is the source of all kinds of
innovations: To come up with such ideas, you need to know things outside your field. Invention fights
specialisation at every turn. Human nature and human progress are polymathic at root. And life itself is
various â€” you need many skills to be able to live it. In traditional cultures, everyone can do a little of
everything. The benefits of polymathic endeavour in innovation are not so hard to see. What is less obvious is
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how we ever allowed ourselves to lose sight of them. The problem, I believe, is some mistaken assumptions
about learning. We imagine that we have a limited budget for learning, and that different skills absorb all the
effort we plough into them, without giving us anything to spend on other pursuits. It appears that a great deal
depends on the nucleus basalis, located in the basal forebrain. Among other things, this bit of the brain
produces significant amounts of acetylcholine, a neurotransmitter that regulates the rate at which new
connections are made between brain cells. This in turn dictates how readily we form memories of various
kinds, and how strongly we retain them. When it is switched off, we make far fewer new connections. It
contains an abundance of the neurotransmitter acetylcholine, and this means new connections are being made
all the time. Typically this means that a child will be learning almost all the time â€” if they see or hear
something once they remember it. But as we progress towards the later teenage years the brain becomes more
selective. From research into the way stroke victims recover lost skills it has been observed that the nucleus
basalis only switches on when one of three conditions occur: Over-specialisation, eventually retreats into
defending what one has learnt rather than making new connections I know from my own experience of
studying martial arts in Japan that intense study brings rewards that are impossible to achieve by casual
application. For a year I studied an hour a day three days a week and made minimal progress. For a further
year I switched to an intensive course of five hours a day five days a week. The gains were dramatic and
permanent, resulting in a black belt and an instructor certificate. Deep down I was pessimistic that I could
actually learn a martial art. This, shamefully, was a great morale booster. The fact that I succeeded where
others were failing also gave me an important key to the secret of learning. There was nothing special about
me, but I worked at it and I got it. I believe we all can â€” and at any age too â€” but only if we keep learning.
People as old as 90 who actively acquire new interests that involve learning retain their ability to learn. But if
we stop taxing the nucleus basalis, it begins to dry up. In extreme cases this is considered to be one factor in
Alzheimers and other forms of dementia â€” treated, effectively at first, by artificially raising acetylcholine
levels. After only short periods of trying, the ability to make new connections develops. Monopathy, or
over-specialisation, eventually retreats into defending what one has learnt rather than making new
connections. The initial spurt of learning gives out, and the expert is left, like an animal, merely defending his
territory. One sees this in the academic arena, where ancient professors vie with each other to expel intruders
from their hard-won patches. Just look at the bitter arguments over how far the sciences should be allowed to
encroach on the humanities. Besides, it may be that the humanities have less to worry about than it seems.
Collating several studies, the researchers found that performing arts generated much higher levels of
motivation than other subjects. These enhanced levels of motivation made students aware of their own ability
to focus and concentrate on improvement. Later, even if they gave up the arts, they could apply their
new-found talent for concentration to learning anything new. I find this very suggestive. The old Renaissance
idea of mastering physical as well as intellectual skills appears to have real grounding in improving our
general ability to learn new things. It is having the confidence that one can learn something new that opens the
gates to polymathic activity. There is, I think, a case to be made for a new area of study to counter the
monopathic drift of the modern world. Any such field would have to include physical, artistic and scientific
elements to be truly rounded. The fact is, if we exclude the physicality of existence and reduce everything
worth knowing down to book-learning, we miss out on a huge chunk of what makes us human. Remember,
Feynman had to be physically competent enough to spin a plate to get his new idea. Polymathics might focus
on rapid methods of learning that allow you to master multiple fields. It might also work to develop
transferable learning methods. A large part of it would naturally be concerned with creativity â€” crossing
unrelated things to invent something new. But polymathics would not just be another name for innovation. It
would, I believe, help build better judgment in all areas. There is often something rather obvious about people
with narrow interests â€” they are bores, and bores always lack a sense of humour. I suspect that the converse
is true: Robert Twigger is a British poet, writer and explorer. His latest book is White Mountain:
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The many unique characters of Polyhistor Academy. He entered the academy in an effort to understand what
his parents went through, and because to do otherwise would feel like a betrayal to their history. An
accomplished artist, researcher and illusionist, his greatest strength is undoubtedly his mind. He spends more
time at the Library than pretty much anywhere else. He has an Olympic-level physique, and wield a sword.
His most used abilities? Invisibility , and memory enhancements. His parents have weird taste in names,
apparently. Can increase his natural healing speed, at great cost. Has the ability to fire an Hadoken. Sadly, it is
completely useless. His specialty is illusions. He can drive people insane with them, at the extreme end. Has
been compared to one, as it lends itself well to his skills. The Power of Love: A believer of this, despite his
normally rational attitude. Taking Advantage of Generosity: Has the ability to determine what a person is
thinking about, if they let him, and can send short messages or images to those in his line-of-sight. Tends to
wear elaborate female dress-up costumes as clothes. He independently invented a teleporter, a
BiggerOnTheInside water tank and uses drones to attend class. Mikelle suspects he used magic. Younger Than
He Looks: Sam Graham A friend of Mikelle, and world-class moocher, Graham is constantly getting into
trouble, which causes problems for Mikelle at times. A member of the Theater Club. Generally enjoys fights,
and is a definite Large Ham. The people in the cafeteria have become accustomed to his outbursts. His
Aeromancy is always on to some degree. As its effects are caused by prolonged exposure, moving away from
someone for a while will fix the problem. His Aeromancy allows him to steal things from people, ranging
from their magic, to their health and intellect. Though it takes a while to become permanent. Mia Doeve A
student from Indonesia and budding artist, her reasons for coming to Polyhistor Academy is unknown, other
than it being recommended to her. Never opens her eyes, but sees anyway. Can also see magic or at least
geomancy , but cannot perceive hue. A noted trait, and suspected reason for her affection. Distracted by the
Sexy: As a Geomancer, this is what she specializes in. When it comes to Mikelle. Something Mikelle fears
might be the case. Mia, at the beginning of the story, is a terrible artist. She improves with proper guidance
and experience. Lucia Strauss A serial killer who gained notoriety early in the story, with powers based on the
dual concepts of "Attraction" and "Repulsion". Her first victim was Mikelle, who successfully escaped. Later
killed by Mikelle. Had the ability to attract people to her in a dazed state through her voice and scent. Those
who saw her crystalline skin-covering were also affected. Since the more skin she exposed, the greater the
effect, she killed naked. Immune to piercing, slashing and fire. She believed that those she killed were too
weak to deserve life. Her powers messed with her head, and the more she used them, the worse it got.
Wolfman Unknown Name A first year member of the Blooded, exceedingly arrogant and melodramatic.
Ambushed Mikelle, and was promptly killed. Was stupid enough to inform Mikelle about his sense of smell.
Mikelle shoved a Fun-Size Sword through his eye and into his brain. Showed no fear, and was definitely
foolish.
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