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INTRODUCTION

The idea for this book came from a single image. About nine years ago, when I was reading about Isaac Newton, I imagined this awkward, unhappy, driven young man, sitting alone and in silence in his home, a farmhouse, forcing his mind to construct theories which eventually changed the world and changed it radically. Out of the unlikely context of that Lincolnshire farmhouse would come revolutions in thought whose force and consequences re-ordered human life. The juxtaposition of the solitary figure working to produce such a modest and harmless-looking object as a book and the explosion this caused in the minds of men and women then and since led me to look for others whose intense preoccupation posted in placid pages had seized the story of our species. That a mere book should have such power!

We think of the world changing 65 million years ago when an asteroid hastened the death of the dinosaurs and allowed space for the growth of the mammals. We think of the upheavals in ancient ice ages and fear global warming to come. We know about the destructions of war and the inspirational energy which can bring about peace. There was the American Revolution, the French Revolution, perhaps most important of all the Industrial Revolution, the draining of populations from the countryside to the cities. There was the extension of the lifespan, the eruptive transformations brought by the advances of technology. The rise and rise of mass consumerism . . . A mere book seems a very unlikely contender as a world-changing catalyst.

Yet for those of us who love to read, the idea that a book can have  an influence is not news. Our perceptions have been shaped through books, our store of information heaped up, our tastes extended, perhaps refined, our sense of humour tickled, our sense of well-being restored or reinforced; we have been excited, alerted, moved, consoled, felt less alone, even felt morally improved and inspired - at least for a while. We know that books can change us as individuals.

On a different level books have often been and still are the agents of creeds which have shaped and reshaped humanity. These generally religious books would, I think, have figured prominently in the reckoning for a list of the twelve most influential books in the world. At one stage I had a list dominated by the Ancient Greeks, books of God, Marx and Mao and two or three books of science. It felt unsatisfactory; too ambitious, and, despite the undoubted importance, not very lively as a selection. Out of the several lists that followed, I eventually saw that a number of books by British authors had a fair claim to have changed the world. Indeed it was difficult to cut down the number to twelve - James Clerk Maxwell, Tom Paine and Dr Johnson, for instance, were hard to omit. The British have produced and still do produce a high yield in key thoughts, inventions and proposals. By omitting the definite article - these are not the twelve books - I believed a case could be made for the twelve books from these islands and that is what I try to do. The British provide a surprisingly rich crop.

From the beginning I wanted to enjoy a range. Leisure and literature would, if I could make it work, figure alongside science and the constitution; changes in society as well as changes in technology would be addressed. This has meant taking a risk and, now and then, elasticating the strict meaning of the word ‘book’.

For instance, I thought it essential, given its key constitutional importance, to include Magna Carta, which, though produced by the royal chancery in 1215 as a formal royal grant, became in effect a  vital and enduring book of reference, the basic book of our constitution and that of many others, most importantly, of America and India.

Certain books suggested themselves, most especially Newton’s Principia Mathematica (1687), Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859), Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), Michael Faraday’s Experimental Researches in Electricity (1855) and William Tyndale’s massive contribution to the King James Bible (1611).

It was, I thought, impossible to ignore William Wilberforce’s successful campaign for the abolition of slavery. True, it began as a four-hours-long speech in the House of Commons in 1789, but it was reproduced in print immediately afterwards and it is in its book form that its revolutionary and lasting influence resides. Nor could the emergence of women as equals in every respect be neglected and in different ways Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) and Marie Stopes’s Married Love (1918) spoke authoritatively and with far-reaching influence on that.

The arts could not be omitted, I thought, and nor could leisure. William Shakespeare’s posthumously published First Folio in 1623 will be argued for as a book that has ever since changed and reshaped minds. The first Book of Rules of Association Football (1863) enabled the world to play a game which now commands a unique and previously uncharted, unimagined empire of followers, participants, fanatics and rich merchants.

Which leaves the Patent Specification for Arkwright’s Spinning Machine (1769). I was being shown over his now-derelict mills in Derbyshire and learned then how crucially important this invention was to an industrial revolution which has never stopped. This was made possible by a patent cunningly and skilfully put on paper by Richard Arkwright. A patent, I thought, could be called an entrepreneur-inventor’s book.

What I wanted these books to have in common was that they changed the world to that in which we now live. They could be  reduced to plausible snapshots. You could walk into a pub or an airport, go on an outing or just stay in your house, and be aware of what these books had delivered to the lives you daily led and saw. Newton took us to the Moon; Faraday gave us electricity; Darwin took away God and the gods who had been there since civilisation began; Mary Wollstonecraft started the struggle for the equality of women and Marie Stopes for their right to control and enjoy their sex and family lives. After Wilberforce the equality of the races was on the march and Magna Carta is the keystone of opposition to the exercise of tyrannic power. Our markets operate through the laws of Adam Smith, our imaginations are most exercised by Shakespeare, our work organised by Arkwright, our language and religious thought by the King James Bible and our world-dominating sport by the FA Book of Rules. Of course, with ‘our’ I take a licence. This is the case in the whole book. Many authors know much more about individual writers and subjects than I do, which I acknowledge in the course of this book. I thought, however, that the juxtapositions, the chance to look around different fields in a single book might be as entertaining for you to read as it has been for me to write.

On much the same principle, I decided not to order the book chronologically. I thought it would imply an historical evolution which is only partly true. More importantly, though, as I had come across these books randomly I think the higgledy-piggledy is more honest and appropriate than the chronological.

It seems to me all but miraculous that amid the tumult of events and the mêlée of competing dramas, despite the uproars of wars and politics and all the bombast of the daily news, these British voices began, all of them, with the quiet strokes of a quill or a pen and were formed in seclusion to be sent out into the world, where a fuse was lit. There then followed a conceptual chain reaction, sometimes of awesome proportions, which changed the way all of us lead and experience our lives.
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