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This Man Is Changing the Way We Solve Problems — and Maybe the
Way We Make Magazines

By Chris Jones

Danny Hillis, with his giant robot dinosaurs and magical terrain tables, is the first subject of mine
who's ever defied written description. Walking through his Applied Minds lab in Los Angeles earlier this
fall, I was stunned by the scope of invention, by the limitlessness behind those ordinary-seeming
walls. Any one of his projects would be worth a story, but there were literally hundreds. A
10,000-year clock? A cure for cancer? Giant robot dinosaurs? How was I going to do justice to him
and his brain? How was I going to explain to our readers how that kind of mind works?

And then I saw them, scattered around his office — his sketches and doodles and hand-written notes.
That's how, 1 decided.

I sat under the dinosaur and began to draw.

I love drawing. I love the feel of paper with its different weights and textures. I love maps and comics
and the sound that a pencil makes. I believe in my heart that there will be an anti-digital revolution
someday, that we'll return to newspapers and printing presses and beautiful hand-bound works of art.
I refuse to believe that the last people on earth reading real books will be the blind. I refuse to
believe that, for the rest of my life, words will be dependent on batteries and tiny fucking sticks.

Which is part of the reason we decided to do my profile of him for this year's Best and Brightest
package by hand. I wanted it to be a defense of paper, to represent the triumph of analog.

Of course, unless we're Danny Hillis, the things we see in our heads don't always come out the way
we hoped they might. When I first pictured the five pages you see reproduced below, I saw myself
tearing five perfect pages out of my sketchbook and simply scanning them into the magazine. I
wasn't thinking about the necessities of modern magazine-making, of copy editing and fact-checking
and, you know, legibility.

Those things meant that each part of the story — each snippet of text, each illustration, each arrow or
circle or square — had to be done separately. Darhil Crooks, our art director, after looking at me the
way people look at puppies that just pissed on the carpet, ended up scanning maybe seventy or
eighty of my little sketches and scribbled sentences and began assembling those pieces into a larger
whole. Once, I had to draw a single comma on a scrap of tracing paper and file that into the machine.
Darhil had to erase the smudges from my pencil. It felt, late at night, something like manual labor.

Is that the future of magazines?
Probably not. It's too much work, for us and for you.

But I hope, at least, that these pages demonstrate the continued possibilities of print. I hope they
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reflect the limitlessness I saw in Los Angeles. I hope they inspire someone, somewhere, to dust off
their Gestetner or their Underwood, to transmit ink onto paper without the aid of a goddamn laser....

READ THE FULL LIST OF 15 GENIUSES WHO GIVE US HOPE RIGHT NOW >>
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DANNY
HILLIS

54, GLENDALE, CALIFORNIA;

COCHAIRMAN, APPLIED MINDS, INC.;
INVENTOR; THE MAN YOU'VE

NEVER HEARD OF WHO COULD MOST
CHANGE YOUR LIFE
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Hillis uses both halves of his brain. He opm/mm
owns =more than 150 patents. He sometinmes »

drives an old fire engine %o work. He m, ““‘us 9”6
perforss complex mathematical calculations ‘Néw mmm
by hand, on scraps of paper bordered

with doodles. Oiten his ideas first
surface in sketches. He works for private
corporations and the military, but then

he takes their money and does other things
for love. He inspires great loyalty in

his employees. He has a ponytail. He ends
conversations abruptly. He believes form
is as important as function. He has a wife
and three children. He doesn’t appear to
eat. He walks very quickly.
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THE BRIQHTEST
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Cancer is hard to cure in
part because treatments
that might work for onme
patient will harm another,
sometimes because of the
differences in the proteins
in their bodies. “Each of
us is & different machine,”
Hillis says. To improve the
odds of success, Hillis,
through & spin=oii company
called Applied Proteonics,
is leading the erfort to
map protein biomarkers in
the blood of individual
cancer patients. The naps
are beautiful; they look
like maps of the universe,
with the proteins showing
up as bright lights against
the darkness. They will help
physicians read biological
tumblers, matching patients
with their single best
treatment.
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THE 10\1000"‘ N\
YEAR_LLOCK.

“Today, everything’'s faster,
faster, faster, now, 1=mediate15,"
Hillis says. “I want to live in

an age that's bigger than that.”
Inspired by & semitrue story about
the planting of oak trees centuries
ago on the grounds of New College,
Oxtord, in anticipation of having
to replace the great beams in

the dining hall on some distant
day, Hillis helped establish the
Long Now Foundation, dedicated

to fostering lons-term thinking.

of & huge, entxrelj mechanical
clock that will tell perfect time
for ten thousand years. (Hillis now
puts a zero in front of the year.
we're living in 02010.) Some of the
clock’s thousands of giant parts
are scattered around Applied iinds,
including a nine-foot, slowemoving
pendulum. It will eventually be
assembled in a remote carved-out
mountain in eastern Nevada, a time
bandit’s final destination. “The
clock is extremely complicated,"
Hillis says. “I want it to reward
close attention.”
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The Applied Minds creation that will soon filter into your daily ] o
life. Rather than using words as the basis ol an Internet searche- (ony
tricky, because the same word canp refer to S0 many different Eéf$
things--letawed is dbuilt on “entities”: more than twelve million
people, places, or things that have been carefully documented L—
around the world. As a bonus, how those entities connect to one
another has also been coded. That means Metawedb can answer more
complicated questions, rfaster, than other search engines can--

| which is probadbly why Google bought Metawed in July.
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For me, in soxme ways, I have a
clearexr view of the future than

I have of this chair I'm sitting
on,” Hillis says. “It's a perfect
place. There are no compromises.
Everything is beautiful. The
future has no constraints. And
the present...is the present.

My job is to reconcile those two

worldg==knowing all the while that 'NNOVM‘W
/

the future isn’'t some target, some
destination, WE ARE HERE. Because «
if Jou'rc thinking the right ™

way, by the time you get there, 2 -
you'll want to be somewhere else. =
Somewhere even better.” nt‘)
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