Daniel  Tammet is v

talking. As he talks, he

suffered an opileptic 5,

A GENIUS EXPLAINS
By Richard Johnson'

The Guardian

Pock was shy and introspective, but he sat
and held Temmers hand for hours. “We shared
50 much—our love of key dates from history,
for instance, And our love of books. As a child,
I regularly took over a room in the house and
started my own lending library. | would separate.

with counting. Now he

s 26, and a mathematical

genius who can figure ot

cube raots quicker than a calculator and recall

pi 10.22,514 decimal places. He also happens (o

be autsic, which is why he can't drive a car,
jirca plug, or ellright from left. He lives with

extraordinary ability and disability.

Tammet s calculating 377 muldplied by 795,
Actually, he isn't “calcularing’ thero is nothing
conscious about what he is doing, He arrives at
the answer instantly. Since his epileptic fit, he
has been able to see umbers as shapes, colors,
and textures. The number two, for i

a motian, and five i a clap of thunder. "When
1 multiply numbers together, I see two shapes
The image starts to change and evolve, and
a third shape emerges. That' the answer. Its
mental imagery. It ike matbs without having
0 think”

instance, 15

sun creates; “day.” Tammet hopes to launch
Manti in academic circles later this year, his
own personal exploration of the power of

‘words and thelr inr relationship. l

Tammet is a "savant” an individual with an
et el

estim: % of the autistic population—and
anesnmawd1%ofmenmuunsu(lwpulaunn—
have savan abilites, but exactly
why.

Scans of the brains of autistie savants
suggest that the right hemisphere might
be compensating for dumage in the left
hemisphere. While many savants struggle with
language and comprehension (skills associated
primarily with the left hemisphere), they often
haveamazing skills in mathemaics and memor
(primarily right hemisphere skills). Typically,
savants have a limited vocabulary, but thero is
nothing limited about Tamme's vocabulary.

icsand.

Tammet is creating his own hng\nge
strongly influenced by the vowel and imay
g e e sl
speaks French, German, Spanish, Lithuanian,
e ] e T s
his laniguage—"Minti* meaning  type of tree.
—reflects the relanons\lms between different
instance, translates
ther creates:
sun,” and “pive” is what the
Last year, Tammet broke the European record
for recalling pi, the mathematical constant,' to
the furthest decimal point. He found it easy, he
e e Bk
e el
it of his ey

and, ast year, spent five hours recalling it in
front of an sdjudicator.” He wanted to prove &
point. I memorised pi t0 22,514 decimal places,
and T am technically disabled. 1 just wanted to
showy people that disabilty needn'€ gt in the
vy

Tammet i softly spoken, and shy about
making eye contact, which makes him seem
younger than he is. He lives on the Kent

but never goes near the beach—there
are 100 many pebbles o count. The thought
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chem all. T even introduced a ticketing system.
1 love books so much. I've read

each eye. He can also recal, in exact detal, the
7,600 books he has read. When he is at home
in Utah, he spends afternoons at the Salt Lake.
City public library, memorising phone baoks
and address directories. "He is such a lovely
man,” says Tammet, “Kirm says, "You don't have
0 be handicapped to be different—everybody's
difforent” And he's right.”

As a baby, he (Tammet) banged his head
against the wall and cried constantly. Nobody
knew what was wrong. His mother was
anxious, and would swing him (o sleep in
a blanket. She breastfed him for two years.
The only thing the doctors could say was
thar perhaps he was understimulared. Then,
one afternoon when e was playing with his
brother in the living room, he had an cpiloptic
A’

A oo e i
bt contol sy sz and wld ot
i s g o it
Ve resie
1 hated those tests, but 1 knew they were
necessary. To make up for i, my father would
always buy me a cup of squash to drink while
we sat in the waiting room. It was a worrying,
time because my Dad's father had epilepsy
and actually died of it in the end. They were
iking, “Thisis the end of Danicl’s life” ”

He remembers being given a Ladybird book
called Counting when he was four. “When 1
looked at the numbers, 1 ‘saw’ images. It fel
like a place T could g0 where I really belonged.
That was greas

shoted up for diner, or someone knocked at
my door, that 1 would snap out of it”

One day his brother asked him a sum. “Fe
asked me to multply something in my head—
ke "What is 82 % 82 x 82 827" 1 just looked.
at the floor and closed my eyes. My back went
he answer

have a normal life as far as possible.”
Tamme could see the car park of his Infant
school from his bedroom window, which made
him feel safe. I loved assembly because we got
0 sing hymns. The notes formed a
my head. just like the numbers did." The
children didn't kniow what to make of him
‘and would tease him. The minute the bell went
for playtime, he would rush off. *T went to
i i e s T
surrounded by tree
e syt foil, T iould fot scd s
count the leaves.”

“Tammet may have been teased at school, but
“Lthin)

makes him .
rmarket “There's 0o
ki Bt it oy
shape and texture. Every price, and every
arrangement of Fruit and vegetables. So instead
of thinking What cheese do | want this week?.
T'm just really uncomfortable.”
Tammet has never been able 1o work 9 (o 5,
It would be too difficult to fit around his daily
routine. For instance, he has to drink his cups of
tea at exactly the same time every day. Things

fed 1o be more flexible, but I always
end up feeling more uncomforiable. Retaining
 semse of control is really important. T like to
dothings in my own time and in my own syl
50 an office with targets and bureaucracy just
‘wouldn't work "

Tastead. he has set up a business on his own,
at home, writing e-mail courses in language
Iearning, numeracy, and lteracy for private
clionts. It has had the fringe benefit of keeping.
human interaction to a minimum, It also gives
him time to work on the verb structures of
M

Few people an the streets have recogaised
rd attempt. But, when

Channel 5 later this year, all that will change.
“The highlight of filming was to meet Kim
ek, the realfife character who inspired the
film Rain Man. Before I watched Rain Man, 1
was frightened. As a nine-year-old schoolboy,
e and

.” But I watched it and felt a real
mageisa Gauing 1o s s Jdl ot S
Man was mmmmm\ :

parcats must have had a word with them, so 1

‘much left alone.” He found it hard
0 socialse with anyone outside the family, and,
with the advent of adolesence, hi shyness got

After leaving school with three Addevels
German, all

predictable, learn-by-rote type of teaching,
For a sart, he went 10 teach in Lithuania, and
he worked as a volunteer. “Tt was also the first
dime T was introduced as ‘Daniel” rather than
‘the guy who can do weird stuff in his head. It
was such a pleasant relief” Later, he returned
home to live with his parens and found work
25 a miaths tutor.

When he st working, Tammet likes to
hang out with his frionds on the church quiz
team. His knowledge of popular culture lots
him down, but he's a shoo-in when it comes to
the maths questions. °1 do love mumbers,” he
says.“Itisn'tonly an intellectual or aloof thing
that  do. T really feel that there is an emotional
attachment, a caring for numbers.  think this
5 a human thing—in the same way that a poet
humanises a river or a tree through metaphor,
my world gives mo a sense of numbers as
personal. Tt sounds silly, but numbers are my
Sriends.”
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MAIN IDEAS

Many articles and textbooks contain paragraph headers. A paragraph header i like a ticle

for the . It cells readers what th

ey can expect

o read about. Choose the best

paragraph headers for each of the following sections in the article.

1. For paragraphs 1 and 2:
a. Daniel Tammet—mathematical genius
b. Daniel Tammet’s abilities and disabilites
. Math—how he does it
2. For paragraphs 4 and 5
a. The autistic brain
b Minti—Daniel’s inguage
. Not the typical savant
3. For paragraphs 7 and 8:
a. Bveryday life can be dificult
b. Overstimalation can be a problem
<. Daniel’s daily routine
4. For paragraphs 10 and 11
a. Kim Peck and Danicls similaritics
b, Kim Peek and Daniel’slove of books
. Daniel and Kim Peek connect
5. For paragraphs 14.and 15:
a. Daniel starts counting
b. Daniel’s math skills emerge
<. Numbers as images
6. For paragraphs 16 and 17:
a. Daniefs love of singing
b Daniel's shyness.
<. Problemsin school
DETAILS
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Share your completed chart with a parcner.
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