‘ 6 Ive learned to embrace complexity . ..

to imagine how the whole picture can
change and build systems to get there. , ,

The Spark of Imagination

The daughter of author Roald Dahl says imagination is not mere child’s play.
Add an adult sense of pragmatism, and you can change the world.

By Ophelia Dahl as told to Elaine Lipworth lllustration by Hadley Hooper

S A CHILD, I learned aboutimagination
from my father. Every night he would
tell us stories to help us with dif-
ficulties we were having at school.
Dad had been to boarding school as akid, and
had felt helpless around such powerful adults.
Theideathat you can employ your imagina-
tion to take you out of difficult situations was
important to him.

But the real power that I sensed in him
sprang from his ability to connect his
imagination to pragmatism. When things
went wrong, he would never sit around and
mope, or use his imagination just to escape.
Rather, he used it to fix things, to find a way
around the problem. He would invent a practi-
cal piece of equipment, abetter mailbox,
abetter way to water the lawn.

The book of my dad’s that stands out most
for meis The BFG (The Big Friendly Giant),
which became a symbol for using imagination
to change things in yourlife. But one of the best
examples of how my father used his imagina-
tion wasn’t abook. It was when my brother
Theo, at 6 months old, was in an accident. He
was out with ananny, a taxi hit the pram, and
my brother was catapulted out and suffered
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massive head injuries. After several operations
torelieve pressure on hisbrain, doctors put
inashunttoredirect fluid. But it kept block-
ing, and mybrother suffered alot. It was agony
for my parents. My father imagined that my
brother’s life could be different. But he wasn’t
just musing: He got together with an engineer
and Theo’s neurosurgeon, and they devised a
new shunt that worked differently—and better.
It did the job, and the patent was given to
Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children
in London, where it went on to help others.
When I'was 18, I went to Haiti for the first
time. Before that, I hadn’t realised the depth
of misery that existed in some places. I had
enjoyed anice childhood, and I could not just
pop back to England and say, “Oh, I saw people
living in shanty towns, starving and dying of
diseases that are entirely treatable,” and forget
aboutit. I felt compelled to do something.
Later, as I was helping to co-found Partners
In Health (PTH), my dad gave me alovely wad
of cash—£2,000,in £20 notes—to take to Haiti.
He didn’t say, “What are you going to do with
the money? Give me abusiness plan.” He had
faith that we would do something pragmatic
with the money. We built a school with it.
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Dad would say, “You need to be ‘sparky:.
Iremember he used that term in Danny, the
Champion of the World, to describe doing things
inaway thatisn’tdrudge- and dread-filled.
Talsothinkit meanstolet your imagination
sparkyou into practical action: Imagine the
school, fund the school, build the school.

After spending time inaruralvillage in
Haiti, I realized there were some places with no
access to health care. We could envision things
being different, but knew that to make that hap-
pen, we had to get started. So we began to build
aclinic. Imetapregnant woman with cerebral
malaria. She survived, her baby was born, and
over the years we got to know him. That boy,
Bobby Ferle, recently graduated from medical
school and is working in one of the first resi-
dency programmes in Haiti we created after
the 2010 earthquake. Part ofimagining abetter
outcome is imagining—then finding or creat-
ing—the people who can help you get there.

PIH’s mission is toimprove the lives of oth-
ers and make sure health care is available in
some of the hardest to reach places. One of the
greatestlessons I've learned is to embrace com-
plexity. It’s not just one piece that needs tend-
ing to;it’simagining how the whole picture can
change and building systems to get there—good
roads, ambulance services, vaccines, education.

Iwas 26 when my dad died, and it’s taken
me the past 25 years toreally learn the secrets
he imparted to me about the power of imagi-
nation when partnered with pragmatism.

It’s like he gave me a time-release capsule;
year after year, things remind me of how he
found solutions to problems. I think he would
be proud of my work.

I’velearned alot from my parents,
especially—I hope—to be a sparky parent.
That doesn’t mean I won’t let my son see me
heavy-hearted about the conditions of the
world, but I will encourage him to go out and
roll his sleeves up. My son seems to have a good
imagination so far,but I want him to under-
stand thatitisn’t just somethingto entertain
himselfwith in dull moments. I want to help
him connect hisimagination to pragmatism,
so he can find away to improve the world. O
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