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Preface: In the Eye of the “Be Older”

Before I forget... I’ve been asked this question many times. I’ve answered it before. But because this book will be my legacy I’ll answer it again—before I forget—quickly and succinctly. Oh yes, the question:

How did I, a “dese, dem, and dose” kid from the ghetto of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, become “the man with the most phenomenal memory in the world,” “the Yoda of memory training” (Time magazine, June 2001), the world’s foremost memory-training specialist?

It started when I was about eleven years old. Mrs. Goldfisher gave a ten-question test every day. She’d grade each one and we had to take it home so that one parent could sign it. My father (he died when I was twelve) was the “signee,” and he punished me just about every school day. Because—I kept getting failing grades, 40s and 50s.

Mrs. Goldfisher said to me more than once, “Harry, you’re a seemingly intelligent boy; how come you can’t pass these simple tests?” Good question. And it took quite some time before the answer, the “bright light,” appeared: a simple, pretty obvious thought that felt to me like an epiphany, an apocalypse, a seminal idea.

The test questions were simple enough. “Who is the vice president of the United States?” I didn’t know. “What’s the capital of Maryland?” I didn’t know. “What’s the main export of Germany?” I didn’t know. The breakthrough came, the “bright light” danced inside my mind when I realized that I kept saying, thinking, the phrase “I don’t know.” The word “know” did a few laps around the mental track. Wait a darn minute! Knowing doesn’t have as much to do with intelligence as it does with remembering. Mrs. G. never asked a test question that hadn’t been mentioned or read in class. When I said to myself, “I don’t know,” I really meant, “I don’t remember.”

There’s no way to intellectualize (I didn’t know that word way back then) the capital of a state or the main export of a country. You either know it or you don’t. I realized right then that “know,” in this context, means the same as “remember.” I don’t remember! (I didn’t realize at the time, nor did anyone else since there was no such word, that I was [and am] lysdexic—sorry, I mean dyslexic.)

Oh, my gosh. I realized, if I could learn to remember, I’d get passing grades on these damn tests and, more urgent at the time, my father would stop punishing me. (I once told this story on The Tonight Show and included the fact that my father hit me. Negative calls and letters poured into the station. Can’t say “hit me.” “Punished me” is okay.)

But I obviously had, or thought I had, a lousy memory. (I found out soon enough that there is no such thing.) How can I make myself remember the facts I hear and read in class? In the local library I asked the lady behind the desk (I can still see her in my mind: long black dress, gray hair in a large back-of-the-head bun) if there were any books that teach people how to remember. She directed me to a room way off in an uninhabited corner. I found books on memory training dating back to the seventeenth century. I didn’t understand most of what I read; after all, I was only eleven years old. But the tiny fraction I did understand—really, one simple idea—changed my life.

I manipulated that one simple idea so that it worked for me in school, so that it enabled me to remember a fact. And then, when the relevant question appeared on a test, I mentally, joyfully screamed, “I know it! I know it!” I had figured out that “know” and “remember” are synonyms; they mean the same thing. If you remember something, you know it; and if you know it—you’ve remembered it. (You’ve also learned it.)

Well, my father stopped “punishing me” and I started to teach that “simple idea” to a few of my classmates. And the years went by. I toyed with that simple idea, enlarged it, twisted and manipulated it so that it “worked” for any kind of information. I became, and am, a motivational speaker. I motivate people to learn how to remember easily and effectively, and to use more, much more, than the proverbial 10 percent of their mental capacities.

I have written many books on the subject, my systems are taught in schools all over the world, and top corporations teach the systems as part of their training programs. I’ve been written about in literally thousands of magazines and newspapers, and I’ve written for many of them, too. I’ve lectured and conducted seminars all over the world: in Australia, Japan, the Philippines, and all over Europe; and I’ve appeared on major television shows worldwide. In The Book of Genius (Stanley Paul Publishers, 1994) there’s a paragraph or two talking about a record I set “which may never be broken,” that of having met and remembered the names and faces of more than 7,500,000 people during my career, up to that time.

“Time drags you into an alley and beats the ____ out of you!”

–Mel Brooks

Yes, time does beat the ____ out of us, physically and mentally. What’s that great, erudite cliché? Oh, yes: growing old sucks! In the movie All About Eve, Bette Davis says about growing old, “It ain’t for sissies!”

Well, there’s another, more recent cliché: “Eighty is the new sixty.” (You fill in the ages.)

When it comes to aging, the emphasis, of course, has always been on the physical, and that’s probably as it should be. But, I’m here to put some emphasis on the mental, particularly for us—and here’s that phrase again—“senior citizens.” You’re going to read this a few times in this book because I can’t stress it enough: It is no longer necessary to accept poor memory, waning memory, loss of memory, or “senior moments” as an inevitable part of growing older!

With my help, not only will you acquire a memory you never imagined you could have, but you will have it for the rest of your life!

Through the years, I’ve had many discussions with medical people who have told me that applying my trained-memory systems can hold back senility, even Alzheimer’s. Some explained it to me in technical medical terms, how applying my systems sends more blood to and through the brain, and so forth.

Here is some of the medical evidence I’ve collected that speaks particularly to those of us over 50. And, sorry to disappoint you but this will be the last of any “technical talk.” Nothing wrong with “technical talk,” of course, but that’s not my thing. I’m too results-oriented. I’m interested in giving you a fantastic memory—that’s all. But the following quotes are important because they make the point for me.

From The Journal of the American Medical Association (2002): “More frequent participation in [mental, mind, brain] stimulating activities is associated with a reduced risk of Alzheimer’s.”

From Modern Maturity magazine: “Just like the heart, the brain needs unclogged arteries to carry fresh blood and oxygen. Help your arteries stay clean by exercising. Any mental exercise [particularly applying my memory-training systems – HL] changes the structure of your brain. It causes the nerve cells to grow and the connections between them to strengthen.”

A team of researchers led by Dr. Marian Diamond, Professor of Physiology at the University of California at Berkeley reported in Experimental Neurology that “even in old age the cells of the cerebral cortex respond to an enriched [stimulating] environment by forging new connections to other cells.” Using your mind “increases thickening of the cortex, which is a sign that brain cells increase in size and activity. The glial cells (Albert Einstein had an unusually large number) multiply and the grain cells lengthen.”

Dr. Diamond’s research suggests “that nerve cells grow no matter what one’s age, in response to “intellectual enrichment [read use, exercise; using your imagination and memory]—anything that stimulates the brain with novelty and change.” And I’m without a doubt going to stimulate your brain with novelty and change! The research concluded that “development and growth of the brain go on into old age.” This fact was noted and repeated in the New York Times, June 30, 1985.

From neuropsychologist Marilyn Albert, Ph.D, Harvard Medical School: “Our brains have an innate capacity for change [and betterment – HL] no matter how old we are.”

From Aging Myths (McGraw-Hill) by Dr. Siegfried Kra, Yale University School of Medicine: “Confusion and memory loss are not part of the aging process.” I would add to that, “they need not be.”

From the New York Daily News (April 30, 1987): “Today’s research, including that of the National Institute of Aging, debunks the traditional assumption that aging and forgetfulness go together.” They don’t—not necessarily—and I’m here to prove it to you.

There is absolutely no need for you to continue to complain (or brag) about your terrible memory. No, starting now, you’re going to brag about your terrific memory!

Enough! Okay, enough about me. The rest of this book is all about YOU! Maybe now your curiosity is piqued and you are ready to discover just how quickly and simply you can learn to regain the memory you had when you were younger—and surpass it—boosting your memory power beyond your wildest dreams.


1 Pavlov’s Dogs: How memory training works

“My memory is as bad as yours, my memory is a thousand times better than yours...”

Read the statement just above again, bearing in mind that I am closer to eighty years of age than I am to seventy. Now let me clarify the remark. As I moved past my forties, the same kinds of memory lapses that annoy and irritate you now annoyed and irritated me. (Don’t feel that this makes you “old”—science tells us that our memories start to wane after the age of thirty!) Don’t misunderstand. I’m not interested in only memory lapses; I’m going to teach you to easily remember any new information. But, for the moment, let’s focus on those annoying phenomena that some call “senior moments”: a name that you’ve known for years suddenly “escapes” you; someone asks, “What’s the word for so and so?” and, though it’s a word you’ve used most of your life, you think for a moment and then say, “You just knocked it out of my mind.”

Yes, ordinarily those same “moments” would plague me, too. And my memory, generally, would be as bad, if not worse, than yours. But—and here’s the point—when I apply my memory systems, techniques, methods, and tricks, my memory is a thousand times better than yours!

My original working title for this book was a triple header, but my publishers pointed out that it might be a bit unwieldy for a book jacket:

Where the Hell Did I Put My Keys?!
I Just Had It in My Hands!
Why Am I Staring into the Refrigerator?!

Sound familiar? Well, not to worry, that’s why you’re here! Once you’ve absorbed what’s in this book, you’ll never have to think like that again. And—call it serendipity or call it of utmost importance—you’ll be exercising your mind as you apply my systems. I’m sure you can see why that’s important: because exercising the mind isn’t all that different from exercising your muscles. It takes a little discipline, it gets harder as you get older, and it is absolutely crucial to staying fit as you age. If you let your arm hang down without using it for a long time, it will eventually atrophy. If you don’t exercise your mind, “atrophy” will set in there, too. Even if my systems don’t work for you (which, of course, they will, beautifully), you’ll be exercising your mind in ways that you never did, or could, before. I’ve talked and written about exercising your mind for oh so many years. Now, scientific research has caught up with me and has proven that exercising your mind actually builds new brain cells!

That’s exciting and important news. It confirms that it’s important—no, essential—to exercise your mind. We live in an era of diet and exercise. Everyone is jogging, dieting, running, rowing, bicycling, weight-lifting, treadmilling, ab-building, stair climbing, butt firming, walking, aerobicking, and more. And that’s fine. But what good is that great body if you don’t have the mental capabilities, the mind power, to go along with it?

There have been and continue to be so many articles written and television shows broadcast wherein “experts” explain the importance of exercising your “cognitive faculties”; your memory and your thinking, decision-making, and problem-solving abilities. They really all send the same message, repeating what I’ve said for years: there is no learning and not much thinking without memory. And these articles and television shows tend to be geared toward the “mature” person. How very important it is, they say, for those of us over forty or fifty years of age to exercise our minds.

Recently, a New York Times Magazine section was devoted almost entirely to the research being done on drugs that might help people remember better (if they remember to take them!). Perhaps these “wonder drugs” will be effective and widely available eventually, but it is likely to take many years. And what about those over-the-counter herbs, vitamins, and supplements that claim to improve your memory? Hey, I’m no doctor. Perhaps they can help make your mind a smidgen sharper. There is, however, no way they can give you the kind of memory and mental agility that I can. Perhaps it sounds boastful, but I truly believe that the best memory-enhancing over-the-counter preparation is me! (And this book costs a lot less than all of those pills and potions, too.)

Yes, the above-mentioned “news breaks” are always geared toward the older person. (And what the phrase “older person” means is rarely defined, perhaps for good reason. After all, twenty-six is “elderly” to a fifteen-year-old.) I’ve talked about exercising your mind for years, in response to that frequent complaint, “My memory isn’t what it used to be.” I call it “the old gray mare” syndrome. Well, let me stress that it is no longer necessary to accept memory loss as an inevitable consequence of growing older.

That is just no longer valid.

One of my many unsolicited testimonials came from an eighty-year-old man named Bob Norland. He had had a stroke at seventy-five; his right side was paralyzed and he’s now in a wheelchair. He wrote that his doctors told him he’d have tremendous loss of memory. Then, someone brought him one of my books. He went on to say, “Now my memory is much better than it ever was before. It’s so good that I give ‘memory demonstrations’ at my club.” Bob does telephone work, he has to return calls—and, because of his stroke, he can no longer write. “But,” he says, “I can remember all those names and numbers, and anything else I want to remember, thanks to Harry’s memory techniques/tricks. God bless you, Harry.”

Intrigued? Read on.

Pavlov’s Dogs

Ivan Pavlov, a turn-of-the-century Russian physiologist, psychologist, and physician, was the father of “classic conditioning.” In his most famous experiment he proved that, by creating an association in a dog’s mind between hearing a bell and receiving food, he could make the dog salivate simply by ringing the bell. It seems like an obvious concept now, but it took Pavlov a bit of time to do his experiment. He continually rang that bell and then immediately gave the dog some food until the dog made the connection between the sound and the reward—until that bell “reminded” the dog of food and made him anticipate it.

You and I are smarter than dogs. We know that, occasionally, if we smell food or simply think about it, we start to salivate. (How about those late-night commercials for pizza and fried chicken? Those advertisers know exactly what they are doing!) We don’t need the bell. We can visualize food whenever we want to; we can see it in our mind’s eye. Visualizing is part of thinking. Aristotle said it three thousand years ago: “In order to think we must speculate with images.” Think of something, anything, and you can see an “image” of it in your mind.

What exactly happens in the dog’s mind when he hears that bell and is reminded of food? Who knows? Perhaps after many repetitions that sound creates an image of food in the dog’s mind. So doesn’t it make sense that we humans could create a connection in our own minds, so that one thing reminds us of another in the same way? Well, of course we can do that. And, because we can visualize, it is a much faster process than Pavlov used on his dogs—repetition isn’t really necessary.

I’ll prove that to you. Or better yet, go ahead and prove it to yourself. Isn’t there a certain song that, when you hear or think about it, vividly conjures up a specific person, place, or time? I think this has happened to all of us. There may even be a certain smell that starts an avalanche of nostalgia, perhaps sending you back to summer during childhood. One whiff, and you can hear and feel that summer all around you. Hear an old song and the melody reminds you of the lyrics, though perhaps you haven’t heard or thought about the song in decades.

We are all reminded of different things, people, places, attitudes, ideas, actions, happenings, conversations, and facts many times every day. I bump into an old classmate, we’re decades older, and I can “see” that classroom and some of the young people in it. I can see how we all looked at the time, what we wore, what we laughed about. I see it now as I write. I’ll wager that you see your own version of it as you read. It’s automatic; it’s what our mind does for us without being asked; it’s part of the human equation. You don’t need to take any drugs to make it work! In fact, you can’t stop it from working even if you want to—it’s a natural phenomenon.

So what in the world does all this have to do with “Where the Hell Did I Put My Keys?” Everything! If a bell can be made to remind a dog of food, why can’t your keys be made to remind you of where they are?! The answer to that rhetorical question is they can—and they should. And, they can do it without repetition, as I’ve already told you. You don’t need my help when it comes to visualizing—that’s a natural phenomenon. What I can do is show you how to harness and corral that phenomenon and use it to your benefit.

Many years ago, the “where-the-heck-is-the-whatever” problem was driving me crazy. Did I solve that particular memory problem (and it is a memory problem)? You bet I did. And that solution was the beginning of my quite successful, thank you, career. I call that solution the Reminder Principle, but it’s really Pavlov’s dogs. The “Reminder Principle” is easier for me to talk about, to explain (and even to type!) than “Pavlov’s dogs”—so that’s it for Pavlov. I’ll get a bit deeper into the Reminder Principle in an upcoming chapter, “From Absent- to Present-Minded.”

As I told you, the memory I was born with is naturally as bad as yours, but it is a thousand times better when I apply my systems. I want you to have the same option. I know of no better way to keep your mind young and keep life exciting, than to create new interests. Creating new interests entails learning new things, amassing new information. You can make your life more interesting right now by learning something exciting and different: namely, my trained-memory methods. Soon, you’ll be able to apply those methods to learning lots of other new and different things, easily absorbing new ideas, thoughts, and information.

Please stop thinking that your mental capacity, your memory capabilities, must inevitably decline as you move through “middle age” and beyond. Robert Frost, Georgia O’Keeffe, Pablo Casals, Helen Hayes, Albert Einstein, George Burns, and Carl Sandburg are just a few people who would tell you that it isn’t so. They are just a few of the more celebrated examples of people who have done some of their most creative work when they were well into their 70s, 80s, and 90s—and they had highly functional memories and agile minds throughout those “golden years.”

Let me stress it again because it warrants repetition: You needn’t accept a steep decline in your ability to remember as an inevitable part of growing older!

I know of no better mental exercise than simply to apply, or try to apply, my trained-memory techniques—but I want to break up the process by throwing in a riddle, a puzzle, a “thought provoker”—a mind-power exercise—every so often. I have placed them intermittently throughout the book so you can exercise those brain cells, and you’ll come away with some conversation pieces, or ice-breakers, at your fingertips. You’ll have fun with them just as you’ll have fun, and enjoy your progress, with my memory-training systems.


[image: image]

Add only one symbol to the Roman numeral nine and change it to an even number.

IX

Hint: Drawing a horizontal line through the center of the Roman numeral so that IV shows above that line when you look at it straight on and VI shows above the line when you turn the paper upside down—is not the answer I’m looking for.

Think about it. That, of course, is the point. If you “get it” right away, fine; try it on your friends. If you don’t get it right away, keep trying, keep thinking about it. That’s the exercise.

All the Mind Exercise solutions are at the back of the book. Don’t look at them too soon, though; hang in there—your mental power is certain to surprise you!




2 Memory Through History: Historic techniques that still work

“What goes around comes around.”

Quite honestly, if I’d just bought this book instead of having written it, I’d be tempted to skip this chapter! I’d think, “C’mon, get to it, just show me how I can acquire a great memory. That’s why I bought the book—not for a history lesson!” But I suggest you take a few minutes to read this chapter. You’ll learn just a bit about the history and background of memory training—and a little more knowledge won’t clutter your brain, in case you were wondering. You might just find some excellent incentives and enlightening anecdotes here. Of course, you can lick a finger and skip to the next chapter whenever you like, the one that solves and eliminates absentmindedness. But first indulge me for a few minutes.

The Earliest Memory Experts

Memory aids have been used for thousands of years, going back even before ancient Greek and Roman times. Those aids were of utmost importance, particularly to storytellers, orators, and bards. There were no real note-taking devices back then (and even when written language came along, writing materials tended to be cumbersome and impermanent, and few possessed the gift of literacy), so memory aids, systems, and techniques, helped those bards and storytellers remember their songs, poems, stories, and plays.

The orators of ancient Greece and Rome memorized their long speeches thought for thought, by using a technique called loci, which means “places.” The speaker would mentally connect the first thought of his speech to the first “place” in his home, perhaps the doorway. The second thought was connected with the second place, usually the entryway or foyer, the third idea was connected to the third place, perhaps the stairway, and so on. When he was ready to deliver his speech he’d think of the first place, the doorway, and that reminded him of the first thing he wanted to talk about. When he had completed that thought, he would move on to the second place/thought, and so on, as he took a mental tour through his home. Each place reminded him of a thought and, when he’d completed his mental travels, he’d finished his speech.

From that concept, through the mists of time, developed a figure of speech that we continue to use to this day: “In the first place..., in the second place...,” and so on.

In a four-hundred-year-old Hebrew text (The Heart of the Lion by Rabbi Yehuda Aryeh of Medina, published in the year 1611), it is noted that the mandate to use memory systems appears in the Bible as well as in Jewish Talmudic literature. In discussing the importance of learning the Torah, Aryeh quoted the Talmudic scholar Rav Dimi as follows: “One must set signs, schemes/devices, to establish the Torah in those who (try to) learn it. If so, it is enough for us with what has been said by the Bible and our sages (about) Place Memory (loci) and schemes/devices, and their commandment on him to use them.”

When the ancient orators, mostly monks and other religious people in those days, felt that their own homes had become too familiar to serve as loci, they wandered the streets searching for other houses, other places to use as memory triggers. In an important step forward, they soon realized that just about anything could be used as loci. The twelve signs of the zodiac, for example, could easily serve as twelve different, sequential places. (Later in this book, I will teach you a quick and easy method for remembering ten to twelve items of any kind, by number, in or out of order. It is a method you can learn in minutes and use for the rest of your life.) Eventually, parts of the Bible were used as “places.” What’s really interesting is that to use the zodiac signs or parts of the Bible—or anything else—as loci, they first had to learn (remember) those zodiac signs or Bible parts. So the “search” forced them, without their realizing it, to acquire more knowledge!

It was mainly the monks, rabbis, and philosophers of the Middle Ages who were aware of and applied memory-training techniques, and they used them mainly for the purpose of religious teaching. As an example, these systems were used to memorize lists of virtues and vices, and many priests and philosophers taught that using trained-memory systems could show “how to reach Heaven and avoid Hell.”

A fragment of parchment dating from approximately 400 BC states, “A great and beautiful invention is memory, always useful for learning and for life.” (I was thrilled when I found this in my research because I’ve written so often that there is no learning without memory!) Along similar lines, Aristotle praised memory systems, writing that “these (systems), too, will make a man readier in reasoning.” And remember that he also began a book with the statement, “In order to think we must speculate with images.” Lovely. Because, again, that’s what I do and what I teach: exactly how to use mental images. It’s a cliché of mine that I will repeat throughout this book: Anything that can be visualized is easier to remember. And anything, I mean ANYTHING, can be visualized—when you know how.

Although Simonides (ca. 500 BC) is considered to be the “father” of the art of trained memory, pieces of parchment dating from over a thousand years before Simonides tell us that memory techniques made up an essential element of the orator’s equipment. According to the philosopher Quintilian (ca. 45 AD), “We should never have realized how great is the power of a trained memory, nor how divine it is, but for the fact that it is memory which has brought oratory to its present position of glory.”

In De oratore (“On the Orator,” 55 BC), Cicero described how he applied memory systems and how lawyers and orators of his time were all aided by applying memory systems and techniques. It was known way back then that—and I just love this—memory training would help the thinking process itself. I love it because I’ve stated that fact so often in my books, lectures, and seminars. Yes, applying my memory techniques will help you acquire a better-than-photographic memory, and it will also give you a much stronger sense of imagination, a keener sense of concentration, and a much better ability to observe, to focus attention. All of these are parts of the thinking process. And those “wheels” of imagination, concentration, and observation automatically and definitely go hand in hand with my trained-memory systems. Those wheels start to spin as rapidly as the “memory wheel” without any extra effort on your part.

In my very first book on the subject, back in 1956, I used an anecdote about speeches at the top of that particular chapter. Here it is, brought up to date a bit:

As the nervous speaker approached the microphone his hands went into one pocket after the other, obviously searching for his notes. As he reached the microphone, he murmured haltingly, “My f-f-friends, wh-when I arrived here this evening only G-God and I knew what I was g-g-going to say. N-now only G-God knows!”

Memory and the Renaissance Man

It’s amazing to learn how many powerful people have used memory aids throughout history. Lucius Scipio used them to help him remember the names of all the people of Rome. (I’ve no idea how many people were in Rome then; I’m simply quoting things I learned in my research.) Cyrus (fifth century BC) was able to call every soldier in his army by name. And Seneca (ca. first century AD) could memorize and repeat two thousand words after hearing them once.

Many books on the subject of memory training systems appeared during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Europe. (It was, after all, the Renaissance—a period of great enlightenment when acquiring knowledge was valued above all else.) These, of course, were instrumental in making the general public more aware of the techniques. The best known of these books was The Phoenix, written by Peter of Ravenna in 1491. Because of its popularity, many other works on the subject followed. In The Phoenix, Peter stated that the best loci are in churches, and by using loci (he is said to have memorized 100,000 places!) he could repeat from memory the entire canon law, 200 of Cicero’s speeches and sayings, 20,000 legal points, and more! He offered the example of how he remembers the word et by visualizing Eusebius standing in front of Thomas. All he has to do is move Eusebius behind Thomas to remember the word te. And so on.

The most famous of all Western dramatists, William Shakespeare, had memory aids (“places”) built inside of his Globe Theatre to help the actors remember the lines in his plays. The original Globe Theatre, erected in 1599, burned to the ground in 1613 and was immediately rebuilt. Shakespeare, who was a part owner of the building, had a bit to do with its architecture. It was called “the memory theatre” because specific places, or loci, were built into it, places to which the actors might connect the lines, words, and thoughts of a script. Within the theater there were five doors, each of a different color, and five columns, also different colors and shapes, which made up the ten basic loci. The five entrances to the stage were apparently also used as loci, as were the bay windows, entrances, and exits. Other loci included paintings on the ceiling of the zodiac signs and planets, referred to as “the heavens.” Very little documented history of the Globe Theatre exists, so much that we know is supposition, based on the documentation of other theaters of the time, but it is fairly certain that Shakespeare himself was a proponent of a sophisticated memory system.

Memory systems were used by King Francis I of France and by England’s Henry III. Philosophers of the seventeenth century taught memory techniques; Francis Bacon taught one in his book The Advancement of Learning. And some scholars insist that the German philosopher/mathematician Gottfried Leibniz invented calculus as he was searching for a system that would aid in memorizing numbers. (One of my own students memorized pi to the 3,000th place, just to show off!)

One of the most useful things you will learn here is how to visualize ordinarily abstract numbers so that you can memorize them easily, no matter how many digits they contain. And even that is not a new concept. Stanislaus Mink von Wennsshein attempted to do just that in 1648. In 1730, Dr. Richard Grey of England modified the idea. Still, the system was quite clumsy, difficult to apply, and not that helpful. The idea, however, had more than enough merit. I have been told that my simple technique brings the concept to its highest level yet. There now exists an amazing technique for memorizing—remembering—numbers.

Memory Training Comes of Age

In a book published in 1888, titled simply Memory, philosopher William Stokes talked about the public’s interest in the art of memory training:

The educated, the intelligent masses, the world, know not and seem not to care to know its (art of memory training) wondrous worth. The adoption of the art by a few paltry thousands cannot be regarded as anything when we consider the countless myriads peopling the earth—when we realize that it is essential to the proper exercise and full development of our intellectual existence as proper breathing is to our physical well-being.

There can be little doubt that before long, it will be generally recognized as an established science; and posterity will look back, and regard this plea on behalf of memory as an indication of the intellectual darkness of this age of boasted enlightenment. Let us hope that the day will come when it shall be considered as great a disgrace not to use memory-improvement systems as it is at present not to read!

Amen. I certainly hope I’m helping to achieve that goal!

I think I’ve proved (and hopefully not belabored) the point that there’s really nothing new about trained-memory systems, memory aids, and the like. What happened, unfortunately, is that the idea of training one’s memory fell into disuse for centuries. It’s interesting that, in the nineteenth century, some people who did use memory systems publicly were thought to be witches! (If I were around then, I’d have been burned at the stake.) As a matter of fact, the verb “to finagle” is derived from the surname of Gregor von Feinaigle (1760–1819), who wrote a book on memory training a couple of hundred years ago. He was well known in Great Britain for his mental manipulation skills and his number codes. (Another witch, no doubt!)

Like Feinaigle, others started using and demonstrating memory techniques as entertainment. In America during the vaudeville era at the dawn of the twentieth century, performers used memory techniques as a kind of magic act, to amaze audiences with their astonishing mental feats. But the systems were rarely used for practical purposes or serious learning. Occasionally, rarely, someone would attempt to popularize the idea of using trained-memory methods for practical purposes, to increase mental agility in all areas of daily life—but usually without success—until I came along!

Nowadays, many well-known actors use my memory techniques whenever they tackle a new play or movie script. An Academy Award winner, the late Anne Bancroft, wrote to me, “Thank you for making the drudgery [of memorizing scripts] part of my creative art. You are a Miracle Worker!” Alan Alda applies my systems to every script; he talks about it in his book, Never Have Your Dog Stuffed, and he has said, “Harry Lorayne can make you remember an address book full of phone numbers as if it were your first kiss. When I go onstage with a hundred pages of text in my head, they got there thanks to the Method: the Harry Lorayne Method.”

And it’s not just actors. One night, my wife and I had just finished dinner in a popular Long Island restaurant when I was introduced to (then) Secretary of State, Colin Powell. When he heard my name, he threw his arms around me and exclaimed, “Harry Lorayne! You helped make me a general!”

There are many others. And now I hope to expand my efforts even further by concentrating on how my own well-honed systems can be applied to slow, stop, even reverse the mental deterioration that can come with age. You don’t have to be slower and duller with each passing year! Take it from me—you can be sharper, clearer, and more mentally agile tomorrow and every day after that. Read on.


[image: image]

It’s really a simple riddle, but you’ll get some mental exercise trying to find the answer.

“Forward I’m heavy, backward I’m not. What am I?”

Spend some time thinking about it. You can do that while you’re doing a physical exercise, such as walking, jogging, bicycling, or even brushing your teeth.

Keep repeating the riddle to yourself. If you haven’t come up with the answer by tonight, turn to the solution.




3 From Absent- to Present-Minded: You cannot remember if you don’t know.

“Our thoughts are so fleeting, no device for trapping them should be overlooked.”

—HENRY HAZLITT

Assuming that you have rounded that bend in the road known as “50,” do you find yourself suffering from that “I just had it in my hands” malady? Do you sometimes run to your refrigerator, swing open the door, then stare into it wondering what in the world you’re there for? Do you waste time searching for your eyeglasses, then find them perched on top of your head? Do you hide treasured items in special places, then forget where they are? Do you continually worry about whether you unplugged the coffeepot, switched off the lights, put on your answering machine, locked the door, and so forth?

Well, you can eliminate absentmindedness simply by being present-minded. How? Easy. Think of the action you’re doing, or are about to do, at that moment; really think about those mundane actions at the moment you execute them. Again, how? Well, let me quote Mr. Hazlitt again: “Our thoughts are so fleeting, no device for trapping them should be overlooked.” I call my “device” for achieving present-mindedness “Original Awareness.” You need to be aware of an action as it’s taking place, not after it has taken place; it’s too late then. So I’ll give you a “device” for trapping those fleeting thoughts. It’s based on what I call the Reminder Principle.

I’ve talked about the phenomenon where songs, smells, and so forth remind us of people, places, ideas, and things. In fact, I doubt that a day goes by without your seeing, hearing, or thinking something that makes you snap your fingers (actually or figuratively) and say, “Oops, that reminds me!” What you have seen or heard may have no conscious connection to the thing it reminds you of—but there must be some sort of subconscious connection or one wouldn’t have reminded you of the other. And whenever that connection exists, one thing will remind you of the other. Again, it’s a natural phenomenon.

Now, hear this (I dislike the phrase “listen up”): You can make that kind of a connection consciously, knowingly. You can choose what you want to be reminded of, and you can choose the “reminder” itself. Then, not only will that reminder help you figure out where in the world you put your keys or pencil, it will start you along that fascinating road toward having a dependable, reliable, trained memory! And, just as important (if not more so), as you’re having fun and amazing yourself with your newfound ability, you are giving your mind the very best possible exercise, building new brain cells just at a time in your life when this is becoming crucial. I’ll prove it to you.

Let me ease you into it: I’m writing at my desk. I’m interrupted—the telephone rings, someone calls me with an emergency, or maybe I just need to get a drink of water, and then—“Where the hell is my pencil?” I want to use that same pencil. It takes me fifteen minutes or longer to discover it tucked behind my right ear. Aggravating, annoying, a waste of time. Answering the phone, handling the emergency, getting a drink, those things might only take a couple of minutes, but searching for the pencil can take many times that!

Do I have a solution for that particular problem? You bet I do. And that solution brings us to the Reminder Principle, which is what started all of this memory stuff for me.

Here’s an example of the simple idea that will beam you up and away from absentmindedness to a state of present-mindedness. Every time I’m interrupted and I slide my pencil behind my ear, instead of just doing it without thinking, I force myself to see a mental image. I actually see the pencil going not behind my ear (that would be too mundane and habitual) but into my ear, point first. I can almost feel the pain. I have forced my mind to be “originally aware,” to be present at that instant. I have trapped a fleeting thought! So later, when I need my pencil, I remember exactly where it is.

Now, because this is the basis of my memory system, because it’s so important, I need to take another moment or two to explain it. I need to make you understand that this simple process takes the minutest fraction of the time that it took me to write about it. It’s done without breaking mental or physical stride. It’s an instant mental calisthenic or exercise.

In that split second, when I formed the mental picture of the pencil in my ear, I brought the Reminder Principle into play, the principle that’s always been there, lying dormant. In that split second, I accomplished so much. I forced myself to think of an action that I ordinarily would not think of. I grasped my mind by the scruff of the neck and said, “Darn it, pay attention.” I forced myself to think of the action at that moment.

The “emergency” is over and I need my pencil again—so I automatically think pencil, no choice. And—“OH, THAT REMINDS ME!”—I can almost feel that pain as my hand automatically moves to my right ear. There’s the pencil. No time wasted, no aggravation. Onward.

Have I explained this properly? Reread, please, if you’re not sure you understand. This basic idea is the foundation of a system that will enable you to build innumerable “memory steps” for yourself. This principle and its extensions will enable you to remember just about anything—and I don’t use the word “anything” lightly. I mean numbers of any kind, from telephone numbers to your Social Security number to your credit card numbers; names and faces; foreign language vocabulary; appointments; errands; thoughts of a speech; reading material—facts of all kinds. Have I whetted your appetite and curiosity? Good. Come along with me. This may be a turning point for you, no matter what your age.

Forgetting to Remember

What does all of this have to do with those questions that crop up more and more as we age, “Where the heck did I put my keys?” or “What did I come in here for?” Everything. Because the method I just discussed using the pencil-in-the-ear example can be applied to anything that you need to keep track of. Let’s say you’ve just unlocked your front door. As you enter, without thinking, you drop your keys into the large flowerpot in your front hall. Of course later, when you are going out again and you need those keys, you complain that you’ve forgotten where you put them. This is the companion complaint to “I just had it in my hands.” (Another favorite is, “I’m introduced to someone and a second later I forget his or her name.”)

Please forgive a rusty old platitude of mine, but—you have to get something before you can forget it. What I’m telling you is that you didn’t forget where you put your keys. Nor did you forget his or her name. No...what you did is that you didn’t remember where you put them in the first place. (You didn’t hear and remember that name.) So, you see, you needn’t worry that your memory is failing; you haven’t applied your memory at all, so you really can’t say whether or not it’s failing, can you? Seeing that silly picture in my mind (pencil-ear) forced me to think of the action of placing the pencil at that moment; it forced me to be originally aware. Information must register in your mind in the first place in order for it to be remembered (or forgotten).

Back to your elusive door keys. From now on and forever-more, you’ll never put down your keys without forcing yourself to be “originally aware” of where you’re putting them. And rest assured, “forcing yourself” only applies at first; before you know it, you’ll simply always do it, not unconsciously, not habitually—that’d defeat the purpose. I want you to put out just a wee bit of effort. But you will do it naturally, without too much trouble.

As you drop your keys into the flowerpot, form a mental image of the two vital entities—the keys and the place where you’re putting them. Make it a silly or impossible image. Example: “See” a gigantic key growing in a flowerpot. Perhaps you’re watering it to make it grow. It’s all one quick picture, thought, or visualization—call it a connection or association—and you’ve just brought the Reminder Principle into play. Moreover, you’ve forced yourself to experience original awareness. In that split second, you’ve registered the action of dropping the keys into the pot in your mind as it happened. Your mind was there, present—not absent.

After dinner, you want to go out for the paper and you need to lock the door on your way out. Now, where the hell did you put your keys? Think “key,” see a key growing in a flowerpot! Go to that pot in the front hall, retrieve your keys, get on with your life.

Here’s another example. Your spouse calls you to come help with something. You put your glasses on the television set as you rush out of the room. When you come back, you spend half an hour searching for the glasses. No more. Now, as you put your eyeglasses on the television set (and, again, without breaking mental or physical stride—after all, there may be an emergency to attend to) “see” the TV antenna going through the lens of your eyeglasses, shattering the glass into a million pieces. (Or—“see” a gigantic pair of eyeglasses dancing on television.)

Later, when you’re back in the room and you need those eyeglasses, you’ll think of them. Needing them means thinking of them, you have no choice. And, if you made that silly mental picture, the Reminder Principle assures that when you think “eyeglasses,” you can’t help but see them performing on television, or whatever image you have selected. No pause; you walk to the television set, pick up your glasses, and get right back to work. No time wasted, no aggravation, no thinking that your mind is “going.” (Or to use another phrase I dislike, that you’ve had a “senior moment.”)

A Reminder Principle connection or association can be made easily, utilizing any two items, even if the second “item” or scenario is abstract and can’t ordinarily be seen. I’ll solve that problem for you soon enough. I’m stressing any “two” items because most memory problems ultimately break down into entities of two: name to face, foreign word to English equivalent, long number to credit card, name to telephone number, appointment to time or place, and so on.

I’ve refined the idea, pinpointed it, worried it, made it work, but the mental relationship of two items is not a new concept. Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Saint Augustine, Shakespeare, all understood and utilized it. Saint Augustine referred to it as “coexistence”: two ideas active and related in the mind at the same time, no matter how strange or impossible the relationship.

Making the Connection

When you put something in a special place for safekeeping, you can apply the same idea. For example, say you want to save a special pen for your grandchild, so you hide it under a pile of underwear in your top dresser drawer. As you do, form that connection or association between the two things—pen and underwear. Easy enough. “See” lots of ink squirting out of that pen and soaking, ruining, all of your underwear. Each time you think of the special pen, that silly picture will come to mind, until you simply know where that pen is hidden. It becomes knowledge.

“Oh, That’s What I Came in Here For!”

When my good friend Carl Reiner is onstage and talking about getting older, he says that one of the most common remarks by older people is, “Oh, that’s what I came in here for!”

“Oops, I need ketchup.” The instant you think that thought, “see” gallons of thick, red ketchup pouring all over you. Make the mental picture as silly or impossible as you like—the sillier, the better. I guarantee that you’ll know what you came for when you open the refrigerator door—because you’ve “trapped that fleeting thought” as it tried to “flee” past you!

When you lock your door and you want to remember that you did, see yourself (really see yourself) inserting your head or your tongue into the keyhole! Silly? It sure is, but again, you’ve ordered your mind, forced it, to pay attention to this ordinarily habitual, “no thinking required” mundane action. You have forced your mind to be present during an action at which it has, for most of your life, been absent. Apply the same idea to help you remember that you’ve unplugged the coffeepot. As you pull out that plug, see your head, or your spouse’s, or a friend’s, coming out of the socket. As you push the “on” button of your answering machine, see yourself jumping up and down on that machine to turn it on. It’s your call, your choice, your “mind exercise,” your solution to an aggravating problem.

You want to be sure to remember to take your umbrella when you leave. If the last thing you see when you leave is, say, the doorknob, “connect” the umbrella to that. Form a silly picture in your mind. Perhaps the doorknob is really a dripping wet umbrella opening and closing, and you are finding it hard to grasp as you try to leave. When you look at that doorknob, you’ll know that you have to walk back to get your umbrella. If you always kiss your secretary before you leave the office, you can make that remind you of umbrella: See yourself kissing a gigantic wet umbrella. That’s all. (Of course, if you walk out into a pouring rain, that will certainly act as a reminder!)

Does it all seem silly to you? Good, that’s what makes it work. And, as it works, it also exercises your mind and strengthens your ability to use your imagination. I’m not interested in a “blue sky” or “pie in the sky” theory. I’m interested in results. I’m nothing if not result oriented.

Silly? I remember a lady asking me to help her to remember that she had a roast in the oven. She said that she’s usually reminded of it when she smells it burning. I told her to try putting a small roast in with the regular large roast. Then, when she smelled the small roast burning, that’d remind her that the regular roast was done!

Roasts are too expensive nowadays to use that solution. It’s easier, and cheaper, to drop a frying pan or dishtowel or potholder onto the center of the kitchen floor as you put the roast in the oven—anything that’s completely out of the ordinary. That will surely keep reminding you of that roast. If you leave the room, say, to watch television, while the roast is cooking, take the frying pan or potholder with you and put it on the floor there, or on the TV set, in full and constant view. You’ll have a continual reminder of that roast in the oven!


[image: image]

A rich Arab dies and leaves his seventeen camels to his three sons. The camels are to be divided as follows:

half to the first son,
one-third to the second son,
and
one-ninth to the third son.

The three sons can’t seem to work it out without chopping up some of the camels!

A wise old Arab happens by on his camel and solves the problem immediately—without cutting up any camels.

Do some mental exercise; try to figure out how the wise old Arab did it.
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