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PREFACE

In the Eye of the ‘Be Older’

I 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, grey 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, 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 per cent 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 programmes. 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 ageing, 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 ‘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!

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!

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.


CHAPTER ONE

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, aerobicing, 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?

How Memory Training Works

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 breaking news is 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 grey 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 paralysed 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 visualise food whenever we want to; we can see it in our mind’s eye. Visualising 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 visualise, 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 visualising – 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, ‘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 seventies, eighties and nineties – 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.


SPECIAL MIND-POWER EXERCISE #1

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

IX

Hint: Drawing a horizontal line through the centre 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!
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