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Foreword





With a wealth of experience of accelerated learning techniques, Phil Chambers makes the ideal teacher. As well as being a practitioner of neuro-linguistic programming (NLP), he teaches speed reading, and is the World Mind Mapping Champion and a Tony Buzan Master Trainer.


For the past couple of decades Phil has travelled the globe in his capacity as Chief Arbiter for the World Memory Sports Council. He has organized and judged memory competitions at the highest level, which has enabled him to gain an in-depth knowledge and understanding of the most powerful techniques that competitors, such as myself, have used to become World Memory Champions.


In 2008 I co-founded the UK Schools Memory Championships and Phil Chambers was instrumental in organizing the resources for teaching specialized memory techniques to thousands of students and their teachers.


The goal was, and still is, simple: by playing the ‘game of memory’ students learn to develop and enhance their working memory so that they can study more efficiently and pass exams. In this way they are able to improve their prospects of success both in the classroom and later on in the workplace. Perhaps the most valuable benefits that come from mastering these techniques are that learning becomes ‘fun’, and the stress that so often accompanies traditional rote-learning methods is removed.


Working memory, the brain’s ability to memorize, organize and recall information, is at its centre. Training one’s working memory has powerful implications for learning and I believe that our brains keep on growing and maturing as we age. It is now being suggested that a person’s working memory is a better predictor of academic success, indeed success in later life, than IQ.


Whether you are a student looking for a shortcut to exam success, a professional hoping to store a vast array of facts and figures or a senior citizen wanting to maintain a healthy, reliable memory, this book crystallizes the most effective memory methods and systems, providing the reader with an array of skills to remember historical facts, names and faces, passwords, speeches without notes and much more.


The real pay-off is that, once learned, these simple memory tools make everyday life so much easier.


How to Train Your Memory is a treasure trove of tips and tricks to help you develop a powerful memory and give you the confidence to tackle any subject, and it is with delight that I recommend this book to you.


Dominic O’Brien


Eight times World Memory Champion






INTRODUCTION





Do you ever lose your car keys, phone or glasses and have to spend ages looking for them? These are small items and it’s understandable that they may get overlooked. Your car, on the other hand, weighs over a tonne and is a huge lump of glass and metal. How can you forget where you left something that big? Most of us have done that at one time or another.


Have you walked into a room and wondered what you went in for? Have you had a long conversation with someone you’ve met before, perhaps even more than once, having absolutely no idea of his or her name? Worse still, have you been introduced to someone and forgotten their name thirty seconds later?


Don’t worry. You’re not going senile. It’s not even old age. Go into an average primary school after home time and see what’s been left behind. You’ll find pencil cases, bags, coats, PE kit, books, gloves and numerous other items. Kids don’t worry about their memories. Everyone has momentary lapses of memory, even World Memory Champions. Ben Pridmore, three times champion, has almost lost count of how many lucky hats he’s left on trains.


If you use the techniques in this book, you will be able to remember anything you want to. This can help you in business, in relationships, and in your daily life. You will never forget a client’s name, an important birthday or anniversary, or what you need to buy in the supermarket.


Why train your memory?


What is the point of remembering anything when there are devices that store everything we need to know? A Google search will quickly find the answer to almost any question. Our phones store all the numbers we need. A simple paper diary or a more sophisticated PDA (personal digital assistant) or app such as Evernote will store thoughts, appointments and other useful data. We are even alerted to friends’ birthdays on Facebook. In the modern world, it seems that memory is redundant, but there are reasons why training your memory can have a huge impact on your life.


1. Start innovating


We live in a world where information is readily available and thus relatively cheap. At the same time creativity and innovation are in great demand and highly valued. Innovation relies on combining concepts and knowledge in novel ways to create new products or ideas. If all your knowledge comes from Internet searches and little is retained, then the data remains discrete and largely unconnected. The synthesis required to innovate is broken. The more information you can hold in your memory, the more you have to work with in order to make informed decisions and come up with new ideas.


2. Build relationships


Business is built on relationships. The word ‘company’, meaning ‘a business entity with an aim of making a profit’, derives from the same Latin root as ‘companion’. In any business interaction, especially sales, remembering someone’s name, together with some personal details, builds trust and rapport: people feel impressed and flattered that you have taken sufficient time and interest in them. Conversely, meeting someone whilst struggling to remember his or her name is embarrassing and awkward. With a few simple techniques, outlined in Chapter Six of this book, names will become easy to memorize and almost effortless to recall.


3. Strengthen your mind and get smarter


The brain is like a muscle: the more you exercise it, the stronger it gets. Professor Mark Rosenzweig from the University of California performed experiments comparing the brains of rats raised in normal cages to those in enriched environments with wheels, tunnels, ladders and other toys to play with. His findings showed that, even in adulthood, greater stimulation leads to an increase in the volume of the cerebral cortex. Rather than filling up your brain like a filing cabinet, training it makes it bigger.


Research by Dr Tracy Alloway from the University of North Florida suggests that training your working memory improves your fluid intelligence,1 which is your ability to solve problems in novel situations. Memory training literally makes you smarter.


4. Create and recreate


Improving your memory involves use of your imagination and creativity – just like daydreaming. When you recall information you recreate the imagined scenes laid down in your mind whilst memorizing. This recreation is fun! It may sound frivolous and counterproductive to be talking about daydreaming: surely this has no place in business and is a childish weakness? The opposite is actually true. Giving yourself permission to play and be childlike, not childish, is vital to memory and creativity. As Frederic Nietzsche put it, ‘A person’s maturity consists in having found again the seriousness one had as a child, at play.’


What is memory?


There are many different ways to classify memory, and one categorization is that of ‘procedural’ versus ‘declarative’. Procedural memories are physical skills, like riding a bicycle or playing the piano. These non-conscious memories are stored in different regions of the brain and undergo quite different processes to declarative memories. They are typically acquired through repetition and practice.


The mnemonic (memory) techniques in this book deal with declarative memories. These are memories that can be consciously recalled (or ‘declared’). They can be subcategorized into ‘semantic’ and ‘episodic’ memories.




Semantic memories are facts, figures and concepts. These are the things you are expected to learn for exams.


Episodic memories are memories of events (or ‘episodes’). These are easily and naturally stored. Can you remember the most recent holiday you took, or where you met your partner? You stored these memories in perfect detail without having to learn them.





Most of the techniques that I will teach you involve converting semantic information into episodic memories. The brain treats vividly imagined experiences exactly the same way as real experiences and thus stores them without effort. By substituting words and numbers with people and objects we can easily and quickly remember anything we need.


Memories are initially fragile and need to be reinforced to be sustained. To transfer information from short-term to long-term memory, you need to review it. To be most efficient, you have to review at the correct intervals. If you leave it too late to review, you will have started to forget and will need to do a lot of relearning. If you review too frequently, you may be spending more time than you need. In Chapter Nine we will explore the psychology behind spaced reviews and reveal how it only takes five reviews to make a memory permanent.


This book is the culmination of my quarter-century love affair with the study of memory, as well as more than twenty years of teaching memory-improvement techniques. Memory impacts all aspects of human existence, from who you are, to your relationships with the people you meet and the success you have in school, business and daily life. A trained memory can improve your life, make you smarter and impress your friends. Enjoy the book, playing games with your imagination as you boost your memory!


Record breakers


To see what is possible with a highly trained memory we need to consider some of the world record holders.


On 1 May 2002, as celebrations and parades took place in London, a momentous memory feat was underway in the seclusion of the basement rooms of famous restaurant Simpsons-in-the-Strand.


Eight times World Memory Champion Dominic O’Brien sat silently turning over playing cards one at a time in a neat stack, closely observed by me and a small group of fellow official arbiters. Dominic was not permitted to look back at any of the cards. Once he turned a card, he had to commit it to memory. Periodically he would get up from the desk, sit in an armchair and, eyes closed, mentally review the cards so far.


After the memorization was complete came the moment of truth: the recall. Dominic sat with his back to me. I held each set of cards. Dominic would tell me the card. I turned it over, waited for a second so he could correct a possible slip of the tongue with his answer, and then said, ‘correct’ or ‘wrong’.


In fewer than sixteen hours, Dominic had memorized 2,808 cards – fifty-four inter-shuffled packs – with only eight errors, four of which he guessed correctly at a second attempt. With this powerful memory, it is little wonder that Dominic is banned from casinos worldwide for card-counting whilst playing Blackjack in Las Vegas.


World Memory Championships


Founded in 1991, the annual World Memory Championships test competitors over the course of three gruelling days in ten memory disciplines:




Names and Faces


Binary Digits


Random Numbers


Abstract Images


Speed Numbers


Historic/Future Dates


Random Cards


Random Words


Spoken Numbers


Speed Cards (one deck against the clock)





Despite the challenging nature of the event, Guinness World Records are broken every year and the boundaries of mental achievement are pushed ever further.


In 2015, amongst the most impressive performances was that of the American Alex Mullen, the eventual winner, who memorized 3,029 random numbers in one hour. There was also a great achievement, breaking a very long-standing record, on the order of shuffled decks of playing cards in a set period of time. The new record of 1,612 cards (thirty-one decks) in one hour was set by Shi Binbin from the 2015 host nation, China.


The people who set records do not have photographic memories – a trait that most scientists believe to be a myth. They are ordinary people who have learned exactly the same techniques that you will find in this book. The only difference is that, like physical athletes, they have put in hours of dedicated practice to hone their skills.






1:


LINGUISTIC MEMORY SYSTEMS





Most people think of memory techniques (also known as mnemonics) as phrases or ‘tricks’ with words. This book will mostly cover more sophisticated methods based on the use of imagination and association. However, in some instances linguistic methods can be useful. Linguistic methods fall into essentially four distinct categories: acronyms, acrostics, rhymes and use of words to represent numbers. We’ll look at each in turn. It can take some time to devise an effective linguistic mnemonic but as it doesn’t require you to learn any specific new skill, you can start right away. You can be as playful and creative as you like. If you enjoy solving puzzles and crosswords, you will probably enjoy these techniques. Despite being effective, they are not infallible and I will point out some of the potential weaknesses in each technique.


Acronyms


An acronym is formed by taking the initial letters of a phrase to make up a new word. I am sure you’re familiar with BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation), NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) or SCUBA (self-contained underwater breathing apparatus). In a world of texting, conversations can consist of lots of acronyms. Phrases like ‘oh my god’ and ‘laugh out loud’ become ‘OMG’ and ‘LOL’. Such abbreviations are nothing new. ‘TTFN’ represented the phrase ‘Ta Ta For Now’, a catchphrase popularized by comedian Tommy Handley in his 1940s radio show entitled ITMA, an acronym itself for It’s That Man Again.


Every profession or industry has its own acronyms, and none more so than computing and telecommunications. Take ‘ADSL’, the standard used for much broadband internet access, which stands for ‘asymmetric digital subscriber line’. ‘JPEG’, a common image format, stands for the developers of the standard, the ‘Joint Photographic Experts Group’. ‘HTML’, the code behind websites, is ‘HyperText Markup Language’. Many years ago I used to work as a mainframe computer programmer and I remember there being hundreds of ‘TLA’s and ‘FLA’s – that’s ‘three-letter acronyms’ and ‘four-letter acronyms’!


So how can we use acronyms to help our memories? Acronyms work because they shorten a complex list into a simple word that is easier for our minds to deal with. For example, the North American Great Lakes can be recalled by the simple word ‘HOMES’ – Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie and Superior. Of course, you need to know the names of the lakes first but the acronym helps bring them back to mind.


You may be familiar with the word ‘BODMAS’, which helps you remember the order in which to solve arithmetic problems. Brackets (parts of a calculation inside brackets always come first) then orders (numbers involving powers or square roots), division, multiplication, addition and finally subtraction.


It is remarkable how powerful acronyms can be in cementing a memory. Thirty years ago, when I was in primary school, a big, fat, jolly community policeman known as PC ‘Slim’ Cooper would visit the school on his bicycle to teach the kids about playing safely and not talking to strangers. As part of his talk he would explain road safety with the acronym ‘SPLINK’. I can still remember it stands for the following points:




Find a Safe place to cross away from Parked cars,


Look left and right,


If Nothing is coming, start to cross,


Keep looking and listening.





A few years later, when I was at secondary school and learning French, I was taught the list of verbs that take être in the perfect tense by the acronym ‘DRAPER’S VAN MMRT’. This stands for:




Descendre


Retourner


Arriver


Partir


Entrer


Rester


Sortir


Venir


Aller


Naître


Monter


Mourir


Rentrer


Tomber





An alternative could be ‘MRS VANDERTRAMP’. This is especially good as it is a very unusual name and hence will stick in your mind. If you have a list you need to know, try to arrange the items into an order that will spell out a silly-sounding word.


You can reverse the process of forming acronyms to help with difficult-to-spell words or technical terminology. Rather than using initial letters to remember a list or phrase, you use a phrase to remember the letters of a word. For example, to help a child remember how to spell ‘because’ you can say, ‘Big Elephants Can’t Always Use Small Exits’. However, you don’t always need a full acronym to give a sufficient prompt to a spelling. To remember that the word ‘embarrass’ has two letter ‘R’s and two ‘S’s you can use the phrase: ‘I turn Really Red when my Sister Sings’. Finally, if you struggle to distinguish between ‘desert’ and ‘dessert’, you can remember that a desert has Sand (one ‘S’) and a dessert has Sweet Stuff (two ‘S’s).


Acrostics


An acrostic is defined as ‘a poem or other form of writing in which the first letter, syllable or word of each line, paragraph or other recurring feature in the text spells out a word or a message’. In the case of a memory system, the series of letters spelt out corresponds to the initial letters of the list to be recalled. For example:




My


Very


Easy


Method


Just


Speeds


Up


Naming


Planets





corresponds to:




Mercury


Venus


Earth


Mars


Jupiter


Saturn


Uranus


Neptune


Pluto





I know Pluto is no longer regarded as a planet but the technique still holds true.


There are many variations on acrostics that can be applied to a wide variety of subjects. The technique is effectively used by medical students to memorize anatomy, though many of their examples are too risqué to be repeated here!


One of the benefits of this technique is that it is relatively straightforward to create a meaningful sentence based on a series of letters so it is easier to devise than an acronym. For example, below are the trigonometric ratios followed by two examples of acrostics which represent them:




Sine = Opposite / Hypotenuse


Cosine = Adjacent / Hypotenuse


Tangent = Opposite / Adjacent


Senior Officers Have


Curly Auburn Hair


Till Old Age


Should Old Harry


Catch Any Herrings


Trawling Off America





They can be written in a different order in the form Opposite / Hypotenuse = Sine, etc.




One Ancient Teacher


Of History Swore


At His Charges





Here are some further examples of acrostics:




Geology


The order of geological time periods:


Cambrian, Ordovician, Silurian, Devonian, Carboniferous, Permian, Triassic, Jurassic, Cretaceous, Palaeocene, Eocene, Oligocene, Miocene, Pliocene, Pleistocene, Recent.


Cows Often Sit Down Carefully. Perhaps Their Joints Creak? Persistent Early Oiling Might Prevent Painful Rheumatism.


Botany/Zoology


Remembering the classification system of:


Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species.


Kings Play Chess On Fine Glass Sets.





What could go wrong?


One disadvantage of both acronyms and acrostics is that there is usually no indication of what each letter corresponds to. If the same letter occurs more than once, there is no way of knowing which possibility is correct. This is shown in the following example. This acrostic is used to recall the system of colour-coded stripes used in electronics to indicate degree of resistance. It is possible to confuse brown with black or even blue as all begin with the letter ‘B’, and green with grey as both begin with ‘G’.




Bye


Bye


Rosie


Off


You


Go (to)


Birmingham


Via


Great


Western





represents:




Black


Brown


Red


Orange


Yellow


Green


Blue


Violet


Grey


White





This can be resolved by including one or more of the same words in the acrostic as in the data to be recalled. For example, to remember the colours of the visible spectrum:




Violets


In


Boxes


Give


You


Odours


Rare





leads to:




Violet


Indigo


Blue


Green


Yellow


Orange


Red





or in the reverse order:




Read


Out


Your


Green


Book


In


Verse





Another potential pitfall of acrostics is the possibility of paraphrasing rather than recalling the exact wording. This example is used to remember the lines of the treble music staff EGBDF.




Every


Good


Boy


Deserves


Fudge





It would make just as much sense to misquote ‘All Good Boys Deserve Fudge’ which would lead to AGBDF.


Try making up acrostics for any list-based information you need in your job, studies or hobbies. I have created the following to help recall Meredith Belbin’s nine team roles in management theory.




Teams


Can


Sometimes


Seem


Complete


If


People


Make


Relationships





represents:




Teamworker


Co-ordinator


Specialist


Shaper


Completer/Finisher


Implementer


Plant


Monitor/Evaluator


Resource investigator





Rhymes


Do you find it easy to remember song lyrics or favourite poems? The tune, rhythm, rhyme and intonation give your brain extra associations to help you memorize the words.


Have you come across the following old rhyme?




Thirty days hath September,


April, June, and November,


All the rest have thirty-one,


Except February alone,


Which has but twenty-eight days clear,


And twenty-nine in each leap year.





Another commonly known example is ‘In 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.’ You sometimes need to take care. In this instance 1482 would also rhyme so there is scope to misremember.


Rhymes can be used for almost any subject, even simple mathematical formulae, e.g. ‘If you need a round hole repaired, the formula is πr2.’


Google ‘Richard Digance Sod’s Law’ for a good example featuring the physical laws of Newton, Einstein, Pythagoras and Archimedes. It does contain some moderately bad language, so be warned. Also see ‘Galaxy DNA Song’ by Eric Idle and John Du Prez, written for the BBC series Wonders of Life with Professor Brian Cox.


You can make up songs, verses or poems as a fun way to memorize complex information. I once taught the main points of the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 to the tune of ‘A Policeman’s Lot is not a Happy One’ from Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance.


Representing numbers


If you need to remember numbers, there are various techniques available that we will discuss in Chapters Three and Five. A linguistic approach is to represent each digit by a word with the corresponding number of letters. For example, the first fifteen digits of Pi (3.14159265358979) can be recalled with the following: ‘How I need a drink, alcoholic of course, after the heavy chapters involving quantum mechanics.’
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