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INTRODUCTION










I know, you think you have a lousy memory. You can’t find your car keys, you forgot to send that e-mail yesterday, or maybe, worse, you forgot your anniversary!




Relax; your memory is just fine. I can almost guarantee it. For years I was in the same boat you think you’re in. I was a mediocre student. I suffered the acute embarrassment of forgetting, in front of an audience, how to play a simple piano piece. I couldn’t remember where I put my car keys. And then I found out I had cancer.




What does having cancer have to do with memory? The doctors told me the treatment that I would undergo would have an effect on my brain that would make it difficult for me to concentrate and remember. There’s the ultimate insult: Add to the terror of having a life-threatening disease a treatment that makes my already forgetful memory worse! I had to leave my treatment to the doctors—and they did a wonderful job—but I decided that I could do something at least to mitigate the effects of the treatment on my brain. If you had told me five years ago that I would hold the title of National Memory Champion, I would have laughed out loud. Not a chance! I was just an average guy doing my best to get through life while enjoying my wife and children. But I won the national championships in four consecutive years. How I succeeded in doing that is what this book is all about.




I discovered that a person’s memory is much like his or her body. Exercise it and it gets stronger. The trick lies in knowing how to do the exercises. In Memory Power I’ll show you how to do exercises for your memory. And the best part is that you’ll find the exercises amazingly easy, yet they yield powerful results. Within a week you’ll find yourself remembering more and using those memories to make your life better.




Cancer is a life-altering experience for anyone who has the disease. Chapter 1 is about how my brush with death taught me that everybody has far more memory potential than they realize. Fortunately, my cancer was curable and I had a wonderful team of doctors to whom I’ll always be grateful. As I was undergoing the frightening treatment regimen the doctors laid out, I struggled to keep my thinking and memory intact. I was fearful that I would lose some vital part of what made me the person I was. Then, in something of a revelation, I discovered that I had a great memory! I could remember tiny details of events that happened years ago. While the treatments took a temporary toll on my ability to concentrate and remember things that happened minutes earlier, I reveled in the knowledge of what I did remember. How, I wondered, was it possible to have such vivid recall of long-ago events? And that set me off on the course of discovery and learning that I’m sharing with you. You won’t believe how amazing your mind and memory are until you experience this. You’ll have to take my word for it now, but you’ll be a believer in just a few days.




We’ll start your exercise program in chapter 2. Think of it as sort of a warm-up. All it really consists of is keeping a daily journal, jotting down at the end of the day some of the things that happened to you—people you met, decisions you made, even what you had for lunch. It doesn’t take long to do. Then we’ll examine what your journal reveals about how you remember and take a few basic steps to improve on that process. We aren’t going to engage in any “tricks.” This is all stuff you’re already doing without realizing it.




After warming up, we’ll explore in chapter 3 the ways in which memories are made. There are two ways to look at the process of memory. One is what you would call scientific and involves neurons, dendrites, chemicals, and electricity in a complex process that we’ll leave mostly to the scientists. The other way to view memory is as the result of your senses, emotions, and actions at work. A memory is the result of an experience, and we experience the world around us through our five senses: seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting, and smelling. Our emotions play a role, too, since we usually have negative or positive reactions to experiences. Finally, many experiences we have involve action. We act or are acted upon or maybe we just imagine an action. Combine these ingredients—our senses, emotions, and actions—and you have a memory! You’re already doing all of this, of course, but mostly without thinking about it. The point of chapter 3 and the exercises in it is to get you to do more thinking about your experiences in order to form more exacting and fulfilling memories.




You probably won’t be surprised to learn that human beings tend to best remember things that interest them. Chapter 4 shows you how to use that common trait to build more complete memories. In essence, you’ll learn to associate whatever you wish or need to remember with something that interests you. It’s the simple principle of connectivity—everything can be connected in some fashion to everything else. You’ll find that your brain is capable of some very creative ways to connect things. Much of the process of association involves the creation of mental pictures. Again, you do this all the time without realizing it. Hear the word breakfast and your mind’s eye conjures up something associated with breakfast, maybe scrambled eggs on a plate or the smell of sausage cooking. These mental images will become another of the tools you use to focus your memory.




In chapter 5 we’re going to learn about the role of repetition in memory enhancement. I know what you’re thinking: Here’s the tough part where I have to keep repeating stuff over and over until I have it memorized. Wrong! It’s very unfortunate that so many people think that endless repetition is the key to memory. The real key to repetition in memory is that it’s more like planting seeds. You plant the memory once, then come back every so often to cultivate and nourish it. Time is a powerful eraser trying to rid you of your memories. But by using the tools we’ve already assembled, you’ll learn in chapter 4 how to form and store memories most efficiently and to protect them from time’s decay.




Now that we have a solid framework for forming memories, we come in chapter 6 to an amazing memory technique that was invented thousands of years ago but fell into disuse for centuries. It’s called the Roman Room and I find it the single most important tool in memorizing anything. It basically teaches you to use the structure of almost any room—four walls, four corners, a floor and ceiling—to store and recall your memories. Roman Rooms are eternal forget-menot spots that are adaptable to any kind of information and serve to build bridges between your working memory and your long-term memory. The process is the same no matter what you want to remember. As I’ve developed my memory, one of the things that has amazed me is that the process of remembering can be so fascinating. People sometimes ask me how I keep from becoming bored when I’m preparing for a memory competition by memorizing decks of cards. Of course, over the years I’ve remembered countless thousands of cards in practice. Yet, when I get to the end of the very next deck, I’m still amazed at my ability to remember. It’s an insatiable feeling. The Roman Room acts as a gateway to your permanent storage area, allowing you to easily transfer information that would otherwise be lost to an area that has unlimited storage capacity. Although all memory is subject to the whitewash of time, the Roman Room acts as a buffer between the newly stored information and time’s obsessive compulsion to cleanse your mental hard drive. I know it sounds strange, but just wait until you try it!




Probably the most embarrassing aspect of memory is forgetting someone’s name. The problem is often that introductions happen too quickly. It’s not that you are getting too much information, you’re just getting it too quickly. In chapter 7 we’ll get into some strategies and secrets for remembering names, ranging from paying closer attention when we’re being introduced to someone to associating some facet of a person with a similar facet of someone we already know. The exercises in this chapter are easy and fun. You can do them by looking through your old high-school yearbook, or practice them each time you visit Wal-Mart or Home Depot. You can even use newspaper ads and The Weather Channel to hone your ability to recall names.




No matter how well trained your memory may be, there will be occasions when it just doesn’t work as well as you would like. We already know that time is a powerful enemy of memory, but there are three others that are just as bad: stress, lack of sleep, and not paying attention. Chapter 8 is all about how to recognize and combat these enemies. We’ll also learn to reconstruct memories that might have fallen victim to these devious enemies.




In chapter 9 we’ll visit The Discovery Channel and a team of brain researchers who want to take a look at my brain at work. While what they find is interesting in and of itself, what I really want you to take away from this chapter is the feeling that “If this guy Hagwood can do this, so can I.” Because that’s the truth.




What you may not realize is that the skills you develop to improve your memory are transferable and so can be used in every part of your life, from improving your career to improving your social life. That’s what chapter 10 is all about. What it all boils down to is that improving your memory improves your ability to think. I think you’ll enjoy seeing how the events that comprise the National Memory Championships—events that might at first seem silly or useless to you—can have practical applications in your life.




We’ll wrap up our journey to a more powerful memory in The Memory Gym. Based on the text you’ll be reading, I’ve prepared seven exercises, one for each day of the week, that will give your memory a significant boost. Of course, you can do them at whatever pace suits you. If you find they’re helpful, they can easily be adapted to become memory workouts for the rest of your life.




The past five years have been an incredible journey for me. If your improved memory gives you a fraction of the satisfaction and joy that I’ve gained, you’ll have had an incredible journey, too.
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CHAPTER ONE





Meeting My Memory










The dreaded words came on January 14, 1999, my thirty-sixth birthday.




“Scott, it’s cancer and it has spread. We need to do the surgery right away, today.”




I had been praying that the biopsy Dr. James Thomas had done the day before would show that the little lump on my thyroid gland, discovered several weeks earlier during my first physical examination in eighteen years, was a benign nodule. Before the biopsy Dr. Thomas had told me that some people choose to go ahead and remove the entire thyroid during the biopsy procedure, but he wanted to avoid that if he could. A person can live very well without a thyroid, but the absence of the gland requires a lifetime regimen of drug therapy.




Now there was no choice. During the second surgery Dr. Thomas removed my thyroid as well as a suspicious lump in an adjacent lymph node. His skill spared me any damage to my vocal cords and the scar would be practically invisible.




A week later I was back in his office, where he inspected the incision and nodded approval at the rapid healing. But then his tone turned somber.




“I believe we got it all,” he said. “But the problem with this type of cancer is that it can come back. Even though we cleaned up everything we could find around your gland, it’s likely that small bits of thyroid tissue, some too small for us to retrieve, are still present. If so, there could be micro-tumors within the tissue that could come back. Studies indicate that there’s a 30 percent rate of return, but it’s up to you to decide if you want additional treatment. I can go ahead now and start you on Synthroid, the drug you’ll take for the rest of your life. But if you decide you want additional therapy, I need to delay the Synthroid to avoid drug interactions.”




I wasn’t ready for this. I was just weaning myself from the pain medication, I felt terrible, and the last thing I wanted to do was research treatments and calculate odds, especially when I was gambling with my life. But my wife, Janet, was way ahead of me, as usual. She already had contacted Dr. Joseph Moore, an oncologist at Duke University Hospital who had worked with her father’s cancer for years. Dr. Moore was unequivocal: Take the additional treatment.




Since the initial discovery of the lump during my physical, I’d learned a lot about the thyroid gland. I had already known, of course, that it affected heart rate and metabolism and that people with thyroid problems often felt tired. But I learned that the effects of the thyroid hormone are far more extensive, affecting every cell in the body, facilitating all the physical and chemical processes that allow cell growth and maintain body functions. Most worrisome to me was that a lack of thyroxin often results in difficulty in focusing and concentrating and sometimes produces severe memory loss. But the doctors were reassuring: Once the right level of synthetic thyroxin is found by trial and error, those effects usually disappear.




The additional treatment would require about three weeks and they would be some of the most bizarre and traumatic of my life. Dr. Moore explained the process: “We need to destroy any remnants of thyroid tissue. The thyroid gland naturally attracts iodine in your bloodstream. Therefore, you are going to swallow a solution of radioactive iodine that will seek and destroy thyroid tissue, kind of like a submarine mission in those old World War II movies. However, your body will become radioactive. Your progress will be measured with a Geiger counter and you’ll be confined to a lead-lined room for a couple of days. Although your body will rid itself of most of the radiation through your urine and sweat, you will still have trace amounts of the material in your body for up to three weeks. Whatever you bring into the lead-lined room stays in the room—books, papers, whatever. So don’t bring any laptops or other valuables.”




“Why?” I asked. “If there are only going to be trace amounts in my sweat glands, what would it matter?”




“That’s after the two days you’re inside the room. While you’re in the room you’ll be hot enough that people will have only limited contact with you and will wear badges to monitor radiation when they do. Anything you touch will be contaminated. You will be given a list of the protocols and all your questions will be answered, so be sure to write them all down so you don’t forget.”




Thankfully, he winked when he said that.




I felt well enough to go to the local bookstore to browse through books about the brain and how it works. I wanted to see if there was anything proactive I could do to mitigate the loss of memory and other cognitive skills. One of the many books I thumbed through was Use Your Perfect Memory, by Tony Buzan. The jacket copy described Buzan as “one of the world’s leading authorities on the brain and learning techniques.” One passage particularly caught my attention:




“I remember at least three students during my undergraduate years who knew more about certain subjects than practically everyone else in our classes and who consequently used to give private tutoring and coaching to those who were struggling. Extraordinarily, these bright students would regularly fail to excel at examination time, invariably complaining that they had not had enough time in the examination room to gather together the mass of knowledge that they had and that for some reason they ‘forgot’ at critical moments.”




That’s just like me, I thought. I studied hard in school but often did poorly on tests.




Then I read an exercise that Buzan had developed using a deck of cards to improve your memory. I didn’t fully understand how it worked, but I knew I would soon have plenty of time on my hands and taking a cheap deck of cards into the lead-lined room was no big loss. I bought the book.




My session in the lead room was scheduled for three weeks later. As I waited to begin the therapy, my life slowly descended into a surreal, sluggish world. Deprived of my thyroid gland’s steady supply of thyroxin, I found that everything became much more difficult. Most people read for relaxation. I became physically and mentally exhausted after reading just a few pages, and nothing stuck in my memory. I simply couldn’t make sense of what I read. And my verbal skills suffered just as badly. If someone asked me a question, I would start to answer, then completely lose my train of thought. I often wondered if this was what Alzheimer’s was like—aware one moment and not the next.




On February 19, 1999, I took my first full dose of radioactive medicine to destroy the remnants of cancer floating inside my throat. The hospital room seemed ordinary enough except for the door. It looked like the entrance to a bank vault. A nurse brought me the radioactive iodine solution in what looked like a Stone Age soup can, the kind Fred Flintstone might use, chiseled out of rock and heavy as hell. Janet had just left the room. Inside the heavy can was a small vial of what looked like clear water. I was relieved that it wasn’t glowing. As instructed, I drank it, then washed it down with several cups of water. It tasted warm and bland. I wondered if the warmth had anything to do with its nuclear nature.




As the nurse left, the closing door thudded with the heaviness of a stone being rolled against a tomb. Oddly, the deafening silence suddenly reminded me of my first and only piano recital. The clarity of that memory was surprisingly perfect. It was as if I had been transported back in time.




My recital piece, “Skater’s Waltz”—a very streamlined adaptation of the classic composition—was designed to demonstrate what meager skills I had developed as a reluctant pianist. I had spent countless hours banging away on our family piano in the living room, memorizing the string of notes. On the dreaded day of the recital, the small gathering of proud parents and obligated siblings might as well have been a crowd of thousands. The dozen or so student performers were sequestered in a small room offstage, a breeding ground of nervous anticipation that grew into primal fear. My hands and legs were shaking. The applause awarded to the younger students did nothing to calm me. My hands and legs would not stop shaking. Strangely, my mind filled with images of the joys of speeding down wet streets on my bike, then slamming on the brakes and sliding to a stop. Would my fingers slip off the piano keys as easily as my bicycle tires slipped on wet pavement?




Finally, the moment arrived. My teacher introduced me. For a moment I stood stock-still, unable to leave the anonymous safety of backstage. Then I stumbled toward the baby grand piano. I didn’t look at the audience but kept my gaze fixed on the black and white keys. Surely they would restore my depleted confidence and drain the trembling from my hands. I thought I had become good friends with those eighty-eight keys during the months of practicing. But the moment I placed my fingers in the beginning position, they betrayed me. I realized that I had never played on this particular piano before. I froze. The keys somehow seemed longer and more elegant, with a kind of majestic shine that was different from the upright piano at home. It felt different. I was paralyzed. The silence was smothering, like an invisible blanket of fog that reduced my vision to the taunting keys in front of me. Everything else blurred into a haze that quickly penetrated my brain and erased “Skater’s Waltz” from my mind.




I don’t know how long I sat there. Then came the voice of my best friend’s mother, Jean-Ann Livesay: “You can do it, Scotty!” Those wonderful words that broke the silence in the room also broke the frozen grip of fear on my body. But the result was no better. I stood up, turned to the expectant audience, and mumbled, “Ladies and gentlemen, I forgot my piece.”




I slunk off the stage, desperate for the solace of the green room, only to find that the other students were taking especially malevolent delight in my failed performance. I never took another piano lesson.




This memory flashed across my mind in the instant the lead door closed. I could almost feel the piano keys as I looked at my fingers and thought about my sweaty hands. In a moment of black humor, I wanted to will myself back in time and play “Skater’s Waltz,” contaminating those traitorous keys with radioactive sweat.




That’s when it hit me: I could remember the past with virtually perfect clarity! I might not be able to concentrate in the present, but clearly my long-term memory was functioning perfectly. The speed and detail of my piano-recital recollection was staggering given my state of mental sluggishness. No effort had been required to retrieve the information. It had come automatically.




Suddenly, some of the things Tony Buzan described in his book began to make sense. I had never thought about this before. In order to unlock the secret of remembering a deck of cards with lightning speed, I needed to discover how I naturally collected and stored memories.




Cancer is always a life-altering event, for better or worse, for its victims. That dreaded phone call on my thirty-sixth birthday signaled the beginning of a journey that would take me to the lowest point of my mental and physical life. And although the cancer destroyed my thyroid gland, it also opened the door to an appreciation of the reliability, necessity, and accuracy of human memory. This book is about what I learned on that extraordinary journey and how you can apply it to improve your own memory.




The Bad Memory Poster Child




Many of us go through life convinced that we don’t have a very good memory. How many times have you heard this comment or something like it: “Honey, have you seen the car keys? I don’t remember where I put them.” And how many times have you run into that neighbor in the grocery store and for the life of you couldn’t remember her name? Have you ever thought you’re subject to any of the following conditions?




	

I have difficulty comprehending.


	

I have a short attention span.


	

I’m terrible with names.


	

I’m easily bored.


	

I do poorly on tests.







Don’t worry: We’ve all felt at least a few of those notions. The proliferation over the past decade of Post-it notes and over the last few years of Palm Pilots attest to our attempt to get things done that we fear we will otherwise forget. Bill Cosby, the comedian, likes to describe his “Memory Is in the Butt Theory.” He sometimes walks into a room and forgets why he’s there. When that happens, he retreats to the room he just left, sits down, and then usually he remembers what he wanted to do in that other room.




Those of us who are around young children often notice how they have only to see or hear things once to be able to stow that information away in their minds. We marvel at the power of young minds being formed and are reminded at the same time that we aren’t getting any younger. We unconsciously conclude that memory is a transient gift for the young, which erodes as we age.




When I was young I could have qualified as the poster boy for bad memory. Going to school in the 1970s in the foothills of Tennessee near the Great Smoky Mountains, I thought that “memory” was just a convenient way to describe the boring, rote repetition of facts or figures that eventually dug a trench in my brain like the grooves of the ancient 33 rpm records that my third-grade teacher made me use to learn my multiplication tables. I can still hear the sound of that monotone female voice droning over and over: “Three times two is six, three times three is nine, three times four is twelve.” Much of school seemed geared toward relentless repetition. Learning to write involved hours and hours of practice repeating letters again and again until they were perfect. Even more advanced subjects like algebra and geometry involved working the same kinds of problems over and over again until a mind-numbing pattern formed in my head




I did manage to learn some mnemonic tricks that helped a little. The acronym HOMES allowed me to whip off the names of the Great Lakes easily: Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, and Superior. In science class I managed to recall the organization of living things with the sentence King Philip Came Over For Good Spaghetti (Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, and Species). The planets orbiting the sun were identified by this carefully crafted sentence: My Very Educated Mother Just Served Us Nine Pizzas (Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto).




Often, though, my little tricks didn’t stand up to the rigors of exams. My memory had an annoying habit of blanking under the stress of a test. Did my very educated mother order pizzas or spaghetti? Like an Etch A Sketch drawing that disappears when shaken, my ability to recall information seemed to dissipate after being jarred by the first few questions. As a result, I didn’t perform well in class and, compared to my friends, I felt stupid. That belief was reinforced when I graduated low in my high school class and my SATs were just above the minimum needed to be accepted into the University of Tennessee.




College was even worse than high school, especially since I chose to study engineering. And not just any engineering, but chemical engineering, arguably one of the most difficult undergraduate degrees to obtain. I’d like to say I chose that major because I recognized my scholastic shortcomings and believed that such a difficult degree would provide the challenge I needed to unlock my mental potential. But other reasons were at work. Partly, it was peer pressure. I thought that if I chose a tough degree, that would somehow make up for my lack of great grades and I could still be included “in the group.” But the main reason I chose it was that my father is an engineer and I didn’t want to disappoint him by pursuing some other degree. Of course I recognize the near insanity of that decision today. In high school, my worst grades were in chemistry and I hated it. Maybe it was some kind of teenage madness, that transient affliction of virtually all people between the ages of thirteen and nineteen that makes them believe they are invincible. That state of mind lives for the thrill of the moment—“Dad, I’ve decided to become a chemical engineer”—with no thought for the long-term consequences. My decision opened a Pandora’s box of misery for the next five years.




I struggled in college. I pounded away at my mental keys many a late night, trying to imprint information on my brain just long enough to pass the tests. Amazingly, the freshman “weed-out” classes designed to make victims of people like me didn’t do their job. But at the beginning of my junior year, after officially declaring my final major, I spectacularly failed a crucial chemistry exam that jeopardized all the work I had put in thus far. I’ll never forget the disgusted look on the professor’s face when he tossed the dreaded blue book at me with a big red 6 (out of a possible score of 100) circled on the front cover. This failure became a critical point in my life that not only fueled doubts about my memory but called into question my intellectual ability to complete the degree.




Stress, pressure, exam anxiety, lack of sleep, and a profound ignorance of natural learning styles left me with a very poor opinion of my memory. Although I wanted to hold on the belief that my true intelligence was not reflected in my grades, such consistent mediocre performance made it a strain to keep up my confidence. Learning and school had become something to be endured. I never gave any thought to memory improvement—college had become simply a matter of survival. And, to add another black layer to my already dim perception of my mental abilities, I just assumed that the widely held view that memory grew worse with age was true. By default, I assumed that a good memory is something that a person is born with or not. I had heard the term photographic memory but I thought that any such ability was a blessing granted by the cosmic stork. He forgot to include it in the little bundle of joy that was me.




You Can Read This Line, Can’t You?




You’re probably convinced that you have a bad memory. Why else would you be reading a book about improving your memory? But let’s take a minute to ponder a few things. Do you know what a ringing telephone sounds like? Do you know how an onion tastes? Do you recognize your spouse’s face?




Of course you do. Those are all things you’ve experienced in the past and you’re now recalling them with perfect clarity. If you have such a bad memory, how can you recall those things—and uncountable other sounds, tastes, smells, and sights—so well? Here’s an even bigger revelation: The fact that you’re able to read this book attests to the incredible power of your memory. This book is composed of words that in turn are composed of letters. There are billions of possible combinations of letters to make into words, words into sentences, sentences into paragraphs, and paragraphs into books or articles. Yet most of us are able to breeze right through a book or magazine article without ever consciously thinking about those manifold ways of putting it all together. We simply have perfect recall of the patterns of letters that form words and can assimilate huge amounts of information from those words without even trying.




Since I became recognized as something of a memory expert, I’ve had many people tell me that while they have a bad memory, they have experienced incidents of amazing memory. My good friend Andy Foley had a hamburger at lunch recently that reminded him of a similar hamburger he’d had back in the sixth grade. “It was like I was transported back in time,” he told me. “I could see the details of the lunchroom, the menu, the countertop, and even hear some of the conversations around me. I could even remember how I was feeling. It was a powerful experience.”




Another friend, an architect, complains that he constantly has to refer back to the local building codes to ensure that his plans are in compliance. He’ll think the particular standard he wants to check is in chapter 18 of the code, only to discover that it’s in chapter 5. “That happens all the time,” he says. “Yet I can remember the batting average of every New York Yankee from 2001 until now.”




Strange, isn’t it, the way memory seems to work? There are so many things we can remember with perfect clarity and no effort, while other things simply refuse to take up lodging in our brain. We can turn to science for some explanations, although you may be surprised to learn how much science doesn’t know about memory. Focused scientific inquiry into the nature of memory is in its infancy. But, propelled by the enormous toll that Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias are taking on our population, funding is increasing rapidly and more of the best scientific minds are turning their efforts to understanding memory. It’s encouraging that the recipients of the 2004 Nobel Prize in Medicine were two researchers who determined that the brain, working through the nose, can distinguish and remember ten thousand different odors. The researchers—Linda Buck and Richard Axel—have concluded that the brain is wired to instantly recall odors as either positive or negative experiences. The smell of smoke, for instance, can elicit a warning signal, while the scent of a ripe strawberry can trigger an intense desire for a big hunk of luscious strawberry shortcake.




A Mercifully Quick Chemistry Lesson




Each time we learn something we create a web of experience using thousands of brain cells, or neurons, that come together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to form a picture or an experience. It is the pattern of those pieces that makes the memory. Our brains are composed of 100 billion neurons, individual powerhouses of chemical and electrical energy that are about one hundred times smaller than the width of a human hair. Curiously, each neuron has a phobia: It doesn’t want to be touched. There is a small gap about one-millionth of an inch wide, called the synapse, that separates each neuron from the next.




A typical neuron consists of three primary components. The principal fiber, called the axon, sends information to other neurons. The dendritic spines receive information from other neurons, and the dendrites carry the new information from the dendritic spines to the cell body. You might picture a neuron looking a little like a plucked dandelion in the spring. The hollow stem would be the axon. Change the big puffy white seed heads into rubbery strings jutting out in every direction and you have the dendrites. The frayed-looking ends of those rubbery strings would be the dendritic spines.




Information from the cell body is carried down through the axon by electrical energy. The electrical charge then stimulates a sac full of chemicals called neurotransmitters that flood the gap between the axon of one neuron and the dendritic spine of another, creating a chemical and electrical connection between the two cells, but not a physical connection. The second neuron converts the information it received from the first neuron via the chemical release and then converts it to electrical energy, which in turn fires a connection with a third neuron, and so on. Although a neuron has only one axon, it has up to ten thousand dendrites and even more dendritic spines. Research studies suggest that one neuron can be connected to ten thousand other neurons and each of those neurons connected up to another ten thousand neurons. Keep making those connections and pretty soon you have a vastly complex superhighway of information capable of storing enormous amounts of data and recalling it almost instantly. It’s been estimated that the storage capacity of the human brain is nearly infinite. During your lifetime, your brain will have stored more information than five times the amount of total printed material in the world, or more than fifty thousand times the amount of text contained in the U.S. Library of Congress. And you thought the Internet was awesome!




Memories arise when the firing of neurons creates a pattern similar to one that has occurred before. That pattern is called a memory trace. Neuroscientists like to say that “neurons that fire together wire together.” So when one fires, they all fire, re-creating the initial pattern that generates the memory of an event.




With all that firing and connecting going on, you might wonder if learning and memory increase the physical size of your brain. According to studies conducted on London taxi drivers, who have highly developed spatial skills that enable them to easily maneuver around the complicated streets of the city, the answer is yes. The hippocampus, a seahorse-shaped structure located in the limbic system of the brain, is responsible for transferring working memory to long-term memory. In London’s taxi drivers, the hippocampus tends to be larger than it is in control subjects. Another study, in Germany, showed that people who studied how to juggle for three months showed an increase in gray matter in regions of the brain responsible for visual and motor activity.




The pathways between cells are created by stimuli that come from our various senses: sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste. Any one of those senses can create a memory. But it really gets interesting when two or more senses are involved simultaneously. Dr. Paul Laurienti, an associate professor at Wake Forest University Medical Center, described it to me this way:




“If I were to just see a fire engine—not hear it, but just see it—the sight would affect an area in the back of my brain about the size of a quarter. Now, if I were just to hear a fire engine, not see it, the sound would affect an area in my brain located just over the left ear, about the size of a fifty-cent piece. But if I were to both see and hear a fire engine, not only would both areas of the brain operate, but each area would expand.” Think of it: Instead of 75 cents’ worth of memory, we actually get about 85 cents’ worth of memory. And that’s with only two senses being involved. Dr. Laurienti said that research proves that as more and more senses are activated, there is an ever-increasing activation in the brain that subsequently increases our natural ability to remember. It isn’t often that we go through our day with just two senses operating, so think about the possibilities of enhancing our brain just through the process of living.




One of the most fascinating experiences of my life was to have my brain observed by Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) technology while I was undertaking a rigorous exercise in memory power. I fully expected the film of that session to show my brain ablaze with activity as I focused on the exercise. Instead, the fMRI showed my brain just loafing along. I’ll tell you more about that experience later in the book, but let me just make this one point about that fMRI exam: The more you exercise your brain, the more efficient it becomes at processing information. What science is telling us is that having a fantastic memory isn’t the result of some gift from birth. Anyone can have a great memory. It’s just a matter of learning how to train it and use it. If I can do it, you can do it.




Improve Your Memory, Improve Your Life




Obviously you have some reason for reading this book. There’s some aspect of your memory that you want to improve because you think it will make you better in some way. Believe me, if you apply yourself to improving your memory, not only will you become better in whatever way you set out to when you picked up this book, but you will become better in nearly every facet of your life. Using the amazing resource that is your memory will make everything easier, faster, and better.




There are, of course, the practical aspects of an improved memory. Perhaps the most practical application is one that Paul Eckman, a psychologist, has developed for law enforcement agencies. Eckman has been cataloging facial expressions for seven years. Here’s what he has found: “There are three hundred combinations of two facial muscles. If you add in a third, you get over three thousand. We took it up to five muscles, which is over ten thousand visible facial configurations.” Those facial configurations—you and I would call them “expressions”—can’t be manipulated. They truly show what is going on in a person’s mind, how that person is feeling at a given moment. In seminars for law enforcement agencies Eckman teaches officers to identify which facial expressions represent dangerous intent on the part of a potential perpetrator and which can be considered harmless. These techniques undoubtedly have saved the lives of officers who otherwise wouldn’t have recognized that they were in danger. At the same time, there is no doubt that the techniques have also saved the lives of innocent people who happened to be in the wrong place but whom the police recognized as not part of a dangerous situation.




I hope you won’t have to use your memory to save your life. But you’ll certainly find that you enjoy life more as your memory expands. Here are fourteen basic skills that I know are improved as a result of a better memory. Mastering your memory is mastering the thought process. The skills that you develop to improve your memory will also make you more efficient at work and more extraordinary at home.




	

1. Observation. As you understand and practice your memory development, you become keenly aware of how you receive information through your five senses.


	

2. Perception. Because your observation skills improve, you develop a heightened awareness of the world around you, increasing your ability to recognize and piece together clues.


	

3. Analysis. We were not designed to remember everything. Your mind naturally determines the relevancy, importance, and interest of incoming information. Developing your memory improves your ability to compare, extract, correlate, evaluate, and differentiate.


	

4. Interpretation. A highly trained memory allows you to see and understand the world around you in enhanced ways that improve your ability to interpret what you see or hear and also your ability to make clear the meaning of something to someone else.


	

5. Problem solving. Some of the exercises in this book challenge your conventional way of thinking and remembering. You will learn to redirect and restructure your thought process in a way that leads to creative and innovative solutions.


	

6. Systematizing. You will be able to remember volumes of information you never thought possible, and organize information for easy retrieval. You develop mental methods to coordinate and develop procedures that make you as highly efficient as your thought process.


	

7. Management. Your brain is very efficient. Developing your memory teaches you how to mimic the brain’s ability to manage information, resources, skills, abilities, and talents.


	

8. Decision-making. You understand why your memory retains what it does and you can extrapolate that ability to facilitate your selection process.


	

9. Mentoring. Improved memory increases your knowledge base, develops study and learning skills, and helps you become wiser. You are then able to help others grow personally and professionally.


	

10. Innovation. A well-developed memory devises and invents your strategies, which may at first seem strange. You are encouraged to truly “think outside the box” and break with convention.


	

11. Imagination. A well-developed memory is a developed imagination with an increased ability to visualize and conceptualize.


	

12. Synthesis. A highly trained memory can bring together ideas, tips, and other information that can be used to enrich your life.


	

13. Listening.You learn how to sift through the information you are hearing and capture its value through improved mental organization, focus, and concentration.


	

14. Verbal presentations. You develop mental organizational tools that allow you to speak without having to refer to notes and to stay focused on the topic despite questions or sidebar conversations.







Now let’s begin the process of shedding those preconceived notions that memory is a gift bestowed on someone else, not you, and learn to experience the full potential of the gift you didn’t know you had.
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