
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
USING THE TOOLS: STUDY AND
LEARNING
 

We gather information from all sorts of places. If you’re a
student, you might be taught in a classroom by a teacher, or
on your own from a book, an educational film or the
Internet. If you’re a businessman or -woman, or even a
teacher yourself, you’ll have reports, training documents,
journals and so on to read and understand. However you’ve
received it, information has to find its way into your long-
term storage, so that you can retrieve it whenever you need
to – whether that’s in an exam, in a meeting, or to teach to
others.

The place where most of us did most of our formal
learning is school. Estimates vary as to how much of the
information we are taught at school we actually remember
for any length of time. According to research by The
William Glasser Institute, in California, we retain only ten
percent of the information we absorb from reading, while
we retain approximately half of the information we see and
hear, and personal experience gives us around 80 percent
retention. The research also shows that if we actively teach
something, we retain around 95 percent of the information
we pass on to others.

So, what does this tell us? First, and most importantly, it
tells us that when we engage actively in a “live” situation, we
are more likely to retain information. Second, it shows us
that personal experience (which involves action and the
senses) is far more likely to lead to long-term storage and
retrieval than detached learning methods, such as reading.
When we teach information, not only do we have to repeat
it, we also have to have understood it, which reinforces the



initial learning, embedding it in the brain.
For me, there are four key skills when it comes to

success in learning, no matter what the method:

•  Absorbing knowledge effectively
•  Note-taking
•  Memorizing
•  Reviewing
 

Reading efficiently and effectively

The truth is that much of the information we need to learn, to
pass exams or do our job, comes from reading – whether
you’re trying to learn a topic at college or learn figures to
present at a team meeting. If you want to maximize the
efficiency of learning from the printed word, you might think
that reading more slowly and deliberately, trying to retain
every detail, is the way forward. However, studies show
that reading more quickly, as long as you do this properly, is
more likely to get the information to stick. The best method
is to use a pointer that you can run along the words as you
read them. A pen or even your index finger will do.
Research indicates that pointing to each word as you read it
significantly increases concentration levels during reading,
and also – perhaps surprisingly – the speed at which you
read.

Making notes on the key points

I recommend that you read for 20 minutes at a time, before
finding a suitable stopping point so that you can make notes.
You need to identify the key points in the text you’ve read
and note them down on a sheet of paper. A Mind Map® is
the perfect visual store for information we derive from print.
See pages 142–4 on how to create one for your topic.
Ideally, you should be able to distil your reading from the



memory of what you’ve just read – without looking back,
which will slow down the note-taking (but there’s no harm
in looking back if you need to).

Memorizing the key points

Once you have your key points, you can organize the
information and code it into something you can memorize.
Do this in exactly the same way that I taught you to
memorize speeches (see pp.144–5). On your Mind Map,
number the main points in your topic, write these main
points in a list and then turn each into a visual key. Place
each visual key along a journey of the appropriate number
of stages and – hey presto! – you’ve memorized the
important elements of the information you’ve just read.

Memorizing dates

Whether you’re studying history or literature, economics or
geography, being able to memorize dates effectively is
essential. Let’s say you’re studying history, and you need to
commit to memory the key dates in the American War of
Independence. The war began on April 19, 1775; the first
major battle between British and American troops, the
Battle of Bunker Hill, took place on June 17, 1775; the
American Navy was established to fight the British on
November 28, 1775; on January 9, 1776, Thomas Paine’s
Common Sense pamphlet was published; then July 4,
1776, finally saw the American Declaration of
Independence.

To memorize these dates and events, you’d use a
prearranged journey – perhaps a journey around your
school would work well – and then code each event and
date into a colourful scene for each stop. So, let’s say that
the first stop is the school gates. The information you need
to place there is April 19, 1775, the start of the War. I
imagine a starting pistol being fired at the school gates and



it’s pouring with rain (April showers). I imagine my friend
Anne (19 = AN, which gives me the sound trigger for the
name Anne) is there, standing under an umbrella. Now I just
need to use the Dominic System to add the year. I picture
former Vice President Al Gore (17 = AG, Al Gore’s initials)
reclining in a comfy leather chair while getting soaked in the
rain (75 = GE, my friend Gerry who used to watch movies
in his favourite leather chair, which gives me the prop). I
follow the same process for each date and event, posting
them at consecutive stages along the route, until finally, in the
school hall, I have my friend Julie (July) shaking hands with
Olympia Dukakis (OD = 04 for the fourth of the month) on
stage at a formal speech ceremony (to denote the
declaration of independence). Al Gore (AG = 17) has
Gwen Stefani’s (76 = GS) feature, which is bleached blond
hair, and is standing at the side of the stage.

Reviewing your learning

The “forgetting threshold” (see p.135) – the point at which
our spinning memory plates begin to wobble – exists no
matter what you’re trying to memorize. Whether you’re
learning information for an exam or to present at an
important meeting, knowing when and how to review what
you’ve learned is crucial to ensuring that you minimize any
forgetfulness when you’re under pressure. The Rule of Five
(see pp.76–80) is my favourite method of review, but there
are others. Scientists have identified several “effects” of the
brain during learning. These can help us to understand why
reviewing is so important to effective learning and recall.

The primacy and recency effects

If you try to memorize a list of, say, 20 items without using
any strategy, the chances are that the first five to ten items
will stick fairly easily. This is known as the primacy effect
and it operates because of your patterns of concentration



during learning. At the beginning of a list (or any information
you’re learning), you’re more attentive and alert. But then as
your brain begins to assimilate that information for storage
it’s distracted from concentrating on the next wave of
information, leading to a sag in learning.

Once you perceive that the information is coming to an
end, your concentration levels tend to pick up again,
because your brain anticipates the end of the period of
concentration, which sort of wakes it up. This is called the
recency effect.

The recency effect affects your memory and recall in all
sorts of ways. For example, it can significantly influence
your memory of things that have happened to you. Imagine
that you’ve had a productive, but unexceptional day at work
and are driving through the city to get home. You encounter
ten sets of traffic lights. The first seven are green and you go
straight through them, but the last three are red and you
have to stop. When you get home, your partner asks you
how the journey was and what your day was like. Your
recent memory is triggered – the journey was slow, because
the lights were against you, and generally you’ve had a bad
day. In reality, of course, this is a poor reflection of what
actually happened – but it’s the idea you have in your head
because of your most recent experience.

In a graph that shows attention over the course of time,
the primacy and recency effects result in a big sag in
concentration in the middle (see graph, p.160), so that recall
levels drop to about 25 percent. However, there are various
techniques that lecturers or speakers use to ensure that the
sag is minimized and that the important information is
hammered home. The first is repetition: think of advertising
campaigns you hear on the radio or TV – how often do you
hear the product name? Usually it’s repeated several times,
even in a 30-second slot, because your brain absorbs it
more willingly if it hears the name more than once.

Another technique often used by speakers or lecturers is
to add humour or something off-beat to the talk. An odd



shift in pace or content provides a little memory shock,
which wakes up your brain cells to keep you alert. The Von
Restorff Effect (see pp.65–7) is one such memory shock,
and is another great tool to ensure that learning is maximized
throughout a speech or lecture.

This is all very well, of course, but it doesn’t help if
you’re learning something from print. In this case, taking
regular breaks is essential. It is much better to divide your
time into, say, six 20-minute bursts of study, than to try to
focus for a full two hours before taking a break. It stands to
reason that short bursts avoid the negative impact of the
primacy and recency effects on your ability to retain
information (and so recall it).

 

This graph shows what happens to our concentration levels
as we’re given information. We more easily retain items in a
list, for example, at the start of the list (primacy effect) and
then at the end of the list (recency effect) than in the middle,
where the brain loses focus as it’s busy assimilating all that



it’s already heard. Information (or an entry) that is repeated
becomes more memorable with each repetition, and off-
beat information “wakes up” the brain (see pp.65–7),
making that piece of data stand out, and so more
memorable.
 

As a rule of thumb, a 20-minute study period followed by
a four-or five-minute break should work well to minimize
the influence of primacy and recency. During the mini-rests
your memory has a series of reminiscences that consolidate
your learning, while you busy yourself with something
completely unrelated.

Reviewing the reviews

Whatever you’re trying to learn, and for whatever purpose,
once you’ve read the relevant information, distilled it into
notes and then memorized it, you need to review it
effectively to ensure that it sticks. In 1885, the German
psychologist Hermann Ebbinghaus first described the
“forgetting curve”, which charts the rate at which memory
loses data after it has learned something new. The curve
reveals that the most rapid memory loss occurs within the
first two hours of memorization. In practice, this means that
unless you review and refresh your memory regularly during
the process of lengthy memorization, you’ll have to relearn
the information that came first at a later date. As long as you
review regularly as you memorize, all the information you
learn embeds itself deeply within your memory for better
long-term recall.

How to review information effectively

When you read and take notes from a book it’s fairly easy
to flick back through the pages if you think you might have
missed something, but how does this work if you have to
review information that you’ve heard in a meeting or



lecture? Perhaps you’re attending a training course for your
job or are taking exams. Ebbinghaus discovered that if we
take notes as we listen, and then review the notes
immediately following the event, we can retain 80 percent or
more of the information we absorbed. The lecture can be
short or long, provided that, after it’s finished, the first
review of the notes happens straightaway. For optimal
recall, he concluded that we should then follow this first
review with a second review a day later, a third one a week
later, a fourth one month later, and a fifth, final review three
to six months later (if the content was particularly complex).
Ebbinghaus called this the “Distributed-Practice Effect” and
noted that “with any considerable number of repetitions, a
suitable distribution of them over a space of time is
decidedly more advantageous than the massing of them at a
single time.”



INSIDE MY MIND: WHEN I WAS A STUDENT ...

I remember the run-up to my school exams as weeks of
cramming – relearning information I’d been taught
months ago, but had almost entirely forgotten, and
trying to memorize other information by rote learning at
the last minute. Many of the students I meet these days
do exactly the same. I can particularly recall the stress
of repeating Spanish words over and over again, in the
hope that most would stick long enough to get me
through my Spanish oral and vocabulary tests. It’s only
now (when, obviously, it’s too late to make a difference
to my grades!) that I realize that revision should be an
ongoing process. To excel at what they learn, students
need to cast aside the last-minute, damage-limitation
exercise and instead go through a process of topping up
their learning with patterns of review. That’s why I
think it’s so important to spend time telling you about
my review strategies, so that you can apply them to
your own learning in your quest for an amazing
memory.
 



 

This graph shows what happens when we use a strategy of
spaced review, compared with a single review. The latter,
performed immediately after learning, shows that recall of
the imparted information leaps from 60 to 80 percent.
However, if we make no further reviews, within 24 hours
recall falls dramatically to only 20 percent, where it stays for
the foreseeable future. The information we learned originally
would have to be re-learned before we could recall it
effectively for, say, an exam. However, if we adopt a
spaced review strategy, coming back to the information
straightaway, and then a day, a week, a month and six
months later, recall can remain at 80 percent, which is what
Ebbinghaus called the “Distributed-Practice Effect”.
 

The illustration above shows the Distributed-Practice
Effect as a graph. By spacing the reviews of learned
information, increasing the intervals of time between each
review, recall can remain at levels as high as 80 percent.
This means that you don’t need to re-learn information when



you need to call upon it again, because it’s already
embedded in your long-term memory.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
USING THE TOOLS: EVERYDAY
WAYS TO TRAIN YOUR
MEMORY
 

If you want to memorize a deck of cards or learn the
Dominic System of a hundred characters and actions, you’ll
need to designate time to practise. However, once you have
the systems in place, everyday situations provide perfect
practice sessions for your memory (as well as having
practical use). There’s no need to delay: begin applying
everything you’ve learned so far to improve both your
memory and your efficiency at everyday tasks.

For example, the next time you go shopping, memorize
the items in your list rather than writing them down
somewhere. The Journey Method is great for this. Choose a
journey that you won’t confuse with the shopping list – a
journey around your home might not work so well, for
example, as probably many of the items on the list will be
intended for your home, so you may get conflicting images. I
think a favourite walk works well, or (for me) a round of
golf. Then code the items on the list into the journey. If the
first stop is the stile at the entrance to a public footpath, and
the first item on your list is a pack of vine tomatoes, perhaps
the stile is covered with a vine, dripping with juicy, ripe red
fruit. You can smell them as you lean forward to move one
of them out of your way to climb over the stile. Perhaps the
next stop is a bridge and you need to memorize “avocado”
– I would picture the bridge smeared with slippery green
avocado flesh, making it hard to walk across. As you do
your shopping, all you need to do is mentally walk the
journey, recall the images and so bring to mind all the items



you need to buy.
Are you a seasoned traveller? I find one of the most

infuriating things about arriving at an airport is having to
search for a pen to note down where I’ve parked the car
just when I need to be concentrating on where the bus stop
is and getting to the terminal in time for my flight. If you use
simple mnemonics, you don’t need a pen! For example, the
last time I flew, I parked in car park C, row 8. In the
NATO spelling alphabet, Charlie represents C (Alpha,
Bravo, Charlie, Delta, Echo, and so on), so I coded the C
using the image of my friend Charlie, and the 8 using
number– shapes (a snowman). As I got on the coach, I
imagined Charlie building a snowman at the bus stop. The
image gave me a little mental shock, because I was off on
my hot summer holiday, so the snowman seemed
incongruous – even better for memorization.

Once I had checked in, I was told that my flight would be
boarding at Gate 34. To memorize this, I created an image
of Guy, a friend who used to work in a music shop, running
to the gate to catch a plane. This stems from the Dominic
System, in which 3 and 4 are represented by the third and
fourth letters of the alphabet (C and D). Guy used to sell
CDs in a shop and has provided me with a character for
that number for many years.

Although these simple scenarios aren’t exactly in the
same league as memorizing complete decks of cards, when
you begin applying the techniques you’ve learned to
everyday tasks, you’ll exercise your brain, training it in the
art of memory.

Appointments – keeping a mental diary

Another great way to use the techniques you’ve learned is
to keep a mental diary. Most of the time, I have the dates
for my work schedule locked in my mind, and I’ve no need
to write them down.

The Dominic System is how I memorize diary dates.



Let’s say that I receive a booking to give a presentation on
the 22nd of the month. Using the Dominic System, the
number 22 translates to BB, which for me represents a
baby. So, the image of a baby pops into my head as soon
as I hear the date. If the appointment is at 11am, I picture
the tennis player Andre Agassi (11 = AA) holding the baby.
If I already have an appointment that day, I’ll already have
an image of someone else holding the baby and I’ll know
straightaway if I’m likely to be overbooking myself.

Remember that coding your numbers into letters is a
personal thing. The number 22 gives me baby, but students
I’ve had have used Boris Becker, Bugs Bunny, Bilbo
Baggins, Barbara Bush, and a family member or friend with
those initials. For the system to work properly, your
stepping stones have to be personal to you.

However, this example is all very well if the date is in this
month. But what if I have to add the month into the
memorization? The months appear to me as the gradient of
a hill. January starts low and to my left, and then the gradient
starts to climb as it reaches the middle of February and
continues to climb through the spring months. It flattens out
a little in July for the summer months and then takes a steep
incline from September through the months that run up to
December. Essentially, I “see” time on the hill – the hill is so
well contoured in my mind’s eye that I can pinpoint
precisely each month. This works for me, but I know from
talking to my students and clients that peoples’ visual
representations of time vary wildly. Some see steps, others
a carousel, while still others have no visual representation in
their mind at all (in which case seasonal or other triggers or
associations, such as Santa Claus for December, might
provide a better system: see below).

I “see” the days of the week, too. It’s a bit like being on
a playground slide. Sunday is where I sit at the top of the
slide and I slip down through the weekdays to Friday. Then,
Saturday is the ladder I climb to get back to Sunday. Again,
my mental picture of the slide is so precise that I can



pinpoint every day of the week – for example, I “see”
Wednesday half way down. But, this is entirely personal
and, like the months, it may or may not help you – you need
to search your own mind for a representation that triggers
each day. It may be a slide, or a hill, or a roundabout. If my
visual systems don’t work for you at all, try the following.

• Word–sound associations
Let’s say you’re invited to a birthday party on Wednesday
March 28. Using the Dominic System, I convert 28 to BH.
You might picture the legendary singer Buddy Holly
marching (March) forward into the party with guitar in hand
and singing one of his popular songs. I get Wednesday from
“forward”, because Wednesday is the fourth day of the
week.

• Picture-key associations
Coding the months into picture keys is also effective. To
remind you that your daughter is appearing in the school
Nativity on December 21 you might imagine the actor Ben
Affleck (21 = BA) turning up at school dressed as Santa
Claus. In this case, it’s not the slope of a hill that gives
December, but the picture key of Santa. If you need to
memorize that the date is a Thursday, you could add an
image of Santa being struck by lightning (my image for
Thursday is the Norse god of thunder and lightning, Thor,
from whom the day gets its name).

Incidentally, to memorize the start time, I use the 24-hour
clock combined with the Dominic System. So, if the play
starts at 3.30pm, I convert this to 1530, which I break up
into pairs according to the Dominic System: AE (=15) +
CO (=30). I use a complex image to put Albert Einstein
hosting a chat show (my action for Conan O’Brien) on the
stage of my daughter’s school.

Here’s a complete list of my picture-key associations for
the months of the year and the days of the week.
 



MONTHS
January Jan, Jenny
February Fab Four (the Beatles)
March Marching soldiers
April Rain, Umbrella (April showers)
May Maypole
June June, or sand dune
July Julie Walters (actress)
August Lion (from the star sign Leo)
September Leaves falling (fall season)
October Octopus
November Novice priest, a book (novel)

December Santa Claus, Declan Donnelly (UK TV
presenter)

DAYS
Sunday Sun, Sunday newspapers
Monday Money
Tuesday Twins (“twos”)
Wednesday Bride (at a wedding)
Thursday Thunder, Thor
Friday Fried egg
Saturday Saturn’s rings
 
Now that you have the tools for memorizing your
appointments, try the exercise on the following page.

Keeping up with conversation

Although I was told I had dyslexia as a child, I believe a
more accurate diagnosis of my condition would have been
Attention Deficit Disorder. I couldn’t keep my attention on
anything I was taught – I used to watch my teachers’ lips



move, and I knew they were speaking, but my mind was far
away in an imaginary world that took me anywhere but the
classroom. You might not have been like that at school, but
I suspect there are very few people in the world who could
say that they have never tuned out during a meeting, a
lecture or even perhaps a particularly boring play, show or
concert.

EXERCISE 14: Keeping a Mental Diary

Use your imagination to memorize the following. At
first, try your memory skills on just the dates and
events. Test yourself by trying to recall each event
when you can see only the dates column. When you
feel confident, try the exercise again, adding in the
day and time, too. Once you’ve finished memorizing,
cover everything but the dates and test your recall of
the events, days and times. Score one point for each
correct event, day and time (maximum three points
per date). A score of 7–10 is good; 11–15 is excellent.
(I’ve left the events out of chronological order, as
appointments rarely come up in a timeline.)
 
DATE EVENT DAY TIME
October 16 DaliÍ exhibition Wednesday 7pm
May 31 Bank manager Friday 3pm
August 8 Theatre Saturday 7.30pm
April 22 Dentist Wednesday 4.15pm
March 13 Optician Monday 9.20am
 
As an extra test, cover the page and answer these questions:

• Who are you booked to see on May 31 and at what time?
• What are the date, day and time of your visit to the dalí



exhibition?
• What is happening on August 8?
• What are the date, day and time of your dental

appointment?
• What are the date, day and time of your eye test?
 
 

I’m slightly embarrassed to say that my inability to
concentrate extended to conversations with my friends and
family, too. For years, until I was well into teenager-hood, I
was described as “Dreamy old Dom”. It’s hard to explain,
but it didn’t feel voluntary. I wasn’t conscious that I was
becoming absent from a conversation – it just happened.
Even if I tried to stay in tune, my mind would wander.
Keeping track of a conversation is a wonderful skill to have,
no matter what you do (for example, politicians and lawyers
need it to be good at their jobs; the rest of us should behave
like this for simple good manners!). And it’s also a great
way to practise your memory skills in everyday life.

Years of scientific study have shown that, compared with
the brains of non-ADD sufferers, people with Attention
Defiicit Disorder have decreased electrical activity in the
prefrontal lobe of the brain and slow cortical blood flow.
It’s believed that these are the reasons that ADD sufferers
find it so hard to concentrate.

Today, doctors prescribe stimulant medication to try to
control the condition in children. The aim is to speed up the
brain’s activity just enough to promote attention and
concentration, but not so much as to provoke any erratic
behaviour.

The medication isn’t a cure, but it does seem to alleviate
the symptoms of ADD. However, the drugs weren’t around
in my day, and I believe I’ve overcome my condition purely
as a result of training my memory. These days I’m able to
listen to and retain the content of a conversation or meeting,
no matter how dreary it may be. There are times when I do
zone out – as do we all – but the difference is that I have a



choice in the matter. In other words, I zone out because I
want to, not because I can’t stop it happening.

There are two things going on here. First, I believe that
training my memory has increased my powers of
concentration. But also, I’m able to use my memory skills
specifically to stay tuned in to the details of the information
I’m being given. But how?

As you’re listening to someone speak, try to encapsulate
segments of the conversation and convert them into key
images. Then, anchor the images in your mind in the correct
order – for a short conversation the number–shape system
works best, I think (as we’ll see in a moment), although you
may prefer to use a journey (I use journeys for meetings or
longer conversations). If the conversation has numbers in it,
or facts and figures, you can use any of the mnemonic
systems in this book – including the Dominic System – to
work the information into the memorization.

The number–shape system may be used as follows. Let’s
say my PA calls me about a meeting I’m to have with a
client. To memorize the information she gives me without
need of pen or paper, I mentally number each detail. Each
number becomes a number–shape that gives me the position
of the detail and something that can interact with the
association for the detail itself. Essentially, I use the number–
shapes as hooks on which to hang the information in the
correct order. Here’s an example:

“Hi Dominic, I’ve just got confirmation of the hotel
you’re staying at tonight. It’s the Victoria Hotel in Bury
Street.”

1 I picture Queen Victoria holding a candle standing by an
open grave. My number–shape for 1 is a candle and the
open grave obviously helps me to remember the name of
the street.

“When you get there, ask at reception for your client,



Mr Taylor. He is taking you to lunch where you can
discuss the contract.”

2 I imagine a swan (number–shape for 2) with a tape
measure around its neck. I always associate the name
Taylor with a tape measure (such as a tailor would use).

“Just for your information, Mr Taylor is a keen clay
pigeon shooter and his favourite restaurant is the
Coconut Grove and that’s where he’s taking you.”

3 My image is of my client in handcuffs (my number–shape
for 3) as I imagine myself shooting coconuts from the
sky.

“As soon as you have agreed a price with Mr Taylor, I’d
like you to send me a text message to the number
3512.”

4 I picture myself in a boat (number–shape for 4), with Clint
Eastwood (35 = CE), wielding a sword. Clint is using
the action of Antonio Banderas (12 = AB), star of the
film The Mask of Zorro.

I’m able to construct these images in my mind
instantaneously – but that comes only with practice. Have a
go at memorizing the key points of the next conversation
you have. As you do so, not only will you be making sure
that you can impress the person who was talking to you by
recalling everything they’ve said: you’ll also be getting in
some valuable memory practice.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
USING THE TOOLS: JUST FOR
FUN
 

We’ve talked about the serious side of training your
memory – the boost to your confidence and self-esteem, the
improvements to your creativity, and so on, and we’ve also
talked about how you can apply the techniques to make
your everyday life easier. However, having an amazing
memory is also a lot of fun. Party tricks for your friends are
not only a great way to show off your memory power, but
also a perfect opportunity to practise. I often go to functions
or parties at which I know I’m going to be asked to perform
some feat of memory to wow the guests – here are some of
my favourite memory tricks, just for fun.

Pick a card … any card

The obvious trick for me to begin with at any party is a card
trick. You have to have memorized a deck of cards using
the Journey Method before you arrive and you have to
resist the urge to ask someone to shuffle (have some quips
up your sleeve to bat away any hecklers who want to take
the cards from you to mix them up). Take the deck from
your pocket and fan it out face down. Ask someone to take
a random card from the fanned deck. As they remove the
card, take a peek at the card on top of the one they
removed. Let’s say, you peek at the Queen of Clubs. Scan
your pre-loaded journey to find your character for the
Queen of Clubs, then walk one stage further on to find the
card that’s been removed from the deck. Announce your
answer.

If you get good at this, you can try a variation. Allow



someone to cut the deck (cut, but not shuffle!). As long as
you take a peek at the new card at the bottom of the deck,
you can amaze your audience by telling them that you know
what the new top card is – declare it, and let someone else
turn it over to gasps of admiration. In theory you can go on
reciting card after card, in order, all the way through the
deck from this point. All you have to do is start your journey
from the position of the new top card, rather than from the
original first card in the deck. (If you want to be really
convincing, at the start of the trick ask people to keep
cutting the deck – as long as you keep track of the bottom
card and don’t change the sequence of the cards within
each cut, you’ll still be able to recite the cards in order.)

One other card trick is to identify a missing card from the
deck. You memorize your deck, as previously, before the
party, then with your back turned you ask someone to
remove one card from the deck, without disturbing the other
cards. They put the card in their pocket, out of your sight.
Turn around and ask the person to turn over each card in
the deck slowly, one on top of the other, in front of you. In
your mind, as the other person deals the cards, you mentally
walk through your journey – when you hit the missing card,
you’ll know because you’ll be expecting it to appear on the
next stage of your journey, but in fact the dealt cards will
skip a stage. Don’t reveal your answer until all the cards
have been dealt, to prolong the suspense!

Literary genius

People have come to expect me to memorize a deck of
cards, or names and faces, but one of my favourite party
tricks is a little more unusual. If you want to really baffle
your audience, memorize the contents of a book – or at
least appear to.

First, I ask my host to give me a book of around 100
pages in length. I take the book, turn over the pages one by
one, and after five or six minutes I hand the book back to a



guest for safe keeping. I claim that I have read through the
entire book and have committed its contents to memory. I
ask the guest to come back to me in an hour or so with the
book in hand along with anyone who wants to see my
memory in action. Later on, I ask the guest to read me the
first few lines from a randomly chosen page in the book.
The lines are read to me and then I tell the eager guests
what page that text falls on.

How is it done? Well, as I turn over the pages when I’m
given the book, I memorize a single word on the first line of
each page, beginning at page one. I scan the top line on
every page to spot a word that I think will easily form a
strong, individual image. Using the Journey Method (I need
a journey or journeys with as many stages as there are
pages in the book), I anchor the images, in order, to the
stages along my route. In order for the trick to work, page
one of the book has to correspond to stage one on the
journey, page two to stage two, and so on, so that I can use
the numerical position of the image to give me the page
number. During the time the book is with the guest for safe-
keeping, I make a quick review of the key words and their
corresponding key images, so that I’m confident that I can
perform the trick.

Of course, to perform the trick well, you need to know
your journeys backwards and forwards and the numerical
position of key stages in relation to the other stages of the
journey. If you use two 50-stage journeys back to back, to
give you the 100 stages, you need to be practised at
translating the second set of 50 stages into the higher page
numbers.

You don’t need to know the exact numerical position of
every stage, though, as long as you have key markers. For
example, along the route I generally use for this trick, I
know instantly what the 1st, 5th, 11th, 13th, 15th, 21st and
26th stages are. One, 5 and 15 seem logical markers to
have, then 11 stands out to me because the two 1s looks
like railings, while 13 is “unlucky” and 21 is the “key to the



door”, so these stick in my mind, too. Finally, 26 represents
the half-way point in a card deck. From these markers I can
walk forwards or backwards to the page number I need.

For example, let’s say that I’ve used my preferred book
journey, which travels around a village I lived in as a child. It
starts from our old house, crosses heathland to a village inn,
then leads to a cricket pitch and ends up inside a village hall.
There are 100 stages in all. If someone reads the first line of
a page at random and I register the word “violin”, the image
of the violin immediately pops up in my head at the relevant
stage – let’s say it’s propped up against the oak tree that’s
my stage shortly before I get to the cricket pitch. I know
that the pitch is stage 21 on my journey, and that the tree is
two stages before that. If I take two steps back from the
cricket pitch, I’m at stage 19. So, the word violin appears
on page 19. I’ve worked back two stops from the closest
marker, rather than walking forwards through the 19 stages
from the beginning of the journey. Voilà! The quicker you
can become at coming up with the answer, the more
impressive the trick.

Once you get really adept at this, you can post two
images at each stage of the journey, so that you can
memorize bigger books. However, always make sure that
each pair of images interact in the right order. So, if the key
words from consecutive pages are “soup” and “frog”, I
imagine soup being poured over the frog; but if the order
were “frog” then “soup”, I imagine the frog jumping into the
soup. The first word from the pair of pages is always the
subject and the second is always the object of the image I
place along the route. Although this sounds complicated, it
didn’t take me long to master – I just had to make sure I’d
organized my routes well and had had a bit of practice at the
maths involved with placing two images (two pages) at each
stage of the journey.

It’s also possible (and perhaps more impressive) to
reverse the trick so that I give a summary of what’s on the
page if someone gives me the page number. It takes a little



more time, because I need to read more of the text on each
page to get a sense of the story. Once I have my overview
for the page, I code that into a general scene to place along
the journey. When someone gives me the page number, I
can give a summary of that page’s content.

It takes some practice to become really slick at this, but I
promise you it’s worth it for the impact on your delighted
audience. Start with just 30 pages or so of a book at first
and work up to a whole novel as you gain in confidence and
skill.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
AGE EQUALS EXPERIENCE, NOT
FORGETFULNESS!
 

I was 34 years old when I entered the first World Memory
Championships, back in 1991. I believe that my memory is
in a much better state than it was 20 years ago. I am now in
my 54th year, and while many of my peers are complaining
that their memory is starting to deteriorate, I certainly can’t
say the same. I believe that my constant work with memory
techniques – whether I’m teaching, coaching, performing or
competing – has kept my powers of recall and
concentration in fantastic shape. In fact, I would even go so
far as to say that my memory is still improving.

So, if you’re wondering whether or not it’s true that, as
we age, our cognitive abilities start to decline, it will be quite
clear to you that as far as I’m concerned this is nonsense. In
my opinion a fading memory has to do with lack of
motivation (perhaps boredom with life, or feeling
depressed), anxiety, and general poor health – but it’s not to
do with the actual hardware of your brain.

Since 1986 the epidemiologist David Snowden has been
tracking the lives of 678 elderly nuns in Minnesota to try to
measure the effects of ageing on mental fitness. The
volunteers are aged between 75 and 104, and because they
all share the same living conditions, they make an ideal study
group.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Snowden found that a healthy diet
was directly linked to healthy ageing and longevity. In
addition, the nuns with a positive attitude to life had a
decreased risk of agerelated mental difficulties. However,
his most striking discovery was that there’s a correlation
between an enquiring mind and reduced incidence of



Alzheimer’s. In particular, nuns who were able, from an
early age, to read and write, and who expressed themselves
well both orally and in writing, lived longer and were less
prone to dementia. Regular mental and physical exercise
also played a significant part, as did a keenness to read and
be involved in the community.

As with all the other parts of your body, to be healthy
your brain needs you to follow the general principles of a
good, healthy lifestyle. Physical exercise, good nutrition,
intellectual stimulation, and making time for relaxation, all
play their part in ensuring that you stay mentally pin-sharp.

Your brain needs ... oxygen

Your brain can’t operate without oxygen, and this means
that your circulation has to be in prime condition. Exercise is
by far the best method to boost your circulation and get the
brain fully oxygen-fed. Countless studies provide evidence
to show that exercise improves brain function, but I also
know from personal experience that if I feel physically fit
when I enter the World Memory Championships, I can
enjoy much deeper levels of concentration and I have far
more energy to keep me going through the (now) three days
of gruelling mental challenges. The techniques in this book, if
put into practice, can significantly increase the efficiency of
your memory. However, if you combine your mental training
with physical exercise, too, you’ll ramp up the speed with
which your memory functions. If you like, the memory
techniques are the software for your brain, but the
hardware, your body, needs to be in good shape so that the
software can work properly.

Exercise in my life doesn’t mean pumping iron – that’s
not for me. I might walk miles every week on the golf
course and I take my dog for daily walks, but when I’m
training for a memory competition, I run. In the short term,
running regulates my breathing to ensure that my brain and
muscles get ample oxygen, and also releases feel-good



hormones (endorphins), which help to keep me relaxed (see
below) and positive. Some studies show that, in the long
term, forms of aerobic exercise – including running – that
leave you slightly breathless can help to nourish your brain
cells. Furthermore, a study on mice, conducted at the
University of Cambridge in 2010, concluded that running
may encourage new brain cells to form, increasing the size
of your brain, specifically in the region of the hippocampus –
the part associated with memory and learning (see p.64).

When I’m training for a memory competition, I have a
light, energy-packed breakfast (such as a small bowl of
porridge) and then I run for about 30 minutes, three or four
times a week. I always time my runs to get a measure of my
fitness – the faster I can do the distance, the fitter I know
I’m getting. (See pages 188–9 for a full example of my
training diary.)

Dr Gunther Karsten, the German Memory Champion and
a winner of the World Memory Championships, takes
physical training enormously seriously as part of his brain-
training regime. In his words, “70 percent of my preparation
is memory training, the other 30 percent of my time I
designate to working out my body.” This master memorizer
cycles, plays tennis and soccer, performs sits-ups and chin-
ups, lifts weights, and does track running to keep his body
and his brain in shape.

You don’t have to do quite that much, of course, but to
keep your memory in top condition it’s a good idea to find a
form of exercise that suits you and make it a regular part of
your routine. In general, 20 to 30 minutes of exercise that
increases your heart rate enough to leave you slightly
breathless, two or three times a week, is a good place to
start – if you can do more, the whole of you will benefit,
including your amazing brain.

Your brain needs ... calm

Think about how your head feels when you’re stressed. If



you’re like me, you have a sense of almost madness, of so
much going on that you can’t think clearly. Now imagine
feeling like that and then going into a memory competition.
This can’t be allowed to happen! There’s ample scientific
explanation for the effects of stress on brain function (and
specifically memory). Stress hormones, particularly cortisol
(also known as hydrocortisone), inhibit the growth of new
brain cells. The hippocampal region of your brain – the part
related to memory – is one of the few brain regions that can
grow new cells, so stress has a direct effect on your ability
to memorize and recall.

There are several ways I reduce the effects of stress on
my body. The first, and for me the most important, is regular
exercise (see above). Physical activity reduces the
production of stress hormones and also releases powerful
mood-enhancing endorphins, which provide a feel-good
factor that keeps my head clear and my confidence at top
levels. I’ve learned throughout my life that a little bit of
confidence can go a long way on the path toward success –
and often, with such high-class competition at memory
championships these days, the difference between first prize
and runner-up can come down purely to how confident
you’re feeling on the day. Although the logic is somewhat
circular, I also use the Journey Method to help me relax.
Any activity that fully engages your brain and encourages it
to tune out of the constant, nagging internal babble that so
often is the cause of stress is a great way to bring on a state
of calm. For me, a few rounds of memorizing cards using
the Journey Method does just that.

Finally, one of my favourite ways to relax is through
music – I play the piano and have a mini-recording studio at
home, where I write and record my own tunes.

Your brain needs ... good food

The food you eat supplies your brain with essential nutrients
to keep your neurons firing so that they can communicate



efficiently with one another. The key brain nutrients are
omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids (so-called essential fats,
which can’t be derived from any source other than food), as
well as B-vitamins, choline and vitamin C, the three of which
together help the body to produce the neurotransmitter
acetylcholine. Studies show that the body’s production line
of acetylcholine is often damaged in patients with
Alzheimer’s Disease, which suggests that this chemical
compound has a strong link with the efficiency of your
memory.

Eggs, poultry, avocados, flaxseed and pumpkin seeds are
among the best sources of omega-6 fats, while oily fish,
such as salmon, tuna and mackerel, and most nut oils,
provide good amounts of omega-3. I try to eat oily fish two
or three times a week (often with salad for lunch), and I
snack on nuts and seeds, rather than chocolate or crisps,
both of which are high in saturated fat – an unhealthy form
of fat, believed to hamper motivation and lower intelligence.
Oily fish and eggs are also good sources of choline. Other
good sources include cauliflower, almonds and soya.

The B-vitamins (particularly B1, B5 and B12) appear to
improve overall brain function, including memory. Lack of
B-vitamins can also lead to low mood, anxiety and
depression. A diet that is rich in a wide range of fruits and
vegetables should give good levels of all the B-vitamins you
need, as will tuna, turkey, Brazil nuts, and pulses, such as
chickpeas. However, you could also take a B-complex
supplement, as I do, to top up. Buy the best brand you can
afford and follow the manufacturer’s instructions on dosage.

Fruits and vegetables play another important role in a
healthy diet. When the body metabolizes food to provide
energy, the food undergoes oxidation, which produces free
radicals, by-products that break down the body’s cells
causing ageing and some serious diseases (such as cancer),
and destroying brain cells. However, help is at hand: free
radicals are neutralized by foods rich in antioxidants, in
particular the vitamins A, C and E (I think of the ACE of



Hearts to help me remember), and the minerals zinc and
selenium. Blackberries, blueberries, broccoli, plums, prunes,
raisins, raspberries, spinach and strawberries are all good
sources of antioxidants – and some of my favourites!



INSIDE MY MIND: HERBS FOR NEURONS

I’m a huge fan of Ginkgo biloba, a herbal extract that
research shows can improve circulation to the brain.
Ginkgo is a vasodilator – it dilates the blood vessels to
allow blood to flow more freely through your body’s
circulatory system and inhibits chemicals that thicken
the blood, again improving blood flow. If the flow of
blood to the brain is improved, more oxygen and
essential nutrients are transported there, so the brain is
nourished more effectively. Ginkgo is also a powerful
antioxidant, helping to deactivate the free radicals that
can destroy the body’s cells and contribute to ageing. I
prefer to take the herb in capsule form, but it’s
available as tablets, too. I buy the best-quality extract I
can lay my hands on – as with most things in life, you
get what you pay for.
 

Your brain needs ... moderation

No one likes a killjoy, but I believe that to keep your brain
working at its best requires moderation. Alcohol, for
example, is an arch enemy of your brain power. Regularly
drinking to excess inhibits the functioning of your
hippocampus, which means that your memory suffers as a
direct consequence of the alcohol you consume. When I’m
not training for a memory championship, I enjoy the odd
glass or two of Sauvignon Blanc; but during training – that
is, for at least two months before a competition – I abstain
entirely from alcohol.

Your brain needs ... things to do

Young or old, your brain needs stimulation if it’s to function
at its best. This is as true for children as it is for the rest of us
in our 20s, 30s, 40s and beyond. My parents always gave



me toys that nurtured my innate spirit of enquiry and
discovery. They were careful to provide me with activities to
expand, rather than merely entertain, my mind. Meccano®,
LEGO®, puzzles, colouring pens, plasticine, a chemistry
set, and (perhaps unsurprisingly) a deck of cards allowed
for endless hours of stimulating play.

I remember, when I was aged about six years old, asking
my mother if she would buy me a shiny, colourful, wind-up
toy that I had spotted in a store window. She didn’t buy it
for me – but she was careful to explain why. She told me
that the toy wound up, ran its course and then stopped –
and that’s all it did. She reasoned that I’d be bored with it
after a few goes. She was right, and I knew it. I was much
better off with toys that held my attention because they
required some real input from my brain.

In adulthood, I have my wonderful job – the game of
memory – to keep my brain in tone. Best of all, I shall
continue to strive for the level of excellence that keeps me
ahead of my competitors, which means that memory
techniques and all the exercises I do to keep my mind agile
never stop, unlike that wind-up toy.

Although there are dozens of brain-training games on the
market, studies reveal no hard evidence that the
improvements to your learning capacity using a console is
transferable to everyday life (that is, consoles appear to
improve only your ability to play the games). There’s really
only one tool you need to give your brain a thorough
workout, and that’s a deck of cards. If you want to exercise
your brain fully, use my techniques to learn to memorize a
deck of cards – and then keep practising. Every time you
have another go, you’ll strengthen the neural pathways to
improve the functioning of your whole brain, not just your
memory.

If I feel a bit sluggish, or as though my mind is a bit foggy,
I take a deck, memorize it and note my time for both
memorizing and recall. I then have a firm indication of
whether the motor in my head is firing on all cylinders. If it’s



not – if recall is a bit slow or if I make mistakes – I get
myself back into training (see pp.188–9) to make sure that I
don’t let my mental acuity slip too far.

Your brain needs ... a good night’s sleep

Sleep is essential for the proper functioning of your memory.
An article published in Nature magazine in 2010 concluded
that during sleep your brain consolidates its learning from the
day before. Another study, conducted at the University of
Chicago, has indicated that during sleep the brain establishes
and reinforces neural pathways to link memories and
learning together. The research seems to show that sleep
enables the brain to catch thoughts, memories and other
elements of learning that may have seemed lost during the
day. In practice, it’s that feeling of something coming to you
during the night – you know, the thing you had struggled to
remember during the day. Your brain, in its most relaxed
state, allows those pathways to open and memories that you
thought were lost, to surface.



INSIDE MY MIND: A WEEK IN MY LIFE

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, I believe that
my memory today is as good as, if not better than, it’s
ever been, because I exercise my brain every day. Not
only that, I look after my physical health, too. The
following is a summary of a typical week of memory
training for me.

SUNDAY
Morning: EEG testing (see p.114) to measure my
brainwave frequencies and the balance between the two
hemispheres. Run 3.2km (2 miles). Afternoon: Two five-
minute memorizations of 400 numbers.

MONDAY
Morning: 20-minute session on the AVS machine (see
pp.119–20) to balance the electrical activity in my
brain. Follow-up EEG testing. Afternoon: Timed
memorization of ten separate, shuffled decks of cards.

TUESDAY
Morning: Run 3.2km (2 miles).
Afternoon: Memorize as many random words as
possible in 15 minutes.

WEDNESDAY
Morning: Round of golf. One hour memorizing numbers
– aiming for around 2,400 digits in 60 minutes.
Afternoon: Visit a public gardens or go for an
interesting walk to look for potential new journeys. I
use a video camera to film possible routes, which
enables me to review the journey at a later date if need
be.

THURSDAY
Morning: Run 3.2km (2 miles).
Afternoon: Names and faces practice, using the Internet



or faces I find in magazines and newspapers.

FRIDAY
Morning: 30-minutes’ practice of binary numbers, as
well as speed memorization of ten decks of cards.
Afternoon: Training review – I check back over my
times for the week to ensure I’m making progress as the
training intensifies.

SATURDAY
Morning: Run 3.2km (2 miles).
Afternoon: 15 minutes’ memorization of abstract
images and five minutes of fictional dates and events.

As well as the specific memory training, every morning I
have a bowl of cereal (such as muesli) or porridge for
breakfast. My lunches and suppers tend to be light and
healthy – grilled fish or poultry with vegetables or salad
and some fruit. I try to steer clear of saturated fats,
such as crisps and cakes, as much as I can, but I do
treat myself to a curry once a week. And, of course, I
limit my alcohol or avoid it altogether.
 



 

CHAPTER THIRTY
I’VE DONE ALL THAT, NOW
WHAT CAN I EXPECT?
 

All the techniques I’ve taught you and the practice sessions
I’ve suggested can, used regularly and with some degree of
dedication, give you a perfect memory. However, memory
training also offers so much more. I discovered this as a by-
product of trying to push my memory to its limits. Although
it’s been incredible to have become a multiple World
Memory Champion, it’s really only because of the “add-
ons” that I believe memory training has changed my life.
Here are some of the amazing things that I believe can
happen to you as a result of having an amazing memory.

Improved fluid intelligence

In the 20th century, British-born psychologist Raymond
Cattell identified that human intelligence can be divided
broadly into two categories: crystallized and fluid.
Crystallized intelligence comes from information that you’ve
set about learning – knowledge that you’ve deliberately
intended to acquire. Fluid intelligence, on the other hand, is
more intangible. It’s the intelligence that derives from
intuition, reasoning and logic. The more honed your fluid
intelligence, the more able you are to reason quickly, think
abstractly and solve problems in creative, imaginative ways,
without necessarily using acquired knowledge.

A good way to think of the difference between the two is
to imagine what happens when a child learns something
new. If a child learns to count to ten in French, say, that
provides a new piece of crystallized intelligence. Despite
that new piece of learning, the child’s fluid intelligence,



which is innate and distinct from learning, remains
unchanged.

Studies show that we use our fluid intelligence in a wide
variety of cognitive tasks and that it’s critical to our success
at work and in education, especially when the task in hand
involves the need to solve complex problems. It is usually
measured by tracking performance in psychometric testing –
recognizing sequences in patterns and so on. Although we
can become accustomed to these sorts of test by doing
them often, practising doesn’t actually have very much
influence over improving fluid intelligence at all. And that’s
why memory training with regard to improving fluid
intelligence is so special.

Training your short-term (working) memory and
accessing your fluid intelligence uses some of the same areas
of the brain, so memory training can have a big impact on
fluid intelligence. The more you train, the greater the gains in
your ability to apply logic and reasoning and the more acute
your intuition.

This is especially good news if you’re worried about the
common belief that your working memory declines with age
(although I hope I’ve allayed your fears already). If you train
your memory regularly, evidence suggests that your fluid
intelligence will stay young, despite the passing years.

Greater powers of concentration

One of the most difficult disciplines for me at the World
Memory Championships is trying to memorize a 100-digit
number spoken at the rate of one digit per second. The
adjudicator reads each digit only once, so if a competitor
becomes distracted and loses concentration, even for a
second, the round is lost. I’ve already mentioned that the
Dominic who went to school was pretty hopeless at
concentrating for anything more than a few minutes at a
time. Training my memory, especially for events such as the
Spoken Number round at the Championships, has provided



me with the necessary levels of mental discipline to
concentrate for hours at a time.

The skill has been transferable, too – now I’m more than
able to concentrate on a lecture, or on something someone
is telling me, even over a prolonged period. I can switch my
concentration off, if I want to – and then I can turn it back
on at will. I believe that memory training in even small ways
– such as memorizing a shopping list or where you parked
the car – makes you more attentive. It switches on the light,
if you like.

If, like me, you’ve suffered from ADD or other attention
problems, I’m certain that my memory techniques will help
you learn to enter the “zone” or “flow” and activate your
concentration (and deactivate it at will, if you like). If you’ve
always been able to concentrate well, the techniques can
only improve and hone your natural abilities.

Gaining a skill for life

I’m happy to say that all the work you’ve done throughout
this book will stay with you for ever. Once you’ve trained
your memory so that you can achieve feats of memorization,
you’ve reached such a level of attainment that you’ll never
lose the skill.

Of course, you’ll need to practise to get the pathways
firmly established – no one became an expert in anything
from simply reading a book and then putting it down and
forgetting about everything it said. If you want to be a
champion at anything, you have to be hungry for it,
persistent in your efforts to attain it, and prepared to put in
the hours of training.

However, as I’ve already said, the great thing about
memory training is that you can find everyday situations to
give yourself a daily mental workout (see pp.164–73). Of
course, rather like riding a bicycle, if you don’t practise for a
while, you might wobble a bit the next time you try it – but
the basic skills will always be with you.



When I haven’t competed in memory sports for a few
years, I’ve noticed that the speed at which I can memorize
information slows down a bit. But I’m still able to perform
feats of memory with relative ease. With a little bit of
training, returning to – and winning – competitive memory
sports is always within my grasp.

So, if you haven’t managed to practise for a while, don’t
imagine that the pathways you’ve laid down so far will
become overgrown. All the work you’ve done is still with
you. I encourage you to add to it as often as you can, safe in
the knowledge that each time you achieve a new feat of
memorization, you will have built on the skill you’re
acquiring for life.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
LOOK AT WHAT YOU CAN DO
NOW!
 

So, I’ve given you the methods and you’ve put them into
practice by memorizing shopping lists, to-do lists, your work
diary, PINs and all the other things that you can use your
memory for in your everyday life. With all those memory
workouts going on, you’ve been giving your brain lots of
essential exercise to take it to its peak performance.

Now it’s time to measure your progress with some
further memory tests (see pp.196–201). The first two tests
are similar to those at the beginning of the book, when you
took your first baseline measurements. The purpose of these
is to give you an idea of how much you’ve improved since
those first scores, before you had the benefit of my
techniques to work with.

To offer you some encouragement, and some belief in
what you’ve learned already, I can tell you that once I’ve
taught students (who range in age from ten to 17 years old)
the Link Method, I see an immediate increase in their scores
for word memorization. Once they’ve learned number–
shapes, I see a small improvement in number memorization.
But once I’ve explained the Dominic System and how to
use it with the Journey Method, students make a huge leap,
becoming able to memorize 80 or more numbers in about
15 minutes. Surprisingly, many of them start to achieve these
scores after just a couple of weeks of training.

Remember, these tests are merely indicators for how well
you’re applying the methods you’ve learned. I’m not aiming
to teach you to memorize long lists of numbers or words,
but to hand over methods for developing a powerful
memory that you can apply in practical ways in all walks of



your life. My students tell me that that’s exactly what they
do – and they assure me that it works.

I hope that if you’ve followed the systems and become
confident with each method before moving on to the next,
you’ll see massive improvement in your scores – just like my
students. This being the case, I also wanted to give you the
opportunity to try some exercises that should really stretch
you. So, after the measurement tests, I’ve given you three
more exercises that are very similar to the heats in the
World Memory Championships. Don’t be disheartened if
you find these exercises tricky – they’re intended to be! My
guess, though, is that with a little bit of practice, you’ll be
amazed at how well you can do.

EXERCISE 15: Redrawing the Baseline





TEST 1: Three-minute words
Using the strategy that works best for you, memorize
this list of 30 words in sequence (reading down the
columns from left to right). As you did at the start of
the book, set a timer so that you don’t have to clock-
watch. You have 3 minutes for the memorization and
as long as you need for the recall. Write the words as
you recall them on a sheet of paper, then look back at
the list to see how well you did. Score one point for
each word in the correct order. Deduct a mark for
words that are in the wrong order. Two words round
the wrong way, counts as two positional errors, so
deduct two marks, but then resume point-scoring from
the next correct word. If you managed to memorize
only, say, 15 items in the time, your maximum score is
15 (that is, don’t deduct points for words not
memorized).

 
BISCUIT SKULL DIARY

TREASURE WHEELCHAIR BEARD

ICER LADDER TEACHER

HOUND DRESS ANCHOR

FLUTE FLOWERS WISHBONE

NICKEL BABY FILE

SANDWICH LAWNMOWER WHIP

TEASPOON TARGET CARTOON

ATLAS IGLOO BLOOD

SKI ONION MOTH
 
How did you do? Any score above 15 is great – and if you
scored in the 20s, you should be really proud of what



you’ve achieved. If you scored fewer than 15 – don’t
despair. Your associations aren’t strong enough yet, and
you just need to keep practising so that you make strong
links that resonate deeply in your mind. Find ways to
practise your memory techniques in your everyday life (see
pp.164–73).



TEST 2: Three-minute numbers
Again, using any method you like, memorize the
following 30 numbers, reading left to right, in 3
minutes. Score a point for a correct number in the
correct position, and deduct a point for misplacing a
number (again, two numbers round the wrong way
counts as two positional errors, so you would deduct
two points, and so on).

 
4 2 1 6 6 3 0 0 7 1
9 5 8 0 4 5 5 9 2 7
3 8 1 1 2 9 3 4 5 7
 
How does your score compare with your first attempt at
number memorization at the beginning of the book? If you
scored 15 or above this time round, you’ve clearly got the
hang of how to turn lists of numbers into items that are more
memorable. Keep going until you get all the numbers right.
Again, if you didn’t score as well as you’d hoped –
persevere. Perfection will come with practice.

Advanced Memory Tests



TEST 1: Five-minute words
You have 5 minutes to memorize as many words, in
order (reading down the columns), as possible, and as
long as you need for recall. Score one point for each
word recalled in the right position. Deduct ten points
for one error in a column; lose the whole column for
two or more errors. A score of 20 is good; 30 or more
is excellent. The best score for this test at the UK
Open Championships stands at 70 points.

 
ZIP BILL CROW

INDUSTRY ZINC GLADIATOR

LATCH AGRICULTURIST AVENDER

BAR CAMEL MANOR

EXTINGUISHER YEAST PLINTH

COMET STORK AUTUMN

PETAL COT FALCON

DEGREE FUNGUS INTERNET

CART APPLE DOCTOR

HULL COMIC UMBRELLA

WASP BANK IMPORT

EXHIBIT AEROSOL ROULETTE

SPANIEL ABBEY TARPAULIN

TOY EQUATOR DIGIT

SPROUT GUTTER GEOLOGIST

PERSON DOT RAPIER

LOLLIPOP TINSEL GASTRONOMY



ASP SILHOUETTE HOIST

ARROW NICHE TEMPLE

MAJOR MANDARIN WOODPECKER
 
 

REMEDY SOAP

ACCORDION LASER

ROCK GEYSER

BEAST URN

FACT OPAL

HARPOON RHUBARB

INFLATE PARROT

DACHSHUND SUBMARINE

HORNET TEETH

IMP APOSTROPHE

POLL AQUEDUCT

DIRT PROSECUTE

DIAL INTERLUDE

BEAVER GERBIL

HANDKERCHIEF COLANDER

INCA SEWER

EXAMPLE BULLDOG

ADDER GARGOYLE

WEASEL COMPASS

IGUANA ILLUSION



 

Advanced Memory Tests (continued)



TEST 2: Five-minute speed numbers
You have 5 minutes to memorize as many numbers as
possible, in order, row by row. Score one point for
each correct number in the correct position. For one
mistake in a row, deduct 20 digits; for two or more
mistakes in a row, deduct the whole row. The
maximum score is 440. A score of 20–30 is good; a
score of 31–40 is excellent; more than 40 makes you a
potential champion. The World Record stands at 405.

3483113958576785277315166472803506193597
8568460535612318285885650443574930160397
0201299684494050297137495382634239925031
0222998511384254462054729406940419746610
9129737504191396978730539092230622799380
9092362528653953465040767859913224218773
2378186451915862371308010060981440558660
7343715881026422753389451783556084214098
7344716588902698251514981078884112931387
2296991035285296954239671060215222257465
1625645367355344758406559777283540735635



TEST 3: Five-minute binary numbers
You have 5 minutes to memorize binaries, row by row.
Score a point for every binary in the correct position
(maximum 750). Deduct 15 digits for one mistake in a
row; deduct 30 digits for two or more mistakes. A
score of 30–60 is good; more than 60 is excellent. The
World Record is 870.

111011100100110001011011110110 Row 1
110111011111111100101011111001 Row 2
010110100111001001000110001100 Row 3
000010111000010100010010111101 Row 4
011101111101000101011110100011 Row 5
111001010000100100011001010111 Row 6
111111111111000010110111110000 Row 7
101001100111010110001111100010 Row 8
011001010100011100011010001011 Row 9
101100111100001011000101000010 Row 10
100111000001110011001111101010 Row 11
110010101100101011010110000110 Row 12
101011001001000110110001111100 Row 13
010100011011111011110011111100 Row 14
111101100110110100011111101111 Row 15
111010100010000110011110101100 Row 16
000111000001110100000011111000 Row 17
100101111000001110000011111001 Row 18
000110010101110110011100101011 Row 19
000001100110100000000010111001 Row 20
000111111101100100000110011101 Row 21
010010100000101001101100001011 Row 22
100110100110100111011011110110 Row 23
101101000110110010001001111111 Row 24
010001001011110110001010110101 Row 25
 



 
AFTERWORD: THE CHAMPIONS
OF THE FUTURE
 

I wanted to end this book with a short note on why I think
passing on my techniques for a perfect memory is so
important, and why I want you to pass them on, too. When
I was at school, nobody showed me how to learn. Like my
peers, I was expected to absorb and process knowledge in
the best way I could and then regurgitate it in exams to
show what had stuck. Looking back, I think I would have
performed an awful lot better if someone had given me a
few basic tips on memorization.

Today, our children are taught completely differently from
the way I was taught then. When I was at school, the
emphasis was on learning by rote, and it was all about what
we could memorize from a book and then write down in an
exam. Now, children are expected to display what they’ve
learned not just by examination, but through projects and
hands-on assignments. They have to show that they truly
understand what they’ve been taught.

However, despite these changes, a trained memory
continues to provide an invaluable tool for improving
understanding. In whatever way they learn, children build
every day on the information they learned the day, week,
month and year before.
Memory in school is as fundamental today as it has ever
been if we want to create a future filled with bright, focused
minds that aspire to achieve their full potential.

In 2008, I became involved in taking memory techniques
into UK schools. The idea was not to teach memory tricks,
but to show students how, by engaging in “games” that use
their memory, they could improve their learning. We sent
presenters into schools to deliver a two-hour presentation.
The students spent the next few weeks practising what



they’d been taught by the presentation and then took part in
an in-school competition. The format worked: students,
teachers and parents alike have all told us that the skills we
teach have been easily transferable to actual study. They
have seen students achieve academic success, experience
improved self-esteem and discover greater motivation to
learn and study. The enthusiasm was such that we set up the
UK Schools Memory Championships, which now has more
than 10,000 participants each year.

What students and their carers – and I – have come to
appreciate is that memory training, using the techniques in
this book, engages the whole of the brain and not just the
functions involved in processing linear information. So, yes,
the techniques would have helped me hugely in the days of
learning by rote, but they continue to benefit students today
because they give so much more than simply an ability to
memorize a list of facts. When we use memory techniques,
whether we are children or adults, we make links between
disparate pieces of information using imaginative, colourful
pictures. The techniques stimulate our minds and reveal how
memory – and learning – works.

The only dissenting voice I’ve ever heard about the
methods I’ve suggested to schools was from a teacher who
asked me, “What’s the point in teaching memory? Learning
is not about remembering. It’s about understanding.” I
asked him for one example of anything that he’d understood
that did not involve the function of memory. He didn’t give
me an answer.

Although I don’t agree with that teacher, I do understand
his unwillingness to be drawn in. What is the point in
memorizing a 2,000-digit number or 20 shuffled decks of
playing cards? But then, what’s the point in running around a
400-metre track as fast as you can when all you’re really
doing is going round in circles? What, indeed, is the point in
11 fully grown men kicking a football from one end of a field
to try to get it in a net at the other end, while another 11 fully
grown men try to stop them? The point, whether it’s



football, running, tennis, ice hockey, darts, memory or any
game you care to mention, is that the process of getting
there, of being successful, involves learning on many levels –
learning how to be good at something, learning how to
accept failure and push on until you succeed, learning to be
proud in your achievements (and gracious in defeat),
learning to feel good about yourself.

Field sports exercise your body; learning the order of 52
cards (useless as it might be in itself) exercises your brain. It
offers you irrefutable evidence of the limitless capacity of
your imagination. When children, or any of us, practise
memory training, we unleash our creative thinking. When we
begin to push the boundaries of what we thought was
possible, and to reveal the true potential of our incredible
brains, we experience a surge in self-confidence. When
children, in particular, discover the power of their memory,
they get to the heart of the learning process, and begin to
understand that the job of absorbing knowledge can be fun,
inspiring and rewarding – not just something that mum, dad
and a bunch of teachers say you have to do. Also, with the
mounting evidence that training your working memory
increases fluid intelligence (the brain functions that allow us
to think laterally to solve a problem, without necessarily
conforming to predetermined patterns; see pp.190–92), you
could say that the teaching of memory skills is a no-brainer.



INSIDE MY MIND: KNOWING THAT IT’S
WORTH IT

A few years ago, I was invited to give a presentation to
children from a number of under-performing schools. I
spent three hours with these students, giving them
memory demonstrations and getting them to perform a
feat of memory themselves. That was the first time I’d
taught a group of school children. On my way home, I
wondered if it had been a worthwhile exercise. Had I
managed to inspire the children, or had I just acted as
an interesting diversion? Would the children slip back to
their normal ways or had they learned a valuable lesson
– a new skill they could nurture to make the job of
learning achievable?

Five years later, I was helping to run the UK Open
Memory Championships in London when a man tapped
me on the shoulder and said, “Mr O’Brien, you won’t
remember me, but a few years ago when I was a
student, I attended your memory skills session.” He’d
been in that very first group of students. He told me that
I’d given him a copy of one of my books. It had taken
him a while to settle down to read it, but when he did,
everything that I’d taught him that day came back to
him and suddenly made perfect sense.

He told me that he’d used the techniques to help him
pass his exams and he now had a place at university.
When I asked him what he was doing at the
competition, he said with a degree of pride that he was
a competitor. That year he came eighth and the
following year he was the silver medallist, losing only to
the World Champion, Ben Pridmore.

If ever I doubt the use of sharing my techniques, I
think of this story as affirmation of the benefits of what
I do. If it can make a difference to just one child in a
class, then every minute spent teaching and sharing
what I’ve learned has been worthwhile.



 
I hope you’ve enjoyed your journey with me. Writing this

book has taken me through my own personal history with
this game of memory, and I hope I’ve enabled you to see
how training your amazing memory can not only bring
perfect recall, but so much more besides. Have a look at my
timeline on the opposite page to feel inspired. Who knows,
perhaps we’ll meet at a memory championship in the future?
I hope we do!



INSIDE MY MIND: MY MEMORY FEATS
TIMELINE

Date
 

Memory feat
 

1987 Started memory training; First deck of
cards memorized in 26 minutes

1989 World Record: 6 decks of cards
June 11,
1989 World Record: 25 decks of cards

July 22,
1990 World Record: 35 decks of cards

October
26, 1991 World Memory Champion (1st time)

August 8,
1993 World Memory Champion (2nd time)

November
26, 1993 World Record: 40 decks of cards

1994 The Brain Trust’s “Brain of The Year”
March 25,
1994

World Record: Speed Cards memorizing 1
deck in 43.59 seconds

1995 Awarded Grandmaster of Memory by HRH
Prince Philip of Liechtenstein

April 21,
1995 Won first World Matchplay Championships

August 6,
1995 World Memory Championship (3rd time)

1996 World Record: Speed Cards memorizing 1
deck in 38.29 seconds

August 4,
1996 World Memory Champion (4th time)



August
23, 1997 World Memory Champion (5th time)

August
27, 1999 World Memory Champion (6th time)

August
22, 2000 World Memory Champion (7th time)

2001 World Record: Memorizing 2 decks of cards
simultaneously

August
26, 2001 World Memory Champion (8th time)

May 1,
2002 World Record: 54 decks of cards

2005

Lifetime achievement award for promoting
memory worldwide, awarded by the
World Memory Championships
International

2008 Co-founder and Chief Co-ordinator of the
Schools Memory Championships

2010 General Manager of the World Memory
Sports Council
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