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Introduction

We used to believe that memories were made in our hearts. Then 
we discovered the brilliant brain, and the last few centuries have 
been spent trying to understand what’s going on between our 
ears. But memory’s on the move again. The more we try to pin 
it down, the more elusive it becomes. And I don’t know about 
you but a great deal of my memory is now definitely in my back 
pocket.

Inside my mobile phone I have all the numbers I use regularly, 
plus access to online directories that let me track down anyone 
else I might need to call. The internet provides me with more 
information than I will ever have time to use, accessible wherever 
I am in the world. My phone itself holds lists of jobs to do, calen-
dars full of important birthdays, daily schedules, email address 
lists, maps . . . The alarm reminds me to wake up in the morning, 
the voice-recorder allows me to gather information on the move 
and retrieve it at my leisure, and the camera helps me to record 
and relive any moment I choose in phenomenal detail.

And yet . . . I’m so glad I learnt to use my own memory power. 
It’s changed my life, and I want this book to change yours.

There’s never been a time when memory was more important. 
Thanks to the speed the world turns, the sheer amount of infor-
mation hitting us from every angle, the increased demands on 
our time and energy, and the high standards we set ourselves for 
what we can do in a lifetime, memory is now a more valuable 
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xii	 Introduction

commodity than ever before. There may be more tools to 
support it, but there’s so much more going on to challenge it, 
and there’s no escaping the fact that your memory is still crucial 
to your success in everything you do. But it’s not just about 
coping, forgetting less, stopping the rot. It’s about making very 
conscious decisions to use memory to be brilliant. Your confi-
dence with memory goes to the very heart of who you are and 
what you can achieve.

I’ve had some wonderful adventures with memory. I taught 
myself to memorise playing cards to break world records, then 
learnt how to remember anything to win memory awards and 
competitions . . . and suddenly discovered a growing community 
of people fascinated by the latent power of the human brain. I 
found out about memory techniques that had been around since 
ancient times and which still worked today. In fact they were 
perfect for the modern world because they made it possible to 
remember at speed, under pressure, creatively, efficiently, enjoy-
ably; and rather than simply remembering more, they revealed 
the importance of remembering better. Because these days it’s 
not how much you can remember, but what you choose to do 
with your memory that really counts.

Anyone can have a better memory. It’s an active skill that you 
learn and practise. Ancient civilisations were much more aware 
of the best systems and strategies, but there’s no reason why you 
can’t start using some powerful techniques immediately and get 
so much more out of your memory, however old you are and 
whatever your experiences of learning have been like so far.

You’ll remember more – and do it faster, find it easier, be more 
accurate. You’ll get more out of everything you learn, engaging 
with it on a whole new level. You’ll see the advantages of putting 
your learning skills to work in areas you never thought of before, 
and enjoy benefits you didn’t even connect with memory: better 
communication, improved relationships, stronger imagination, 
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	 Introduction� xiii

sharper decision making, more confidence all round. You’ll 
feel good about the future, know how to make other people 
remember you, and redefine your own opinion about what you 
can achieve – when you put your mind to it.

My pocket memory’s good, and I use it every day, but the 
memory I’ve built for myself is what makes the real difference to 
what I achieve and how I feel.

I’ve written this book to get you started on your own memory 
adventure. I want you to see just what a difference it makes when 
you know what memory is really about, and how to use yours, 
brilliantly.
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PART 1

Foundations
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CHAPTER 1

Switching on
The true art of memory is the art 
of attention.

Samuel Johnson
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In this chapter you will learn:

●● how this book works, and how to make it work for you

●● why ancient systems are essential in a modern world

●● techniques for assessing your current attitudes and abilities

●● which aspects of memory will help you most, now and in 
the future

●● the dos and don’ts of developing a brilliant memory

This book is a memory manual, and you need to know that 
from the start. You’ve got hold of it, opened it, started reading 
it . . . and now you need to make a conscious decision to use 
it – because brilliant memory is all about choice, action and 
practice. It’s a different way of thinking and doing. There are old 
habits to break and new behaviours to develop, and you’ll only 
get there if you pay attention and commit to the challenge from 
the start.

It’s an ambitious training programme, but trust the process. 
You’ll be amazed at how quickly you can change the way you 
use your brain, and how easy it is to start enjoying the benefits of 
a brilliant memory. Be confident. You’ve got everything it takes.
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6	 improve your memory

Your unique brain
Your brain is utterly original, one of a kind. Even the visible folds 
on its surface are different from every other brain on the planet, 
and your individual experiences have built you a brain unlike any 
other. There will be aspects of your thinking that operate par-
ticularly well, and others that need some work; but your memory 
improvement is the complete focus of this book, so don’t worry 
about comparing yourself with others. You can use their exam-
ples and insights, but this training manual will work only if you 
personalise it and make it about you.

Did you know?

Neurons, the nerve cells in your brain, communicate their 

electrochemical signals through junctions called synapses, 

determining the way you think and remember. Patterns of 

connectivity form thoughts and handle memories, and the strongest 

memories seem to involve particularly rich connections. Your brain 

holds around a hundred billion neurons, each with an average 

of 7000 connections to other cells. Brains simplify some of their 

structures with age, but an adult still has up to 500 trillion 

synapses – plenty of scope for a lifetime of complex connecting and 

brilliant memory making.

brilliant	 exercise

Picture an elephant. That elephant is now unique. It will probably be 

similar to the one I’m imagining as I write this, and to the elephants that 

other readers create; but the exact size, shape, colour, sound, smell and 

everything else about that particular elephant are yours and yours alone. 

The way it moves, the look in its eyes and, crucially, the way it makes you 

feel: it’s all personal to you and your imagination.
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You’ll be asked to use your imagination throughout this book, 
and when you do you need to relish the fact that the results will 
be different from everyone else’s. In fact, the memory strategies 
will work only if you make them your own. Having a brilliant 
memory is all about creating powerful, personal connections; 
so, follow my suggestions to get you started, but build up your 
confidence in what your own powers of imagination can do.

Everything in this book is designed to offer direct help to your 
memory, now. Many of the examples and exercises are based on 
particular occasions, activities or professions, but they all have 
something to offer – because they all develop thinking tools that 
benefit everyone. You’ll find out how to apply them to your own 
specific needs, but the most important thing is that you try them 
all out from the start, training your brain and developing the 
powerful mental habits that will revolutionise your memory.

Celebrate that your brain is different. Make the most of the 
way your particular model works. Tap into your strongest emo-
tions, incorporate your interests and experiences and use all the 
objects, places and people around you as you set up systems 
for remembering everything. Remember: your imagination is as 
private as you want it to be. Nobody needs to know what goes 
on in your head as you switch on your creative brain and let it 
loose on your learning.

Learning with others
So this book is about you, but you’re not in it alone. The training 
process is very much about all the other people you come into 
contact with along the way. Not only are you going to learn how 
to speak and write in ways that everyone else remembers, and 
to present yourself with a really positive impact, but you’ll also 
be able to lead by example. The things you learn about memory 
can change the way all the other people in your life behave, think 
and remember.
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8	 improve your memory

And it’s also about some important people from the past. This 
is a modern book that includes some very ancient wisdom: a 
unique combination of the old and the new.  The memory strate-
gies explored are relevant to all the real challenges you face, but 
they’re all based on old-fashioned traditions. To build a brain 
capable of coping with today’s demanding world you need to 
know how earlier civilisations mastered the art of memory.

Memory, then and now
These days, in techno-speak, SIM may stand for Subscriber 
Identity Module, that tiny card that stores key data on your 
phone. But Sim was also a very important man in the history of 
memory, and his story should help you to see why the ancient 
world has such a role to play in this modern memory manual.

brilliant	 example

Sim’s story

Like you, Sim was interested in memory and how it could benefit his life. 

He’d developed memory strategies to help him in his profession and was 

making quite a success of it, but it took a tragedy to bring about his 

breakthrough moment . . .

Sim had been asked to give a presentation at a big social event, but he 

got into an argument when the host tried to get out of paying him the full 

fee. Just as things were getting heated, Sim was called outside: remarkable 

good fortune, really, because at that moment the roof of the building 

collapsed, crushing all those inside. The bodies were mangled beyond 

recognition. As the sole survivor, Sim was asked if he could help work out 

who was whom.

To everyone’s amazement – not least his own – Sim found that he could 

remember every single person at the banquet simply by thinking about 

where they’d been sitting. The structure of the building provided the 
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Throughout this book you’ll be using lessons from the distant 
past to improve your success in the most modern scenarios. 
You’ll need to know something of the history and a little of 
the science, but what you need most of all is ‘guided practice’: 
opportunities to feel what it’s like to use your memory well now.

structure his memory needed, boosted by vivid images of the room mixed in 

with powerful emotions and a driving need to make his memory work.

Crucially, Sim used this experience to learn how to remember better. He 

recognised the things that activated his recall, and decided he was going 

to find ways to keep using his memory this brilliantly.

Sim is short for Simonides, the Ancient Greek poet in this seminal episode 

in the history of memory. The events described above took place at a feast 

organised by the rich businessman Scopas, who wanted Simonides to 

perform from memory but didn’t want to pay him properly (although, in the 

end, he did pay the price . . .). Legend has it that Simonides’ insights into 

the architecture of memory and the power of places and pictures set the 

ancient world alight, revealing how memory could be controlled and put to 

powerful use.

brilliant	 exercise

Have a go straight away. Experience how the ancients used to switch on 

their memories.

You’re going to learn the following shopping list, in perfect order, forwards 

and backwards. Here’s your first chance to learn how to remember by doing it.

rice  sausages  wine  peas  cheese  eggs  chicken  bin-bags   

tinfoil  washing-powder

Look at the four corners of the room you’re in now. In a moment they’re 

going to be filled with shopping – thanks to the powers of your creative 

imagination.
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10	 improve your memory

Opinions and beliefs
To start using the systems of the past you need to think about 
what your memory’s like today, asking questions like: 

●● How good is it?

●● What do you use it for?

●● How do you feel about it?

●● What are your current tactics for making it work?

●● Which bits need the most support? 

As you take your first steps along the path to a trained memory, 

Pick one of the corners and keep your eyes fixed on it as you imagine a 

large pile of rice there, with sausages sticking out. Superimpose this image 

on the real corner of the real room.

Then turn to the next corner, clockwise from the first, and this time picture 

a large glass of red wine there, with peas bobbing on the surface.

Turn again, and in corner number three imagine seeing a big piece of Swiss 

cheese, with a hard-boiled egg squeezed into each one of the holes.

In the last corner, imagine you can see some baby chickens jumping into 

the black bin-bag that’s been taped to the wall. Really see this strange 

scene happening in front of your eyes.

Finally, in the very centre of the room, imagine that a large square of tinfoil 

has been laid down and covered in a thick layer of washing powder.

This is what Simonides did: he used the structure of a building to hold on 

to information for him. See if it’s worked for you. Look back around the 

room and see if you can find the traces of imagery in each corner and 

in the middle. There should be two items of shopping in each of the five 

places, giving you the original list – in exactly the original order. And if you 

start with the product on top of the purchase in the centre, can you turn 

around the room anticlockwise and read out the ten items in reverse?
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	 Switching on� 11

it’s important to spend some time thinking about where you are 
now and where you might go.

When you’re switching on to memory training, it’s vital that 
you challenge some of your instinctive reactions. The voice in 
your head may tell you not to push yourself, to keep doing what 
you’ve always done, to feel the fear . . . but, do it anyway. Test 
yourself to see what you can really achieve.

brilliant	 research

Several studies have estimated that around 80 per cent of our ‘self-talk’, 

about everything, is negative. There’s probably a good evolutionary reason 

for this: our brains are designed for survival, and being cautious and 

sceptical is usually a safe bet. Learning new skills, thinking differently and 

stepping out of a tried-and-tested comfort zone will always ring alarm bells, 

activating safety messages framed as negative thoughts.

brilliant	 question

. . . about your attitudes to memory

Respond to the following statements as honestly as you can. For 

each one, give yourself a rating somewhere between 0 (completely 

disagree) and 5 (totally agree). At the end of the book you’ll be 

able to return to these responses and see if your attitudes have 

changed.

‘I have a brilliant memory.’�

‘Nobody really needs to have a good memory these days.’�

‘My memory is getting worse.’�

‘I’m happy to tell everyone I have a bad memory.’�
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