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2 The Secrets of Memory

The Secrets of Memory
By Lee Smith

The alarm finally goes off in your head around 3 p. m.
' Your face flushes and your hands plow through the papefs
on your desk. You have accidentally stood someone up for
lunch. It get worse. You can’t remember who. And still
worse: You can’t recall where you left your glasses, so you
can’t look up the name in your appointment book.

Why does our memory betray us? Is this a precursor of
Alzheimer’s disease? Are there ways to make memory
clear again?

First, reassurance: a momentary loss of memory is
probably not a sign of Alzheimer’s ®. People between 65
and 75 face only a four to ten percent chance of
Alzheimer’s versus a 20 to 48 percent chance for those
over 85. Yet almost all of us will be tripped up by for-
getfulness as we age. Memory may begin to get a little
shaky even in our late 30s, but the decline is so gradual
that we don’t start to stumble until we’re in our 50s. In
recent years some neuroscience researchers have begun to
pay more attention to this condition, called age-associated
memory impairment.

Making Memories. Many scientists believe new in-

formation is ahsorbed and then processed into memory in

LIFE AND KNOWLEDGE
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4 The Secrets of Memory

the hippocampus, a seahorse-shaped organ in the center
of the brain. The memories are then stored in sometimes
bizarre patterns in various parts of the brain. The names
of natural things, such as plants and animals, are ap-
parently lodged in one part of the brain; the names of
chairs, machines and other man-made stuff are in anoth-
er. Nouns seem to be separated from verbs.

While age affects our ability to remember, other factors
also make a difference. Marilyn Albert, a researcher at
Massachusetts General Hospital, notes that among elderly
people she has been studying, those who are less edu-
cated, less active physically and less able to control their
day-to-day livés tend to experience greater memory loss
than the better educated, who regard themselves as more
in control.

Five Types. While most people distinguish between
long-term and short-term memory, many scientists believe
there are actually five types of memory, each with a dif-
ferent likelihood of decaying over time. In order of dura-
bility ©, they are as follows.

Semantic. The memory of what words and symbols
mean is highly resilient; about half of Aszheimer’s patients
retain much of their semantic memory. It’s unlikely you’ll
forget what “prom” and “mess hall” mean , even though
you haven’t used the words in years. Nor do you forget

religious symbols and corporate trademarks or what dis-
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6 The Secrets of Memory

tinguishes a cat from a dog. You can add words to your

semantic memory until death.

Implicit. Chances are, you will never forget how to
ride a bike, swim or drive a car—skills that depend on
automatic recall of a series of motions. Conditioned re-
sponses, such as reaching for a handkerchief when you
sense a sneeze, also aren’t likely to disappear. Loss of
implicit memory is a sure sign of serious mental deterio-
ration © .

Remote. This is data collected over the years from
schools, magazines, movies, conversations, wherever.
Remote memory appears to diminish with age in normal
people, though the decline could be simply a retrieval
problem. “It could be interference, ”says Johns Hopkins
neumlogiét Barry Gordon. “We have to keep sorting
through the constant accumulation of information as we
age. " )

Working. Now we enter territory that erodes for most
people. This is extremely short-term memory, lasting no
more than a few seconds. It is the brain’s boss, telling it
what to cling to. In conversation, working memory en-
ables you to hang on to the first part of your wife’s sen-
tence while she gets to the end. It also lets you keep
several things in mind simultaneously—to riffle through

your mail, talk on the phone and catch the attention of a

LIFE AND XNOWLE
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8 The Secrets of Memory

colleague walking by the door—all without losing your
place.

Episodic. This is the memory of recent experience—
everything from the movie you saw last week to where you
put your glasses. It, too, dwindles © over time, and its
loss troubles many people. You remember how to drive
your car, but you can’t recall where you parked it.

Episodic memory could begin to dwindle in the late
30s, but the downward glide is so gentle that you probably
won’t notice it for a couple of decades. At 50, however,
you are likely to feel a little anxiety as you watch the
younger people in the office learn how to operate the new
computer software more quickly than you do.

Tricks to Remember. The good news is that, with
effort, people who have average intellects can boost their
memories substantially. For example, most people have
trouble remembering numbers of more than seven digits or
s0, a limitation long recognized by telephone companies.
But researchers at Camnegie Mellon University trained
otherwise undistinguished undergraduates to memorize
hundred-digit numbers. Focusing hard on that long string -
of digits, the students found patterns they could relate to
meaningful number series, such as birthdays.

The forgetting of names bedevils ® many people, the
more so as they age. But Harry Lorayne, 69, a memory

coach and performer, can memorize the names of as many

LIFE AND KNOWLEDGE
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10 The Secrets of Memory

as 500 people in an audience. His technique is to look at
and listen intently to everyone he encounters and then
quickly invent a dramatic image to associate with that
person’s face and name. “I meet Mr. Bentavena, and I
notice he has a big nose, ” Lorayne says. “So I think
‘vane, ’ like weather vane, a nose that’s a bent weather
vane,

College students may be superior at memorizing, not
only because their neurons are young but also because
they are in the habit of developing mnemonic devices to
survive exams. That’s an easy practice to resume. For
example, memory is WIRES—working, implicit, remote,
episodic and semantic.

Another way to improve your memory, according to
many experts, is to exercise your brain. You might choose
to hang out with challen?ng, fast-thinking company. Or
you might take on a new field of study: accounting, zool-
ogy or a language.

Coming someday perhaps is a memory pill. Cortex
Pharmaceuticals, Inc. , founded by three neuroscientists
from the University of California at Irvine, claims to have
developed a class of drugs that amplify the signals passed
between weakened neurons. The company reports that
laboratory tests with rats and preliminary clinical trials on
humans in Germany have been encouraging. It hopes to

test the drugs soon on Alzheimer’s victims.
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12 The Secrets of Memory

These or other drugs may eventually prove to be an
effective way to help remember things. But why wait
for drugs to be tested and approved? After all, you
could be exercising your memory right now by learning

Chinese.
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14 Buried Treasure

Buried Treasure
by Thomas Penfield

You push the spade into the ground again, listening
intently for the metallic © sound that will tell you you've
found it. Around you, pyramids of freshly turned earth
rise higher as you probe deeper and deeper for the trea-
sure you are certain is there. You have been digging half
the night, and your back aches like fury @ .

You crawl out of the pit exhausted, collapse on the
warm earth, and watch the moon floating lazily across the
cloudless sky and the wind rustling lightly through the
leaves. You listen to the strange night sounds—the scur-
rying of a rat, the swishing flight of a night bird, the
baying of dogs in the distance. The night envelops you
with shadowy, shapeless forms.

What was that? Your blood tingles with fear and ex-
citement. Could you have been followed, in spite of the
numerous precautions you have taken to safeguard your
secret? You crouch to the earth and listen with concen-
tration, but all you can hear is the thump, thump, thump
of your own heartbeat. You finally realize that your
imagination has been playing tricks on you. You go back
to your work.

Dig, dig, dig! There is treasure below—gold in an

AROUND THE WORLD



