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PREFAGE

TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

Welcome to the official paperback edition of this book. Perhaps, like
me, you prefer a handy, pocket-sized walk-around version to the
cumbersome monolith favoured by those ostentatious types with
richly furnished libraries and more money than sex can buy.
Favouring the compact hand-held form, which effortlessly supports
the image of bibliophilic but penniless fldneur that you have come
to cultivate, vou have most likely held out for this younger, sexier
model, which, I can assure you, contains every single word of the
original. The sentences have been preserved in their original order,
and the entire index has been alphabetized for clarity.

A few changes have crept in: I was constantly revived and over-
joyed to receive communications from people eager to point out
perceived mistakes contained in the hardback incarnation of this
volume. Most of these missives were charmless emails from barely
literate correspondents who brilliantly missed the point of the
counter-intuitive probability problems given in Part Six, or who took
umbrage to the (correct) solution to the Monty Hall problem
described there. Others were more interesting: one chap enlight-
ened me to the fact that the numerical sequence ‘1,2, 3,4, 5,6 isa
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disproportionately popular one chosen by those playing the Lottery,
and in fact may even be the most popular choice. I made the point
in this book that this sequence was as likely to win as any other
particular sequence that appeared more random, and added that
surely no one would ever play the straight run as it just looked like
they wouldn’t stand a hope in hell. I note now that my presumption
turns out to be powerfully and grotesquely wrong. Most likely it is
a smug group of pernickety pedants such as myself who play those
numbers and then tell everyone they do so whenever the subject of
gambling arises, precisely to make the same point about probability.
Since the hardback book was published, much literature has also
sprung up on the subject of atheism: undoubtedly Richard Dawkins’
very public platform has raised the consciousness he intended. Not
surprisingly, a reaction against what has been called ‘atheist
fundamentalism’ has arisen in its wake. Naturally any form of fun-
damentalism tends to be a pretty ugly thing. As some of this book
deals with my own disbelief, I thought I might take this precursory
opportunity to reiterate the point that not believing in something is
not in itself a belief or a philosophy: it is the ‘ism’ at the end that
tends to cause trouble. Both atheists and believers can be as arro-
gant and witless as each other in frustrated debate, and people may
choose strong and unapologetic words to raise awareness of an
agenda. But despite the name-calling, it is still a fair point that to not
believe in God is no more a ‘belief in itself’ than to not believe in the

Loch Ness Monster, Poseidon, or anything else one might person-

ally consider far-fetched. Beyond that, there is only how you choose
to express yourself.

That is all, I think: I hope you’ll enjoy this nifty, bendy little
number and if you spot any mistakes, be sure to write them all out
in an email, print it out, fold it up and pop it up your bottom.

PREFAGE

Some time last spring I thought I would visit Her Majesty’s Fish in
the aquarium, which sits beneath the gently disappointing London
Eye not far from our production offices. At the time I had just had a
fish-tank installed at home and was looking for sea-monsters with
which to fill it. Tentacled, multi-limbed, slithering creatures which
are entirely at home only when attacking submarines or James
Mason were what [ was after, and the thought of visiting a place
where such things as giant octopodes (I notice that Microsoft is not
only unhappy with the correct plural, but also allows octopi, which
those of you who delight in annoying others will know is in fact
wrong) might glare at me through toughened and confusingly-
focused glass struck me as far too exciting for words. As it turned
out, Zone Twelve of the Aquarium was irksomely short on inverte-
brates of any sort, and the highlight of the afternoon proved to be
looking at an enormous American lady squashed against the glass
from the opposite window of the shark tank.

I was, throughout my tour of largely similar fish, doing my best
to read the little plaques next to each tank, which told me and
other curious visitors the name, feeding habits and musical tastes of
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whatever was diving, swimming or floating upside-down inside.
About halfway through this fabricated subterranean labyrinth, my
conscious mind suddenly latched onto an oddity. I realized that
underneath the descriptions of the various natant ichthyoids there
was a tr_anslation of what I presumed to be the same information in
Braille. For a while this seemed quite natural, and then I caught
myself wondering: on average, how many blind people a year visit
the London Aquarium? Now I don’t wish to sound insensitive, but I
imagine the number must be negligible.

I would welcome any answers from blind people to a couple of
questions that have been bugging me since. Firstly, how do you
know where the Braille sign is located? This must be relatively
straightforward in such things as lifts, but what about in an alien
environment? If alone in a train toilet, how does one find Braille
instructions for the use of obscured or unusual soap dispensers or
toilet flushes? That sounds like an unpleasant and even unhygienic
search to be undertaking while bumping around somewhere near
Didcot Parkway. My second concern, clearly, is if a blind visitor
found the Braille sign in the Aquarium, of what earthly use would
it be? Aside from possible fleeting strokes of a passing stingray in
the ‘touching pool’, the London Aquarium seems to be an experi-
ence ill suited to visitors with severe visual challenges. It occurred
to me that the Braille signs, if located, would at best provide the
blind visitor with no more to take with him from his afternoon than
a list of fish. A list of fish.

Upon leaving the Aquarium, both taken aback by the exit route
through McDonald’s and still disappointed by the poor show on the
squid front, I was stopped by a young chap who wanted to say hello
and ask me a few questions about what I do. We chatted for a while,
and then he asked if there was a book available that could teach him
more about the various skills I employ to entertain and sexually

XI1v

PREFACE

arouse the viewing few. Now [ have been asked by many of you,
sometimes with a politeness that reflects favourably upon your
upbringing but all too frequently with a rudeness and an icy stare
that makes me want to harm your children, if there is such a book
that can throw some light on the fascinating and highly-paid areas
that inform my multi-award-winning and massively enjoyable body
of work. You hold in your hands, or in the case of some of you your
feet, the answer to that question. I have tried to cover all my main
areas of interest in relation to my shows, bring them all together
like naughty children and bundle them into a hygienic and unob-
trusive book-like format that can be inserted quite comfortably to
allow the reader to confidently roller-skate or play tennis.

Over the years [ have met many people during the inevitable min-
gling that occurs when I leave my apartment and dart across the
street to buy a bread or a bag of milk, just like ordinary bloody
people. From listening carefully to you when you talk, I can tell that
some of you are bright and witty, people I would happily show
around my home, whereas others of you would seem to require
professional care. Many of you approach what I do with a dose of
intelligent scepticism and a sense of fun; others of you might read
the Daily Mail, live with more than three cats or regard Trisha as
serious journalism. Of course, this second group generally includes
those permanently outraged people who write letters of complaint
to newspapers and broadcasters of television shows - a particular
madness that leaves me dumbstruck. Dumbstruck, that is, not only
by the madness itself, but also by the fact that such people are often
encouraged to call in to or vote in television or radio debates of real
complexity, and are treated as a vital voice of democracy.
Uninformed strong opinions — and I particularly include religious
ones, which for some reason get special treatment — are of course
mere clusters of prejudices and no more appropriate than mine,

p. 44
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yours or anyone else’s are on topics we don’t understand — as worth-
less as my opinions on hockey, Noel Edmonds or rimming.

So, taking on board the wide range of people who might watch
my shows, I have tried to pitch this book to the intelligent reader
with a layman’s interest in things mind-related. Some of those
things I feel passionately about and others are drier subjects: I just
offer my thoughts at the level at which they occur in my enormous
round bearded head. The subjects covered are diverse, and some
are a little more academic in tone than others. Equally, I have
rejected the option of writing an anaemically ‘light’ introduction to
exciting mind-feats, which would make for easy reading and quick
writing but would undoubtedly be misleading, and instead incorpo-
rated a level of scepticism where I feel it is important. This comes
from a desire to make the contents of the book as worthwhile
and unpatronizing as possible (‘patronizing’, of course, means ‘to
talk down to people’).

I do hope that you are inspired to delve further into one or more
of the areas to which this book will introduce you; if not, it should
make an excellent and inexpensive bath-toy for your least favourite
child. I would love to feel that this book can give you information
you can apply practically, or use as a springboard for further useful
discovery. That would be my aim. I would hate you to leave with just
a list of fish.
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DISILLUSIONMENT

The Bible is not history.

Coming to terms with this fact was a fiddly one for me, because I
believed in God, Jesus and Satan (ish). And one aspect of believing
in those things and meeting once a week with like-minded people is
that you’re never encouraged to really study the facts and challenge
your own beliefs. I always imagined that challenging my beliefs
might make them stronger.

It will be hard for many of you to reconcile the image you are
most likely to have of me from the high-definition image that graces
your stylish front room or caravan — e.g. ‘handsomely mysterious’
(Nuts Literary Supplement); ‘certainly not at home to Mr or Mrs
Smug’ (Manchester Evening Scrotum) — with the revolting vision of
my late teenage self: a bouncing, clapping awfulness who could
think of nothing more rewarding than to try to convert his unspeak-
ably tolerant friends to the sanctimonious life he knew as a believ-
er. For all you unsanctimonious believers out there, I'm sure I did
you a disservice. Picture, if you require a good vomiting, a whole
herd of us being encouraged to display the Pentecostal gift of ‘talk-
ing in tongues’ by a self-styled pastor, with the proviso that if we
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ceased babbling because we thought it silly then that was indeed
the Devil telling us to stop. Envision, as a secondary emetic, me
telling a non-Christian friend that I would pray for him, unaware of
how unspeakably patronizing such an offer might sound. I would
delight in being offended, and puff up with pride at being outspoken
and principled. And this the unpleasant result of a childhood indoc-
trination followed by years of circular belief to support it.

In the last years of the eighties, the rising phenomenon of the
New Age movement became a béte noire to my rather rabid pastor
and many others like him. We were warned that Satan himself
encouraged interest in crystals and psychic healing, and that witch-
craft alone could explain the growing number of alternative book-
stores popping up in Croydon. I was convinced, and accepted such
things as tarot cards as profoundly dangerous. For those of you who
find this laughable, please don’t think for a moment that plenty of
modern churches don’t confidently talk of demons as real, if invisi-
ble, creatures, populating such sinful environs as student bedrooms
and heavy metal music shops. Part of this man’s job — a ‘pastor’,
remember — was to convince ordinary, innocent people in his care
that such things were true, so that they’d be frightened enough to
cling more closely to this religion in which that still small voice of
loveliness had been drowned out by a desire for sensationalism.

In the early nineties, however, a small event happened that was to
prove to be my own domestic Damascus experience. A Domestos
experience, if you like. I was living in Wills Hall, a student hall of
residence at Bristol University that comprised mainly a quadrangle
(which, as with quadrangles everywhere, we were not allowed to
traverse; for grass, when grown in a rectangle, is always sacred)
surrounded by old buildings reminiscent of an Oxford college. In
fact, the story goes, Mr Wills, the tobacco giant of the twenties, had
these and other buildings built in that grand style to create an

DISILLUSIONMENT

Oxonian environment for his son who had failed the Oxford exami-
nation and had to study in Bristol. (Take heed, any of you students
who feel the victim of undue parental pressure. Consider yourselves
lucky that your father didn’t build the university especially for you.)
Any road up, I came down to breakfast late one afternoon from
Carsview, the studenty, pretentious name I had given my room,
to see a poster in the entranceway of my building. (If English
Heritage is already thinking of a plaque, it was Block A.) A large
black eye printed onto yellow card advertised a hypnotic show and
lecture, to be performed and delivered that night in the Avon Gorge
Room of the Students’ Union. I had never attended such a thing,
and it sounded more fun than the regular evening ritual of drinking
fruit tea and deliberating the correct use of Kafkan over the less
preferable Kafkaesque, before heading back to my room for a
gentle wank.

The formal demonstration, given by a hypnotist called Martin
Taylor, was followed by an after-show session back at a student’s
house, where he continued to hypnotize the more suggestible of us
in return, I remember vividly, for a Cornish pastie and overnight
accommodation. There was nothing of the Rasputin about him;
indeed he was chipper, blond and open about how it all worked. As
I walked back late that night with my friend Nick Gillam-Smith, I
said that I was going to be a hypnotist.

‘Me too,” he said.

‘No, 1 really am,’ [ insisted.

I found every book I could on the subject and began to learn.
There were student guinea-pigs every day to try it out on, and later
college gerhils, who proved even less responsive. The exact sort of
rugby bloke who had left me feeling terribly inferior at school now
proved the ideal subject for this new skill I was learning, and the
feeling of control over such people was terrifically appealing. I
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began to perform little shows around the university, or would hyp-
notize friends in bars so they could get drunk on water.

I had not been to church with any regularity for a couple of years,
but was still a believer. I was amazed to hear from my Christian
friends that by hypnotizing people I was ushering in demonic
forces. At one show, the membership of the Christian Union sat at
the back of the audience and talked loudly in tongues in an attempt,
I presume, to exorcize the evil being perpetrated on stage. On
another occasion, one Sunday near Christmas, I walked into the big
student church to be greeted with ‘What’s he doing here?” from
someone on the back pew. Nice.

I was confused. If God created us, then presumably the human
mind is the pinnacle of creation (second only to Amazon.com and
Philip Seymour Hoffman). And I certainly knew that I had a better
idea of how hypnotism worked than these people. Still, one can’t
judge an entire religion on the unpleasant behaviour of a few
individuals, so I shrugged off these reactions. Indeed, I was unsure
of where to take the hypnosis myself. I had hired myself out for a stag
night, and I knew that coming on after lesbian strippers and making
grown men dance ballet was not my future. So one afternoon, spent
as a true flaneur browsing through remainder bookshops in town, I
came across Mark Wilson’s Complete Course in Magic, an exciting and
impressive-looking tome whose top hat and white gloves depicted
on its glossy cover promised to teach me all I needed to know to
become a competent conjuror. Never one to arrive at an acumen
regarding a set of printed pages bound along one side, based purely
upon my discernment of its sheathing, ho ho, I set about the task
of studying its secrets and learning the esoteric switches, shifts and
moves it taught to see whether between us we could succeed.

The slow-creeping obsession of magic, from interest to hobby to
grounds for divorce, brings with it an unavoidable fascination

it i,
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with trickery and fraudulence in the world of the paranormal. The
tradition of magician-debunkers is almost as old as the debunkees
they pursue, and will probably always tag along behind the unavoid-
ably more sensational and popular line of psychics and spiritualists,
the exposers embittered and bored by the fact that desperate peo-
ple seeking easy answers are rarely interested in being told that
those answers are lies or that the seekers might be being exploited
and manipulated. This, coupled with my love of suggestion and the
techniques of the hypnotist, led to an interest in how we might
come to believe in such things as paranormal ability, and how we
might be convinced by the apparent efficacy of the various New Age
practices, which were becoming hugely fashionable among white
middle-class people at the time, who presumably felt vaguely guilty
about being white and middleclass. Certainly it was clear enough
to render the worries of ‘ushering in demons’ as frightened non-
sense. The world of the paranormal is, I feel, a fascinating and at
once depressing and oddly life-affirming mixture of self-delusion,
placebos and suggestion, charlatanism and exploitation. But there
is certainly no need to talk of demons.

I discovered that world of delusion through a love of illusion, and
it is my delight in and curiosity for the possibility of real magic that
leads me to want to see how these things work. Some people
may express their affection for the notion of magical abilities and
spiritual planes by embracing such ideas with no desire for
evidence other than their own conviction; others (like me, who
always took toys apart when [ was little) want to see what such ideas
are made of.

What struck me about the people I knew who did believe in the
paranormal was that they had a clearly circular belief system.
Essentially, one believes X so strongly that all evidence that does
not support X is ignored, and all events that fit in with X are noticed
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and amplified. For example, a good friend who worked as a psychic
healer told me how she had healed a chap at a party who had badly
scalded his arm after a boiler had burst in front of him. Her account
of it seemed impressive: she had laid hands on him for a while, and
the pain and blistering had subsided very rapidly. So as we had
mutual friends, I asked someone else who had been at the party if
the story was true. He laughed. Yes, she had indeed laid hands on
him, but only after they’d packed his arm in ice and snow for over
an hour. My psychic friend had not wished to mislead me; she had
simply filtered out the snow-packing as unimportant in the story.
Indeed, the episode was confirmation to her of her abilities, and it
fuelled her belief.

The more I came up against this sort of thing, the more I became
concerned that 1, as a Christian, was falling into exactly the same
trap. Was I not indulging the same sort of circular belief?
Remembering prayers that had been answered, and forgetting
those that weren’t? Or deciding they had been answered but in a
less obvious way? What separated my belief from the equally firm
convictions of my psychic friend, other than the fact that hers were
less mainstream and therefore easier to poke fun at? Weren't we
both guilty of the same comforting nonsense? Surely I was being a
hypocrite.

It’s a question I still ask of intelligent Christians, because I would
dearly like to hear a wellformed answer. One can be a true believ-
er in anything: psychic ability, Christianity or, as Bertrand Russell
classically suggested (with irony), in the fact that there is a teapot
orbiting the earth. I could believe any of those things with total con-
viction. But my conviction doesn’t make them true. Indeed, it is
something of an insult to the very truth I might hold dear to say that
something is true just because I believe it is. Surely if we have a
belief in a cosmological process we are happy to live by and express

10
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to the point where we will endure public ridicule, we should want
it to have its roots in something outside our own unreliable convic-
tions. Some sort of evidence outside what we happen to feel is right.
Now, we can all appreciate that we get things wrong some of the
time, and are sure of things we later find out were mistaken. Our
level of personal conviction about a subject bears no relation to how
true it is in the outside world. For some things this distinction isn’t
terribly important. The appreciation of a painting or a piece of
music, for example, or even falling in love, is all about our subjec-
tivity. But to decide that the entire universe operates in such and
such a way, let alone to go to war because we are so convinced we
are right that others must agree with us or die, that surely should
demand a higher level of argument than ‘It’s true because I really,
really feel it is’,

So to avoid my self-directed charge of hypocrisy, 1 thought I
would look at the outside evidence. It's actually rather straight-
forward to do this with Christianity, although the believer is not
usually encouraged to do so by his peers or pastors.

Not only is the believer encouraged not to question or challenge
his faith, but, to use Richard Dawkins’ apt expression, any rational
inquiry is expected to ‘tip-toe respectfully away’ once religion enters
the room. It is dangerous to question from within, and rude to
question from without. We are allowed to question people about
their politics or ethics and expect them to defend their beliefs, or at
least hold their own in any other important matter by recourse to
evidence, yet somehow on the massive subject of God and how he
might have us behave, all rational discussion must stop the moment
we hear ‘I believe’. This, despite the fact that religion can be, as we
see in these current days of religious violence from East and West,
a murderous preoccupation rooted in the ethics and ignorance
of the early centuries when its scriptures were being formed.

11
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Moderate religious people may of course express distaste for such
violence, pretending that the clear calls for grotesque and violent
behaviour in their sacred book aren’t there and cherry-picking the
‘nice bits’, but they are still guilty of not opening up the subject of
belief to rational discourse, and in doing so are part of the machin-
ery that leads to all the ugliness caused by fundamentalism.

To me and my erstwhile fellow Christians, it all rested on whether
or not Christ really came back from really being dead. If he was

actually resurrected as it says in the Bible, then it’s all true, -

regardless of what one thinks of Christians and their behaviour.
If he didn’t, then it’s all nonsense, and Christianity is a delusion.

It all centres on that one question, and the burden of proof, of
course, must lie with the Christians who claim it; it’s not up to the
rest of us to prove a negative. To their credit, they do appear to
tackle this head on. There is a popular argument among defenders
of the Faith that revolves around disproving possibilities other than
Jesus’ resurrection. If Jesus (who we can safely say was a historical
figure, even though a far more pedestrian one than the man pre-
sented in the Bible) didn’t appear again after his death, then the
Romans need only have produced the body to end the new religion.
It would have been over in a week. If the body had been stolen by
the apostles, or if the apostles knew he hadn’t really come back to
life, then it makes no sense for those first evangelists to have been
persecuted and killed for proclaiming the new faith.

There are plenty of arguments like this, but all are based on the
notion that we can take the New Testament stories as accounts of
real events. But to decide that the Bible is history, one must ignore
the vast amount of impartial biblical research that shows it really
isn’t — in other words, to decide that one’s personal conviction
means more than clear evidence. We cannot value personal convic-
tion when we are looking at to what extent the story stands up as
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fact. Such things must be put to one side; only evidence must be of
interest. And the evidence shows very clearly that the stories of the
New Testament were written in the first couple of hundred years
after the historical Jesus died. These stories then continued to be
edited and revised for political and social needs for most of the first
millennium. Jesus was one of many teachers at a time of massive
social upheaval and tension, and inasmuch as one can separate his
words from those later put into his mouth, he taught a mix of a
much-needed social vision (‘The Kingdom of Heaven’) and person-
al stoicism. After he died, and after the Kingdom of Heaven hadn’t
arrived, his followers formed communities that were persecuted or
ridiculed; they needed stories and legends to inspire them and give
them credence. So they created them: as was customary, words and
actions that fitted present needs were put into the mouths and lives
of historical figures and then read as history. Inspiring figures were
enormously bent, stretched and rewritten so that their ‘lives’ would
fit what they had come to stand for. Although the Gospels are
attributed to individuals, they were written largely by communities.
Great and powerful stories were told, changed and rearranged over
several generations.

1 have a layman’s interest in this sort of scholarship, coupled with
a personal desire to back up my disbelief in the way I expected I
should be able to back up my belief when I had it. When I realized
that the accounts of Jesus were just tales, I had to accept that the
resurrection could not be argued from those very sources as fact,
which unavoidably led to the conclusion that nothing separated my
‘true belief’ from anyone else’s ‘true belief’. Nothing lay between
my nonsense and everyone else’s nonsense. I just believed because
I always had done, and because it had come to be a very important
psychological crutch, if I can use that word.

The brave or intelligent Christian who is interested in questioning
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blind faith would be well advised to read Richard Dawkins’ book
The God Delusion. | mentioned Dawkins to a Christian friend who
said, ‘Oh, he’s always banging on about religion’. Not a moment’s
thought to what Dawkins’ arguments might be or whether they
might hold up, which I thought was a shame. For me, after so many
years of trotting out adolescent ‘proofs’ of God’s existence, I found
this work enormously valuable for putting them into perspective.
Sadly, I imagine many Christians will be more concerned with stop-
ping others from reading Dawkins’ book than being brave enough
to read it themselves, perhaps even with an eye to strengthening
their own belief.

Now, perhaps — if you have not already set fire to this book in
outrage — you are wondering why such things matter. We all find
nonsenses to believe in; it's part of being alive. Besides, you have
bought this book for other reasons: such talk of religion neither
induces sexually attractive persons to succumb to your raging,
tumescent will, nor does it help you with your physics revision. We
are indeed quite fascinatingly diverse, and if we were all to think the
same there would be no need for so many television channels. But
consider this: is it not better to make informed decisions than ill-
informed ones? Would you knowingly accept lies sold to you as
truth? Does ‘tumescent’ mean ‘erection’?

TRUTH AND LIE3

Inasmuch as [ do very much hope to improve you no end by intro-
ducing you to some skills and topics I personally find fascinating,
we must first consider the rather embarrassing question of how
honest 'm going to be with you when discussing my techniques.
Some areas of the gutter press and of my own family seem
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convinced that amid the wealth of unmistakable candour, even-
handedness, incorruptibility, rectitude and probity that has
characterized my work to date, there might lie the occasional
false or disingenuous datum designed to throw the careful seeker
off course. Well, as my great-grandmother once said: rectitude and
probity, my arse.

The shows that shove themselves into your living rooms each
week, or which trickle down from the ether into your hard-drive
during the night, are openly described by none other than me, at
the start of what we in the industry call ‘episodes’, as a mixture of
‘magic, suggestion, psychology, misdirection and showmanship’.
The routines-stunts-tricks-gags I perform sometimes rely on magi-
cal principles, sometimes on psychological ones. For example,
Séance, if you were embarrassingly kind enough to watch it or even
take part in its ‘interactive’ element, believing it to be live, appeared
to involve some form of spiritual activity, but was clearly a series of
tricks mixed with suggestive techniques to get the desired results.
If you found yourself spelling out the correct name of the deceased
on your Ouija board at home, then that was the result of a trick (to
make you think of the right name) followed by suggestion (to have
you unconsciously move the glass around the table to spell it out).
It was the same process with the participants on the show. On the
other hand, The Heist, which was the last special to air at the time
of writing, was unique in that it contained no tricks and no fooling
of the viewer. There were a few ‘tricks’ employed during the two-
week filming, designed to convince the participants that they were
learning amazing new skills, but they were not included as they
seemed to detract from the openness of the process. Had the final
armed robberies not worked — though I had no doubt they would —
I had a very vague plan B and C up my sleeve to ensure that the
show would come together in some form. But I didn’t need to go
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down those routes. (Let’s just say that I had a /ot of dancers tucked
around corners, waiting for a signal.)

There are certain rules we stick by to preserve integrity in the
process of making the television show. And I imagine that the rules
are selfevident. They have evolved from having tried different
approaches to achieve the effects I am after, and also from becom-
ing better known, which brings with it new priorities. For example,
I have never used stooges in my work. To use a stooge is to have an
actor playing the part of the person who is taking part in the trick
or supposedly having his mind read. He or she plays along and
pretends to be amazed. TV and stage magic are no strangers to the
use of such a ploy, but to me such a route is artistically repugnant
and simply unnecessary. And I can’t imagine what it would cost to
silence such people after the event. Secondly, I would not want any
participant to watch the show when it airs and see a different or rad-
ically re-edited version of what he understood to have happened.
Again, this would be a ludicrous move, given that there will always
be journalists ready to listen to the views of aggrieved participants.
I enjoy what I do, and I value people enjoying themselves when they
take part, so their overall experience is paramount to me.

The type of performance I upsettingly force upon you has its
roots in a craft called ‘mentalism’, which in turn is rooted in magic
and conjuring. Many mentalists (such as me, though I've never
liked the term) started out as magicians before turning, as it almost
amusingly were, mental. However, while most magicians are fairly
recognizable and conform to a limited set of types, mentalists
are fewer and further between and can be radically different. The
skills are harder to acquire, and personality is paramount. Many
cross what to me is an ethical line and become tarot-readers and
‘psychics’. Some talk to the dead. Some work in churches, both
spiritualist and mainstream Christian. Some remain entertainers
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but routinely claim real psychic abilities. Some debunk those that
do. Others host seminars of a motivational-weekend-team-buildership
variety and sell their abilities as 100 per cent finely tuned psycho-
logical skills. The real skills at work may be pure conjuring, or they
may rely on knowing how to tell people what they want to hear.
They might be harmless, entertaining, useful or inexcusably manip-
ulative. They might be driven by profit, ego or heartfelt altruism.

My response when making the shows has been to move into as
honest an area as possible, while still retaining the necessary sense
of drama and mystique. While I was a little bolder in my claims at
the very start of my career, I had no desire as I became more
successful to pretend that I was something I was not. So now I clear-
ly frame both live and TV shows as that mixture of psychology and
trickery, and concentrate on making them as entertaining as possi-
ble while avoiding any direct claims that are untrue. Of course the
result is necessarily ambiguous, but I hope that’s half the fun.

The issue of honesty ties in with an inherent problem with any
form of magical entertainment. Unless the performer is an out-and-
out fraud, claiming to be absolutely for real, there exists in the bulk
of any audience an acceptance that some jiggery-pokery must be at
work. Now this experience of being fooled by a magician should be
made pleasurable and captivating by the performer, otherwise he
has failed as an entertainer. However, he is entering into an odd
relationship with his audience: he is saying, in effect, I'm going to
act as if this were all very real; but you know, and 1 know that you
know that I know, that it’s really a game.’ To an extent, we (as an
audience) will play along with that game as long as we are reward-
ed by an entertaining show. Also, the game involves us putting up
with a character that is, in effect, showing off. The vast majority of
magical performances contain an implication of ‘I can do something
you can’t’. While this may apply to pretty much any performance,
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such as that of a musician or a dancer, it is far more blatant within
magic, and we know that magic involves cheating. (Also, magic
rarely hides its cleverness in real beauty or drama. It’s too often
ugly and theatrically vapid.) Perhaps for these reasons we are less
prepared to remain in awe of the abilities we perceive a magician
to have.

Magic, I feel, more than most performance types, requires genuine
self-deprecation on the part of the performer, and classically it is one
area where we never find it. How many magicians can you honestly
say are particularly likeable characters? Or who didn’t become
annoying after a promising start? Any you genuinely dont think
would benefit from a hard smack? (You may include this author,
of course.) The magical performer, aware of the fact that there is
deception at the heart of his craft, might then compensate for that
embarrassing truth by developing an on- and off-screen personality
that is rather self-important. By doing this, he is further stretching
his audience’s preparedness to play along with him fooling them. If
he becomes insufferable, they will quickly respond with derision.
They will try to make the self-styled big man as small as possible.
Witness our response to Blaine’s box stunt, which was more fun
and interesting than »#o box stunt, yet was perhaps a little misjudged
in its selfimportant tone. Compare this with the sheer brilliance
of Derren Brown Plays Russian Roulette Live, which eclipsed the
American’s dangling incarceration and won the hearts of the British
public.

As regards the issue of selfimportance, I do think that the
honesty question is fundamental. There is something so delicious,
so deeply satisfying, in arriving at a combination of influences and
techniques that form the method behind a great trick or stunt, a joy
perhaps not dissimilar to that of a composer or a painter when he
finishes a piece he is happy with. Yet that delight is something a
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magician is not allowed to communicate to that body wearily
referred to by the cognoscento as the ‘lay’ public, as he gazes down
from the dizzy ecclesiastical heights of thaumaturgy. Primarily this
is because one might expose a secret that in turn would undo the
very amazement one had successfully produced. So the magician,
who beneath all his posturing is still a child at heart, hides that
rather more appealing side and makes a pretence of solemnity and
an art of self-apotheosis. The result is a lie, and a thin one that all
but the most gullible of spectators wilt eventually see through.

I have always liked the idea of communicating that excitement and
delight in the utilization of obscure, devilish and esoteric principles,
both honest and dishonest. It's a primary driving force behind my
work. This book will therefore be a genuine attempt to offer an intro-
duction to those areas I love. For reasons of space, practicality and
retaining some mystery I cannot explain everything here; so in
return for not being impossibly open, I promise to be entirely honest.
All anecdotes are true, and all techniques are genuinely used.

Read on, you splendid thing.
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A €OIN TRIGK

Go and get a coin. Go on. Place it on the table, about four inches or
so from the edge nearest you. Now, using your right hand if you are
right-handed, pick it up; but rather than trying to lift it straight from
the surface of the table, slide it naturally back towards you with
your fingertips, and let your thumb contact the underside as it
reaches the table edge. As you pick it up, make your hand into a fist
around the coin, bring your arm up and hold it there.

Got it? Do it a few times, and note the feeling of the movement.
Be relaxed and natural. Good. Now, this time, as the coin reaches
the edge of the table, pretend to pick it up using exactly the same
series of movements but let it fall into your lap instead. Your thumb
doesn’t really contact it, and the continuing movement of the fingers
just push it off the table. Then, as before, make a fist as if the coin
was still there, and bring your hand up.

Blow on your hand, and open it. The imaginary fool sat opposite
you is delighted: the coin has vanished. He believes you have spe-
cial powers: you can rest. Now, be good enough to do this a few
times until that moment of letting the coin drop is as relaxed and
natural as picking it up normally. Alternate between really picking it
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up and only pretending to, until the two sequences loock and
feel the same. If you can try it in front of a mirror, you will be
amply rewarded. Especially if you are as ‘impishly beautiful’ (Penge
Herald) as 1 am. ‘

This is an elementary coin sleight, but it is barely magic. Let us
take this now comfortable sequence and make it more effective. In
doing so, there is much to be learned about what makes magic
magical. Firstly, why put a coin down in order to pick it straight
back up again? Who other than a seriously retarded individual
would enact such an absurdity? Such odd behaviour does rather
detract from a convincing moment of magic. If you remove a coin
from your pocket, place it on the table near you, then immediately
pick it up to show it’s gone, then clearly the action of putting it down
and picking it up was somehow special and necessary, and its very
unnaturalness suggests to the spectator that some derring-do must
have occurred. Compare this, say, with the situation where the coin
was there already. If you are just picking up a coin that happened to
be in place on the table, that becomes immediately much better. So
perhaps you might hunt for something in your pocket a little
earlier, removing a coin or two to facilitate the search. They get left
on the table, forgotten and unimportant, one of them in the correct
position for the trick. Now you kave to pick it up to do anything with
it, so we start off with a much more natural set of circumstances.

Good. Now, there is another issue to be solved. The coin is there
on the table; you apparently pick it up and make a fist; you open the
fist and it’s gone. Because the chain of events is so short and easy
to reconstruct, it is more than possible that an astute observer (and
many magicians underestimate how astute people are) could work
out the trick. If it has gone from your fist then perhaps it was never in
your fist, so you can’t have picked it up. Must have gone somewhere
else. Aha! Somehow slid off the table. And if they dive over the table
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to search your lap area for concealed currency, you're in a right
pickle, and must resort to violence to keep them from lifting the
dark veil of your art. So, we have to upset their chain of events so
they can’t reconstruct so easily. This time, instead of making a fist
around the imaginary coin, fake putting it in your other hand after
you've supposedly picked it up (i.e. your left, but feel free to reverse
all of this if you’re lefthanded), and then closing that
fist around it. Do it with the real coin a few times to see how you
perform this motion normally, then do exactly the same thing sans
the coin. And if you read through that a few times, I fully imagine
that the use of the word sans will become both unnecessary and
irritating.

By the silly act of pretending to put a coin that isn’t there into
your left hand, and curling your fist around it, you have now made
it much more difficult for the observer to reconstruct events. Blow
on the empty left fist and show that the coin has vanished. If they
think that the coin was never really in the left fist (a decision they
will have to arrive at once they have been roused with smelling salts
and violent slapping), then the only explanation is that you must
have retained it in the right fist. But they can see that the right fist
is empty too. They will be too busy pondering this conundrum to
work their way back to whether or not you even picked it up.

Good, but still not great. How great would it be if they were
convinced they saw the coin in your right hand before you put it in
the left? Then there really would be no solution for them. So, this
time, before you pass the ‘coin’ across to your left hand, mime show-
ing it at your fingertips. Hold it up for half a moment, as if you're
fairly displaying it between your thumb and first two fingers. Now,
anyone studying your fingers will see that there’s nothing there.
But if you make it a quick and casual gesture — a swing of the hand
up in the air as you say, ‘Watch . ., and then back down again to
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pass the coin to your left hand - then they will, once you are relaxed
and you time it just right, swear that you showed them the coin in
that hand.

That is an extraordinary thing. And imagine the delight that
comes from knowing you got away with it.

Now, when the right hand retreats after apparently passing its
coin to the left hand, move your attention to the left hand but don’t
show your right to be empty. Keep it well over the table, and hold it
in a loose fist, as if you could still be secretly retaining the imaginary
coin in it. Now you are toying with them. You are going to create a
false solution: that you palmed the coin away in that right hand.
Blow on your left and show it empty. Hold your position for a
second to register the climax of the trick, then innocently open
both hands as you say, ‘It’s bizarre, isn’t it?” You have given them a
moment to hang their only explanation on the surmise that you
must still have the coin in your right hand, then removed that one
possibility from them.

Still not finished, though. Much of the experience of magic hap-
pens after the trick is over, when the spectator tries to reconstruct
what happened. This is why we’ve already made it difficult for him.
But there’s more we can do: we can plant the seeds of false memo-
ries, and at the same time cover any worries you may have about
not performing the sleight correctly. Earlier I suggested that you
take out a couple of coins and place them on the table. Let’s say
Coin A is a little further towards the centre of the table, too far to do
the sleight. Coin B, however, is nearer you and in position for the
trick. '

Look at both coins, and hover your hand a little over both, as if
you are deciding which one to use. This secures in the spectator’s
mind the image of two coins fairly on the table. Decide on Coin A,
and pick it straight up off the table. Don’t slide it back, just pick it
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up. All attention will be on you and the coin. Place it fairly into your
left hand, and make a fist around it. Squeeze it and toy with it a lit-
tle. Open your left hand for a moment, look at the coin and close it
again. You're having trouble, though your spectators have no idea
what you’re trying to achieve. Give up and drop the coin out of your
hand onto the table, away from Coin B. Make a self-deprecating
remark — ‘Right, that didn’t work, sorry.” The spectators’ attention
will dissipate, and you should relax too. As you relax (allow your
body to slump back a little which will cue them to relax with you),
go into the trick by apparently picking up Coin B.

You are now performing the sleight when the spectators are pay-
ing the least attention. Their eyes may still be directed at you, but
for the vital moment they are off-guard. As long as you can make
them relax in this way, you'll get away with anything during this
vital ‘offbeat’. Once Coin B is apparently in the left hand, sit for-
ward again and build up the tension. The trick is now so much more
convincing. Moreover, you have, by unsuccessfully going through
the trick once with Coin A, given them some snapshots that will
confuse them later in their reconstruction. They have seen a coin
being picked directly up from the table. They have seen a coin clear-
ly in your left fist. Later, they will confuse what they saw the first
time with what they saw the second time. No-one should remember
that you picked up the second coin in a slightly different manner.

There is still more. How are you apparently making the coin van-
ish? For all these precautions and convincers we have woven into
your little performance, is there not something rather cheap and
amateurish about blowing on your hand and then immediately
showing it empty? It’s here that you actually create the magic. The
magic happens not from what you do, but from what the spectator
perceives. And it has its home not in the fact that the coin vanishes
(that’s the result of the magic), but how it vanished (that would be
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the magic part). So how about this: when the coin is apparently in
your left hand, toy with it a bit. Move it around. That’s not some-
thing any sane person would do unless there really were a coin
there, so it really cements the illusion. Act as if you have to get it
into some special place in your hand in order to make it disappear.
Needless to say, you don't verbalize this, you just act as .
Concentrate: making a coin disappear isn’t easy. Perhaps it even
hurts a bit (this small touch is a dramatic and rather powerful idea
suggested by the always brilliant Teller). Maybe (another great
modern magician, Tommy Wonder, emphasizes the importance of
this sort of ‘silent script’ for magic) your hand isn't quite warm
enough and that’s making it more difficult. Maybe the fact that
you've just eaten makes it very hard to make it fully disappear.
There’s probably no need to blow on your hand now, or if there is
it’s just for show. But not yet ... wait ... hangon ... there it goes
...Icanfeelit...

And when it goes, does it pop? Get very hot? Does it disappear or
somehow melt into the hand? Would it be interesting to vanish the
coin and then ask the spectators if they can still see it, as if they
might have only hallucinated its disappearance? How many differ-
ent ways could you play with this to see what gets the best reaction?

Any tension you feel the first few times you do it will be relieved
by two things: firstly, your muscles will learn how to perform the
series of moves as fluidly as possible, with the minimum of effort;
and secondly, the reactions you will get, so out of proportion to the
act of slipping a coin off a table, will delight you so much that in no
time you'll be showing everyone. And to tell them how it was done
(‘Pathetically, I just slipped the coin off the table’) would be to take
away their amazement and replace it with disappointment. Try that
once: you'll see that they switch from thinking it was a great piece
of magic to, at best, an average trick.
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A GARD TRIGK

While out getting hopelessly soused, smashed, sloshed, sottish,
Scottish, sow-drunk or sizzled during one of your regular saturna:
lian Saturday nights, bring out your packet of pasteboards and offer
the following piece of whimsy to your well-oiled companions. The
trick is perhaps not really ‘magic’. Indeed, it falls into a slightly
unpleasant area of conjuring known as the ‘sucker trick’, which
delights in exposing the spectator as a fool. Still, it should earn you
a few free drinks.

Pick upon the dunce or besom-head you wish to victimize, and
have him shuffle the cards. It is worth making sure that you do not
pick a skilled card-shuffler or closet croupier: if he performs any-
thing other than a basic overhand shuffle (avoid anyone who riffles
the two halves of the deck together), have him pass the deck to
someone else for ‘further shuffling’. Unless you happen to have
caught either Dame Fortune or her unusual sister Mistress
Providence during moody lady-time, you should find that this one
move brings forward a suitably unimpressive shuffler.

Take the deck back from this unsuspecting clodpate and turn it
face up in your hand. This means, in case the esoteric idiom of the
thaumaturge eludes you, that you make sure you are looking down
at an actual card face on the top, rather than the back of a card.
However, the very nano-second that you have seen this card, turn
away and spread them a little in your hands, to show the assembled
halfwits and harlequins the faces of the deck. ‘They are all different,
obviously, and well mixed now,” you say, to justify this sequence
which has afforded you a glimpse of that first card.

Turn the deck face-down before turning back around, and place
it neatly and squared-up on the table. You have given the impression
that you have not seen any of the cards, and while this is not
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terribly important at this point, it will help to create the surprise
later. Do remember the bottom card you glimpsed: this is your
‘key-card’, and your ability to recall that card later will make all the
difference between you seeming as much like a turnip or twerp as
your friends, or looking literally as clever as Jesus.

Now, tell the gullible mooncalf or merry-Andrew sat in front of
you to cut the deck into two while you look away. Mime the action
of removing a pile of cards from the top of the deck and placing it to
your right of the remainder. You do want him to place his cut-off top
half to your right, but in case he places it to the left, make a note of
the position of the deck on the table, so that when you turn back in
a few moments you will be able to tell which half is which, in case
of any confusion.

Turn away and let the lean-witted Punchinello do as you so
patiently told him. Tell him to remove the card he cut to (the top
card of the bottom half) and have a good look at it. As he does so,
turn back round and casually pick up the original botfom half of the
deck (from which he would have just taken his card). This should be
the pack of cards to your left. Normally, if you don’t turn completely
away, you can tell peripherally that he has placed it down correctly.
Either way, do ensure that you are picking up the bottom half. The
card on the underside, or ‘face’, of this half is of course the card you
have remembered, but you’d be a fool to have to double-check.

Hold this half above the other half (the original top half that
he cut off), and tell him to replace the card. Without telling him
to do so, you can make it clear that he is to place the card back
between the two halves. It will seem a very natural thing to do,
as he has just removed it from the middle of the deck and now
appears to be putting it back in the same place. In fact, rather
excitingly, his card is now next to the key-card. It is this secret fact
that is soon to win you victory over the dumb-clucks and dunderheads
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and secure you the intimate favours of any creature on this earth.

Now, although it is vital that these two cards stay together, you
are now very bravely going to ask the Tom-noddy to shuffle the
cards. What's that? Won’t that undo all our clever machinations?
Have I separated myself from my senses? How could such a thing
work? Am I simply mad? Perhaps at this point you are ripping these
pages from their binding in blood-red boiling anger, incontinent
with rage at the wasted effort you have put into learning this so far;
already dialling the ladies and gentlemen at both the Fourth Channel
and the Daily Mail to insist that this volume is torn from the shelves
of WHSmith and simply never aired on Radio One. I merely say:
bear with me. Cease all activities that are not entirely tantamount to
bearing with me, and let me explain. It is for this reason alone, if you
will just simmer down for a second, that you have chosen a poor
shuffler. As long as he once more gives the deck a simple overhand
shuffle, you can rest assured that the two important cards - your
glimpsed key-card and his selection — will remain as a pair. You can
subtly hurry him along and stop him from shuffling too thoroughly
by extending your hand after a few moments and casually saying,
‘Great - just so we don’t know where the card is.” Also, asking him
to ‘mix them a bit’ rather than ‘shuffle’ very often helps too.

Take the deck back when he is done, and say that you are going
to deal the cards face-up onto the table, and he is to try not to react
if he sees his card. Hold the deck face-down, and start to deal cards
from the top, turning them over one at a time. Make a rough pile on
the table as you do so. You are — and I'm sure I don’t need to tell you
- watching out for your key-card. The moment you deal that key-
card, the next card will be the very card the Charlie sat before you is
thinking of. However, bat not an eyelid, and keep dealing past the
chosen card, making sure that you continue to make such a rough
pile on the table that the index of the actual chosen card remains
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visible to you. Our imprudent friend will of course be gloating with
that quite specific smugness of one who believes his card has been
mistakenly dealt past.

Stop whenever you feel the moment is right, and proudly state
the following: ‘I bet you a pint/glass of wine/warm water with a
slice of lemon/million pounds that the next card I turn over will be
your card.’ Look like you are poised to turn over the next card from
the deck. Have the cockle-brained halfwit agree to the deal, then
reach forward, remove the chosen card from the pile, and turn it
over. Climb onto the table and roar for applause before triumphant-
ly urinating on the group.

There are a couple of afterthoughts regarding this trick which
might be of use to you — crumbs from the table of a showbiz pro.
Firstly, when you take the deck back after shuffling, just before you
start dealing, take a look at the bottom (face) card of the deck. This
can be easily done by tapping the deck on the table to square it, and
just glimpsing the bottom card. It is conceivable, though very
unlikely, that this card is your key-card. If indeed you do recognize
it to be so, it means that the actual chosen card is on the fop of the
deck - the very first card you would deal. If this happens, you can
remedy the situation by having someone cut the deck before deal-
ing. This will allow you to proceed with the trick as explained above,
as it will bring the two cards back together in the middle of the
deck. Alternatively, it does allow you to segue into a much more
impressive trick instead. If you see that key-card on the bottom, I
would suggest placing the deck face-down on the table and talking
some nonsense about how when we choose a card we develop a
kind of relationship with it, and that in something as random as a
shuffle it is possible for us to express that affinity by unconsciously
controlling it. If you feel like really lying, you could tell them that in
a series of tests it’s been shown that particularly intuitive people will

3z

MAGIC

actually shuffle a card they’re thinking of to the top of the deck with-
out realizing it. Have them accept the seeming unlikelihood of such
a statement, then sit back and let them take as long as they want to
reach forward and turn over the top card for themselves.

Secondly, dealing the cards to random positions on the table
rather than into a pile offers you other opportunities to make this
cven more dangerously impressive. Let’s imagine that you deal past
the key-card and you see that the selection is a four of hearts.
Unless you are unfortunate enough for the selection to reveal itself
near the end of the deck, you can now join up the scattered cards
into a ‘4H’ as you deal, and continue dealing. If you don’t feel you
have enough cards left to do this convincingly, it doesn’t matter; the
scattered dealing will just seem a mysterious part of the secret.
But if you do manage to casually deal the cards into a giant repre-
sentation of the selection, then you have what we like to call a
*kicker ending’: after turning over the correct card, you can point
out the arrangement on the table, which gives the impression that
you knew the card from the very start.*

PERCEPTION 18 EVERYTHING

The fascinating, frustrating and wonderful thing about magic is that
none of the years of practice you might put into it mean anything of
themselves. For many years I took great pleasure in coming up with
card tricks, many of which relied on fairly complicated sleights. 'm

] offered to teach this trick to one of the inmates at the Young Offenders’ Institution where we
filmed the very first item on the very first Mind Control show. ‘It’s good stuff to learn,’ I said, pleased
that although we'd clearly been offered the least frightening and most pleasant guys in there, I was
fitting in OK and felt cool. ‘You know, it's always good knowing a couple of card tricks - just
to impress your mates down the pub,’ I added, riding the youth-wave of my coolness. ‘Yeah,’
he answered, ‘only, like, I don't go down to the pub much, *cos I is in prison.” I also heard that the
wardens ration out the washing-up liquid in case it is used wrongly.
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rather out of practice now, and have lost some interest too, but fora
long time it was something of a passion. The magic community is
bursting with hobbyist performers who spend long hours perfect-
ing complicated flourishes and sleights, which is not in itself an
ignoble path to follow, but such obsession has very little connection
with the magician’s ability to create the experience of magic in an
entertaining way. If one wished to be a comedian, one would need
to start performing on stage to give oneself that title. There are
plenty of people who like telling jokes after dinner, but none other
than the most arrogantly self-appraising would call himself a Comiic.
With magic, the very role is pretence, and any child who can search
endlessly for your card in a special deck from a toyshop can call
himself a magician. One’s own level of technical expertise may
separate the professional from the hobbyist, but it is not the stuff
from which magic is made.

This is because magic isn’t about fakes and switches and drop-
ping coins on your lap. It's about entering into a relationship with a
person whereby you can lead him, economically and deftly, to expe-
rience an event as magical. That experience has something to do
with a rather child-like feeling of astonishment, but also contains
an adult intellectual conundrum. It exists only in the head of the
spectator; and though your skills may have led him there, it is not
the same as those skills. It inhabits an experience the spectator has;
it is not to be found in the method the magician employs. Hence the
overriding importance of presentation. One famous and wonderful
magician, Eugene Burger (a giant among close-up conjurors), has
said that he could spend the rest of his life just learning how to
perform three or four tricks.

For example, it is an interesting maxim in conjuring that much of
the magic happens after the trick is over. Returning to our coin
trick, we planted images in their minds designed to confuse their
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later reconstruction of what happened. Didn’t I see the coin in his
hand before it vanished? I'm sure he picked it straight up off the table:
I saw it. But there is more to it, and the psychology is interesting.
When our imaginary spectator is amazed at a trick, he has been
charmingly fooled into experiencing something impossible. He has
an emotional reaction of astonishment that is greater and more
overwhelming than the knowledge in the back of his mind that he
must have been fooled. Indeed, so contagious is his own amaze-
ment that the knowledge that he has been fooled is neither here nor
there. If anything, he’ll feel admiration for the person who fooled
him for doing so brilliantly. Amazement, like bewilderment, is a
state that brings with it a heightened suggestibility, so immediately
the baffled spectator will absorb any suggestions given him by the
magician, all of which will be designed to make the feat seem even
more impossible. The fooled spectator will do everything he can to
enhance how wonderful the trick was.

This is worthy of note. Rarely is there any sense of challenge,
anger or resentment at being tricked, although there will always be
irritating magicians who will court that reaction, and spectators
with issues regarding control who will always respond in this way.
Some form of unspoken contract exists between the performer and
the spectator which permits the deception.

However, the spectator has been fooled, which means that he is
in something of a dilemma after the event. If the trick has hit home,
he’ll want to talk about it with friends, in the same way one instinc-
tively wants to share anything amazing by enthusiastically telling
anyone who'll listen. As we know, in an attempt to infect the other
person with our excitement regarding an event, we tend to give a
less than balanced account of what happened. We focus on all the
factors that contributed to our amazement, ignore those that might
detract from the wonder we wish to convey, and generally try to
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paint a vivid and colourful story, albeit one prone to exaggeration.
This ties in with how people report apparently psychic experiences,
which we’ll look at later.

However, balanced with this desire to communicate his enthusi-
asm and inspire it in others, the spectator is also aware that the per-
son to whom he is describing the trick might be laughing a little at
him for being duped. Anyone who has tried to convince someone to
join a pyramid scheme will know that feeling. So, in order not to be
seen as an easy target, the person describing the trick will often
exaggerate the factors that made it impossible. For example, he’ll
insist that the magician never touched the deck of cards, that he
himself thoroughly shuffled them, or that he definitely saw the
coin in the magician’s hand moments before it disappeared.
Interestingly, it's not the case that the spectator is merely making
these things up to impress other people: he will normally believe
them himself. Proof of this is that if asked by the magician immedi-
ately after the trick to recap exactly what happened, he’ll normally
supply similar exaggerations, denials and insistences that he will
report to a friend. Although, of course, time is the friend of this
developing hyperbole and selective amnesia.

If you understand this very reliable law, it is easy to plant all sorts
of seeds within the performance of a trick, or in the moment
following the climax when the spectator is at his most suggestible,
to ensure that the magic trick ties itself up neatly after the event to
form the memory of something that is genuinely impossible.
Realizing this, and utilizing the principle, allows enormous fun to be
had. For example, in a card trick I used to perform, it was important
that the deck was in a special order at the start. However, later on it
was safe for the spectator to shuffle them. At this point I would give
him the deck for the first time and say, ‘Shuffle the deck again, but
this time do it #nder the table.” Immediately he is concerned about
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the slightly awkward process of shuffling them blindly without
dropping any, and has not questioned the little word ‘again’, which
was slipped in. It can be helped along with the words ‘It's not as
easy, is it” while he shuffles. He is unwittingly accepting the sug-
gestion that he has shuffled them before, and that makes it very
easy for him to misremember what happened. If he then relates the
trick as having begun with him shuffling the deck, hell confirm that
to himself and develop a lovely false memory, and the trick
becomes impossible ever to work out.

There are many more psychological principles one must instinc-
tively absorb to perform this sort of close-up magic as beautifully
and deftly as possible. I am less interested in stage magic illusions,
as while it is more demanding to pull off a topclass performance on
stage, the interpersonal element tends to be fixed and prescribed,
and in this sense it’s less interesting than the close-up situation.
One principle really hit home while I was performing at a restaurant
table in Bristol many years ago. I had been working on a long and
involved card trick where three chosen cards would disappear from
the deck, turn up in obscure places such as my shoes and inside the
card box, and go through a series of vanishes, changes and appear-
ances in this way. I thought it would be a great climax to have each
of the three cards appear under each spectator’s drink, and I had
spent many hours at home in front of a mirror working out a clever
sleight to get the three cards palmed and fed under the glasses at
suitable moments. Normally one can get away with this sort of thing
once, but three times seemed a rather tough call.

Now, there is a law in physics, I trust you remember, which states
that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. For
example, if I were to repeatedly punch Robert Kilroy-Silk full in the
face, or push a rolled-up copy of the Daily Mail very far into his bot-
tom, he would react by begging for mercy and probably crying. His
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reaction would be in direct proportion to how much I was hurting
him, or something. Equally, it can apply to the psychological grammar
of magic. If you are watching a half-decent magician perform a trick
for you, you are probably watching very carefully to catch him out.
You’'ll watch his every move like the proverbial hawk, determined
not to miss anything. By doing so, you are unwittingly playing into
exactly those hands you are studying so intently. This is because for
every unit of concentration, there must follow an equal and opposite
unit of relaxation. Remember the business with your new coin trick
where you tried it first with Coin A and failed? The more they watch
you, the more they will relax and stop paying attention when they
think the trick is over. When you fail to make the first coin disap-
pear, the spectators relax, and you then perform the sleight.

Conjurors understand this principle, and during my years as a
conjuror, the act of performing a trick like this became rather like a
game. Firstly, invite concentration; then supply a sense of closure,
or climax, or failure; next, perform the sleight-of-hand or moment of
trickery as both you and the spectator relax. The spectator will
never suspect that he is being manipulated in this way, and even if
he does, then there’s very little he can do about it. One of the mis-
takes a novice magician makes is to tense up and lean forward when
he performs a sleight. The more experienced performer knows
the value of relaxing across a reliable off-beat to render his moves
invisible. For this reason, very often the more attentive a spectator
is, the easier he is to fool. Scientists have many times been fooled
in the laboratory by charlatans posing as psychics for the same
reason. The more you watch, the more you'll miss.

It was this principle that provided an unexpected answer in the
restaurant that night. I reached what would normally have been
the end of the trick, which involved producing the three cards from
inside the card box after they had seemingly disappeared from my
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hands. I fanned them, and tossed them down on the table. Both my
verbal and non-verbal language signified a clear end to the trick.
They reacted very nicely by physically moving back and applaud-
ing. Their crescendo of concentration had peaked moments before
(The cards have gone again? But I was watching . . . where could they
be? Must try and catch him out . ..), and with the final production
they were happy to be overwhelmed and to give up. And in their
enthusiastic reaction, they became inattentive to my actions on the
table. It takes effort to concentrate, and there’s only so much effort
you can apply before you want to stop and relax. At this point I took
the three cards and, smiling and thanking them for their attention,
reached across and pushed one under each of their drinks. Not a
furtive move, just relaxed, casual and unhurried. As I did this, [ also
let three other cards drop face-down on the table from the balance
of the deck, to replace the three chosen cards that had been there
hefore. Because these were face-down, the group would presume
they were still their cards. Not one of the party seemed to notice my
actions, or the exchange.

I returned to a relaxed, sat-back-in-the-chair posture myself, then
said something along the lines of, ‘One more time . .. watch.’ I sat
forward, picked up one of the three face-down random cards, and
placed it into the deck. I picked up one of the remaining two, then
swapped it for the third one and placed that in the deck. I was keep-
ing them focused on the cards again, and the meaningless switch of
the second for the third card helped convince them that I was using
the same three chosen cards: why would I worry about the order in
which I was returning them if they weren't the same three? I
replaced the final card, squared the deck up and held it in a slight-
ly unnatural position, to raise their suspicion and invite them to
watch me closely; I may even have shuffled awkwardly to maintain
their focus on the deck. Then I turned it face-up and spread it across

39




TRICKS OF THE MIND

the table, being careful not to go near their drinks. I pointed out that
their cards had gone. They looked for them in the spread, and in
doing so again their attention was still directed to a limited area of the
table and away from their glasses. I sat right back to put as much
distance between me and them as possible, then asked them to look
right at me. I said to them calmly and clearly, ‘Each of your cards is
now right in front of you, under each of your drinks.’ It was nice to
watch their faces for a moment as they processed that information
before looking.

Years of practising sleight-of-hand and secret moves that might
have allowed me to secretly slip a card under a glass without being
noticed had gone out of the window. I had just put them there quite
openly, right in front of them. I had made no attempt to hide my
actions. You start to live for moments like that.

Much, if not all, of conjuring relies on the performer creating a
false trail of events that clearly leads to a particular climax. Very lit-
tle is hidden: most sleights and ‘secret’ moves happen right out in
the open, but the spectator pays no attention to them. It seems that
the magician creates a very strong sense of A leads to B leads to C
leads to D, where A is the start of the trick and D is the impossible
climax. All of these stages are punctuated clearly, and there should
be no confusion along the way. In fact, it's one of the rules of great
magic (according to Dai Vernon, the father of modern close-up con-
juring) that tricks should be very simple in plot. One of my consid-
erations when putting my own performances together is making
sure that you, the witty and sexually attractive viewer, can recap to
your inattentive friends (who perhaps due to illness did not watch
my show) exactly what I did in a few simple words. While it is tempt-
ing to pile on extra coincidences or outcomes along the way, much
is lost if the whole thing doesn’t feel simple and direct. So, A, B, C
and D should be plotted on a simple direct line. In a magic trick: A
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(he asked me to shuffle the deck) is followed by B (I took out a card
and put it back in the deck), which leads straight to C (he made the
deck disappear) and D (and then I found my card in my own pock-
et). A miracle! Missed along the way are the seemingly insignificant
moments that fall between A, B, C and D: the moving of the specta-
tor into position at the start (as perhaps a card is loaded into his
pocket); the quick check of the deck made by the magician after it
was shuffled (allowing him to secure the duplicate card in the deck
which he then had to force on the spectator); and the magician’s
first failed attempt to find the card, or even his wrapping of the deck
in a handkerchief, before vanishing the deck (which enabled him to
spirit the pack away into his pocket or some other receptacle).
These details are irrelevant to the main thrust of the story, and may
easily be forgotten as the story of the trick is told.

For all these reasons, it is generally the most disinterested spec-
tator who is hardest to fool. When I performed this kind of magic
for groups at parties, it was the peripheral punters, stood on the
sidelines with folded arms, half in conversation with each other,
who were the danger. If they were not paying attention, I could not
bring them into the game. They watched less, but they saw more.

To pursue an interest in conjuring magic is to open the doors to
obsession. Generally one begins early (I came into it at a relatively
late age), most probably as an unconfident child. Few kids seek to
learn a skill specifically designed to impress people unless they feel
less than impressive themselves. As things develop, there are
magic shops and magic clubs, lectures, books and props, and the
potential of meeting unusual, even hypnotically grotesque charac-
ters. The protégé delights in learning new sleights, and eventually
spends so much money on his new hobby that he is tempted to try
to earn a little something with it. Unfortunately, he will have been
exposed to predominantly appalling magic, and will have learned
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only to ape the mannerisms and performance styles of his mentors.
Many people I know have had the strange experience of chatting to
a perfectly pleasant young man who turns out to be a magician.
Curious to see what he can do, they accept his offer to ‘show them
something’, and are surprised to see him, as if someone had
pressed ‘Play’, transform into a quite unlikeable caricature, chang-
ing his speech pattern, making rude comments about what they are
wearing, cracking weak, unpleasant and soulless gags and utterly
disengaging them from the situation. Sadly, the ability to perform
magic naturally, and with any charm, is perhaps the most difficult
thing to learn.

It is, however, an obsession that can connect one with an under-
world of seedy, smelly old men, crooked gambling and highly
guarded secret skills. I think these are good things. Relentless
egos, terrible outfits and terrific bitchiness make for a diverse,
colourful and sometimes frustrating fraternity. The intrigued read-
er is advised to contact his local magic shop, order a dozen decks of
cards and a recommended introductory text, and get started.

TRICKS WITH SUGEESTION

When giving a live show, there are moments that provide enormous
private enjoyment for the performer. One such moment for me was
telling the audience at the end of a touring show’s first act that the
second half would involve the use of a Ouija board. Ostensibly I was
giving any members of the audience who might object to such a
thing the chance to leave during the interval, but of course the real
purpose was to heighten the drama of the evening.

Many people will scoff at notions of the supernatural but still
refuse to use a Ouija board. This is perhaps because we have heard

42

MAGIC

tales of bad experiences with the board, and we don’t know how to
explain them; they seem less easy to dismiss than someone who
says she has psychic ability. Somehow the notion of ushering in
malign forces still hovers around the board like the very spirits we
are supposedly toying with.

We will save discussions of supernatural belief for a later chapter,
but for now it might comfort some of you to know that [ used the
board seriously over about a hundred nights of performing the
show, and at no point did anything unexpected occur. Yes, the glass
moved, and yes, words were spelled out. Yes, the volunteers from
the audience who had their fingers on the glass (I didn’t touch it)
swore that they weren’t moving it themselves. And no, not a single
piece of trickery was involved in making that glass move. And yes,
with a couple of thousand people a night focusing their energy on
spiritual forces entering the room and moving the glass, one could
safely expect something untoward to happen if it could. And no and
yes, it never did, although it looked like it did every night.

There is a simple but intriguing explanation for how the Ouija
hoard works. Those of you who prefer to believe that spirits move the
glass are of course welcome to your beliefs, but the actual principle
behind it is not speculative, or a narrow-minded refusal to accept
‘evidence’ of spiritual activity. It works perfectly reliably in all sorts of
situations, and can easily be shown to be the guiding force behind the
magic of the Ouija. The answer lies in a fascinating principle called
‘tdeomotor movement’. From understanding this fully, we can use it
to perform many other supposedly ‘spiritual’ feats, and achieve many
seemingly inexplicable phenomena without the use of trickery.

The principle works like this. If you focus on the idea of making
a movement, you will likely end up making a similar tiny movement
without realizing it. If, undistracted, you concentrate on the idea of
your hand becoming light, you'll eventually find that you make tiny
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unconscious movements to lift it. While you may be consciously
aware that these movements are happening, you are not aware that
you are causing them. In the same way that a nerve repeatedly fir-
ing can cause a twitch that feels outside your control, so too an ideo-
motor movement (from idea + movement) will feel that it is hap-
pening outside your control. Certainly some people are more sus-
ceptible to it than others; indeed it seems vaguely to go hand in
hand with hypnotic susceptibility, but it is a very common thing that
we all experience in one way or another. For example, you may have
caught yourself involuntarily kicking at an imaginary ball while
watching a football match, or making sudden brief empathetic
movements as you follow characters in a film.

This principle was first used to explain some spiritualist phenom-
ena after a fascination with the occult spread like wildfire through
America and the UK in the late 1800s. The movement of spiritual-
ism, with its trappings of dark séances, floating tambourines and

ectoplasm, had grown from the activities of some upstate New

York sisters by the name of Fox who in 1848 freaked out their
mother by creating spirit rappings in their house. They became
local celebrities, and the fad for contacting the dead soon spread. By
the time they owned up to the hoax, it was too late: the spiritualist
movement was too powerful and autonomous for their confession to
make any difference. In turn it grew into what we now think of as
modern spiritualism, or the mediumship we see on TV or in certain
churches, which is based on less-easy-to-disprove ‘readings’ rather
than floating objects in the dark but still dates back to the same
hoax.

The precursor to the Ouija board was table-tipping. The atten-
dees at the séance (the ‘sitters’) would position themselves around
a table and wait for the spirits to communicate. With their fingertips
resting on the surface of the table, they would feel the supposedly
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inanimate piece of furniture come to life and start to spin and rock.
It is a very dramatic demonstration, although one that is rarely seen
today outside private séances in the old style. I used it in an episode
of Trick of the Mind, and was delighted to see that it works as effec-
tively with a modern audience.

How is it possible for people to move a table around without real-
izing? Surely it is less fantastical to accept a spiritual explanation?
Not at all. If a few people are convinced that the table will move
(that's the skill: convincing them that it will happen), they will after
a while begin unconsciously to push it. And bear in mind that a light
table on a polished floor can move as easily as a glass on a Ouija
board when pushed by a handful of people. It may be heavier, but
we’re not talking about lifting it. Towards the end of the nineteenth
century, an investigator carried out a simple experiment to see
whether the movement of the tables in these séances was really due
to spirits or just these unconscious movements from the sitters.
He laid a sheet of glass on top of the table and had the
sitters place their fingertips on that. Spirits were summoned to
move the table, and everyone waited to see what would happen.
The reasoning was simple: if the table still moved, then the
movement was coming from the furniture; if only the glass moved
on top of the table, then it clearly came from the sitters’ fingertips.
Not surprisingly, when the spirits were summoned to move the
table, the glass slid around and the table didn’t budge an inch.

My interest in the Ouija board was heightened when some
friends brought a home-made version over one evening. It was sug-
gested that we ‘give it a go’, and immediately I felt like a doomed
teenager in a bad American horror film. Coupled with my excite-
ment was a clear theoretical understanding of ideomotor movement
and how it was supposed to operate, so I was interested to see
how things would work out. Doug, one friend, was convinced by its
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efficacy and it was he who was pushing for us all to be impressed
by it. I suggested that we contact my grandfather who had died a
few years before, and ask for proof that his spirit was coming
through; but I added that I myself should not place my fingers on
the glass, as I might prove guilty of making the tiny unconscious
movements needed to spell out the details we were hoping to see.
Doug, however, insisted that the person who knows the deceased
needs to have his fingers on the glass. A convenient point, I
thought, and I joined in with the others, though I decided to do
nothing to influence the movement of the glass. We solemnly asked
whoever could hear us to bring us into contact with my deceased
granddad. v

The glass was placed between two circles, one with a “Yes’ writ-
ten inside, and one with a ‘No’. Around them, in a large circle, were
written the letters of the alphabet. With four of us each with two fin-
gers on the glass, we asked our first question under Doug’s instruc-
tion: ‘Is there a spirit present?” We were told to start the glass mov-
ing around in a little circle, and wait for it to start to move over to
the ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. Now, at the time, we were all rather focused on the
exciting possibility that the glass would start to pull one way or the
other, and missed the clever psychology of the situation. Clearly, a
move to ‘No’ would be rather ridiculous, a textbook error on the
part of the spirit which would cause him no end of embarrassment
in the Happy Summerland. So there we were, moving the glass
around in a little circle, expecting and waiting for it to move a little
to the left into the Yes’ circle. Of course it eventually did.

Doug, now excited, urged me to ask a question. ‘Tell us your
name,” I asked. None of the guys present knew my grandfather’s
name, so I was ready to become a believer if it was spelled out. After
ten seconds or so of stillness, the glass started to move slowly,
seemingly pulling our fingers with it across the makeshift board. It
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rested for a moment on the ‘R. Then it started again, shifting
across to the ‘U’. Now picking up speed, it zipped across to ‘P, then
‘[, ‘R’ again, and ‘T". Rupert. Then it stopped. We all let go. It was
impressive stuff. _

“That’s amazing! Doug exclaimed. ‘As soon as you asked for it to
spell a name, I thought of Rupert. I knew that was the name before
it even spelled it?

‘That’ll be it, then,’ I said. ‘My granddad’s name was Fred, not
Rupert.

Doug had expected it to move towards the ‘R, and had provided
the movement needed. Once he saw that he knew what was coming
and expected it to continue to spell that name, and as each move to
cach letter convinced him more (and made him push it more), the
impetus increased as the suggestion involved became more
intense. We tried a similar thing without him, and the movement
was much more sluggish.

Still he wanted to persevere, so I suggested we contact a woman
who I said had died in the area recently. In fact she was a complete
fabrication, and I invented some details about her that we could use
to check for proof. Sure enough, we had no trouble contacting her
cven though she never existed, and had all the details verified
even though they were never true. When I told the others that she
lived in Clevedon, the glass spelled out exactly that. It took only a
tiny suggestion from me that there might have been some foul
play for accusations of murder to come through the board.
When the direction of movement of the glass was expected — for
example, when spelling out the ends of words already recognizable
from the first few letters — the speed of the glass increased.
There were times on stage during the tour when the randomly
chosen volunteers were clearly quite suggestible, and this speed
picked up to the point that the glass would occasionally overshoot
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its mark and drop off the table. In a domestic setting, this is the
sort of thing that can be exaggerated over time as the story gets
passed on and retold, into a version where the glass flings
itself from the table and smashes against a wall without being
touched. ,

For those of you who saw the first live show and remember that
the board spelled out such things as the name and seat number of
a person in the audience while the letters were mixed up and con-
cealed, and quite rightly cannot see how this can be settled by the
above explanation, you'll just have to take my word that no spirit
forces were involved and pure sneakiness was at work.

Ideomotor movement is so reliable that it can be used for a series
of impressive ‘psychic’ demonstrations. I shall offer a few of my
favourites here.

The Pendulum

The pendulum is a favourite means of divination of the New Age
community. By dangling a weight on a chain or string and watching
its movements, a pregnant mother is supposed to be able to tell the
sex of her foetus. Indeed some would say that all sorts of events can
be thus foretold.

Like many things held dear by that community, a paralysis of rea-
son prevents its members from looking at what really makes the
pendulum work, so they fall prey to all sorts of romantic nonsense
associated with it. In fact, the pendulum is a perfect demonstration
of ideomotor suggestion, and you should try this now if you have
never come across it.

Go and make yourself a pendulum this instant. You'll need to tie
or attach a small weight (a couple of keys on a ring will work, but a
heavy finger ring is ideal) to about eight inches of string (or thread,
or a necklace chain). Sit or stand comfortably and hold the top of
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the string so that the weight hangs down. Let it rest still, and make
sure that your hand, elbow and arm are able to move freely.

Now focus on the weight. Imagine it is able to move through the
sheer force of your will. Tell it with your mind to start swinging
back and forth — that is, away from and back towards you. Imagine
it doing so, slowly at first, then picking up speed. Watch it and wait
for the movements to actually start. Will it to move. Bear in mind
that the only thing that will stop this from working is if you decide
that it’s not going to happen, so be patient and expect the weight to
start swinging. You can imagine something pulling it, or a force
around it, or whatever helps. There is no force, of course, but
such thinking might lubricate your imagination. As you notice the
movements, instruct it to swing more and more. Watch as the arc
increases with your command. Then, after it has swung for a while,
tell it to slow down and come to a rest. Wait for it to stop.

Now do the same thing, but tell the pendulum to swing from side
to side. Will it to do so, and it will. Watch as your mental commands
translate into actual movement of this inanimate object. Then, as it
swings, imagine it reverting to a forwards and back motion.
Mentally instruct it to change direction. Watch it change right in
front of you from one axis to another. Wait for it to swing away and
towards you as it was before.

Now will it to swing in a clockwise circular motion. Wait for it to
do so. You should absolutely feel that this is happening outside your
control. If you're not having much luck, leave it and try it later.
Otherwise, have it swing in a circle, and tell it to make the circle
larger and larger. When it is comfortably doing this, instruct it to
trace a much smaller circle and watch as the circumference
decreases. When the circle is small, you can tell the pendulum to
change to an anti-clockwise swing, and it will, after it struggles for
a few moments with its own momentum.
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Some patience and experimentation with the pendulum will
reward you with an astonishing demonstration of auto-suggestion.
You are of course unconsciously moving it yourself, a fact to which

anyone watching your hand will testify. Amazingly, your movements

might be quite large and you still won’t notice that you're making
them. Once you can make it work comfortably, you might want to
try using it as a New Age believer might. Here you decide that a
swing in one direction means ‘yes’, and in the other means ‘no’; a
circle, perhaps, could represent ‘maybe’, or some other option. Now
ask the pendulum a question to which you know the answer. Give it
a while to start moving and you should find it gives the correct
response. Excellent stuff, but nothing magical. You are merely mak-
ing it move in the direction you expect. If you ask it a question to
which you do not know the answer, you may get a movement, but
there’s no reason to think that it's the correct one.

Can a woman use it to tell the sex of her baby? This rests upon
the question of whether you believe that a mum-to-be unconscious-
ly knows the gender of the child she’s bearing. If mothers do have
some special unconscious knowledge, then quite possibly the
pendulum might yield a correct answer. Unfortunately, there’s no
evidence to suggest that they do have such unconscious knowledge.
Indeed it seems unlikely, as if it were true it would be unnecessary
for so many mums-to-be to request scans that tell them whether
they are housing a boy or a girl. Now, of course, plenty of mothers
will insist differently. The problem is, it's a fifty-fifty chance, and
a new mother is very likely to remember if her hunch was correct.
In fact, it will seem to her to be evidence of a very special bond with
the child, so she’s unlikely to want to step back and look more
objectively at the situation. Around half of all mothers who had a
hunch would be able to tell you that they were able to predict the
sex of their child, and that's an awful lot of mothers.
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Whether you use a pendulum or rely on a mother’s intuition, it's
clear that you're more likely to attach importance to a successful cor-
relation between prediction and baby gender than an unsuccessful
one. In other words, if you're wrong, you forget about it, whereas if
you're right, it seems that something extraordinary has happened.
This benefit of hindsight and the pitfalls of such beliefs are subjects
we'll look at later. It’s lovely to think that a mother does know, and it
may be that she does, but until someone surveys a large number of
expectant mothers and sees if significantly over half of them can
guess correctly, there’s no way of knowing. Meanwhile, especially
seeing as we’'d have probably cottoned on by now if expectant moth-
ers could reliably tell the sex of their baby, there’s no reason to think
that mothers-to-be have such an ability, and therefore no reason to
think that the pendulum can offer any special insight. Certainly, as
is sometimes done in cases where the value of the pendulum is
really misunderstood, there is no sense at all in someone else (such
as a New Age therapist) holding the pendulum over the stomach of
the expectant mother. At best that will betray only what the person
holding the pendulum thinks the gender might be.

Pendula, table-tipping and Ouija boards are all fascinating and
potentially spooky manifestations of the ideomotor suggestion. The
next technique is a favourite of mine and is related to this type of
phenomenon. Some aspects are easy to master, others are very
difficult. Practise, and you will give a very strong impression to the
uninitiated that you can read minds.

Muscle-reading
Reading the biographies of obscure, forgotten mentalists and
similar performers ranks high on my list of an evening’s preferred
solitary pursuits, a step above checking the taxidermy for moths
and a notch below scouring the net for novel and fulfilling erotica.
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One largely forgotten individual discovered in these memoirs was
J. Randall Brown, born outside St Louis in 1851 (his story is told by
Denny Laub in a tiny specialist magazine called Minds, quoted later
by a charming and successful performer called Banachek in his
book on muscle-reading). Brown (no relation) found out at school
that if a classmate hid an object, he could find it by having the class-
mate touch his forehead and concentrate on its location. From
these beginnings, this shy man pioneered a fascinating new form of
entertainment that was soon to catch on across the country. On a
trip to Chicago, Brown demonstrated his skill in a public house in
front of some newspaper reporters who happened to be present,
and immediately became a sensation. Soon he was hiring venues
to demonstrate his mind-reading, sometimes posing as a scientist.
He would turn up in a city, gather together local dignitaries and
reporters and give a demonstration. Afterwards, he would ask
them to place an invitation in the local papers for him to give a
public performance.

One Dr Beard (I swear these names are not made up) challenged
Brown to undergo some tests, which though proved inconclusive
raised the accusation that Brown was not reading minds at all, but
instead picking up on the tiny muscular cues given off by his
subjects. Brown responded to this by trying ‘non-contact’ versions
of the stunt, in which he and the subject held on to opposite ends of
a wire, sometimes hundreds of feet Iong.

Brown’s fame passed, and he was buried in an unmarked grave in
1926. Before he died, he may have taught his ability to his assistant,
Washington Irving Bishop. Bishop is one of my favourite characters
from this tradition. Aside from his furthering of muscle-reading,
Bishop also came up with the concept of the ‘blindfold drive’ in
1885. This involved him racing a horse and carriage at top speed
through the streets blindfolded in search of a hidden object. In
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modern times this stunt is sometimes re-created using a car by
performers with an eye for publicity and sensation, perhaps
most notably in 1966 by the awesome giant of the profession,
David Berglas.

I confess I have always had an admiration for the ability of many
of the great magicians and mentalists of history to create legends
around themselves. Both Berglas and Chan Canasta, two modern
heroes of mine, have inspired great and probably apocryphal tales,
such as when the team behind This Is Your Life suggested Canasta
as their next victim, only to have the great Polish ‘psycho-magician’
call them moments later in the middle of their meeting to apologize
and say he couldn’t make the date. I have dined with Berglas, who,
scribbling on a Marriott napkin, set out his much-coveted system
for guaranteed profit at the roulette table. The napkin, covered in
numbers and now rather incomprehensible, is framed in my office,
making a mockery of the many magicians who think the system is
a myth. It certainly exists, and one day I hope to find a trustworthy
enough mathematician to confirm that it really works.

When he visited the UK, Bishop adopted the policy of making out
he was enormously wealthy, to the point that he would donate his
smaller fees to charity. This rather grand approach, of course, led to
his being able to charge stupendous fees for getting involved in
specialist projects. Eventually, though, he fled our shores after
being sued for £10,000 by a famous magician for libel, following the
latter’s objection to Bishop’s claims of real psychic ability.

Even Bishop’s death at the young age of thirty-three is shrouded
in controversy and sensation. Bishop would sometimes dramati-
cally swoon at the end of a performance, and he said that he was
subject to cataleptic fits that might make him appear dead. He
warned that he should be carefully examined before any autopsy or
burial was carried out. When he did die, his mother claimed that he
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had been killed by the autopsy carried out on what she held to be
his still living body. What a thought.

To learn the basics of muscle-reading, first be prepared to try and
fail a few times. It does work better with some people than others,
but as long as both you and your subject approach the task with
openness and receptivity, you should soon enjoy real success.

Gather together seven or eight objects and scatter them on
a table that is large enough for the items to be well spaced. Invite a
friend to think of one of the objects, and make no attempt to second-
guess which you think he might go for. Now, standing next to him,
tell him to hold out his hand. Then take hold of his wrist. I don’t find
it makes much difference if you hoid his right or left wrist, but it is
important that you are comfortable and have room for movement.

You must now give him some important instructions. Tell him to
mentally guide you to the chosen object. He is to tell you, in his mind,
to move left, right, forwards, backwards or to stop, and to focus his
thoughts entirely on telling you these things. He is to say nothing
out loud, but he must give very clear instructions in his head.

You must act as if you are merely holding onto his wrist for tele-
pathic reasons. However, in reality you are using the sensations that
come from his hand to guide yourself to the correct object. When
first practising, hover his hand over the table, in the centre of the
objects. As he concentrates, gently nudge his hand one way then
the other. You are feeling for resistance. If he is mentally instruct-
ing you to move in a particular direction, he will naturally provide
tension when you try to push his arm a different way. So you must
take your cue from the path of least resistance. You must be con-
stantly open to this physical feedback, and aware that at any
moment he could be signalling you to change direction. You should
find that after a while you can successfully find your way to the
correct object every time.
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Once you understand and can work with this principle, the next
stage is to try it in a much larger space. Have your friend think of a
large object in the room you are in. Take his hand again, but this
time you will make it look as if you are pulling him across the room
to the object, rather than guiding his hand to whatever he has cho-
sen. So position yourself a little in front of him, and extend your free
hand forward as if you are groping for which way to go. Feel for the
same signals in the hand, and let him guide you in the same way by
offering a path of least resistance. Often I will hold onto the right
wrist with my left hand, and then, when needing to check a signal,
tense my left arm a little so it is rigid. Then I can sway my whole
body in different directions while continuing the instructions for
him to command me which way to go. This often gives a clearer sig-
nal than just using your hand to move his.

With some subjects, it will feel after a while that they are taking
you straight to the object. Instead of just avoiding resistance, you
will actually feel them tug you in the correct direction. These more
suggestible types can make the whole thing amazingly easy. If you
keep an eye on the subject’s feet, often they too will tell you which
way to turn by subtly moving in the desired direction. And as with
a Ouija board, where you can specifically tell the sitters not to move
the glass or planchette and they still will, you can also emphasize to
your muscle-reading subject not to give you any clues. Because the
resistance and movements are unconscious, it really won’t make
any difference as long as he’s focusing his efforts on the mental
instructions.

It is possible to turn this into a real performance piece, although
it can suffer from being difficult to pace. The modest American
performer known as the ‘Amazing Kreskin’ famously has his per-
formance fee hidden somewhere in the auditorium and muscle-reads
the person who hid the cheque in order to find it. The deal is that if
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it isn’t found, he doesn’t get paid. Although I have never seen him
perform this (and to be honest, 'm unsure how interesting to an
audience the drama would be of the performer maybe not getting
paid), I have seen other muscle-readers at work. I suspect that
problems with speed and maintaining tension make this difficult to
pull off as a real audience-pleaser, and perhaps for that reason it is
rarely performed. But as a private, impromptu demonstration, it can
be very effective.

If you want to practise this skill without fear of failure, try adapt-
ing the card trick you previously learned. After the card has been
returned to the deck and the deck has been shuffled, spread the
cards face-up on the table. Look for your key-card and note the card
above it which will be the selection. Spread the cards messily on the
table, and make sure that the selection can be seen. Look away, ask
your participant to note where his card is, then have him mix the
cards further. Now, close your eyes, turn round, take hold of his
wrist and hover his hand over the table. Try to locate the card
through the muscle-reading process, feeling for which direction
you should move in order to reach it. When you think you have it,
open your eyes and visually check that you are correct. Either way,
bring his hand down onto the correct card. If you have stopped
nowhere near it and this means shoving his hand across the table
before it lands on the chosen card, it will play as a joke: it will look
as if you had indeed worked out the correct card but were pretend-

ing to be wrong, you clever sausage.
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Imagine if you will, or. apprehend if you won't, that you are out
shopping one rainy Monday or Thursday afternoon, and you quite
literally pop into your friendly local high-street out-oftown clothes-
store in search of new duds and toggery with which to sheathe your
fiddle-fit bodyshell. You see a dazzlingly fabulous cardigan for sale,
of unquestionable quality and exquisite design. As you delight in all
things floccose, its perfect pocket ribbing and flattering unisex
diamond accents prove an irresistible combination and in a state of
some discomposure you hunt for a price-tag. Reduced to a mere
thirteen Great British pounds sterling and twenty-eight bright
new penceroonies! A fucking bargain. Grabbing the glittering
Guernsey from the rail with one hand and groping for your wallet
with the other, you elbow rudely past the elderly, the infirm and the
sheer lazy to get to the till point and secure the cut-price lammy as
your own.

Now - and here I must insist that you bring to bear upon the pro-
ceedings the full force of your self-control — how would you feel
were the gum-chewing shop assistant to then try to charge you not
the advertised price of £13.28, but an outrageous higher price, such

59




TRICKS OF THE MIND

as £52.17? You would confidently show her the clear and unam-
biguous price-tag and insist upon paying the lower amount. Yet the
girl does not listen; she fecklessly, juicy-fruitily repeats the higher
price. You look over to where the disputed item had hung and spot
a large sign bearing the legend ‘Special Offer: this cardigan
reduced to £13.28" Triumphantly you point the placard out to her
and again make to hand across the advertised price. Still this otiose
dullard blandly repeats the higher price, obviously oblivious to the
proof of her palpable howler.

Now call me the world’s leading handsome mind-reader, but you
are probably thinking at this point that you are indeed legally justi-
fied in insisting on the lower price. If that is so, you are very wrong
indeed. She can in fact charge you anything she likes. Allow me, my
beautiful but ill-informed bitches, to explain. We are talking here
about contracts, and at what point they become binding. A contract
needs an offer and an acceptance. Once you can show that both
these criteria have been present, a contract would appear to have
been formed. To believe that the price-tag is legally binding, one
would have to take that advertised price to be the offer, and then
presume that taking the item to the till constitutes acceptance.
However, that would then contractually bind you to purchasing, and
you would not in that case be allowed to return it to the sheif, or to
change your mind. Equally, if a brochure were to advertise goods
at a certain price, and we saw this as an offer, and were you then
to order a vast quantity of them (an acceptance), we would be con-
tractually obliging the company to supply this enormous number to
us. This clearly cannot be right, as they should surely be allowed
to apologize and say that they have only a limited number in stock.

So the law regards price-tags and the like as mere ‘invitations’,
unbinding precursors to the making of an offer. In fact the offer is
made later by the customer, when he approaches the shop assistant
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and indicates what he wants to buy. When the assistant accepts his
offer and a price is agreed, the contract is made.

Of course, it may not be in the shop’s interest to insist on the
higher price. Probably for the sake of goodwill they will let you have
it at the lower. But you cannot insist. You cannot find a wrongly
labelled item on the shelf and then insist on buying it at that price if
the assistant notices the discrepancy. It is only the fact that most
people working in shops as assistants probably also misunderstand
the law and feel they are somehow bound by price-tags that this pre-
sumption has been perpetuated.

Now, this sphincter-looseningly fascinating nugget of contract
law was first decided by the 1953 case Pharmaceuticals Society of
Great Britain v. Boots Cash Chemists. This fact helps all of us to
derive particular satisfaction from getting away with it in Boots. The
case was one of hundreds I had to learn about for the various law
courses I took at university. Despite some excellent tutors and lec-
turers, | had overall precious little interest in the subject, though
some of the thought exercises and counter-intuitive intricacies, like
the above, I found enjoyable in their necessary pedantry. When it
came to examination time, then, I was faced with the task of learn-
ing a long, long list of cases, each containing some important prin-
ciple which was arrived at (the ‘ratio’), the name of the case, and the
year in which it was decided. I knew there was no way of learning
them by rote, and I had no desire to become one of the few students
who spent their every waking moment, and several of their sleeping
ones, in the library, hidden among piled-up copies of Hansard or
Clarkson & Keating, trying to push more dry information into their
cerebra.

Instead, I wanted to find a way to memorize these long lists and
chunks of information that was efficient and sensible. I played with
techniques I had used for my A levels (in the face of similar disgust
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towards anything other than the most civilized revision schedule),
and with a bit of imagination found a way of committing maybe two
hundred useful cases to memory without anything one could seri-
ously think of as effort. Since then I have practised and developed
these sorts of memory skills through studying the work of commit-
ted experts. I will share here what I believe to be the most effective
techniques, and those with which I have had most success teaching
others. They can be used for remembering shopping lists, tasks and
speeches; revision purposes; remembering names at parties and
meetings; as well as for performing powerful memory stunts for those
you wish to impress. It matters not how rich or poor you feel your
memory is at this time, you will find these techniques invaluable.

STARTING POINTS

There is very little evidence to suggest that the popular idea of a
photographic memory really holds. While there are a few savants
who are able to hold in their minds very complex, highly detailed
after-images of a scene (‘eidetic memory’), it typically does not hold
for long, and tends to be prone to subjective distortions rather than
being photographically perfect. Moreover, most of the studies on
extraordinary memories seem to show that these seemingly gifted
individuals instinctively use rich mnemonic strategies of the kind I
will teach you here.

Another myth worth busting is that we ‘only use 10 per cent of our
brainpower’. While it is certainly the case that pretty much all of us
have it in us to use our minds more powerfully, statistics such as this
are meaningless. We use different parts of the brain to achieve dif-
ferent things at different times, and never has any serious study
arrived at a figure like this, let alone defined what ‘brainpower’ might
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actually mean. Also subject to popular exaggeration is the idea that
the right and left sides of our brain are distinctly different, and that
by tapping into our imaginative right hemisphere we are able to
learn, draw and achieve creative success with ease. While there are
some differences between the two hemispheres — for example, the
left side of the brain is used for language — there are far more
similarities.

Some time ago I attended a weekend course on photo-reading. It
promised to give me powerful unconscious abilities to absorb the
content of a book at immense speed, and then to recall the infor-
mation easily. About ten of us took part, and I knew most of them,
as well as the instructor himself, who was a keen trainer of NLP
(neuro-linguistic programming — a subject we will relish later). 1
thought something might be amiss when we were taught the first
stage of photo-reading, previewing. We were told to pick up a book
and look over the back cover where we would find a taste of what
the book contained; our unconscious minds would then start to get
a sense of whether or not the book would interest us. Right. I
thought perhaps that might count as a fairly conscious process, but
I stowed my scepticism neatly to one side and continued to listen.
Next, we were told to have a look at the list of chapter headings,
which would allow us to get a sense of the framework of the book
and to begin to create an unconscious map of its contents. I was
delighted to find that I had already been carrying out the first
important stages of photo-reading every time I picked up a book.
Maybe I was going to be a natural. ‘

For the next stage I had to relax, imagine myself as receptive,
hold the book in front of me and riffle through the pages before my
eyes, making no attempt to read or remember anything. Then I was
to turn the book upside-down and do the same backwards. This, I
was told, completed the photo-reading system. Wow! I was excited.
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My unconscious, I was informed, now had the entire book stored in
its dark recesses; all I needed to learn now was how to retrieve that
information. This was to take a little more practice, but was essen-
tially simple. Now, to impress the group, I had brought with me a
book on Wagner* to use, so I was to ‘retrieve’ the book’s contents
as follows: I should ask myself a question the book shouild be able
to answer; then I should riffle slowly through the book again. My
unconscious, knowing where the answer lay, would alert me to the
correct page and the information would jump out at me as I passed
it. Do read that again if necessary.

Everybody seemed happy with this process, and presumably
with the idea of paying the £300 the trainer normally charged for
this horseshit. I put up my hand and asked, ‘Erm, I don’t want to
seem rude, and perhaps I'm missing something, but aren’t you just
showing us how to look something up in a book? It was explained
to me that perhaps I was already using these techniques uncon-
sciously myself, perhaps due to having spent time at a university
where 1 had to read and absorb a lot of books. People without
tertiary education, it would seem, do not know how to skim through
a book looking for a piece of information.

Bizarrely, everyone else in the group, many of them university-
educated themselves, still seemed happy to go along with this
system that taught nothing. Because I pushed the point, the trainer
offered to prove that the unconscious stores the entire contents of
the book during that riffling process. He said that if I closed the book
and asked on what page a certain answer or piece of information
could be found, my mind would produce the correct answer by
telling me the page number. Excellent! That was more like it, and [
was ready to take back my cynicism. He offered to try it with one of

*Amusing no-one but myself, I had selected a book by John L. DiGaetani called, I kid you not,
Penetrating Wagner's Ring.
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the other guys who said he was really benefiting from the system,
and he had him photo-read my Wagner book in a few seconds.
Then the trainer opened the book, looked at the text and asked my
fellow student to tell him on what page he could find the answer to a
particular question (I cannot remember the question he suggested,
but it is pretty irrelevant). 1 eagerly awaited my neighbour’s answer.
He closed his eyes for a moment and answered ‘143’. The trainer,
looking at the number of the correct page, was elated. It turned out
that although the actual page number itself was quite different (e.g.,
172), the test had been a triumph (.e., the 1 was correct, the 4 and
3 clearly constituted the number 7, and the 2 was very close to a 3).

What more proof could a man need?

Possibly a room full of people armed with too much belief and not
much experience with books might decide that such a course works
wonders for them. A couple of convoluted successes like the above
might send enough people away with a deluded sense of their new
ability to give them some satisfaction for a while before they stop
making the effort to fool themselves.

Other courses are less esoteric. Classic speed-reading involves
learning to read a page without bothering to look at every word.
Generally the student is taught to train his eye to follow his finger as
it moves down the centre of each page, allowing his peripheral vision
to take in enough to make sense of the page’s contents. While there is
nothing wrong with this in itself, if one wants to skim through a book,
don’t be misled into thinking that you are retaining any sort of super-
memory of the book. Speed-reading, as it is taught in books and on
courses across the world, is just learning to skim. Nothing more.*

Rather than being like a special muscle that needs training,
memory is far better thought of as a set of processes. Generally

*I'm reminded of the Woody Allen line, 1 just speed-read War and Peace. It's about some Russians.”
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when we ‘try’ to remember a lot of information, we don’t work with
those processes very well. We become tense, for example, and we
try to over-fill our short-term memory by pushing too much infor-
mation into it. We seem capable of mentally processing only around
seven units of anything at a time; after that we start forgetting bits
of information in order to store new ones. If we come across a string
of information that contains more than seven or so units, we instinc-
tively want to break it down into smaller chunks. You have probably
had the experience of hearing a clock chime the hour, then after-
wards asking yourself how many times it struck. Up to about seven
chimes and we can recall the sound; after that, we have no chance.
A line of poetry that contains more than around seven beats needs
to be broken into two lines. We regroup digits in phone numbers to
make them roll off the tongue in easy chunks of three or four. For
the same reason, if we try to hold on to more than about seven
items at a time in our heads, we get stuck and confused. With the
methods here, you will be able to store a vast number of pieces of
information without ever trying to remember several things at
once.

I have not invented any of the following techniques, but I use
them all. I offer you systems that are tried and tested, but with
my own thoughts and tips from my experience. Please try out
the techniques as you are invited to, even if you have never thought
about improving your memory. They really are fun, surprising
and immensely useful, and it takes very little effort to play along
as you read them. At the risk of over-stressing the point, if you
merely read through them without applying yourself at all, they
will seem only daft and unworkable; whereas if you do try them
for yourself, the next pages could excitingly transform aspects of
your life.

You'll need a pen and paper.
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THE LINKING SYSTEM

If I were to be stopped in the toilet by any one of you and asked for
the names of the British royal dynasties throughout history in
chronological order, I would be more than happy to answer, ‘Norman,
Plantagenet, Lancastrian, York, Tudor, Stuart, Hanoverian, Windsor.’
I learned this when I was six because I went to a very odd primary
school.

Imagine the opening scene of Oliver Twist but with less singing.
The school was an anachronism: set in middle-class Purley, it was
run according to the Victorian principles (remember her from
Dallas?) held dear by Miss Routledge, the headmistress, a strap-
ping lesbian octogenarian in blazer and tie who, as I remember,
ate nothing but boiled eggs which she constantly spilled down her
sloping, uni-mammarous front. This terrifying old woman with a
man’s haircut routinely doled out corporal punishment and bel-
lowed at children until they wet themselves; and following her rules
we all used dippens and ink-wells until the last year of school,
wore short trousers, and were neither allowed to run in the play-
ground nor talk during lunch. Each morning we would learn a
new wild-flower, and each lunchtime we would pay twopence for
cup-a-soup, dished out by her moped-driving erstwhile lover (I like
to think) Mrs Morton, aged perhaps seventy. Fees were £50 a term
- aridiculously low figure, even at that time — and I think the money
went entirely on boiled eggs and dry cleaning.

It certainly wasn’t spent on books. The books we used were old-
fashioned to the point where the pages should have been turned
with special tongs. I would not have been surprised to find that my
old geography book contained hand-drawn maps with ‘There be
Beasties here’ written in the sea. Our maths textbook, for example,
was written according to the old monetary system of pounds,
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shillings and pence, which, I hasten to add for fear you may think
me too old, had been superseded some years before. We were told
to ignore the shillings and just work with the pounds and pence. My
brother, nine years younger than me, attended the same school, and
Routy was still ruling over it then, although well into her nineties. I
kid you not when I say that not only was he using the same maths
book, but when I looked inside his copy with its torn pages and
overpowering aroma, [ saw that high up on the list of crossed-out
names of children who had used and owned the book previously,
there were the half-forgotten names of my own classmates.

One more memory: during one of Routy’s morning lectures we
were taught - presumably from some half-absorbed Freudian text
mingled with old-wives’ wisdom — that little girls loved their daddies
best, and little boys loved their mummies best. Picture us, aged
between six and ten, filing out from the hall past our feared head-
misiress, each in turn being asked which one of our parents we
loved best. If we answered wrongly —~ and dwell upon this with me
for a moment as we both consider what strange things we took for
granted as children — we got a smack. I remember vividly a girl in
front of me, one of the youngest, crying and screaming that she
loved her mummy best, while Routledge roared, WHAT ARE YOU,
A LITTLE BOY??" and whacked her too hard on the back of her
legs in front of the whole school with the full unquestioning force of
her Victorian, Sapphic rage.

Despite the fact that none of the teachers was qualified but mere-
ly followed her system; despite all learning being by rote to the
extent that we had to learn our little paragraphs for each subject
word for word and were penalized in exams for any deviation from
the exact wording; despite my getting the slipper eleven times and
being called a ‘dirty slum-boy’ for writing ‘poos’ with chalk on the
tarmac outside the entrance to Lower Prep; despite the token fees
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and - the textbooks that smelled of must and old piss, she got
almost all of us into decent secondary schools. And when I went to
visit her a few years later in her flat above the school, she suddenly
seemed smaller, oddly like Arthur Mullard, bewilderingly sweet
and entirely gracious.

And alongside learning to write with dip-pens, we also learned to
memorize the families of kings in chronological order. She had us
repeat the following sentence: No Plan Like Yours To Study History
Well. Each word in the sentence could be transformed into a
royal family. Norman, Plantagenet, Lancastrian, York, Tudor, Stuart,
Hanoverian, Windsor. The list might be misleading for all I know,
but I won’t ever forget the order of royal dynasties as taught by
Routy, even though I haven't spoken that list out loud for perhaps
twenty-five years.

This was the first time I came across mnemonics. Later they
would take me comfortably through a dull university degree and
transform much of my approach to learning.

There now follows a list of twenty random words. Before we go any
further, I'd like you to give yourself thirty seconds to try to learn as
many of them as possible, in order. Be good enough actually to try
this, because I really want you to see how quickly you're going to
improve with minimal effort. A pen and paper will help you check
your results. Go on. I'll go check my emails.

1 : telephone 7 : glass

2 : sausage 8 : mouse

3 . monkey 9 : stomach

4 : button 10 : cardboard

5 . book 11 : ferry

6 . cabbage 12 : Christmas
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13 : athlete 17 : kiwi

14 : key 18 : bed

15 : wigwam 19 : paintbrush
16 : baby 20 : walnut

Good. Now, put the book down for a moment and try to recall them
in order. Write them out if you have pen and paper at the ready.
Do it now.

There you go. I hope you joined in. Relax and forget about them
now, and put away your piece of paper. Now, possibly you're a clever
bugger who knows the technique I'm going to teach, and remem-
bered pretty much all of them. Well, in that case, feel free to skip
ahead, or join in with the others anyway. No-one likes a smart-arse.

A few more of you may have tried making up a story using the
words. That can work well, but you will find a far better technique
in the pages that follow. Certainly the vast majority of you would
have found the task rather difficult, and would have been really
struggling to recall the words correctly by the halfway stage.

I know I told you to relax and forget about them, but now I'd like
you to try to recall them again. After that, I'd like you to try to list them
backwards. Just try, now. I won’t ask you to go to any effort again.

I'm presuming you found that impossible. You have just tried
very hard to learn the whole list and failed. What you could remem-
ber was more difficult to recall a minute or so later. And backwards
recitation was presumably out of the question. The following
technique is simple and easy, and if you approach it with a spirit of
playful curiosity, you will be able to have someone write down a list
like this, calling out the words as they go, and you won't need to try
to learn anything, because by the time they have finished, you will
have them all memorized. You can have them do the same with fifty
words, which requires no extra effort on your part. You will be able
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to recite the list backwards from memory as easily as forwards, and
still remember the list forwards and backwards days afterwards.
Here’s the technique in a nutshell: we’re going to take each word
and find a visual link with the word next to it. Not just any picture that
happens to link them, but one that involves the following criteria:

1. The picture should be vivid. That means you need to take a
moment to clearly see the picture in your head once you have
decided upon it. Also, let yourself emotionally engage with it
for a moment. If the picture is amusing (many of them will be),
look at it and find it funny. If it's disgusting, actually find it
repulsive. Some people don’t think they can visualize anything,
and get very sweaty when asked to do anything like this. If you
think you're one of those people, don’t worry. There’s no
proper ‘visualization’ involved. This is easy.

2. The elements of each picture should interact. Picturing A and
B stood next to each other won't do the trick. If A could be
made of B; or if A could be forced into B; or if A could smack,
bugger or dance with B, that’s much better.

3. The picture should be unusual. If you have to link ‘man’ and
‘cup’, for example, you may be able to vividly imagine those
two interacting, but the picture may be too normal, such as ‘a
man drinking from a cup’. The picture will be more memo-
rable if the man is trying to drink from a giant cup, or is
sucking the cup into his face, or if there is a tiny man in a cup
trying to get out before the tea gets poured in.

With this in mind, let’s return to our list. I typed simple words at
random, so aside from constituting a fascinating glimpse into my
shoutingly advanced psyche, they should serve as good as any to
demonstrate this technique. I shall give here the pictures I find
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myself wanting to use when I link the pairs together. For now, read
through my linking images without substituting your own, unless
you are sure that yours conform to the criteria above. Notice also
how each image makes you feel. Is it funny? Disgusting?
Dangerous? Actually take a second to feel that response and really
picture what I describe to you; it will help enormously with what
follows. Don't just skim them, otherwise you'll have to come back
and do it again.

Telephone/Sausage:. Trying to dial an old-fashioned phone using a
flaccid, uncooked sausage. It feels revolting and cold to the fingers,
and is utterly impractical to work the dial. I can maybe get the dial
around a little way, but then it just purrs back into place.

Sausage/Monkey: Watching footage from a wildlife documentary
of a monkey, in the jungle, cooking a sausage over a barbecue.
These are rare monkeys, and this is the first time they have been
filmed. Next to him he has a selection of dips.

Monkey/Button: You no longer have to spend valuable time doing
up your own shirt buttons. You now have a trained monkey to do
such things. You stand there in your socks and he does up all the
buttons with his clever simian fingers.

Button/Book: It’s a book entirely about buttons, and in order to
open it you have to unfasten a line of big colourful buttons down the
side. Hugely impractical marketing gimmick. Makes opening it
really irritating.

Book/Cabbage: Opening up a book to have a quiet lunchtime
read, only to find that the cover and all the pages have leaves of rot-
ten stinking cabbage stuck to them. The stench is terrible, and the
pages are ruined. Someone has played a stupid joke on you, and
now you've got fetid cabbage juice all over your fingers.

Cabbage/Glass: A beautiful but enormous cabbage, realistically
created out of glass. The artist is proudly showing it off, flicking it
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with his fingers and making a ‘pinging’ sound. Everyone’s standing
around with glasses of wine appreciating it. Personally you think it’s
ridiculous and ugly.

Glass/Mouse: You go to drink a glass of wine, to find that the wine
has gone and there’s a tiny mouse in the bottom of the glass. The
mouse is clearly drunk, and is wearing a party hat with streamers
over his shoulder. A party blow-out extends limply from his mouth,
and he’s hiccuping bubbles, like a seventies cartoonist’s depiction
of a drunkard.

Mouse/Stomach: Unfortunately I can think only of that urban
myth unfairly surrounding Richard Gere some years ago. If you're
not familiar with it, then imagine your tummy full of squeaking
mice, which then stream out of your navel like the rats out of
Hamelin.

Stomach/Cardboard: A pregnant lady covering her stomach with
cardboard from old boxes. Taping it around her, until she is enor-
mous. Now she feels protected.

Cardboard/Ferry. Image of a big P&O ferry sinking in the sea
because in a spectacularly misjudged move to save money, the
entire boat was manufactured out of cardboard. People are escaping
from dinghies, unaware that they are made not from rubber but
from ordinary paper.

Ferry/Christmas: A little ferry sat on top of a Christmas tree, per-
haps at a school for the hard of hearing. Little streamers, windows,
everything. Tinsel around the hull.

Christmas/Athlete: 1t's you and all the relations you normally
spend Christmas with, running around a race-track in the snow with
party hats and crackers trying to beat Kelly Holmes to the finish-
line. Your nan is doing superbly, racing ahead in her coat, hat and
bag, giving the double-gold winner a run for her money.

Athlete/Key. The winning athlete is given a four-foot-long golden
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key on a ribbon as a prize. She tries to hold it up for the audience as
the National Anthem plays, but it's extremely heavy, and she wish-
es she could have just had an ordinary medal.

Key/Wigwam: A key hangs unnoticed from the headgear of a
Native American Indian who is unable to get into his wigwam to
go to the loo. Hugely frustrating for him. You can picture him, all
red-faced. See the key glinting in the light as he searches for it.

Wigwam/Baby: Latest New Age fad: put your baby to sleep every
night in a wigwam. Dream-catcher included. Imagine a giant baby
asleep inside, snoring, making the sides of the wigwam suck in and
blow out.

Baby/Kiwi: A baby shoving green furry kiwi fruit into its mouth.
One after another. A huge pile of them waiting to be eaten. Green
kiwi juice all down its bib. Throwing up kiwi vomit. He loves kiwis,
the little tinker.

Kiwi/Bed: Tucking up a little kiwi for the night in a big king-size
bed. Pulling the covers almost over it, then sitting next to it and
reading it a story about the Little Kiwi, until it falls asleep.

Bed/Paintbrush: You've changed your décor and the bed no
longer matches. So rather than buy new covers, you paint them the
same colour as the walls. Sloshing paint over the entire bed, watch-
ing it go hard and uncomfortable,

Paintbrush/Walnut. Not owning a nutcracker, you're forced to try
and smash open a great big walnut with the end of a paintbrush.
Trouble is, you're using the brush end, which isn’t working, and
there’s paint splashing everywhere. It’s a mess, but you really want
that walnut.

There you have it. Now, presuming you haven’t been wasting

your time and my time and everyone else’s time, and did actually
read that through properly, turn the book over and start going
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through the list, starting with ‘telephone’. If you didn’t picture each
one, go back through them and do that first. Then see how many
you can recall without looking. Let each word take you to the
next one. If you get stuck on any, check the images above. You'll
probably find it wasn’t vivid enough the first time for you, in which
case feel free to change it in a way that helps more. And notice
how much easier it is to get so much further. And this is only the
first time you've tried this technique. And I didn't tell you to try to
memorize anything. Off you go.

Once you've done it correctly, and you feel all excited, now really
surprise yourself by going through the list backwards. Walnut . . .

You are working with your memory’s tendency to store vivid
images much better than dry information. Rather than trying to
learn something by rote, you are letting it sink effortlessly into
your longer-term memory, by making it appealing to your brain.
Once you've got the idea, have a friend call out a list of random
words as he writes each one down. Take a moment after each word
to cement an image before asking him for the next one. It’s easiest
to ask for nouns, which are simple to picture, but a more abstract
noun like, say, ‘anger’ can easily be turned into an image, such
as an angry shouting face. Rather like ‘Christmas’ here being rep-
resented in terms of a Christinas tree or the relatives you associate
with it.

And if you thought you couldn’t visualize, congratulations, you've
just been doing it.

Uses of the Linking System
Now there’s nothing wrong with just showing off with this in front
of your friends. If you want to impress them even more, as I said,
try it with a longer list, but before you recite the words, make a big
deal about needing to look at the list for three seconds. Take the
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