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FAMO LS "M EMORY MEN

and semantic associations. He was usually able to find a word in another lan-
guage that sounded similar to, or had some connection with, the word he
wanted to memorize.

PROFESSOR A. C. AITKEN

A. C. Aitken was a professor of mathematics at the University of Edinburgh.
He was one of those people who could make lightning-fast, complex mathe-
matical calculations in his head. Although he was first and foremost a mathe-
matician, his unusual memory skills deserve a menton.

He once memorized the first 1,000 digits of pi and said it was like ‘learning
a Bach fugue’. It would appear that he arranged the digits in rows of fifty,
each row comprising ten groups of five numbers. He would then read through
them, adopting a certain rhythm.

When it came to reciting the digits, he would call out five per second, fol-
lowed by a pause, and then another five digits. In this way, he would get
through fifty digits every fifteen seconds.

His familiarity with numbers helped him to translate them into more mem-
orable forms. When confronted with 1961, for example, he immediately saw
37 x 53, or 44° + 5 or 40¢ + 19%.

LESLIE WELCH

Leslie Welch is perhaps the best-known Memory Man of all. Often referred to
as a walking sports encyclopaedia, he became famous for his ability to answer
almost any question on football, horse racing and cricket. He played to packed
music halls in the late 1940s and 1950s, bewildering audiences wherever he
went. Millions tuned into his radio shows and he was soon earning £11,000 a
vear. Then it all went wrong. He ended his working life as a £25-a-week
accountant for the Department of Employment.

Welch was fascinated with facts and figures. At the age of four, he was
reading Wisden’s Cricketer Almanac and Rufl’s Guide to the Turf. He matriculated
with honours from Latimer School, Edmonton in history and mathematics,
astounding examiners with the breadth and detail of his knowledge.

During the war, he was a tank commander with the 8th Army in the
Western Desert. One evening, his Regimental Sergeant Major got into a furi-
ous argument with another soldier about who won a Manchester derby in the
1930s. Welch intervened in his inimitable cockney way, ‘Excuse me Sergeant
Major, City won 3-1, goals scored by Tilson (2) and Herd. The teams were...”.
Whereupon he proceceded to rattle out both line-ups.

In 1944, he was transferred to ENSA to entertain the troops with his memo-
ry skills. After being de-mobbed in 1946, he had his own radio slot, broadcast-
ing to 15 million people on Calling All Forces. By 1952, he had a show on
Radio Luxembourg called Beat the Memory Man. Sponsored by Bovril, the pro-
gramme invited listeners to phone in on air to ask him questions. They got a
guinea if he answered correctly, £25 if they caught him out.
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