Okay, try this one on for size. We’re out to dinner in
Manhattan with a couple from Australia, who have
brought along their daughter.
“Jim,” says the man, “this is our daughter, Dana.”
Except he pronounces the name like it’s “Donna.” So I
say, “Donna – is that D-O-N-N-A?” – and the daughter
says, “No, it’s Donna, D-A-N-A.” And the father says,
“That’s the way we pronounce ‘Dana’ in Australia.”
There follows ten minutes or so of group
conversation on various topics, at which point I turn to
the father and whisper – I still can’t believe I did this! –
“Remind me what your daughter’s name is.”
Now, if the introduction to the daughter had just
been perfunctory, and I’d promptly forgotten her name
– well, that happens all the time, no big deal. But here,
we’d engaged in a pointed discussion about her name
and its aberrant pronunciation – yet the whole thing
just flew out of my mind.
I realized my lapse immediately when the father
replied, “Donna – spelled D-A-N-A – remember?” I
grimaced and said, “Oh, sorry – just one of those senior
moments.”
The father was gracious, remarking, “Hey, I have
them all the time,” and the balance of the evening
proved to be quite pleasant.
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SHOULD I BE WORRIED?
But as I reflected on the incident the next day, I felt
some discomfort over my gaffe. I’m definitely ‘senior’ at
82, but should I be alarmed at this and stuff like it? So
many names, so little recall. I remember the phone
number from the apartment we lived in when I wore
knickers, but few others. Digital passcodes, lock
combinations – forget it. . . . Where are the keys? My
glasses? Did I take that pill yet? When is Barbara’s
birthday? Do I have a lunch date Thursday?
So I decided to probe deeper into this quagmire
that’s euphemistically labeled “senior moments.” And
what resulted is this essay (with the delightful cover
illustration by my friend, Joe Azar).
Well, for openers, it turns out I’m not the only guy
around who has senior moments, and they often go
beyond simply forgetting names. Take these two items,
for example.
Meeting a colleague at a conference, Hungarian
mathematician Paul Erdos asked him where he was
from. “Vancouver,” he replied. “Oh then,” remarked
Erdos, “you must know my good friend Elliot
Mendelson” – to which the reply was, “I am your
good friend Elliot Mendelson.”
Sir Thomas Beecham of the London
Philharmonic ran into a woman he thought he knew
but whose name he couldn’t remember. Vaguely
recollecting that she had a brother and hoping it
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might serve as a clue to her identity, he asked how
her brother was and whether he was still working at
the same job. “Oh, he’s very well,” said Princess Mary
about George VI, “and still King.”
(More of those juicy anecdotes later on.) I also
discovered a plethora of jokes on the subject.
For instance, there’s the one about the old man
sitting on the park bench, crying copiously.
“What’s wrong?” asks a passerby.
The old man replies, “I have a 25-year-old wife
at home who gets up early and makes me a great
breakfast every morning. She cleans the house, we
watch sports together on TV, and after cooking a
gourmet dinner, she makes love to me until past
midnight.”
“So, why in the world are you crying?”
“Because I can’t remember where I live.”
Okay, so I’m not alone, and I can laugh at the
subject – but the real question is whether I (or any
readers experiencing similar moments) should be
concerned about it. As the years go by, too many friends
and acquaintances have been ending up with forms of
dementia (including Alzheimer’s disease). Do
embarrassing moments such as my “Donna” lapse mean
I’m heading down that road?
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SOME INTERNET RESEARCH
So I hit the Internet to do a little informal research
on the subject. As will become obvious, I’m no doc, and
nothing I propound here should be taken as gospel. But
for what it’s worth, here’s what I found.
First I looked for a definition of “senior moment”
and was a little surprised by the breadth of the variants
available, ranging from cut-and dried factual to almost
jocular: “A lapse of memory common in elderly people”;
“An instance in which one is unable to remember
something or to focus adequately on the matter at hand,
viewed as typical of aging; “Often facetious, a brief lapse
in memory or a moment of confusion, especially in an
older person”; and “A temporary mental lapse
humorously attributed to the gradual loss of one’s
mental faculties as one grows older”.
The first article I encountered on the subject was
quite reassuring. It was on a website named Staying
Sharp, and the title told it all: “6 Types of Normal
Memory Lapses As We Age and Why You Needn’t Worry
About Them”. Sure, those common memory lapses in
your later years are frustrating, but as long as they’re
not disrupting your life, they don’t necessarily mean
you’re losing your marbles.
The article lists six types of normal “brain freezes”
that aren’t a cause for worry:
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1.

Absentmindedness. Where are my keys? Why
did I just walk into the living room? These
stem from lack of attention or focus.

2.

Blocking. This is the tip-of-the-tongue moment
– you can’t retrieve from memory the word
you’re trying to say. It usually happens when
several similar memories interfere with each
other.

3.

Scrambling. You remember most of an event
but confuse certain key details. Here’s where
a region of the brain called the hippocampus
comes in. It’s crucial in the formation of
memories about events; but after age 25, it
loses five percent of its nerve cells every
decade.

4.

Fading Away. The more time that passes
between an experience and when you want
to recall it, the more likely you are to have
forgotten much of it. It’s a basic use-it-orlose-it feature of memory known as
“transience” that’s normal at all ages, not just
with seniors.

5.

Struggling for Retrieval. Aging changes the
strengths of the connections between
neurons in the brain. New information can
bump out other items from short-term
memory unless it’s repeated again and again.
(I think my Donna problem can be classified
under this heading.)
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6.

Muddled Multitasking. At some point, the
number of things you can do effectively at
one time diminishes. As we age, it’s tougher
for the brain to maintain focus and takes
longer to get back to the original task after
an interruption.

But the next piece I read focused not only on what’s
okay memory-wise but also on what’s not okay (in the
view of Dr. Kirk Daffner, a Harvard brain specialist):
n A reduced or slowed ability to retrieve
name of friends and acquaintances,
especially those recently met, is probably
benign – but if you consistently can’t recall
the names of close friends or family, that’s a
red flag.
n If you don’t immediately recognize
somebody you meet outside their usual
context (e.g., an office co-worker at the
grocery store), that’s normal – but if you
have no recollection of having met a person
you know, that could be a problem.
n To sometimes not recall an event or a
conversation is common – but if you
consistently have no memory of events,
even when others give you clues, that’s a
real concern.
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n Occasionally making a wrong turn when you
think you know where you’re going isn’t
worrisome – but if you frequently get lost in
familiar places, that’s far more concerning.
n If you’re slow to come up with a word you
want sometimes, don’t worry – but if a
previously familiar word means nothing to
you, and that occurs repeatedly, see your
doctor.
While I was doing this research, I also worked my
way through Tom Friedman’s book, 1,000*
Unforgettable Senior Moments (*of which we could
remember only 246). This book is the source of many of
the anecdotes I’ve included here, such as these three
examples of senior moments involving famed actor John
Gielgud – try rating them as okay (harmless) or not
okay (an indication of larger problems).
One night, John Gielgud and Ralph Richardson
were performing together on stage when they
suddenly stopped. The prompter, assuming one of
the two great English actors had forgotten his line,
whispered it to them. But both actors remained
silent, even after two more similar prompts. Finally,
Richardson whispered back, “We know the line, man!
We just can’t remember who says it!”. . .
(My sense is that this can happen.)
How about when John Gielgud told Elizabeth
Taylor that Richard Burton’s acting had gone
downhill “since he married that terrible woman” –
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forgetting that the woman Burton married was,
indeed, the woman he was speaking to . . . . (What do
you think – a possible cause for concern?)
On another occasion when John Gielgud was
dining in a restaurant with a well-known
playwright, Gielgud spotted a new arrival across the
room and remarked, “That man is the biggest bore in
London, second only to Edward Knoblock.” At which
point, Gielgud suddenly realized that his dining
companion was none other than Edward Knoblock! .
. . (Uh, oh . . . but wait!) Realizing he’d made a
mistake, an unfazed Gielgud quickly added, “Not you,
of course. I mean the other Edward Knoblock . . . .” (I
hope you agree that John just passed the test.)
By the way, Oxford’s Dr. Spooner was similarly
imperturbable as he invited a faculty member to a
tea party “to welcome our new Mathematics Fellow.”
When the man replied, “But sir, I am your new
Mathematics Fellow,” Spooner responded, “Never
mind, come all the same.”
THE RESEARCH TURNS MORE TROUBLESOME
As I continued my research, things got a little more
dicey. For example, I was disheartened to learn,
according to Chicago’s Dr. David Bennett, that just as
almost everybody has a little bit of heart disease after a
certain age, a lot of people – nearly 40 percent, in fact –
have a little bit of Alzheimer’s disease in their brain as
well. I must tell you, this is not a comfortable feeling ,
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perhaps becoming a walking, talking, dementiaharborer.
It did help a little when Dr. Bennett went on to say
that many people can tolerate this condition by tapping
into something scientists call “cognitive reserve,” extra
brain capacity that compensates for whatever damage
is accumulating. As you might expect, the people who
best tolerate this brain damage retain a strong purpose
in life, are conscientious, participate in social networks,
stimulating activities, physical exercise, and have a lot
of friends.
Then there was this 2014 item I found from CBS
News. While many small slips are normal, according to
their report, new research suggested that all memory
loss should be taken seriously, because it could indicate
that a person is at higher risk for developing
Alzheimer’s disease and related dementia later in life.
The clues may start emerging as long as 12 years before
diagnosis.
CBS went on to report that, in this decade-long
study, researchers found that patients who reported
memory problems were three times more likely to
develop serious cognitive problems later on in life. And
– a point that hits home for all of us born in 1934 – fully
56 percent reported some changes to their memory by
around the age of – you guessed it – 82.
What the study leader considered notable is that it
took 12 years for the transition to take place from
memory complaint to dementia. The good news is that
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this presents a big window of opportunity for
intervention before a diagnosable problem shows up.
The bad news (at least back in 2014) is that there was
little that doctors could do to prevent or delay
Alzheimer’s; drugs to ward off dementia were still years
away.
As I was completing this piece, the Washington
Post carried a pertinent article regarding some current
research on dementia trends. The (relatively) good
news was that the rates of Alzheimer’s disease and
other dementias in people 65 and older dropped to
about nine percent (in 2012) from nearly twelve
percent (in 2000), continuing a decline noted earlier. As
a college/law school grad, I also seized on this
additional plus: older adults with the most schooling
have the lowest dementia rates. And another plus for
yours truly with the rubber-tire-from-overeating:
dementia is most common among underweight adults.
(On the other hand, although realizing that dementia is
most common in the oldest adults, I wasn’t thrilled with
the finding that in 2012 almost 30 percent of people 85
and older – an age that I and my peer octogenarians are
rapidly approaching – were afflicted vs. just three
percent of those aged 65-74.)
As Dr. Clare Walton has observed, friends and
family are often the first to recognize the warning signs
connected with memory loss in someone they’re close
to. If they’re worried, Dr. Walton counsels them to
encourage a visit to the doctor by the object of their
concern for further analysis.
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Full stop. I do believe it’s time for a little lightening
up. The following may not exactly be senior moments, –
more like age-induced stupidity – but I can’t resist
including these statements by this trio:
n The former Speaker of the Texas State House
of Representatives, who on Disability Day
called out to a group of people in
wheelchairs, “And now, will y’all stand and be
recognized.”
n The U.N. delegate to the United Nations who,
during a debate on the Middle East problem,
sternly advised Jews and Arabs to “sit down
and settle their differences like Christians.”
n President Richard Nixon who, upon arriving
at the Paris airport for the funeral of French
President George Pompidou, declared “This is
a great day for France.”
IT TURNS OUT THERE’S AN INTERMEDIATE STAGE. . .
So, just as I was starting to acclimate myself to the
seeming dichotomy in memory loss between okay and
not okay, guess what. It turns out there’s an
intermediate stage between the expected decline of
normal aging and the more serious onset of dementia.
It’s called Mild Cognitive Impairment, or MCI. About 20
percent of people over the age of 70 have MCI, and it
serves to muddy the waters a little more.
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MCI covers problems with memory, language,
thinking and judgment that are greater than normal
age-related changes. You become aware that your
memory or mental function has “slipped” – and your
family and close friends may well notice a change – but
generally these slippages aren’t severe enough to
significantly interfere with your day-to-day life and the
pursuit of your usual activities.
The causes of MCI are not yet completely
understood. Many cases – but not all – probably result
from brain changes occurring in the very early stages of
Alzheimer’s disease or other dementias. MCI suggests a
risk of later progressing to dementia. But some people
with MCI never get worse, and a few eventually get
better. One study found that following a diagnosis of
MCI, 40 percent of people “reverted” (that is, their
cognitive abilities returned to normal) for a time. But
the study also showed that these people were
significantly more likely to develop Alzheimer’s within
five years.
Currently there’s no specific treatment for MCI. As
new medical interventions for Alzheimer’s are
developed, they’re likely to be tested in patients with
MCI as well. For now, the advice is to use general riskreduction strategies for all adults: healthy eating habits,
an active brain, regular exercise, control of
cardiovascular risk factors, and participation in
mentally stimulating and socially engaging activities.
Whew! We need some brain freeze relief here.
Consider these two items involving philosophers, who
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would probably testify that there’s no place like home, if
they could remember it.
Coming home one night, German philosopher
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing realized he’d forgotten his
house key. He knocked at his door, but the servant –
peering out the window but not recognizing Lessing
in the dark – called out, “The professor is not at
home.” Lessing replied, “Oh very well. No matter”—
and, as he turned to walk away, said, “Tell him I’ll
call another time.”
Columbia philosopher Irwin Edman visited the
home of a colleague. At 2 a.m. the colleague began to
yawn, but Edman didn’t take the hint. “Irwin,” said
the colleague finally, “I hate to put you out, but I
have a nine o’ clock class tomorrow morning.” Irwin
replied, “Good Lord! I thought you were in my
house!”
SOME OTHER OBSERVATIONS
Frank Kaiser, from an internet outfit named
Suddenly Senior, has a theory that senior moments are
caused by brain bloat – the result of too much stuff in
the head. That’s why, he says, it takes 50 or 60 years of
input before the forgetful symptoms begin manifesting
themselves. After all those years of cramming, the brain
begins overflowing like a water glass, unable to hold
another drop without shedding something already
there.
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The remedy, according to Mr. Kaiser, is to start
dumping. Like all those dates you memorized in high
school history class. And a thousand names of people
you’ll never see again – don’t worry, he says, if they
happen to show up at your next high school reunion,
they’ll be wearing nametags.
Tom Friedman has a nice way of putting it in his
book. It’s not that there isn’t enough “room” in our
memory to fit everything in, he says – it’s just that, as
we grow older, we tend to sift and remember the more
important stuff. He likes to think of these senior
moments as evidence of our having a more
discriminating mind. . . . (Hey, this is a good line to
soften up your spouse the next time he or she gets
exasperated over one of your blind spots . . . .)
In terms of evaluating whether a particular brain
freeze should be a cause for concern, my frequent tennis
partner Fred suggested a practical analytical tool, after
we finished playing one day. “A lot depends on past
performance,” he said. “Take the issue of what the
current point score is in a match. When you ask me
‘What’s the score?’ it’s no big deal – you’ve been
forgetting the score since we first started playing many
years ago.” I conceded that this was the case. “On the
other hand,” he continued, “if I were to forget the score
– which I never do – and needed to ask you for the
count, then we might be about to face a real problem.”
Some studies blame senior moments on our
memory’s tendency to dwindle with age, leaving behind
a yawning abyss. But a recent study led by Georgia
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Institute of Technology researchers offers the following
alternative explanation. Rather than drawing a
complete blank, the brains of older adults store not only
important information but also irrelevant details – and
they have a harder time filtering out irrelevant clutter in
order to focus on the situation at hand.
So, instead of remembering less, the researchers
speculate, older adults might actually remember more
in situations where they’re distracted – but not
necessarily the critical information. This may be due to
the fact that the prefrontal cortex – the brain region
important for retaining attention and for decisionmaking – shrinks with age, as do the number of neurons
that release dopamine, a chemical which is critical to
paying attention.
Well, it’s time for some relief here. Let’s focus on
four examples I’ve selected to demonstrate how difficult
it can be at times to remember the immediate past.
Former New York Post publisher, J. David Stern,
met a friend on a city street, who suggested lunch.
Stern, pressed for time, reluctantly agreed, but only
if they were to eat at a certain restaurant. After they
ordered, Stern wondered aloud why he wasn’t
hungry – whereupon the waiter interjected, “I beg
your pardon sir, but you just finished lunch here five
minutes ago.”
Nobel Prize-winning chemist Harold Urey knew
how to use logical thinking to preempt that
particular problem. Running into a colleague one
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afternoon on the street, Urey stopped to chat a while
and then asked him, “Say, John, which way was I
going?” The man pointed the way. “Good,” said Urey.
“Then I’ve had my lunch.”
Writer G.K. Chesterton was famed for the
variety of his senior moments. One day when he was
taking a bath, his wife heard him get out of the tub –
but then , after a long pause, there was a loud splash
as he climbed back in. Realizing his mistake, he cried
out, “Damn, I’ve been here before!”
German mathematician David Hilbert and his
wife were giving a party at their home when his wife
noticed that he needed a clean shirt. She sent him
upstairs to don one, but he didn’t return; and later,
she discovered him asleep in bed. He’d started off all
right by taking off his coat, tie and shirt; but then,
instead of putting on a new shirt, he’d taken off his
pants and concluded he was there to take a nap.
WHAT WE CAN DO TO REDUCE SENIOR MOMENTS
Here from Carrie Hill, PhD are some tips on how to
reduce the incidence of senior moments:
• Do one thing at a time.
• Notice how things look, smell, taste and feel, as
well as what’s happening, in order to
remember something in multiple ways.
• Replay memories in your mind to reinforce
them.
16

• Get enough sleep. (A doctor friend of mine
opines that “sleep is critical in preserving
mental and physical function.”)
• Learn stress management techniques.
• Reduce mental clutter by using calendars, lists
and gadgets such as personal digital assistants
(PDAs)
• Try using memory tricks (the science of
mnemonics)
Tom Friedman produced another book, The Senior
Moments Memory Workout. It’s designed “to improve
your memory and sharpen your mental faculties” – so
that you can “flex your memory muscles whenever you
want,” as a result of which, there’ll be “no more
embarrassing senior moments, acute
absentmindedness, fuzzy thinking or head scratching
confusion.”
Friedman’s book contain quizzes, puzzles,
brainteasers, and memory challenges. Take for instance,
the one called “Remember Who Came to Dinner.” A
round table is pictured, surrounded by eight blocks
representing chairs, each containing the first name of a
man or woman. Take a good look at the names of the
guests, and where they’re seated – then turn over the
page (where the illustration omits the names on the
blocks), and see how many of the guests you can
remember and where they’re seated.
Don’t even ask how I did on that one – me, the guy
who couldn’t even remember Donna (D-A-N-A) after ten
minutes. . . .
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Friedman’s book has some other advice that might
prove helpful, including consuming “brain healthy”
foods (blueberries, Greek yogurt, eggs, and oily fish (the
latter being the most helpful, according to my doctor
friend); engaging in hobbies that stimulate your
thinking, improve your memory, reduce stress, and
increase your energy. He advocates 30 minutes of brisk
walking three or four times a week, which improves
blood flow, provides extra neurons, and has other
benefits as well.
I’ve always been a real believer in brain-training. I
often start off the day spending ten minutes with a logic
puzzle (like Kakuro or Ken-Ken) to get the left side of
my brain functioning, and ten minutes with a crossword
to jostle my vocabulary. Not only do I feel this has
positive effects, but (as I’ve written before) in a world of
increasing complexity, it’s reassuring to tackle
something that has a single successful outcome –
satisfying when achieved, not all that devastating if you
come up short.
But I must admit that I just came across an article
in The Washington Post entitled, ‘Brain-Training’ games
train you in only one thing: Playing brain-training games.
It seems there’s a current article in Psychological
Science in the Public Interest, which concludes that if
you “spend enough time matching colored cards or
memorizing strings of letters . . . you’ll start to get really
good at matching colors and memorizing letters” – but,
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unfortunately, there is “little evidence that training . . .
improves everyday cognitive performance.”
So, although there’s still a significant school of
thought that playing games can produce “vertical
transfer” of cognitive skills – boost the brain’s ability to
do more sophisticated tasks – the scientific evidence for
this is sketchy at best.
Time out. As these next four incidents illustrate,
senior moments can sometimes lead to real
consequences.
In 17th century France, the Comte de Brancas
was playing backgammon when he asked for a glass
of wine. He proceeded to gulp down the dice and
throw the wine on the board, soaking his opponent
in the process. (Not a bad ploy if you’re behind in
the pip count.)
Many years ago, the Russian writer Milchail
Bakhtin was working away furiously, trying to finish
a major novel. A heavy smoker, he found himself
without any rolling paper to make a cigarette. For a
substitute, he grabbed the first thing at hand –
managing over the next few hours to smoke away an
important section of the manuscript.
On a busy New Year’s Eve at a hotel in Wales,
chef Albert Grabham chose the safest place he could
think of to temporarily store the restaurant’s cash
and charge slips – the oven. Who would look there?
As it turned out, not even Grabham. In preparing for
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the New Year’s Day lunch the next morning, he lit the
oven with the money still inside.
But these insidents pale beside the potentially
most serious consequence of them all. I’m sure you
recall hearing about the briefcase that an aide
carries around for the President, containing the
codes needed to launch a missile strike. Well, the
President also carries an “authenticator ID” which
must be used in conjunction with the codes. But if the
occasion had arisen on one particular day during
Jimmy Carter’s presidency, we would not have been
able to mount a retaliatory missile strike – since
President Carter had left the ID in the pocket of one
of his suits, which was sent to the dry cleaners.
A GAME, A SONG, AND VARIATIONS ON
“REMEMBER ME?”
I’m now the owner of a Senior Moments board
game. The object of the game is “to advance on the
game board using the power of your memory to find
your lost keys and eventually pass the ultimate memory
test.”
The game instructions are actually rather complex.
(Some customers have posted whiny reviews on this
score – “Instructions need to be clarified,” “Already
having memory trouble and can’t figure out how to
move on the board”). Here’s the gist. If your marker
lands on certain squares marked “senior moment,” you
draw a senior moment card from the deck which, when
you flip it over, says something like, “After two drinks
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you realize you’re at the wrong wedding reception – Go
back 1 space;” or “Just in the nick of time, you realize
that the lid is still down on the toilet seat – move ahead
1 or 2 spaces.”
Other spaces are marked with numbers 2,3, and 4.
If you land on one of those, the player to your
immediate right reads to you – twice, slowly and clearly
– a memory list of 5 items from an enclosed booklet.
Here’s a typical list: “Remember who has the following
diseases: 1) Al has chicken pox, 2) Bill has the measles,
3) Ray has shingles, 4) Judy has PMS, 5) Liz has
pneumonia.” You then have to demonstrate that you
remember at least the number of items marked on the
space where you landed – if you can’t, then you’re
required to return to where you started. But if and
when you finally locate your lost key (don’t ask how),
you get a shot at winning the game if you can remember
all five of the items on the relevant list.
This looks like it could be good for some laughs,
and I fully intend to assemble a crew of octogenarians to
try it out. At least I’ll be able to say to them – as the
subhead to the name on the box recites – “You can’t
remember the last time you played a game like this.”
A frightening moment for many of us occurs when
we’re approached by someone we don’t recognize – or
at least whose name and other particulars don’t readily
come to mind. Here’s how two smart guys used to
handle the situation.
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n When someone asked Winston Churchill,
“Remember me?” his reply was, “Why should I?”
n When someone would ask journalist Charles
Michelson, “Do you remember me?” he would
answer, “Yes, and it turned out you were
right, didn’t it?”
Here’s a clever twist on those last two.
American John Drew once shaved off his mustache,
dramatically changing his appearance. Soon after,
he ran into Max Beerbohm, the English satirist,
whom Drew failed to remember. But Beerbohm,
remembering the American, said, “Mr. Drew, I’m
afraid you don’t recognize me without your
mustache.”
There’s even a song called Senior Moments, written
and sung on YouTube in country style by a man with a
guitar named Golf Brooks. Listen to the enthusiasm
emanating from the audience – they’re really into it.
Here’s a sample of the lyrics:
“So I told my doctor
short memory cells were on the blink;
And asked if he could fix ‘em – he said,
‘Maybe, let me think.’
Then he asked how long I’d had this problem,
was it old or new?
I looked at him and said, ‘What problem,
and who the hell are you?’
Senior moments, brain farts,
I try hard to remember,
but the process never starts.”
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It’s one thing to forget something you did in
the past – as when entertainer Harry Richman, who
liked to impress woman as a big tipper, asked the
head waiter at the Stork Club, “What’s the biggest
tip you’ve ever received?” The waiter replied, “A
hundred dollars.” Richman handed the waiter two
hundred dollars and then asked him, “Now tell me,
who gave you the hundred?” The waiter replied, “You
did, Mr. Richman.”
But when the action in question is in the
present – as it was with conductor Arturo Toscanini,
who often sang along with the orchestra during
rehearsals – it can lead to trouble. One time, his
voice was so loud that it could be heard above the
instruments. Suddenly he stopped the orchestra and
snapped, “For the love of God, who’s singing here?”
FINAL THOUGHTS
It’s time now for me to sort this all out and offer my
own reflections on the subject.
In terms of answering the question I posed at the
outset – whether I should be alarmed that the current
imperfections of my memory are a precursor of
something much worse – the research appears to be
inconclusive.
A prominent doctor, who I asked to review a draft
of the article (and who found it “full of thoughtful advice
and good laughs, as well as a reasonable review of
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major perspectives on memory loss as we age”),
responded to my query as to whether I was off base in
any respects with these words: “I don’t think you’re off
base at all, especially since you readily acknowledge
how controversial and muddled he whole field is.”
In a piece I wrote upon Turning 75 – which essay I
began by citing a personal memory lapse dwarfing
Donna – I ultimately opted for the bright side. Here’s
what I said:
“How about memory? Well, notwithstanding the
dramatic events that kicked off this essay, my sense is
we overdo the significance of those memory lapses that
are such a common source of complaints in our senior
years. Most of us can remember what's really significant
(like the name of our spouse), even if our minds take a
hike on phone numbers and whether or not certain
small bills have been paid. Now, to be sure, if you find
yourself coming into work without trousers, or mistake
the conference room for the men's room, it might be
worthwhile to have your situation diagnosed . . . .
Now, seven years later, I have to admit it’s tougher
to be as glib about things. Sure, I’m satisfied that I’m
functioning okay today, but some of my findings were
disturbing:
• 40 percent of us oldsters have a little bit
of Alzheimer’s in our brain.
• All memory loss should be taken seriously
because it could signal a higher risk of
dementia later on.
• Clues can start emerging up to 12 years
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before diagnosis of dementia.
• That pesky MCI intermediate stage
(which I previously knew nothing about)
increases the risk of later progressing to
dementia.
Still, as a lifelong optimist for whom the glass has
always been half-full, I’ve concluded that this is no time
to waver. And I’m still convinced that, as the adage goes,
“Worry is the interest paid on trouble before it’s due.”
Besides, I’ve got this little gizmo I carry around,
that I speak into whenever I want to remember
something I need to do, and it records my exact
thoughts . . . . This leaves me with only one problem . . .
remembering to play back what I’ve recorded when I
need the information.
Since my most noticeable current problem is
remembering names, here are a few good stories on
that score.
MGM’s Samuel Goldwyn was giving a 1946
dinner in Hollywood to honor Britain’s greatest
general, Field Marshal Montgomery. “Ladies and
Gentlemen,” Goldwyn said, “I propose a toast to
Marshall Field Montgomery” – confusing the general
with the Chicago department store. After a stunned
silence, Jack Warner of Warner Brothers broke in
with a helpful, “Montgomery Ward, you mean.”
At a White House dinner, President Theodore
Roosevelt stood shaking hands with a long line of
visitors. A haberdasher from New York who
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specialized in custom-made shirts, asked him, “Do
you remember me, Mr. President. I make your shirts.”
Roosevelt, who’d known the man for years, didn’t
hesitate. “Major Schurtz!” he boomed. “Why of
course I remember, Major. And how are all the boys
of the old regiment?”
My favorite joke in this area is one I used to tell to
break the ice when I stepped up to the lectern – to plead
my imperfect memory and justify why I was using notes
for my speech.
My wife and I are dining at another couple’s
house. After dinner, the wives repair to the kitchen,
with the guys still at the table – and I’m complaining
to my buddy about my failing memory.
“Oh,” says he, “I had the same problem, but my
wife got me a great book that explains how to deal
with it – by making image associations and such.”
“Great,” I say, “I’d like to read the book – what’s
the title?”
My friend’s brow furrows, he thinks for a
moment and then says, “What’s the name of the
flower you give to someone for a special occasion?”
I don’t answer right away, so he continues, “You
know, the one that’s red and has thorns on the stem.”
“Do you mean a rose?” I offer.
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“That’s it!” he says. Then, turning toward the
kitchen, he yells, “Hey, Rose, what’s the name of that
memory book you gave me?”
By the way, there may be times when pretending
you’ve had a senior moment can save the day – like this
one.
Former New York Senator Chauncey Depew was
chosen to speak following Mark Twain at a banquet.
After Twain finished his uproarious talk to much
laughter and applause, Depew rose from the dais
and said the following to the assemblage: “Before
this dinner, Mark Twain and myself agreed to trade
speeches. He has just delivered my speech, and I am
gratified for the pleasant way in which you received
it. I regret to say that I have lost the notes of his
speech and cannot remember anything he was to
say. Thank you.” And he thereupon sat down.
As you might have inferred by now, this memory
stuff isn’t something new for me. Over 25 years ago, I
wrote a piece on the subject, “Save Me a Good Spot,”
based on an imaginative theory espoused by my friend
Sherwin Kamin, and with a terrific illustration by Joe
Azar. It’s one of my favorites, and in case you haven’t
consulted it recently, I’m appending a copy.
I like to think that not everything you immediately
identify as a senior moment can rightfully be so
categorized. In that vein, my doctor friend – drawing on
her inner shrink – opined that my Donna/Dana episode
“had nothing to do with incipient senior memory
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deficiency.” Rather, it was “motivated subconscience
forgetting.” I asked what that was. Her answer: “You
found it an objectionable affectation, not to your liking,
that they pronounced Dana as Donna.” How about that?
– it never occurred to me. . . .
A recent personal example is closer to my heart.
Periodically, Barbara and I used to join two other
couples – good friends – for dinner at a certain
restaurant. Some months ago, sadly, one of the men,
Bob, passed away. The two remaining couples and Bob’s
widow, Kate, arranged to dine at the same restaurant on
the night in question. Kate arrived first and was seated
when I – next to arrive – came to the table. “But, why,” I
asked, “is it only set for five?” Two seconds later I
realized why and, slapping my head, said to her, “Sorry
for the senior moment.”
But Kate didn’t see it that way. In the kindest
manner possible, she said, “That’s no senior moment,
Jim. You just wanted Bob to be there, like he always
was.” I prefer Kate’s interpretation and am accepting it
whole-heartedly.
Finally, my favorite point unearthed in the research
was made by Chicago researcher Dr. Robert Wilson.
Noticing memory lapses, he says, is actually a good
thing! People with dementia tend to lose awareness that
their memory is going from two to three years before
the condition develops. So forgive me if I derive some
pleasure from the notion that people who do notice
their little skips – like me with my Donna moment and
now, most notably, by writing this article – can be safe
28

in the knowledge that any significant mental decline is
years off and may not develop at all!
Now then, where was I. . . .

29

30

APPENDIX
FROM

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

