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"This work was started in my days at the
University of Vermont, as a modest effort
aimed at demonstrating the correctness of
the prevailing associationistic doctrine of the
time, namely, that memorization of a verbal
list entails the forming and strengthening of
direct associative bonds among the words on
the list. The only original contribution
anticipated was the relatively simple method
to be employed for the demonstration. After
studying a list, an experimental group would
be given some of the words free, to use as
retrieval cues for recall of the remaining
ones. A control group, given no cues, would
try to recall the entire list. Both groups were
then to be scored on the very same items,
those not given free. It was clearly expected
that the experimental condition would show
superior performance because of activation
of some otherwise inaccessible associative
links, these being stimulated by the presence
of the free words. "Accordingly, I sent my
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graduate assistant, Ed Coppage, to collect
the initial data on this straightforward
exercise. In the face of our compelling
preconceived expectations, we were
annoyingly disappointed to find that the
experiment failed to show any advantage for
the cued group, and worse, that it revealed a
small but significant inhibitory effect in that
condition. Thinking that this first outcome
was only a matter of bad luck which would
not persist across subsequent replications,
we returned to the laboratory to carry out a
series of variations on this experiment,
always keeping the same basic design. We
manipulated the proportion of free words
given, the type of material comprising the
lists, and access to short-term memory. All
told, we conducted six separate experiments
and each one told the same empirical story,
namely, that provision of free words did not
aid memory performance. I had no choice
but to conclude that the classical theoretical
portrayal of memory traces as being joined
by direct associative links was wrong.

"It so happened that Endel Tulving came
to give a talk at Vermont just when I had
completed writing the report of this work.
Maintaining a firm grip on his lapel, I
regaled him with these findings in my office
until 11 o'clock that night. He endured this
with exemplary fortitude and, as I found out
later, harbored some silent scepticism about
the meaning of the whole thing until further
work by me1,2 and independent efforts by
others34 extended the tenor of the initial
findings, and led to a theoretical picture of a
hierarchical storage structure. The original
publication doubtless attracted interest
because of the beguiling simplicity of the
method, and the then counterintuitive
nature of the findings. A recent overview of
this work is in Roediger and Neely."3,5
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