	



	www.BottomLineSecrets.com

	

To print: Select File and then Print from your browser's menu 


	Strengthen Your Brain, Naturally
What You Can Do to Stay Sharp and Healthy 

reprinted from Daily Health News, October 22, 2007 
URL:  http://www.bottomlinesecrets.com/blpnet/article.html?article_id=43326 
Recent headlines have trumpeted the exponential growth in the number of people with Alzheimer's disease -- according to one report I read, someone in this country develops the disease every 72 seconds. It is estimated that within a few decades, that rate will more than double, with Alzheimer's striking a new victim every 33 seconds. Researchers are working to isolate the causes and develop effective treatments... but more important is finding ways to prevent the disease -- and certainly those who already have it would benefit from avoiding or minimizing side effects caused by treatments.

Keeping memory sharp with brain teasers and other mental activities won't stave off Alzheimer's disease altogether (if only it were so simple) but, I recently learned, it actually can help decrease the intensity and persistence of symptoms and help maintain functionality. 

Wondering whether there were particular foods we should eat, supplements we could take or exercises to do to fortify memory, I called Dharma Singh Khalsa, MD, a leading expert in integrative medicine, Alzheimer's disease and memory loss. An Associate Fellow of the University of Pennsylvania Medical School and the medical director of the Alzheimer's Research and Prevention Foundation, Dr. Khalsa has created a program for avoidance and treatment of Alzheimer's disease and memory loss, called the Brain Longevity Program. Understanding that age-related memory loss (normal forgetfulness that occurs with advancing years) and full-out Alzheimer's exist on a continuum, it's important for all people to work to keep their memory skills sharp and strong. "Just like your muscles, the brain gets weak as we age -- but it doesn't have to be that way," he said.

INVESTING IN THE MEMORY BANK 

As opposed to dementia, Dr. Khalsa believes that mild cognitive impairment is something of a "disease of lifestyle." He said that some intriguing new research is focused on a concept called cognitive reserve, which he likened to a savings account for your brain in that its capacity can be built up over time. "By building up your cognitive reserve through healthy diet and mental and physical exercise, you will not only have better brainpower now, you'll have better ability to resist challenges to the brain later in life," he said.

The three basic strategies Dr. Khalsa recommends to accomplish this aren't exactly new -- but they bear repeating:

Eat well and take supplements. Research shows that people eating plenty of vegetables each day (around three or four servings or more) seem to have a slower rate of cognitive decline. Interestingly studies suggest that fruits are not as protective as vegetables in this regard -- Dr. Khalsa speculates that since vegetables are so loaded with natural anti-inflammatories, they reduce inflammation, which is known to figure in cognitive impairment and Alzheimer's. Basic supplements, including a multivitamin, and B vitamins (including folic acid), vitamin C and vitamin E, are also helpful. 

Manage stress. Stress causes the release of cortisol into the bloodstream, which in chronic and excessive amounts can cause cell death in the brain's memory center, Dr. Khalsa told me. He said that meditation and other relaxation techniques are excellent ways to reduce damagingly high levels of stress hormones. 

Exercise. Can you walk and talk at the same time? According to Dr. Khalsa, "for optimal impact on the brain, both physical and mental exercise need to happen -- preferably at the same time." For instance, he suggests taking a walk -- but instead of daydreaming, sing a song or talk aloud, mindfully. "Say, 'I'm walking up a hill, the tree over there is green with a brown trunk, and there goes Dave driving his new Ford,' " he suggests. "This kind of mental involvement literally lights up the brain." You could also just walk with a friend, discussing current events or anything else you find interesting. 

Though we hear an awful lot about mental exercise nowadays, Dr. Khalsa explained that it does not have to be sophisticated or difficult to be effective. "You don't need to do Sudoku puzzles or crosswords to benefit. Going to a museum with friends and talking about what you've just seen is great. Many recent studies have shown that merely being mentally engaged, no matter what the topic, actually increases blood flow, leading to the building of new brain cells along with enhanced cognitive function. You're literally increasing your cognitive reserve!"

FORTIFY YOUR MEMORY WITH SUPPLEMENTS 

Finally, Dr. Khalsa closely follows research on dietary supplements and cognitive function, and told me he believes that certain ones are quite helpful. He likes:

· Phosphatidylserine. This naturally occurring molecule, known as a phospholipid, is important for the integrity and maintenance of the brain cell membranes. Because it is depleted by stress hormones like cortisol, it is often deficient in people with chronic stress. 

· Fish oil. The anti-inflammatory properties of fish oil are very helpful in reducing inflammation in the brain which many scientists believe increases vulnerability to Alzheimer's. Interestingly, the National Institutes of Health has begun to study omega-3 oils and their effect on cognitive function, though no conclusive findings are yet available. 

· Ginkgo biloba. "A recent study showed that patients taking gingko performed no differently on standard memory tests than a matched group of patients taking donepezil (Aricept), a common medication for Alzheimer's," said Dr. Khalsa. 

· Turmeric/curcumin. This spice is a significant anti-inflammatory and therefore thought to be helpful to all brain function. Take in supplement form or simply use the spice when cooking as much as possible. 

· L-Alpha Glycerylphosphorylcholine (Alpha-GPC). Naturally present in all cells, this molecule can also be taken as a supplement. It is a pro-phospholipid, used by the body to build cell membranes. Numerous studies have shown that, used as a supplement, it benefits attention, mental focus, recall and other higher mental functions. 

While there is no proven way to prevent Alzheimer's, employing some or all of these strategies may help you stay sharper and more functional longer. Who among us wouldn't benefit from doing that? 


	

Dharma Singh Khalsa, MD, one of the world's leading experts in integrative or complementary medicine, Alzheimer's disease and memory loss. Dr. Khalsa is an Associate Fellow of the University of Pennsylvania Medical School, and has formulated a holistic medicine program for the prevention and treatment of Alzheimer's disease and memory loss (The Brain Longevity Program). He is author of seven books including The Better Memory Kit (Hay House) and Brain Longevity (Grand Central) and is president and medical director of the Alzheimer's Research and Prevention Foundation (www.alzheimersprevention.org). Visit his Web site at www.drdharma.com.
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