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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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INTRODUCTION
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If you could take a magic pill to make you smarter, one that didn’t have any unwanted side effects, would you take it? Imagine it improves memory, helps you to solve problems, think on your feet and maintain concentration for longer. Before long, everyone would want this pill and no doubt it would soon sell out of the shops – but you can take your own magic pill for smartness simply by choosing the right foods to boost your brainpower.




Your brain is a mass of fat and water, about the size of your two clenched fists held together with wrists touching, and it contains around 100 billion neurons, or brain cells. Multiple finger-like dendrites reach out from each neuron towards other neurons, and as we think or move or speak, electrical impulses trigger the release of chemicals known as neurotransmitters to carry information from one neuron to the next.







Neurotransmitters help us to form new connections as we absorb information and they connect memories that are visual, emotional, verbal and physical. They continually evolve, with old, unused connections disappearing over time while new ones are formed. So for optimum functioning of the brain we require optimum levels of neurotransmitters – and these are manufactured in the brain from the foods we eat.







What does the brain need?

A balanced mixture of proteins, fats, vitamins, minerals and phytonutrients is necessary for healthy brain functioning. Neurons are vulnerable to degenerative damage or oxidation, during which cells known as free radicals are produced. Smoking, drinking alcohol, stress, pollution, exposure to sunlight and ageing all increase the production of free radicals. However, antioxidants found in our food can not only protect the neurons but also reverse the damage, and they will form a key part of any eating plan that is designed to make you smarter. They can help to stave off Alzheimer’s disease and dementia, so they are well worth including in your daily diet.







Blood brings oxygen to the brain, and glucose to provide the energy to fuel its processes and to supply the nutrients that are required to manufacture those vital neurotransmitters. A diet that encourages heart health will protect blood supply to the brain, as will regular exercise which pushes up the heart rate.
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All-important hydration







• Aside from food, one of the most important things for getting your brain working to its full potential is water. Neurons store little droplets of water inside them, which they use to stop the brain overheating and to keep cell membranes elastic and able to do their job. Note that by the time you actually feel thirsty, your brain is already functioning at a less than optimum level.

• Dehydration leads to poor concentration, reduced ability to solve problems, fatigue and dizziness. Drinking water regularly throughout the day will help to keep those neurons topped up and firing off connections with other neurons, so brilliant ideas will simply flood out of you!





How to eat yourself smart

1. Choose the right fats







Sixty per cent of the brain is made of fat, and there is a high concentration of an omega-3 fat called DHA (docosahexaenoic acid), which is essential for the brain’s processes. Our bodies don’t produce the DHA we need so it has to come from our diet and the main source is oily fish (mackerel, salmon, sardines, herring, trout). It can also be found in eggs, nuts (especially walnuts), seeds (flax seeds are great), wholegrains and dark green leafy vegetables. Cut down on saturated fats (found in red meat) and avoid trans-fats – also known as hydrogenated fats – which are used in many processed foods. These can take the place of good fats in the brain and make the membranes less flexible and consequently the transmission of information more sluggish.







2. Pick plenty of proteins







Proteins contain the amino acids needed for the manufacture of those important neurotransmitters. Tyrosine (found in poultry, dairy products, eggs, leafy greens and pulses) and tryptophan (in turkey, shellfish, nuts, seeds and cocoa) are crucial. Healthy proteins are required to build and maintain every cell in the body and are also essential for sustained energy.
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3. Balance your blood sugar







Foods that cause blood sugar levels to peak and then plummet play havoc with concentration. If you have a Danish pastry or a sugary cereal for breakfast, you will experience a mid-morning slump and the temptation will be to reach for something sweet as a pick-me-up. And it’s not just sugary foods that have this effect: refined carbohydrates, in which the wholegrain element has been stripped away, are quickly converted to blood sugar too, as is alcohol. Choosing wholegrain carbohydrates, which are absorbed more slowly, instead will avoid this peaking and plummeting effect, as will eating protein along with fibre.







4. Aim for eight a day







Advice used to be to eat five portions of fruit and vegetables a day but nutritionists now think eight portions give you better protection. Vary your choices as they all contain different antioxidants to protect the brain from damage, but the flavonoids in blueberries, strawberries and black grapes are particular superstars in protecting against memory loss, while beetroot and leafy green vegetables help to improve the blood supply to the brain.
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5. Pump the iron!







Iron is an essential nutrient for the supply of oxygenated blood to the brain, so an iron deficiency can affect memory, learning and attention. Eating lean meats, shellfish, nuts and seeds, wholegrains, leafy greens (especially spinach) and dark chocolate on a regular basis should keep you well-stocked with iron.







6. Make room for magnesium







Magnesium helps to speed the transmission of messages in the brain and relaxes the blood vessels to allow greater flow. Good sources include spinach, nuts, avocados, brown rice and natural yogurt.







7. Dose up on B vitamins







High levels of the amino acid homocysteine can cause the brain to shrink but studies have shown that B vitamins, especially B12, can protect against this. Meat, poultry, eggs and fish are great sources of B vitamins, while leafy green vegetables, beans and pulses also contain some.







Getting started

Normally it takes a few weeks to start seeing beneficial results from a new healthy eating plan, but you’ll notice a difference straight away when you start following the Eat Yourself Smart meal planner. Eating a protein- and fibre-based breakfast and avoiding blood sugar peaks and dips will make you sharper and more focused during the morning; lunch with a good balance of protein, carbs and healthy fats will see you firing on all cylinders through the afternoon; and a balanced dinner (eaten early in the evening if possible) will help you to get a good night’s sleep, another prerequisite for maximum brain-power. Getting some exercise every day, avoiding smoking and not drinking more than one alcoholic drink per day will all make a big difference as well.







If you have a specific problem, such as a poor attention span, an unreliable memory or difficulty with mental agility (solving crosswords, for example), you can check the problem solver for key foods you should be focusing on. See the list of the best brain foods, along with their benefits, and you’ll find suggestions on how to incorporate them into your diet.







Our brains are our most precious organs, defining who we are and how we interact with the world. Starting to take care of yours now will pay dividends both in the short term, as you apply your newly fired-up neurons to your work and relationships, and in the long term, helping you to look forward to a super-smart old age.
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