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Preface

Many of today’s health and conditioning programs emphasize physical strength and body image, but ignore the vital importance of brain fitness and mental acuity—which direct all our efforts to remain youthful, mentally fit, and at the top of our game. Of course, maintaining low cholesterol, watching our weight, and preventing high blood pressure all help to increase life expectancy. But research has shown that it first takes a healthy and agile brain to motivate us to treat our bodies right and achieve our highest quality longevity throughout each new phase of life.

In The Memory Bible, I introduced my recent discoveries and techniques for improving memory and keeping our brains young. Several readers commented that not only did the book’s exercises and strategies improve their memory abilities, it made them feel younger—both mentally and physically. I was particularly struck by how many people who had committed to my four-pronged approach of stress reduction, healthy brain diet, memory exercises, and physical conditioning reported almost immediate results.

At the same time, I have received letters, phone calls, and e-mail requesting an even more detailed, customized, and simple “quick-start” plan—in a sense, a doctor’s prescription—to propel individuals toward a sharper mind, more youthful body, and overall quality longevity—ASAP.

The Memory Prescription will give you just that—an aggressive, step-by-step program that brings immediate results and long-term benefits. Readers will feel as if they have entered my office to get their own private consultation and personally designed program, with our UCLA studies to back it up.

The 14-Day Memory Prescription allows you to experience not only improved mental and physical fitness, but also increased vitality and reduced levels of stress. If you stick with the Prescription, you’ll notice enhanced recall abilities, feel younger and stronger, and look better overall. But wait, there’s more! For no extra charge, I’ll throw in a decrease in your odds of developing arthritis, heart disease, Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, and several other illnesses associated with aging.

If it’s true that we are only as young as we feel, then every one of us can be younger in just 14 days.

Gary Small, M.D.

Los Angeles, California

May 2004


Chapter One:
Welcome to My Office


If you want things to stay as they are, things will have to change.

—GIUSEPPE DI LAMPEDUSA



You’re at a party with your wife when you spot a familiar face across the room. He waves. You know the guy but you can’t recall his name. He starts toward you as you run the alphabet through your head—you’re up to “L” and still no name comes to mind. He’s two yards away with a giant grin on his face—M, N, O, P … He pumps your hand and says, “Gary! How the heck are you? You look great, Gary. Must be that clean living and Gigi’s good cooking, huh? Nice to see you again too, Gigi.” Gigi, equally stumped, stammers, “Nice to see YOU.” You’re sweating. He’s already said your name three more times and you know that he knows that you’ve forgotten his. Just then your friend Sue walks up and you’re saved! Surely she’ll get his name. “Sue!” you bellow as if she were the last sip of water in the Sahara. You turn to the guy, “Have you met Sue?” He smiles and shakes her hand, “Haven’t had the pleasure.” Sue mumbles something about spicy stuffed mushrooms and walks off. The guy won’t give you a break, and you’ve gone too far to ask his name now. Embarrassing? You bet. Uncommon? Not in the least.

Although memory challenges affect people of all ages, most of us complain of increasing forgetfulness as we age. To date, no one has yet located an actual “fountain of youth” on this planet, but I am among the billions awaiting a first sighting. In the meantime, I have spent several years developing a scientifically sound program to help my patients keep their brains and bodies young, and I present that program to you in this book.

Of course no one can escape getting older, but we can slow down the process and avoid many age-related conditions that may interfere with life’s pleasures. My 14-Day Memory Prescription (Chapter 3) will keep you on track by helping you focus on the four major areas where we can and must take control of our lives in order to achieve the highest quality longevity. The 14-Day Memory Prescription combines memory training, stress reduction, physical conditioning, and a healthy diet allowing you to dramatically improve your memory, health, and vitality. You will look and feel younger and sharper in just two weeks time.

It would be impossible to literally see every reader in my office to personally design their program; however, this book is organized to provide you with a similar experience. The 14-Day Memory Prescription lets you instantly begin your program for achieving quality longevity, which I define as remaining healthy, mentally fit, and youthful looking throughout a long and productive life.

Many of my patients are stressed-out high-achievers with multiple responsibilities at home and on the job. They often consult me because they have heard about research breakthroughs on healthy aging or new memory techniques, and they want to keep their brains and bodies in peak performance. Some contact me because they have already begun to experience mild memory changes or concerns; or perhaps they have relatives with Alzheimer’s disease, prompting them to begin protecting their brains as early as possible.

People are sometimes mystified by how aging sneaks up on them. I often suggest imagining a slow-growing weed with four wily tendrils—stress, physical laziness, mental inactivity, and a bad fatty diet—growing in your garden. Left untended, these nasty tendrils begin wrapping around your healthy plants, strangling the youth and vitality right out of your flowers. Unless you become a responsible gardener, the aging weed can take over. Take the case of Michael C….


Michael C. checks his watch—only 3:15 P.M. He rubs his tired eyes and pushes back from his desk. It’s piled so high with briefs and depositions, he can hardly see the phone, which miraculously hasn’t rung in over 30 seconds. He massages his neck, which feels like a rock from all the tension he’s holding there—it kept him up half the night again. Glancing out the window, he sees two joggers turn the corner, and tries to remember where he put the number of that trainer Dr. Frank recommended. But hell, who’s got time to work out anyway? Every lawyer on the eighth floor is vying for the partner promotion, and at 44, Michael’s not the youngest rooster in the henhouse.

He crosses the hall to get some coffee and manages to snag the last glazed doughnut. It won’t help lower his cholesterol, but he really needs some energy to get through the afternoon. Turning back to his office, Michael practically mows over Harrison J., Senior Partner and Boss, spilling coffee on his shoe. Michael apologizes but the Boss snaps, “Why weren’t you at this morning’s staff meeting?” Michael looks confused. “Isn’t that tomorrow morning?” Boss laughs—and not very nicely. “Better have your memory checked, pal. You’re developing a serious problem there. Hey, Jimmy-boy!” Boss calls to another associate and heads down the hall. Michael watches in pain—the slight migraine he’s been staving off all day suddenly sets in, full force.

He didn’t need a blunder like this—not now. And he has been forgetting a lot. His heart races as he heads for the safety of his office. The phone is ringing and three lines are flashing and as Michael tries not to hyperventilate, he remembers Dr. Frank saying, “Your cholesterol is sky-high. And you’re under too much stress! Keep doing what you’re doing and you’ll be dead before you’re 45!”



When Michael C. walked into my office soon after this experience, he was terrified about losing his ability to work and live normally. He said he couldn’t concentrate and that he was losing his memory, and he was only 44. He wanted a full battery of psychological and neurological testing, and he desperately wanted to make sure he didn’t have a brain tumor or some rare disease.

I asked Michael about his lifestyle—his dietary habits, physical conditioning, stress levels, workload, as well as his health history. He took a memory assessment test, and I checked for previous depression or anxiety problems. We discussed his health concerns including cholesterol and blood pressure control, and I did standard blood tests to make sure there were no immediate physical problems.

By the end of the assessment, it became clear that Michael C. was experiencing severe chronic stress. This stress was affecting his memory, as well as threatening his overall physical health. He needed a prescription, and I knew just what to write.

Michael C. left my clinic optimistic and self-assured. Although he didn’t get the battery of unnecessary tests that he originally thought he needed, Michael left with something better—a personalized Memory Prescription that allowed him to immediately reduce his stress levels, improve his overall physical health, regain and improve his memory abilities, and begin a healthy longevity program to keep his brain and body young.

The latest scientific studies show that for all of us to achieve the highest level of quality longevity, we need to focus on the Big 4—the four most important areas to address if we are ever to slow, stop, or possibly reverse the aging process: mental activity, physical activity, stress reduction, and healthy eating. And, you get more bang for your buck—the results are better, faster, and longer lasting—when your efforts in these four areas are combined, as in the 14-Day Memory Prescription. The 14-Day Plan is an easy to follow, daily guide on what to eat, how to exercise mentally and physically, and how to minimize the chronic stress most of us live with today.

Just as I did for Michael C. in my office, this book will help you assess your own memory abilities, stress levels, physical conditioning, and dietary needs (Chapter 2). The 14-Day Memory Prescription is set up to begin on a Monday. The weekday menus and exercises vary from those of the weekends and progress throughout the course of the plan. The Prescription builds gradually over the 14 days, so it is easy to learn and integrate into your daily schedule. Although the 14-Day Memory Prescription is designed to meet the needs of nearly everyone, subsequent chapters will show you how to contour your program to best reach your specific healthy longevity goals.

But wait! You may be saying, “I don’t want to read the whole book first! I want to start my 14 days to feeling and looking younger right now!” Then by all means, jump to page 33 and begin the 14-Day Memory Prescription today. This book works for all types of readers. Some readers may finish reading this book before starting their 14-Day Memory Prescription; others may want to jump right into Day One of the program as soon as they get the book home. The Memory Prescription is designed for everybody. Whatever your style may be at the beginning, the important thing is to begin.

Whether you are a working mother juggling a career, household, and carpool duties, a retired professional concerned with aging issues and increased forgetfulness, or perhaps a college student with upcoming finals and two part-time jobs, we all have stress in our lives, as well as room to improve our diets, physical conditioning, and general lifestyle choices. And we can all benefit from protecting our bodies and brains from the effects of aging. Those with legitimate concerns about inheriting an aging-related condition should know that genetic risk is not a guarantee that they will develop the condition. In fact, the sooner those people begin following their Memory Prescription—protecting their brain and body from the effects of aging—the more likely it is the conditions will not develop.

I’ve been asked why I created a 14-day plan, and not a 21-, or even a 28-day program. I have three reasons: First, the 14-Day Memory Prescription works—people see positive and significant results in 14 days or less. Second, two weeks is an undaunting commitment for most of us to make to a new program—even on a lark—such as picking up a catchy title we spot at the bookstore or perhaps notice somebody reading at a coffee bar. Third, I have found that when people continue my program for at least 14 days, they reach a critical milestone where they notice a real change occurring in their lives. They have given themselves just enough time to develop new brain and body fitness habits, which provide them momentum to stick with the plan for the long haul. And our UCLA research team has found that real, measurable changes in brain efficiency and true objective improvement in memory and mood occur in just 14 days.

An Ounce of Prevention

It’s fairly easy to step on the scale or glance in the mirror to notice it’s time to take off a few pounds or re-up your membership at the gym. And the doctor can be an effective motivator to change your diet by cutting out sugars, fats, or salt when he reports a ridiculously high cholesterol level or blood pressure reading. However, the signals are more subtle, less “in your face” if you will, that tell us it’s time to jump-start our memory fitness programs and begin protecting our brains from the effects of aging.

Public education campaigns during the past few decades have led to declines in heart disease and stroke, and prevention efforts and improvements in early detection, treatment, and care have resulted in a number of beneficial trends, including a decline in cigarette smoking and a decrease in mean blood pressure levels in the U.S. population. Data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys suggest that decreases in the percentage of calories from dietary fat and the levels of dietary cholesterol correspond to decreases in blood cholesterol levels. Currently, the most frequently prescribed medicines throughout the world are those that lower blood cholesterol.

But the aging brain, that silent, hidden, ever-shrinking bundle of neurons and supporting tissue, with its insidious little clumps of plaque and tangles building up every day, is given the cold shoulder of denial by most people until it gets in our face and screams, “I’M IN TROUBLE!” And often, by then, it has already experienced irreparable damage, resulting in brain cell death.

A visit to the dermatologist for an injection or two may help iron out a few forehead wrinkles temporarily, but avoiding sun exposure and using sunscreen to impede skin aging in the first place is a better strategy. A surgeon may be able to cut out a cancer and prolong your life, but not smoking cigarettes is a more effective approach to living cancer-free. Despite rapidly advancing medical discoveries, in our lifetime, it will always be easier to protect your brain cells while they are healthy than to bring dead neurons back to life.

The Memory Fitness Movement

Current research findings and medical technological advances clearly support the principle of protecting both our bodies and our brains, yet there still exists no major brain-health awareness campaign or anti-Alzheimer’s disease, public-health prevention program. Although many people joke about their memory slips, assigning them nicknames like “senior moments” or “middle-age pauses,” sometimes the humor serves to mask an underlying fear and denial of the dreaded mental decline we have all witnessed in many older people. Too many still believe that it can’t happen to them, at least not until they get much, much older.

But a revolution is afoot. A growing number of adults of all ages are realizing that we cannot keep our heads in the sand and assume that “they” will find a cure long before we lose our own memory and thinking abilities. People with little or no memory complaints are simply looking to perform and feel better, and remain at the top of their game. They want to take charge and remain healthy and mentally agile, and to prevent the illnesses their parents and grandparents suffered. These people are among the millions joining an international memory fitness movement in response to the growing scientific evidence that prevention may work as well for the brain as it has for the heart. Medical science is striving to keep us alive for 120 years, but what’s the point if we can’t enjoy that longevity with a mentally fit brain? The good news is, it’s easier than one imagines to begin a memory fitness routine, and using a program like The Memory Prescription to protect your brain, benefits your body too.

Protecting Your Brain— Never Too Late or Too Early

Most people combine busy lives with hectic schedules and multi-tasking—working, studying, caring for children or aging parents or both, managing finances, health-care, social engagements, and trying to fit in that daily workout. There is a whole lot to remember and plenty of opportunities to forget. It doesn’t matter what age we are, we all face daily challenges of keeping our brains fit.

The scientific evidence is clear: brain aging begins as early as our twenties. Therefore it is never too early, and probably never too late, to fight off brain aging. Data show that as our neurons age and die, the actual overall size of the brain shrinks or atrophies. Also, aging brains accumulate lesions known as amyloid plaques and neurofibrillary tangles. This decayed material, resulting from cell death and degeneration of brain tissue, collects mainly in areas involved in memory and is believed to be responsible for Alzheimer’s disease.

Neuropathological studies of plaques and tangles show that this physical evidence of brain decay begins to build up in the brain very early in adult life, for some people perhaps in their twenties and thirties. Our research at UCLA using the brain scanning technique known as positron emission tomography, or PET scanning, has uncovered Alzheimer’s-like brain activity patterns in middle-aged people with hardly any memory complaints. As we follow these individuals with repeated PET scans, we find that their brain aging continues to advance over the years and the rate that it progresses is greater for people who have inherited a genetic risk for the disease from one of their parents.

The search to uncover what determines the rate at which our brains age and our risk for dementia has revealed a startling fact: for the average person, only about one-third of this determination comes from genetics. So if two thirds of what determines our future risk has to do with our environment and the lifestyle choices we make today, we clearly have more control over our future than many might imagine—two-thirds control.

To help diagnose subtle brain aging, we at UCLA have developed a brain stress test that works much like a cardiac stress test. Rather than walking uphill on a treadmill to stress the heart so the cardiogram can pick up any mild signs of heart disease, our functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanner detects subtle evidence of brain aging while volunteers stress their brains with memory tasks. Dr. Susan Bookheimer and I found that in middle-aged people with normal memory function but also the apolipoprotein E-4 (APOE-4) Alzheimer’s risk gene, the brain had to work harder to perform a memory task than in people without a genetic risk. And the harder the brain worked during the initial test, the worse their memory function was two years later at the follow-up testing. The best explanation for these findings is that our brains naturally try to compensate for subtle deficits, but after a while, compensating no longer works and memory function worsens. However, brain-imaging studies show that this need not be our fate if we choose to do something about it.

Just by reading this book, you are already doing something to change this unnecessary scenario. Hopefully you are like many of my patients, some of whom may be noticing very subtle memory changes, who want to fight back and take control by conditioning and training their brains. Some refer to themselves as the “worried well.”

Dr. Richard Heir and associates at the University of California, Irvine, performed PET scans while young volunteers in their twenties played a then novel computer game called Tetris. At first, their brain scans showed lots of brain activity, indicating that they used up a lot of brain energy despite dismal scores on the game. After a month or so of practice, the volunteers became Tetris experts, while their brain scans showed minimal if any activity during play. In just weeks, they had developed significant brain efficiency, allowing for increased memory capacity and greater ease in solving memory problems.

Dr. Heir’s research suggests that even as early as our twenties we can become proactive and increase our brain efficiency. More recent studies also argue for an early start to memory fitness strategies. Dr. Daniel Silverman and I looked at the PET scans of young adults with normal memory abilities and compared their brain function according to whether or not they finished college plus the added effect of whether they did or did not have the Alzheimer’s APOE-4 genetic risk. We found that during mental rest, the scans revealed the greatest brain activity in the group that had completed college and did not have the APOE-4 gene. Those young adults who did not complete college and did not have the APOE-4 gene, or who had completed college and did carry the APOE-4 gene, showed an intermediate level of brain activity. We found the least amount of brain activity during mental rest in the group that did not complete college and did carry the APOE-4 gene.

It is interesting that the influence of a college education on a person’s brain activity reserve was even more powerful than that of the APOE-4 risk gene. Ideally, someone concerned about their genetic risk could compensate for possible brain activity deficits through further education.

So getting started early makes sense. When would be too late? Unless someone is already suffering from late-stage dementia or severe Alzheimer’s disease, a program of mental activity, physical conditioning, stress reduction, and healthy diet will likely improve an individual’s daily functioning, overall health, and quality of life. Of course, these kinds of strategies will have less impact on patients with progressed conditions.

Dr. Fred Gage of the Salk Institute in La Jolla, California, has found that new nerve growth, or neurogenesis, is possible in adult human brains. I know of several senior scientists who are now working to develop intensive mental stimulation interventions designed to arouse brain cell function and improve cognitive abilities. They believe that the basic laboratory studies show that the “use it or lose it” theory may hold true even for patients who have already developed dementia. Many of us agree that it is never too late to jump-start an individual’s brain fitness.

Everyone should begin and maintain a memory fitness program without delay, especially in light of new, alarming research on the projected prevalence of Alzheimer’s disease. Currently, about 4.5 million people have Alzheimer’s in the United States. Researchers at Rush-Presbyterian-St. Luke’s Medical Center in Chicago recently reported that by the year 2050, over 13 million older Americans will suffer from Alzheimer’s disease unless we find new ways to prevent or treat it.

I am among the many scientists optimistic that we can change the course of this epidemic. We now have the technologies to make significant advances in the next five to ten years in the development of more effective treatments, particularly preventive interventions. But even before these advances take effect, we already have a considerable arsenal to stave off brain aging and decelerate memory decline as we age. Mounting scientific evidence is pointing the way for us to change our lifestyles to protect our brains.

Boot Camp for the Brain

When I think of a boot camp, I imagine a training environment where the goal is accelerated learning of new strategies, tactics, and routines. The camp provides all the instruction and structure needed to allow “campers” to simply do as they’re told and soak up the benefits of the training. The 14-Day Memory Prescription is like boot camp “lite”—it’s easy to do but has a great impact, lasting only two weeks and resulting in significant benefits that can sustain themselves well beyond that time. It pulls together the Big 4 proven strategies for brain and body health—mental activity, physical conditioning, stress reduction, and the healthy brain diet—and delivers them in a simple yet intensive “boot camp for the brain.”

At UCLA, we have been documenting the benefits of this kind of focused intervention using the latest brain imaging technologies; however, we observed the plan’s positive results even without the high tech devices. Our volunteers were effusive about how much better they felt. Their memory test scores and personal testimonials were convincing, and we could see it in their facial expressions and the way they carried themselves.

Sandra B., a 41-year-old legal assistant, suffered from chronic low-back pain over the years and had tried lots of traditional and non-traditional remedies without much success. She began the 14-Day Memory Prescription program skeptical that two weeks of altering her diet and exercise routines could really do much for her. She was only mildly aware of any memory issues, but wrote them off to being distracted by her back pain. A quiet and reserved person, Sandra never seemed too enthusiastic about things, nor did she complain much. When asked to rate herself on a scale from 1 to 10—1 the worst and 10 the best—on how she felt overall before starting the plan, she thought for a moment and said, “6.”

After completing the program, Sandra rated herself a 9. She looked brighter and more alert, and said she had lost three pounds. She had begun bicycle riding after work with her neighbor and the stretching component of the plan had even helped her back.

Bill G. was eager to give the program a try. He was stressed out at work, had difficulty remembering details, and his doctor was concerned about his cholesterol and blood pressure. Bill had dabbled in yoga classes before, had joined a fitness center, and done Weight Watchers, but he always had trouble staying on his various wellness programs. He said he was so busy at his office he didn’t want to take on a fitness program where he had to do any work or feel like he was taking on another “job.” What appealed to him about the 14-Day Memory Prescription was that everything was laid out in detail. Nothing was left to chance—no big decisions or choices to make unless he wanted to. The Memory Prescription told him what to eat and drink, when to stretch, what memory fitness exercises to do, and when to relax.

After the initial two-week program, Bill’s subjective and objective memory scores improved, and he stopped complaining about misplacing his keys and glasses. To his surprise, he was able to lose five pounds and keep it off, even though the program had him eating breakfast every day for a change. He and his wife looked forward to their brisk walk after dinner each evening, and he had even lowered his cholesterol. Bill asked me if I could give him a six-month program and I suggested he simply renew his Memory Prescription. The lifestyle changes he made in those first two weeks can and should become healthy life-long habits.

The Memory Prescription Study

We had many people like Sandra and Bill volunteer for our UCLA study, to help us prove to ourselves, and the scientific community, that the Memory Prescription works. In this controlled research program, we recruit people with mild memory complaints, ranging in age from 35 to 80. Before they begin, we check their memory scores, mood, physical health, and many other measures. We gauge their level of stress and whether they are overweight. In fact, we have them complete the same assessments that you will complete in Chapter 2.

In the study, we also perform more detailed memory tests, measure blood pressure and cholesterol levels, and determine the volunteers’ level of brain efficiency using the functional MRI brain stress test and the PET scan. After two weeks on the program we repeat all these assessments. To control for the possible “placebo effect” from all these assessment procedures and brain scans, we have a second group of volunteers undergo the same assessments but simply continue their ordinary lifestyle habits for the 14 days. To prove that the program works, we compare the two groups on their baseline, as well as their two-week test scores and scan results.

In our initial assessment of results, after just two weeks of Memory Prescription, volunteers demonstrated improved memory performance and brain efficiency. During the brain stress test, not only did they score better on the memory tasks, but they also used less brainpower to do it—just as an athlete eventually exerts less energy but lifts heavier weights or runs farther after continued physical training.

Each individual element of the program, from physical conditioning to stress reduction, can improve your brain and body fitness. But putting them all together, as the Memory Prescription does, creates a synergy that goes well beyond their individual impact. In other words, the sum is greater than the parts.

Scientists have observed this kind of synergy in other studies. For example, investigators at the National Public Health Institute in Finland studied how a healthy diet combined with physical exercise affects the risk for diabetes. They found that losing as few as 10 pounds and eating a healthy diet, while exercising regularly, reduced the risk for developing type-2 diabetes by more than 50 percent.

Duke University researchers looked at how cardiac patients were affected by combining stress reduction strategies with a physical activity program. The study found that the group who exercised and learned anger management techniques ended up with the lowest risk for ischemic chest pain, which results from insufficient blood flow and oxygen to the heart. The group of patients who merely exercised and did not have anger management instruction lowered their risk for chest pain slightly, but only half as much as the other group. The physiological process leading to this kind of diminished blood flow in the heart has the potential for producing similar circulatory problems in the brain.

By employing the Memory Prescription’s synergistic approach, you will not only begin to feel better, more confident, and younger, but you will have begun to literally change how your brain functions, making it more efficient and improving your memory.

Refill Your Prescription for Life

Although the initial 14 days of the Memory Prescription is enough time to “jump-start” your brain and body into new healthy habits, most people are so pleased with their initial results that they decide to stick with the program for months and years to come.

After completing the 14-Day Plan, you will possess the tools, motivation, and know-how to continue your newly developed quality longevity habits into the future. If you wish to make adjustments to one or more of the elements of your program—stress reduction, mental conditioning, healthy brain diet, or physical fitness—subsequent chapters throughout the book will guide you on how best to personalize your Prescription to get the most benefits from it. The Appendixes will provide more detail on recipe options and other informative resources.

Although The Memory Prescription is not a sequel to my last book, The Memory Bible, it does take its healthy brain and body objectives to the next level by laying out exactly how to achieve them. The Memory Prescription will allow you to skip that trek to my office and launch your healthy longevity program today.
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