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Feel like you’ve maxed out your memory?  Having trouble remembering names, grocery-list items or even where you left your keys?  Nutrients such as B vitamins, CoQ10 and PS can help.  


When your computer’s memory reaches capacity, opening programs takes more time, the screen freezes, and there are times when new files simply can’t be saved anywhere.  Your own “memory banks” can suffer the same fate.  


Luckily, however, just as you can load an extra memory chip onto your computer’s CPU, you can make your own memory more efficient – essentially creating more mental power.  Nutritionally speaking, these human “memory chips” come in many forms including vitamins, minerals and amino acids.


While older individuals are more likely to suffer from significant cognitive decline, even people in their 20s and 30s sometimes notice symptoms of fuzzy thinking or waning memory.


Brain-supporting nutrition can benefit people of all ages.  In fact, problems in the diet show up in the brain long before physical deficiency symptoms are noticed.  Consider vitamin B12.  One of the earliest signs of inadequate intake of this nutrient is fuzzy thinking; it’s only later that anemia develops.


“If you are having trouble concentrating, staying motivated or just thinking clearly, take a look at your breakfast habits,” suggests Elizabeth Somer, M.A., R.D., author of Food and Mood (Henry Holt, 1995).


“The brain depends entirely on glucose to fuel its millions of daily thought processes.  Skipping meals frequently will drain glucose reserves and essentially force the brain to ‘run on fumes.’  It is no wonder that people who skip breakfast often have difficulty staying alert later in the day,” says Somer.

The Top 10 Brain Booster Are:

1. B Vitamins



6.  Ginkgo

2. Iron




7.  Garlic

3. Antioxidants



8.  Ginseng

4. Alpha Lipoic Acid


9.  Choline / PS

5. CoQ10




10. Amino Acids


B VITAMINS

There are many exotic brain tonics out there, but before looking into any of those, you’ll probably want to check out the basics – and for brainpower, the basics mean the B vitamins.


According to I.H. Rosenberg, Ph.D., from Tufts University, “It is possible that some of the decline in cognitive function associated with aging is preventable or reversible with improved vitamin nutrition, especially vitamins B12, vitamin B6 and folate.”


Although individual B vitamins have been linked to waning mental ability, in the vast majority of cases, when one B vitamin is lacking in the diet, other deficiencies are invariably present.  It is important to replenish the entire range of B-complex vitamins.  B-complex supplements usually come in a “B-25” or “B-50” complex.


Studies that compare the mental capacity of individuals taking B vitamin supplements to those taking inactive pills demonstrate the IQ boost afforded by these basic vitamins.  Specifically, daily supplements of 10 times the RDA of seven B vitamins (thiamin, riboflavin, B6, B12, folic acid, biotin and niacin) over the period of a year led to significant improvements in mental vigor – including memory, attention span and reaction time.  Incidentally taking these vitamins also acted as mood lifter, with many people reporting feeling “more agreeable,” more confident, and even elated while taking the daily supplements.


Kathleen Koehler, M.D., and fellow researchers at the University of New Mexico School of Medicine suggest that even seemingly healthy individuals gain mental benefits from supplements that support clear cognition.  According to their study of adequately nourished elderly people – none of whom suffered from any mental problems – those taking vitamin supplements scored the highest on tests of mental function.  In particular, supplements of vitamins A, C, E and B were most commonly used by the sharpest thinkers.

IRON


Several minerals are absolutely essential for clear, uncluttered thinking.  For example, a deficiency of iron starves the brain of oxygen and interferes with cognition, long before clinical anemia develops.  Iron supplements, in addition to alleviating many of the physical complications of iron deficiency, may even improve some basic cognitive functions, such as memory and ability to learn.


Iron deficiency is a common problem in some subsets of the population, especially young women.  Experts from John Hopkins University estimate that as many as 25 percent of teenage girls are iron deficient.  The same researchers have discovered that iron supplements taken by iron-deficient teens boost learning ability and memory.  Other researchers have reported memory improvement, increased attention spans, higher energy levels, and an overall improvement in mood in anemic individuals taking iron supplements.


Researchers caution, however, that individuals should not take iron supplements unless they have been diagnosed with iron-deficiency anemia by a physician.

ANTIOXIDANTS


Free radicals, marauding molecules implicated in so many degenerative diseases, also play a role in compromised mental clarity.  Just as free radical damage to the heart and blood vessels contributes to heart disease, free radical attacks to the cells in the brain can, over time, impair mental acuity.  In fact, the brain may bear the brunt of free-radical attacks since it is rich in fatty acids (a favorite free-radical target) and it uses large quantities of oxygen (a potential source of free radicals).


Antioxidant nutrients, such as vitamins C and E and the carotenoids, disarm dangerous free radicals before they have a chance to damage brain cells and muddle the mind.  The Alliance for Aging Research, a non-profit group of nutrition researchers, recommends that adults consume 250 to 1,000 mg of vitamin C, 100 to 400 IU of vitamin E, and 10 to 30 mg of beta-carotene daily to prevent age-related diseases.

ALPHA LIPOIC ACID


There are a wide range of antioxidant vitamins, minerals, enzymes and herbs that protect the brain through similar free radical-fighting mechanisms.  One antioxidant, however, deserves special mention as a brain tonic.  Alpha Lipoic acid is a unique antioxidant that fights free radicals in both the watery and fatty areas of the body.  Animal-based research demonstrates that alpha lipoic acid protects brain cell membranes from free radical damage and improves long-term memory in aging animals.  Alpha lipoic acid is often taken in doses of 20 to 50 mg to provide antioxidant protection.

COQ10


CoQ10, a vitamin-like nutrient found in every cell of the body, is thought to safeguard sharp thinking by protecting mitochondria (power centers of the cells.)  Mitochondria are prime targets of free-radical damage, and CoQ10 (generally taken in the amount of 30 to 90 mg daily) may be one of the few nutrients that provide protection for these delicate and important cell structures.

GINKGO


Ginkgo is known in scientific circles as a nootropic agent, which is a substance that stimulates the intellect.  What this really means to the average person is that ginkgo supplements may help you remember where you left your car keys, make it easier to learn new skills at work, and generally make your mind sharper.


Many researchers are excited about the potential of ginkgo to enhance mental function.  “The most important applications of Ginkgo biloba extracts are those that exploit their “nootropic” potential,” exclaims Turan Itil, M.D., a ginkgo researcher and clinical professor of Psychiatry at the New York Institute for Medical Research in New York City.


Ginkgo extracts are generally taken at a dosage of 40 mg three times a day, for a total of 120 mg. daily.  It may take up to 12 weeks for ginkgo to sharpen the mind, but many people note an effect after only a week.


Ginkgo increases the availability of oxygen to the brain by boosting the oxygen content of blood, improving the blood supply to the brain, and the increasing the uptake of glucose in the brain.


Ginkgo has also been shown to improve the transmission rate of information at the nerve cell level.  For example, one double-blind study of healthy young women reported that ginkgo extract significantly improved reaction time in a memory test.

GARLIC


Garlic already has a reputation as a general health tonic, so it should come as no surprise that garlic may also revitalize a flagging memory.  When researchers supplemented a group of mice with garlic, they found that not only did the mice live longer than non-supplemented mice, but they also showed marked improvements in learning ability and memory.  In people, the ideal amount of garlic is not known, but using a clove a day in cooking or taking 1 to 2 standardized garlic capsules each day is a good place to start.

GINSENG


Herbs that act as general tonics or adaptogens are also beneficial to anyone experiencing mental decline.  Ginseng, in the amount of 100 to 200 mg of standardized extract, is probably the most well known and widely used of this category of herbs.  Ginseng has been used traditionally to stop memory loss and sharpen mental concentration.

CHOLINE / PS


Brewer’s yeast and wheat germ have long been thought of as smart foods.  This shouldn’t be surprising since they are some of the richest sources of choline, a B vitamin-like compound that acts as a building block for the neurotransmitter acetylcholine.  Without adequate levels of acetylcholine, the brain can’t store or retrieve information efficiently.


Some choline is made by the body, but probably not enough to meet the needs of our brains, according to Steven Zeisel, M.D., Ph.D., a choline expert from the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill.


Supplements of lecithin provide a concentrated source of choline.  And studies show that when healthy middle-aged people take 1 to 2 tablespoons of lecithin granules daily, they report fewer memory lapses, such as forgetting names and misplacing things.


Phosphatidylserine (PS for short), is a vitamin-like substance used by the body to help build and maintain healthy brain cells.  Brain cells contain concentrated amounts of PS, which first clued researchers into the potential of this compound for memory and other uniquely mental functions.


Parris Kidd, Ph.D., a nutrition educator and biomedical-nutritional consultant, explains the mind-preserving action of this nutrient”  “PS sharpens the mind by helping the brain’s nerve cells function better, including generation, storage, transmission and reception of nerve impulses.  PS is an essential building block for membranes, the dynamic action centers of the nerve cells.”


“Improvements from PS supplements can range from subtle to dramatic, but keep in mind that it may take up to four weeks of supplementation before improvements are noticed.  I recommend 300 mg per day for the first month, then 100 mg per day on a maintenance basis,” adds Kidd.

AMINO ACIDS


Neurotransmitters (chemicals that transmit messages between brain cells) are at ground zero for mental function.  Amino acids can have significant effects on the function of the brain, since many of them are precursors to neurotransmitters.


Supplemental intake of key amino acids is believed to boost brain function by giving the body plenty of building blocks for neurotransmitters.  You should educate yourself about amino acids before incorporating them into a supplement regime, since side effects can occur with their use.  For example, phenylalanine can cause insomnia and can cause brain damage in people with phenylketonuria (PKU), a birth defect in which the body cannot metabolize this amino acid.  In addition, L-cysteine should not be taken by children or pregnant women.


Acetyl-L-carnitine (ACAR), a nutrient related to the amino acid carnitine, may enhance memory and thinking by maintaining proper nerve cell function.  ACAR also helps mobilize energy for the brain’s nerve cells.  Research in animals suggests that ACAR boosts performance of the brain.  A clinical trial of 481 older adults demonstrated that supplements of 1,500 mg per day of acetyl-L-carnitine afford significant improvements in mental functioning.


N-acetylcysteine (NAC) is an altered form of the amino acid cysteine; much of the research with this supplement uses 250 to 1,500 mg per day.  NAC acts as another antioxidant to protect the brain’s delicate machinery.  In addition, NAC helps the nerve cells produce yet another antioxidant called glutathione, which also protects the brain.

TIU’s comment:

Before you take any of the above supplements, it is still best to consult first your family doctors.

SEVEN MIND AND MEMORY SAVERS

1. Keep your gray matter as healthy as the rest of your body.

Physical exercise, as well as mental exercise (reading, socializing with friends and other mind-engaging activities) is needed to prevent cognitive slumps.

2. Learn to relax.  Stress is a brain drainer.

Individuals under stress often develop short-term memory problems, difficulty concentrating and attention deficits.

3. Steer clear of toxins.

Heavy metals, such as lead and mercury, are well known for dimming the brain’s spark.

4. Avoid tobacco and excessive or frequent alcohol.

They sap the brain of its quick wit and sharp focus.  Avoid these, including secondhand smoke.

5. Identify food sensitivities.

Monosodium glutamate (MSG), tyramine (found in aged cheese) and other food components can interfere with levels of neurotransmitters.

6. Say “NO” to over-the-counter drugs.  

They can have mind-numbing side effects.  Cough suppressants, some pain-relievers, sleep aids and anti-diarrhea drugs are common culprits.

7. Get your 40 winks.  

Cutting yourself short under the covers can result in less clear thinking the next day.  The more you sleep debt builds, the worse your mind fares.

TIU’S comment:

I suggest you prioritize these seven mind and memory savers than the supplements.  

Why?  

IT’S FREE.
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