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About

THIS BOOK
You will discover a whole new approach to managing your health in this comprehensive reference book from Reader’s Digest. Every page outlines useful and often surprising advice about how good health can be enhanced and illness prevented and treated in simple ways that are accessible to all. You’ll learn how simple and often unexpected changes or additions to your diet, exercise habits, and daily routine boost your physical and mental health at every stage of life from childhood to old age.
From homespun remedies to cutting-edge science
Reader’s Digest has gathered wide-ranging health tips from around the globe and chosen the best to include in this book. Many have been validated by cutting-edge research but others reflect popular usage, recognizing that conventional medical science does not hold all the answers to our health, and alternative therapies can be equally, or in some instances, more effective. The result is a volume that encompasses everything from special diets to prescription drugs and herbal medicine. It draws on the wisdom of tribal societies as well as top academic institutions to present hard-hitting information on subjects ranging from superfoods to the latest surgical techniques.
By reading this book, you will reap the benefits of the latest scientific thinking and its practical applications. For instance, while potatoes are know as a good source of potassium that help keep blood pressure in check, researchers have discovered that purple potatoes contain high levels of antioxidants that could help reduce blood pressure by up to 4 percent. And you’ll gain some other intriguing insights as researchers examine traditional remedies and put them to the test. For example, if your mother ever warned you that eating cheese late at night might give you nightmares, she was right. Studies have revealed that cheese contains tyramine, a compound that raises blood pressure, a stress symptom often associated with bad dreams. Wherever possible, the science behind the secret is revealed to help you understand why or how it works.
Simple, practical, and new
An added benefit of this book’s secrets is that many of them are so simple. Did you know, for instance, that brushing your teeth can help prevent a heart attack or that chewing gum has been shown to improve memory? Others, such as putting a bar of soap in your bed to prevent night cramps, might seem a little quirky but are worthy of inclusion because so many people claim they work.
And that’s not all. The information about more complex health problems that may affect you and your family from cancer to dementia, from arthritis to heart disease is largely new and different. Rather than giving you well-worn advice on causes and treatments that you can find elsewhere, here is something of more immediate value, such as the lesser-known but typical signs of a heart attack (nausea, sweating, and in women, back pain and light-headedness)—information that could be invaluable in an emergency.
Above all, the book provides a holistic view of health, embracing the indisputable truth that symptoms cannot be treated in isolation and effective treatments may have physical, mental, even spiritual dimensions. From proof that acupuncture can alleviate backache or that beta blockers, ordinarily used to lower blood pressure, may also inhibit the spread of cancer cells, the book includes a wealth of insights from a wide range of authoritative sources.
The result is a mix of ancient lore, home remedies, and new scientific discoveries that will entertain, inform and, above all, help you and your family stay fit and healthy—for life.
Mind and body
Reader’s Digest Health Secrets recognizes the crucial interaction between body and mind, with tips that benefit both physical and mental health, arranged system by system in two main sections.
Section one, Body Health Secrets, includes chapters on key aspects of physical health such as the heart, circulation, bones and muscles, breathing, nutrition, weight control, hormones, teeth, skin and hair health, as well as the aging process.
The second section, Mind Health Secrets, focuses on the brain and nervous system, including ways to keep them healthy, how to boost mood, improve memory, and keep your senses sharp. There is also advice on improving sleep, and how to combat fears, phobias, and addictions as well as advice on coping with the symptoms of illnesses such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease.
Throughout the book special panels highlight the effects of physical processes on psychological health and well-being, and vice versa. In Body Health Secrets, “Mind Power” boxes illustrate how certain thought processes affect physical health. For instance, researchers have now discovered that women who suffer from depression have lower bone density and higher levels of blood cortisol, a hormone related to bone loss.
By contrast, other studies show that a positive approach to life boosts health and can even help you live longer. Similarly, in Mind Health Secrets, “Body Power” boxes explain how certain physical actions help to boost your mood and keep your brain firing on all cylinders. For example, to keep anxiety at bay, it is best to maintain steady levels of blood glucose. Suggested ways to do this include eating breakfast and focusing one’s diet on whole grains, fruits and vegetables.
These examples illustrate how interconnected the mind and body is and how simple steps can bring harmony to our physical and mental health.
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Protecting
YOUR HEART
Your amazing heart pumps blood around a vast 60,000-mile network to feed your body’s thousands of billions of cells. Read on to discover what it loves and hates—advice that your doctor may never have passed on—and the simple steps you can take to improve and preserve your heart health for all the years to come.



Everyday

LIVING
Studies from around the world show that heart health is linked more closely to lifestyle than anything else—so there is plenty you can do to prevent damage to this vital organ. On the following pages, you’ll find suggestions for small changes that can make a big difference.

Check your neck size According to recent studies, the thickness of your neck may provide more clues to your risk of heart disease than the size of your waist. American researchers have found that the greater the circumference, the higher the risk of heart disease. The average neck circumference for an American woman is 13 ½ inches, and 16 inches for a man. A fat neck may be a sign of heart-unfriendly visceral fat deposits around the liver and heart.

Aim for 10,000 steps a day That’s what experts advise for healthy adults to maintain heart well-being. It’s a great incentive to buy a pedometer—and one for a friend—and see how many steps you can fit into your day. Most of us walk no more than 4,000 steps a day— too little to give the heart the exercise it needs. Medical experts say that, along with diet, inactivity is a major contributor to heart problems.

Watch TV standing up Every 2 hours spent sitting in front of the tube raises heart disease risk by 15 percent, say American researchers. So stand up or better still, turn it off and get moving. Doing something active could prevent two in every 1,000 people from developing heart problems. The risk of heart disease and early death from any cause doubles in people who spend more than 4 hours a day in front of a computer or television screen. Limit your own and your children’s viewing. If you work with a computer, make sure you walk away and take active breaks every 30 minutes.

Do the math Researchers at the University of Glasgow have identified your BMI (body mass index) as the clearest indicator of your heart’s present and future health. Calculate your BMI using the formulas at the Centers for Disease Control’s website: www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/assessing/bmi/. Then scroll down the page further for an estimate of the risk to your heart health. For adults, a BMI between 18.5 and 24.9 is normal, 25–29.9 is overweight, and above 30 is considered to be obese (unless you are heavily muscled).
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Ballooning waists
Back in the Fifties, a SizeUK survey found that British women had an average waist size of 27 ½ inches. Today the average is more than 34 inches. While male waist sizes were not charted in that survey, the statistics clearly show that our tummies have grown larger in the past 50 years. This is bad news for heart health as excess abdominal fat releases inflammatory chemicals that play a role in narrowing and blocking arteries, which can lead to heart attacks.

For further tips on improving your sleep, see Chapter 19, A Better Night’s Sleep

Don’t sleep for too long Too much sleep is bad for your heart, according to a recent study from the West Virginia University School of Medicine. The research into more than 30,000 adults showed that those who regularly slept more than nine hours a night were over one and a half times more likely to develop heart disease. Getting seven hours a night was best, while getting less than five was worst; sleep-deprived adults were twice as likely to suffer heart problems.

A potted plant can be your secret weapon against heart-damaging pollutants.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Snake blood could help hearts
The blood of Burmese pythons may hold the key to a new heart-healing treatment. When the snakes eat a heavy meal, their hearts balloon by as much as 40 percent yet, remarkably, return to normal with no ill-effects. In humans, an enlarged heart is a sign of damage. University of Colorado scientists have discovered the snake blood contains a potent cocktail of fatty acids, which they believe are the ingredients that protect the heart from enlargement.

Get some gum For the sake of your heart, make the decision to quit smoking now and ask your doctor for the help you need—such as nicotine patches or gum—to kick the habit. Within as little as 8 hours of quitting smoking, your oxygen levels increase and your circulation improves, and within a year, your risk of heart disease is reduced by up to 50 percent. And just five years after giving up tobacco, your risk of dying prematurely from heart disease is about the same as that of someone who has never smoked.

Avoid polluted air Heavy traffic fumes, smoke, and dust all raise heart attack risk but can be hard to escape if you work or live in a town or city. Just being aware is the first step. If possible, try not to travel during rush hour. Escape to a park at lunchtime and, whenever possible, get out into the country. And try the air-purifying benefits of certain houseplants. The right kind of potted plant in your home or office, such as a rubber plant or peace lily, will help remove pollutants and could do your heart good.

Make your glass half full Optimists have a lower risk of heart attack and death from cardiovascular disease than those with a more negative outlook on life. In one study that followed the fortunes of 122 men who had suffered a heart attack, eight years after the attack, 21 of the pessimists had died compared with just six of the optimists. Looking on the bright side can bring health as well as happiness.

Throw a pebble Visitors to the Scottish isle of Iona like to follow a potent ancient tradition. They throw a pebble from the beach into the sea to get rid of the bad things in their lives and pick up a new one to represent the future. It’s a strategy that works for worries, too. Brooding over problems can raise levels of the stress hormone cortisol which is linked to inflammation and heart disorders. Externalizing them, throwing them away, or writing them down, then sorting them out is a much more positive response. See your doctor if you find it hard to deal with stress or if you suffer from ongoing depression or anxiety. Depression can make you twice as vunerable to a heart attack.

Shut down your computer to help make your home a special place in which you can relax and get away from the heart-damaging stresses in your life. Here are some tips to help you create a tranquil refuge from the day’s worries:

Get rid of clutter.

Choose restful colors.
And when you’re ready to relax:

Switch off your phone.

Play music you enjoy.

Letting a pebble symbolize the bad things in your life, then throwing it away, is liberating.



Train your brain Controlling your thoughts can help to keep a heart problem in check, according to a recent study. When scientists studied the health of people who had just been diagnosed with heart disease, they found that those who took part in a cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) course—which teaches you to think more constructively—reduced their risk of having a heart attack by 41 percent. It is not known exactly how CBT might reduce heart attack risk but the researchers think it teaches you to acknowledge and deal with negative areas in your life, reducing high stress levels. Talk to your doctor about the availability of CBT and the possibility of a referral.
For further tips on coping with depression, see Chapter 15, Managing Your Mood

Get help, if necessary Your heart suffers when you are depressed. Scientists suggest that people who suffer from a mood disorder such as depression are twice as likely to have a heart attack. By contrast, a five-year study of older people shows that those who feel happiest are less likely to smoke and more likely to exercise—factors, together with a healthy diet that are known to benefit heart health. So don’t live with low spirits, get expert help.

A toothbrush can help reduce your risk of heart disease.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Why laughter works wonders
Researchers suggest that a good laugh benefits your heart because the tissue that forms the inner lining of our blood vessels expands when we chuckle, which helps to increase blood flow by around 25 percent. That’s equivalent to the impact of a stroll in the park or even being on cholesterol-lowering drugs. It’s so good for you that experts advise 15 minutes of laughter a day. So watch a funny movie or go to a stand-up comedy show. Anything that makes you giggle will lift your heart, too.

Avoid the news The constant barrage of news headlines—often concerned with disasters or frightening events—can create a potent and damaging cocktail of worry and feelings of powerlessness. Give your heart a break by giving the news a vacation for a few days. You’ll feel much better.

Get brushing Your mouth may seem a long way from your heart, but if you neglect your teeth, you could be putting your heart and your life at peril. Poor oral hygiene is a major cause of gum disease. It produces low-grade inflammation, which in turn is a high risk factor for heart disease. Studies show people with infected gums are nearly twice as likely to have heart attacks as those with healthy gums. To reduce heart-damaging gum inflammation:

Brush (preferably with an electric toothbrush) for at least 2 minutes and floss twice a day.

Replace your toothbrush every two to three months.

Visit the dental hygienist regularly.

Listen to your heart Is your heartbeat frequently fast and irregular? That’s one symptom of atrial fibrillation (AFib), a common heart rhythm disturbance and a major risk factor for stroke. In a survey by the British Stroke Association of more than 1,000 people and 1,000 family doctors, a staggering 66 percent were unaware of the signs. According to the organization, earlier treatment of AFib could prevent around 4,500 people having a devastating stroke each year. Check your heart rate and rhythm by feeling your pulse in your neck or wrist. Consult your doctor if your heartbeat is irregular or fast (over 140 beats a minute at rest), or if you have other symptoms such as palpitations, shortness of breath, lightheadedness, or faintness.

Get a winter flu shot to reduce your chance of suffering a heart attack by almost a fifth. Heart attacks are more common in winter and studies show there is a link between having an infection such as flu a week or two earlier. The risk is even higher for those who already have a heart condition. People in this category are up to four times more likely to suffer an attack following an infection.

Time it right A study suggests that getting a flu vaccination in late autumn or early winter is more effective than in winter. So schedule your appointment for a flu shot with this in mind.

Splashing cold water on your face can slow a racing heart.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Cool off—quickly—to slow your heart
To slow a racing heart, splash your face with cold water or cover your face with a cold, wet washcloth for a few minutes. A natural reaction to cold water can cause the heart to slow down.
You could also try the following:
	Take a deep breath—inhaling as much as possible until you can’t take in any more air—and then exhale as fast as you can.
	Repeat until you feel your heart slowing down.
	Take a very deep breath to help get oxygen to your brain and restore your breathing rhythm to normal. Ordinary deep breathing won’t do the trick.




  Heart

HEALTHY EATING
Making sensible food choices can really help your heart. It’s well known that reducing levels of harmful fats and salt is a must for heart health, but the trick is knowing how to do this without making mealtimes a misery. Here are some practical—and delicious—tips.

Eat six meals a day Small, frequent meals can help keep cholesterol levels low suggests a recent study published in the British Medical Journal. Researchers found that people who ate six small meals a day had a 5 percent lower average cholesterol level and also lower levels of artery-clogging “bad” low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol than those who ate just one or two large meals. This reduction is enough to shrink your risk of heart disease by 10 to 20 percent. It seems that grazing during the day may balance metabolism and prevent the dramatic rises and falls in blood glucose that are linked to increased cholesterol production. So snacking can be good for you—as long as you choose healthy nibbles.

Go brown Whole-grain brown rice, with its mild nutty flavor, offers heart benefits for carnivores and vegetarians alike. Researchers suggest that an extract in brown rice may work against a protein called angiotensin—a known trigger of high blood pressure and hardening of the arteries, key risk factors for heart disease. Brown rice is also a good source of fiber, and for most of us makes a healthy addition to a balanced diet. So choose brown over white whenever you can.

Try acai berries Acai berries from the Brazilian rainforest are on course to become a favorite “super food.” American research has revealed that these berries are rich in anti-inflammatory sustances, which may help to protect against hardening of the arteries—a major risk factor for heart disease. Another study suggests that the berries can also help to lower high cholesterol levels as well as reduce the risk of type 2 diabetes, both of which predispose you to heart disease. Scientists think that acai juice helps to block the production of inflammatory chemicals that increase the risk of narrowed arteries. Look for acai juice, freeze-dried berries, or acai extract capsules in health food stores.

Acai berries from the rainforest can help lower your cholesterol levels.



Drinking selected Italian and French red wines could give your heart health an extra boost.



Choose the right red wine Some red wines may offer extra special heart benefits, suggests a study from the University of London. Scientists have known for a while that resveratrol—a plant chemical in red wine—has a heart-protective effect. Now other potentially protective chemicals—procyandins—are also receiving credit. Red wines from Sardinia and southwest France are thought to have especially high levels of these helpful compounds. But moderation is key—the benefits are easily outweighed by the risks of excessive alcohol consumption.

Say “no” to sugary drinks Pay heed if you love sugary canned or bottled drinks. Research from the Harvard School of Public Health shows that having just one sugar-sweetened drink a day (1 ¼ cups) can increase your risk of heart disease by at least 20 percent. And studies suggest that people who consume sugary drinks are more likely to accumulate harmful belly fat, also linked to heart disease. While sugar-sweetened beverages are not necessarily a direct cause of heart disease, high sugar intake does contribute to certain risk factors for heart problems. So it makes sense to keep your consumption of all sugar-ladened foods to a minimum.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Eggs are low in heart-damaging fats
They may be rich in cholesterol, but when it comes to heart disease, it is not the amount of cholesterol in the food that matters but the amount of saturated fat—and eggs are low in saturated fat. What’s more, eggs are one of the few dietary sources of vitamin D, which now also appears to benefit heart health, and they supply good amounts of vitamins A, B, and E and essential minerals. Unless you have been advised by your doctor or dietitian not to eat them, you can include eggs in your balanced and varied diet.


Have more bananas Potassium-rich bananas can help to keep a check on heart-damaging high blood pressure. Slice them into fruit salads or blend them in shakes and smoothies. But a word of warning: Check with your doctor if you are taking diuretics. Some of these medicines may cause a build-up of potassium in the body.

Get more than five We are used to hearing that we should eat five portions of fruit and vegetables a day for good health. Now the British Heart Foundation is emphasizing that this should be the minimum. Our heart health would benefit even more if we adapted our diet to include as many as eight portions of fruit and veggies every day.

Go for tangerines These tasty fruits are not just a rich source of vitamin C and fiber. Researchers at Canada’s University of Western Ontario have recently discovered that tangerines also contain a flavonoid called nobiletin that may help prevent obesity and protect against atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries), which can lead to heart disease.

Add flavor to reduce risk Instead of salt, which contributes to high blood pressure, a risk factor for heart disease, use spices and fresh herbs to flavor food. Try to include the three below, which are reputed to have additional special benefits for heart health.

Garlic Research suggests that allicin is the key ingredient that makes eating garlic so good for you. In the body, allicin is broken down into compounds that react with red blood cells to produce hydrogen sulphide, which relaxes blood vessels and helps blood flow more easily.

Ginger In a study published in the Journal of Nutrition, extract of ginger was shown to reduce overall blood cholesterol levels as well as inhibiting LDL oxidation. This suggests it could help protect against hardening of the arteries and heart disease.

Turmeric Japanese research suggests that curcumin—a plant compound that gives the turmeric its yellow color—may prevent heart failure. Further research is needed to confirm this effect, but it is possible that curcumin could form the basis of new treatments for this condition.

Get the avocado habit Studies show that eating one avocado a day as part of a healthy diet can lower heart-clogging LDL (“bad”) cholesterol by as much as 17 percent while raising levels of HDL (“good”) cholesterol. Try some guacamole and combine the health benefits of avocado and garlic.

Whip up a super smoothie French researchers from the University of Strasbourg have come up with a smoothie recipe specially designed to boost heart health. The tasty drink is a blend of apples, blueberries, grapes, strawberries, acerola cherries, lingonberries, and chokeberries.

Have a heart-healthy stir-fry Yes, you can enjoy fried food without risk to your health— if you use the right kind of oil. This good news, in a study published in the British Medical Journal, found that heart risk factors linked to eating fried foods do not apply when foods are fried in olive and sunflower oils. Olive oil is a source of heart-friendly monounsaturated fatty acids, while sunflower oil contains omega-6 fatty acids. But be careful to use fresh oil each time you fry. Overheating or reheating oil causes chemical changes, turning healthy fats into heart-damaging trans fats.

Enjoy milk and cheese Researchers who examined the records of 3,630 middle-aged Costa Rican men and women found no significant link between heart attack risk and eating dairy foods. They suggest that the saturated fat in dairy foods may be offset by protective calcium and a “good” fat called conjugated linoleic acid.

A delicious blend of grapes, apples, blueberries, strawberries, and other berries can boost your heart’s health.





  Keep it

MOVING
Physical activity is key to heart health. Even a moderate level of exercise strengthens the muscles of your heart by making it pump faster. There are many effective ways to get fit that can be easily worked into a hectic day. Just get moving.

Take small steps Anything that gets your heart beating faster is good for heart health. Exercising for 15 minutes a day or 90 minutes a week is enough; initially the pace is unimportant. Some-thing is always better than nothing. But the more exercise you do and the more vigorous it is, the more your heart will benefit. Start out modestly but aim to build up to at least 30 minutes of moderate physical activity most days of the week by doing aerobic exercise—any activity that gets your heart beating faster and leaves you feeling warm and a little out of breath.

Leave the car at home There are plenty of ways you can build exercise into your daily life. Leave the car at home and walk briskly to the store, get off the bus a stop early and walk the rest, mow the lawn, put on your favorite music and dance around the living room, or take the family for a bike ride. You don’t have to do 30 minutes at a time; break it down into 10-minute slots through the day if that’s easier for you to achieve.

Lifting weights can lower your blood pressure.


Here are some more—perhaps surprising—ways to increase your daily exercise with very little effort:

Cook dinner rather than calling for takeout—standing and cooking burns more calories than sitting and waiting for the delivery to arrive.

Unload the washing machine, stack the dishwasher, or do another household chore during the commercial breaks on television instead of sitting in front of the screen and having a snack.

Park as far away as you can from the grocery store or mall to get the longest possible walk to your destination.

Stand up to answer the phone and don’t sit down until you have finished the call. Walk around the house, garden, or office to add extra steps.

Plan a weekend walk with someone who is faster and fitter than you—it will push you that little bit more.

Think on your feet—stand up when you write notes or lists, whether at home or in the office. That way you will stretch your legs more regularly.

Get strong Strength-training exercise such as lifting weights is not just good for increasing muscle power. Research reported in the Journal of Strength and Conditioning shows that it can be as good for your heart as aerobic exercise. It improves blood flow and triggers a long lasting drop in blood pressure. For maximum effect, aim for two sessions a week, each at least 30 minutes, in addition to your regular aerobic workouts. If you have a heart condition, ask your doctor before starting such training.

Help your child’s heart One of the best things you can do for your children’s future heart health is to keep them moving. A study carried out in Sweden on a group of 11-year-olds showed that the less active among them were at a higher risk of later heart problems. Aim to get your kids active for at least 60 minutes a day. Games of tag, cycling, and soccer are all good choices. Research suggests that youngsters with plenty of friends tend to get more exercise, so invite other children to join in.

Work out to music Let your favorite sounds boost the cardiovascular benefits of training. Research suggests that running to your favorite beat increases stamina by up to 20 percent.

Walk your way to recovery Many people are afraid to exercise after a heart attack for fear of triggering another attack, but the evidence suggests that doing aerobic exercise helps to speed recovery. Working your large muscles hard will also strengthen your heart muscle. Good choices include brisk walking, swimming, or gardening. Check with your cardiologist or doctor before you start and build up gradually.

Children need at least an hour’s activity a day to guard against future heart problems.





  On the

MEDICAL FRONT
While scientists cannot change the way we live, medical research can help us identify risks, pinpoint problems, and rescue hearts in danger. On these pages, you’ll discover some of the ways new knowledge can help you look after your heart.

Your family’s genes may hold the key to your heart attack risk.



Know all the symptoms Severe and crushing chest pain is the heart attack symptom most of us are aware of. Another classic sign is an aching discomfort in the chest, similar to indigestion. But there are several other more vague and less dramatic symptoms that can indicate the onset of a heart attack. And there is some evidence that women are less likely to feel chest pain and often suffer these less common, non-specific warnings of heart trouble. They include the following:

Jaw, shoulder, or arm pain

Tiredness, weakness, or feeling generally unwell

Dizziness or lightheadedness

Nausea or vomiting
If you are experiencing any symptoms that make you suspect you have a heart problem, consult your doctor as soon as possible. Seek emergency medical help if you think you may be having a heart attack.

Check out your family history Your genetic inheritance could have a huge impact on your risk of heart disease. A British Heart Foundation study has found that one in five men have a variation of the male-only Y chromosome, which could increase their heart disease risk and could explain why several men from the same family may all have heart attacks at a young age. Researchers hope this discovery leads to new tests and treatments for men. If early heart problems run in your family, discuss preventive treatment with your doctor.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

A simple squeeze
Squeezing the upper arm tightly using a normal blood pressure measuring cuff could limit heart damage following a heart attack. This technique, called conditioning, which is being investigated by scientists, could reduce injury after a heart attack by as much as one-quarter. It could also help reduce the risk of heart failure, a major cause of illness and death, later in life.
The theory is that temporarily cutting off the blood supply to a muscle makes it resistant to further damage. Intriguingly, protection from one muscle can be transferred through the bloodstream to another muscle. If this theory proves to be right, squeezing an arm for a few minutes could protect the heart during the recovery period.

Keep up your estrogen levels For women after menopause, boosting levels of the female sex hormone estrogen may benefit heart health. Studies have shown that estrogen acts on white blood cells—part of your body’s natural defense system—preventing them from sticking to the insides of your blood vessels, which can damage arteries, veins, and capillaries and lead to heart disease. Hormone replacement therapy (HRT) can restore estrogen levels, which decline naturally after menopause, but it’s not suitable for everyone. Ask your doctor whether it’s right for you.

Seek help for erection problems Erectile dysfunction (ED) can be an early sign of clogged arteries. Men with ED are 1.6 times more likely to suffer from a serious cardiovascular problem such as a heart attack or stroke, according to a study in the Journal of the American Heart Association. The arteries supplying the penis are narrow, so erection problems could be an early sign of clogging and narrowing in other blood vessels. If you are experiencing this problem, seeing your doctor is a vital precaution, as well as the best way to get help for your ED.

Get the best view Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) may offer the most accurate diagnosis of your heart problems. Research has shown that an MRI is better than the most commonly used alternative—a single photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) scan, which uses radioactive material to track blood flow to tissues and organs. An MRI scan does not use radiation. If your doctor suggests a scan, ask if this option is available.

Time it right Research suggests that ACE inhibitors (often given to those with high blood pressure, after a heart attack, or to treat heart failure) may work better if taken at bedtime rather than first thing in the morning as is usually advised. They work by reducing levels of a hormone (angiotensin-converting enzyme), which tend to rise at night. So targeting the highest levels, may be more effective. Discuss the timing of your dose with your doctor.

Don’t pocket your headphones The tiny magnets found inside headphones can interfere with the operation of your pacemaker, according to re-searchers. In a recent study, 20 percent of pacemakers reacted when headphones were placed directly over them. If you have an implanted pacemaker, don’t carry your headphones in your breast pocket or let them dangle unused on your chest.
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Blood and
CIRCULATION
Smooth-flowing blood that brings oxygen and essential nutrients to every cell in the body is vital for health and well-being. To improve your circulation and reduce your risk of disease, you need a healthy level of fats and other blood constituents as well as optimum blood pressure. Find out how to achieve this in effective and sometimes surprising ways.



Better

BLOOD
There’s plenty you can do to keep your blood healthy and able to supply your body with the nutrients it needs. Your diet and the amount you exercise can influence the composition of your blood. Genetics and environmental factors also have a role to play.

Have beans with your steak Iron is the key component of hemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying substance in red blood cells. To maximize your absorption of this valuable mineral, eat vegetable, meat, or fish sources of iron in the same meal. Iron-rich foods include meat, poultry, fish, dark green vegetables, dried beans, and dried fruits. The adult body contains around 4g of iron, half of which is found in our red blood cells. If iron levels fall too low, anemia (low levels of red blood cells) can result.

Drink orange juice with your muesli Did you know that some foods can actually block the absorption of iron from our diet? Notable iron-blocking foods include fiber-rich whole-grain cereals, dairy products, such as milk and cheese, and drinks such as tea, coffee, and chocolate. It’s not possible—or advisable—to avoid many of these foods, but you can counteract their effect on iron absorption by drinking beverages between rather than with meals and by having foods or drinks that are rich in vitamin C, which boosts iron uptake. Citrus fruit, such as oranges, are particularly high in vitamin C.

Sprinkle nuts on your salad Seeds, nuts, oats, barley, and soy products actively lower your blood levels of cholesterol. One study found that including a portfolio of foods that actively lower cholesterol may be more effective, especially for lowering heart-damaging LDL cholesterol, than a low saturated fat diet alone. Try adding cholesterol-lowering foods to your low-fat regimen to maximize the benefits.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Get more garlic
A review from New York Medical College suggested this pungent bulb may help your blood fats stay within the healthy zone. The results showed that a group of people with a total cholesterol of over 193 (5mmol/L) who were given garlic had a significant reduction in blood fats. Half to one clove a day is enough to make a difference. Add garlic to salads, soups, and stews for a tasty circulation-boosting lift.

Drink green tea to improve your balance of “good” to “bad” cholesterol. Chinese researchers have found that green tea helps lower blood levels of “bad” low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol without affecting “good” high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol. So while using other cholesterol-fighting tactics such as avoiding fatty foods, enjoy green tea as often as you like.

Sunflower seeds sprinkled on cereal provide a tasty way to benefit from circulation-friendly phytosterols.



Watch the label For blood vessel health, the most important ingredients to avoid are trans fats, which appear on ingredient labels as “hydrogenated” or “partially hydrogenated fats.” They are often present in processed foods, such as cookies and cakes. Dutch scientists claim that cutting trans fats from the diet would reduce deaths from heart disease by 20 percent.

Snack on sunflower seeds to lower your blood levels of cholesterol. They are one of the richest sources of phytosterols, plant compounds that help lower cholesterol and keep your blood flowing smoothly. Snack on these seeds or sprinkle a few over breakfast cereal or salads.

Take your tea black Holding the milk in your tea could help to improve your blood fat profile. In one study from Mauritius, having three cups of black tea a day over three months improved the ratio of good to bad cholesterol and reduced levels of blood sugar and triglycerides (a damaging type of blood fat). Milk reduces these effects so have a slice of lemon in your tea instead.

Resist fried fast food It may seem like a treat, but takeout fried fish or chicken could be especially bad for your arteries. The food has often been refried in oil that has been heated several times—which raises levels of trans fats, perhaps the most harmful type of fat for your arteries.

Move it Combining exercise with a slimming diet not only boosts weight loss but also benefits the blood and circulation. Research has revealed that a mixture of exercise and a low-calorie diet raised levels of HDL cholesterol, lowered levels of damaging blood fats called triglycerides, and reduced blood pressure. Walking, jogging, and cycling are all good choices. Aim to exercise for 30 minutes on most days.

Get tested (if necessary) Blood composition is a powerful indicator of numerous health conditions—particularly heart problems—and holds the key to effective treatment. One useful gauge is not only the overall level of cholesterol in the blood, but also the ratio between total cholesterol and that of “good” high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol. A high level of LDL, or “bad” cholesterol, increases your risk of heart disease, while a high level of HDL, or “good” cholesterol, helps protect your heart. You should have your levels tested if you:
KNOW YOUR LEVELS
This chart shows the optimum levels of the different types of blood fats, including cholesterol and triglycerides, for people at high and low risk of heart disease.
 
	 
	  People at low risk of heart disease
	  People at high risk of heart disease

	 Total cholesterol (TC) 
	193mg/dl or less
	155mg/dl or less

	 HDL cholesterol 
	Men: above 39mg/dl
Women: above 46mg/dl
	Men: above 39mg/dl
Women: above 46mg/dl

	 LDL cholesterol 
	116mg/dl or less
	77mg/dl or less

	 TC/HDL ratio 
	4.5 or less
	3.5 or less

	 Triglycerides 
	66mg/dl or less
	50mg/dL or less



Have been diagnosed with coronary heart disease, stroke or mini-stroke. (TIA), or peripheral arterial disease.

Are over 40.

Have a family history of early heart disease or inherited high cholesterol.

Are overweight or obese.

Have high blood pressure or diabetes.

Don’t rely on pills If your doctor has prescribed medication to reduce your cholesterol levels, you must still make healthy lifestyle choices. The best results are achieved by a mix of diet, exercise, weight loss, and medication. Keep away from high-calorie, fat-laden foods and make sure you exercise regularly.

Take the stairs Walking up and down stairs is an excellent way to lower cholesterol and blood pressure. As part of a study, over a period of 12 weeks, a group of hospital employees used the stairs rather than the elevator and increased the flights of stairs they walked up. As the number of flights rose, their blood pressure, cholesterol, weight, and waist circumference went down.

Walk, don’t snooze after a heavy meal to reduce your triglyceride levels. Experts now believe these fats are just as responsible as cholesterol, if not more so, for clogged arteries. Tri-glyceride levels, which rise after eating, gradually diminish over the following few hours. Exercise speeds up this process, so if you want to keep your triglyceride levels down, don’t slump in the chair or go to bed just after a meal; get moving instead.



Controlling

BLOOD PRESSURE
Known as the “silent killer” because there are usually no symptoms, dangerously high blood pressure may be revealed only after a checkup or, more seriously, after a stroke or heart attack. These essential tips will help you keep your blood pressure in check.

Go purple—with potatoes Swapping your usual white potatoes for purple varieties could help reduce your blood pressure by around 4 percent. To prevent weight gain, microwave the potatoes and serve them plain, say Scottish researchers. The purple pigments in these potatoes contain high levels of antioxidant plant chemicals called anthocyanins and carotenoids, which reduce inflammation and help keep blood vessels healthy. This small drop in blood pressure may be enough to reduce your risk of heart disease.

Have some chicken soup The popular cure-all, chicken soup, could help in your fight against high blood pressure. Researchers in Japan have found that chicken legs and breasts contain chemicals that act in a similar way to ACE inhibitors—a group of blood pressure-lowering drugs. They found that the systolic (top) blood pressure number of people who took a small daily dose of the ingredients in chicken soup dropped by an average of 11.8mmHg. If your blood pressure is on the high side, try dosing yourself with chicken soup, but keep taking any prescribed medication.
UNDERSTANDING YOUR BLOOD PRESSURE READING
A blood pressure reading of 120/80mmHg or lower is ideal according to the American Heart Association. The top number (systolic), refers to the pressure as your heart pumps; the bottom number (diastolic) is the measure of the pressure when your heart is at rest between beats.

 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Reduce blood pressure—fast
In as little as two weeks, you can reduce your blood pressure just by watching what you eat. The DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diet recommends reducing salt intake and eating increased amounts of fruit and vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, and low-fat dairy foods. In a trial of 459 healthy people with blood pressure just above normal (average 131/85mmHg), the DASH diet was successful at lowering blood pressure and cholesterol. It also reduced the participants’ risk of developing heart disease in the following 10 years.

Know your numbers and save your health Getting to know your blood pressure should be an essential part of your strategy to safeguard the health of your blood vessels and reduce your risk of heart attack and many other health problems. If you don’t know your blood pressure reading, see your doctor or check it yourself at one of the many gyms and pharmacies that have blood pressure testing machines available. Be sure to sit down and rest for a few minutes before you test yourself. If your reading is above 120/80mmHg, make an appointment to see your doctor to discuss whether you need to take action to bring down your blood pressure.

Take a siesta If stress is causing your blood pressure to soar, a 45-minute nap could help keep it on a more even keel, according to a study. The researchers found that a daytime sleep seemed to have a restorative effect on the heart, especially in people who slept badly at night. While this might not be a practical solution if you work full time away from home, you can adopt the rule on weekends and even try napping when you get home from work.

Beware of fast foods Processed foods are a prime source of salt in our diet, and excessive salt intake is a leading cause of elevated blood pressure. Be extra vigilant when reading food labels—salt usually appears as sodium. The CDC recommended amount of sodium a day is 1,500mg, about a ¼ teaspoonful, with an upper limit of 2,300mg. For salt content, multiply the sodium figure by 2.5. Common salty culprits include savory snacks such as chips and crackers, canned fish and soup, ready-made meals, sauces, and packaged meals such as noodles and mixes. Many types of cheese are also high in salt, so consider eating low-salt varieties.

A daytime nap can lower your blood pressure.



Try pomegranate juice A daily glass of this juice may help to reduce your blood pressure, suggests a small study in Scotland. After a week, the blood pressure levels of healthy volunteers who drank 2 cups of pomegranate juice daily had dropped. It’s thought that pomegranate juice contains compounds that have a beneficial effect on elevated levels of cortisol, the stress hormone produced by your adrenal glands, which can contribute to high blood pressure. So enjoy a regular glass of tasty pomegranate juice as part of your blood pressure-lowering program.

Eat kiwi fruit to lower blood pressure. In a small Norwegian study, a group of men and women with mildly elevated blood pressure who ate three kiwis a day for eight weeks had systolic blood pressure levels of 3.6mmHg lower than those who snacked on an apple a day. Eat kiwis on their own, slice them into fruit salads, or blend them into a smoothie. But don’t be tempted to swap them for your medication.

Take a dip to lower the pressure Swim for 45 minutes three to four times a week to bring down high blood pressure, say researchers. After 12 weeks of regular swimming, in which the study participants gradually worked up to 45 minutes of swimming at each session, this group of over 60s had shaved an average of 9mmHg from their systolic blood pressure (the top figure in a blood pressure reading). Their arteries also became more flexible. The study suggests that this low-impact exercise could have a big impact on your health.
SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Keep taking the pills
If you have been prescribed pills for high blood pressure and have trouble remembering to take them, Adherence Therapy could help. In a recent study, a few one-on-one advice sessions with a health professional improved adherence to the medication regimen so much that the blood pressure of participants was lowered by 14 percent. If you have concerns about your treatment, ask your doctor about the possibility of a few encouraging therapy sessions.

Tackle resistant blood pressure If your blood pressure remains high in spite of efforts to improve your lifestyle, you may be among the 1 in 20 people in whom the problem is caused by an underlying medical problem called Conn’s syndrome. Tiny benign growths in the adrenal glands interrupt the production of aldosterone, a hormone involved in regulating blood pressure. Although it is difficult to identify, new tests with a PET-CT scan can offer a more accurate diagnosis of the condition. If treatment has not lowered your blood pressure, ask your doctor about this test.



Clear

VESSELS
To have good circulation, you need blood vessels that are clear of fatty deposits and able to expand and contract to meet your body’s needs. Regular exercise and a low-fat diet are at the core of a circulation-friendly lifestyle. Here are some extra tips to help you get it right.

Choose an aisle seat It’s good to be able to look out, but opting for the window seat on a long-haul flight could raise your risk of deep vein thrombosis (DVT), a condition in which blood clots form in the legs. These clots can travel through the bloodstream to block blood flow to the lungs—a life-threatening pulmonary embolism. A window seat limits your mobility, one of the key risk factors for DVT. New guidelines from the American College of Chest Physicians advise anyone at risk of DVT on a flight of 6 hours or more to sit in an aisle seat.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

One a day is enough…
Inhaling secondhand smoke from as little as one cigarette a day is enough to speed up the development of dangerous clogging and narrowing of the arteries (atherosclerosis) says the American Heart Association. The message is clear: If someone lights a cigarette, cigar, or pipe near you, move away fast, and make sure your house and car are kept as smoke-free zones.

Sitting in an aisle seat can reduce your risk of DVT on a long flight.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Statins and stroke risk
Already well known for their cholesterol-lowering effect, statin drugs are now being hailed as a possible addition to the armory of clot-busting drugs for certain types of stroke. It is thought they help improve blood flow to parts of the brain at risk of dying during ischemic stroke (when a clot blocks blood flow to the brain) according to a small study from the Washington University School of Medicine.

Don’t jog in traffic Activity is good for your heart and blood vessels, but where and when you exercise can be just as important. Pollutants from traffic fumes, factories, and even wood-burning stoves can damage the inner lining of your arteries and curb the smooth flow of your circulation. Amazingly, the damaging effects can be seen within hours of exposure. When exercising, avoid rush hour if you can and try not to jog or cycle along busy roads. The air is fresher and better for your arteries in parks or in the country.

Dark chocolate could lower your risk of cardiovascular disease.



Get some herbal help The following herbal remedies may help to keep your blood vessels in top condition—but take only one herbal remedy at a time:

Garlic To prevent hardening of the arteries take one to three 300mg capsules a day.

Ginkgo 15 drops of tincture in water a day may help to prevent hardening of the arteries and keep your veins strong.

Grapeseed and grape leaves Take one 30mg capsule of grapeseed extract daily to strengthen your veins and to help prevent varicose veins and hemorrhoids (piles). Grapevine leaves have similar properties and can form a part of your regular diet.

Pick up a tropical treat Exotic fruit such as persimmons and papayas are a good source of vitamin C, a powerful antioxidant that can boost blood flow and may even reverse the damage caused by clogged, narrowed arteries. In a study of heart disease patients, vitamin C improved the ability of the arteries to widen, boosting blood flow. Eat vitamin C-rich fruit in fruit salads, with cereals, or simply enjoy them on their own. But don’t worry if you can’t find these exotic fruits in your local grocery store. Strawberries, oranges, black currants, broccoli, kale, red and green peppers, and many other fruit and vegetables provide high levels of vitamin C. Include a wide selection of vitamin C-rich foods in your daily diet to keep your blood vessels in top condition.

Try tomato extract An extract from ripe tomatoes, marketed as Fruitflow, is believed to “smooth” blood platelets, preventing life-threatening blood clots. Its manufacturers claim that it is free from the side effects associated with conventional “blood thinning” medicines such as warfarin. If you think you may be at risk of deep vein thrombosis (DVT) or blood clots, it may be worth a try. But do check with your doctor first if you are currently receiving treatment.

Have a piece of chocolate A square of chocolate after dinner may help reduce your risk of blood clots—and lower your blood pressure as a bonus—but only if it’s plain and dark. Researchers suggest that eating just 6.7g of chocolate a day could lower the risk of cardiovascular disease by as much as 19 percent. Dark chocolate is rich in chemical compounds that can help stop the oxidation of LDL (“bad” cholesterol), one of the key processes in clogging of the arteries. Choose chocolate that is high in cocoa solids for this delicious daily health boost.

Ask about foam therapy Foam injections for varicose veins can get you on your feet even faster than laser surgery. According to a study from the Imperial College, London, people treated with foam therapy had less pain and were able to return to normal activities in just three days compared with eight days after laser treatment. If you’re hoping to get rid of painful or unsightly veins, ask your doctor about foam treatment.

Pine for your veins An extract from the bark of a French maritime pine—Pycnogenol—can significantly improve symptoms of chronic venous insufficiency (CVI), a condition that leads to swelling of the legs. In an Italian study of 40 patients, 30 took Pycnogenol and ten a placebo; those taking the supplement had less heaviness and swelling in the legs and less pressure in their veins. It is thought that Pycnogenol works by stabilizing the layer of cells just beneath the skin or by scavenging free radicals (rogue molecules that cause cell damage) or by a combination of the two. Pycnogenol is available in many pharmacies and health food stores. Check with your doctor before taking this product.
 MIND POWER

Laugh away leg ulcers
A good laugh—along with traditional nursing care—could heal leg ulcers more successfully than ultrasound therapy, suggests a recent study from Leeds University in the UK. Having a hearty chuckle can be beneficial because laughing gets the diaphragm working, which plays a vital part in moving blood around the body, helping the healing process. Have a giggle with a friend, watch a comedy movie, or read a funny book. Anything that prompts a belly laugh should do the trick.





3

Breath
OF LIFE
The average person takes up to 30,000 breaths a day, inhaling as much as 318 cubic feet of air. This essential process supplies the body with the oxygen it needs for energy and life. In this chapter, you’ll discover new and time-tested strategies to keep the hard-working organs that carry out this process—the respiratory system—in top condition.



  Maximizing

LUNG HEALTH
Strong lungs are essential for enjoying your waking hours and for sleeping well at night. There is much you can do to keep your lungs healthy, including new exercises that won’t just make them function better, but will also ease your stress.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Wrinkles may indicate COPD
Most of us know that smoking causes wrinkles. Now scientists have shown that those who become most lined are very often the same people who go on to develop chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). Indeed, researchers have shown that middle-aged smokers with deep wrinkles are five times more likely to develop COPD than smokers who have fewer and less deep wrinkles. This is almost certainly because smoking damages lung elasticity in the same way it does that of the skin. Doctors are now being encouraged to look out for premature heavy wrinkling as a sign of COPD.

Learn yoga, qigong, or meditation to develop a better breathing technique. Any one of the therapies can benefit your lungs by teaching you to:

Be aware of and increase the length of the in-breath and out-breath.

Breathe deeply down into the abdomen, then follow your out-breath up through the chest to the shoulders and head.
If you think a class could help you, ask your doctor for a recommendation. Go to yogafinder.com to find a class.

Boost your breathing with color To reduce wheezing and coughing, try eating a range of red, green, blue, yellow, and purple fruit and vegetables. A colorful diet that includes plenty of foods rich in antioxidants and vitamin C will help you to breathe better, according to Norwegian researchers.

Get deep inspiration Breathing deeply and consciously can boost both mental and physical health. It can help to reduce stress and depression, lower blood pressure, improve asthma symptoms, sharpen brain function, and increase energy levels. A normal in-breath takes in about 0.018 square feet of air. You can increase this intake sixfold by breathing deeply, using both your abdomen and your lungs to achieve optimum expansion.

A rainbow diet of fruit and vegetables could reduce breathing problems.


 MIND POWER

Breathing and movement in yoga
Combining deep breathing (pranayama) with fluid body movements makes yoga more than a mere physical workout. Yoga teacher Caron Ladkin says, “Yoga practiced well requires a great deal of concentration, with the mind and body working together. It’s at these moments that people are able to change and find a level of inner calm. And the more you practice combining breathing with movement, the more it becomes part of normal everyday life.”


Keep surfaces clean—especially if you have a smoker in the house. It’s not just a question of being house proud. Research shows that nicotine can persist on indoor surfaces for several months. The resulting carcinogens can then be absorbed through the skin or ingested, and children are particularly at risk. Scientists believe this thirdhand smoke route explains how passive smoking causes cancer. It’s best to not smoke or, if you must, to smoke outdoors. But if anyone does smoke in your house wipe down all surfaces regularly.

Give your breathing muscles a workout If you suffer from breathlessness, using a respiratory muscle trainer can improve your capacity for exercise. The device applies resistance as you breathe in through a valve, forcing the muscles to work harder. This is particularly beneficial for people who have weakened breathing muscles as a result of a lung condition such as asthma or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). If you suffer from that or any similar disorder that causes you to feel breathless, ask your doctor if you can obtain a trainer with a prescription.

Breathe and relax Try this abdominal breathing exercise to increase the supply of oxygen to the whole body, raising your energy levels and helping you to both relax and concentrate:

Lie down and put a lightweight book on your chest. Check that the book rises and falls as you breathe in and out. Practice this for a few minutes.

Inhale slowly through your nose, feeling the book on your chest rise.

Push your abdomen upward when the breath reaches your stomach, letting it rise slightly higher than the book as the diaphragm expands the capacity of your lungs.

Hold for one second and then reverse the process. Exhale slowly, letting the air out of your lungs through your nostrils, allowing your abdominal muscles to relax. Keep your jaw loose. If you have time, continue to repeat the exercise until you feel fully relaxed.



Combat

COUGHS AND SNEEZES
Known medically as upper respiratory tract infections (or URTIs), coughs and colds are among the most common infections we experience. Protect against cold and flu viruses and treat the diseases they cause with these tips.

Adopt the French-style of greeting The French peck on both cheeks is less likely to pass on a cold than a regular handshake. The fingers of someone who has a cold are likely to be contaminated as a result of unconscious rubbing of the nose or eyes. It’s riskier to shake hands with such a person than be close to a serial sniffer or even directly in the path of a giant sneeze—as long as any droplets stay away from your eyes and nose. Kissing on the cheeks is a much safer greeting.

Get out more… Vitamin D, which is generated in the body as a result of exposure to sunshine, helps to boost immunity and protects against colds and flu. But northern hemisphere sunshine is strong enough to produce sufficient levels of the vitamin only between April and September. To make up for this deficit, take a vitamin D supplement in winter and eat plenty of vitamin D-rich foods—especially oily fish—all year round.

A peck on both cheeks is less likely to pass on a cold than a handshake.



… but keep warm While you are out in winter weather, wear a hat and scarf to keep your head and neck warm. As well as its chill, wintry weather gives the cold virus an advantage—cold air causes blood vessels in the nose to constrict, compromising nasal defenses against infection. Protect yourself further with a healthy lifestyle and a balanced vitamin-rich diet, plenty of exercise, and hot drinks.

Using a disinfectant spray can reduce the virus count by up to 99.9 percent.



Keep clean to beat winter bugs Colds are more common in winter—but don’t blame the weather. The only way to catch a cold is through direct contact with the cold virus itself. Colds spread more during winter because people spend more time indoors, increasing their chances of coming into close contact with someone who is infected or with something they have touched. Here are some tips for reducing the chance of having contact with the virus:

Clean handles and surfaces You are most likely to come into direct contact with a cold virus by touching a contaminated surface, such as a door handle, shared keyboard, faucet, or telephone handset. Young children at school or nursery are very likely to bring cold viruses home. The most effective way to prevent germs spreading is to regularly clean frequently touched surfaces in the home using a disinfectant spray. This can reduce the virus count by 99.9 percent in just one minute.

Wash your hands Surfaces at work and on trains and buses are also likely to be contaminated, so wash your hands regularly during the day.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Advantage of age
Medical scientists have been at a loss to explain why elderly people are less likely to succumb to swine flu than those in their 20s and 30s—unlike normal flu, in which those most severely affected are almost exclusively in older groups.
According to researchers, anyone over the age of 50 is likely to have developed at least some immunity during the 1957 flu pandemic, which involved a virus that was similar to the H1N1 flu virus that causes swine flu. People with this type of protection, known as cell-mediated immunity, are as likely as anyone else to be infected with the swine flu virus. The difference is that they will almost always be only mildly ill and never develop the severe form of swine flu. It’s even possible that this immunity can be inherited.

Use a hand sanitizer When soap and water are not available, use an alcohol-based antibacterial hand-cleaning product to keep the bugs at bay.

Exercise your lungs Researchers found that sedentary, overweight, post-menopausal women who took brisk 45-minute walks five times a week reduced the number of colds they got a year by two-thirds. This benefit is likely to apply to anyone who starts to exercise in this way: Each bout of activity brings a small boost to the immune system—over time this translates into fewer days when you are laid low by the cold virus. Try establishing a routine that involves brisk walks several times a week and see if you get fewer colds.

Keep your teeth clean The link between gum infections and chest infections is well established. It seems that bacteria that cause severe respiratory infections thrive in the warmth and wetness of the mouth. Swollen or bleeding gums are a significant cause of pneumonia: They can lead to the inhalation of fine droplets containing bacteria. Protect your chest and your teeth and gums with regular dental checkups and follow your dentist’s advice.

Don’t rely on vitamin C It’s an essential nutrient, but don’t expect this vitamin to prevent the common cold, according to a review by the authoritative Cochrane Database of 30 trials. It concluded that for the vast majority of people, “regular ingestion of vitamin C has no effect on common cold incidence.” That holds true even when large doses are taken. There might be an immune system benefit for people who take strenuous physical exercise, are exposed to extreme cold, or live in a very cold environment, but the advice for the rest of us is that regular intake of vitamin C as part of a balanced diet is all we need.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Fight a cold with chicken soup
While Grandma’s favorite remedy may not actually cure a cold, scientists have shown a range of health benefits from homemade chicken soup. In one study, researchers identified a precise pathway by which the soup inhibits the inflammation that causes cold symptoms. In the broth, cysteine, an amino acid that is found in high-protein foods, becomes N-acetyl cysteine—a molecule that has the ability to split open the bonds that link the long strands of protein that create mucus, reducing its stickiness and helping to clear nasal passages.
But a word of caution from the scientists: Store-bought chicken soup is not guaranteed to provide the full benefits of the homemade variety.

Regular dental checks will protect your chest as well as your teeth and gums.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Fishy flu filter
A substance made from ground shrimp cells is a major component of a material designed to protect against the flu virus. The material, developed by scientists at the Institute of Microbiology in Beijing, could be used in air filters currently under development that catch flu viruses before they can get into people’s ears, eyes, and noses. The filters could be used in face masks, air-conditioning filters, and air-cleaning systems.

Don’t spread it—use a tissue Sneezing protects you by ejecting viruses and other detritus from the body at 85 percent of the speed of sound. The expulsion of up to 40,000 droplets, however, inevitably spreads the virus. Many people make the situation worse by trying to contain their sneeze with a hand, which then becomes covered in germs that can be spread through shaking hands and touching surfaces. You can minimize the risk of spreading your cold virus by using tissues when you sneeze and making sure you wash your hands as soon as possible afterward.

Take flu seriously Don’t play down the risk of flu or the value of a flu shot, especially if you have heart disease or are over 65. Flu, and the inflammatory response to the flu virus that causes it, raises the risk of heart attacks and strokes. Other groups at high risk include people with a respiratory problem (including asthma), diabetes, serious kidney disease, or anyone who has had their spleen removed. So take whatever sensible precautions you can against flu.

Using a tissue is one of the most effective things you can do to prevent the spread of cold germs.



Use an old-fashioned cold remedy When you get a cold and cough, shun the commercial remedy and sip a hot honey-and-lemon drink instead. Over-the-counter cough syrup is no more effective and a lot more expensive. A couple of teaspoons of honey at bedtime reduces nighttime coughing and improves sleep. Adding honey to a glass of hot water and lemon juice will provide a healthy shot of natural vitamin C as well as soothing your throat.

Teatime for cough and cold sufferers Infusions made from dried leaves, flowers, or roots of common plants are traditional remedies that have been used for centuries to help loosen phlegm and soothe sore throats and coughs—and have been found to be at least as effective as over-the-counter remedies. For a dry cough, try a traditional brew made from one of the following herbal helpers:

Licorice

Mallow or marshmallow
Both are available from health food stores. Just add to a cup of boiling water and steep for 10 minutes.

Enjoy some medicinal chocolate It’s naughty and nice—and also rather good for you, according to researchers. An ingredient of chocolate, theobromine, is significantly more effective for stopping persistent coughs than leading over-the-counter cough syrups. The chemical suppresses the activity of the vagus nerve that causes persistent coughing, particularly in those suffering from lung disease. Next time you have a cough, try a square or two of dark chocolate and see if it does the trick.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Clearing congestion
To clear nasal congestion in moments, many people find it helps to apply firm pressure with two fingers to the “dips” on either side of your nostrils and press ten times. It may also be beneficial to breathe deeply and visualize the congestion clearing.

Sweat it out It may feel refreshing, but don’t turn up the air conditioning if you’re suffering from a cold or flu on a hot summer’s day. Sweating helps to rid the body of toxins and is part of our infection-fighting mechanism. And even if you don’t have a cold, beware of over-air conditioned environments, which can make you more susceptible to upper respiratory tract infections of all kinds, especially if you move frequently between the heat outside and the cold of an air conditioned office or store. Stay warm to stay well.

A hot honey-and-lemon drink is as soothing as over-the-counter syrup for a cough.





Addressing

ALLERGIES
Allergic reactions affecting the respiratory system include the running nose and watering eyes of hay fever and the breathless attacks that characterize asthma. Today, a better understanding of the causes of allergic reactions and how to prevent and treat them has dramatically improved the well-being of those affected.

Irrigate your nose to cut allergy symptoms The traditional Asian practice of nasal irrigation may provide relief for hay fever sufferers. Flushing out mucus and debris from the nose and sinuses may not sound appealing, but it has become accepted as a respectable technique for the prevention of this allergic condition. If you have hay fever, you may want to try this technique. But don’t do it every day and don’t do it if you have a current sinus infection. Here are some helpful pointers for carrying out nasal irrigation safely:

Use a neti pot, which looks like a tiny watering can, to pour saltwater into one nostril while letting it run through the other. Breathe through the mouth.

Choose from metal, glass, ceramic, or plastic neti pots. They are available cheaply on the Internet.

Use only an isotonic or hypertonic saltwater solution made with sachets of pharmaceutical grade salt; neti pot solutions can be bought from pharmacies, some supermarkets, or online.

Never use ordinary tap water as it can irritate the nasal membranes.

Try a pollen barrier You may be able to reduce the frequency and severity of hay fever attacks by using a pollen barrier cream around your nostrils. The ointment traps enough pollen grains to significantly reduce the amount entering your nose and lungs and therefore minimizes symptoms. Ask about such products in your local pharmacy or health food store.

A neti pot can clear your nasal passages—the Asian way.



Got asthma? Rethink your home If anyone in your home suffers from asthma or if you have children, the following measures may help alleviate the condition and minimize the chance of this allergic condition developing:

Swap carpets for hard flooring.

Vacuum your sofa.

Bag and freeze the soft toys of a child with asthma for at least 6 hours every one to two weeks.

Fit barrier coverings on dust mites’ favorite habitats, such as pillows and mattresses.
These measures will reduce exposure to asthma-provoking dust mites. There are about 19,000 of these tiny creatures in a gram of house dust. One in ten adults and up to eight in ten children are allergic to the droppings of these bugs, which live in the dust that builds up in carpets, bedding, and soft furnishings.

Cut down on fizzy drinks Too many fizzy drinks can be bad for your breathing. An Australian study has shown that any consumption of these beverages increases the risk of developing asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). And the more you consume, the higher the risk. Carbonated drinks have no health benefits, so it makes sense to keep them as an occasional treat.

Boost your breathing with Buteyko If you have asthma, consider using the training program known as Buteyko breathing. Developed in Russia by Dr. K.P. Buteyko, this program focuses on “progressive breathlessness resilience” exercises that help people breath more deeply, more calmly, and less often. Buteyko training reduces the number of attacks and the intensity of symptoms experienced by asthma sufferers—with an average 300 percent increase in the capacity for physical activity and a reduced need for inhaled bronchodilator medication. If you have asthma, ask your doctor to recommend a Butekyo practitioner.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Expose babies to dust mites?
Parents are being invited to bring their babies into teaching hospitals in the Southampton area in the UK in order to swallow dust mites, the microscopic bugs that cause allergic conditions such as asthma, hay fever, and eczema. Scientists there believe that babies today are less likely to swallow dust mites as their mothers may not allow them to chew on soft toys and cushions. The infants are encouraged to swallow the dust mites to test the theory that exposure at a time when their immune systems are working out what is and isn’t harmful “will allow us to teach their bodies to accept it and not become susceptible as they grow older,” says Professor Graham Roberts, Southampton General Hospital’s specialist in pediatric respiratory and allergy medicine.
If the studies show that babies who swallowed the dust mites suffer fewer allergies in later years, the researchers say that ingesting potential allergens could one day become a more widely used preventive measure.


Licorice may help to reduce asthma symptoms.



Get salty Inhaling salty air may help to control asthma symptoms, according to Asthma UK. People in eastern Europe have been taking the air in salt caves for their lung health for 150 years. Now a Lithuanian study has confirmed that salt therapy for an hour a day improves breathing in nine out of ten people with asthma. The findings have led to the development of an inhaler that delivers minute salt particles into the lungs at the touch of a button, and salt “caves” have opened throughout the United State. Discuss the possible benefits of this therapy with your doctor.

Check your medicines If your asthma attacks have increased recently, check your prescription drugs with your doctor. Recent evidence suggests that cholesterol-lowering statin drugs may worsen asthma control. Researchers found that people with asthma who were taking statins had more airway inflammatory obstruction and increased symptoms. So far, studies have been too small to provide solid proof of a link. But if your asthma has worsened since starting a course of statins, talk to your doctor.

Enjoy some licorice This common confectionery ingredient is a core element in Tsumara saiboku-to, or TJ-96, a traditional Japanese herbal mix that is one of the most popular and best-studied anti-asthmatic herbal remedies. Researchers have found that TJ-96 helps reduce asthma symptoms, sometimes allowing medication to be reduced—but only under medical supervision. Discuss with your doctor whether this product is suitable for you.

Trim your weight If you’re overweight and have asthma, you may be able to improve your lung function simply by losing weight. Several studies have shown that asthma sufferers who slim down have fewer flare-ups and are able to control their condition successfully with reduced levels of medication. As well as making exercise easier, losing weight seems to prevent the airways in your lungs from closing too early on the out-breath.

Keep the air fresh, not fragranced There is some evidence that products used to scent our homes can trigger attacks in those prone to asthma. A variety of chemicals that have the potential to irritate the lungs are commonly used in their manufacture, and even though they are present only in small amounts, can lead to breathing difficulties, especially in young children and those with pre-existing lung problems. Open a window or use natural fragrances, rather than squirting an aerosol to mask bad smells.

Get the exercise you need People with asthma often worry that exercise will provoke an attack of breathlessness. But if your medication is correct for you and if you take some sensible precautions, there is no need for you to deprive yourself of the innumerable fitness benefits that exercise can bring. Here are some tips for safe exercise if you have asthma:

Swimming is good exercise for people with asthma, but the chlorine used in many swimming pools can trigger asthma in some people. Some pools don’t use chlorine, so ask at your local pool what method is used to keep the water germ free.

Don’t forget your inhaler when you exercise. You may need to use the reliever just before exercise or if you have an attack. As a precaution, be sure to ask your doctor for advice on controlling your asthma during exercise.

Avoid pollution Asthma attacks can be triggered and worsened by the presence of pollutants in the air we breathe. Specific culprits include:

Particulates Tiny particles in poorly filtered diesel exhaust and from a variety of industrial processes.

Ozone An irritant chemical formed in the atmosphere by sunlight.
 MIND POWER

Asthma blues
If you have asthma, watch out for signs of depression, which is more common in people with this condition. Older people are especially at risk and asthma can appear for the first time in later life. Researchers have found substantial evidence that depression may reduce the ability of people with asthma to manage their health problems—and it may also lead to smoking, physical inactivity, and insufficient sleep. Health professionals and the friends and family of people with asthma are advised to look out for signs of depression to increase the chances of early diagnosis and treatment.
If you have asthma or a similar disorder, it may be worth trying to reduce your exposure to such pollutants, for example, by staying inside with the windows closed when ozone levels are high.

Surprisingly, certain medicines can cause an increase in asthma attacks.
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Building strong
BONES AND MUSCLES
Human beings are designed to move—bones, muscles, and joints support our bodies and enable us to perform myriad everyday activities. What we often overlook is our essential role in keeping them healthy and strong so they can keep us mobile all our lives.



Boosting

YOUR BONES
Like every other part of your body, your bones are a living structure designed to grow and to renew and repair itself. But as we age, bone density can be lost, resulting in osteoporosis. Eating foods that are key to bone health, getting enough exercise, and following the other tips below will all help keep your bones strong.

Have more of the sunshine vitamin Vitamin D helps calcium absorption, and bone growth and repair. Without it, bones can become thin, brittle, or misshapen as you age. There is little vitamin D in most foods, so we have to get the amounts our bodies need from exposure to sunlight or from supplements. The Nathional Health Institute recommendsintake up to 20mcg daily for those over 70. Find the vitamin D content of common foods is listed at ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/VitaminD-HealthProfessional/.

Pick up a prune In a study of postmenopausal women, those who ate about 10 prunes a day had significantly higher bone-mineral density in the forearem and in the bones of the spine than a control group who ate dried apples. It is thought that ingredients in prunes suppress the breakdown of bone.

Know your needs Our bodies contain around 2 pounds of calcium, 99 percent of which is carried in our bones. Adults need at least 700mg of calcium a day to maintain bone density and avoid the risk of osteoporosis. Find the calcium content of common foods by visiting https://www.osteoporosis.foundation/calcium-rich-foods.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Bone up on sardines
Canned sardines and salmon can boost your calcium intake. The reason? The canning process softens the bones, making the calcium easier to absorb. So why not have one of those old favorites—sardines on toast or salmon and cucumber sandwiches—for a light lunch or afternoon snack?

Get calcium from non-dairy foods, too While milk and dairy foods are excellent calcium sources, did you know that you can increase your intake from lots of other food sources as well? A 7 ounce glass of milk, a 5 ounce container of yogurt, and a small piece of cheese will meet your daily calcium requirements. Here’s how some non-dairy calcium-rich foods can contribute to your calcium intake:

Figs Just one dried fig contains 130mg of calcium.

Greens Spring greens, savoy cabbage, broccoli, and kale are packed with calcium; one cup of cooked kale contains nearly 200mg of calcium—around a quarter of your daily requirement.

Almonds Just 1 ounce of almonds provides 60mg of calcium. Toast them and sprinkle them over salads, cereals, or fruit compote. You can add them to tagines, pesto, and meatballs or enjoy almonds as an ideal snack.
 MIND POWER

Depression is bad for bones
If you suffer from depression, it may be worth having your bone density checked. Women who are depressed are at greater risk of osteoporosis, according to research. The reason is probably that hormonal changes associated with depression also deplete bone mass. In one study, women with depression had much higher blood levels of an inflammatory protein made by the immune system and linked to bone loss than women without depression. The depressed women also had much lower levels of anti-inflammatory proteins.

Omega-3 fatty acids may reduce bone breakdown in astronauts—and could do the same for you.



Major on magnesium This mineral found in bone is essential for keeping our skeleton strong. Get plenty of green vegetables, beans, peas, nuts, and seeds and whole, unrefined grains. Whole-grain bread provides more magnesium than white because magnesium-rich wheat germ and bran are removed from flour as it is refined and processed. Eating a magnesium-rich diet is particularly important for older people because as we age, the risk of magnesium deficiency increases.

Eat seeds to slow bone breakdown Make seeds and oils derived from seeds part of your bone health plan. Studies funded by NASA suggest that omega-3 fatty acids may reduce the bone breakdown experienced by astronauts during spaceflight. Experts think they may help people with osteoporosis. Essential fatty acids seem to increase the amount of calcium the body absorbs, reduce the amount lost in urine, and improve bone strength and bone growth. To get omega-3 fatty acids into your diet, use canola and flaxseed oil in cooking and food preparation; add chia seeds to salads; snack on walnuts.

Eat your greens Research suggests that vitamin K can reduce fracture rates in people affected by osteoporosis. We obtain most of our vitamin K from friendly bacteria in our gut, but you can give your intake a boost by eating plenty of leafy green vegetables such as kale, broccoli, sprouts, spinach, and watercress.

Savor some soy Natto, a fermented soy breakfast food beloved by the Japanese, is the richest natural source (and one of only two natural sources) of vitamin K2, which has been linked to improved bone health. Legend has it that fermented soy was discovered by the Samurai warrior Yoshiie Minamoto after he was forced to abandon his boiled soybeans during an attack. When he returned to eat the now fermented beans, he found he enjoyed them more than expected and told all his friends. Natto has since become part of the traditional Japanese diet. Its sticky texture and strong flavor may not appeal to all Western tastes, but you can buy it in supplement form in health food stores.

Watch your cola consumption While some foods help us to build strong bones, there are other foods and drinks that actively leach calcium from bones and prevent the absorption of new calcium. Research has shown that consumption of cola drinks, alcohol, caffeine, and salt can have this effect, so limit your intake to prevent avoidable loss of bone density. And there is evidence to suggest that eating pasta too often can have the same effect. Every now and then, have potatoes instead.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Sleep strengthens bones
A relationship between bone density and sleep? Sounds far-fetched, but a recent Chinese study revealed a close association between getting less sleep and reduced bone mass, especially in middle-aged and elderly women. Other studies have shown that sleep deprivation affects bone density and that children who sleep longer—including napping—have higher bone mineral content than those who get less sleep.

Carry that load Whatever your age, it’s never too late to start bone-strengthening weight-bearing exercise. Although most of our bone mass is laid down by our mid-20s, you can still reduce your risk of osteoporosis by exercising later in life. Taking regular, weight-bearing exercise stimulates your bones to absorb calcium—this is as vital for older men as it is for women, and is healthy for people of all ages. Ask your doctor about safe weight-bearing workouts.

Get walking A study has found that post-menopausal women who walk about 7 ½ miles—a half-hour walk four days a week—retain bone density four to seven years longer than those who don’t walk at all. Walking is also beneficial for men.



Muscle

POWER
Skeletal muscles thrive on hard work; the more we use them the stronger they become. And strong muscles are key to avoiding injury, as well as enabling us to perform everyday activities with ease and enjoyment. Check out these tips for boosting your muscle power.

Be voracious with vegetables Eat plenty of vegetables, legumes, and fruit—especially the green leafy kinds—to get enough potassium, which regulates muscle and nerve function, and balances sodium levels in cells. Low levels can cause muscle weakness and cramps.

Go nuts Be sure to get plenty of muscle-conditioning magnesium in your diet to avoid cramps. You can obtain this key nutrient from Brazil, cashew, and pine nuts, sesame and sunflower seeds, and dark green leafy vegetables.

Have a ball Using an exercise ball is an effective way to build up core muscle strength. Because you are in an unstable position on the ball, you automatically engage and exercise the muscles in your abdomen, back, and pelvis. These core muscles support your lower back and spine, help you maintain posture, and control your twisting, reaching, and bending movements.

Wield some weights Join a gym and get some advice on a weight-bearing exercise program. In one landmark study, 40 women aged 50 to 70 who took up twice-weekly weight-training built muscle, lost fat, and became physically stronger than their daughters.

Watch your medication If you’re taking diuretics (often prescribed to treat high blood pressure), be aware that some of these medicines can cause you to excrete excess potassium, which can lead to cramps and muscle weakness. Ask your doctor if any drugs you have been prescribed are having this effect and whether a change of medication might be advisable.

Using an exercise ball is an effective way to build core muscle strength.



Eat some beans Eating beans and lentils, almonds, Brazil nuts, and leafy green vegetables, can ensure an adequate intake of calcium. This mineral, which is a major contributor to the health of your bones, also promotes effective muscle contraction.

Get pedaling For an instant workout at home, try a pedal exerciser. Compact, lightweight, and portable, these convenient devices can be used to work leg muscles when placed on the floor or to exercise the muscles of the upper body when on a table or worktop. By using one of these devices, you can strengthen muscles and shed calories while watching TV or reading, or anything else you can do while sitting still.

Drink water to combat cramps If you get cramps during exercise, drink at least two cups of water 2 hours before a workout. Take a water bottle with you and drink one cup every 10–20 minutes while exercising. If you sweat a lot, try drinking a sports drink, which replaces lost minerals, instead of plain water.

Solve it with soap Many people swear that sleeping with a bar of soap in the bed prevents night cramps. Nobody has found a reason why this old wives’ tale should work, but whenever a famous American advice columnist advocated this cure, she received huge numbers of thank-you letters. It can do no harm to give this simple and cheap remedy a try, and it may work for you.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Muscle-building matters
Look after your muscles and they will look after you. Keeping them strong through exercise will provide the following benefits:
	Help you stay slim The amount of lean muscle in your body controls your resting metabolic rate, which in turn significantly affects the number of calories you burn. The more muscle you have, the easier it is to keep your weight under control.
	Build up your bones Over time, strength training has been found to increase bone density and therefore help reduce your risk of osteoporosis and fractures resulting from minor accidents and falls.
	Make life easier Strengthen your muscles and you’ll need to exert less effort when you lift and carry.
	Cut your chance of injury The better your muscle fitness, the easier it is for you to carry out everyday tasks and physical activities without injuring yourself.
	Enhance your sporting prowess Muscle strength training has been shown to improve athleticism.
	Help you stay independent longer The stronger your muscles, the less likely you are to fall as you age. Falls in the elderly are a major cause of injury and hospitalization.
	Reduce back pain Keeping your core abdominal and lower back muscles strong will improve your posture and cut the risk of strain.
	Boost your mood Strength training has been shown to have a positive impact on levels of anxiety, depression, and self-esteem.

 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Bulk up with mustard
Scientists have found that homobrassinolide, a plant steroid in mustard seeds, may trigger a similar response to anabolic steroids, building up muscle mass quickly—but with virtually no adverse side effects. The research also found that the substance stimulated protein synthesis in muscle cells, leading to increases in lean body mass (the weight of everything in the body that is not fat) and physical performance. In time, plants may be bred to have high levels of brassinosteroids, creating performance-enhancing functional foods. The substance may also be developed for use in drugs to treat muscle-wasting disorders such as motor neuron disease and muscular dystrophy.

Watch where you’re pointing Try not to sleep with your feet bent so that your toes point toward the bottom of the bed, which can lead to cramps, and keep the bedsheets loose: If they are tightly tucked in, they may bend the toes downward.

The position of your feet in bed could be the cause of your cramps.



Exercise for night cramps Try the following simple fixes if you suffer from night cramps:

Preventive stretching Stretch against a wall three times a day, including just before bed. Stand about 2 ½ feet from the wall and place your palms on it, near eye level. Keeping your heels on the floor, gradually move your hands up the wall until you are stretching as high as you can. Hold, then return to the first position.

For cramps of all kinds When cramps strike, press the central point of the area affected with your thumb, the heel of your hand, or a loosely clenched fist. Apply the pressure for 10 seconds, ease off for 10 seconds, then press again. Repeat until the pain eases.

For calf cramp Stand with your legs apart, one (with cramp) behind the other, feet facing forward. Shift your weight to the front leg, bending it slightly, but keeping the back leg straight. Hold until the cramp eases.

For front thigh cramp Bend the cramped leg back while holding onto a chair. Grab the foot, bringing the heel as close to your butt as you can. Keep the knee pointing down. Hold the position until the cramp eases.

For hamstring cramp Place the heel of the leg with the cramp on a step. Slowly lean forward from the waist until you feel a stretch at the back of your leg and the cramp eases.



Looking after

YOUR JOINTS
To stay mobile and flexible for years to come, you need to keep your knees, hips, shoulders, and numerous other joints healthy and strong. Using them regularly—but not overusing them—and eating nutritious foods that enable the specialized tissues to repair themselves are among the joint-protecting measures we can take.

Eat plenty of green vegetables When researchers looked at the diets of nearly 700 people with an average age of 65, they found that the more vitamin K they consumed, the less likely they were to have osteoarthritis of the hand or knee. Among the best sources are vegetables from the cabbage family including kale, broccoli, and Brussels sprouts. Spinach and watercress are also excellent sources of this vitamin.

Go for what really works If you’ve had joint aches and pains of any sort, the chances are that you’ve tried some form of complementary or alternative medicine. But do you know which treatments have been scientifically proven to work? A report on complementary treatments for arthritis, carried out by Arthritis Research UK, came up with some intriguing findings:

Get chile If you have osteoarthritis, try capsaicin gel or cream, which is made from chile peppers. It was the only product to score the full five points for effectiveness in osteoarthritis. In its review of research trials, Arthritis Research UK found that capsaicin was four times more effective at improving pain and joint tenderness than a placebo gel. It is available in pharmacies and onlin and works mainly by depleting Substance P, a pain transmitter in human nerves.

Capsaicin from chile peppers really does help arthritis.



Try the SAMe remedy The food supplement S-adenosylmethionine, known as SAMe, which stimulates the body to make joint cartilage, can relieve osteoarthritis pain as effectively as medications such as ibuprofen. But do not stop prescribed medication without your doctor’s advice.

Opt for omega-3 Supplements made from fish oil were the top-scoring product for rheumatoid arthritis (RA). Fish oils rich in omega-3 fatty acids block the release of elements in white blood cells that can encourage inflammation. They also form the building blocks for the production of anti-inflammatory substances in the blood called prostaglandins. Research suggests that fish oil supplements can significantly reduce joint pain, morning stiffness, and fatigue. And they can reduce the need for painkillers in those with RA. You can also get the benefits of omega-3s by eating plenty of oily fish such as salmon, mackerel, and sardines.

Try something different? There is no scientific basis for the use of many supplements and traditional arthritis remedies, such as antler velvet (a dietary supplement made from deer or elk antlers), black currant seed oil, feverfew, flaxseed oil, green-lipped mussels, selenium, and the antioxidant vitamins A, C, and E. But if you believe they may be helpful for you, ask your doctor’s advice before you use them. And many people with arthritis swear that they get pain relief from wearing magnets and copper bracelets. While good evidence for their benefits is lacking, they are safe and you may find they work for you. Acupuncture, in which fine needles are inserted into the skin, is another therapy that many arthritis sufferers find helpful.

Eat more garlic Researchers have found that women whose diets are high in vegetables of the allium family such as garlic, onions, and leeks are less likely to develop osteoarthritis of the hip. The researchers analyzed the diet patterns of 1,000 female twins alongside X-ray images of their hips, knees, and spine. They found that those who ate a healthy diet with a high intake of vegetables of the allium family, had less evidence of early-onset osteoarthritis in the hip joint. One of the compounds in garlic appeared to block the action of cartilage-damaging enzymes. And if you’re worried about bad “garlic” breath, chew some fresh parsley after your meal.

Don’t give up on exercise It may be tempting to rest when your joints ache, but the Arthritis Foundation (www.arthritis.org) recommends staying active. Benefits include easing stiffness, improving mobility, strengthening muscles and bones, and helping you lose weight, which will reduce strain on your joints. Here are some exercise tips for people with painful joints:

Swimming is an excellent exercise for people with arthritis because the buoyancy of the water makes it easier to move your joints. Research shows it improves flexibility and reduces pain. Or you could find out whether your local pool runs aquarobic classes, which involve exercising in water without swimming.

Walking strengthens muscles, bones, and joints. Start gently and increase the distance gradually. Try some hills, too.

Cycling builds fitness and knee strength, but don’t be overambitious, especially if you have knee pain. If your knees feel worse after cycling, try another form of exercise.

Low-impact fitness gym training is best for arthritis sufferers. Choose low-impact classes such as general fitness and yoga rather than high-impact aerobics. On the weights, start low and do lots of slow repetitions. Avoid jogging. It may jar your joints and make the pain worse.

Don’t crack your knuckles Repeated knuckle cracking does not lead to arthritis, but it can reduce the strength of your grip and cause joint swelling, so is best avoided. The crack comes about when you stretch the joint. The stretching at first causes nitrogen bubbles to appear in the fluid surrounding the joint, as the pressure inside the joint is lowered by the stretching—just as bubbles appear in a bottle of soda when the pressure inside is reduced by unscrewing the cap. As the stretching continues, the pressure drops so low that the bubbles burst into existence—and this produces the crack.

Get a new view of gout If you and your doctor think you may have gout but the usual tests, which examine fluid drawn from joints using a needle, come back negative—consider asking for a CT scan. Gout occurs when the body cannot flush out excess uric acid produced by its own cells and by the breakdown of food, and crystals of uric acid accumulate painfully in the joints. A study has found that CT scans can help confirm the diagnosis, especially in those with the acute form of the disease. This new diagnostic technique is also helpful when joint fluid cannot be taken.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Fish and fowl
Marine animals and barnyard birds are helping scientists develop a new treatment for joint pain. Researchers hope that a substance derived from starfish slime can do for blood vessels what it does for the starfish: prevent things sticking to them.

Inflammatory conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis occur when the body’s natural immune response to infection overreacts: White blood cells stick to and accumulate on the inner walls of blood vessels, damaging tissue and causing disease.
Meanwhile, hyaluronic acid, which occurs naturally in the fluid that lubricates our knee joints, has been obtained from the combs of roosters—and it has been found to relieve pain when injected into the knees of people with osteoarthritis.

Take care of your heart If you have rheumatoid arthritis (RA), it is important that you follow a heart-healthy lifestyle. This is because the inflammatory nature of RA means that the condition affects blood vessels as well as the joints and can put you at greater risk of a heart attack, and chances that any heart attack will be of the “silent” type are also higher. New drugs for RA can reduce the risk of heart problems, but if you have RA and have chest pains or pain radiating down your left arm, get medical help promptly.
For further tips on heart care see Chapter 1, Protecting Your Heart
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Nutrition and
WEIGHT CONTROL
The type of food we eat and the range of nutrients it supplies are among the most important factors determining our overall state of health—yet even people in highly developed societies can be lacking in key vitamins and minerals. Here are some ideas for ensuring that you and your family get all the nutrients you need without gaining excess weight.



Your

DAILY DIET
Many of us think we know the basics of healthy eating. But the science of nutrition is developing all the time, and we may underestimate the need for certain nutrients or overlook the value of some everyday foods. Here are some useful and sometimes unexpected tips for boosting your health through diet.

Eight is better than five Experts suggest that eight portions of fruit and vegetables a day is even healthier than the standard recommendation to eat five a day.

Get a multi-hit by combining several different fruits in smoothies and adding a mix of vegetables to soups and stews.

Vary your intake because no single fruit or vegetable has all the nutrients you need.

Check your portion size A portion of fruit and vegetables weighs about 3 ounces, which equates to a small banana, a medium-size apple, or a small carrot. With this guideline in mind, it shouldn’t be difficult to get the amount of fruit and vegetables you need to stay healthy.

Go for clean, bagged vegs If you can’t be bothered with scrubbing, peeling, and chopping vegetables, you’ll be pleased to know that ready-prepared and bagged ones are just as healthy. Look for washed salad leaves as well as ready-to-cook green beans, asparagus, carrots, baby corn, peas, and lima beans. By using these products, you can cut the preparation time and still have a healthy diet—even if it is a bit more expensive.

Give carrots a roasting Cooking carrots with a little oil increases the available levels of the antioxidant beta-carotene, because this vitamin is soluble in fat. A study found that our bodies can absorb just 11 percent of the beta-carotene from raw carrots but this figure rises to 75 percent when they are stir-fried. Add carrots to stews, soups, casseroles, and roasts.

Have a herbal cup Herbal teas have proven health benefits. Scientific studies have found that:

Chamomile helps reduce inflammation and boosts the immune system.

Cooking carrots with a little oil increases the amount of their beta-carotene we can absorb.



Peppermint helps combat infections and harmful free radicals—by-products of reactions in the body’s cells.

Hibiscus helps to lower blood pressure.

Fight inflammation with nuts Spanish scientists have discovered that a diet high in nuts, especially almonds, walnuts, and hazelnuts, can help reduce the risk of metabolic syndrome—a cluster of symptoms that increases your risk of type 2 diabetes and heart disease. This is the first study to show that a diet rich in nuts cuts the levels of substances associated with inflammation and other risk factors for these conditions. Try snacking on nuts between meals, and find ways to include them in your recipes.

Swap roast beef for a nut roast Replacing your Sunday roast with a healthier nut or lentil loaf could lengthen your life. Researchers have found that every extra daily portion (about the size of a deck of cards) of lamb, beef, or pork pushes up the risk of early death by 13 percent. Swapping red meat for fish, poultry, and plant-based proteins such as nuts and beans, however, contributes to a longer life. Aim to cut red meat consumption to about 1 ½ ounces a day—save the steak for the occasional treat and eat more healthy plant-based proteins.

Be cautious with “lite” foods Take care if opting for “lite,” “low-fat” or “healthy eating” meals on the grounds that they are healthier. “Lite” meals can be very high in calories, and “low-fat” meals are often packed with unhealthy levels of salt (sodium). Researchers found that snacks labelled as low-fat encourage people to eat up to half as much again as snacks that carry no low-fat claim. Unless your doctor has advised a low-fat diet, it’s often better to opt for regular or full-fat foods but eat less of them. Some common claims on food labels are:

Canola oil has the lowest level of unhealthy saturated fats of any vegetable oil.



Reduced fat/sugar/salt At least 25 percent less than the standard version, these foods may still be high in fat.

Low fat No more than 2.4g fat per 100g for solids; 2.4g fat per 1 cup for milk (skim milk contains 0.2g fat per 1 cup).

No added sugar May still be high in naturally occurring sugars; products with added milk will contain milk sugar and fruit juices will contain fruit sugars.

Lite/light 30 percent lower in at least one typical value, such as calories or fat, than standard products of the same brand. But a “lite” version of one brand may contain the same amount of fat or calories as the standard version of another. Compare products by checking calories per 100g.

Read the label People who make a habit of reading the nutritional information on food packaging eat around 5 percent less fat than those who don’t bother, according to researchers.

Choose brown over white When it comes to rice, color counts, say American researchers. They found that the risk of type 2 diabetes rises by 10 percent for each daily portion of white rice eaten. The reason is unknown, but much white rice has a higher glycemic index (GI) than brown, pushing up blood glucose levels more steeply. White rice also has fewer B vitamins and less insoluble fiber and magnesium—components that reduce the risk of diabetes. Choose brown rice whenever you can.

Start with asparagus This delicious vegetable is a rich source of oligofructose, a natural soluble fiber that can curb appetite and trigger the sensation of being full. Dutch scientists found that oligofructose triggers the release of gut hormones that govern appetite and that people who took it as a supplement ate 11 percent fewer calories after just 13 days. Oligofructose is also found in bananas, onions, chicory, barley, wheat, and tomatoes. See if eating these foods reduces your appetite.

Steer clear of sugar Sugar rots your teeth and provides only calories with no additional nutrients. What’s more, too much sugar raises the levels of damaging triglyceride fats in the blood. These fats are associated with lower levels of high-density lipoproteins (HDL), or “good” cholesterol—the form of cholesterol that protects against heart disease. Here are some ideas to help you cut down your sugar intake:

Avoid soft drinks, sweets, high-sugar breakfast cereals, and other foods that contain added sugars such as dextrose, fructose, invert sugar, maltose, and syrups.

Check the sugar levels in any processed product, such as frozen dinners, pasta sauces, desserts, and bread.

Eat only natural sugars that are found in fruit and vegetables.

Choose breakfast cereals that have no more than about 8g of sugar in a serving.

Use spices—such as vanilla, cinnamon, and ginger—in place of sugar.



Losing

EXCESS WEIGHT
Being overweight is now thought to be one of the most serious threats to health in the West. Plentiful cheap food has sparked an epidemic among rich and poor alike, fueling the incidence of heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and other major disorders. It’s harder than ever to maintain a healthy weight but vital for your well-being. Here are some guidelines.

Eat whenever you like Eating late at night won’t make you fat. It’s what you eat, not when you eat, that matters, say the experts. If calories-in exceed calories-out, then the excess is stored as fat whatever the time of day. The message is simple: Whenever you feel like a snack, have soups, salads, or fruit rather than chips or cake.

Start with soup Soup can be your secret weapon when it comes to dropping a few pounds. A study suggests that eating soup before your main course curbs your appetite so that you reduce your total calorie intake at that meal by more than 20 percent. This may be because soup takes a relatively long time to leave the stomach and is thought to help quieten appetite-stimulating hormones. So make this your starter of choice, but avoid creamy soups as they are likely to be high in calories.

Choose boiled potatoes not fries Swapping high calorie-dense foods for low calorie-dense foods is one of the best ways to get and stay slim. It’s the difference between eating 3 ½ ounces of fries and 3 ½ ounces of boiled potatoes—they weigh the same but the fries have more fat and calories. Eating more low calorie-dense foods will help you feel full and stay feeling full longer—the pounds should roll off. Good options are fruit, vegetables, soups, casseroles, and foods such as brown rice and pasta that soak up lots of water during cooking. Steer clear of foods high in fat or sugar.

Take it slowly Researchers report that how quickly we eat affects how much we eat. In one study, fast eaters consumed about 3 ounces of food per minute, medium-speed eaters 2 ½ ounces, and slow eaters just 2 ounces. It takes at least 20 minutes for the stomach to alert the brain that you are full, and faster eaters are more likely to overeat before this happens. Pause between mouthfuls and chew well; you may find that you lose a few pounds.

Be a gum chewer Chewing gum may help quell sweet cravings suggests a study. People who chewed sugar-free gum for 15 minutes an hour for 3 hours and then indulged in a variety of snacks reported feeling significantly less hungry and had fewer cravings for sweet foods than those who did not chew gum before snacking.

Chewing gum helps put a stop to sweet cravings.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Pep it up
Spicing up your diet with a sprinkling of chopped-up chile peppers can help curb appetite, according to researchers from Indiana. It seems the sensory experience of eating chiles aids digestion and cuts down cravings for fatty, salty, or sweet foods, especially in people who don’t often eat spicy food.

Drink up to drop pounds If you’re trying to eat fewer calories, drinking just two glasses of water before each meal will help you, say researchers. Water is effective because it fills up the stomach with a calorie-free liquid, giving a calorie-free sensation of fullness. So drink up before every meal—water could be the magic potion you’ve been looking for in the battle of the bulge.

Keep a food diary Recording what you eat is one of the most effective ways to help you lose weight according to research—it seems that it can enable you to double your weight loss. The simple act of writing down what you eat, when you eat, and whom you eat with encourages you to consume fewer calories. Keep a food diary for a few weeks and see if it helps you.

Go for good carbs Low-carbohydrate diets such as Atkins and keto diets have spread the idea that carbohydrates should be avoided if you want to lose weight. But carbohydrates with a low GI (short for glycemic index—a measure of how fast food raises blood glucose levels), such as oatmeal, beans, brown rice, whole-wheat pasta, and bulgur are an exception. They keep you feeling satisfied for longer by releasing their energy slowly, resulting in eating less. So have oatmeal for breakfast, bulgur salad for lunch, and whole-wheat pasta for dinner.

Pack some protein Eating some protein at every meal can help to keep your weight steady on the scales—it is one of the best types of food for triggering that “I’ve had enough now” feeling that controls appetite. Protein also stimulates fat burning and helps to build or maintain lean tissue. Besides meat and fish, you can get this vital component of a healthy diet from beans, lentils, nuts, seeds, and soy products.

Recording what you eat could boost the amount of weight you lose.


 MIND POWER

Curb appetite—indulgently
Thinking that what you eat is high in calories could help to control your appetite. In a US study, 45 healthy volunteers were given the same 380 calorie milkshake, but were either told it was a low-cal choice or an indulgent high-cal treat. Levels of the hunger-hormone ghrelin were measured before and after drinking the shake.
The researchers found that ghrelin levels dropped most in the group who assumed that they had indulged. These results suggest that merely thinking you have eaten something “naughty” or high in calories can quell hunger pangs.

Feel calm to stay slim Feeling stressed about everyday anxieties may exhaust you, but it won’t make you thin. When you produce high levels of the stress hormone cortisol, your body reacts by storing fat—an ancient survival mechanism in emergencies. If you feel under constant pressure, a persistently raised level of cortisol continuously encourages fat to accumulate in your abdomen—the most risky kind of fat. Soothe your anxieties with stress-busting methods, and you’ll give yourself the best opportunity to lose weight.

Eat and drink dairy Dairy foods may help prevent women from gaining weight and allow them to reduce their overall body fat. Researchers found that young women of normal weight who had 1,000mg of calcium every day from dairy sources—the amount of calcium found in 1.8 pints (about 3 ½ cups) of low-fat milk—lost 6 pounds over two years. Aim for three servings of dairy food a day, such as a glass of milk, a small container of low-fat yogurt, and a matchbox-sized piece of cheese. But for this strategy to work, be sure to also follow a calorie-controlled diet.

Change your habits in six stages Knowing how to lose weight is one thing, but actually doing it is another. To lose weight, you need to break the habits that made you put it on in the first place. James Prochaska, Professor of Psychology at the University of ing six stages of successful habit-changing:

Low-fat yogurt can help you lose weight.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Appetites run in families
It’s long been suspected and now there is some proof—a hearty appetite does indeed run in families. UK scientists have identified a clutch of rogue genes that seem to contribute to obesity. Chief villain is the FTO gene, popularly termed the “junk food gene,” which can increase cravings for fatty, sugary foods.
Scientists estimate that having a faulty FTO gene can result in you eating 100 calories more in each meal. Over a week, this amounts to an extra 2,100 calories—about an entire day’s food for someone eating healthily. The solution is to exercise and strive to follow a balanced diet. After all, it’s not just the genes you inherit from your parents but also your eating habits.

Be candid Take an honest look at yourself then make up your mind to get started on a program of weight loss.

Ponder the positives Visualize the improvements to your health, energy levels, and looks that you will experience when you have lost weight.

Get ready Make a detailed plan that includes a start date and realistic goals for each day, each week, the first month, and three months from now. These goals can be small and specific, such as buying a kitchen scale or swapping an unhealthy snack for an extra piece of fruit. Add goals for six months and one year. Tell your friends, family, and colleagues about your intentions and enlist their support.

Take action Create weekly menus, write shopping lists, and stick to them. Exercise—ideally with a partner to boost your motivation. Make sure you include small treats, such as a an occasional piece of chocolate, to reward yourself for sticking to your plans. Be patient—new habits take time to feel natural.

Maintain your resolve To cement your new habits, start thinking of yourself as a healthy eater and and regular exerciser.

Congratulations! Now that you are a fitter, healthier person, an occasional lapse won’t derail your new outlook.

Sticking rigidly to shopping lists and meal plans are sure-fire ways to lose weight.
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Improving
YOUR DIGESTION
Our bodies depend on food for fuel. If the organs that process what we eat don’t function properly, our well-being is at risk and we may also suffer discomfort and pain. But modern scientific know-how and tried-and-tested methods can provide solutions to most digestive disorders.



Stomach

CARE
Acids produced in the stomach break down the food we eat to release essential nutrients. Although natural and necessary, stomach acid can cause problems, especially when combined with the action of bacteria on the stomach wall, which can lead to peptic ulcers. The following tips can help to prevent or relieve a variety of stomach disorders.

Heal your stomach with sleep Every night while you sleep, your body repairs damage to the stomach lining. It does this by increasing production of human trefoil protein (TFF2), which aids the repair of damaged areas of the linings of the stomach and intestines, and is fully effective only while you’re asleep. For optimum stomach health, make sure you sleep for 7–8 hours each night.

Sip a strawberry stomach soother Everyone’s favorite summer fruit also soothes a troubled stomach, new research suggests. Strawberries are thought to help prevent stomach ulcers by reducing damage done to the stomach’s mucous membrane. The findings are still unconfirmed, but you’ll do yourself no harm by enjoying this delicious preventive remedy whenever strawberries are available.

Eat to boost ulcer treatment Choosing the right foods can make the treatment your doctor prescribes for your peptic ulcer more effective. A seven-day course of “triple therapy”—two kinds of antibiotics plus a drug known as a proton pump inhibitor—is a common regimen. While the treatment does its work, cranberry juice, probiotic yogurt, and turmeric may all help it heal the stomach lining, as will oily fish and plenty of dark green vegetables.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Worry doesn’t cause ulcers
Myths abound about the cause of peptic ulcers, which typically occur in the stomach or small intestine. One common belief is that chronic anxiety or anger leads to the painful disorder. It is possible that strong emotion may constrict the blood supply to tissue, eventually leading to ulceration—but this is rare.
It’s certainly true that aspirin, ibuprofen, and some prescription drugs cause ulcers. But the trigger for most peptic ulcers is Helicobacter pylori, a type of bacterium that infects nine out of ten people who develop an ulcer. Getting rid of the bacteria with an antibiotic, while suppressing the production of acid in the stomach, is a simple and speedy way to cure the problem.

Breathe away the burn Try deep breathing to relieve heartburn. It reduces the amount of stomach acid that leaks into the esophagus, scientists claim. If you have chronic heartburn, engage in conscious deep breathing for 30 minutes a day to improve your quality of life and reduce your need for drugs. As a bonus, you’ll experience a soothing state of relaxation.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Cure it with coriander
The culinary herb coriander may provide a valuable new medication for tackling food poisoning and drug-resistant bacterial infections. Coriander has traditionally been used as a herbal remedy for pain relief, nausea, cramps, and convulsions and as a digestive aid.
Now scientists report that coriander oil made from the plant’s seed is able to kill outright some of the nastiest and most toxic bacteria in the world, including E. coli, salmonella, and even antibiotic-resistant MRSA (methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus). Be assured that you’ll be doing your digestive system a favor if you add delicious coriander seeds to curries and soups.

Rest your fork If it were a drug, this technique would make millions: Simply put down your fork between each mouthful, take time to chew, and don’t be in a hurry to pick the fork up again—perhaps chat, read a book, or listen to the radio. The pause gives your digestive juices more time to work, and gives your stomach the chance to signal to the brain that you’re full before you’ve eaten too much. Aim to take more than 20 minutes for a meal. Chew well and eat slowly to reduce heartburn, avoid overeating, and enjoy mealtime even more.

Putting down your fork and pausing between mouthfuls helps to prevent heartburn.



Chew away heartburn If you have heartburn, try chewing gum. The chewing action creates saliva, which coats the esophagus with a protective gel, preventing heartburn. Don’t overdo it, though. Too much chewing creates excess stomach acid, increasing the risk of a stomach ulcer.

Go Japanese Nori, wakame, and kelp—seaweeds used in Japanese cooking—have been found to form gels in the stomach that help to prevent heartburn.

Add some acid Drink a teaspoon of cider vinegar in half a glass of water before or after a large meal to aid digestion. The vinegar boosts stomach acid, which may help to break down food. Don’t try this if you have a disorder related to excess stomach acid, such as gastroesophageal reflux (GERD).

Calm it with caraway This aromatic seed has powerful antispasmodic and antibacterial properties. A key ingredient in water for colicky babies, caraway seed is an ideal home remedy to relieve the symptoms of indigestion. Use it in bread, cookies, cakes, curries, and stews.



  Keeping the juices

FLOWING
As food passes through the digestive tract, it undergoes many processes to enable its nutrients to be absorbed. The action of bile, a digestive juice made in the liver, is vital for fat digestion. The gallbladder, which stores bile, can become inflamed or its ducts can be blocked by stones. The tips that follow will help you reduce your risk of trouble.

Don’t go fat-free If you have gallstones, the conventional advice to follow a virtually fat-free diet is probably a step too far, experts now say; following healthy guidelines for including some fat in your diet is unlikely to cause harm. That means choosing olive oil over animal fats, avoiding high-fat fast food, and limiting store-bought prepared meals. It’s very important that you eat at least five portions of fresh fruit and vegetables a day and avoid high-fat and high-sugar foods.

Hit the caffeine Many doctors warn those with gallbladder problems to avoid coffee, which has a reputation as a trigger for pain. A new study found that people who drank at least four cups a day were least likely to develop gall-bladder disease because caffeine in coffee boosts the flow of bile. However, coffee isn’t good for everyone, so if you are at risk of gallbladder problems, ask your doctor about the pros and cons of caffeine.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Abdominal massage
To relieve indigestion, massage your lower abdomen in a clockwise direction—from right to left across the top of your abdomen and from left to right across the bottom—to promote blood flow to the area. The direction of movement matches the flow of the digestive system and helps to push trapped air and food residues through the large intestine. For extra benefit, use massage oil to which you’ve added a few drops of peppermint essential oil.

Breathe away bloating If you experience bloating and indigestion after a heavy meal, try deep breathing. Bloating occurs when the lymphatic system can’t move food proteins and fat molecules through the system for detoxification. Deep breathing requires deep movements by the diaphragm, which massage the liver and stomach and stimulate the lymphatic system to clear unwanted substances from the body. Breathe in deeply and out again very slowly and repeat several times.

Coffee may protect against gallbladder disease.



Milk thistle may help flush away gallstones—naturally.



Make more of mint This common herb can provide valuable protection for your gallbladder. Peppermint oil stimulates the secretion of bile from the liver, which reduces the risk of developing gallstones. To get the benefits safely, take medicinal peppermint oil in the form of delayed release capsules, such as Colpermin, with a special coating that protects the stomach from the irritating effect of the oil.

Go easy on sugar Cut down on sugar and refined carbohydrates. A diet high in these foods increases the risk of most digestive disorders and is one of the major risk factors in inflammation of the gallbladder (cholecystitis), an unpleasant condition. Protect your gallbladder by swapping sugar and white flour for high-fiber, unrefined carbohydrates.

Eat more oranges or plenty of any foods rich in vitamin C to help prevent gallstones and protect the digestive system as a whole. Vitamin C converts cholesterol into bile acids, and research shows that people who don’t get enough have an increased risk of gallstones. Stock your fruit bowl with vitamin C- rich citrus fruit and kiwifruit and fill your vegetable bin with peppers and broccoli.

Try herbal help for gallstones If you have painful gallstones, you may need surgery to remove the gallbladder. First, try these natural ways of preventing the pebble-like formations, which work by stimulating the gallbladder to expel bile:

Dandelion or milk thistle Try tincture or capsules to help flush out gallstones.

Conjugated linoleic acid Derived from safflower, this stimulates bile production.

Have regular meals If you have gallbladder problems, it may not be a surprise to learn that you’ll need to pay special attention to what you eat. What you may not realize is that you could also benefit by adjusting when you eat. Regular meals throughout the day, starting with breakfast, stimulate the release of bile into the small intestine—ensuring that it does not stagnate in the gallbladder, a risk factor for gallstone formation.

Go veg for digestive health Vegetarians have fewer digestive problems than meat eaters, largely because vegetables are high in fiber, so food residues pass through the gut quickly. Vegetarians rarely have constipation and are 60 percent less likely than meat eaters to have gallstones. There are good nutritional reasons to include some meat in your diet, but there’s plenty of evidence that people in Western countries eat too much meat—especially red meat—and would have a healthier digestion if they ate less meat and more vegetables.

Know and act on your risk Be aware of your risk of gallbladder disease so that you can take preventive measures if you’re susceptible. The maxim that people with gallstones are often “fat, fertile, fair, and forty” is partly true. Fair skin or hair are not risk factors—but the other traits are, so here are some helpful action tips:

Reduce your cholesterol Gallstones can develop if too much cholesterol builds up in the bile, which is more likely in women, due to the effects of estrogen. Your diet should be low in saturated fat and refined carbohydrates such as sugar.

Tackle excess weight Being overweight leads to the liver over-producing cholesterol. Try to lose any excess weight by having a healthy diet and getting plenty of regular exercise. Gall-stones are more of a problem for people between the ages of 55 and 65. If you’re in this age group, pay extra attention to your diet and lifestyle.

Don’t crash While it’s healthy to lose excess weight, it’s important not to do so too quickly. Crash diets involve losing at least 3 pounds a week and are a leading cause of gallstones and also turn “silent” gallstones into painful ones. Up to one in four people who go on very low-calorie diets develop gallstones, and one in three of those require gallbladder surgery. Overly aggressive weight-loss causes the liver to secrete extra cholesterol into bile, leading to gallstones formed from cholesterol. If you have excess weight, follow a healthy, balanced diet and exercise program to help you lose it without increasing your risk of gallstones.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Fish oil may prevent gallstones
We all know of the health benefits of the Mediterranean diet, but what of the benefits to the gallbladder of an Arctic diet? Indigenous peoples in Canada and Alaska, for example, have a diet that is very high in fatty fish, and the fish oil content is thought to be behind the very low incidence of gallstones in people who follow this traditional diet. Specifically, it is the omega-3 fatty acids in oily fish that scientists think prevent cholesterol from solidifying into hard stones in the gallbladder.




It’s a question

OF RHYTHM
Food residues are normally propelled through the intestines by regular contractions that are hardly noticeable. But when that rhythm is disrupted for any reason, pain, constipation, or diarrhea can result. You’ll find plenty of tips here for restoring healthy bowel action.

Get toned A toned tummy isn’t just about looks. As well as aiding posture and a robust pelvic floor, strong abdominal muscles help healthy digestion, squeezing the intestines as they contract and relax, helping to move along the contents of the large intestine. Find some exercises to firm up your tummy and reap the benefits for your digestion.

Fill your plate with fiber Eating plenty of fiber is essential for healthy digestive systems to reduce the risk of problems ranging from constipation to bowel cancer. The FDA recommends an AI (adequate intake) of fiber per day of 25g for women and 38g for men, but the average intake of most Americans is only 15g. Here are a few tips to help add fiber to your diet.

For some of us, white bread is actually better than brown.



Choose whole-wheat bread over white, and brown rice over white rice.

Add seeds, especially flaxseed to breakfast cereals.

Include beans and legumes in soups, chili, and casseroles.

Snack on fruit.
Don’t forget to increase the intake of fluids when you increase the amount of fiber in your diet.

Choose the right fiber Not all fiber aids digestion, and for some people, a diet that contains too much of one type of fiber can be harmful. Research published in the British Medical Journal showed that eating insoluble fiber (in whole grains such as brown rice and whole-wheat bread) can cause severe discomfort in many people who suffer irritable bowel syndrome. If you suffer a painful reaction after eating such foods, stick to sources of soluble fiber such as lentils, apples, strawberries, and oats.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Stimulating beverages
Most people know that a cup of coffee moves the bowels, but fewer realize that this effect occurs because caffeine stimulates the colon. Be careful not to drink too much of it—it’s a diuretic and will eliminate fluid from your body. Instead, try herbal or decaffeinated tea with hot water and the juice of a lemon as a gentle prompt for your bowels.

Try a low FODMAP diet Researchers have pinpointed a range of foods that are thought to be responsible for up to 75 percent of gut disorders. These include pears, onions, garlic, baked beans, pork, breaded fish, alcohol, barley, and wheat. They all contain “short-chain” carbohydrates, or FODMAPs (fermentable, oligo-, di- and monosaccharides and polyols). Such foods are likely to ferment in the gut, producing hydrogen and methane in susceptible individuals and leading to pain, bloating, and diarrhea. There’s no need to eliminate FODMAPs entirely, it seems. The problems occur only when the gut is overloaded with such foods. If you have symptoms, ask your doctor if a FODMAP diet might be advisable.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Press and go
If you experience constipation, there’s a trick you can try to relieve it. Use the thumb and index finger of one hand to press the point in the webbed area where the base of the thumb and index finger meet on the other hand. Place your thumb on the back of the hand and your index finger on the palm, then use small circular motions to locate the point, which may be tender. Once you’ve located it, squeeze the point gently. Your hands should be relaxed, not stiff, and you can maintain the pressure for 10 or 15 seconds or for a few minutes, provided that your hands remain relaxed.

Don’t blame your age if you are often constipated. Although four out of ten older people have chronic constipation, the usual reasons are that they are less active, have unhealthier diets, and take more medication than those whose digestion is in better shape. Ask your doctor about changing any drugs you take regularly—and think of ways to be more active and make better food choices, to encourage improved digestion as part of a balanced diet and lifestyle.

Working on your abs could improve your digestion.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Inflamed response
People who have the inflammatory bowel disorder Crohn’s disease are increasingly likely to be prescribed a medication that is also used to treat rheumatoid arthritis (RA). The relatively new drugs, which are known as TNF (tumour necrosis factors) blockers, have been shown to be successful in treating Crohn’s. In earlier research they slowed down and even halted the disease process in RA. The connection between RA and Crohn’s disease is inflammation—of the joints in the case of RA, and of the digestive tract in Crohn’s disease. The new drug treatment means that people with Crohn’s disease are less likely to undergo surgery.

Brew a soothing beverage If you have an intestinal problem such as irritable bowel syndrome or Crohn’s disease, try peppermint tea, tincture of passionflower, or crushed fennel seeds in boiling water—all soothing drinks that can calm unpleasant symptoms. Many natural remedies also help cleanse the colon, including psyllium husks, flaxseed, aloe vera, and slippery elm bark.

Don’t become dependent Some drugs cause constipation as a side effect, putting you at risk of becoming dependent on laxatives for normal bowel function—which is bad for your health. Ask your doctor or pharmacist about alternative drugs that will not have this side effect. In the meantime, try a gentle alternative to laxatives, such as a glycerol suppository available over the counter—but this too should not be a long-term solution.

Cut out alcohol if you have the condition known as small intestinal bacterial overgrowth (SIBO). Even small amounts can provoke the severe and unpleasant symptoms of bloating, gas, abdominal pain, constipation, and diarrhea that are caused by excess bacteria in the small intestine. SIBO is usually treated with antibiotics and probiotics. Experts you may be able to eliminate symptoms by simply cutting out all alcohol.

Cultivate the right bacteria Probiotics are so-called “friendly” bacteria that occur naturally in the gut and have been linked to many digestive health benefits, including easing irritable bowel syndrome and travelers’ diarrhea. For bowel health, particularly after a course of antibiotics, try a probiotic supplement or live yogurt with probiotics—a good, natural source.

Get tested You may not be able to tell the difference between celiac disease and irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) simply by checking out the symptoms: Both disorders cause much the same problems, including abdominal pain, bloating, diarrhea, and constipation. But celiac disease affects the small intestine and IBS is normally a disorder of the large intestine. Experts say that everyone with IBS should be tested for celiac disease—either with a blood test or by simply cutting out gluten to see if their symptoms improve. If you have IBS, ask your doctor to arrange for you to have a test.

Passionflower tincture may calm an irritable bowel.


 MIND POWER

The relationship between mood and digestive problems
If you have irritable bowel syndrome or chronic indigestion, resulting in symptoms such as stomach cramps, bloating, diarrhea, and constipation, your doctor may have advised you to consider ways to reduce stress in your life. Scientists have known for years that nervous tension can lead to gut disorders, and stress management is a common treatment option.
Researchers are now investigating whether the link also works the other way round, with gut problems leading to depression. Electrical stimulation of the vagus nerve—which extends from the abdomen to the brain—has been used to treat depression, and the researchers are hoping that this avenue may provide further treatments.

Be careful with cosmetics If you are suffering from the symptoms of celiac disease—digestive complications and rashes—despite rigidly following a gluten-free diet, your lipstick could be to blame. You may be so intolerant of gluten that you react to the minute amount used in some cosmetics. Even if you have scrupulously checked the ingredient list of your products, you cannot be sure that gluten is not present. The only way to find out if a product contains gluten is stop using it and see if the symptoms disappear.

Gluten-free lipstick can be the answer if you have celiac disease.



Retrain for regularity Bowel retraining is a way of relieving chronic constipation that involves drinking plenty of water and eating as much fiber as your body can tolerate. This is combined with regular mealtimes and a regular time to visit the toilet each day—first thing in the morning or shortly after a meal—whatever feels right. It may help to eat a large fatty meal with a cup of coffee beforehand to stimulate bowel contractions. During the visit, keep your body at ease by practicing relaxation exercises or listening to music.



  More gut

QUESTIONS
Scientists now know much more about the causes of bowel cancer—one of the most common cancers in the West—and by extension how to prevent it. Factors within our control, such as diet and lifestyle, are significant. Here are some further ways to protect your gut.

Eating outside could boost your digestive health.



Get up, stand up It probably won’t surprise you to hear that sitting down for hours at a time is associated with a higher risk of back pain, heart disease, deep vein thrombosis, diabetes, and obesity. But did you know that the inactivity associated with sitting for long periods without a break is now also linked with an increased risk of a number of cancers, and that colon cancer is at the top of the list? Sitting for prolonged periods leads to a build-up of inflammation in the body. Canadian research suggests that chronic inflammation is a predisposing factor for developing colon cancer and a number of other cancers. To reduce your risk, there are a number of easy self-help measures you can take:

Take a break If you work at a desk, make sure to stand up and take a short walk at least every hour—around the office, down the hallway, anywhere will do.

Send fewer emails If you can cross the room or walk upstairs to talk to a colleague instead of sending an email, take this opportunity whenever you can.

Lunch outside Don’t sit at the desk to eat your lunch. Eat outside when the weather permits, and find a suitable indoors location when it doesn’t.

Walk and talk If you spend a lot of time on the phone, stand up while you talk and, if possible, walk at the same time.

Use pedal power If it won’t disturb others, you could invest in a compact pedal trainer to place under your desk. This will allow you to train and sit simultaneously.

Get out in the sun The benefits of regular (but not excessive) exposure to sunshine extend to preventing colon cancer. It’s essential, of course, to avoid sunburn, but your body needs plenty of vitamin D, produced when the skin is exposed to the sun, to stay healthy and prevent colon and other cancers. You need to expose limbs and face to sunshine on a regular basis, without the skin being covered in sunscreen. This exposure can be for up to 30 minutes, depending on your skin color, with darker skin able to be exposed for longest. Taking a vitamin D supplement as well as eating vitamin D-rich oily fish is also beneficial.

Beat bowel cancer with brown rice The long-standing debate over whether high-fiber foods can help prevent bowel cancer appears finally to have been resolved conclusively. Following a major review involving nearly 2 million people, scientists have shown that eating plenty of whole grains and cereals—particularly rice and oats—does indeed protect against these cancers. Include plenty of these grains in your meals.

Go for cancer-beating cabbage A chemical produced when green vegetables such as cabbage are chopped, cooked, chewed, and digested has been shown to weaken cancer cells and prevent them from multiplying. The key chemical, known as singrin, is converted in the body to the anticancer substance allyl-isothiocyanate. But all you need to know is that eating your boiled greens really will help prevent cancer, including cancers of the digestive system.

Fill up on oily fish to protect your digestive system. Omega-3 fatty acids are essential for good digestion, and the best sources are oily fish (such as sardines, mackerel, and salmon), flaxseed oil, and fish oil. Studies show that taking fish oil reduces the number of episodes of Crohn’s disease. What’s more, people who eat oily fish every week cut their risk of cancers of the colon and rectum by up to 40 percent. The increased protection is dose-related: For every extra portion of fish consumed each week, the risk of developing cancer will be cut by a further 4 percent.

Time to quit Smoking increases your risk of colorectal cancer—and this adverse effect appears to be more long-lasting in women. Researchers have shown that women who have quit for up to ten years still have a raised risk of colorectal cancer from smoking—while the impact has disappeared in male ex-smokers. Remember that it’s important to mention your smoking history to your doctor when appropriate screening is being considered—and if you smoke, the sooner you give up the better.

Cabbage is a useful ally against digestive-tract cancer.
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Urinary
HEALTH
The kidneys are among your body’s most vital organs: They filter the blood to keep its constituents in balance. Other parts of the urinary system store then release the resultant waste liquid—urine—from the body. There are many important ways to keep this process functioning properly, which will benefit your health and quality of life—at any age.



Kidney

CARE
For reasons we don’t understand, the incidence of kidney stones, an acutely painful condition, is increasing. It can be a recurrent problem, but whether or not you have been affected, try these tips for lowering your kidney stone risk and for keeping your bladder healthy.

Try an oriental wrap According to ancient Japanese tradition, protecting your kidneys with a haramaki—an undergarment worn around the abdomen and lower back—aids digestion, eases menstrual cramps, brings restful sleep, and helps to prevent chills during outdoor activities. It may be worth trying and can certainly do no harm. Modern versions of this body-warming garment have become popular in the West as well as in Japan; they are sold on many Internet sites.

Avoid cola drinks Drinking plenty of liquids, especially water, helps prevent all types of kidney stones. Tea, coffee, and alcohol were once thought to be stone makers, but the thinking has changed. And in moderation, beer and wine may actually be protective. But cola has been found to increase the risk of stone formation so is best avoided if you have a tendency to form kidney stones.

Move it, shake it You may not feel like exercise when you have a kidney stone, but walking can help to dislodge it so that you pass it more quickly.

Don’t cut out dairy foods If you suffer from kidney stones composed of calcium phosphate or calcium oxalate, the advice used to be to avoid dairy products and other foods with a high calcium content. But recent studies show that dairy and high-calcium foods may actually prevent some types of stones. For calcium oxalate stones you should avoid high-oxalate foods such as rhubarb, spinach, nuts, and wheat bran.

A Japanese haramaki, worn around the abdomen and lower back, can protect your kidneys and bring other benefits, too.



Watch your salt intake Although salt isn’t a component of kidney stones, when sodium (the main component of salt) is excreted by the kidneys, it causes increased amounts of calcium to be expelled into the urine. High concentrations of calcium can combine with oxalate and phosphorus to form stones. So it makes sense for anyone susceptible to calcium-containing stones to cut down on salt intake—which will have the added bonus of helping to control blood pressure.
For further tips on keeping your salt intake low, see Chapter 2, Blood and Circulation

Need another reason to quit? Recent research from Penn State College of Medicine suggests that smokers are twice as likely as nonsmokers to develop kidney cancer.

Or another? Smoking is the cause of about half of all cases of bladder cancer in women—a far higher proportion than was previously thought. Studies now show that women face the same risk as men of developing bladder cancer if they smoke. The new research suggests that current smokers are four times as likely—and former smokers are twice as likely—to develop bladder cancer as people who have never smoked. Visit the American Cancer Society at www.cancer.org for help to quit smoking.

Citrus fruit may protect against calcium oxalate stones and uric acid stones.



Collect your kidney stones This can help your doctor to identify the type of stone you make. If you are passing a kidney stone, urinate through a piece of gauze or a fine strainer to catch the stone, then take it to your doctor. Scientific analysis will determine what dietary advice you should follow.

Citrus dilemma According to the National Institutes of Health, citrus fruit or drinks may protect against calcium oxalate stones and uric acid stones. But they could be harmful for people who have a tendency to form calcium phosphate stones. The finding underscores the importance of knowing your stone type and getting appropriate advice.

Cut down on offal A diet rich in animal proteins and purines—present in high levels in offal, fish, and shellfish—may make urine more acidic, which can increase the risk of uric acid stones. If this is your problem, keep your intake of these foods to a minimum.

Keep drinking Drinking plenty of fluids may help protect against bladder cancer, according to a new study. The liquids may flush potential carcinogens (cancer-causing substances) out of the body before they have a chance to cause tissue damage that could lead to cancer. Researchers found that drinking more than 4 ½ pints (2.5 liters) of fluids a day was linked to a 24 percent lower risk of developing bladder cancer.

Drinking at least 4 ½ pints (2.5 liters) of fluids a day can reduce your risk of bladder cancer.





Combating

INFECTION
One woman in five suffers from a urinary tract infection—also known as a UTI or cystitis (when it affects the bladder)—at least once a year. Men get them less often because their “plumbing” is different. If you get a UTI, you may well be prescribed antibiotics by your doctor. Try these tips to shorten the infection and relieve the pain.

Reach for the baking soda As soon as you sense that telltale sting when you urinate, reach for the baking soda. First drink two glasses of plain water, then one-quarter teaspoon of baking soda dissolved in one-half cup of water. The baking soda makes the urine less acidic, so it’s less painful when you urinate. Potassium citrate, available without prescription from pharmacies, works in the same way.

Goldenrod tea can help combat bladder infections.



Pinpoint the pain triggers Some food and drinks seem to irritate the bladder, so stay away from them during a bout of cystitis. These include tea, coffee, alcohol, fizzy drinks, citrus, and tomato juices, and spicy dishes. You may be able to figure out which foods make your symptoms worse, so you can avoid them during future bouts.

Go for live yogurt A Finnish study found that women who often eat cheese and yogurt have fewer UTIs, perhaps because these foods contain friendly bacteria that keep the harmful bugs at bay. You may find that eating two or three containers of live yogurt a day is helpful for preventing attacks. And if you are taking antibiotics for a UTI, including live yogurt in your daily diet may help to restore the good bacteria that antibiotics destroy.

Get more garlic Garlic is known as “nature’s antibiotic” because it contains powerful antibacterial compounds. When you feel the symptoms of a UTI coming on, peel a couple of fresh garlic cloves, mash them and drop them in a cup of boiled water that has cooled a little. Let it steep for 5 minutes, then drink.

Try a herbal helper Herbs have three roles to play in relieving UTIs: boosting the immune system, acting as a diuretic (a substance that makes you pass increased volumes of urine) to flush out bacteria, and soothing inflammation.

Echinacea is well known for boosting the immune system. Try echinacea tincture or have three cups of echinacea daily.

Cleavers This herb (also known as goosegrass) is a mild diuretic sold both as a tincture and in capsule form.

Lovage is an anti-inflammatory and antibacterial herb with diuretic properties. Pour a cup of boiling water over two teaspoons of minced, dried root, steep for 10 minutes, then strain and drink.

Nettle is a natural diuretic. Take it as a tea, made from a teaspoon of dried nettle to a cup of slightly cooled boiled water.

Goldenrod This ancient remedy is enjoying a revival of popularity among herbalists. It is a diuretic, urinary antiseptic, and an immune-system stimulant. Infuse 2g of the herb in a cup of boiling water. Drink three cups a day.

Wash away UTIs The way you launder your undergarments may reduce your risk of falling prey to UTIs. Here are some tips to help you avoid problems:

Choose nonbiological washing powder. The residues of biological products on fabrics can irritate your genital area, making it more susceptible to infection.

Use a hot setting. To beat bacteria, wash underwear at 140°F or higher. Natural fibers such as cotton and linen, which are better for urinary-tract health, can withstand a hot wash. Check for color fastness.

Rinse thoroughly—if in doubt, run your laundry through an extra rinse cycle on your washing machine.

Conquer with cranberries Make cranberry juice part of your strategy to protect yourself against UTIs. An authoritative review of research into the effectiveness of cranberries in preventing UTIs showed that drinking cranberry juice can reduce the number of episodes over a 12-month period, particularly for women who suffer from recurrent bouts. Some doctors suggest that women who are taking antibiotics for cystitis should also drink cranberry juice to prevent repeat infections.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Cranberry juice
We’ve known for a while that cranberries contain a chemical that stops bacteria sticking to the wall of the urinary tract and may help prevent UTIs. But it has not been clear how the plant flavonoids thought to give cranberries their special powers should be taken. Should women drink copious quantities of juice, or simply pop a cranberry pill?
New research suggests that you can-not isolate proanthocyanins (PACs) and put them in a capsule and expect it to do the same job as juice. A lab-oratory study has shown that cran-berry juice is much more effective than PACs alone at preventing the formation of biofilm, which leads to UTIs.



Avoiding

PROSTATE PROBLEMS
Most older men suffer from some kind of prostate gland problem. The gland naturally becomes larger and this can cause increased frequency of urination and problems with the flow. More seriously, this gland is also prone to cancerous changes. Luckily there’s plenty you can do to keep your prostate in good health into your middle and later years.

Eat a few Brazil nuts each day These nuts are rich in selenium, a protective mineral. In a five-year study, men who took 200mcg of selenium daily had 63 percent fewer prostate tumours. Brazil nuts are the best food source—just one nut can contain 75mcg.

Are your pills the cause? Men who develop urination problems should ask their doctor to review the medicines they are taking for other conditions. A study has concluded that several common prescription medications—including antidepressants, antihistamines, bronchodilators, and diuretics—contribute to 10 percent of lower urinary tract symptoms in men. Before you accept treatment for difficulties with urination, be sure to ask your doctor if a change in your current medication might be a possible solution.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Not just for wrinkles
For men with enlarged prostates who have urination problems, a shot of the antiwrinkle treatment Botox may be just what they need. A study has shown that it can reduce symptoms such as frequent urination and UTIs for up to a year without significant side effects.

Try the power of African pygeum An extract from the bark of this evergreen tree can help to shrink an enlarged prostate gland and, in France, has become one of the most widely used treatments for this condition. Pygeum is packed with anti-inflammatory phytosterols, which may be the reason for its effectiveness. Ask your doctor if this natural remedy could be of benefit to you.

Munch pumpkin seeds These are a source of zinc, a mineral that scientists agree plays a significant role in boosting prostate health, protecting against enlargement and cancerous changes. Have a handful of unroasted seeds a day. Other foods that contain a plentiful supply of zinc include shellfish, meat, milk and dairy products, wheat germ, and whole-grain cereals.

Enjoy more mackerel There are lots of good reasons to eat oily fish (a rich source of omega-3 fatty acids), such as mackerel or salmon, or take supplements of fish oil—and here’s another. In a study, a low-fat diet with fish oil supplements eaten for four to six weeks before prostate removal was shown to slow the growth of prostate cancer. Those following the diet had fewer rapidly dividing cells in their prostate cancer tissue compared to those who were eating traditional, high-fat Western foods. Flaxseed oil is another excellent source of omega-3 fatty acids; add a tablespoon of the oil to your food every day for prostate health.

Eat more tomatoes Men who had ten or more portions of tomatoes a week cut their risk of prostate cancer by more than 45 percent in one recent study. Lycopene, which gives tomatoes their red color, interferes with the ability of cancer cells to multiply, spread, and invade body tissues. Canned and cooked tomatoes and tomato sauces seem to have the most potent anti-cancer effect.

Take a leisurely dip Having a long bath is good for your prostate, reducing swelling and inflammation. So treat yourself to a relaxing soak in the tub for between 20 and 45 minutes a day.

Try croton oil Researchers have discovered that that oil from the croton plant—a shrub native to Southeast Asia—kills prostate cancer cells and shrinks prostate tumors. Ask your doctor if this natural remedy could work for you.

Chill out during surgery If your doctor orders a transrectal prostate biopsy, get yourself some noise-cancelling headphones and play Bach. About 20 percent of men find the intrusive procedure highly stressful. In one study, readings of diastolic blood pressure were taken from participants undergoing the biopsy; some had listened to Bach on headphones, others hadn’t. The blood pressure readings of those who had no musical distraction were significantly higher.

A long, relaxing soak can reduce prostate inflammation.
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Healthy
HORMONES
We have dozens of hormones in our bodies. These chemical messengers, produced by our endocrine glands, travel in the blood and influence growth, metabolism, reproduction, and many other body processes. An imbalance or deficiency of a major hormone can cause serious health disorders. Here’s how to spot symptoms and correct problems.



Get the better

OF DIABETES
This increasingly common condition occurs when the body produces too little of the hormone insulin to enable us to utilize the sugar (glucose) in the blood. There are two types: type 1 and type 2. Whichever type you have, careful attention to balancing diet and activity plays a key role in your long-term health.

Eat to beat it The number of people diagnosed with type 2 diabetes—the kind that tends to develop later in life—is soaring: In the US, the figure has almost doubled since 2004 to 29 million. For the best chance of avoiding type 2 diabetes—and to help manage it if you already have the disease—try these four simple strategies:

Eat breakfast Starting the day on an empty stomach increases your risk of obesity and insulin resistance. What’s more, breakfast eaters are better at saying “no” to fatty and high-calorie foods later in the day.

Go for whole grains Eating more fiber can improve your blood glucose control. As a bonus, it will also lower your risk of heart disease and help you lose weight by making you feel full. High-fiber foods include fruit, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, and seeds.

Manage your carbs Carbohydrate foods—bread, pasta, potatoes, noodles, rice, and cereals—also help you control blood glucose levels, so include some in each meal. Go for foods that are more slowly absorbed (have a lower glycemic index). Whole-grain varieties are best. Balance your carbohydrate intake at each meal with foods of other types, such as dairy products, fruit, vegetables, and meat or fish.

A nutrient-packed breakfast can help you say “no” to unhealthy snacks later in the day.



Trim the fat Reduce the fat in your diet by choosing lean meat, eating less butter, cheese, and cream, and by grilling, broiling, and steaming instead of frying and roasting.
TWEAK YOUR DIET
Try these simple food swaps to reduce your risk of developing type 2 diabetes. The “give up” foods have all been shown to impair good control of blood glucose, while the “pick up” alternatives have a positive benefit for those with diabetes or who are at risk of developing the disease.
 
	  Give up
	  Pick up
	  Why?

	Corn oil
	Olive oil
	In a recent study, 17.9 percent of those on a low-fat diet developed diabetes, compared with 11 percent of those on a Mediterranean diet with ½ ounce of nuts a day and 10 percent of those on a Mediterranean diet that included up to 4 cups of olive oil a week (actual intake may have been less).

	Sugary cereals
	Oatmeal
	Eating a 2 ounce serving of oatmeal five or six times a week can lower the risk of developing type 2 diabetes by 39 percent. What’s more, oats are effective in reducing your blood levels of damaging LDL cholesterol.

	Full-fat cheese
	Low-fat cheese or avocado
	Saturated fat impairs the action of insulin and makes blood glucose harder to control. Avocado is high in healthy monounsaturates.

	Potato chips and other savory snacks
	Unsalted nuts
	You’ll be swapping bad fats for good ones and keeping blood glucose levels steady. Nuts are high in calories, so a snack portion should be limited to about 1ounce—roughly a handful.



Keep moving Some diabetics fear that exercise may upset their blood glucose control. In fact, physical activity combined with a healthy diet and medication will help you to manage your condition and prevent long-term complications, whether you have type 1 or type 2 diabetes. But be sure to get advice before adopting a new exercise regime, especially if you:

Are on medication.

Are prone to attacks of hypoglycemia.

Have any complications of diabetes (such as foot or eye problems).

Have another condition that might affect your capacity for exercise, such as heart or lung disease.
Your family doctor or diabetes specialist will advise you on a sensible approach.

Drink water Have around 2 cups of water before you start exercising if you have diabetes. And take water bottle or a glucose drink with you.

Be safe alone If you’re undertaking strenuous activity on your own—jogging alone in open country, say—take a high-carbohydrate snack, your cell phone, and wear a medical tag or bracelet.

Continue testing If you’re on insulin, test yourself before, during, and after exercise to find out how activity affects your blood glucose and to make sure it stays within your target range. And check your blood glucose at intervals for several hours after exercise, especially if you have type 1 diabetes. Exercise requires an adjustment in the balance of insulin and carbohydrate intake (less insulin or more carbohydrate, or a combination of these adjustments), both on the day of exercise and for about a day afterward. You will need to monitor your blood glucose levels carefully in order to make adjustments that work for you.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Gastric bypass cures diabetes
Type 2 diabetes can be reversed by weight-loss surgery in a matter of days or even hours. Now scientists think they have discovered why. The operation—known as the Roux-en-Y gastric bypass, which makes the stomach smaller and bypasses part of the intestine—results in lower levels of nutrients called branched-chain amino acids in the bloodstream. This, in turn, reverses insulin resistance and restores blood glucose levels to normal. But gastric bypass surgery may not be suitable for everyone with type 2 diabetes. Ask your doctor for advice.

It’s wise to take a high-carbohydrate snack with you if you’re exercising alone.



Eat to protect your baby from diabetes There are plenty of reasons for eating healthy while you’re pregnant, but you may not know that a nutritious diet can reduce the risk of your child developing type 2 diabetes as an adult. Scientists think that a poor diet can cause the insulin-producing cells in the pancreas to develop abnormally. Poor nutrition may cause the cells to age prematurely, resulting in increased susceptibility to type 2 diabetes.

Are you at risk? Did you know that there’s a quick and reliable way of assessing your risk of developing type 2 diabetes without visiting your doctor? You can take the risk test of the American Diabetes Association at www.diabetes.org/risk-test. Here are some of the key factors to take into account. You are most at risk if you:

Smartphone apps can now help you to manage your diabetes.



Have a close relative (parent, brother, or sister) with diabetes.

Are over 35 years old.

Are Asian, African, or Caribbean.

Are overweight, particularly if you have a large waist.

Had diabetes during pregnancy.

Do little physical activity.

Have high blood pressure or have suffered a heart attack or stroke.

Have polycystic ovary syndrome.
If the test results show you to be at risk, you can then assess how important it is to make lifestyle changes to reduce your chances of developing diabetes. You should also consult your doctor for further advice on reducing your risk of this disorder.

Enlist your smartphone Modern technology is on your side. If you have diabetes, there are now a number of smartphone apps that can help you to manage your condition. A search of the internet will reveal a wide selection of apps for different smartphones which, among other features, will allow you to record blood glucose test results, weight, and calorie intake, to make notes of how you feel, and any other factors that affect your blood glucose levels. You can then refer to the stored data at your next medical consultation or even send the information directly to your diabetes care team.

Keep your feet happy People with diabetes are more likely to get sores or ulcers on their feet. Here’s how to cut this risk:

Trim your toenails straight across, to avoid ingrown nails.

Wash your feet daily in warm water with mild soap, and dry and examine them carefully for sores and broken skin.

Moisturize after washing to keep the skin supple, especially on the heels.

Don’t break blisters, cut corns or calluses, or wear corn plasters.

Keep the blood flowing to your feet by rotating your ankles clockwise and counterclockwise and wriggling your toes. Repeat at intervals during the day.

Wear well-fitting shoes, preferably with socks or tights. If you run or practice a sport, wear appropriate footwear.

Don’t go barefoot, especially if you have poor sensation in your feet. On vacation, remember that sand and pavement may be hot. Wear flip-flops or sandals on the beach and in the water.

Ask a relative or close friend to do the “Touch the toes test” with you to assess the sensitivity in your feet. You can find it at www.diabetes.org.uk.

Have an annual checkup with a podiatrist.

Beware of drug triggers Some medications can occasionally interact and create unexpected problems. Scientists scanning patient databases have found that two common drugs—a selective serotonin re-uptake inhibitor (SSRI) antidepressant (paroxetine) and a statin cholesterol-lowering medication (pravastatin)—raise blood glucose levels when taken together, thus increasing the risk of developing diabetes. Neither drug has this effect when given alone. If you are taking both types of drug, ask your doctor whether your medications should to be reconsidered in the light of this information. Do not stop drug treatment you have been prescribed, except on medical advice.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Remote glucose checking
Pricking your finger each morning to get a blood glucose reading could become a thing of the past. Technology is currently being developed that will allow people with type 1 diabetes to check their blood glucose daily at home and then send the results wirelessly to a remote monitoring team, which will spot anything that looks amiss. In time, this technology may become more sophisticated. Eventually, you may simply wear an implanted device that can be read with a swipe of a smartphone, and the results transmitted to a base station for monitoring.

Use your tape measure You are at increased risk of developing diabetes, if your waist circumference is more than 37 inches for men and more than 31 ½ inches for women. The risk is higher still if your waist size is more than 40 inches for men and more than 34 ½ inches for women. Measure your waist this way:

Find the bottom of your ribs and the top of your hips and breathe out naturally.

Put a tape measure around your waist midway between these points, then read the measurement shown.



Thyroid and

ADRENAL CARE
Your metabolism—the speed at which your body works—is influenced by hormones released from the thyroid gland in your neck. The two walnut-sized adrenal glands on top of your kidneys release hormones that help your body to respond to stress. The tips below will help resolve problems associated with these hormones.

Screen yourself If you think you may have the symptoms of an under-active thyroid, including tiredness, increased sensitivity to cold, and dry skin and hair, you can check your levels at home with a simple blood-testing kit called ThyroScreen. Whatever the results, if you suspect you have a thyroid problem, consult your doctor.

Time your medication If you are being treated for an underactive thyroid gland (hypothyroidism), you can improve the effectiveness of your prescribed medicines by timing your consumption of certain foods. Wait 4 hours after taking your medication before eating high-fiber foods, foods that contain soy, iron and calcium supplements, and antacids containing aluminium or magnesium. This will ensure that they do not interfere with the absorption of your medication.
 MIND POWER

Thyroid hormones may make you SAD
Seasonal affective disorder—the “winter blues”—may be linked to the activity of thyroid-stimulating hormone, say Scottish researchers. The hormone seems to influence behavior and the secretion of other hormones. If proven, the finding could lead to new ways of treating seasonal depression.

Ask about selenium The protruding eyes characteristic of thyroid eye disease (TED) can be troublesome and disfiguring. A European study has recently shown that the trace element selenium can help. Six months of selenium supplements reduced symptoms of TED in the study’s participants and improved their quality of life. The benefits were still seen at 12 months, and there were no side effects. If you have mild TED, ask your doctor about the supplements. TED occurs more commonly with an overactive than an underactive thyroid gland.

Don’t take iodine While lack of dietary iodine may sometimes trigger thyroid disorders, supplementation is a bad idea, as too much iodine can cause problems for people with an overactive or underactive thyroid. The same is true of kelp seaweed supplements, which are often promoted as being useful to “jump start” a sluggish thyroid. Because kelp extract has a high iodine content, such supplements may actually induce overactivity of the thyroid.

Consider surgery Removal of the lymph nodes in the neck during surgery on people with thyroid cancer may help prevent the disease from recurring, according to a study at the University of California. Researchers found that only 1 ½ percent of thyroid surgery patients who had had their central neck lymph nodes removed needed a second operation, compared with 6.1 percent of those who had undergone only thyroid removal. Ask your surgeon if this procedure might be appropriate for you.

Eat what you like You may have read or heard that some foods, including soybeans, pears, peaches, and vegetables of the cabbage family, can reduce levels of thyroid hormone. The British Thyroid Foundation has dismissed such concerns, emphasizing that no foods contain sufficient amounts of substances known as goitrogens to have an adverse effect. So if you’re concerned about your thyroid gland, don’t add to your worries by restricting your food choices.

Adrenal fatigue? Don’t believe it If you visit a complementary practitioner and complain of exhaustion, stress, and insomnia, you may well be told that you have adrenal fatigue and be offered a supplement that is said to combat this problem. But according to the Society for Endocrinology, the professional body for hormone specialists throughout the world, there is no such condition. Adrenal glands cannot be “fatigued.” Either they are fine and need no treatment or there is adrenal insufficiency due to adrenal or pituitary failure, which needs medical treatment. Many illnesses can cause the same symptoms as so-called adrenal fatigue; if you are worried, ask your doctor for a checkup.

Steer clear of germs People with Addison’s disease, a rare condition that affects the production of the hormones cortisol and aldosterone, are more likely to get infections, which may provoke a life-threatening adrenal crisis. Research indicates that people with this condition are 1 ½ times more likely to contract an infection than the general population. If you have this condition, you will need to be especially careful to avoid colds and flu by keeping away from those who are infected and by keeping up to date with flu vaccinations.

Keep your kit handy If you have been diagnosed with Addison’s disease (see above), you should always carry an emergency kit containing a hydrocortisone injection. This can be given immediately if you suffer a sudden drop in your hormone levels—known as an adrenal crisis, which can occur as a result of injury, infection, or even emotional stress. Make sure your family, friends, and colleagues are aware of this and know what action to take. Always wear a MedicAlert tag in case you need emergency medical care while away from those who know about your condition.

A MedicAlert tag could save your life if you suffer from Addison’s disease.





Boosting

YOUR SEX LIFE
Everyday stresses and strains can often take their toll in the bedroom. But, there are many strategies for keeping your sex life active and healthy without resorting to medication. And if you are in good general health, there’s no reason why you should not continue to enjoy sex well into your later years.

Fix your finances Money worries come high on the list of stresses that can damage your sex life. A recent study of couples found that anxiety over finance, added to increased working hours and the stress of juggling jobs and children were all cited as reasons for having less sex. Money worries were particularly significant in the reduction of men’s libido. Balancing the books—and your priorities—can be a boost to your sex life.

Spice it up Aphrodisiacs have been used for centuries to boost sexual appetite and enjoyment, with no scientific proof of their effectiveness. Now some are beginning to pass the scrutiny of 21st-century research:

Favored by Cleopatra, saffron could enhance your libido.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

“Love hormone” help for ED
Scientists are currently investigating the potential of the hormone oxytocin to combat erection problems in men. The “love hormone” as it is called, is released by both men and women during sex and by mothers during childbirth and breastfeeding, and it seems to play an important role in promoting feelings of attachment.

Coffee A cup of coffee not only wakes you up but also increases your levels of dopamine, the neurotransmitter that is associated with the pleasure systems of the brain. It also increases sexual pleasure by increasing blood flow, an essential to achieving orgasm in both men and women.

Ginseng One of the most ancient aphrodisiacs, ginseng root has been reported to improve erectile function. Ask your doctor’s advice before trying this remedy.

Saffron Reputedly used by Cleopatra in her bath, this is the most expensive spice in the world. Added to food, it is said to help erectile dysfunction and may boost estrogen levels in women.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Tone your pelvic floor for a better sex life
Strengthening your pelvic muscles with Kegel or pelvic floor exercises—originally developed to help bladder control—can greatly improve sexual satisfaction, helping women to reach orgasm more easily.

Ginkgo biloba The leaves of this ancient species of tree are used by herbal practitioners for a variety of effects, one of which is improved blood circulation. This effect may improve blood flow to the penis, which could help to counter erectile dysfunction. But be aware of possible side effects such as diarrhea or irritability.

Change your medication? Failure to achieve an erection (erectile dysfunction or ED) affects up to 25 percent of men over 65 according to the National Institutes of Health. This common condition is often a side effect of prescription drugs that interfere with nerve signals to the penis. The top “culprits” are beta blockers, which are used to treat heart problems and high blood pressure, antihistamines, taken for allergies, and antidepressants. If you have been suffering from ED and suspect that a drug you are taking may be the cause, ask your doctor if an alternative medication that does not have this side effect might be suitable.

Don’t worry about your heart For most people, having an orgasm is no more likely to bring on a heart attack than a brisk climb up a couple of flights of stairs or a half-hour session in the gym. So try not to be overconcerned about having sex if you have a heart condition. What’s most important is to keep fit and active so that you’re able to cope easily with strenuous activities of all kinds—in and out of the bedroom. And there’s also evidence that regular sex can benefit your heart health.

Men who cuddle are three times happier than those who don’t.



Don’t self-medicate It’s unwise to take drugs such as sildenafil (Viagra) to treat erectile dysfunction without advice from your doctor. He or she will explain how to use the drug safely to minimize the risks.

Get the right stuff Be sure to choose a vaginal lubricant designed for the purpose. Oil-based products, such as baby oil or petroleum jelly, can quickly cause the latex in a condom used by your partner to fail or even dissolve, making it ineffective.

Have a hug—if you’re a man When it comes to satisfaction in long-term relationships it turns out, contrary to expectation, that men need to cuddle more than women. In a study of heterosexual couples carried out by the Kinsey Institute, men who reported frequent kissing and cuddling with their partners were, on average, three times happier with their relationships than those who did so infrequently. For women, what was more important was a long-term relationship accompanied by good sex.

Get sweaty four times a week Exercise not only helps you keep fit but can also significantly improve your sex life. A study has shown that among people who exercised four or five days a week, 88 percent of the women and 69 percent of the men reported their sexual performance as being above or much above average. Not only that, those who exercised more actually had more sex. For men, one of the main advantages of exercise is that it increases blood flow to the penis, helping to ward off erectile dysfunction.

Improve your sex life with yoga If you want to continue enjoying your sex life, consider taking up yoga. A small study of 40 healthy women found that a 12-week program of yoga improved their sexual function in six areas (desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, pain, and overall satisfaction). And women aged over 45 seemed to experience the most benefit to their sex lives from this form of exercise.

Get a diagnosis by mail If you’re worried that you may have contracted genital herpes and feel reluctant to go to your doctor or specialist clinic, you can get a preliminary diagnosis by mail. Several online clinics will, on request, send you a tube in which you can return a urine sample for analysis then receive the results by email. Alternatively, you can request a lesion swab test. You take a sample from a sore using a swab, which is then sent back for laboratory analysis. It’s important to refrain from sex if you have reason to suspect you may have contracted genital herpes—or any other sexually transmissible infection. Whatever the results, only a doctor can confirm the diagnosis and rule out other, potentially serious diseases.



Making light

OF LIFE CHANGES
One of the major milestones in a woman’s life is the cessation of monthly periods—menopause. This involves hormonal turmoil that can cause a range of symptoms over several years. Men also go through a parallel change of life. Read on to discover the strategies that can help to lessen the impact of these changes.

Switch to soy A “superfood” for women in their middle years, soy contains isoflavones, which act like natural estrogen and ease symptoms such as hot flashes and fluid retention. Easy to add to your diet, soy has many other benefits:

Heart health Soy proteins and isoflavones reduce blood levels of cholesterol and make the blood less likely to clot.

Bone density By helping to maintain both estrogen and calcium levels, soy helps to keep bones strong.

Immune system boost Antioxidants in soy help protect against infections. Soy also contains genistin, a substance that may inhibit breast and colon cancers.
Build more soy into your diet by switching to soy milk and yogurts, using tofu in stir-fries, dips, and spreads, or adding soy flour to your baking (try mixing it half and half with wheat flour). Look for edamame (young soybeans), which are delicious eaten hot in their pods sprinkled with a little sea salt. Miso, a fermented soybean paste, makes a tasty broth, but don’t have too much if you have high blood pressure as it is high in sodium.

Beat hot flashes with anti-depressants If you’re having problems with hot flashes, and if HRT is not an option for you, ask your doctor about the latest antidepressant treatments. Studies on an SSRI (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor) antidepressant, drugs that work by increasing levels of the “feel-good” hormone serotonin in the brain, found that hot flashes were reduced by more than 20 percent in those taking it. Serotonin appears to produce this effect by altering the way in which the walls of the body’s blood vessels expand and contract.

Ease them with “E” Vitamin E is the most helpful vitamin for easing hot flashes. And when taken for four months or longer, a daily dose of as little as 400IU has been found to relieve vaginal dryness. You can also get these benefits in the form of a vaginal pessary. Before you take a vitamin E supplement, check with your doctor to make sure it is safe for you. Good food sources include leafy green vegetables, almonds, and sunflower seeds.

As well as lifting your spirits, antidepressants can reduce hot flashes.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Miracle magnet
A discreet plastic magnet not much bigger than a large coin could ease the symptoms of menopause. Available in pharmacies under the brand name Ladycare, this device may raise levels of female sex hormones. In one study, 508 women who were going through menopause were asked to attach one of these magnets to their underwear, day and night, for three months. All the women noticed some benefits, with anxiety, mood swings, fatigue, sleeping problems, incontinence, and breast tenderness being reduced by up to 70 percent. Hot flashes, night sweats, and irritability improved by 30 percent, as did reduced libido and concentration. In addition, one in every five of the women lost weight.

Acupuncture can boost “feel-good” hormone levels after menopause.



Deal with dryness The hormonal changes following menopause inevitably cause vaginal dryness, making sexual intercourse uncomfortable and sometimes painful, but you can ask your doctor for a vaginal cream that contains estrogen to ease the problem. Alter-natively, you may be prescribed an estrogen ring, which is about the size of a contraceptive diaphragm; this is left in place for three months. With both these treatments you may need an additional water-based lubricant. Experiment to find out what feels most comfortable for you.

Try acupuncture Consider tackling troublesome menopausal symptoms with acupuncture. This traditional Chinese technique has been shown to increase the levels of estradiol, a specific type of estrogen, circulating in the bloodstream, which is important for maintaining healthy bone structure and guarding against mood swings and depression. Acupuncture also boosts the levels of endorphins, the “feel-good” hormones that lift and stabilize mood, and steady the body’s temperature.

Don’t ignore male menopause There has long been controversy about whether “male menopause” (or andropause) exists, but thanks to studies of the male hormone testosterone, scientists are now sure that it does occur. From the age of about 40 the production of testosterone, which is responsible for the male sex drive, gradually falls, and between the ages of 40 and 60 men can suffer symptoms that may creep up slowly. These are similar to those of the female menopause including lowered libido, lethargy, and depression. There may be some loss of bone mass, making the bones more susceptible to fracture. Lower levels of testosterone also put heart health at risk, making the coronary arteries more prone to the spasms that are a major cause of angina. Here are some tips to help men stay healthy through the andropause:

Seek support Find new ways to relieve stress, such as taking part in support group activities and seeking one-to-one support from a partner or friend.

Get exercise which produces mood-lifting endorphins as well as helping to keep bones and muscles strong and healthy.

Adjust your diet A low-fat, high-fiber diet, with plenty of protein will help boost hormone production.

Maximize minerals A diet rich in zinc—pork, cashew nuts, and seafood, particularly oysters—will all help to keep testosterone levels high.

Try Ginkgo biloba to help maintain healthy circulation and to prevent erectile dysfunction. Ask your doctor’s advice first.

Cut out grapefruit This fruit contains a substance that may convert testosterone into estrogen. Avoiding grapefruit could help to maintain testosterone levels.

Ginkgo biloba can help prevent erectile dysfunction.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Menopause boosts creativity
Following menopause, a woman’s brain undergoes changes—both positive and negative—due to the reduced estrogen in the bloodstream. Modern research techniques, which make it possible to map the functions of the brain, suggest that menopause may limit the actions of the left side of the brain, producing an increase in “fuzzy” thinking and a reduction in precise mental skills, such as mathematical ability. But the good news for older women is that the activity of the right side of the brain increases, bringing a surge in creativity. This knowledge can empower women and encourage them to make the most of new-found creative skills in art, music, and writing.

Avoid excess alcohol which adds to the problems of andropause by further lowering testosterone levels.

Consider male HRT Hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for men is increasingly available and for severe symptoms it could be the best route to physical and mental health. Discuss the possibilities with your doctor.
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Fighting
INVADERS
The immune system, which includes germ-fighting cells and the substances that determine the body’s response to invaders, rogue cells, and allergens, protects us from infection and cancerous cell changes. Medical research is revealing more and more about its workings and scientists are also turning their attention to traditional remedies to provide new insights.



Boosting

RESISTANCE
The battle against infection never ends—each day, your immune system fights off any number of would-be invaders. Here you’ll find out why what you eat, how you feel, and the amount of exercise you get can all play a part in strengthening your defenses.

Have a giggle Laughter can boost your immunity as well as your mood. It raises the levels of antibodies in the blood and those of the white blood cells that attack and kill bacteria and viruses. It also increases the number of antibodies in the mucus made in the nose and respiratory passages, the entry points for many germs. So find ways to laugh with your family and friends, and boost everyone’s health.

Sing your way to health A study of a German choir revealed that singing activates the spleen, helping to increase the blood concentrations of antibodies. If you don’t want to join a choir, sing in the shower.

Choose friendly fats Some fats are essential for building cells and for the production of prostaglandins. These hormone-like compounds help to regulate the immune system’s response to infection, such as the way it reacts by making the white blood cells that combat invaders. Italian athletes on very low-fat diets were found to be significantly short of these cells. The secret is to choose your fats with care:

Go unsaturated Opt for unsaturated vegetable fats rather than saturated ones from animal foods, which reduce the ability of the white blood cells to zap bacteria and increase the risk of cancers.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

You can overdose on vitamins
Vitamins are good for your immune system—but not if you overdose on them. Try to get as many vitamins as possible from fresh food, and choose and use supplements sensibly. Take special care with vitamins E and A, which are stored in the body if taken in excess, rather than simply being excreted in the urine. In doses above 250mg a day, vitamin E can impair, rather than enhance, the day-to-day renewal of body cells, increasing the risk of prostate and other cancers. You need vitamin A to help build immune cells, but supplement doses above 1,000mcg a day put you at risk of serious liver disease.

Avoid trans fats, the manufactured fats labeled as “hydrogenated” or “partially hydrogenated.” Often found in processed foods and baked goods, these fats can also interfere with the immune system.

No sugar, thanks Just 2 ½ ounces of sugar—10 teaspoons, or the amount in two 12 ounces cans of cola or carbonated lemonade—impairs the ability of the white blood cells to deactivate or kill bacteria. Opt instead for a natural sweetener, such as one made from the stevia plant, and avoid calorie-free alternatives such as aspartame.

The rare reishi mushroom can be an effective ally against infection and stress.



Get some mushroom magic The rare reishi mushroom has been valued in the Far East for over 2,000 years and it has now been found to have the following actions that benefit the immune system. It:

Stimulates the production of T-cells—white blood cells involved in protecting the body from infection.
 MIND POWER

Lift mood, boost immune function
Depression is bad for the immune system. When you’re depressed, the body produces too much of the stress hormones cortisol and adrenaline, delaying antibody production and suppressing the activity of specialist cells that are involved in the body’s immune response. These hormones also hamper the manufacture of interferon, a protein key to the fight against viral infection. In addition, depression can cause overproduction of interleukin-6, an inflammatory substance that has a role in immune-system related conditions such as arthritis, gum disease, and even cancers. So as well as making you feel good about yourself, treatment for depression can significantly boost your physical health.

Increases levels of substances that strengthen the immune response.

Promotes sleep and reduces stress by suppressing the production of the stimulant hormone adrenaline.
Reishi essence—a convenient way to get the benefits—is available in health food stores.

Have more citrus fruit Vitamin C, found in high concentrations in oranges, lemons, limes, and grapefruit, boosts the activity of phagocytes (cells that engulf and digest bacteria) in the blood. The body can’t store vitamin C, so you need to have some every day.

Exercise your immune system… Your immune system responds to exercise by producing more of the blood cells that attack bacterial invaders. And the more regularly you exercise, the more long lasting the changes become. Research shows that people who exercise moderately on five or six days a week have half as many colds and sore throats than those who don’t.

… but get rest, too Moderation is the key, when it comes to boosting your immune system through exercise. If you work out intensively for 90 minutes, production of germ-fighting cells called macrophages dips temporarily, increasing the risk of infection. So always include plenty of recovery days in your training schedule to preserve immune system health.



Combating

INFECTION
From healthy eating to keeping yourself and your home clean, there’s plenty you can do to hold off would-be invaders. Even when they breach your defenses, you can call on a range of powerful substances in food to help your body stop germs in their tracks.

Toughen up with almonds To help ward off viral infections, make 3 ounces of almonds part of your daily diet—but keep the skins on. Italian researchers studying the herpes viruses that cause cold sores have found that a chemical in almond skins improves the ability of white blood cells to detect viruses; they found that the chemical could also help to prevent a virus from spreading throughout the body. So add a handful of almonds to your morning muesli to keep viruses at bay.

Keep warm, stay well You’re more likely to catch an infection if you—and especially your extremities—are cold. In one study, 90 people kept their feet in a bowl of cold water for 20 minutes and the same number just put their feet in an empty bowl for a similar length of time. Five days later, 20 percent of the people with chilled feet had developed colds compared with 9 percent of those whose feet stayed warm. Having cold extremities seems to reduce the supply of white blood cells, the immune system’s first defense against invaders.

Guard against Giardia with soy
Giardia is a type of protozoan that can cause diarrhea and vomiting, and children are particularly susceptible. Giardia is common in tropical countries, but it also occurs in temperate regions in streams, lakes, and rivers, or anywhere that has poor sanitation. Research has shown that substances called saponins in soy kill many disease-producing protozoa. If you live in a high-risk area, increasing your intake of soy-based foods, such as soy milk or tofu, could help to protect you against this unpleasant and sometimes debilitating infection of the gastrointestinal tract.

Bundling up in winter really can keep germs at bay.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Feed a cold, starve a fever
Granny was right when she uttered those wise words. When you eat a meal containing around 1,000 calories, the body increases its production of gamma interferon, the substance it uses to fight viruses such as those that cause colds and flu. By contrast, fasting for 12 hours increases levels of a substance called interleucin-4, made by the body to help combat life-threatening infections that cause high fevers, such as typhoid.

Resist infection with vegetables Garlic and onions in soup, stews, and other dishes are both sources of potent antiviral substances that can boost your resistance to infections. And plenty of other vegetables can add to your infection-fighting armory, including carrots and sweet potatoes that are rich in beta carotene, which has an anti-inflammatory action and raises the rate at which white blood cells are produced. Other powerful allies include:

Running your empty washing machine on a hot cycle will help to keep it germ-free.



Chile peppers work quickly to thin nasal mucus.

Shiitake mushrooms aid white blood cell manufacture.

Ginger counteracts inflammation.

Goji berries (available in dried form) also boost white cell production.

Don’t stop when you’re winning Every year, bacteria become increasingly resistant to antibiotics. This is why if you don’t finish an entire course of antibiotics, because you think you’re better, the infection may not be completely wiped out, leaving a potentially resistant bacteria strain free to multiply. And this is also why the use of antibiotics should be kept to a minimum. The more antibiotics are used, the more chance the bacteria have to fight them by changing their DNA.

Run your washer on a hot cycle Your clothes may look clean, but they may not be germ-free. Many bacteria can survive in a washing machine at up to 179°F and flu viruses can tolerate temperatures up to 212°F. For maximum hygiene, run your empty machine on a complete hot cycle with bleach added.

Careful cleaning With all the new cleansing products that are on the market, it may come as a surprise to learn that washing with old-fashioned soap and water is still the most effective way of getting bacteria and viruses off your hands. Follow these simple guidelines:

The most effective way to kill bacteria and viruses on your hands is to wash with old-fashioned soap and water.



Soap your hands on both sides.

Open your fingers wide and interlock your hands and rub them together for 20 seconds so they are thoroughly cleansed all over. Take note: Right-handed people tend to wash their left hand more thoroughly than the right.

Scrub under and around your nails with soap and a small brush, and remove jewelery before washing, as bacteria can linger under rings.

Get the right gel If you choose to use an alcohol-based hand-cleansing gel—perhaps because you’re on the move and away from hand-washing facilities—check the contents: It must contain at least 60 percent alcohol to be effective against germs. So read the label carefully.

Wash more—if you’re a woman Women need to take particular care with hand washing. Studies have found that, although they often wash more, women carry different bacteria from men and a greater number of different types—usually over 150. The reason for this is that men’s skin appears to be more acidic, which deters bacterial growth. So if you’re a woman, be sure to pay particular attention to the advice on hand washing given above.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Protection for gardeners
If you tend a garden or enjoy outdoor hobbies, make sure you’re protected against tetanus. The bacteria that cause this potentially fatal infection, live naturally in the soil and can easily enter the body via puncture wounds in the skin made, for example, by nails or rose thorns. Five doses of the vaccine should give you long-term protection. But if you’re not sure how many doses you’ve received over the years, you may need a booster dose after a puncture wound. Always get medical attention for any serious wound acquired outdoors or one that causes muscle stiffness near the injury or that is slow to heal.



Keeping

CANCER AT BAY
Medical treatments for cancer—when rogue cells grow and reproduce uncontrolledly, destroying healthy organs and tissues—are becoming increasingly successful. But there is plenty we can do in terms of our diet and lifestyle to reduce our risk of developing this disease.

Shoot it down The cancer-fighting abilities of broccoli are well known, but broccoli sprouts, which taste like a peppery alfalfa, work even better. Researchers found that compared with fully grown heads, 3-day-old broccoli shoots contained between 20 and 50 percent more of the protective chemical sulforaphane, which helps to neutralize cancer-causing chemicals before they have a chance to take hold. The shoots are easy to grow in a jar or in a custom-made sprouter, but be sure to rinse them thoroughly twice a day.

Go for citrus Not only are they an excellent source of vitamin C, but oranges and grapefruit are also packed with naringenin, a compound that can inhibit the growth of cancers. What’s more, studies show that it can fight infection and reduce levels of blood cholesterol.

Tasty broccoli sprouts contain surprising amounts of cancer-fighting chemicals.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

It’s in the blood
A blood test has been developed that can save lives by detecting lung cancer up to five years before symptoms appear, and recently it was being tested on 10,000 smokers in Scotland. When cancer cells first form they emit proteins known as antigens. These are detected by the body’s immune system, which responds by making large numbers of auto-antibodies. Scientists are now designing a range of proteins to which auto-antibodies will bind if they are present in the blood, thus revealing the presence of cancer cells. A similar test for breast cancer is expected to be available soon.

Get the aspirin advantage Researchers at Oxford University in the UK think that a 75mg daily dose of aspirin could be invaluable in the fight against cancer. Some of the ways in which aspirin could protect include:

Halting the spread Aspirin stops blood platelets from sticking together, which helps prevent cancer cells from spreading around the body to different organs. It is also thought to be able to help repair damaged DNA and to make faulty cells self-destruct before they can become cancerous.

Protecting the bowel Aspirin is particularly effective for people with the hereditary condition Lynch syndrome, often called hereditary nonpolyposis colorectal cancer, or HNPCC. The researchers discovered that people who took 75mg of aspirin daily, whether they had Lynch syndrome or not, were 25 percent less likely to develop bowel cancer.

Limiting tumors A daily aspirin dose may help to prevent the growth of tumors in the breast, prostate, and esophagus. It may also provide some protection against the spread of some types of lung cancer.
A word of caution: Although this medicine is available over the counter, be sure to consult your doctor before taking aspirin regularly, as it can cause internal bleeding.

Cut cancer risk with legumes Legumes (beans, peas, and lentils) all contain powerful anticancer chemicals. High on the list of these fighters are:

Saponins, which can stop cancer cells from reproducing and slow tumor growth.

Protease inhibitors, which can slow cancer-cell division and stop tumor cells from destroying their healthy neighbors.

Phytic acid, which can slow the growth of tumors.
Legumes are also rich in fiber and because of this, they provide added benefit in helping to reduce the risk of bowel cancer, as well as cancers of the esophagus, stomach, breast, and prostate.
 SUPRISINGLY EASY

Salad power
Improve your body’s cancer-fighting ability by enjoying a herb-enhanced salad, prepared using ingredients long renowned for their powers to prevent tumors. Mix watercress or shredded spinach with finely divided cauliflower florets, red pepper, onion, mint, and cilantro. Add to the protective effects with a dressing of flaxseed oil and lemon juice, plus a little garlic.

Back off the booze Not everyone who drinks alcohol develops cancer, but researchers agree that alcohol may cause cancer if drunk in excess. Common alcohol-related cancers are those of the throat, esophagus, larynx, and liver, but alcohol also increases the risk of colon and breast cancer. The body converts alcohol into acetaldehyde, which can damage DNA. It also makes liver cells multiply faster than normal which, in turn, can lead to cancer. The recommended limits are:

Men 14 drinks a week; no more than 4 drinks at one time.

Women 7 drinks a week; no more than 3 drinks at one time. A “drink” is defined as: A mixed drink, 1 ½ ounces of 80-proof hard liquor, such as gin, whiskey, or rum; a 5 ounce glass of wine; or a 12 ounce bottle of beer.

Female? Take the soft option It’s not just a question of size. Women need to be especially careful about their alcohol consumption, because their bodies contain more fat, a tissue in which alcohol can become concentrated. And alcohol can increase the level of estrogen, a hormone implicated in breast cancer. Make a soft drink your usual choice.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Tumor genes predict best treatment
By looking at the genes in the cells of breast and colon cancer tissues, doctors are now able to decide whether or not chemotherapy—which can lead to hair loss, infertility, and weakened immune system—is going to have long-term, positive effects. In a test known as Oncotype DX, genetic material from a sample of the tumor is analyzed. From the results, doctors can estimate the chances of the cancer returning in the future. If the chances are low, then chemotherapy and its unpleasant side effects can be avoided.

Cooked tomatoes contain high concentrations of lycopene, which can reduce your cancer risk.



Use the power of tomatoes Eat plenty of tomatoes—they top the list when it comes to fighting cancer. Their most potent ingredient is lycopene, a powerful antioxidant able to defend the body against cancer. Tomatoes also contain the flavonoids quercetin and kaempferol, as well as beta carotene, all of which inhibit cancer cell growth. Studies show that men who eat dishes such as pasta with tomato sauce at least twice a week may cut their risk of prostate cancer by up to a third. Similarly, women with high lycopene levels in their blood have a reduced risk of breast cancer. Try these tips to get the most benefit:

Cook your tomatoes to increase their lycopene content.

Use olive oil for cooking. Because lycopene is fat soluble, it becomes more readily available to body tissues when tomatoes are cooked with a little fat.

Treat yourself Chocolate is good for you, as long as you don’t overindulge. It is rich in flavonoids—antioxidants that stop cells from being damaged by free radicals, thus preventing them from turning into fast-dividing cancer cells. Dark chocolate is best, since it is lower in sugar and fat than milk chocolate and contains eight times the level of antioxidants found in fruits such as strawberries and blueberries.
 MIND POWER

Stress-busting techniques
The link isn’t fully understood yet, but there’s no doubt that stress lowers the body’s ability to prevent cancer cells from developing, repair faulty DNA, and produce killer cells, such as T-cells. To help relieve stress and calm your mind:
	Put your hands on your stomach and slowly breathe in through your nose, then slowly breathe out. Do this for between 10 and 20 minutes each day.
	Try meditation. Sit in a quiet room and choose a word or phrase to say to yourself in coordination with your breathing. Use it as you breathe in and again as you breathe out. Do this for 20 minutes, while imagining a scene that will relax and soothe you.


Don’t double your trouble If you drink alcohol as well as smoke, you multiply your cancer risk because alcohol makes it easier for cancer-causing chemicals in smoke to be absorbed into mouth and throat tissues. So consider giving up smoking as well as drinking less.

Benefit from berry power The aronia berry, also known as chokeberry, contains more protective flavonoids than any other fruit. This berry was used by Native Americans, who appreciated its health-giving properties and also used it as an aphrodisiac. For a great start to the day or a cancer-fighting snack, have a handful of berries, blended with honey, yogurt, and banana to make them palatable. Aronia juice can be drunk on its own or mixed with apple juice if you prefer.

The aronia berry contains more cancer-protective flavonoids than any other fruit.



Barbecue less often If you barbecue on several nights a week, cut down to reduce your cancer risk. Studies in France showed that a 2-hour barbecue can release high levels of dioxins—substances that may encourage cancer formation. High temperatures from grilling also produce cancer-causing heterocyclic amines (HCAs); the longer food is heated, the more HCAs are produced. And while grilling over charcoal, polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons from flare-ups may splatter onto the meat, raising the risk of stomach cancer. Here are some useful pointers to help you make your barbecues healthier:

Use low-fat meat.

Choose smaller portion sizes that cook more quickly.

Partially precook meats such as chicken or other cuts of meat on the bone, that take a long time to cook.

Eat Brazil nuts To ward off cancer, increase your intake of selenium. Brazil nuts are the best natural source of this mineral: One nut contains about 75mcg. In one study, cancer death rates were found to be halved among people who took 200mcg of selenium a day for 7 years. Selenium activates an enzyme that makes cancer cells break apart and die.



Allergies and

INTOLERANCES
An allergic reaction occurs when a usually harmless substance—such as a specific food or pollen—produces an abnormal response in the body. Prevention of allergic reactions involves avoiding the “trigger” substance and keeping your immune system at the top of its game.

Eat yogurt to combat lactose intolerance. If, for no apparent reason or following a bout of gastroenteritis, you suffer from bloating, loose stools, or diarrhea, you may have become temporarily intolerant to lactose in milk. If you suspect this may be your problem, consult your doctor. Meanwhile, it will do no harm—and may do some good—to add live yogurt to your diet. The “good” bacteria in live yogurt can help to restore the healthy bacteria in your intestines. It’s safe to eat because most of the lactose in live yogurt has already been converted into lactic acid, which doesn’t cause a reaction.

Combat mold If you have a cough, itchy eyes and throat and a runny nose all year round, or if your symptoms get worse in damp weather, then it’s possible that you’re allergic to the spores produced by molds. Every home has them, but they are difficult to see at a glance. The worst culprit is black mold, which thrives in dark, damp places, such as under shower mats, in kitchen crevices, in washing machines, and even in the rubber seals of fridges. Mold also appears as orange, green, or brown stains in wet areas. Problems with a home’s damp basement or leaks from water pipes will exacerbate the condition. Try the following tips for combating mold.

Scrubbing all mold-prone surfaces can reduce allergy symptoms.



Scrub it Use soap and water and a stiff brush to scour all mold-prone surfaces. Powerful sprays are available for removing stubborn mold.

Clean your carpets thoroughly.

Fix structural causes of dampness and improve ventilation.

Consider a dehumidifier This may help, as long as you also keep its water reservoir scrupulously clean.

Test the air If your allergy persists, it may be worth getting your air tested for mold spores with a kit that can be bought or rented.

Don’t worry about baby ailments If you have a baby or young child, don’t be overly concerned if they catch a cough or cold. Studies suggest that getting these infections early in life may give a child greater resistance to asthma later on. One theory is that the infection stimulates the production and action of protective T-cells, which are made in the thymus—a gland most active during the first years of life.
FOOD ALLERGY, SENSITIVITY, OR INTOLERANCE?
There’s a great deal of confusion about the difference between food allergies, sensitivities, and intolerances to certain foods. The surest way to distinguish between these different adverse reactions is the timing of the response. The role of the immune system in bringing them about also differs.
Allergy
A truly allergic reaction happens fast. When a food such as a nut is eaten, or when the body responds adversely to an insect bite or medication, the immune system releases histamine and other chemicals such as immunoglobulin E (IgE). The result is usually the almost instant development of a rash or flushing of the skin, plus a quick, severe swelling, especially in the mouth and throat, which can restrict breathing. This potentially fatal condition, called anaphylactic shock, requires emergency medical attention.
Sensitivity
A sensitivity or delayed allergy to a food or medicine (often wrongly called an intolerance) comes on more slowly, taking from 45 minutes to 3 days to develop. The effects can vary widely, from swelling or a rash to headache, bloating, severe indigestion, or diarrhea. The immune system is involved in the reaction through the overproduction of a different set of immunoglobulins—IgG and IgM—and the release of inflammatory “complement proteins.” The best way of detecting a food sensitivity is with an elimination diet, which involves removing specific foods from your diet for at least six weeks, plus blood tests to assess your immune system’s reactions. Keeping a food diary is often helpful.
Intolerance
A true food intolerance doesn’t involve the immune system but occurs when the digestive system is unable to process a particular type of food. For example, in lactose intolerance, the body doesn’t produce enough of the enzyme lactase, which is essential to the digestion of lactose—the natural sugar in milk. Intolerances may be genetic in origin.

Find the right balance When it comes to allergy prevention for your children, balancing the risks of poor hygiene against the benefits of healthy exposure to potential allergens is the best approach. Dr. Marc McMorris, pediatric allergist at the University of Michigan Health System, advises parents to let their children get dirty through healthy play outside to give their immune systems the stimulus—as long as you make sure they get clean afterward.

Get a fiber boost Australian research reveals that fiber-rich foods strengthen the immune system. In the gut, fiber is broken down by bacteria into short-chain fatty acids—molecules that are essential to the working of the immune system and that also help to prevent autoimmune disorders. Without these fatty acids, the cells of the immune system go awry, causing diseases as diverse as asthma, inflammatory bowel disease, and multiple sclerosis. The average adult needs to eat a minimum of 25 ounces of fiber a day from fresh fruit and vegetables, whole grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds. As a guide, a slice of whole-grain bread contains 4g of fiber and an apple has nearly 2g.

Having a pet—or better still, two—could help to protect your child against allergies.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Hay fever shots
If you get hay fever, take comfort from the fact that immunization is arriving at last. Until now, available injections have been far from patient-friendly, involving weekly shots for six months, followed by shots every two weeks or monthly for another three years. The new vaccine does the job in a single shot by staying in the body tissues and “training” the immune system not to react to airborne pollen. When tested in Europe, the United States, and Canada, it showed significant results in eliminating or reducing the symptoms. Researchers hope that this type of vaccine may also soon help to prevent asthma and other allergies.

Give your children pet protection Children who live with at least two pets in early life are less likely to develop allergies. The evidence suggests that contact with animals strengthens a child’s immune system. US studies found that exposure to two or more cats and dogs in their first 12 months made children less susceptible to allergy-inducing substances, such as dander from dust mites, by the age of seven. Some scientists believe that homes with pets contain more endotoxins, the bacterial components that may steer children’s immune systems away from allergic responses. While owning a pet isn’t an option for all, there seems to be a health bonus for children if you do.

Good reason to push A “natural” birth may give babies significant protection from allergic conditions such as asthma. Evidence is growing that helpful bacteria acquired during passage through the mother’s vagina enter the baby’s intestines and “prime” the immune system against allergies early in life. The effect is thought to be even stronger in breastfed babies, since breast milk boosts these protective bacteria.

Beware of hidden histamines This group of allergy-provoking substances are present in a wide range of common foods and can cause a variety of symptoms from severe headaches to rashes and asthma, and in severe cases even anaphylactic shock, a life-threatening allergic reaction. Foods that are high in histamine include:

Fermented drinks and foods such as red wine, aged cheese, and foods that contain yeast.

Spinach

Tomatoes

Citrus fruit These don’t contain histamine, but can trigger its release.
If you suspect you are allergic to any of these foods, consult your doctor.

Kitchen remedies For mild allergies, when overproduction of histamines leads to a runny nose, watery eyes, and itchy skin, go to the kitchen, not the medicine cupboard. Here are suggestions for foods with antihistamine properties you can try:

Pineapples, whose main active ingredient is the enzyme bromelain which stops histamine from being released by cells.

Apples and other fruits contain plenty of the natural antihistamines quercetin and vitamin C. Have some fruit every day.

Hot spices Capsaicinoids—chemicals that help give cayenne pepper its fiery taste—and the isothiocyanates of the hot Japanese spice wasabi are also excellent for combating allergic reactions of all kinds.

Watch out for sulphites These sulphur-containing preservatives are often added to packaged foods such as dried fruits, canned vegetables, cakes and pastries, jams, pickles, and bottled sauces. They are also added to, but sometimes occur naturally in wine and beer. Sulphites can trigger asthma attacks in susceptible people and in rare cases may even cause anaphylactic shock. The presence of sulphites is usually noted on the labels of drinks that contain them and are therefore easy to avoid if you think you may be sensitive to them.

Choose gluten-free beer If you like beer but cannot tolerate gluten, which is present in many beers, try some of the sorghum-based beers instead, or other beers made from buckwheat, corn, or rice. Wine is gluten free, as are many spirits, but always check the label carefully.

Sorghum-based beer may be an option for those who cannot tolerate gluten.






10

Gleaming teeth,
HEALTHY MOUTH
Keeping your mouth infection-free will do far more than give you a sparkling smile and sweet-smelling breath. It could help to ensure that you’re protected from other serious disorders, including heart problems. Read on to discover the traditional know-how and up-to-date dental knowledge that will help to keep every part of your mouth in top condition throughout life.



Caring for

TEETH AND GUMS
Many of the best disease-fighting foods are crunchy (think fruit, vegetables, whole grains, and nuts), so we need a good set of teeth to eat them. Having healthy gums guards against major health problems too, including clogged arteries and even some types of cancer.

Don’t rush to brush Always wait at least 20 minutes—ideally an hour—after you’ve eaten before brushing your teeth. During this time the mouth is still producing saliva, the body’s own mouthwash, which helps to to keep the mouth free from germs. If you clean your teeth immediately after a meal, you risk losing these important benefits.

Clean with salt This traditional tooth-brushing method works because salt is highly effective for killing the plaque-forming bacteria that cause gum disease. Just mix the salt into a paste with a little water, dip in your brush, and get to work. Follow up by brushing with regular toothpaste. An alternative way of giving your mouth the antibacterial benefits of salt is to dissolve a teaspoon of salt in a small glass of warm water and use this mixture as a daily mouthwash.

Try lemon and sage Mix 1 teaspoon of chopped sage leaves with the mashed flesh of a lemon. Add ½ teaspoon of cinnamon oil and 1 teaspoon of orris root powder, then stir in 1 tablespoon of distilled water to make a thick paste. Rub this mixture onto the teeth and gums to help to remove brown stains from teeth and to discourage oral bacteria, which inflame and weaken the gums. Any unused paste will keep for up to 12 months if sealed in a sterilized jar.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Plaque-beating formula
Tomorrow’s toothpaste may contain a hefty dose of cranberry extract. US researchers have discovered that cranberries make the teeth slippery, stopping plaque-forming bacteria from getting a hold. They also inhibit the enzymes that the bacteria use to build plaque. Because it is sweetened and diluted, ordinary cranberry juice won’t do the trick. So scientists are working on other ways to deliver cranberry, such as using it as a toothpaste ingredient.


Blast with water and air Even efficient brushing reaches only 60 percent of the tooth surface, which is why flossing (or interdental brushing) is essential. There’s nothing new about flossing—evidence exists of it in human remains over 2,000 years old. The latest device for cleaning between the teeth fires bursts of air and water, removing nearly 100 percent more plaque than brushing alone.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Seaweed could prevent tooth decay
Substances in seaweed may form the basis of a new generation of products that protect against cavities. This discovery was made by a team of researchers from Newcastle University in the UK working on new ways to keep the hulls of ships clean. They have found that an enzyme in a bacteria called Bacillus lichenformis present in seaweed may counter the cavity-causing bacteria in dental plaque. These enzymes may in the future be used in mouthwashes or toothpastes.

Set a timer You need to brush your teeth for 2 minutes to ensure that your mouth is properly clean. But one survey estimated that the average brushing time is just 45 seconds. Using an electric toothbrush cleans up to 50 percent more efficiently than manual brushing. Look for an electric toothbrush that makes 40,000 brush strokes a minute and has a built-in 2-minute timer. “Sonic” brushes provide additional cleaning by agitating the mucus around the teeth, which dislodges more dental plaque.

Chew gum to combat infection Chewing gum, especially after a meal, helps oral health by increasing saliva production. It’s most effective if the gum contains xylitol or birch sugar, which can be safely ingested by children. Xylitol suppresses the action of Streptococcus mutans, one of the chief bacterial culprits causing tooth decay, and helps to repair damaged tooth enamel.

Sip a daily mug of green tea and improve your oral health. Researchers in Japan studying men between the ages of 49 and 59 found that those who drank the most green tea showed the fewest symptoms of gum disease. The benefit of green tea is thought to be due to the action of an antioxidant it contains called catechin, which has been shown to reduce the inflammatory effects of oral bacteria

Men who drink a lot of green tea show fewer symptoms of gum disease.


WHY MOUTH BACTERIA CAN DAMAGE YOUR HEALTH

Few people realize why neglecting your teeth can have such a devastating impact on general health. Studies reveal that when streptococcus bacteria, which cause both dental plaque (pictured) and gum disease, enter the bloodstream, they create a protein that makes blood platelets stick together. This can lead to the formation of blood clots, growths on the heart valves that hinder their action, or inflammation of blood vessels, which swell up and block the passage of blood to the heart and brain. Streptococcus tigurinus, has been discovered in people suffering from endocarditis (inflammation of the lining of the heart), and from meningitis and spinal inflammation. The bacteria are thought to enter the bloodstream when infected gums bleed.
In a study, scientists analyzing tissue samples from people with bowel cancer found that some contain high levels of Fusobacterium nucleatum—a strain of bacteria often present in dental plaque. It is thought that this germ may play a part in the growth of the cancer.
What’s more, the low-grade inflammation that results from bacterial infection of the gums can contribute to the development of type 2 diabetes, osteoporosis, and when it affects a woman who is pregnant, low birth weight in the baby.

Drink licorice The roots of licorice plants contain the compounds licoricidin and licorisoflavan A, both of which are effective in killing the bacteria responsible for causing dental cavities and gum disease. You can get the benefits of this natural treatment by having a cup of licorice infusion twice a day. Put 1–2 teaspoons of the powdered root in boiling water. Let brew for 10 minutes, then strain and drink. If you have high blood pressure, you should check with your doctor before drinking this infusion regularly.

Choose fruit at mealtime Fruit is an essential part of everyone’s diet because it provides vital nutrients and fiber—but you should try to eat it mainly at mealtimes and avoid it between meals. Although the “intrinsic” sugars found in fruit are less directly harmful to your teeth than the refined sugars found in processed foods, they still provide food for the acid-producing bacteria that cause plaque and gum disease. And fruit also contains acid, which can start to wear away tooth enamel if too much is eaten between meals.

Tackle teething trouble naturally Take the pain out of your baby’s teething with one of these natural remedies:

Mix two drops of clove essential oil with at least 1 tablespoon of vegetable oil and rub this into the gums (test it on yourself first to make sure it is not too strong).
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

No more needles
An ointment made from the South American plant Acmella oleracea, which the ancient Incas used to treat toothache could put an end to painful dental injections. The plant contains the chemical spilanthol. When absorbed through the tissues of the gums, spilanthol can block the pain receptors in the nerves. A Cambridge University team in the UK successfully produced a gel from the plant, and the gel is currently undergoing clinical trials.

Rub the gums with one or two drops of chamomile oil up to twice a day, using a wet cotton swab.

Check the peroxide level If you decide to whiten your teeth with a home kit, make sure you check the level of hydrogen peroxide carefully—it shouldn’t be more than 0.1 percent. Levels higher than this can aggravate gum disease, make the teeth ultra sensitive to heat and cold and, at high levels, even cause chemical burns in the mouth. Always get professional advice from a dentist before using any home treatment for tooth whitening.

Guard against grinding If you grind your teeth at night, you may be doing more than interrupting your partner’s sleep. Tooth grinding, or bruxism, can wear down and fracture teeth, bring on headaches, migraines, and tinnitus, and may even cause disorders of the jaw joints. The most common causes are stress, anxiety, smoking, and alcohol, but grinding can also result from an abnormal alignment of the teeth and jaw, all of which need expert attention. Your dentist may advise you to wear a night guard to protect your teeth or a mandibular advancement device, which holds the lower jaw and tongue forward. Behavioral therapy and hypnosis to combat stress and anxiety have also proved successful in helping to cure the problem.

Get help from the kitchen cupboard To relieve toothache while waiting to see a dentist, apply one of the following tried and trusted home remedies:

Cloves Apply clove oil or, if this is not available, use whole cloves. Put a few in your mouth, allow them to soften and then bruise them between your back teeth to release their oil. Hold the softened cloves against the painful tooth for up to 30 minutes or until the pain has eased.

Ginger and cayenne Mix powdered ginger and cayenne pepper with a little water to form a paste. Dab on the paste with a cotton ball or swab.

Cabbage leaves Make a compress from bruised savoy cabbage leaves (from which the tough center stems have been removed) wrapped in a linen bag. Hold this against the cheek over the area of the painful tooth for as long as you like.

Get a tonsil check if your child grinds his or her teeth at night. The problem affects at least one in five children under 11, disturbing sleep and making behavioral problems worse. Enlarged tonsils and/or adenoids often occur alongside tooth-grinding, so be sure to bring this problem to the attention of your doctor.



Protect your

MOUTH, LIPS, AND TONGUE
Bad breath, or halitosis, is not just an embarrassing condition—it may also indicate a more serious health problem. Looking after your mouth and tongue will keep halitosis at bay. And don’t forget your lips—you never know when you’ll need to pucker up.

Stimulate saliva Chewing sugar-free gum can be a quick fix for bad breath if you’re unable to brush your teeth. It stimulates the production of saliva, which prevents the mouth from drying out, acting as a natural breath sweetener.

Know the drink dangers For a healthier mouth, cut down on alcohol. When alcohol breaks down in the body it produces acetaldehyde. This chemical reacts with proteins in the mouth to create substances that can block repair of DNA in the protective mucus-producing cells lining the mouth and throat, causing mutations that can result in cancer.

Choose alcohol-free mouthwash It’s not just a question of the alcohol you drink—your mouthwash may contain as much as 26 percent alcohol. As well as posing a risk to cells lining the mouth, alcohol-containing mouthwashes dry the mouth, slowing saliva production and creating an environment likely to cause bad breath and exacerbate gum disease.

Attack food odors with aniseed Gargle with an aniseed mouthwash to counteract bad breath caused by foods such as garlic and onions. Place 2 tablespoons of aniseed in a bowl and pour in 3 ½ ounces of boiling mineral or purified water. Let cool, then strain off the liquid and mix it with 2 ounces of rosewater. Pour the liquid into a dark glass bottle and shake it vigorously. After brushing your teeth, dilute a small amount of the mouthwash in a glass of water and swish it thoroughly around in your mouth for a minute before spitting it out. Do not swallow the mixture.

An aniseed mouthwash can banish pungent food odors.


 SUPRISINGLY EASY

Fresh-breath check
Test the freshness of your breath with this simple action. Lick your palm and smell it while it is still wet. If you detect bad odor, then you need to freshen your breath.

An ancient remedy, aloe vera is not just for skin conditions; it can soothe lip sores, too.



Track down the cause It may seem trivial, but bad breath can be the symptom of one of a range of medical conditions—including sinusitis, bronchitis, and tonsillitis. Even the common cold can cause halitosis. Some odors are specific to underlying problems: gallbladder problems produce a heavy, pungent smell, while chronic kidney problems are linked to a fetid, fishy odor. The breath of diabetic people when they need insulin smells like nail-polish remover (acetone), a condition called ketohalitosis. This odor also occurs in people who follow high-protein, low-carbohydrate slimming plans, such as the Atkins Diet. If you have recurrent bad breath with no obvious cause, see your doctor.

Scrape your tongue Use a tongue scraper to keep your breath sweet. Starting at the base of your tongue, place the scraper flush against the surface and make slow, sweeping strokes from the back to the front and from side to side. Pay special attention to the middle and back, where bacteria are most likely to accumulate. Then dab toothpaste on the scraper and carefully coat the tongue with it, reaching as far back as you can without gagging. Leave it on for about 90 seconds, then rinse off with water.

Kick the habit Giving up smoking won’t just benefit your heart and lungs—it’ll bring big benefits for your mouth. Recent research shows that the mouths of smokers are home to “ecosystems” of unhealthy bacteria that cause high levels of gum disease and destroy healthy oral bacteria. Smoking also increases the risk of mouth cancer. A recent UK study estimated that about 70 percent of cancers of the mouth and throat suffered by men and 55 percent of those suffered by women were due to smoking. Even living with a smoker puts oral health at risk. If you never smoked but are persistently exposed to second-hand smoke at home, in a car, or at work, your risk of oral cancer increases by over 60 percent and rises to more than 80 percent after a period of 15 years or more.

Soothe gums with ancient aloe For more than 2,000 years, the juice of the aloe vera plant has been used to soothe skin conditions, and it’s now being recommended by experts in dental health as a treatment for oral problems including cold sores, gum disease, and the uncomfortable rash inside the mouth typical of the condition known as oral lichen planus. Studies found that drinking about ¼ cup of aloe vera juice daily or applying aloe vera lip balm to the lips provided effective relief.

Herpes 1 or 2? Know the difference The virus that usually causes cold sores, herpes simplex-1 or HSV-1, is not the same as HSV-2, the usual cause of genital herpes, but both are contagious and can affect both the mouth and the genital area. You can contract genital herpes when a mouth sore with HSV-1 comes into contact with your genital area. Likewise, if HSV-2 comes into contact with your mouth, you can get cold sores, though this is less likely because HSV-2 is fussier about where it lives. What’s more, you’re most likely to spread the virus to your sexual partner in the first few days when the blisters are forming. The risk of herpes transmission is a clear reason for caution—and condom use.

Don’t forget your lips When you’re out in the sun, don’t forget to apply sunscreen to your lips. Sudden exposure to the sun (or the wind) can quickly reactivate dormant cold sore viruses, resulting in the appearance of a sore that could spoil your vacation fun.
 MIND POWER

Stress causes bad breath
Anxiety can increase your risk of mouth problems. The hormones released when you’re anxious dry the mouth by inhibiting the production of saliva. The enzymes in saliva that aid digestion also combat the growth of bacteria in the mouth and so help to keep your breath sweet. If stress is interrupting your sleep, this can exacerbate the problem by interfering with the activity of the immune system.

Steer clear of foam to avoid cold sores It’s pleasant to have a toothpaste that makes a foam as you brush, but if you’re prone to cold sores, check toothpaste ingredients before you buy. Sodium lauryl sulphate (SLS), the ingredient that creates the bubbles, can also trigger cold sores by causing microscopic damage to the tissues of the mouth. Danish researchers found that people suffering from cold sores saw a 60 to 70 percent improvement in their condition when they stopped using toothpaste containing SLS for three months. Since it dries the mouth, SLS can also contribute to gum problems and bad breath.

Sun or wind can reactivate cold sores so protect your lips with sunscreen.
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Protect
YOUR SKIN
Your body’s largest organ is your skin, enclosing the delicate tissues beneath and shielding you from the elements. It is also the first line of defense against germs and damaging substances in the environment. Yet doctors may treat a specific problem but rarely advise on general skin care. Read on to discover top tips that will help you keep your skin healthy throughout life.



Essential

SKIN CARE
Your skin is protected against everyday damage by natural oils and constantly renews and repairs itself throughout your life. You can help these natural processes by taking a variety of simple measures while being alert for signs of disease.

Get sweaty It may have a bad reputation, but sweat is actually essential for healthy skin. Sweating is nature’s way of eliminating toxic chemicals that build up under the skin. So don’t avoid exercise on a hot day, and make sure you work up a sweat with a regular run, a stint of strenuous gardening, or a bike ride. Saunas and steam treatments can provide similar sweat-stimulating skincare benefits.

Avoid sunburn, not sun Many of us fear exposing our skin to the sun at all, in case we damage it—but sunshine is essential to health. The latest medical advice is to expose as much of your body as possible to sunlight, without sunscreen, for about 10 minutes a day when it’s sunny—less if you’re very fair-skinned and more if your skin is darker. Even this short exposure will boost the body’s production of vitamin D, which protects against some forms of cancer and strengthens bones.
But if you’re out in the sun for longer periods, take the following precautions:

Use sunscreen with a sun protection factor (SPF) of 15 or more.

Choose a broad-spectrum sunscreen to protect against both UVA and UVB rays.

Use at least two tablespoons of sunscreen to cover the whole body.

Re-apply sunscreen at least every 2 hours and after going in the water, even if it’s labelled waterproof.

Slather it on, if you’re a climber Whatever the weather or the season, climbers should use extra sunscreen and reapply it regularly. Not only is the air thinner at high altitudes, but for every 1,000ft above sea level, the UV radiation—the strength of the burning rays implicated in skin cancer—increases by 4 percent.

Love the sun—it supplies a vital vitamin.



Drink a daily cup of coffee One of several surprising benefits of coffee consumption to have emerged in recent years is that it may protect against a common form of skin cancer—basal cell carcinoma (BCC). Around 30 percent of Caucasians develop this type of skin tumor at some time in their lives. The most common area to be affected is the face. Research suggests that just one cup of coffee a day reduces the risk of developing BCC by 20 percent.

Consider the skin benefits of HRT The estrogen component of hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for menopausal symptoms counteracts the slowdown of oil-producing glands that normally follows menopause, helping keep skin thicker and more supple longer. If you are already having HRT, you may want to extend the duration of the therapy to benefit your skin. Current guidelines recommend that HRT should be taken in the lowest possible dose for the shortest possible time—but in light of studies showing that estrogen also reduces the risk of breast cancer, many gynecologists now believe that the treatment can be taken for longer. Ask your doctor if an extended period of HRT may be suitable for you, but remember, this drug treatment will not be prescribed for cosmetic reasons alone.

The higher the altitude, the more sunscreen you need.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Take a short shower or soak
If you have dry skin, keep your showers—and baths—short. That’s the latest advice from the British Skin Foundation, who say that reducing the time spent soaking in warm water to less than 15 minutes will prevent the skin being stripped of its natural oils.

Save on skincare products Don’t spend too much on over-the-counter anti-aging creams. Some do have an effect on wrinkles: They stimulate the production of fibrillin-1, a protein that makes the skin more elastic. In one small study carried out by Manchester University in the UK, 70 percent of those tested with one cream had significantly fewer wrinkles compared with those who used a placebo. But when a team from the consumer organization tested 12 antiwrinkle eye creams, the difference between the cheapest and most expensive was found to be minimal.

Use sunscreen, not face cream If you want to keep those wrinkles at bay, the best anti-aging remedy is a good sunscreen. Modern sunscreens are widely acknowledged by dermatologists as the best way of preventing skin aging. They limit deep collagen and elastin damage by protecting against both UVA and UVB rays.
CHECKING FOR SKIN CANCER
Be aware of how your skin normally looks so that you can detect any change. See your doctor immediately if you notice a new mole or a mole that is:
	Itchy, painful, bleeding, or crusty.
	Inflamed.
	Getting larger or changing shape, especially forming an irregular edge.
	Changing color—becoming darker or patchy.

You should also see your doctor if you spot a dark area under a nail that is getting bigger and is not caused by an injury. Skin cancers can also appear as:
	A shiny pink or red lump that may bleed.
	A spot, sore, or ulcer (an area of broken skin that begins to get deeper) that has not healed or continues to itch or hurt after four weeks.
	A red or white patch that may be itchy anywhere on the skin, including a white patch inside the mouth or a red patch in the genital area.

Ask someone you trust to check areas of your skin that you can’t easily see, such as your back. This is especially important if you spend a lot of time in the sun. It is worth having any skin changes examined by your doctor.

Get plant protection Plants add moisture to the air in your home in two ways: First, as the plant’s leaves transpire, releasing water into the air; and second, as water evaporates from the damp soil in which they grow. By boosting the humidity of the air in your home, houseplants help to keep your skin moist—and also enhance your home.

Lift baggy eyes with exercise If you’re tired, your eyes are baggy and your skin isn’t looking great, get some gentle exercise in the evening. This will improve your skin condition by boosting circulation and reducing stress-related blotchiness, redness, or itching. But perhaps the most effective way in which exercise benefits the skin is by promoting sleep. Try gentle exercise, such as swimming or yoga, to induce healthy tiredness, thereby breaking the skin-damaging cycle of lack of sleep, irritability, anxiety, and depression.

Cheap skin creams are often as effective as more expensive ones.



Swimming helps you sleep better, which improves the appearance of your skin.



Moisturize when it’s cold Take special care of your skin in winter—cold air outside and central heating inside result in drier skin. If you have oily skin, the cold dry air may mean fewer spots or blemishes. But normal or dry skin is more likely to become flaky, itchy, cracked, or rough, which can lead to premature wrinkling over time. Here are some simple steps you can take to reduce the effects of winter weather on your skin:

Keep an eye on your skin’s moisture level. From time to time, scratch a small area with a fingernail; if it turns white, the skin needs extra moisture and exfoliation.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Giving up smoking
“Smoker’s face” is a medical term for the lines and wrinkles—typically radiating at right angles from the upper and lower lips—that develop on the faces of people who smoke. But it’s not just the wrinkled face that characterizes the persistent smoker. Researchers recently found that loss of skin elasticity on the upper arms was “significantly” linked to the number of cigarettes smoked per day. And studies on identical twins, only one of whom smoked, revealed that the smoker’s skin was up to 40 percent thinner than that of the nonsmoking twin.

Use cleansing cream, not soap, especially on your face, since soap removes the protective oils from your skin.

Use a heavier than usual, oil-based facial moisturizing cream to finish your cleansing routine. Don’t ignore the delicate thin skin on your hands, neck, and chest.

Smooth a couple of drops of olive oil over your face, elbows, knees, and the backs of your arms every evening, if it feels soothing. The monosaturated fat in olive oil refreshes and hydrates the skin without leaving a greasy residue.

Avoid aftershave, especially alcohol-based products, if you have skin that tends to become inflamed after shaving. To prevent an outbreak of irritated skin, the Mayo Clinic also recommends that you always soak your face in warm water first, use a clean, sharp razor blade, shave in the direction of hair growth, and rinse well afterward. Try using a soothing moisturizer as an alternative to aftershave to complete your shaving routine.



Treating

SKIN PROBLEMS
Numerous conditions—from acne to allergies and, more seriously, cancer—can affect the skin. On the following pages you’ll find a wide range of topical treatments, diet suggestions, and home remedies that can help to improve your skin’s health.

Give up milk to beat acne A study at the Harvard School of Public Health found a clear link between teenage acne and drinking milk. And those who drank skim milk were found to be just as likely to develop acne as those who opted for the full-fat variety. The researchers speculate that the high hormone content of milk may be to blame. Whether that’s true or not, if you have acne, try cutting out milk and milk products, but be sure to eat plenty of calcium-rich foods of other types, such as sardines, soybeans, and figs.

Laser your pimples Ground-breaking laser therapy developed as a cosmetic treatment to smooth wrinkles and sun damage is now being used to treat severe acne. Laser therapy can reach the deeper layers of skin and halt the overproduction of sebum, preventing acne from developing. It also seems to promote the formation of new collagen below and around the affected areas, smoothing and improving the skin condition. If you suffer from severe acne, ask your doctor about laser treatment.

Treat dry skin with aloe vera Cleopatra insisted that aloe vera was the best beauty treatment; if she suffered from dry skin, then she was right, according to the Mayo Clinic. Studies have confirmed the moisturizing value of the gel that accumulates inside the large fleshy leaves of this desert-loving plant. You can grow the plant indoors and make your own aloe vera gel—or you can buy it from a natural health store.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Nature’s antibiotic
A special type of honey is proving effective at treating stubborn wounds that don’t respond to normal antibiotics. In fact, honey was a common wound treatment right up until World War II, when antibiotics took over as the main weapon against infection. Today, researchers at Cardiff Metropolitan University say that honey—made by bees foraging in the manuka trees of New Zealand and Australia—is more effective than antibiotics at treating wounds that won’t heal. It seems that manuka honey can also kill wound-associated bacteria that have become resistant to antibiotics, such as MRSA (methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus). Scientists are currently seeking ways to include manuka honey in new antibacterial agents that can be applied directly to stubborn skin wounds as a supplementary therapy to antibiotics.

Soothe your sunburn In summer be prepared to treat mild sunburn with a natural skin cooler made from plants you can grow at home—aloe and marigolds. Blend the gel from two mature fresh aloe leaves with four fresh marigold flowerheads and 16 drops of lavender essential oil. Freeze the mixture in an ice cube tray. Keep the cubes in the freezer and apply them as required to sun-reddened skin. They’ll melt quickly to produce masses of soothing gel that will cool and moisturize your skin and limit the damage. But be sure to consult your doctor if the sunburn seems severe.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Patch may combat facial skin cancer
Indian scientists have developed a special patch treatment for facial basal cell carcinoma, a type of skin cancer, and their research suggests that it could destroy this type of cancer without surgery or major radiation therapy in 80 percent of patients. A skin patch, impregnated with a radioactive substance is applied to the affected area, which the researchers say involves very few side effects. This could be a major boon for those affected by this common form of skin cancer.

Ice cream quickly soothes a scalded mouth.



Have some ice cream As with a burn anywhere else on your body, the best thing you can do to a scalded mouth is cool it down. Rinsing and gargling with cold water for 5 or 10 minutes until the pain eases is one way. An even faster method, particularly popular with children, is to dig into ice cream as quickly as possible. A scoop (or three) eaten soon after the burn is deliciously soothing.

Hasten burn healing with food If you’ve suffered a burn, you can help your skin to repair itself more quickly with a few changes to your diet. The healing process makes extra demands on your reserves, and after a burn, fluids, minerals, and essential fatty acids can be depleted. So it makes sense to adjust your intake of key nutrients.

Drink water and avoid alcohol and diuretics (fluid depleting substances) such as tea, coffee, and cola.

Go for vitamins A, C, and E to boost collagen production, the tough protein found in the dermis, which is particularly important for speeding the healing of wounds and burns.

Get potassium from bananas, grapes, and vegetable soups.

Top off your calcium from milk and other dairy products, tahini (sesame seed paste), and tofu (soybean curd).

Take fish oil to protect your baby from eczema. This was the conclusion of an Australian study of more than 700 pregnant women with an inherited tendency to allergies. The results suggested that these essential fatty acids, found in fish oil, could pass across the placenta to the unborn baby and provide protection against allergic skin reactions in the first few months of life. If you have a family history of childhood eczema or other allergic conditions, consider taking fish oil during pregnancy, but be sure to ask your doctor’s advice first.

Don’t install a water softener if your only reason for doing this is to prevent or alleviate eczema in your child. A study concluded that, contrary to a widely held belief, softened water provided no added reduction in eczema symptoms in children over that provided by standard treatments alone.

Avoid the soft touch If you suffer from eczema, don’t add fabric softener to the final rinse when washing your clothes or bed linens. You might think that such products, which make fabrics more pleasant to the touch, would be good for you. In fact, the reverse is true, and highly perfumed softeners are often the worst offenders. The products leave residues that can irritate the skin. Try doing without them and see if your eczema improves.
 MIND POWER

Laugh away your eczema
A really good giggle reduces levels of the body chemicals that are involved in the allergic responses that produce some types of eczema. When Japanese allergy specialist Hajime Kimata assessed 26 eczema patients who had just watched Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times, there was a significant reduction in the skin disorder—a result not replicated when the same group watched a factual program, in this case, a weather forecast.

Tape it To get rid of troublesome warts and verrucas (plantar warts), cover them with duct tape, after soaking the affected area in warm water and gently rubbing it with a pumice stone. Renew the tape each week. Studies show that in seven out of ten cases, the wart will disappear within four weeks. If the wart or verruca is not causing a problem, you can safely leave it alone—most disappear within ten weeks and the rest within two years.

Fabric softener leaves irritant residues that can provoke eczema.
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Shining hair,
STRONG NAILS
When it comes to looking and feeling good, healthy hair and nails have an important role to play. But caring for them is not just about looks and self-confidence. Their condition is also a barometer of your overall health, so it would be foolish to ignore them. In this chapter you’ll find lots of tips to keep hair and nails in good shape.



  Caring for

YOUR HAIR
We can all have bad hair days and styling is not the only problem. Hair can become greasy, dandruff may take a hold, and hairlines may recede. But there’s a lot you can do to keep your hair and scalp in top condition and counter hair loss. Here are some tips.

Don’t brush your hair or at least don’t brush it too vigorously or for too long. Following the traditional advice of “a hundred strokes before bedtime” is now known to risk damaging the hair. Brushing pulls out hair that isn’t ready to fall out, often breaks healthy hairs, and scratches the scalp. Brush gently for styling only—not to stimulate the scalp.

Dye naturally If you want to color or lighten your hair without resorting to the chemicals of commercial hair dyes, why not choose herbal preparations such as henna for a shining brown or chamomile to lift mousey to blonde. But be warned, while natural dyes are better for you, they can be messy to apply and the results are not always totally reliable. If you decide to use a commercial hair dye, choose a temporary or semipermanent one, simply because there is a very small increased risk of breast and bladder cancer associated with the long-term use of permanent dyes. Whatever dye you choose, test a little on an unobtrusive patch before treating your whole head.

Rinse with herbs Calm over-greasy hair with this leave-in herbal conditioner treatment, which can help to reduce the amount of oily sebum produced by the sebaceous glands in hair follicles. Mix a teaspoon each of dried rosemary leaves, dried chamomile flowers, and dried stinging nettle leaves in a bowl and pour on ½ cup of water and a tablespoon of fruit vinegar. Leave for 10 minutes then strain. Apply this liquid to damp hair after washing and leave it in without rinsing.

Using natural products eliminates the slight risk of cancer associated with permanent dyes.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Stem cells could kickstart hair growth
Coaxing stem cells into action may be the key to getting the hair to grow again on the millions of male heads affected by pattern baldness. Normally, hair-producing cells are created from immature stem cells. Researchers have discovered that in bald men the stem cells are just as numerous as before the hair was lost, it’s just that they aren’t active. So the cure for baldness could lie in removing stem cells from the scalp and kickstarting them in the laboratory before replacing them.

Combat dandruff with coal tar For hard-to-treat dandruff, often associated with infection by the yeast-like organism Malassezia globosa, try shampoos containing coal tar. It has natural antifungal properties. Products that contain salicylic acid, which helps to dissolve away dead cells that accumulate on the scalp, are also effective. Tea tree oil, now included in many shampoos, is another effective antifungal agent. Make sure to change the type of product you use every few months, because the micro-organisms that cause dandruff quickly build up resistance.

Treating your scalp with flaxseed oil may soothe irritation from dandruff.



Try flaxseed oil for an itchy scalp whether caused by dandruff or seborrhoeic eczema (a more severe condition that results in thick, greasy, yellow-colored scales on the scalp). A tablespoon of flaxseed oil twice each day may help counter irritation by reducing inflammation. For the best effect, take the supplement with food to maximize absorption. Be patient—it can take up to three months before you notice a significant difference. If you prefer, you can massage the oil into the scalp.

Make the most of minerals To keep hair strong and healthy, make sure you’re getting enough zinc and iron, but ask your doctor before using supplements if you’re taking prescription drugs:

Zinc This mineral helps hair to grow strongly and prevents it from becoming fragile or falling out. Meat, seafood, and dairy foods are the best dietary sources. If taking a supplement, be careful not to exceed the recommended dose—too much zinc can impair the immune system.

Iron A key ingredient of hemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying component of red blood cells, iron is vital for healthy hair. In one study, 72 percent of women with thinning hair were found to be deficient in iron. Take it as part of a multivitamin supplement or get it from foods such as leafy green vegetables and red meat.

Kill head lice with fragrant oil Avoid or reduce chemical treatments for head lice by combing essential oil of lavender or ylang ylang through the hair daily using a fine comb designed for the purpose. The oil will make the hair slippery and prevent the eggs (nits) from sticking and adult lice from gripping the hairs. It will also kill the adult lice by clogging up their breathing pores. Before you comb, wet the hair. Use the oils carefully and stop at once if the scalp stings, burns, or becomes itchy. You can use standard hair conditioner as an alternative.

Banish with a pill If you or a member of your family is plagued by recurrent head lice infestations, it may be encouraging to know that tests with a drug, invermectin, are proving very successful. Taken orally, invermectin can work in a single dose, saving repeated applications of unpleasant chemicals. The drug is available by prescription, so ask your doctor if this might be suitable for you or your child.
 MIND POWER

Worry can make your hair fall out
Severe stress—which can be caused by any of the traumatic events that occur during life—can cause hair to fall out. All hair follicles normally undergo periodic “rest” periods and sudden stress can cause them to enter this resting phase prematurely, making the hair fall out in the three months following the event. Normally hair growth restores itself naturally, but it is important to deal with stress and to seek medical advice to rule out any underlying illness, hormonal imbalance, or drug side effects.

Get your hormones checked If bald patches develop on your head, or if your hair starts to falls out for no apparent reason, you may have a hormone problem. Consult your doctor, in case treatment is needed to restore your hormone balance to normal. An under or overactive thyroid gland can cause hair loss or thinning, as can an imbalance of androgens and estrogens—the male and female sex hormones.

Put egg on your hair—at least if it’s dry. This is a traditional, but effective treatment for dry, brittle, and lifeless hair. Mix one whipped egg white with two egg yolks, a teaspoon of honey, a tablespoon of olive oil, and the juice of a lemon. Apply the mixture to your hair and scalp and massage thoroughly, then leave for a few minutes before rinsing. The condition of your hair should improve within a few weeks with regular applications.

Head lice can be eliminated by daily combing with essential oils.



Nettles may help to slow male pattern baldness.



Cool solution A process called scalp cooling may prevent hair loss in people undergoing chemotherapy. It involves wearing a cap that is filled with a chilled gel or liquid coolant for 30 to 40 minutes prior to chemotherapy. Cooling restricts the blood flow to the scalp. This reduces the amount of the drug that reaches the follicles, making it less likely that they will be damaged. It does not work with all cancer types and treatments. Your oncologist will advise you.

Keep your hair Male pattern baldness, a hereditary condition, is the usual reason why men (and some women) lose their hair as they age. If you want to try to stimulate regrowth, here are some options:

Massage with nettles Preparations made from the stinging nettle plant (Urtica dioica) may prevent test-osterone from being converted into dihydrotestosterone (DHT)—a reaction believed to be key in causing hair to fall out. You can buy nettle supplements and nettle-extract shampoos.

Apply nasturtium and thyme lotion Nasturtium contains sulphur which can help to combat hair loss. Soak ¼ cup dried nasturtium seeds and leaves and ¼ cup dried thyme in 4 cups (1L) of vodka for 10 days. Strain and massage the lotion into your scalp daily.

Topical treatment Available in pharmacies as a solution called Rogaine, minoxidil is a drug that was originally used to treat high blood pressure, but which has proved effective in stimulating limited regrowth of hair lost as a result of male pattern baldness.

By mouth Finasteride (Propecia), a drug also used to treat benign enlargement of the prostate gland, has an 80 percent success rate in restoring hair growth in men suffering from male pattern baldness. You will need to get a prescription from your doctor for this drug and check with your health plan to see if the cost is covered.

Brew up The antioxidants found in green tea can stimulate follicles and promote stronger, thicker hair growth. Steep two green tea bags in a cup of boiling water and apply the tea to the scalp while it is still warm (but not hot). Leave it in place for an hour before rinsing it off.

Eat a variety of brightly colored fruit and vegetables, which will add antioxidants to your diet, to boost hair growth.



Looking after

YOUR NAILS
Made of a hard protein called keratin, our nails protect the tips of the fingers and toes, and enhance our sense of touch and fine motor skills. When they become brittle, discolored, or infected, they need attention. Try these tips for keeping your nails healthy and strong.

Fight fungus with tea tree Fungal infections can be treated by brushing tea tree oil on affected nails and cuticles twice day. The oil, from the leaves of the tree Melaleuca alternifolia, has been used for centuries by indigenous Australians to combat infections of the skin and nails. For best results, use the pure oil. Rub in plenty of moisturizer before applying it, since hard, dry tissues around the nail can form an impenetrable barrier to the oil.

Wear cotton socks Fungal infections flourish in moist conditions. Keep your feet dry by wearing 100 percent cotton socks, which are best at absorbing moisture, and change them daily. Other tips for turning your feet into a fungus-unfriendly environment include:

Dry your toes thoroughly for at least 2 minutes after swimming or showering.

Air out sneakers and work shoes overnight after you’ve worn them. Ideally, have an extra pair of each, so that you don’t wear the same shoes two days in a row.

Drink filtered water You need to drink plenty of water to keep the nail bed hydrated and nail growth healthy, but chlorine in tap water can weaken the nail. If possible, drink water with the chlorine filtered out—a standard water filter will do the job. Maintaining adequate hydration is especially important during menopause, when reduced levels of estrogen can contribute to brittle nails.

Oil from the leaves of the Melaleuca alternifolia tree has been used for centuries by indigenous Australians to fight infections of the skin and nails.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Fungal fix
To help prevent fungal infections of the feet, kick off your socks and shoes—and go barefoot whenever it’s warm enough. The more fresh air you can get to your feet, the better fungal growth will be inhibited.

Strengthen your nails with silica This mineral promotes strong nails, so if your nails are thin and brittle, add an infusion of the horsetail plant to increase your silica levels. This silica-rich plant was used by the 17th-century herbalist Nicolas Culpepper and by native Americans to promote wound healing. You can buy ready-made horsetail preparations or make your own by infusing 2–4g of the dried plant in 7 ounces of boiling water for 10 to 15 minutes. Drink a cup of the cooled infusion daily. Other ways of getting more silica from your diet include eating leafy green vegetables, oats, and soy products. Taking a flaxseed supplement can also provide the silica you need.

An infusion of the horsetail plant may strengthen your nails.



Cover up Paradoxically, immersing your hands in water while washing up or other chores can weaken your nails by robbing them of moisture, so make sure you protect them with rubber gloves.

Stay well oiled Keep nails hydrated by rubbing castor oil into your cuticles and the skin around your nails every night before bed. As a bonus, you’ll also be adding vitamin E, which is excellent for keeping the cuticles in good condition, softening them, and preventing them from cracking.

Maximize nail strength with minerals Make sure you get the right minerals in your diet to maintain the strength of your nails. These include:

Calcium is an essential component of nails. It is found in dairy products, and in green leafy vegetables, and its absorption is boosted by vitamin D (made by the body in response to sunlight) and L-lysine (an amino acid found in soybeans, legumes, and cheese).

Zinc is particularly important for the prevention of white spots in the nails. This mineral is present in meat, shellfish, and whole-grain cereals.

Benefit from biotin Also known as vitamin H, biotin can combat thin, brittle nails. In studies, women receiving a daily 2.5mg biotin supplement for six months experienced improvements in nail thickness of up to 25 percent and a reduction in splitting. Biotin appears to work by being absorbed into the core of the nail, where new cells are generated. To include biotin in your diet, choose foods that contain nuts, oatmeal, legumes, brown rice, and barley.
TELLTALE NAIL CHANGES
The condition of your nails can say a lot about your health.
Be alert to any changes and discuss them with your doctor.
 
	  Type of change
	  What it may indicate

	Pits in the nails
	Can indicate the skin conditions psoriasis and eczema, alopecia areata (patchy baldness), or reactive arthritis—a condition in which the immune system attacks the joints and muscles.

	Horizontal ridges or depressions
	Known as Beau’s lines, these often appear after serious infections and following chemotherapy. People with circulatory problems can also develop these ridges.

	Half white, half brown nails
	May signify kidney failure. This causes a chemical change in the blood, which in turn releases the pigment melanin. If your nails develop this condition, get urgent medical attention.

	Dark vertical stripes
	Common in people with dark skin and can be perfectly normal. But because they can also be a sign of a type of skin cancer that originates beneath the nail bed, you should always bring them to your doctor’s attention.

	Red or brown streaks under the nails
	These are usually caused by damage to small blood vessels, but they can also indicate infection of the heart valves—so don’t ignore them.

	Downward-curving nails
	May indicate a heart or lung disease that causes reduction in the oxygen supply to the nails.

	Upward-curving nails Spoon-shaped nails
	Can be a sign of anemia, caused by deficiency of iron or vitamin B12.



Buff your nails Not only will you smooth any ridges but you will also improve the circulation around the base of the nail, promoting growth. Be sure your nails are clean and dry, and buff in one direction. Stop as soon as your nails feel warm or you may damage them.
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Aging
WELL
Our understanding of the aging process has taken huge strides forward in recent years. It is becoming ever clearer that, although you can’t stop the clock, you can certainly influence how well you age. Diet, exercise, and stress are just some of the factors that can affect your health in later years. Read on to find out what researchers have discovered.



Lifestyle

MATTERS
How we work, sleep, and spend our leisure time, our range of social contacts and even how we think about ourselves and about life can all play a role in keeping us as young as possible. Here you’ll find a wealth of effective tips for maintaining your vigor through the years.

Don’t focus on stereotypes Just thinking about the clock ticking away can make you age more quickly, say American researchers who studied people aged 74 and over. They found that accepting negative stereotypes of older people from the media can send you on a downward spiral. Stay-young secrets involve focusing on the positive aspects of getting older, such as spending more time on enjoyable activities, relaxing with family and friends, and trying out new things.

Choose warmth over passion Emotional and physical closeness to your partner can be just as satisfying as steamy nights of passion as you grow older. It’s true that keeping up a sex life as you age brings many benefits to your health, but when researchers assessed sexual activity and satisfaction levels among women with an average age of 67, they found that closeness to the partner was more important than orgasm. If you don’t feel as frisky between the sheets as you once did, don’t let this prevent you from getting plenty of cuddles.

Sing together A study carried out on 168 healthy older adults revealed that those who joined a choir were in better health, used less medication, were less lonely, and had fewer falls after a year than a similar group of nonsingers. This could in part be due to the impact that singing has on breathing, but the emotional benefits of giving voice in a crowd may be just as important. So if you enjoy it, whatever the quality of your voice, try to find the chance to sing communally, whether in a formal choir, at a family singalong, in church, or in a crowd of thousands at a football game.

Singing with others could keep you in better health for longer.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Silk slows skin aging
Sleeping on a luxurious silk pillowcase can iron out those wrinkles. While bedding made of cotton and synthetic fibers tends to absorb moisture from the skin, natural silk has the opposite effect. It helps to lock in the moisture, helping to protect against lines and wrinkles.

Love your age Think positively about your time of life and you’ll live longer. One study asked people aged 50 and over how they felt about a range of statements designed to assess their outlook on the future. Almost three decades later, follow-up research found that those who viewed aging in a hopeful light had lived an average of seven and a half years longer than those with a more pessimistic outlook. You’re likely to have better coping strategies and be more likely to seek support when you have problems if you try to see your cup as half full, rather than half empty.

Care for others Kindness may help you to live longer, according to a new theory called “survival of the nicest.” The theory suggests that humans have prospered as a species because we are compassionate. When researchers analyzed ancient societies, they found that kindness was key to the survival of communities and that we all have an built-in capacity for helping others, especially those close to us. Showing kindness and compassion to others will help you thrive, too.

Get tough Those who can weather what Shakespeare called “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” are more likely to live to a ripe old age, suggest studies from Harvard University. Psychological hardiness (mental resilience in the face of stress, anxiety, and depression) is crucial for survival, especially as we get older. The secret is to adopt an accepting attitude and go with the flow, so that you can cope with whatever life throws at you.

Don’t think you need less sleep It’s a common myth that we need fewer hours of sleep as we age, but evidence suggests that this is not true. Sleep disorder experts have found that having less than 6 hours sleep a night can adversely affect your mood. If you have trouble dozing off or can’t go back to sleep when you wake up, try getting into a good sleep routine:

Go to bed and get up at more or less the same time each day.

Avoid exercising or eating too close to your bedtime.

Keep your bedroom for two activities only: sleep and sex.

Ban late-night googling, online shopping, or TV watching.

Invest in relationships Good relationships—whether with a loving partner or warm, supportive friends—are vital to health and longevity. Re- search shows that we benefit mentally and physically when we have someone to love and care for. In a study of women aged 61 to 90, psychologist Elliot M. Friedman found a link between having good friends and low blood levels of an inflammatory chemical called interleukin-6. High levels of interleukin-6 are associated with a range of illnesses, including heart disease, cancer, and dementia. Studies have shown that:

Happily married people live longer than those who are single or divorced.

Those who feel needed are less likely to suffer from chronic illness.
And the converse is also true. A study found that those who considered themselves lonely were more likely to develop cognitive problems and Alzheimer’s disease. Make the effort to invest in your relationships and reap the rewards in health and happiness.

Have faith Research shows that positive emotions associated with attending religious services—such as hope, faith, forgiveness, joy, compassion, and gratitude—can help to reduce stress and regulate the body chemicals that protect us against it. Researchers have found that regular church attendance can add two to three years to your life. This may be due to the power of faith or linked to the advantages of belonging to a community or having a sense of purpose. No one knows for sure. But whether as a part of a faith or secular group, it could benefit your health to take time out every week to reflect on life alongside others of a like mind.

Get organized People who live well-organized lives tend to live longer than less careful types, perhaps because they look after their health better and avoid risky behavior, concludes the Longevity Project, a landmark eight-decade study. If you want to introduce more order into your life, start with small changes, such as filing your correspondence. Then gradually extend this approach which could help to set you on the path to longevity.

Work hard Yes, you may think retirement beckons but staying on the treadmill could extend your life, say researchers on the Longevity Project. They found that many long-lived, successful professionals worked (at least part-time) well after retirement age. We’re conditioned to think that working hard can inflict unhealthy levels of stress. But this research suggests that success, even in a demanding job, can enhance well-being. So, if you’re in good health, you may not want to give up work entirely. You may find it possible to reduce the hours or days you work—or even continue to work full time for a few more years.

Surf for your brain’s sake Search the internet to keep your brain active, say scientists. In one study people age 55 to 76 who carried out a series of web searches all showed increased activity in the regions of the brain that control language, reading, memory, and visual ability. Those who already surfed regularly showed a significant boost in the areas that deal with decision-making and complex reasoning. And using the internet has many other benefits for older people such keeping up with trends in a favorite field of interest or discovering new ones. Do your brain a favor and get online today—after only one week of surfing for an hour a day, your decision-making centers will benefit.

Older people can improve their mental agility by surfing the internet.



Learning a new skill can boost your powers of concentration.



Learn to paint Taking up a creative hobby will boost concentration, give yourself a focus, and distract you from everyday pressures. A study of older women found that quilting improved mental health in ways that physical or outdoor activities could not. It concluded that creative pursuits offer valuable alternatives for people who find outdoor activities difficult or uninteresting. Choose from knitting, crochet, carpentry, painting, sculpture… or whatever appeals to you. And you could make new friends.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Parental divorce affects longevity
Broken families can have devastating effects on a child’s long-term health. Parental divorce during childhood emerged as the single strongest predictor of early death in adulthood in the Longevity Project, a US research study. Of course, you can’t rewrite your parents’ past. But if this applies to you, it can provide an added incentive to reduce the impact of the health risks that are within your control.

Reward yourself If acquiring a new skill seems daunting, take heart from a study that found that older people learn just as well as younger people, provided they have an incentive. The study found that younger and older adults were both much more likely to achieve their aims if promised a financial reward. So set up a savings account and reward yourself each time you reach a learning goal.

Challenge your mind The benefits of keeping mentally active as you age are well known—your mental health in general will be better: You will be less likely to suffer from depression, retain your problem-solving abilities, and be better able to keep at bay the symptoms of degenerative illnesses such as dementia. Ways to keep your mind alert and agile include:

Solving crossword puzzles.

Taking a course or class.

Learning a language.

Playing online games, especially multiplayer strategy games.

Walk the dog Dog ownership can provide a physical and emotional boost. Walking the dog will improve your fitness and protect against feelings of loneliness, according to a study of dog walkers. They reported that the regular daily exercise improved their sense of well-being, and that while walking their dog they often met and chatted with others, which made them feel happier. If you’re not able to keep a dog, try dog-walking with a friend.

Look forward to an age of contentment Forget the notion of grumpy old people. Growing older is a happier time than most of us imagine. UK researchers looked at attitudes to life and found older people to be just as happy as the young. This may be because after clocking up six decades or more, most are resilient and have developed a battery of strategies for dealing with life’s ups and downs. So don’t dread old age—unexpected joy could lie ahead, whether from developing relationships with younger members of your family, making new friends, having time to pursue your hobbies, or traveling to places you’ve always wanted to visit.

Help in your local hospital If you’re retired with time on your hands, consider taking up volunteer work. Countless studies show the health dividends of giving your time and skills to benefit others. Not only does it help to keep you in touch with life and meet new people, but you will also feel that you are contributing to society—a vital aspect of good mental health. Volunteering could even help you live longer. Research suggests that it helps to:
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Make time for grandchildren
Spending time with younger relatives can do much more than simply cement your family ties. A study of families in East London revealed the myriad benefits to both older and younger generation of this kind of interaction, including giving you the chance to pass on family values and traditions and to teach practical skills. But it’s not only the children who benefit: You will also have the chance to keep up to date with, for example, the fast-moving world of new technology or the music scene.
Whether you take them on an outing, tell them stories from your childhood, start teaching them how to cook, or learn to play video games with them, the children in your family will gain emotionally and educationally from the time you spend with them.

Reduce stress.

Boost levels of “happy” brain chemicals.

Relieve chronic pain.

Improve cardiovascular health.
There are many ways to get involved, such as asking your local hospital friends group, nearby charity shop, or community gardening project if they need help. You can investigate a wide range of possibilities on the website www.volunteermatch.org.

Shop till you drop Shop regularly and you may live longer—that’s the conclusion of a 10-year study of around 2,000 over-65s in Taiwan. The re-searchers found that men who shopped daily had a 28 percent lower risk of dying early than those who shopped less often; among women, the risk reduction was 23 percent. Social contact, better physical fitness, and greater mental agility are the key factors. If you want an excuse for a bit of retail therapy, look no further.

People with high blood pressure who practice Transcendental Meditation live longer.


 MIND POWER

Feed your nostalgia
Foods from your childhood can ease loneliness. A study on day-to-day things that alleviate stress and isolation as we age found that we associate certain foods with close friends and family, and that thinking about these foods or eating them triggers warm memories of happy moments spent together. It will do no harm and could provide a mood boost to indulge yourself now and then with “nursery foods” such as mac‘n’cheese or Mom’s rice pudding.

Say “ohm” If you have mildly elevated blood pressure, regular Transcendental Meditation (TM) can lengthen your life, says a study published in the American Journal of Cardiology. The researchers followed people with an average age of 71 who had slightly elevated blood pressure. Some followed a TM program; others used behavioral techniques, such as mindfulness or progressive muscle relaxation; and others had health education. The study tracked subjects for up to 18 years and found that the TM program was highly effective, reducing death rates by 23 percent compared to the other techniques.

Follow the rule of seven There’s more than luck to aging successfully say researchers. A study carried out at Harvard University, which followed 569 young people into old age, pinpointed seven key lifestyle factors that can determine how well you will age if you adopt them before the age of 50:

Not drinking alcohol excessively.

Not smoking.

Having a stable and happy marriage.

Exercising regularly.

Maintaining a healthy weight.

Developing good coping mechanisms.

Pursuing education.
Of course, some things you cannot control, such as your genes and your background—but these have less influence as life goes on. Focus on changing the things you can.



Eating for a

HEALTHIER OLD AGE
Choosing appropriate foods can sustain your body at its maximum potential, even into old age. The right diet will help preserve your mental abilities, keep you mobile, ward off disease, and even delay the aging process.

Have some curry Curry may boost your mental ability, say researchers. They looked at the diet of more than 1,000 Indian villagers aged 60 to 93 and found that those who ate curry even just twice a year scored better on cognitive performance tests than people who didn’t. The key ingredient seems to be turmeric, the yellow spice used in most curries. It contains the plant chemical curcumin, which has antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, anticancer, and cholesterol-lowering properties. Or you can try a curcumin supplement of 400–600mg three times a day.

Put on some weight As you get older, you can afford to become a bit cuddlier. A healthy body mass index (BMI) is normally considered to be between 18.5 and 24.9. But a BMI of around 27—overweight according to this measure—is linked to a greater chance of living longer once you hit 70, according to Dutch research. But a BMI of over 31 or under 21 was linked to a higher risk of dying early.
 SUPRISINGLY EASY

Nibble on veggies
Sliced-up carrots, broccoli, celery, and peppers not only make a satisfying snack but can also help you live longer. Just ¼ cup a day of vegetables can add two years to your life, say Italian scientists.

Become a flexitarian Vegetarians live longer, the evidence suggests. But if you don’t want to give up meat entirely, become a flexitarian and eat red meat only occasionally. Recent research shows that swapping just one serving a day of red meat for alternative foods (fish, poultry, nuts, legumes, low-fat dairy, and whole grains) reduces the risk of dying early by 7–19 percent. Try making one day a week vegetarian day. Go veggie all day or take the meat out of your main meal.

Turmeric, a key curry ingredient, could help to keep you mentally active.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Be an internet groupie
If you find it hard to get about or if you live in a rural area, look on the web for online communities that share your interests. There are groups out there for everyone. Doing something that gives purpose and structure to your day is one of the best antidotes to loneliness. And you’ll make friends who are only a mouse-click away.

Eat apples, stay young Apples contain antioxidants called polyphenols, which are thought to help mop up free radicals, the damaging rogue molecules that contribute to age-related changes and a range of diseases. Carry apples in your bag to snack on, cut them up into fruit salads, or make them a breakfast regular.

Go extra virgin Spanish research suggests that extra-virgin olive oil is worth the extra cost, since it may add years to your life. Researchers found that this oil, extracted from the first cold pressing of the olives without any further refining, interfered with some of the key processes involved in both aging and cancer. The active ingredients appear to be a group of bitter plant chemicals called polyphenols.

Get fishy Omega-3 fatty acids, from oily fish such as salmon, mackerel, and sardines, can help your cells to stay young. A study of people with heart problems found that those with a high omega-3 intake from oily fish had longer telomeres—the tips on the end of strands of DNA, whose length is associated with cell-aging and how long you live. So be sure to eat oily fish regularly or take a fish oil supplement.

Say “no” to a second glass when it comes to alcoholic drinks. The Royal College of Psychiatrists advises those over 65 drink no more than 1 ½ alcoholic drinks a day or 11 drinks a week. This is half the recommended adult limits, which are too high for older people, due to the physical changes that occur with age. The body does not break down the alcohol as efficiently and the liver is more suceptible to alcohol-related damage. Aim for no more than a small glass of wine or 8 ounces of beer per night. To help you to make your drink last longer, add seltzer water to wine or lemonade to beer.

Remember your weight at 21 If you’re in your middle years, make sure your weight now does not exceed the amount you weighed at the age of 21 by more than 10 pounds. Compared with those who gained no more than 5 pounds between the age of 20 and middle age, men and women who put on 11–22 pounds tripled their risk of diabetes, high blood pressure, and gallstones.

Drink water Older people are especially vulnerable to dehydration. Make sure you drink plenty of fluids throughout the day—even though you may not feel thirsty. Remember, non-alcoholic drinks of all types and liquid foods, such as soups and broths, all contribute to your fluid intake.



Move to

STAY YOUNG
There’s no need to become locked into a sedentary lifestyle just because you’re getting older. Regular exercise and active hobbies not only preserve your muscle mass and keep you nimble, but also offer a host of other health benefits that improve your enjoyment of life.

Get active in short bursts A study involving a group of healthy but sedentary middle-aged people found that a 30-minute session in which periods of more intense exercise (in this case cycling) were alternated with periods of gentle exercise three times a week reduced insulin sensitivity (a factor in diabetes) by 35 percent within just two weeks. This routine could appeal to those who find it hard to stick to the standard recommendation of 30 minutes of moderate exercise five days a week. Ask your doctor for guidance on a suitable exercise program.

Muscle up for a long life Manohar Aich of Kolkata, India, was Mr. Universe in 1952—and lived to 104 and puts his long life down to regular weightlifting. We can’t all be world champions, but keeping muscles strong as you age is vital. Scientists say that inactivity, rather than aging, causes age-related muscle loss (sarcopenia). As well as helping to preserve muscle mass, remaining active can help you to look, feel, and behave younger longer. You could try:

Lifting free weights.

Working with stretchy resistance bands.

Using weights machines in the gym.

Attending yoga and Pilates classes. These forms of exercise use body weight to help build muscle.

Signing up for a strength-training class that incorporates work with weights.

Pick up a can of beans If you’ve experienced muscle loss, you can restore lost muscle and regain strength—at any age. Set aside 10–15 minutes for strength training twice a week. You don’t have to use weights and machines at the gym—simple household objects like canned goods fit the bill just as well. Start with a weight you can lift easily 8–12 times, and do two sets of repetitions. When you start to find this too easy, just bump up the weight and keep going.

Exercising with weights can help you to look and feel younger.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Tango can help Parkinson’s
A US study found that twice-weekly tango lessons helped people with Parkinson’s disease to improve their balance and move more smoothly. The study supports other research suggesting that tango can help people with the disorder. If you have Parkinson’s, consider joining a local tango class.


Follow Moshe’s method Poor balance is not inevitable as you get older. Research has shown that the Feldenkrais Method, a gentle program of movement devised by engineer and martial arts teacher Moshe Feldenkrais in 1949, is especially good for balance control as the years roll by. Key principles of the Method include learning more about how you move, think, and feel through a series of gentle exercises. Visit www.feldenkrais.com to find a class near you.

Shake it up Work out on a vibrating platform—a large metal plate that vibrates fast—to fend off osteoporosis. A Belgian study found that vibration training increased bone-mineral density in the hips of women aged 58–74 and improved muscle strength after just six months. It seems that the vibrations activate bone-building cells and reduce the activity of cells that break down bone, which could help to reduce the risk of fractures as you age.

Improve your vision with Zumba Regular working out can protect your sight, says a study of nearly 4,000 men and women aged 43–86. The researchers found that those who got hot and sweaty three or more times a week were 70 percent less likely to develop “wet” age-related macular degeneration (AMD), the most common cause of sight loss in people over 60. Choose an activity that you enjoy, as you’ll be more likely to stick to it. Good choices include golf, Zumba, tennis, or brisk walking.

Stand up straight with shoulders down and chest expanded—it can make you feel more powerful, in control, and able to tolerate distress. Improving your posture in this way can boost your emotional and mental resilience, even making distressing memories easier to bear. So say US and Canadian researchers who discovered that slouchers tend to be more sensitive to emotional and physical pain. Adopting a powerful, expansive posture may raise levels of the hormone testosterone, which is linked to greater pain tolerance in both men and women, and reduce levels of the stress hormone cortisol.

Walk a little faster for a long life. So say researchers from the University of Sydney, Australia. When they tracked the normal walking speed of more than 1,700 men aged over 70, they found that those who walked faster than about 3mph were 1.23 times less likely to die early than their counterparts who averaged 2mph. The message is don’t dawdle if you want to keep the years from catching up with you.

Dig, plant, prune If joining a gym doesn’t appeal to you, look to your garden for exercise. In a study, gardeners who averaged 30 hours a week in May and 15 hours in June and July easily passed the recommended daily exercise quota of 30 minutes of moderate-intensity exercise five times a week. Look after your garden to have an enjoyable and ever-changing form of exercise, much of which is weight bearing, which benefits your bones. And being outside exposes you to plenty of mood-boosting sunlight. If you don’t have a garden of your own, why not offer to help a friend or neighbor in their garden—you could both benefit.

Try tai chi The Chinese believe that the centuries-old martial art of tai chi can delay aging and prolong life, and now research suggests they could be right. A review in the American Journal of Health Promotion looking at the effects of tai chi on more than 6,400 participants revealed a host of health benefits including:

Better bone, heart, and lung health.

Improved physical function and balance.

Reduced risk of falls.

Enhanced mood and quality of life.
Ask at your local community center if there are classes in your area or visit the website www.americantaichi.org. which is the American Tai Chi and Qigong Association site.

Your garden can provide as effective exercise opportunities as a gym.





Medicine

TO THE RESCUE
From gene research to new drugs, scientists are working hard to find weapons to fight the aging process. Check out the latest developments and discover some of the simple things you can do to make sure you’re in tip-top shape.

Have an eye test Regular visits to the ophthalmologist will do more than just keep a check on the health of your eyes—they may also help to identify other diseases that can strike as we get older. Disorders that can show up in the eyes include:

Diabetes

Heart disease

High blood pressure

High cholesterol

Liver problems

Certain kinds of cancer
Regular eye tests offer an opportunity to catch these worrying conditions early and avoid any delay in getting treatment.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Easter Island may hold an anti-aging secret
A natural antibiotic found in the soil of Easter Island in the Pacific could be key to holding back the years. Scientists have found that rapamycin (after the island’s Polynesian name, Rapa Nui) has properties that may extend our average lifespan, and it could pave the way for the development of an anti-aging pill for humans.


Fast for a day Abstaining from food for 24 hours occasionally could reduce your risk of heart disease and diabetes, say researchers from Salt Lake City. The researchers are unsure of the mechanism underlying this protection but believe it may be linked to lowering of levels of blood glucose and dangerous blood fats called triglycerides during the fast. If you choose to try this strategy, be sure to drink a normal amount of water while you fast. Don’t fast if you have type 1 diabetes, and if you have type 2 diabetes or other medical problems, it’s essential to consult your doctor first.

Don’t be macho If you’re a man, do you visit the doctor as often as you should? If the honest answer is “no,” think about changing this habit. Men tend to visit the doctor less frequently than women because of the common male tendency to treat symptoms as something to be ignored. The risk of this attitude is that it may allow a treatable condition to progress to a more serious stage before medical help is sought. So if you’re a man, it may benefit your health to start thinking like a woman when it comes to unusual or worrying symptoms. If you suffer from anything out of the ordinary, visit your doctor, who will, if necessary, arrange for investigations to find out if there is an underlying problem. And don’t forget to get regular checkups and health screenings.

See the hygienist to save your bones Regular visits to your dental hygienist will protect more than your gums and teeth; scientists have established links between gum disease and various illnesses, including heart disease and pneumonia. This is important for older people of both sexes, but postmenopausal women have a particular risk of gum disease due to the natural drop in estrogen that occurs after menopause. A further danger for this age group is that gum disease triggers the production of inflammatory chemicals called cytokines, which research has now linked to osteoporosis. These are all potent reasons to keep up your visits to the hygienist.

Get out of bed The quicker you’re back on your feet after an operation or other hospital procedure, the sooner you’ll be walking home. When Israeli researchers looked at 485 people aged over 70 who were admitted to hospital for at least 2 days, they discovered that those who walked around while in hospital had a shorter hospital stay—by one and a half days—compared to those who stayed in bed. Older people are particularly vulnerable to the muscle-weakening effects of immobility. So get up and get moving as soon as your doctors agree that it’s safe. And take advantage of the advice offered by physical therapists and other health professionals to help you regain strength and balance.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

“Zombie cell”-killing drug
Scientists are developing a drug that eliminates the so-called “zombie cells” that are associated with age-related conditions such as cataracts, muscle loss, and weakness. Researchers at the renowned Mayo Clinic have discovered a compound that sweeps away these defunct cells from the system and may also slow down the progression of conditions that become more common as we age, such as heart disease, cancer, and dementia. The findings could also lead to new anti-aging treatments.

A routine eye examination could save your life by identifying a potentially dangerous health problem.



Walking around while in the hospital could shorten your hospital stay by one and a half days.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Gene genius
In the not so distant future a gene test could predict your chances of living to a ripe old age. Researchers have discovered 150 gene “hot spots” that are linked to the likelihood of living to be 100. They found that the presence of these hot spots enabled them to predict with 77 percent accuracy whether or not someone was going to be exceptionally long lived.

Don’t look back Researchers from Canada have found that people who compared themselves unfavorably with more successful friends and neighbors had poorer immunity—and experienced more colds—than people who made comparisons with those who were worse off. Intense life regrets are linked with higher levels of the stress hormone cortisol and with more acute physical symptoms. So learn to let go of “what might have been,” and give yourself a pat on the back for what you have achieved during your life.

Sun yourself Spend time in the sun to gain protection against a host of ailments, including autoimmune disorders (when the body turns against itself), cancer, dementia, depression, heart disease, infectious diseases, osteoarthritis, and osteoporosis. As we get older we often lack vitamin D because we tend not to go out as often as we used to or we cover up too much when we do. Some experts suggest that as we age it becomes more difficult for the body to make vitamin D. And obesity, which is more common in middle age, can block vitamin D absorption. To get your vitamin D quota, try the following suggestions:

Stroll in the sunshine without a sunscreen for 10–15 minutes a day.

Take a vitamin D supplement, if it’s difficult for you to get out—consult your doctor or a nutrition expert.

Eat oily fish, such as mackerel and sardines, sundried shiitake mushrooms, and sundried tomatoes, which all contain small amounts of vitamin D.

Pop an aspirin The debate about the pros and cons of an aspirin a day goes on and on. The latest contribution comes from Oxford University in the UK, where researchers have found that a small daily dose of aspirin (75mg) may help to prevent and even treat certain cancers, including bowel cancer. The team says the benefits can start within three to five years—a shorter time than previously throught—which makes this approach more relevant to older people. At present, it’s not recommended that healthy people take aspirin on a regular basis, but it could be worth asking your doctor whether this medication is advisable in your case.
SCREENING TESTS IF YOU’RE OVER 50
As you enter middle age, it becomes increasingly important to watch for signs that all may not be well. Take advantage of screening tests that are available and note that depending on risk factors for a specific condition, more tests may be required. The information below reflects current guidelines and may be modified based on personal health, family history, and risk factors after consultation with your doctor.
 
	  Disease or condition
	  Who should be screened

	Cervical cancer
	Women aged 50 to 64 should have a yearly Pap smear; if recent tests have been normal, routine tests are not recommended after age 65, if no other risk factors.

	Breast cancer
	Recommended that women aged 50 to 74 should have a mammogram every other year; more frequent screening with risk factors. Check with your doctor.

	Colonoscopy
	Screening for bowel cancer is recommended starting at age 50 for both men and women; then once every 10 years or sooner with risk factors.

	Abdominal aortic aneurysm
	Abdominal ultrasound recommended for men 65 to 75 who have ever smoked; women 65+ ask your doctor.

	Cholesterol
	Over 50, every 2 years; over 60, every 2 years or yearly.

	Prostate cancer
	Average-risk men over 50 should have a digital rectal exam (DRE). Discuss the pros and cons of the prostate specific antigen (PSA) blood test with your doctor.

	Osteoporosis
	A dual energy X-ray absorptiometry (DXA) which measures bone density is recommended for all women over 65 and men with risk factors such as steroid use. Ask your doctor if you should have this test.

	Glaucoma
	Men and women should have a baseline eye exam at 40, then every other year; annually after 65, especially if you have a strong family history of this condition.
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Healthy
CONNECTIONS
It’s known to be the control center for all bodily and mental functions, but the brain has until recently been the body’s most mysterious organ. Thanks to modern science, we’re now beginning to understand how chemical messengers relay information between brain cells and also to the nerve cells in the rest of the body. As a result, we are also learning many things we can do to promote better brain health.



Boosting

THE BRAIN
A constant and plentiful supply of nutrients and oxygen is essential to maintain a healthy brain. And there are many other steps you can take to give your brain the best chance of optimum development and functioning at all stages of life.

Ban TV for two years Watching TV can hinder your toddler’s brain development, says the American Academy of Pediatrics. Research has shown that the brains of children under the age of two will develop better if they live in a screen-free environment. This includes staying away from computers and electronic games, and even applies to screens in the background. Resist the temptation to sit your toddler in front of the TV while you’re busy making lunch. It’s better to encourage play or take your child into the kitchen and stimulate them with talk instead.

Wait two years between births Spacing additions to your family by two years or more could improve your children’s brainpower, say researchers. A study involving thousands of children found that a two-year age gap between siblings is the optimum for boosting academic achievement for both children. A shorter gap means that caring for the younger one prevents parents from spending enough time supporting the older child’s maths and literacy skills. But an interval longer than two years will not increase the benefit to your children’s performance.

Learn to juggle Teaching yourself a new and complex hands-on skill, such as juggling, will boost your brainpower, whether or not you shine at the new activity, say researchers. Learning a skill of this kind promotes the growth of the white matter in the brain that connects what you see to how you move, as well as boosting the amount of gray matter involved in thinking. Your brain develops new nerve connections whether you perform well or not, and the benefits are retained even if you stop practicing the skill. The study looked at juggling, but any hands-on skill, from drawing to motorcycle repair would bring similar results.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Brain-operated artificial limbs
We can learn to ride bikes and drive cars—and now scientists report that we should be able to use the same brain circuits to coordinate the movements of artificial limbs. Thought-controlled prosthetic devices would dramatically improve quality of life for people who have had limbs amputated, which is most frequently as a result of spinal cord injuries or diabetes. The scientists envisage a new generation of prosthetic devices that can be moved using the brain and without people having to concentrate too hard.

Spacing your children by two years or more could improve their brainpower.



Get them running Everyone knows that taking the kids to the park for some fun and exercise benefits them physically, but did you realize it also enhances their classroom performance? The brain soaks up 20 percent of all the oxygen in your body—and getting more of it offers major neurological benefits for children, say Dutch scientists. Even children who already perform well academically will do better if they take regular exercise. So encourage your children to walk, swim, cycle, and play sports to get more oxygen into their brains.

Banish “brain fog” with fruit You’re probably familiar with the experience of brain fog—sensations of dulled awareness and being unable to think clearly. The nervous system requires massive amounts of glucose in order to work efficiently, but, surprisingly, the worst response to brain fog is to eat a sugary treat. It will initially make you feel more alert and better able to function, but will later trigger even greater fogginess, perhaps with emotional swings and low mood. Instead, fuel your brain with the slow-release carbohydrates in fresh or dried fruits, whole-wheat pasta, legumes, or low-sugar, whole-grain breakfast cereal.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Brain-boosting brown rice
Vitamin B-rich brown rice is widely seen as the brain’s superfood. We know that a diet rich in B vitamins is essential to keep the brain and nervous system functioning at its best, and this is especially important for older people. Researchers in the UK are investigating whether taking higher-than-normal levels of B vitamins—specifically folic acid, vitamin B6, and vitamin B12—can prevent cognitive decline by slowing the natural shrinkage of the brain that occurs with age. So far they have found that taking B vitamins can halve brain shrinkage, but further research is needed to ensure that a high intake of these vitamins does not cause unwanted side effects.

Getting your kids to race around the park will enhance their classroom performance.



Play war games If you’re older and find that your mental agility is not what it was and that you sometimes have difficulty focusing your thoughts, you could derive great benefit from playing online war games, according to researchers. These games bring about measurable improvements in cognitive ability in older adults after just a few hours of play. Certain games fit the bill best, say the researchers—those that are cognitively challenging and present players with novel situations in an environment that encourages social interaction. Ask younger family members for advice on the best games—and maybe a couple of lessons.

Eat oily fish twice a week Fat is an essential part of your diet, but you may be surprised to hear that it is regarded as the single most important nutrient for protecting and preserving brain function. Avoid saturated fats, which are found in full-fat dairy products and fatty meat, and trans fats, which are widely found in processed foods, such as pies, cookies, cakes, and chips. These fats clog arteries and dull your brain’s performance. The brain-boosting healthy fats are omega-3 fatty acids, of which oily fish and fish oil are the best sources.

Eat oily fish every week, preferably a couple of times.

Cook with canola and olive oils.

Dried fruits are better than sugary snacks for perking up your brain.



Use these oils and flaxseed oil to dress salads and drizzle on other dishes.

Snack on nuts and seeds such as pumpkin seeds and walnuts.

Add blueberries to yogurt Eating these tiny but nutrient-packed fruits is one of the best ways to protect and improve your memory. This is thought to be due to their high levels of brain-protective antioxidants. A range of other fruits and vegetables, including apples, bananas, strawberries, pomegranates, oranges, and spinach, will protect your brain’s nerve cells in the same way.

Avoid alcohol binges We all know that drinking to excess affects the brain, temporarily impairing the senses and interfering with coordination. But regularly binge drinking above the recommended limits is dangerous and the effects may be much more long-lasting. Heavy drinking leads to the death of nerve cells, causing permanent damage to the brain, as well as to the heart and liver. So if you tend to overindulge, cut down and rescue your brain’s health.

Keep cool, stay alert As body temperature increases, the number of work-related accidents also goes up. If you’re hot and bothered, whatever the reason, have a refreshing drink and take time to cool down before undertaking any activity for which you need to be mentally alert, such as driving or operating dangerous machinery.

Harness the power of music Playing an instrument can increase intelligence. A Canadian study found that children who took music lessons experienced a seven-point rise in their IQ. Another study showed that drumming helps adults reduce levels of the stress hormone cortisol—another plus for brain health. And singing is also good for your brain. This aerobic activity increases oxygen levels in the bloodstream and reduces stress. If you don’t already have a musical activity, try learning an instrument or join a choir to give your brain a boost.

Drink more—for the sake of your brain Quenching a thirst makes you feel much better physically, and it also helps your brain. The loss of more than 2 percent of body fluids can cause as much as a 20 percent reduction in mental ability. So make sure you drink plenty of water and other nonalcoholic drinks throughout the day.

Take a power nap Researchers have found that people who had just had a nap did significantly better in tests of knowledge, vocabulary, eyesight, and hearing than those who drank two cups of coffee halfway through the afternoon (though the coffee drinkers thought they were more alert). So if you find that you sometimes feel sluggish in the afternoons, consider taking a brief nap during your lunch hour.

An afternoon nap can boost mental performance more effectively than a cup of coffee.





Headaches

AND MIGRAINES
Dilated blood vessels or tension in the muscles of the head and neck are the most common causes of headache. Migraine—a more severe headache that is accompanied by symptoms such as nausea—can be brought on by a variety of triggers. You’ll discover plenty of tips here to deal with both conditions.

Warm your feet to cool the pain A simple naturopathic headache relief tip is to put your feet in a bowl of warm water. The theory is that this dilates the blood vessels in the feet and draws the blood away from your head, which may ease the pain.

Drink strong coffee… A strong cup of coffee can provide immediate headache relief because caffeine reduces blood-vessel swelling, a major cause of headaches. This is why some painkillers contain caffeine.

…but don’t suddenly stop a caffeine habit if you are a regular coffee drinker; caffeine-withdrawal headaches may result, in which an absence of caffeine triggers rebound swelling in blood vessels. The simplest cure is to drink coffee again, but reducing your regular caffeine intake gradually is the best long-term solution.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Acupressure
When painkillers can’t banish a headache, acupressure may do the job. With a firm circular motion, massage the web of skin between the base of the thumb and forefinger for several minutes, then switch hands and repeat. Continue until the pain clears up. According to Chinese medicine, the trigger point in this fleshy area is linked to areas of the brain where headaches are said to originate.

A warm foot bath can provide rapid headache relief.



Lose weight to conquer migraines If you get migraines and are also carrying excess weight, try losing it—you could end up saying goodbye to your migraines as well. A study found that seriously overweight people who underwent surgery to reduce the size of their stomach in order to lose weight, also noticed a dramatic reduction in the number of migraines they experienced after six months. Research is continuing to discover if less extreme weight loss in people who are not seriously overweight has a similar impact. There’s no reason to wait for their results; shedding excess weight has many other benefits, too.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Oxygen treatment for migraines
Inhaling oxygen at high pressure is a highly effective treatment for migraines, especially for people who find that drug treatment provides little or no relief, according to a review of research. This therapy brings significant relief from migraine within 45 minutes. The oxygen may alleviate migraine symptoms because it constricts blood vessels—migraine pain is caused by swollen blood vessels—or because it blocks the “chemical pathways” that transmit migraine pain. The treatment is not yet widely available, because it can be delivered only through a hyperbaric chamber—special equipment that is normally used to treat deep-sea divers.

Take tablets early As soon as you notice the first signs of the onset of a migraine, such as nausea or visual disturbances, reach for your medication. Research has shown that the earlier migraine-relief treatments such as sumatriptan (Imigran) are taken, the more effective they will be. And the same is true of other forms of pain relief. So don’t try to brave it out or wait for the pain to kick in—take your prescribed medication before the pain of migraine starts.

Needle it If you suffer from either the severe pain of migraines or cluster headaches, which cause sharp, burning pain on one side of the head, try a course of acupuncture. A major review has found evidence that the ancient Chinese therapy brings more permanent and long-lasting relief than both over-the-counter or prescription drugs. The result is that sufferers have fewer headaches and those they do have are of reduced intensity. To find a practitioner, visit www.aaaomonline.org on the website of the American Association of Accupuncture and Oriental Medicine.

Look through tinted lenses Many migraine sufferers swear that they get fewer headaches when they wear tinted lenses. Research carried out at Michigan State University has now found a scientific basis for the claim. The study used magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) to observe the brains of migraine suffers while wearing lenses tinted to their specific requirements. Those who wore the lenses found that the frequency of migraine attacks was reduced on average by half. The tint color was selected to provide the optimum comfort and reduce “perceptual distortion”—a process called precision ophthalmic tinting (POT). This approach may not work for all migraine sufferers, so ask your doctor if POT lenses might be helpful for you.

Drink ginger tea There is evidence to show that this traditional remedy for migraine headaches works, although the reasons are not fully understood. Ginger has anti-inflammatory properties that may impede the action of prostaglandins, the naturally produced hormone-like chemicals that activate the inflammatory response, contributing to the intense pain of migraines.



Relieving pain

AND HEALING NERVES
Pain is a natural reaction to damage caused by disease or injury. It consists of signals relayed from nerves at the site of the problem via the peripheral nervous system and into the central nervous system, where they are interpreted as pain by the brain. Read on to find out what you can do to minimize pain and promote nerve healing.

Re-focus your mind Next time you experience physical pain, try to distract yourself with something absorbing. Researchers have shown that this technique works by testing the ability of people to hold their hands in freezing water while listening to music. Distraction works best, they say, when it fully engages the person’s attention: People who were asked questions about the music experienced even less pain. The technique was most effective for people who were the most anxious about the pain. Try focusing on something in which you would normally become completely absorbed—your favorite music or an enthralling book—or better still have someone distract you with conversation or an engaging activity.

Try meditation if you have chronic pain. Negative thought patterns mean that people with chronic health problems, such as irritable bowel syndrome, suffer more pain both while anticipating and experiencing it. In other words, if you expect the pain to be bad, it probably will be. Brain scans of people who meditate regularly show that they suffer less pain because they spend less time anticipating it, as meditation trains the brain to focus on the present. One study found that just one hour of meditation cut immediate pain by nearly half—twice the impact of morphine. Ask your doctor or pain clinic for advice on finding a class.

Meditation could cut your need for pain-relieving medication.



Try pyridoxine Many people who suffer from carpal tunnel syndrome report that vitamin B6, also known as pyridoxine, relieves their wrist and arm pain. The reason why B6 can be of benefit is unclear, but it may be worth trying. Be sure to get your doctor’s advice first. The usual dose is 50mg two to three times a day.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Warm it
If you suffer from neck pain and stiffness, wrap a flexible heated pad around your neck. You can buy these from suppliers of medical aids. Alternatively, you can improvise with a partially filled and well-covered hot-water bottle.

Cross your arms According to researchers, crossing your hands or arms may ease various types of pain. Placing the hands in an unfamiliar spatial position relative to the body appears to muddle the brain and disrupt the pain message. If you have pain, try the technique for yourself, experimenting with different positions for your arms.

Taking pills? Eat more fruit You may know that long-term treatment with nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) and aspirin can inflame the stomach lining, but you may not be aware that these drugs can also reduce your absorption of vitamin C and another essential nutrient, folate. If you are taking these painkillers on a regular basis, be sure to get plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables in your daily diet. Oranges and kiwis are especially rich in vitamin C, and broccoli and cabbage are excellent sources of folate.

Laugh it off If you’re having a bout of pain, try to find something that will make you laugh or look for someone to share a joke with. This is thought to work because a hearty laugh relieves pain, at least temporarily, by releasing physical tension, leaving the muscles relaxed for up to 45 minutes. It also triggers the release of endorphins, the body’s feel-good chemicals.

Reiki can provide effective pain relief for some people with chronic conditions.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Pain-relieving implant
Persistent shoulder pain affects eight out of ten people who have had a stroke. It is frequently resistant to mainstream and alternative therapies, including injections, analgesics, acupuncture, and electrical stimulation delivered through the skin. Now researchers have developed an electrical implant fitted inside the shoulder muscle, which stimulates the peripheral nerves from the inside to reduce pain. One 76-year-old who suffered agonizing post-stroke shoulder pain for more than ten years has been entirely pain-free since having the implant. Clinical trials are underway to pave the way for a device that could be made widely available in the future.

Swear to it Next time you’re in need of pain relief, utter a swear word or two. Researchers at Keele University in the UK have shown that letting off steam in this way really does help people bear pain. But save this form of pain relief for when you really need it. The occasional expletive increases people’s pain tolerance, but the study shows that it works only if used sparingly. And people who regularly use swear words are much less likely to benefit.

Use the power of touch If you have a chronic painful condition, consider trying a hands-on therapy. The comfort provided by the caring touch of another person has been used by healers in many societies throughout history. Although scientific evidence for the efficacy of many hands-on therapies is scant, many people claim to have found benefit from them. A recent study singled out Reiki and Healing Touch as the therapies that offer the best results.

Sweet woodruff may be the answer to the pain of neuralgia.



Drink a cup of sweet woodruff tea You may find that traditional herbal remedies may help to relieve neuralgia (nerve pain). Here are some infusions to try:

Sweet woodruff Add about1 tablespoon of dried herb to 4 cups (1L) of boiling water and allow to infuse for 10 minutes. Drink 2–3 cups a day.

Bitter orange flowers Add about 2 tablespoons to 2/3 cup of boiling water and allow to infuse for 10 minutes. Add honey if you like, and drink at bedtime.
You can also get the soothing benefits of plants by soaking in a bath to which you have added an infusion of juniper or essential oil of nutmeg. Or suspend a muslin bag filled with lavender flowers under the hot faucet as you fill the tub. Check with your doctor before using any herbal remedy.

Get enough vitamin B12 If you’ve suffered nerve damage, be sure to boost your intake of this key nutrient involved in the repair of nerves. Good sources include meat, eggs, fortified soy products, yeast products, and whole-grain cereals and bread.
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Managing
YOUR MOOD
We all expect to experience ups and downs as we pass through different life phases, each of which can pose special challenges. But sometimes—and for some people—coping with stress, loss, life changes, or family worries can seem to be an insurmountable obstacle, ruining their enjoyment of life. Your doctor can help in many cases, and in this chapter you’ll learn many additional effective strategies you can use.



  Everyday

GOOD SPIRITS
How you feel from day to day depends not only on outside factors, such as your job or family relationships, but also on your general health, built-in attitudes, and the regular activities you undertake—exercise, creative pursuits, and social interaction. Find out here how to bring about positive mood changes through simple measures.

Try ice-skating Stepping outside your personal comfort zone to do something unusual, which makes you feel slightly uncomfortable, is taking a risk—but it can actually bring greater satisfaction, according to German research. There is a whole range of untried experiences that can be uplifting and liberating. You might take a chance by wearing something you’ve never worn before or trying out a new activity—anything from going to see an opera to taking up a new sport.

Listen to music Poets have described how music “soothes the mind and gives it rest.” Now scientists say they have proved that listening to music regularly really is an effective way to enhance your well-being and health—by evoking positive emotions and lowering your stress levels. The study showed that those who listen to their favorite music have lower stress levels than people listening to music that was chosen by someone else or those who listened to no music at all.

Just say “no” You may think being a “yes” person is a sure-fire route to happiness—but you could be wrong. It may be a more effective mood booster to learn to say “no”—at least to people who drain your energy or ask you to do things that are not in your best interests. You can still be a good friend if you refuse a request. And it’s likely that others will respect you even more for being true to yourself. If you find yourself in a situation that is no longer life enhancing for you, just say, “no.”
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Have sex first thing in the morning
You will start the day in a much better mood than if you had only coffee and a bagel. According to research scientist Dr. Debby Herbenick, having sex triggers the release of the hormone oxytocin, which makes couples feel loving and bonded all day long. So next time your partner shouts up the stairs, “What do you want for breakfast?”—you know the answer.

You don’t have to be good at it to reap the mood-lifting benefits of a new activity.



Use your voice Think how elated you’ve felt when singing at the top of your voice in a crowd, whether in a choir or at a sporting event—and how the feeling stayed with you. This is something you can do on your own at home, whether you’ve got a voice like an angel or are tone deaf—or you could join a choir if you want to put in some real effort. Either way, you’re bound to feel your spirits lift.

Cherish your goldfish Time spent with a pet can be more effective at reducing stress than talking problems through with family or friends, say researchers from the University of New York. The simple action of stroking a dog or cat, or even watching fish swimming in a tank, stimulates the body to make endorphins—“feel-good” brain chemicals—and reduces levels of the stress hormone cortisol. If you’re seeking calm, spend quality time with your pet. If you don’t have an animal, try stroking a furry toy—surprisingly it can have a similar effect.
 BODY POWER

Put on a happy face
The simple act of lifting the corners of your mouth into a smile will flood your brain with serotonin, a brain chemical that instantly lifts your mood, researchers reveal. If you’re feeling down, don’t walk around with a sad face—crack a smile. You’ll give off happier vibes and the whole world will smile with you.

Beat a bongo Banging a drum can be an effective and enjoyable way to make negative thoughts fade away and switch on a more positive mood. Researchers speculate that drumming helps to relax the body and the sound vibrations help perk you up. Tapping on your kitchen table may have the same effect, but joining a weekly drumming circle could be an even better mood lifter, as the camaraderie will provide an additional boost to your spirits.

Stroking your pet releases mood-boosting “feel good” brain chemicals.



Beating a drum will relax your body and lift your mood.



Down some Adam’s ale Did you know that drinking water can help improve your mood if you’re feeling down? It will banish headaches caused by dehydration. And drinking plenty of water each day will also flush out toxins and plump up cells, making you look healthy and helping you feel good. Here are some specific tips:

Aim for at least eight glasses a day, either still or fizzy, and the chances are that your mood will soon start to sparkle.

Perk up plain water with a slice of lemon or lime, a sliver of fresh gingerroot or a sprig of mint.

Get away from it all Researchers from the University of Michigan found that people with a heart condition who went on a four-day spiritual retreat had an immediate uplift in mood. Their activities included journal writing, meditation, drumming, guided imagery, and outdoor activities. If you’re feeling down, find a free weekend, or even a week, book a retreat, and see what benefits it brings in terms of your mood and outlook.

Bump up your Bs Eating fish and vegetables nourishes your body, and these are also mood superfoods. They are rich in vital B vitamins, which scientists now believe help the body produce the brain chemical serotonin—a proven mood booster. Shellfish, fortified cereal, oatmeal, and wheat germ are all excellent choices. Make sure that shrimp, muesli, yeast extract, and green leafy vegetables feature regularly on your menu.

Focus on the present Focusing on the here and now—being “mindful”—is a way to help you deal with anxiety and depression. The idea is that focusing on sensations and perceptions rooted in the present moment allows you to let go of worries connected to the past or future. Stress levels can plummet if you practice this for half an hour a day, making you better able to cope with life. Learn about mindfulness using books, CDs, classes, or the Internet. Harvard University’s helpguide.org website offers mindfulness information and exercises at www.helpguide.org/harvard/benefits-of-mindfulness.htm.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Denmark is the happiest nation
You might not think it if you’ve seen the gloomy films and TV series gracing our screens, but according to the World Database of Happiness at Erasmus University in the Netherlands, the Danes are the happiest people in the world, followed closely by the Maltese, Swiss, Icelanders, and Canadians.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Savor life’s joys
Focus on the freshness of a newly picked flower or the way the sunlight floods the lawn. Psychologists suggest that taking mental photos of pleasurable moments you’ve experienced helps to lift your spirits in low-mood moments.

Give a helping hug Giving a supportive hug to someone can be as rewarding as eating chocolate, having sex, or receiving money, say researchers. Brain scans showed that when people were giving support to someone else, the areas of their brain associated with reward were more active, suggesting that giving support lifts the mood of the giver as well as the receiver. So next time someone close to you looks like they could use a hug, don’t hold back—it will make you feel good, too.

Book a massage Well known for easing aches and pains, a soothing massage session could also help to banish the blues, reveals a Taiwanese review of research. Massage reduces stress and induces relaxation, as well as building a beneficial relationship between the giver and receiver, triggering the release of the bonding hormone oxytocin. Whether you pay a professional massage therapist or ask a partner or friend to rub your back, the result is the same: a natural mood boost.

Ditch the junk Clearing clutter can help to clear your head as well as your home. If the thought seems daunting, the secret is to start small. Think carefully about the objects that are encroaching on your space. Do you have furniture, equipment or clothes that you simply don’t need? Try this formula: If something doesn’t lift your mood or if you haven’t used or worn it during the past 12 months, it’s time to toss it out.

Dig out old snapshots Why do you tend to be cheerful when surrounded by people having a good time? And why do you feel low when your partner is in a bad mood? The reason is that other people’s moods are contagious. Researchers found that even looking at pictures of smiling faces raises levels of brainwaves associated with feeling calm and alert. Next time you’re feeling glum, cheer yourself up by browsing through your favorite holiday photos.

Throwing out old clothes helps clear your head as well as your wardobe.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Daylight lifts mood
Sunshine makes us feel cheerful, and here’s why. When light enters the eye, it sends electrical impulses to the brain. These activate the hypothalamus gland in the brain, which helps to regulate mood—the more light, the higher your spirits. Make sure your home and your workplace receive as much daylight as possible. If any place in which you spend a lot of time is on the dark side, try using daylight bulbs or even a light box to ensure you get your daily fix.

Treat yourself to chocolate A little of what you enjoy can do you good, especially if it is a small square of chocolate. According to numerous studies, this tempting treat may help to keep the smile on your face. Cocoa contains a chemical called theobromine, which is thought to increase levels of endorphins, the body’s mood-boosting hormones. To get this benefit, choose dark chocolate with over 70 percent pure cocoa solids.

Pay someone a compliment The effect of negative comments can be offset by positive ones, and this is something to think about when dealing with family, friends, and colleagues. It takes about three positive comments to counteract the effect of one negative one. Boost your own mood by dishing out plenty of compliments, and try to spend time with people who accentuate the positive in life.

Looking at pictures of smiling faces can help brighten your mood.



Exercise—just a little We all know that exercise can help to lift the blues. But if even the thought of pounding away on the treadmill is enough to send your mood plummeting, here’s a secret: You don’t have to spend hours at it. Just 20 minutes of vigorous activity a week—anything from jogging to housework, as long as you work hard enough to build up a sweat—can send your mood sky high.

Taking just 5 minutes of light exercise in “green” surroundings can boost your mood and self-esteem.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

See the big picture
If something bad happened yesterday, everything may seem doom and gloom today. But it need not be so. Take a step back and ask yourself how your situation will look in a week, a month, a year, or five years. In most cases, you will soon realize that in that context, your worries are not so important.

Eat turkey—and walk A post-dinner Thanksgiving walk will fill you with good cheer. Canadian scientists have found that exercise helps boost absorption of tryptophan, an amino acid found in turkey, which is linked with relaxed mood. Lettuce and milk are other sources. But no need to wait for November—enjoy a turkey and lettuce sandwich with a glass of milk before your next exercise session and maximize that exercise high.

Maintain relations They may drive you to despair at times, but friends and family really can help you keep your emotional balance, and research has proved it. A study carried out at the University of Illinois found that one in ten students with the highest levels of happiness and fewest signs of depression were those most likely to have strong attachments to friends and family.

Take a “wild” swim A gym workout is good for your body, but outdoor exercise does more for your mood and self-esteem, say researchers from the University of Essex in the UK. In their study, the benefits were felt after just 5 minutes of “green” exercise, with light activities having the biggest effect on self-esteem, and light or vigorous activity the biggest impact on mood. Walking, cycling, sailing, horseback riding, gardening, and “wild swimming” in the sea, lakes, or rivers are all good options for mood-enhancing outdoor exercise.

Get together Activities carried out with friends nurture happy feelings according to psychologists. Whether you are talking, gardening, cooking, or shopping, doing it with friends should bring benefits for your mood. You could also pursue an interest or activity, such as a team sport, a club, or a class that involves meeting people and making friends.

Bend over backward When researchers rated the mood-altering powers of different yoga poses, such as back bends, forward bends, and standing poses, they concluded that the best way to get a mental lift is to bend backward. Enroll at a local yoga class and look forward to raising your spirits with a back workout.

Relax with a cup Next time someone suggests that you calm down with a nice cup of tea, it’s worth listening—they may be on to something. Research shows that ordinary black tea with milk lowers levels of the stress hormone cortisol. Three cups a day is all you need to reap the stress-reducing benefits.

Get out in the sun Sunlight is essential for you to make vitamin D, which research now shows can boost your mood. Researchers at the University of Massachusetts, studying a group of post-menopausal women, found that those with the lowest levels of vitamin D were most likely to be depressed. To reach the recommended levels of vitamin D at 50°N latitude you need to spend about 10 minutes a day in the sun without sunscreen on cloudless days between 11am and 3 pm, when the sun is high. The more skin that is exposed, the better. You should spend less time in the sun with fair skin, but can sun yourself longer if you are dark-skinned.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Paint your own mood
The color you paint your walls could influence your mood. Choose blue to create a mood of relaxation and calm, red to make you feel uplifted, yellow to instill a sense of vitality, green to give a sense of balance, and orange to fill you with joyful feelings.

Try some herbal help St John’s wort has been found in many studies to help combat mild-to-moderate depression. If you want to try it, it’s important that you follow the instructions on the package. Be aware that it can increase sensitivity to sunlight. If you are taking any other medications, consult your doctor, because this herb can reduce the effectiveness of some drugs.

Learn to play When you were five you would run to your mother to find out your next activity, but it’s not only children who need distraction from boredom. Adults do, too. Relearning how to play will keep your mood flying high as long as the activity is absorbing. Try jigsaw puzzles, painting pictures, gardening, model-making, or organizing your photos.

You can dance troubles away—and boost your health, too.



Have quinoa with vegetables Replacing foods that you digest quickly, such as potatoes or pasta with those that are broken down more slowly could have a profound effect on your mood. Rapid digestion leads to fluctuating blood glucose levels, which in turn lead to mood swings. The best way to avoid these highs and lows is to go for foods that release energy slowly. This approach is widely known as a low GI (glycemic index) diet. Good meal options include whole grains, such as quinoa, vegetables, and legumes that contain slow-release carbohydrates.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

A tearjerker can make you happy
This is the surprising result of a study from Ohio State University. Seeing a tragic movie about a doomed love affair may make you sad, but according to the researchers, at the same time it will make you reflect on your own relationships and appreciate them more, which in turn is likely to make you feel more content with your lot. So what seems like a negative experience makes people happier by calling attention to the positive aspects of their own lives.

Use the power of flowers The Bach Flower Rescue Remedy is a natural healing system made from flower essences and used for moments of emotional crisis. A variety of products are available including drops, gum, and pastilles. Proponents of the therapy claim that some of these flower remedies can soothe troubled moods:

Beech for constantly finding fault.

Crab apple for cleansing self-hatred.

Elm for a sense of overwhelming responsibility.

Rock rose for terror and fright.

Star of Bethlehem for shock.
To learn more about this homeopathic system, visit http://www.bachflower.com.

Waltz away the blues Dancing is the new antidepressant—and it’s good for your health. Researchers in Britain, Germany, and the United States have found that dancing lifts mood for several reasons: Exercise gives a boost to levels of the mood-enhancing hormones endorphins; learning a new skill boosts confidence; and concentrating for prolonged periods interrupts the negative thought patterns that contribute to anxiety and depression. Dance at home or join a class to raise your spirits.

See red It’s no coincidence that the phrase “Paint the town red” is linked to wild celebrations. Red is the most vivid, vibrant color in the spectrum and one of the best mood boosters, say color therapists. Next time you’re feeling down, try wearing something red. And see if there’s anywhere in your home where you could incorporate some bold red paint or accessories. You may find that it becomes your favorite place to sit and feel your spirits lift.

Plan a trip Planning a vacation can be just as mood lifting as actually being on one, according to UK research. Researchers at Surrey University found that people looking forward to a vacation were much happier with life as a whole, experienced fewer negative feelings, and were more positive overall. The vacation planners also reported that they were happier with their family finances and health than those who weren’t in vacation mode. So stick a pin in the map and start thinking about your next trip.

Splurge on a treat Buying a new outfit or something for the home may give you a temporary buzz, but it won’t last long. You’ll get longer-lasting benefits to your mood if you splurge on an uplifting experience, say researchers. So forget that new pair of shoes and book yourself some concert tickets or a weekend escape.

Love yourself The simple act of telling yourself favorable things about yourself is enough to to swing your mood in a positive direction. According to research, liking yourself is fundamental to happiness. All you need do is think up some simple phrases that encapsulate your desire to feel good. Try making positive affirmations about yourself, such as:
 “When I have a smile on my face people smile back at me.”
 “I feel happy and I always have a good day.”
Make sure your statements are set in the present, not the future, and describe the benefits of your action and the feelings that follow. Repeat these positive phrases and increase your chances of turning on your brain’s happy switch.

A splash of red in your home could lift your mood.





Dealing with

DEPRESSION
More serious than simply a passing low mood, clinical depression is an illness described by the World Health Organization as the fourth most significant cause of disability and disease worldwide. In most cases, medical intervention is necessary, but you’ll learn here about self-help measures you can take to support prescribed treatment.

Stay up all night If you’re feeling down, try a sleepless night. According to worldwide studies, you could feel much better the next day. One study carried out at the University Hospital of Freiburg in Germany reported that depressed people felt better after just one night without sleep—and 75 percent of them found their improved mood stayed with them. It may be that a sleepless night resets the body’s internal clock, which goes out of sync in people with depression. If you have the blues, try welcoming in the dawn and staying awake for the day. You may get your best night’s sleep for some time as a result.

Drink coffee—in moderation To ward off the risk of depression as you age, drink coffee each day. A study carried out at Harvard School of Public Health, found that women with an average age of 63 who consumed two to three cups of coffee a day were 15 percent less likely to become depressed than those who drank no more than a cup a week. So, go ahead and drink coffee in moderation, provided your doctor does not object.

Seeing the dawn come up could help you beat the blues.



Dress yourself happy Try wearing clothes that you would normally wear when you’re in a good mood to pull yourself out of a low mood. A study from the University of Herefordshire in the UK found that women who were depressed were more likely to pull on a pair of jeans and a baggy top than something more stylish. The researchers suggest that wearing clothes associated with feeling happy—for women, typically in bright colors and beautiful fabrics—may give your mood an upward swing.

Take up tai chi If you’re depressed and want to brighten your days, consider training in slow-movement tai chi. A 2011 study of people in their sixties suffering from depression found that a weekly tai chi class combined with antidepressant drugs helped to improve their mood. Tai chi also improved quality of life, memory, and other aspects of mental health, as well as energy levels. Look for classes in your local health club or alternative therapy center.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Try mood-lifting lemon balm
Lemon-scented lemon balm is known as the calming herb. Research shows that when taken as a tea or tincture, it can help ease anxiety and depression in people suffering from a range of mental health problems.


Instead of providing a lift, sugary snacks can dull your mood.



Give yourself some TLCs If you are depressed, you may be prescribed drugs and counseling. But a study from the University of California, shows that what researchers called therapeutic life changes, or TLCs, may be just as effective. If you want to give yourself some TLCs, spend more time outdoors, take care of others, eat well, and nurture your relationships with family and friends, advise the researchers.

Reduce fat and sugar Cupcakes and croissants are starting to look a little less inviting. A study from the University of Navarra in Spain found that eating fatty, sugary foods may be linked with a 37 percent greater risk of depression. The study followed almost 9,000 people who had never been diagnosed with depression. Over six years, one in 18 of them became clinically depressed, and those with the highest intake of fast foods and bakery items were the most likely to suffer. Maybe it is time to forget comforting sweet treats and processed meals and opt for healthier foods.



Coping with

ANXIETY
Whether a persistent feeling of worry and unease or the sudden onset of a sense of panic, we are all familiar with the symptoms of anxiety. Physical changes also often accompany the change of mood: increased heart rate and breathing, and perhaps sweating and faintness. Read on to discover ways of coping with this common problem.

Cry, don’t laugh You might think laughing is the best way to dispel worry, but crying is a more honest and sometimes a more helpful response, say experts. Having a good old cry helps to quite literally wash away anxiety hormones. It also signals to those around you that all is not well, enabling you to get the help you may need.

A good cry can wash away anxiety hormones.


 BODY POWER

Get on your bike
When anxiety attacks, the natural reaction is to stay rooted to the spot. Much more effective is for you to get on your bike, pull on your running shoes, or make a dash to the gym. It will get your blood moving and those happy hormones, the endorphins, pumping. So if panic strikes, get on the move.

Face your fears You may imagine that avoiding things you’re anxious about will help to quell them. But the opposite is true, say psychologists. It takes just 45 minutes to become familiar with an anxiety and after that it dissipates. Anxiety tends to fight back if you try to push it down. So be brave, face your fears, and watch them melt away.

Chew on it When you’re feeling stressed, chew some gum—the process of chewing helps to relieve stress as well as improving concentration. So say Australian researchers who put people through a variety of stress tests while chewing and not chewing gum. The results showed the gum chewers were more focused and more relaxed and were also better at complex tasks. Next time you’ve a problem to solve, chew it over with a piece of gum.

Visualize anxiety away This effective technique, known as Autogenic Training, was developed by a German psychiatrist in the 1930s. The technique involves three daily sessions that last around 15 minutes. During each session, you repeat a set of visualizations that induce a state of relaxation. This technique can be used to alleviate many physical symptoms of anxiety. Sit or lie in a relaxed position and focus on the following throughts. Repeat the whole sequence three times:
 My right arm is heavy.
 My arms and legs are heavy and warm (repeat three times).
 My heartbeat is calm and regular (repeat three times).
 My abdomen is warm (repeat three times).
 My forehead is cool.
 My neck and shoulders are heavy (repeat three times).
 I am at peace (repeat three times).

Focus on one thing at a time For a busy person, multitasking may seem like an effective way of getting more done, but it can be counterproductive. For many people, trying to do several jobs at once can lead to high levels of stress, making them unable to complete any of them successfully. Reduce your anxiety levels by working on one task at a time—and make sure you make the time to relax after completing each job.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Love hormones may help overcome shyness
Oxytocin is the hormone that helps mothers bond with babies. It’s also responsible for the feeling of closeness and bonding you experience during sex and when sharing a meal with family or friends. “The love hormone,” as it is known, is now being used to help people overcome shyness.

Try some valerian This plant smells a bit like old rope—which might just put a damper on your mood. But if you can bear it, the pretty pink herb is an effective natural anxiety soother. Research suggests that the active ingredients in valerian attach to the same receptors in the brain that are affected by well-known anti-anxiety drugs. Take it as tea or in tablet form, sourced from your local health food store. Remember to follow the instructions and, if you are on medication, check with your doctor before trying this herbal remedy.

Conquer social anxiety with herbal help from the North
Rhodiola rosea (also known as golden root) has been used for centuries to help Siberian and Arctic peoples cope with the stresses of living in a cold climate, and a recent study published in The Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine provided backing for its benefits in treating anxiety. Be sure to ask your doctor before using the herb if you’re pregnant or taking prescribed medication.
For further tips on giving up alcohol and tobacco, see Chapter 20, Breaking Bad Habits
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Safeguard
YOUR BRAIN
The mechanisms that are key to healthy brain function are also vulnerable to certain disorders—perhaps most alarmingly of major degenerative diseases, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s. But science is learning much more about the causes of these conditions, and this knowledge is beginning to provide effective strategies for combating these threats.



Diet and

LIFESTYLE
The way you live has a direct effect on your brain—not only its day-to-day performance, but also how it will function as you age. You’ll learn here how to make healthy choices that will benefit your brain’s well-being both now and in the future.

Feed with fish It’s no old wives’ tale that oily fish nourishes the brain. The magic ingredients are omega-3 fatty acids, which increase the blood levels of good cholesterol, known as HDL (high density lipoprotein). You can also get omega-3 fatty acids from a variety of other foods, including walnuts, monosaturated fats, such as canola oil, and omega-3 rich spreads. In a group of over-60s, those with low HDL levels were found to be 53 percent more likely to have memory problems compared to those with high levels of HDL.

Enjoy a yolk In addition to omega-3 fats, the brain benefits from an essential nutrient called choline, which occurs in many high-fat foods. Egg yolk, milk, cheese, meats, and liver, as well as avocado and almonds, all contain choline. The body uses choline to produce acetylcholine, a key protective nutrient against decline in mental capabilities. Eat small amounts of all these fat-containing foods regularly to give your brain the best chance possible of staying healthy.

Add natural flavorings If the recipe demands it—and your taste buds can cope—add generous amounts of ginger or rosemary to your favorite dishes. Both ingredients are powerful antioxidants and help to stimulate blood flow, and therefore the supply of oxygen to the brain.

Ginger in your cooking can boost blood flow to the brain.



Avoid fried snack foods Levels of “bad” LDL (low density lipoprotein) cholesterol are higher in people who eat a lot of fried and processed foods and baked goods. Those with high levels of LDL develop chronic inflammation in brain cells, resulting in gradual cognitive decline and memory loss. Trans fats, which are found in fast food and processed snacks such as chips, are the worst culprits for raising LDL levels. They also lead to a build up of arterial plaque that can wreak havoc with the blood supply to the brain.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Mobile phones may boost blood flow
An international study on the long-term effects of the electromagnetic waves emitted by mobile phones found that these machines could actually be good for the brain. The research, published in the Journal of Alzheimer’s Disease, suggests that when exposed to electromagnetic waves, the brain warms up very slightly over a period of months, boosting blood flow and energy metabolism in the brain. Despite the reassurances, many experts remain cautious, and “excessive” mobile phone use by children should be discouraged, says the UK’s Health Protection Agency.

Mobile phones could be good for older brains.



Quit to remember Stopping smoking could improve your memory, attention span, and ability to react quickly if you use nicotine replacement therapies (NRTs) such as patches, gum or lozenges to help. Researchers tested NRT users before and after quitting and reported significant improvements in attention and memory. But there is a risk of becoming addicted to the nicotine—the toxic chemical also present in tobacco—in NRTs. So do not use NRTs unless they are part of a plan to quit smoking.

Consider a daily aspirin Clearer thinking has been noticed as a side effect in over-65-year-olds prescribed a daily low dose of aspirin. In a major study, people on aspirin tested significantly better in cognitive fluency—the ability to produce the name of words in a specific category, such as makes of cars. The researchers report in the journal The Lancet that aspirin-takers were 20 percent less likely to develop problems in this area, with smokers and those with high cholesterol getting the most benefit. Always seek your doctor’s advice before taking daily aspirin, as even low doses can trigger dangerous internal bleeding.

Limit the sweet stuff Eating too much sugar in food or sweetened drinks can increase your levels of damaging blood fats known as triglycerides. It seems that triglyceride levels could be an even more accurate predictor of stroke risk in post-menopausal women than blood cholesterol levels, according to a 15-year-long study. Women who started out with the highest triglyceride levels were twice as likely to suffer a stroke as those who started out with low levels. Next time you have your cholesterol checked, ask your doctor to measure your triglyceride levels, too.

Ditch the doughnuts If you’re anxious, depressed, or under a lot of stress, avoid slipping into comfort eating and the inevitable weight gain. New research shows that it’s not just the jelly doughnuts and ice cream that cause weight to pile on; high levels of the stress hormone cortisol prompt the body to store more abdominal fat—probably a primitive survival mechanism hard-wired into our brains. Stop, take stock, and try to relax. Calming the mind, say researchers, will protect the brain and prevent weight gain.

Check your blood pressure Reducing blood pressure is key to protecting your brain as you get older. Scientists say that healthy blood pressure is vital for memory and an ability to think: The higher your blood pressure, the more likely you are to experience cognitive decline, including poor thinking skills and forgetfulness, particularly in old age. High blood pressure reduces blood flow to the brain, disrupting brain function. Get your blood pressure checked and, if it’s high, ask your doctor about lifestyle changes—such as regular exercise, a healthy diet, and weight loss—and whether prescription medication is appropriate.

Avoid noise to protect your brain “It’s so noisy, I can’t think straight” is a common expression—and true. Children who attend schools near noisy airports have more learning problems than those in quiet areas, and it’s been shown that in adults, loud sounds can raise blood pressure. A study near a European airport found that a 10-decibel increase in noise, caused by nighttime takeoffs, caused an average 14 percent rise in blood pressure in people 45 and over. High blood pressure is known to increase the risk of mental decline and problems with thought processes. The message is simple: Avoid frequent exposure to excessive noise and, if you have a choice, live far from major transport routes.

Squeeze more oranges A study of 70,000 women found evidence that those who had the highest intake of flavanone, a compound found in citrus fruit had a reduced stroke risk. The study did not reveal a conclusive link, but citrus fruit is a rich source of flavonoids, nutrients that improve blood vessel health in your body and brain. Whether it’s squeezing juice, blending smoothies, or enjoying them as nature intended, there are plenty of ways you can increase your fruit intake and benefit the blood vessels in your brain.

Excessive noise affects your brain and sends blood pressure soaring.



The Japanese condiment wasabi helps the growth of nerve connections.



Prioritize sleep To avoid memory problems, you need to sleep well. The “fuzziness” that follows disrupted sleep—whether due to shift work, long-haul flights, or insomnia—won’t necessarily disappear after a good night’s rest. When you don’t sleep properly, the work of the hippocampus, the part of the brain that files memories, is interrupted and it may take a while to get back to normal. If you consistently get less sleep than you need, your memory can become unreliable.
For further tips on dealing with sleep problems, see Chapter 19, A Better Night’s Sleep

Don’t keep heading the ball Studies show that repeatedly heading a soccer ball can cause lacerations to nerve fibers in the brain that affect attention, memory, sight, planning, and problem solving—damage similar to that seen in traumatic brain injury. Scientists in New York who looked at brain scans of amateur players emphasize that a single header will not cause damage. But regular heading—up to 1,000 or 1,500 times a year—“could set off a cascade of responses that can lead to degeneration of brain cells,” according to a leading neurologist. There is particular concern about excessive heading of the ball by children. Although there isn’t yet enough evidence to devise safe coaching guidelines, it makes sense to discourage youngsters from excessive ball-heading.

Drink one glass of wine A glass of wine a day staves off dementia in those over 65, according to anti-aging experts. The benefits of regular alcohol consumption based on the fact that wine is a rich source of polyphenols—natural antioxidants that provide important protection for the health of the brain. But the experts warn against excessive alcohol intake, which causes around one in ten of all cases of dementia.

Try spicy wasabi This hot-tasting Japanese condiment, often served with sushi, is packed with compounds that encourage the growth of connections between nerve cells. Horseradish and broccoli are also excellent sources of these beneficial substances.



Keeping

DEMENTIA AT BAY
There’s a lot you can do, even from an early age, to minimize your risk of developing dementia, often caused by Alzheimer’s disease. As well as paying attention to diet and exercise, try the many simple and often surprising tips on the following pages.

Shrink your belly Doctors have been telling us for years that abdominal fat can cause heart disease, diabetes, and cancer, but its effects on the brain are not so well known. But now Korean researchers have discovered that too much belly fat also puts a strain on the brain. People over 60 with a high body mass index (BMI) and a large waist are more likely to show cognitive decline and develop dementia. Fat deposits in the abdomen appear to make the hippo-campus—the brain’s memory center—shrink. Belly fat also damages links between brain cells. This so-called “brain rust” drains memory and thinking power in later life and increases the risk of dementia. So don’t delay, ask your doctor about how to shed those extra inches around your waist.

Chat it up Picking up the phone for a conversation with friends protects brain power and memory. Research shows that women with many friends who they contact every day have lower rates of dementia in later life, compared to those who mainly chat with their partner at home. Whether you phone, email, or tweet, keep in regular touch with your friends and wider family.

Pump up your Bs High doses of B vitamins can halve the rate of brain shrinkage in older people showing signs of Alzheimer’s disease, according to scientists at Oxford University in the UK. Certain B vitamins—folic acid and vitamins B6 and B12—control blood levels of a substance called homocysteine, which is associated with faster brain shrinkage and Alzheimer’s. The scientists found that people at risk of Alzheimer’s reduced their brain shrinkage by 30 percent by taking high doses of B vitamins. But experts urge caution. Talk to your doctor before exceeding recommended daily doses of vitamins.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

A brain dye could help
Thioflavin T, a common dye that Alzheimer’s researchers use in experiments to color the tangle of proteins thought to trigger the disease could turn out to be an effective anti-aging agent in its own right. US scientists have found that worms soaked in the dye live for up to 70 percent longer than undyed worms. The dye seems to preserve a healthy environment for brain proteins, preventing the tangling that occurs in people prone to Alzheimer’s. It is still too early to say whether this discovery will lead to a breakthrough treatment for Alzheimer’s sufferers.
GETTING A DIAGNOSIS
Many symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease are similar to those associated with other disorders, and this means that there is no quick and easy test that provides a definite diagnosis. But it is now possible for doctors to diagnose the disease with 90 percent certainty over a period of time. Below is a three-step plan to help you obtain a diagnosis, whether for yourself or for a member of your family:
1 Take the cognitive function test
Developed at Oxford University in the UK, this online test may help you decide whether you have early problems with different components of your memory. You can find it at www.foodforthebrain.org.
2 Check your symptoms
If you (or a member of your family) have three or more of these symptoms, consult your family doctor (see Step 3).
	Memory loss that affects job skills.
	Difficulty performing familiar tasks.
	Poor judgement.
	Tendency to misplace things.
	Problems with language, such as not remembering the right word.
	Disorientation about time and place.
	Problems with abstract thinking.
	Changes in mood, behavior or personality.
	Loss of initiative.

3 Talk to your doctor
Explain to your doctor why you think that you (or your relative) may need to be assessed for dementia. He or she will probably ask about your medical history, perform a physical examination, and possibly refer you to a memory clinic. Blood and urine tests and a brain scan may also be arranged to rule out conditions such as vitamin deficiency, stroke, thyroid problems, or a brain tumor.

Seek early diagnosis Hope that Alzheimer’s can be diagnosed at a much earlier stage has emerged through a form of MRI scanning—known as proton magnetic resonance spectroscopy—that can identify significant brain changes even in people who display no sign of cognitive decline. Early diagnosis is important because it allows you (or your relative) to receive treatment that can delay the progress of the disease. In some cases, such testing may eliminate Alzheimer’s as a diagnosis, opening the door to treatment of the true cause of the problem. If you are concerned that your symptoms may be a sign of Alzheimer’s, ask your doctor about the tests that are available.

Sage, a traditional remedy against mental decline, boosts levels of chemical messengers in the brain.



Reassure yourself about the risk The risk of Alzheimer’s is slightly increased in the offspring of a sufferer, but it remains a relatively low risk, since up to 100 different genes are involved. As the UK’s Alzheimer’s Society explains: “It is unlikely that the child of an Alzheimer’s sufferer would inherit all the disease-susceptibility genes.” If you have a parent with Alzheimer’s, your best strategy is to live the healthiest possible lifestyle. This will ensure that you have the energy and physical strength to support your parent, and also reduce your already low chances of developing the disease.

Try herbs to slow mental decline Some herbs and spices seem to slow down the onset of Alzheimer’s by improving circulation and alleviating the mood swings, anxiety, and sleep problems that are often a feature of the disorder. Here are a few suggestions for herbal remedies that are reputed to help:

American ginseng Take two 500mg capsules with breakfast and with lunch.

Schisandra tincture Take 20–40 drops in water three times a day.

Herbal teas Sip infusions of dried lemon balm leaves, passionflower, or California poppy to reduce anxiety.

Ginkgo biloba Take a supplement if you are an older person, especially if you have narrowed arteries. Ginkgo biloba is an antioxidant herb with blood-thinning properties. It may delay the development of Alzheimer’s disease by promoting blood flow to the brain.

Sage is a traditional remedy against decline in mental function. Modern science has revealed that it may work by boosting the brain chemical acetylcholine. Add it to meat and poultry dishes or sip tea made by infusing a few leaves in boiling water.

Turmeric is thought to protect the brain from the build up of amyloid plaques, the rogue proteins that trigger Alzheimer’s. This pungent yellow spice contains curcumin and is widely used in Ayurvedic medicine. Curcumin is thought to be the reason why there are so few cases of Alzheimer’s in India: In people aged 65 and older in Indian villages, the incidence is only 1 in 100—the lowest rate in the world.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Coffee clears your brain
A daily cup of coffee may help prevent Alzheimer’s disease—and drinking five cups appears to have an even greater preventive effect. The finding, by researchers in Finland and Sweden, may surprise coffee lovers, who are used to being told they are drinking too much of the beverage. But the study shows that three to five cups a day reduces the risk of Alzheimer’s in later life by up to 65 percent. Caffeine helps to raise levels of a protein called granulocyte-colony stimulating factor (GCSF), which is thought to delay the onset of Alzheimer’s. Yet caffeine on its own isn’t effective. The formation of GCSF, it seems, requires the synergy of both caffeine and another, as yet unidentified, ingredient of coffee.

Use it or lose it Having a mentally demanding job builds connections between brain cells that act as a “cognitive reserve” and help to ward off Alzheimer’s in later life. And there is now evidence that people who have regularly engaged in mentally stimulating activities during their lives have fewer amyloid plaques in their brains, the hallmark change of Alzheimer’s. In a small US study of people in their 60s, about a third developed Alzheimer’s. These people were found to have had the least intellectually demanding jobs between the ages of 20 and 50. A study of people with early signs of dementia has shown that those who continued to work, despite the diagnosis, maintained sharp brain activity for the longest. If you don’t have mentally demanding work, the following activities that you can do at home in your spare time could help keep your brain healthy:

Play computer games.

Solve puzzles.

Read and write
regularly.

See an ophthalmologist Regular eye tests won’t just help you see better, they’ll also help you think more clearly. Loss of vision in older people can often be accompanied by a decline in memory and other thinking skills. People with the “wet” type of age-related macular degeneration (AMD) who fail to get treatment and therefore suffer loss of vision, often have poorer memories than those who have been treated. And research shows that some elderly people with mild Alzheimer’s disease experience an improvement in cognitive ability, sleep patterns, and mood following successful cataract surgery.

Take prescribed NSAIDs People with rheumatoid arthritis who take nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) to reduce the joint pain caused by inflammation are less likely to develop Alzheimer’s than those who don’t take NSAIDs. The reason, doctors believe, is that anti-inflammatory drugs may reduce the brain inflammation that is thought to contribute to a decline in mental functioning. Testing is now underway to discover whether the powerful anti-inflammatory drugs used to treat arthritis could have some benefit for those already diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease. However, NSAIDs can have unwanted and sometimes dangerous side effects; there are currently no grounds for taking NSAIDs as a preventive measure.

Computer games could help delay mental decline.



Go that extra mile The more active you are between the ages of 20 and 59, the lower your risk of getting Alzheimer’s, say scientists. And post-60, the benefits of exercise continue. A study of retired men aged 71 to 93 found that those who walked less than a quarter of a mile a day were twice as likely to develop dementia compared to men who walked more than two miles daily. Another study of women aged 70 to 81 showed that even those who walked for just 1 ½ hours a week did better on tests of mental function than less active females. It’s particularly important to have plenty of exercise if you have a family history of Alzheimer’s disease.

Explore “mindfulness training” Research in Stockholm, Sweden, reveals that calm people are less likely to develop Alzheimer’s than those who become easily distressed or have a negative outlook. In fact, calm people who are also outgoing and sociable are the least likely candidates for the disorder. But how can “glass half empty” people change and take a more positive view of the world? One technique that may help is “mindfulness training”—a form of meditation that aims to cultivate compassion, curiosity, and an awareness of the present moment. Mindfulness can reduce stress and prevent depression. Visithelpguide.org/harvard/benefits-of-mindfulness.htm for further information. You can achieve positive changes if you:

Getting your eyes tested can help you think straight.



Relax Practice a few minutes of deep breathing once or twice a day.

Have a regular massage It doesn’t matter what type of massage you choose as long as you benefit from it and you can fit it into your everyday life.

Try a yoga class You are never too old to start doing yoga; opt for a class that matches your experience and suppleness.

Take a break You can get long-term gains by taking time away from your usual stresses and strains.

Treat sleep apnea This condition, in which breathing pauses for several seconds or even minutes during sleep, affects six out of ten elderly people. Scientists writing in the Journal of the American Medical Association warn that, if not treated, the disorder leads to low levels of oxygen in the blood, which increases the risk of dementia. The scientists found that just under half of those with sleep apnea developed cognitive impairment or dementia, compared with nearly one in three of those without the problem. Treatment, which is essential, normally involves a plastic sleep mask linked by a tube to a small bedside machine that generates sufficient air pressure to keep the airwaves open during sleep.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Alzheimer’s clues in the nose
The search for new ways to identify the earliest stages of Alzheimer’s disease has made some surprising discoveries. One of the most promising methods is to check deposits in the mucus membranes of the nose. German researchers have shown that the tau protein—the chemical that damages brain cells in people with Alzheimer’s—is deposited in the nasal passages long before there is any sign of mental decline. If further tests confirm the findings, nasal-passage testing could become a valuable tool in screening for Alzheimer’s disease.



Parkinson’s disease:

SLOWING THE SYMPTOMS
The degenerative condition, Parkinson’s, affects 7 to 10 million people worldwide. As yet there is no cure, but there are many ways to help protect yourself against the disease and also to relieve symptoms if you already have Parkinson’s.

Drink polyphenol-rich green tea Green tea contains plant chemicals called polyphenols—antioxidants that may protect against Parkinson’s disease—according to research published in the journal Biological Psychiatry. Polyphenols help to prevent the breakdown of the nerve cells in the brain responsible for producing dopamine, a brain chemical essential for transmitting signals that coordinate movement. The reduction in the number of these cells makes it difficult for people with Parkinson’s to move normally and maintain balance. Try to make green tea a daily habit, whether or not you are at risk of Parkinson’s.

Giving newly painted rooms a thorough airing will reduce your exposure to dangerous fumes.



Beware of solvents Researchers have discovered that exposure to the dry-cleaning solvent perchloroethylene (PERC, also known as tetrachloroethylene) increases the risk of developing Parkinson’s disease ten-fold. Exposure to other industrial solvents was found to hold similar risks. Chemicals of this type are also used in some glues, paints, and carpet cleaners. To protect yourself, try to avoid spending time in places where these chemicals are used and give rooms that have been newly painted or recarpeted a thorough airing before you use them again.

Have lots of berries Eat rasp-berries, strawberries, and chocolate as often as you can (though not necessarily together) say nutritionists. Summer berries are a good source of anthocyanins—plant chemicals that may help protect brain cells and reduce the risk of Parkinson’s disease. Both chocolate and berries are rich in flavonoids, which have also been shown to protect against this neurological disorder.

Be alert for deep-brain therapy Researchers in the UK discovered that they could make healthy people move in slow motion by applying an electric current to the scalp to boost their brain waves. Deep-brain stimulation, involving an implantable chip powered by a battery, could be used to regulate brain waves, thereby reducing the impact of Parkinson’s symptoms. Scientists have created a computer model of the brain’s neural networks to improve understanding of Parkinson’s. If they can find the precise area to stimulate, deep-brain stimulation could become a standard treatment.

Calm with a herbal tea Have a regular cup of herbal tea or a dose of a preparation with calming and muscle-relaxant qualities to help combat the symptoms of Parkinson’s disease. Here are some suggestions:

Try a teaspoonful of dried St John’s wort or lavender in a cup of boiling water.

Add 25 drops of tincture of passion flower to a glass of water.

Take a couple of valerian capsules.

Be a proactive patient Don’t assume that because your doctor has prescribed medicine for your condition that there’s no more that can be done, even if your condition worsens. The brain’s response to levodopa, the drug most commonly used for Parkinson’s, changes over time. Always tell your doctor about any increase in symptoms; he or she may decide to adjust the dose or type of drug prescribed.

Don’t mix protein and medication Protein, found in meat, fish, eggs, and dairy products, can interfere with the absorption of levodopa, the drug often used to treat Parkinson’s. It is advised to take this medication 45 minutes before a meal but not with a milk-containing drink.

Gou teng, a Chinese remedy, contains a chemical that normalizes vital brain cell functions.



Try Chinese gou teng Used for centuries in China, the herb gou teng has produced positive results as a treatment for Parkinson’s in Western drug company trials. Sufferers reported better sleep and more fluent speech after just 13 weeks on gou teng, according to the journal Parkinson’s Disease. Researchers found that the herb contains an alkaloid called isorhy, which appears to normalize the brain-cell death process that often becomes disrupted by Parkinson’s. A synthesized version of the herb is being developed that may eventually lead to a new treatment for Parkinson’s. If you are considering using this remedy, or especially if you are already on medication, discuss it first with your doctor.

Seek expert physical therapy Increasing stiffness is common in Parkinson’s sufferers. But there’s much that can be done by following an exercise program under the guidance of a physical therapist. Similarly, you may notice problems with speech for which specialized speech therapy can be helpful. Ask your doctor if you think you could benefit from these therapies.
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Maximizing
YOUR MEMORY
The human brain’s capacity for recall is truly mind-boggling, but memory is more than a mental filing cabinet. From childhood memories to knowing where you’ve left your keys, it plays a vital role in your life. Nobody wants to become forgetful and, fortunately, research now shows that serious lapses are not inevitable as we go through life. Read on for tips to help you retain your precious memories.



Fuel your

POWERS OF RECALL
As with your physical health, your memory can be affected by how you look after it, and specifically by what you eat and drink. To keep it functioning well into old age, nourish your brain with a healthy, varied diet that includes as many as possible of the brain-boosting foods suggested on the following pages.

Drink blueberries Consuming the equivalent of 2 to 2 ½ cups of blueberry juice a day can boost your memory, according to a study at the University of Cincinnati. When a group of volunteers in their 70s with early memory decline did this for two months they performed significantly better in learning and memory tests. A second group given a placebo did not appear to benefit. So try blueberry juice instead of your usual drink and see the difference. For extra benefit, include blueberries in your regular diet.

Dine on greens Green leafy vegetables contain an abundance of folates, a type of B vitamin that can help to improve memory and information-processing skills. In a study carried out in the Netherlands, researchers gave a group of volunteers either a low-dose folic acid supplement (a synthetic form of folate) or a placebo for three years. At the end of the study, tests showed the folic acid group had significantly better memory than the placebo group. Leafy greens, broccoli, and green beans are all excellent sources of folate, so eat these delicious vegetables as often as possible.

Eat oily fish twice a week Among the many studies confirming the benefits of fish oils for the brain, a review by researchers at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine revealed that higher levels of an omega-3 fatty acid called docosahexaenoic acid (DHA)—found in oily fish, such as salmon, sardines, and mackerel—improves cognitive function, including memory, and reduces the risk of dementia in older people. A separate study at the University of California found that omega-3 fatty acids help to strengthen synapses, the connections between brain cells. Two to three portions of oily fish a week will provide sufficient omega-3s to keep your memory in good shape. If you’re not keen on eating fish, try a daily fish oil supplement in capsule form.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Breathe insulin
Inhaling insulin helps improve memory in people with memory impairment, according to scientists from Brazil and the US. In a study, people who breathed in insulin twice daily had improved memory and ability to carry out everyday tasks. Insulin has a positive effect on the memory by feeding the brain extra glucose, which it needs to function efficiently. Insulin also helps to cancel out the effects of cortisol, a stress hormone that interferes with retrieving memories. But breathing insulin is not practical for most people; instead make sure your brain gets the glucose it needs by taking daily exercise and eating less fat and refined sugar.

Eat a starchy breakfast Always eat breakfast, say researchers at Canada’s University of Toronto. Their study of a group of healthy men and women aged 61 to 79 found that they performed better in memory tests after a morning meal. It did not matter whether the food source was protein, starch, or fat. Another study from the same institute compared the memory-improving effects of different breakfasts eaten after an overnight fast. A starchy meal of potatoes or barley produced better results in short- and long-term memory tests than a glucose-laden lemon drink. The sugars in starchy foods increase the blood levels of the brain’s essential fuel—glucose. Here are some ideas for a memory-boosting breakfast:

A bowl of oatmeal or cereal topped with dried cranberries and sliced almonds.

An omelet filled with chopped vegetables.

A whole-grain bagel topped with sliced tomatoes and cucumber, followed by a handful of berries.

A slice of whole-wheat toast spread with peanut butter, followed by a sliced banana or low-fat yogurt sprinkled with granola and fruit.

Try memory-boosting guarana This Amazon rainforest fruit has long been used by the indigenous people as a natural stimulant. Its reputation has now been confirmed by research at Northumbria University in the UK. The study showed that guarana can reduce mental fatigue and make you feel more alert. Other research has also found that it can help boost memory, alertness, and mood. Guarana contains a compound called guarine, which is thought to stimulate the brain gradually over several hours rather than producing the “peaks and troughs” so often associated with caffeine-laden drinks. Look out for guarana drinks, gums, and other guarana products in health food stores.
CATEGORIES OF MEMORY
Memories are of different types and the brain handles them in different ways. There are three main categories of memory identified by doctors and used to define and diagnose the different conditions that can affect the memory.

Sensory memory retains the transitory impression of a sight, sound, taste, or smell as soon as you experience it. This form of memory tends to be lost soon after the stimulus ends. But the memory of particular smells is longer lasting and is often linked to the emotions that you felt at the same time.

Short-term memory is a temporary bank where information is stored for a few seconds or minutes. For example, a telephone number you’re about to call or the name of someone you’ve just met. As you age, your short-term memory becomes progressively less effective.

Long-term memory is a more permanent archive, in which information is stored over hours, days, or years. This includes declarative memories (simple facts or recollections of specific periods in your life) or procedural memories (relating to the retention of skills such as swimming or riding a bike). Our procedural memories are often preserved even when short-term memory is impaired.

Say “no” to sweets Carrying extra pounds can dim your memory. One easy way to control your weight is by saving desserts for special occasions only. When French researchers checked the body mass index (BMI) and thinking skills of 2,223 women and men aged between 32 and 62 on two occasions over five years, they found that those with high BMIs scored lower in memory tests and had a steeper mental decline. Substitute fresh fruit or low-fat yogurt for creamy desserts.

Fill up on legumes Lentils, peas, and beans are rich in B vitamins, which can help protect your memory and nervous system. Vitamin B12 (cobalamin) and vitamin B9 (folate) are especially good for memory. This family of vitamins helps break down homocysteine, an amino acid that can trigger inflammation in blood vessels, which in turn can lead to clogged arteries and poor memory. Good food sources include leafy green vegetables, broccoli, and other vegetables from the cabbage family, yeast extract, cottage cheese, peanut butter, and eggs. If you think your diet could be lacking in B vitamins, ask your doctor if you should take a B-complex supplement.

Go veggie Changing to a mainly vegetarian diet is just one way to reduce your cholesterol levels. Red meat is high in saturated fats, which boost levels of “bad” LDL cholesterol. High LDL levels have been shown to damage blood vessels, which in the long term may affect memory. In a study of more than 3,600 British civil servants, those with the lowest levels of “good” HDL cholesterol were 60 percent more likely to have poor memories than those with high HDL levels. When researchers revisited the men five years later they found that those whose HDL levels had continued to decline were two-thirds more likely to have memory problems. Vegetarians tend to have lower cholesterol levels than those who include meat in their diet. And vegans, who eat no animal products, have even lower levels. It makes sense to cut out meat and fill up your plate with vegetables instead—even if only a few times a week.

Savor more sage To boost your powers of recall try to include more sage in your meals. A group of British scientists invited young adults to take part in a word recall test. Some were given capsules containing sage oil and others a placebo. Both groups were tested at intervals to see how many words they could remember. The sage oil group performed consistently better than the placebo group. To harness the herb’s benefits, drink a tea made with a few fresh leaves, include sage leaves in salad dressings, or use them to flavor fish, poultry, or potatoes. It is thought that the anti-inflammatory effects of sage can boost the memory for several hours.
For further tips on reducing your cholesterol levels, see Chapter 2, Blood and Circulation

Give ginkgo a try An extract from leaves of the ginkgo, or maidenhair tree contains antioxidant compounds that help to dilate blood vessels, increase blood circulation, inhibit blood vessel blockages, and encourage blood flow to the brain. These effects can help protect against memory loss caused by lack of oxygen reaching the brain.

Snack on grapes Retrain your palate so that you choose healthy snacks, such as fruit, between meals. Grapes, in particular, are rich in phytochemicals and antioxidants, which help improve blood circulation to the brain and so improve cognitive function, including memory. Studies have shown that people with a high intake of trans fats, which are found in baked foods such as cookies, are at a higher risk of memory problems than those who snack on healthy foods. Portable and easy to eat, grapes are the perfect nibble.

Recall more with rosemary This common herb has long been associated with remembrance. Now scientists from the UK’s Northumbria University have discovered a scientific basis for this. When a group of people inhaled the aroma from essential oil of rosemary, their powers of memory and concentration showed a significant improvement. Pop a few drops of rosemary essential oil in an aromatherapy burner. Not only will the sweet aroma pervade your home, it will also boost your mental focus and powers of recall.

Drink decaffeinated coffee A cup or two of decaffeinated coffee may help protect the memory of people suffering from age-related forgetfulness and may even prevent it—so say scientists at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine. Their research showed that consumption of decaffeinated coffee could increase the brain’s ability to utilize (metabolize) glucose in the blood over a period of months. People with type 2 diabetes are particularly susceptible to memory problems caused by impaired glucose metabolism in the brain. The scientists say that drinking decaffeinated coffee may provide special benefits for those suffering from this condition.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Drink plenty of fluids
Our brains consist of up to 85 percent water, so it’s no surprise that lack of fluid has an immediate effect on memory—dehydration can lead to confusion and other problems related to brain function. A mere 2 percent drop in body water can trigger fuzzy brain syndrome. If you don’t like plain water, add some interest with a sliver of orange, lemon, or lime. Alternatively, drink fruit and herbal teas, which count toward your daily fluid intake.

Eat kale and lentils These foods are rich in iron, which can help preserve memory. This mineral is an essential component of hemoglobin, the oxygen-carrying substance in red blood cells. And all brain functions, including memory, depend on a healthy blood supply. Iron is found in legumes, green leafy vegetables, and seeds. However, the most easily absorbed type—known as “heme” iron—is found in red meat. By treating yourself to the occasional steak, you’ll be doing your memory a huge favor. Vegans, vegetarians, and people who don’t eat red meat for other reasons should consider a supplement.

Get enough calcium Ensure your diet contains plenty of calcium-rich foods to help keep your memory fine-tuned. Too little of this vital mineral can encourage protein build-up in the synapses—the connections between brain cells—and disrupt their functioning. Just three slices of Cheddar cheese and two glasses of milk will give you enough calcium to meet your daily quota. Leafy green vegetables such as kale and cabbage are also good calcium sources. It’s worth bearing in mind that caffeine can increase the excretion of calcium and it may therefore be wise to limit your intake of coffee, tea, and cola drinks.

Cut your calories Research from the Mayo Clinic suggests that eating between 2,100 and 6,000 calories a day can double your risk of memory loss or mild cognitive impairment (MCI). In a study of 1,233 people between 70 and 89 who ate different amounts of calories, the odds of developing MCI more than doubled for those eating the most. Cut calories and follow a healthy well-balanced diet to help preserve your memory as you age.

Don’t ditch carbohydrates If you’re trying to lose weight, don’t follow a low-carbohydrate diet because it could affect your mental acuity. Your memory needs a continuous supply of glucose to function properly. By restricting your intake of carbohydrates, you are reducing the amount of glucose reaching your brain. Researchers from Tufts University found that women on a low or zero carbohydrate diet performed worse on thinking and memory tests than when they reduced calories without cutting back the carbohydrates. If you need to lose weight but want to stay at your peak mentally, don’t ban carbohydrates completely.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Chewing gum helps your memory
When researchers put a group of 75 adults through a battery of memory and attention tests, those who were chewing gum scored higher in tests of word recall than those who merely mimicked chewing movements and another group who did not chew at all. The gum-chewing group was also more accurate in spatial working memory tests—involving items such as finding your way around a new area. Chewing is thought to boost oxygen delivery to the brain and may trigger the release of insulin, also believed to stimulate memory.

The aroma of essential oil of rosemary could enhance your mental powers.





  Remember

YOUR LIFESTYLE
As well as watching what you eat, your memory will be helped by other lifestyle changes and tips. Most of these dos and don’ts are easy to incorporate into even the busiest life and the more of them you try and stick to, the better for your memory.

Forget which bus you took By forgetting things you don’t need to know—such as which bus you took last week—you are freeing up space in your memory. Research carried out at the University of Illinois showed that people who were good at discarding unnecessary information were also good at problem solving. They were also better at hanging on to memories when they were in distracting situations. Trying to remember too much can cause loss of mental acuity. So don’t fret if you can’t remember things of no great consequence, it just means your brain is doing its job of prioritizing information.

Using your hands to express yourself will help you to remember better.



Learn a poem a day Learning verses by heart gives those memory muscles a helpful workout. According to research, a septuagenarian who started training his memory at the age of 58 can now recite all 60,000 words of John Milton’s Paradise Lost with amazing accuracy. With enough time and effort anyone can do it. If you don’t fancy poetry, try memorizing some useful telephone numbers or zip codes.

Let your hands do the talking Using your hands to express what you are saying can help you to remember better. A study conducted by the University of Chicago revealed that people who gesticulated most had a more retentive memory than those who kept their hands to themselves. The researchers think using gestures may free up thinking space and therefore leave more room for memory.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Memory takes two years to become fixed
When you first start to form a memory, your brain needs time to process it. According to experts, this can take an astonishing 24 months. During this time, memories may be taken in and out of storage and replayed over and over again. But once a memory is fixed in this way, the chances are it will be retained for good.

Work up a sweat Try to do some type of regular activity that gets you slightly sweaty and breathless. You know this is good for your general health but, in addition, aerobic exercise boosts blood flow to the brain helping the hippocampus, the area associated with memory, to flourish. A small study of adults in their 60s found that going on the treadmill just three times a week for a year reversed age-linked loss of brain volume by one or two years and improved spatial memory. Choose exercise that is not so intense that you can’t chat to a companion—brisk walking, jogging, or running, swimming, dancing—anything that works up a sweat.

Be a chatterbox Chatting could help you remember. A team of psychologists from the University of Michigan Institute for Social Research found that talking to someone for at least 10 minutes a day was good intellectual exercise—in fact, they discovered that chatting was as effective as more traditional kinds of mental exercise, such as puzzles and games, for boosting memory. So cement your memories by having a regular gab fest with your friends and family.

Get 8 hours sleep While you’re asleep your memories are fixed in the brain, making later retrieval possible. A study carried out by researchers in 2010 showed that as well as consolidating information, the brain is also organizing memories and picking out the most salient information during those nighttime hours. Scientists think sleep may not only make memories stick but could also help you to come up with creative new ideas. Numerous experiments have found that going to sleep shortly after learning new facts or skills helps your brain reinforce its memory traces. It doesn’t matter if it’s a good night’s sleep or a quick afternoon nap, as long as you go into a deep sleep. And to maximize the benefit to your memory, try to get about 8 hours sleep most nights.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Protective headgear
Wearing a helmet when engaging in potentially risky sporting activities could save your brain. While a mild bump may have little or no effect, medical science has shown that moderate and severe head injuries can cause changes to blood flow patterns in the brain and affect connections between brain cells, contributing to memory loss. Manufacturers design helmets to withstand the impact of a fall or blow, so it’s vital to wear one appropriate for your sport. Whether you’re biking, motorcycling, skateboarding, horseback riding, skiing, or rock climbing, protect your memory with a helmet.

Build memory with “me” time Keep your stress levels down by taking time out to do something relaxing and enjoyable every day. Studies show that high levels of cortisol, one of the main stress hormones, can damage the hippocampus, the part of the brain most closely involved with memory.

Taking up a new skill, such as knitting, will improve your memory.



Don’t concentrate too hard The secret to better recall could lie in timing. Give yourself time to ruminate but move on from those “tip-of-the-tongue” moments. Humans move between “areas” in their memories much as bees flit between flowers for pollen. A study in which college students were asked to name as many animals as they could in 3 minutes found that those who stayed too long or not long enough on one task recalled fewer animals than those who were adept at switching between areas. Chances are that the information you want to retrieve will come to you if you don’t dwell too long on one illusive challenge.

Focus to fix it Your brain needs at least 8 seconds of focused concentration to process information and send it successfully into long-term storage. To ensure efficient recall, give up multitasking and apply your mind to one thing at a time.
 BODY POWER

To learn it, do it
When it comes to remembering, physical actions are as important as thoughts. You will learn and remember something faster if you involve your body as well as your mind. For example, it is easier to remember the layout of a town if you walk the streets rather than trying to learn it from a map alone.

Test yourself To be sure of recalling something, repeatedly bring it to mind. Cognitive scientists are starting to appreciate this retrieval practice. In a key study, a small group of students were asked to learn the meaning of 40 Swahili words; those who were repeatedly asked to recall the words during the learning session scored an average of 80 percent in a test a week later. But those who simply studied the words without actively testing themselves scored an average of just 36 percent. If you want to remember something, self-testing can help to make it stick.

Learn to draw or take up any new skill and you’ll be surprised how it can improve your memory. Anything that stretches your brain or pushes you mentally just a little bit further or in a different direction helps strengthen synapses—the connections between brain cells that enable us to learn, adapt, and form memories. If you work in an office, learn to dance; if you are a dancer, learn how to use a computer; if you are a programmer, learn how to draw. Skills such as knitting that involve brain, eye, and hand coordination are as beneficial as mentally challenging games such as bridge or chess. What ever activity you choose, it should provide a challenge to yield the full benefit.

Stroll down memory lane Walking is good for your physical health and now there is evidence that it’s good for your memory, too. Research indicates that walking can prevent brain shrinkage and memory loss. In a study, older adults who walked between 6 and 9 miles a week had more gray matter—a type of brain tissue—after nine years than people who didn’t walk as far. Those who walked the most also cut their risk of memory loss in half. Make a daily walk part of your memory boosting strategy.

Find a quiet place Shut yourself away in a quiet room or go to the library if you want to learn something. Studies reveal that exposure to noise can slow your ability to rehearse things in your mind—one of the ways in which you build memory links. Whether you are trying to study for exams or learning for some other reason, make sure you are not within earshot of the television, radio, or computer.

Clear your mind Our ability both to recall and process information at the same time dwindles as we grow older. According to a study, a cluttered mind may be to blame. The researchers suggest relaxation exercises, yoga, or meditation to give your mind a clean start. Ask at your local community center about classes in your area.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Expanding your brain power
Scientists have made the exciting discovery that brain cells continue to forge new connections throughout life. You are therefore capable of learning and forming new memories whatever your age. Even more amazing is that some parts of the brain—notably the hippocampus, the center of memory and emotion—can actually form new cells. This regrowth and rewiring is something you can influence, as a study of London taxi drivers proves. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) of the drivers’ brains revealed enlargement of the area of the hippocampus used for navigating in three-dimensional space. The drivers’ experience of negotiating complex London streets had exercised a part of their brains, which had grown as a result. The scientists concluded that stimulating the brain by giving it complex tasks can actually help it to grow.

Get rid of the smoke from your lungs and you will be doing your memory a favor. Smokers have poorer recall because less oxygen reaches the brain. But the encouraging news is that research reveals that once you quit, your ability to remember everyday things can improve. In a recent UK study, a group of smokers, previous smokers, and people who had never smoked were asked to do certain tasks at specific places on a tour of the campus. Smokers remembered 59 percent of the tasks, those who had given up smoking remembered 74 percent, and the nonsmokers, 81 percent. If you want to keep your memory strong, give up smoking without delay. Ask your doctor for the help you need to do this.

Work out to remember Abdominal fat, the source of so many risks to bodily health, can also affect mental performance. Researchers in France gave word recall tests to a large group of middle-aged men and women and they found that the more svelte participants performed 35 percent better than those with the largest waist sizes. Reduce the excess fat that tends to accumulate around your middle by combining regular exercise with a calorie-controlled diet to improve your memory and other mental functions.

Surf the web Spending time searching the Internet may help to stimulate your memory. It requires you to make multiple decisions, which in turn engages the circuits associated with attention, memory, and reasoning. It could be time to stop feeling guilty about spending all those hours online. But bear in mind that meeting people in person, socializing, going for walks, and doing puzzles can be just as stimulating for your brain’s memory centers.
 BODY POWER

Clear your head
Try this quick and easy relaxation exercise to clear your mind of unnecessary information. Choose a quiet time of day and a place where you won’t be disturbed:
	Lie on your back on a firm bed or mat on the floor.
	Let your feet flop outward and your hands rest, palms up, by your sides.
	Close your eyes and sigh to release tension. Breathe slowly, pausing after each exhalation.
	Release tension in your toes, feet, and legs. Then do the same with your fingertips, arms, and neck. Ease tension in your shoulders by lowering them away from your ears.
	Visualize the muscles of your face becoming smooth and relaxed.
	Be aware of the relaxation in the muscles throughout your body.
	When you’re ready, slowly open your eyes and stretch.
	Bend your knees and roll onto your side before slowly getting up.


Rehearse that name When being introduced to someone new it’s easy to forget their name as it goes in one ear and out the other. Try these tips to help you remember new names:

Stop and listen carefully and repeat the name in your head or out loud by saying, for example, “It’s nice to meet you, Jane.”

Practice the names of the people you are introduced to in the evening and the morning after the encounter.
Brain scientists call this “spaced rehearsal” and believe it to be more effective than trying to recall the names 5 minutes before the next meeting or social occasion. This technique can also help you to remember other kinds of information such as where you parked your car. Repeat to yourself the name of the road or a nearby landmark, and you’ll be less likely to find yourself wandering the streets later on looking for it.

Brush and floss twice a day It may surprise you to know that taking care of your teeth can help to keep your brain sharp. Numerous studies have shown that gum disease caused by poor oral hygiene may trigger inflammatory chemicals, which could affect areas of the brain involved in memory loss. Brush and floss twice daily and see your dental hygienist regularly.

Become a sightseer Pick a town or city that you have always wanted to visit and spend a day exploring it. Map reading will challenge your mind, while new sights, smells and sounds will stimulate it. This in turn can help to create new synapses—those vital connections between brain cells that memories are made from. If you live in a big enough town or city, you can pick an area you don’t really know, and spend some time scouting around.

Get dressed with your eyes closed Trying out new activities or performing familiar ones in a new way may help to stimulate underused nerve cells in parts of the brain linked to memory and abstract thought, according to research from the Duke University Medical Center. Nerve cells in these areas tend to shrink with age, which can reduce the brain’s ability to process new experiences and retrieve old memories. To keep your brain alert and improve its processing power, give it an occasional surprise—for example, try getting dressed with your eyes closed, or try brushing your teeth, holding your fork, or using your computer mouse with your nondominant hand.

Take a break A rest may be as effective as sleeping in terms of refreshing your brain. Researchers asked a group of people to do a mental task before instructing them to rest and let their minds float free. Using a brain-scanning technique that shows the brain at work, they found that during rest periods the areas of the brain concerned with memory were as active as when the participants were engaged in the task. It would seem that your brain is working for you even when you’re resting. So take that coffee break even if you’re busy; it may help you remember.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Excitement embeds memories
The laying down of memories depends on physical processes that can be greatly influenced by mood-boosting chemicals. The secretion of these chemicals fluctuates and, according to the experts, the more heightened your emotional state when a new experience occurs the more likely you are to remember key details. So that’s why it’s easier to recall the exciting events in your life better than those of a more ordinary kind.

Using a map to explore new places stimulates your mind and helps to fix memories.





What the

EXPERTS KNOW
If you are experiencing memory problems, there could be a variety of causes—many of which are unrelated to age. Some drugs can interfere with the brain, as can fluctuations in hormone levels and certain illnesses. Read on to find out more about what the professionals know and what they can do to help.

Select your statin Cholesterol-lowering statins offer excellent protection against heart disease and stroke, but several drugs in this group can affect memory. A recent overview of many thousands of people taking statins found that some statins could impair recollection of recent events. If you feel that the statin you’re taking is having this effect, speak to your doctor about changing to a different variety, but don’t stop your medication without medical advice.

Get help for depression Consult your doctor if you’re feeling depressed. Depression slows your brain’s ability to process information, hinders concentration, and can deplete memory. It has also been linked with physical changes in the brain itself. When researchers from King’s College London scanned the brains of a group of depressed people, they found a reduced volume in the hippocampus—the area of the brain related to memory—compared with a group of happier people. Depression appears to interfere with neural connections, making memories difficult to form and retrieve. If you are feeling low as well as having problems of recall, don’t delay in consulting your doctor.

Black cohosh may help post-menopausal memory problems by boosting estrogen levels.



Combat baby drain Maternal amnesia or “baby drain” may be more than just a myth. When Australian researchers compared the memory performance of pregnant and non-pregnant women, the pregnant group fared worse, especially when it came to remembering new phone numbers or people’s names. As well as hormonal changes, it’s thought that changes in lifestyle together with the disruption and loss of routine that pregnancy brings may be to blame. You can’t do anything about the hormones, but you can try to get as much sleep as possible and eat a nutrient-rich diet to help keep your memory sharp.

Replace estrogen If you’re menopausal and becoming forgetful, it may be the result of low estrogen. A study from the University of California has found that dwindling levels of the female hormone estrogen affect the neurotransmitters—the chemical messengers in the brain. Ask your doctor whether hormone replacement therapy (HRT) would be appropriate for you. If you don’t want to embark on HRT, try one of the herbal supplements that can act as estrogen substitutes—red clover, dong quai (a Chinese remedy), sage, or black cohosh.

A nutrient-filled diet can help keep your memory sharp while you’re pregnant.



Get your thyroid checked If you’re forgetful and also feeling tired, putting on weight and feeling down in the dumps, you may be suffering from low thyroid levels (hypothyroidism), a condition that affects 15 in every 1,000 women—it’s less common in men. If the thyroid gland is underactive, many functions, including mental acuity and memory, can be affected. The condition is easily diagnosed and treated. If you’re concerned, ask your doctor to arrange for you to have a thyroid check.

Reconsider your sleeping pills Sleeping pills can damage memory and performance both immediately and on the following day. If they affect you in this way, consider lifestyle changes as an alternative to pills. Are you drinking too many caffeinated drinks or eating too late? Are you getting enough exercise? Are you exercising too late in the evening, which makes it harder to wind down? Good sleep hygiene—going to bed and getting up at the same time each day and keeping your bedroom for sleep and sex—is also important. If all else fails you might consider a natural herbal supplement such as valerian. Discuss your options with your doctor.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

A memory-boosting pill
A drug that boosts memory could be on the horizon, according to researchers from the Baylor College of Medicine. They found that blocking the action of a molecule called PKR increased the excitability of brain cells and significantly enhanced their powers of learning and memory. The next step could be to develop a memory-enhancing drug that specifically targets PKR, which could hold the key to how we can keep our memories longer as well as how we create new ones.
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Sharpen
YOUR SENSES
The acuity of your five senses inevitably declines with age—and in some cases because of mistreatment—but scientists are developing new solutions and there is also much you can do to protect and preserve them. And in some cases, there are strategies to help you increase their sensitivity—which will also enhance your enjoyment of their powers.



Protecting

YOUR EYESIGHT
Your brain receives more input from your eyes than all your other senses combined: They supply half the total information in your conscious mind. You can help protect these vital organs from damage and disease by acting now on these effective and intriguing tips and hints.

Smell your eye makeup You have probably never thought about bacteria lurking in your mascara and other eye cosmetics—but they love it and can end up causing eye infections. Health experts suggest that you should discard your makeup every three months. If you balk at throwing away unfinished (and often pricey) cosmetics four times a year, an alternative way to stay safe—according to the authoritative Mayo Clinic—is to treat your cosmetics in the same way as food and smell them before use. If it has gone bad, mascara will smell like bad fish does when it’s not fresh.

Eat sunshine-colored foods Make sure your dinner plate contains a splash of yellow or orange. Egg yolks and a wide range of orange or yellow vegetables, including carrots and squash, are good sources of zeaxanthin and lutein. These vital nutrients help protect against age-related macular degeneration (AMD), which is the most common cause of blindness in older people. Researchers at the University of Wisconsin, have reported that people in their 50s who regularly eat food containing the yellow pigment that gives egg yolks their bright color are less likely to develop AMD. Dark green vegetables including kale, cabbage, red lettuce, arugula, spinach, romaine, broccoli, and zucchini have the same beneficial effect.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Fish provides insight for eyes
A tiny striped tropical fish is helping doctors develop new strategies to slow or reverse eye conditions such as glaucoma, cataracts, retinopathy, and age-related macular degeneration (AMD). The similarities between human eyes and those of the zebra fish—a striped freshwater fish of the minnow family native to the southeast Himalayas—have thrown light on how these potentially devastating eye diseases develop as we age. Research into the mechanisms by which zebra fish regenerate their retinas after injury may lead to new eye treatments.


Send your children outside The indoor lifestyle led by many families in the West could have a surprisingly negative effect on children’s eyesight, leading to an increased risk of myopia (short-sightedness). Scientists at Cambridge University in the UK, who carried out a review of research in this area, found that children today are spending too little time outside, where the light is natural and the horizons are further away. Making more use of distance vision and increased exposure to ultraviolet light are the principal health gains of having regular time playing outside, the scientists report in the journal Ophthalmology. Studies show that every hour children regularly spend outside reduces their risk of short-sightedness by 2 percent.

Every hour that children regularly spend outside reduces their risk of short-sightedness by 2 percent.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

A source of new eye cells
Stem cells from human embryos could soon produce an unlimited supply of retinal pigment cells that can halt, and even reverse, blindness caused by degenerative disorders such as age-related macular degeneration (AMD). These disorders damage specialized neurons or brain cells, known as photoreceptors, in the retina. Now doctors are testing therapies to repair this damage. One approach, by a leading California biotechnology company, involves injecting retinal pigment cells directly into the eye.

Get tested for glaucoma Ask your ophthalmologist about having a test for this serious eye condition. The disease, a leading cause of blindness, is caused by a rise in pressure inside the eye. Early diagnosis can save your vision because prescription eye drops can prevent the otherwise inevitable damage to the optic nerve. The International Glaucoma Association recommends testing at least every two years if you are:
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Set an alarm
One way to remind yourself to take regular breaks from your computer is
to set an alarm. Time it to beep every 30 minutes to remind you to look up and away from your computer, preferably at a distant point for at least 30 seconds. This strategy helps to prevent eye fatigue and eye strain.

Over 40

Closely related to someone with glaucoma

Short sighted

Diabetic

Of African-Caribbean origin

Take a break If you work long hours in front of a screen in artificial light, you are increasing your chances of becoming short sighted, according to California eye specialists. Take regular short breaks away from the screen and walk around the office to exercise your eyes as well as your legs. If possible, alternate your work duties so you reduce the length of periods spent in front of a screen. And make a determined effort to get out of the office at lunchtime.

Don’t tell the children You may constantly warn your children of the dire consequences of sitting too close to the TV, but this causes no long-term damage to eyes. The worst it can do is tire your eyes or temporarily stress them, which may cause problems in focusing until they have rested. All the same, it’s better for your child’s eye health to play outside than to sit in front of a screen—at whatever distance.

Wear eye protection You may wear goggles to protect your eyes from chlorine in the swimming pool—but what about other occasions when your eyes may be at risk? If splinters, dust, and other small particles get into your eye, there is a risk of corneal abrasions that could threaten your vision. The American Academy of Ophthalmology estimates that 90 percent of eye injuries could be avoided by wearing protective eyewear. Be sure to safeguard your eyes while cycling, doing DIY jobs (particularly sanding and sawing), and even gardening—bamboo canes, twigs, and thorns can pose a serious hazard to your eyes.

Protective eyewear could prevent 90 percent of accidental eye injuries.



Walk for 40 minutes If you have glaucoma or are in a high-risk group being physically fit can reduce symptoms. Research over 20 years has shown that people with glaucoma who walked briskly for 40 minutes four times a week reduced their intraocular pressure enough for them to stop taking medication for the condition.

Keep clear of smoke Smoking is as bad for your eyesight as it is for the rest of your body. Research showing a link between age-related macular degeneration (AMD) and smoking is now as robust as that between smoking and lung cancer—with evidence that cigarette smokers are up to four times more likely to be blinded by AMD compared to nonsmokers. What’s more, this risk continues for up to ten years after smoking cessation.
For tips on how to give up smoking, see Chapter 20, Breaking Bad Habits

Cool your feet Make sure that the vents that deliver cool air into your car are aimed at your feet rather than at eye level. Specialists warn that the dry air from car air conditioning systems sucks moisture out of your eyes, which can cause discomfort and put you at greater risk of eye infections and even ulcers. The same goes for the air conditioning in planes, trains, coaches—and even in offices. Check where you are sitting and adjust the vents if you can.

Eat fish for moist eyes Scientific research has found that eating oily fish helps to prevent dry eye syndrome. This irritating condition, which is common in older people, occurs when the eyes do not produce enough tears or when the tears evaporate too quickly. The result is itchy, red eyes that can be slightly painful. Harvard University researchers, who studied the diets of thousands of women, found that those who ate the least amount of oily fish—and therefore had the lowest intake of omega-3 fatty acids—had the highest risk of dry eye syndrome. If you’re not keen on eating oily fish, you could choose supplements, which work as well as having fresh fish, according to the researchers.

Get wraparound protection You may already know that wraparound sunglasses offer the best protection for the eyes against the damage of ultraviolet rays during sunny weather. Researchers now suggest that wearing sunglasses of this type on a cloudy day is also beneficial for your eye health. Exactly why this is so is not fully understood, but one theory is that the glasses also protect against the drying effects of wind and against pollution. The Mayo Clinic offers the following tips when choosing sunglasses:

UV protection Choose glasses that offer 99–100 percent UV protection.

Polarized lenses While these are useful for reducing glare, make sure that they also offer the eyes UV protection.

Lens size Opt for large lenses, which exclude the most light. Wraparound styles are the best.

Lower the screen You can reduce your risk of suffering from dry eyes while working at a computer simply by positioning the screen just below eye level. This will mean that your eyes will naturally close slightly when you’re viewing the screen, which minimizes fluid evaporation.



Hearing

AND BALANCE
You know that your ears enable you to hear a beautiful symphony, a bird singing, or your alarm clock, but you may not be aware that they have another function—they help you keep your balance. The ear’s delicate structures can be damaged by excess noise and disease. Read on to discover ways to care for your hearing.

Sip red wine Good news—a moderate intake of red wine can help preserve your hearing. Scientific evidence shows that regular consumption will improve your hearing over time. The protection comes from a powerful antioxidant—resveratrol—which is known to protect against damage caused by free radicals in many parts of the body, including the inner ear. Red wine is one of the best sources of resveratrol, but follow healthy guidelines and stick to one or two glasses. If you don’t drink alcohol, try purple grape juice or eating red grapes, also rich in resveratrol.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Stopping the buzz
A drug that is given to alcoholics to reduce cravings for alcohol has been found to have the side effect of reducing tinnitus symptoms. Volunteers with the disorder have found the prescription drug, acamprosate (Campral), gives some relief, according to a Brazilian study. Although more research is needed, the researchers say the drug appears to reduce the excess nerve cell activity underlying the sensations produced by the disorder, offering the possibility of new treatment approaches for this often distressing common condition.

Ear protection during fireworks displays can prevent hearing loss.



Beware of fireworks Modern fireworks are much louder than older ones and can pose a risk to hearing—especially in babies and young children. At a major fireworks display, young children should wear ear protectors or ear plugs. Avoid displays in enclosed spaces, such as small gardens, particularly if there are likely to be large, explosive fireworks. Protect yourself in similar ways against other types of loud noise, such as that caused by:

Rock concerts (try special noise-reducing earplugs).

Road work

Motorized lawn mowers

Power tools

Industrial machinery

Whole-grain bread and pea soup are packed with B vitamins, which help you to hear better.



Hum to protect your ears It may seem slightly eccentric, but getting into the habit of humming whenever you approach a loud noise without ear protection will help you hear better in later life. The inner ear has a mechanism to protect itself from noise damage by tensing muscles around the eardrum and to reduce the volume of the sound that reaches the inner ear. You can boost this automatic reflex by the simple measure of pressing your lips together and starting to hum—a process that helps to tighten these muscles, protecting your eardrums even further.

Choose headphones wisely The small headphones that fit neatly inside your ears are, contrary to expectations, not good for your hearing—sound leaks so badly that you are likely to turn up the volume to a dangerous level, risking hearing damage. According to Deafness Research UK, larger headphones that fit over your ears have been shown to be much more protective of hearing—simply because it’s possible to get lost in the music at a lower volume.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Implants can combat deafness in one ear
Being deaf in one ear is a common problem that makes it difficult to pinpoint the exact source of sounds, making crossing roads hazardous, and conversations in noisy rooms difficult to pick up. The condition is considered problematic to treat, but several new solutions coming on the market include a device that picks up sound from the hearing ear through a small titanium implant and creates the impression of stereo sound. Another high-tech solution is a device, which is wrapped around the teeth, that “tunes” the deaf ear. Noises that are picked up in a tiny microphone in the deaf ear are turned into vibrations and then transmitted to the brain through a process of bone conduction, in the same way that we hear our own voices.

Have some sweet potatoes Getting the right nutrients into your diet is a vital strategy for safeguarding your hearing. Sweet potatoes are rich in vitamin A, which increases the inner ear’s sensitivity to noise. B vitamins are also vital for hearing; they protect the neurons and blood vessels connected to the cochlea in your inner ear. Whole-grain bread with pea soup provides a vitamin B-rich light meal.

Check your medications If you’ve noticed that you’ve become hard of hearing, consider the possibility that your medications may be to blame. Ask your pharmacist or doctor whether any drugs you’re taking are “ototoxic” (dangerous for the ears). Many drugs can cause hearing loss or noises in the ear (tinnitus) as a side effect, especially at high doses, including aspirin, other nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), some antibiotics, diuretics, blood-pressure lowering drugs, oral contraceptives, and antimalarial pills. If you think a drug might be causing your hearing problem, speak to your doctor.

Focus on birdsong Isolate specific sounds, whenever the opportunity arises. This helps you become a more perceptive listener, able to distinguish speech from background hubbub. The key is to practice extracting particular sounds from the mixture of noises that surround you—for example, listening to a bird singing against the drone of traffic or picking out the sound of a specific instrument in an orchestral recording. Scientists at Northwestern University report in the Journal of Neuroscience that making this a habit will improve your hearing. Their research has revealed that musicians who play in an orchestra are better at picking out speech from background noise than nonmusicians.

Keep on the move to slow age-related hearing loss. Regular aerobic exercise improves blood flow to the ears—and the fitter you are generally, the better your hearing will be.

Reduce your smoke risk As well as stopping smoking yourself, it’s important to stay away from other smokers for the sake of your long-term hearing. The more you’re exposed to cigarette smoke, the more likely you are to experience age-related hearing loss, according to a research paper published in the Journal of the American Medical Association.

Ditch the remote It’s well known that TV ads are often louder than the programs you’re watching. The natural response is repeatedly to adjust the sound at the beginning and end of the commercial breaks. Surprisingly, the experts advise that you keep the sound at a comfortable level for the ads and, when your program resumes, you neither turn up the sound nor move closer to the TV to compensate. Listening more carefully seems to be the best strategy. The effort you make to detect quieter sounds actually helps to prevent hearing loss.

Detecting and distinguishing birdsong from other sounds can help you develop a keener sense of hearing.



Drink with restraint The occasional glass of wine or beer will help to protect your hearing. But bear in mind that over the years, excessive drinking will eventually contribute to hearing loss.

Try yoga If you have Ménière’s disease—a condition in which sudden attacks of vertigo occur along with tinnitus and hearing loss as a result of a build-up of fluid in the inner ear—you may feel despondent at being told there is no real treatment because of its inaccessible location. But help is at hand. Therapies such as mainstream physical therapy and yoga have been found to help to reduce the symptoms. If your doctor thinks yoga might help you, ask him or her for a recommendation, or try yogafinder.com for a yoga class in your area.

Keeping the TV volume low could help keep your hearing sharp.



Have less salt Some people affected by Ménière’s disease have found that cutting back on salt can improve their symptoms. Since reducing salt intake is beneficial for health in other ways—notably for lowering blood pressure—this strategy is well worth a try. To start, cut back on salty snacks.

Retune your radio If you’re a tinnitus sufferer, try leaving your radio tuned to a space between stations. The static that is picked up may help cancel out the buzzing in your ears. According to the National Foundation for the Deaf in New Zealand, the problem can be held in check by listening to the “white” noise from a mistuned radio; it says the noise effectively masks the irritating sounds of tinnitus.

Try ginkgo A herbal remedy extracted from the leaf of the maidenhair tree—Ginkgo biloba—may help to reduce tinnitus and ringing in the ears. It is also thought to reduce hearing loss by boosting blood flow to the ears. A word of caution though—it won’t work immediately and you will need to take the herb for several weeks before noticing any changes. Products vary in their strength, so follow the dosage instructions on the label.

Get a hearing aid Getting fitted for a hearing aid will not only enable you to hear better, but will also slow down any further decline into deafness. The longer your brain is deprived of auditory stimuli, the less it responds to sound, making it more difficult for your brain to adapt when you finally get a hearing aid. If you have an inkling that your hearing is not as good as it used to be, don’t delay getting a hearing test and being fitted for a hearing aid.

Look away to listen It may seem rude, but if you turn your head 45 degrees away from the person you want to listen to, you may hear them much better. Sound waves travel around the head—and your skull can sometimes get in the way of hearing properly, especially if you are looking straight at someone in an environment where there is background noise. The tip comes from Deafness Research UK as part of a campaign to educate people with hearing loss about ways to make the most of their hearing.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

An invisible hearing aid
You’ll soon be able to wear an aid that is not just small but invisible. At present only part of the electronic device can be surgically implanted inside the cochlea—the part of the inner ear that conducts sound to the auditory nerve. The tiny microphone that amplifies external sound has to be hooked onto the outside of the ear because of the need to exclude internal body noises, such as eating and the heart beating. Scientists say they are finally getting close to providing a way around this problem, with the first fully implantable hearing aids now being tested on humans. The only down side to this amazing development is that every ten years surgery will be required to replace the battery—perhaps a small price to pay for an invisible device.

Consider the possibility of wax Older people often think their increasing deafness is simply caused by age. In fact, wax accumulation, which can be easily remedied, is often the cause. Always see your doctor to check out the underlying cause of any hearing loss.

Don’t clean your ears by inserting cotton swabs into the outer ear canal. These cotton-tipped sticks are likely to poke bacteria and bits of debris further into your ear canal. And there is a real risk of ear drum damage. If your ear feels blocked by excess wax, loosen it by inserting a few drops of olive oil into your ear or you can buy wax-softening eardrops from a pharmacy. If self-help methods don’t help, see a nurse or your doctor, who will be able to relieve the blockage safely.



Making the most

OF THE SENSE OF TOUCH
Your skin has a plentiful supply of touch receptors, some at the surface and others deeper down, that are responsible for passing messages to the brain. Gentle touch can be a source of pleasure and comfort, and this sense also helps to protect us from danger. Here are some tips to help maintain touch sensitivity.

Walk barefoot to increase your awareness of the textures underfoot. This exercise is particularly helpful for those with impaired vision, who need to boost the sensitivity of their sense of touch. But people with normal vision can also benefit—do it with your eyes closed.

Having plenty of physical contact helps your baby thrive physically and mentally.



Take off your shoes and socks and ask a companion to guide you.

Walk over different floor surfaces in your home, and if it’s safe, the garden.

Focus on the different textures and temperatures of carpets, tiles, wood flooring, and perhaps concrete and grass.
You can also try these simple exercises to enhance the sense of touch in your hands and fingers.

Use your hands and fingertips to feel a variety of surfaces from counters to tabletops and soft furnishings, noticing the different sensations they create.

Handle small household objects, feeling their features such as grooves, buttons, and handles. Try to work out what materials they are made from and identify what the objects are.

Cuddle your baby Most parents don’t need to be prompted to hold their baby—it’s the most natural thing in the world. But you may be surprised to learn that this loving physical contact is essential to your baby’s health and development. The sense of touch is perhaps the most primitive of our senses and the stimulation of touch sensors in infancy seems to activate essential nerve connections in the brain. Babies who don’t receive sufficient physical affection can grow up more prone to violent behavior and are at increased risk of psychological problems such as depression. It can also have a serious impact on their physical health, such as failure to gain weight and increased susceptibility to infection. Give your baby and young children all the cuddles they want and boost their chances of future well-being.

Look out for loss of sensation Watch out for a loss of touch sensitivity—whether in yourself or in an older relative. You start losing sensation and elasticity in skin cells from your fifties, which means you are slightly less likely to notice a cut, burn, or bruise—you may not respond to pain until after your skin has been damaged. First signs of the problem are the coins in your purse or pocket suddenly feeling identical or small objects becoming difficult to pick up. People with diabetes need to be particularly alert to this risk as the condition can be a warning sign of damage to the peripheral nerves, notably in the feet. If you think that your sense of touch has deteriorated, seek your doctor’s advice. Medical treatment may be needed.

Sit in the sun Be sure to get sufficient sun on your skin to keep up your vitamin D levels. This vital vitamin has been found to protect against loss of sensation caused by peripheral neuropathy, a problem that is particularly likely to affect people with diabetes. You can boost your vitamin D levels by exposing your skin to sunshine for just 10 minutes a day. Protect yourself from sunburn if you expose your skin for longer. And when the skies are gray, include plenty of vitamin D-rich foods such as oily fish in your diet.

Take a break—from repetitive actions It’s always a good idea to avoid making the same limited movements for long periods of time, whether at work or when engaging in sports activities. Repeated movements can lead to RSI (repetitive strain injury) and one of the main symptoms of this often disabling condition is numbness in the affected part of the body—the hands and arms are the most commonly affected. Take breaks from repetitive activities and vary your tasks whenever possible.

Enjoy the pleasure of stroking It’s not just for cats and dogs: Being stroked is good for humans, too. Researchers at the University of North Carolina, measured hormone levels in women before and after their hands, necks, and backs were stroked by their partners for 10 minutes. The “after stroking” tests showed a dramatic increase in levels of the hormone oxytocin, often dubbed the “love hormone,” which promotes feelings of attachment. The health benefits of increased levels of oxytocin include slowing of the heart rate and a reduction in blood pressure. Stroking raised oxytocin levels in women by an average of20 percent. Research suggests that stroking works anywhere on the body and benefits both genders, although women seem to be particularly responsive.



Boosting

SMELL AND TASTE
Your senses of smell and taste are inextricably linked. You only have to think about the last time you had a cold to realize that when you can’t smell, you can’t taste. While these senses can give you enormous pleasure, their primary function is to protect you from dangerous substances. Read on to discover what you can do to improve the acuity of these vital senses.

Savor your meals Here are some taste-boosting tips to help you enjoy the flavors in your food:

Stir your food before you eat to aerate the molecules and release more of the aroma, which will enhance the flavor of your meal.

Eat slowly Chewing your food thoroughly releases more flavor and keeps the food in contact with your taste buds longer, enhancing the taste experience.

Take separate mouthfuls If your sense of smell is getting jaded, eat the different foods on your plate separately—for example, have a piece of steak, then a bit of potato, and then some salad, and then steak again.

Chewing for longer will maximize the taste experience.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Unblocked by a balloon
A new minimally invasive procedure called balloon sinuplasty involves inserting a small, flexible balloon catheter into your nose. This is then gently inflated to open up and widen the blocked passageways to restore normal sinus drainage without damaging the delicate nasal lining. The treatment can bring about an almost immediate restoration of the sense of smell.

Wake up to the essentials Dab a few drops of essential oil—jasmine, peppermint, or vanilla are good choices—on your arm and sniff them from time to time to wake you up and make your senses more alert. According to the Smell and Taste Treatment Research Foundation, these scents boost the activity of the beta waves in the frontal lobes of your brain, which can help improve awareness and alertness.

Pare back the presentation An over-fussy dinner offering can ruin the taste of that special meal you’ve slaved over. Your sense of taste is stronger if the brain can connect what you’re eating with how it looks, according to research. For example, say scientists, if you’re serving fish, it’ll taste more intense if you present it with its fishy form intact rather than cut into pieces.

Name it Developing a terminology to describe different smells can enhance your ability to recognize and recall specific scents. Professor Tim Jacob from the School of Biosciences at Cardiff University in Wales explains that creating two different information stores—in the olfactory part of the brain and in the language center—helps to reinforce the memory of the smells you have encountered. So when you want to be able to remember a scent, make an effort to describe it in words.

Detect it As you get older you can’t rely on your sense of smell to warn you of leaking gas, smoke, or food that has gone bad. A report in the journal Neurobiology of Aging suggests that people 60 and over are less adept than a group of 45-year-olds at distinguishing between different smells. The younger group could easily differentiate between two odors that had been blended together while the older group could not. To reduce your risk of failing to smell smoke or gas, install smoke and gas detectors and test them regularly. Observe “use-by” dates for food and if in doubt, throw it out.

Finding words to describe a scent can help you recognize it when you next encounter it.



Exercise your nose Our sense of smell can become dulled by lack of challenge. Give the receptors in your nose a regular workout by exposing them to new smells. You might even try keeping a scent diary of different smells you have noticed or try to identify a variety of different smells with your eyes closed or while blindfolded.

Add zinc-rich foods Many experts believe that an impaired sense of smell, known as hyposmia, can sometimes be caused by a deficiency of zinc in the diet. If you’ve noticed a reduction in your sense of smell, perhaps following a cold, give your zinc reserves a boost by including more shellfish, lentils, and sunflower seeds in your diet. Altern-atively, try taking a zinc supplement.

Whip up an appetite Taking a brisk walk or run before mealtimes will make your food smell and taste stronger. The sense of smell is heightened by exercise, probably because the activity creates additional moisture in the nose, say researchers. The extra moisture in the air also increases the sensitivity of our sense of smell in spring and summer.

Steam cleaning Blocked sinuses are a common cause of loss of the sense of smell. They are also painful and uncomfortable, triggering headaches, sore throats, coughing and tiredness (as a result of disturbed sleep). An effective and easy way of relieving this condition is to inhale steam—either by the time-honored method of breathing the vapors from a bowl of hot water with a towel over your head, or by investing in a vaporizer. If steam fails to clear the congestion, see your doctor, who may recommend a decongestant nasal spray, drops, or medication.

Cool that hot chile burn To dampen down the burning sensation from eating chiles, a drink of full-fat milk or a spoonful of yogurt is the best solution. Capsaicin, the chemical that makes chile pepper hot, is fat soluble so any fat-containing beverage, such as a yogurt-based smoothie, helps to counteract the heat of the chile. This is why yogurt-based lassi and raita are often served alongside curries. Water and soft drinks have no effect on chile’s heat.

Fight blandness with spices As you get older, you may find yourself adding more salt and sugar to your food. The number of taste buds declines by as much as 60 percent by the age of 60, and it is your sweet and salty receptors that are first to be affected. You can counteract the reduction in your taste without increasing your health risks by using more herbs and spices and by adding more acid notes with lemon and vinegar. Varying food textures can also help to make your meals more interesting.

Using spices in cooking instead of salt and sugar provides plenty of flavor without compromising your health.



Avoid salt in the air Airline chefs face many challenges in providing healthy, tasty meals, not least of which is the dry air in the plane that affects your sense of smell and taste, making food seem blander than on the ground. As a result, airline food is often laced with large amounts of sugar and salt to make it appealing. But provided you order it in advance, you can eat well in the air by requesting a healthy option meal designed for people with special dietary requirements, such as diabetics and those with high blood pressure or high cholesterol.

Miss a meal Go hungry and you’ll find you become more sensitive to sweet and salty tastes. Researchers at the University of Malawi persuaded male undergraduates to forgo breakfast, having eaten dinner the previous evening. Students were then asked to sip sugar, salt, or bitter solutions of different concentrations and to say what flavors they were tasting. The volunteers repeated the taste tests 1 hour after lunch. With empty stomachs, the students were more sensitive to the presence of sugar and salt but not to bitter tastes. This explains why food seems to taste better when you’re hungry. Knowing this could also help you reduce the amount of salt and sugar in your diet—and cut your heart attack and stroke risk. Wait until you’re hungry before you eat and you’ll be less inclined to supplement natural flavors with unhealthy extras.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

A fifth taste—from Japan
It’s official, there is a fifth taste—in addition to sweet, sour, bitter, and salty. Umami was the name given to this extra taste by the Japanese chemist Kikunae Ikeda. He first suggested its existence in 1908 and arguments have raged about whether this savory flavor is truly a basic taste ever since. But the balance of scientific opinion now favors the recognition of this distinctive taste.

Stick to “natural MSG” Research has revealed that the fifth taste known as umami is produced by an amino acid named L-glutamate, which is found naturally in foods such as mushrooms, ripe tomatoes, and ginger. In much Asian cookery and increasingly in many western packaged foods, this flavor is added artificially by the use of monosodium glutamate (MSG). Many people report suffering symptoms such as headaches after eating foods containing MSG. Although the Mayo Clinic has found no clear link between the symptoms and this ingredient, it’s probably worth limiting your intake of MSG, if only because its compelling flavor may draw you to consume foods that you know to be unhealthy when you’re not even hungry.
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A better
NIGHT’S SLEEP
Your body and mind need sleep—that’s when the body repairs itself and the mind sifts through the day’s events, filing, and discarding as necessary. You know how much better you feel and function when you’ve slept well, so it should be no surprise that sleep plays a vital role in physical health, longevity, and emotional well-being.



Sleep your

WAY TO HEALTH
The stresses and strains of modern life, and our 24/7 lifestyles, are making it harder to get a good night’s sleep. So it is no wonder that experts throughout the world are exploring old and new ways to help us get more and better-quality sleep and to use the power of sleep to benefit our health. Their key tips are shared on the following pages.

Drink cherry juice If you regularly drink cherry juice, you could add up to 25 minutes a night to your sleep. Among volunteers studied by researchers at Northumbria University in the UK, those who drank 1 ounce of Montmorency cherry juice twice a day for a week found that their daytime napping decreased and their nighttime sleep was prolonged. Further tests revealed that the juice stimulates the production of melatonin, the body’s natural sleep-inducing chemical.

Sleep soundly to avoid colds Try to have a full 7 to 8 hours sleep every night. Contrary to popular perception—and widespread claims that some successful public figures manage to be effective on only 3 or 4 hours sleep a night—it is not a smart move to skimp on sleep. Sleep deprivation will not only impair your judgement but also leave you vulnerable to disease. When a group of 153 healthy men and women were given nasal drops containing the common cold virus it was found that the less each of them slept the more likely they were to catch the cold.

Don’t drive tired Make sure you have had enough sleep before driving. Sleeping less than 5 hours a night can quadruple your risk of an accident. According to UK statistics, falling asleep is a factor in around 20 percent of all accidents—most often caused by men aged 30 and under. Sufferers from sleep apnea are seven times more likely to have a crash, estimates the UK road safety charity Brake. You’re much less able to coordinate your eye movements or control the steering wheel correctly when you’re tired. If you have to drive, stop every 2 hours for a break or a nap. If you feel drowsy, stop immediately and rest before resuming your journey.

Drinking cherry juice triggers the production of melatonin, a natural chemical that encourages sleep.



Don’t decide when you’re sleep deprived Keep important money decisions for when you’ve had enough sleep. Lack of sleep can adversely affect the choices you might make at the gaming table or when buying and selling high-risk stocks and shares. Research has shown that sleepy players and investors often feel compelled to keep going rather than sensibly quitting when ahead. A study at Princeton University found sleep deprivation not only leads to excess production of the stress hormone corticosterone but also suppresses the action of cells in the hippocampus—the memory area. If you have to make important business decisions, make sure you’re well rested.

Work with your body to fight infection Use the power of sleep if you’re ill or fighting an infection. When your body picks up an infection, such as the common cold virus, it begins working to produce a molecule called interleukin-1. This stimulates your lymphocytes, a type of white blood cell, to produce antibodies. The reason you feel sleepy when you have an infection is that interleukin-1 is also a sedative. So your immune system works to promote sleep, which will in turn help your immune system to do its job. If you’re battling a cold or flu, don’t fight drowsiness; your body will heal itself more quickly if you allow yourself to sleep.

Getting good sleep helps you to master motor skills such as playing the piano.



Be a sober sleeper Drink alcohol in moderation if you want a decent night’s sleep. Because it is a sedative, alcohol helps you get to sleep but can interfere with the quality of your sleep throughout the night. It reduces the amount of rapid eye movement (REM) sleep—the sleep during which you dream—which has been identified by sleep experts as essential for mental acuity. And when dreams do occur, the influence of alcohol can turn them into disturbing nightmares. In addition, alcohol can make you wake up periodically, sweating heavily, and feeling so restless that you then stay awake for a long time before going back to sleep. To achieve top quality, brain-boosting sleep, stick to nonalcoholic beverages in the hours before bedtime.

Get more sleep for memory Try to get a full night’s sleep when studying for an exam or learning a new skill. Using MRI scans, researchers have discovered that during sleep some brain areas are more active than others. In students learning the piano, the cerebellum—the part of the brain involved with motor skills—was most active, but their limbic systems, which regulate anxiety and stress, were less active, resulting in better performance the following day. There is also evidence that the hippocampus, where memories are consolidated, is more active when you’re asleep. So instead of doing extra revision or practice, sometimes it’s better to put your head down and sleep.

Slumber to stay slim If you want to keep your weight in check, get plenty of sleep. In a 16-year study, it was found that women who slept for 5 hours or less a night were 32 percent more likely to gain a significant amount of weight than those who slept for an average of 7 hours a night. The explanation for this is unclear, but it may be because those who sleep more are more likely to burn more energy during the day through fidgeting and other minor movements. It also seems that those who sleep less may produce more of the stress hormone cortisol, which stimulates hunger. Whatever the reason, getting enough sleep every night is a simple way to keep slim.

Let ’em sleep in Young people need plenty of sleep, so make sure they get enough. Sleep promotes the release of the growth hormone essential to their development. When practical, they also need to sleep later in the mornings. This is because their hormonal body clock is on a different schedule than that of adults. In older people the release of the sleep-promoting hormone melatonin begins at around 10pm, but in teenagers it often doesn’t start until after midnight, at about 1am. Some schools have begun delaying the start of morning classes for this age group, with significant im-provements in learning. It may be best to work with nature rather than try to fight it.

Avoid cheese—if it gives you nightmares The old wives’ tale is eating cheese at night really can give you nightmares. Cheese contains the amino acid tyramine, which is involved in the production of adrenaline, a stress hormone. Excess levels of this hormone may in turn raise blood pressure, which is associated with nightmares. Other foods that contain tyramine and may disturb sleep include cured meats, fermented soy products, lima beans, and chocolate.

Teenagers really may need to sleep in—their hormonal body clocks often operate on a different schedule.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Don’t oversleep
As you get older, sleeping too much can be as harmful as sleeping too little. Sleep specialists in Spain found that older adults who sleep to excess increase their risk of Alzheimer’s disease and other types of dementia. In their study of volunteers over 65, those who displayed dementia symptoms tended to sleep for 9 or more hours in every 24. By the time they are 65, most people get a maximum of 7 hours. Even if it doesn’t cause dementia, sleeping too much can affect life expectancy. In a large American study, women who slept 9 to 11 hours a night were 3 percent more likely to have coronary heart disease than those who slept 8 hours.

Nap is a bright idea If you feel like a daytime nap, it could be good for your creative juices. Research has shown that 30 percent of office workers have their best ideas when they’re asleep rather than at their desks. Research has shown that our surreal dream sequences can sometimes produce real solutions to problems. People who work from home can easily try this technique for boosting creativity and a few forward-thinking employers have installed “napasiums” for sanctioned creative napping in the workplace.

Learn to control your dreams Lucid dreaming, a state of being awake within a dream and being able to direct its outcome, has been found to help people suffering from post-traumatic stress but can be helpful to anyone. You will benefit from the calming effects of being able to fly around your house, take yourself to a restful seashore, or imagine sitting in a beautiful garden. Try imagining a dream you want to resume as you fall asleep or training yourself to return to a dream as you are waking up.

Record your dreams Keep a dream diary to help resolve problems that may be troubling you. Recording your dreams allows you to focus on difficulties, many of which may be long term or relate to your childhood. There is mounting evidence that if you have experienced divorce, bereavement, or separation, the nightmares that follow can actually help you come to terms with your loss. Dreams help you visualize what is going on in your life and let you find ways of dealing with problems by harnessing past experiences. To help you use your dreams:

Keep a notebook and pen beside the bed and write down your dreams as soon as you wake in the morning.

Avoid recording dreams in the middle of the night as this will interrupt your sleep.

Record the detail, including colors if they appear, and any feelings you had.

Leave space opposite each entry for any analysis you may wish to add.

Review the previous night’s dreams before you go to bed.

Catch up on your sleep Contrary to perceived wisdom, it is perfectly possible to make up a deficit of sleep according to a study at the University of Pennsylvania School of Medicine. Healthy sleepers who normally slept between 6 ½ and 8 ½ hours a night and who were neither shift workers nor long-haul travelers were only allowed 4 hours sleep for 5 nights in a row. Following tests, their alertness and ability to concentrate were found to be reduced. They were then allowed to sleep as long as they liked and were tested again, by which time their brain function had returned to normal.



When sleep

ELUDES YOU
Having trouble sleeping is an age-old problem but fortunately medical science is constantly discovering new treatments for insomnia—and many old remedies are finding scientific backing. Here are some ideas that may help you sleep more soundly.

Listen to noise—as long as it’s white. White noise consists of every frequency audible to the human ear, which when played simultaneously creates a soothing hum or a sound like a gentle wind or the waves breaking on the seashore. This not only helps to drown out extraneous noise but fills the “space” in your brain that is otherwise taken up with anxious thoughts. It works for babies and small children, too. Consider investing in a white noise machine, download a white noise app for your smartphone, or simply listen to the sound produced by your radio when it’s tuned between stations as you settle down for the night.

Keep cool Cooling down your brain can apparently help you to sleep. Researchers at the University of Pittsburgh discovered that cooling the brain may help to induce sleep by slowing the activity of brain cells. Volunteers who spent the night wearing soft plastic caps through which cold water circulated had significantly improved sleep. Improve the quality of your sleep by keeping your bedroom cooler—no warmer than 65°F.

Rock yourself to sleep The perfect way to get a baby to sleep works for adults, too. A Swiss experiment in which brain waves of volunteers taking naps were measured showed that it took 4 minutes for them to fall asleep while being rocked—a 30–40 percent improvement—and that they slept more deeply. The rocking stimulates receptors in the inner ear, which pass signals to the hypothalamus and cerebral cortex, rapidly synchronizing sleep-related brainwaves. So get yourself a rocking chair for an afternoon slumber.

The gentle sound of waves breaking on a shore is “white noise,” which can help you drift off to sleep.



Identify your “sleep window” You’ll have less trouble sleeping if you learn to recognize when your body rhythms are ready for sleep in the evenings and make that your bedtime. The brain functions in 90-minute cycles throughout the day and night, with periods of intense mental activity alternating with more relaxed times, during which our concentration lapses and we find it easier to fall asleep. Try to become aware of this pattern of waking activity so that you can pinpoint your “sleep window”—the best time to go to bed.

Sleep naturally To help you sleep without the help of prescribed medicines, try one of these herbal preparations, all of which have a long history of treating insomnia effectively. Always check with your doctor if you are taking medication for another condition.

Magnolia bark extract may help combat anxiety-related insomnia.



Hops Used by the ancient Chinese and early Europeans, dried hop flowers can be effective against insomnia when used as a pillow filling. They are often combined with valerian, a mixture shown in German trials to be as effective as benzodiazepine sleeping pills for remedying sleep disorders. The dried flowers can be made into an infusion using about a tablespoon in 4 cups of boiling water. Or add a liter of the infusion to warm bathwater for a sleep-inducing soak.

Lavender This favorite of the ancient Romans acts by helping to reduce stress. Make an infusion of 3–4 teaspoons of flowers with boiling water, and drink 1 cup of the cooled, strained liquid as a soothing nightcap. Or sprinkle 5 drops of lavender essential oil on your pillow or onto your chest before you go to bed.

Magnolia To help combat insomnia, particularly if the problem is anxiety related, try magnolia bark, a traditional Eastern remedy. Its sleep-inducing effect is thought to be due to the substances magnolol and honokiol, which lower the production of the stress hormone cortisol. Magnolia bark extract is available as capsules from health food stores.

Passionflower A cup of passionflower infusion, made with 3 teaspoons of the dried plant in a cup of boiling water, left for 15 minutes before straining, and taken before bed will help you get to sleep. The leaves and stems of this South American native, long used to treat insomnia and anxiety, contain substances called maltols, which have a sedative effect.

Valerian Preparations of the valerian root were recommended for insomnia by the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates and modern clinical studies in Brazil have proved that it can improve both the length and quality of sleep. Its key components are sedative compounds that calm muscle spasms, and others that block the transmission of signals in the brain.
 BODY POWER

Eat to sleep
It’s worth considering the possibility that the foods you eat—or don’t eat—may be the cause of your sleeping problem. Make sure you get enough of the following nutrients:
Tryptophan Stimulates the all-important production of melatonin. The time it takes you to fall asleep can be halved when your levels of this chemical are high. It is found in all high-protein foods, especially turkey, lean meat, eggs, and soybeans.
Vitamin B, particularly B6, B12, and niacin—lack of any of these is linked to insomnia. Eat whole grains, seafood, poultry, nuts, and lentils to ensure a good intake of these vitamins.

Have some carbs If you’re trying to lose weight, find an alternative to a low-carbohydrate diet. These diets—the Atkins Diet, for example—tend to cause insomnia and nightmares. The main reason is that high-carbohydrate foods are rich in serotonin—a neurotransmitter that helps to promote sleep, among other effects. And a low-carbohydrate diet may reduce the levels of this brain chemical. To keep up your intake of serotonin and still lose weight, try stepping up your exercise regime.

Spaghetti bolognese contains the right balance of nutrients to help you sleep better.



Enjoy an early supper Try not to eat after about 7pm. Going to bed with a full stomach is not only likely to cause indigestion but prevents the body from entering a state of relaxation because digestion is working at full tilt. According to the tenets of traditional Chinese medicine, the digestion is strongest in the morning and weakest in the final hours of the day—so putting it under strain is bound to disrupt sleep. Eat little and often throughout the day if you want a better night’s sleep.

Eat spaghetti bolognese This is an ideal supper dish for insomniacs—especially if you don’t include a lot of meat. It provides the ideal balance of nutrients to raise the levels of tryptophan, a brain chemical that increases the secretion of the sleep-inducing hormone melatonin. Trytophan levels are raised most effectively by a meal that contains lots of carbohydrates and a small amount of protein. You can use this knowledge to make an ideal sleep-promoting late-night snack, such as a peanut butter sandwich.

Get your thyroid tested Think about having a thyroid function test. Hyperthyroidism (sometimes called thyrotoxicosis), in which the gland is overactive, tends to “rev up” your body making your brain less able to know when to switch off and induce sleep. Even when sleep does happen, it is often fractured, and you may wake up a dozen times or more during the night, causing fatigue during the day. Additional symptoms of overactive thyroid include weight loss, anxiety, diarrhea, excessive sweating, and absent or light periods. See your doctor if you suspect this may be the cause of your sleep problem.
For further tips on dealing with allergies that cause nasal congestion, see Chapter 3, Breath of Life

Clear your nose Allergies caused by a reaction to dust mites or tree and grass pollens can indirectly affect your sleep by interfering with breathing. Dealing with nasal congestion can often bring about a dramatic improvement in sleep quality. Ask your doctor for advice on medication or other measures to control your symptoms.

Having good friends combats loneliness, a key cause of insomnia.



Have a milky bedtime drink which contains both calcium and the amino acid tryptophan. Low calcium levels prevent the brain from achieving or maintaining the deepest levels of sleep, including REM (rapid eye movement) sleep, during which dreaming occurs. Tryptophan is essential for the manufacture of the sleep-inducing chemical melatonin. Magnesium, found in green leafy vegetables and legumes, is also needed for deep, uninterrupted sleep.

Cultivate friends Try to keep connected to other people because feelings of loneliness can have a negative effect on sleep. In a study of adults in a close-knit community in South Dakota, researchers found that there was a strong connection between fragmented sleep and feeling lonely. Loneliness can be part of a negative cycle of thinking. If you break the cycle—for example, by finding ways to form new friendships—you hold the key to the resolution of your sleep problem. Don’t hesitate to seek professional help, if you feel that your loneliness is linked to depression.

Don’t exercise—at least not just before bedtime. Getting enough exercise during the day is essential for good sleep, but be careful when you take it. Late afternoon to early evening is the best time of day for vigorous exercise. If you do an energetic workout any later, you may find it hard to relax adequately before you go to bed. But you can practice yoga and similar forms of gentle exercise during the evening without interfering with your ability to fall sleep.

Get on the couch Physical therapy can help you to sleep better. Short one-to-one cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) sessions have proved highly effective in curing insomnia, especially for those over 65. The therapy works by helping to reduce excessive arousal of the brain’s “awake system,” showing you how to replace negative thoughts such as “I’m so tired I’ll never be able to function tomorrow” with positive ones such as “I’ve had other nights like this and I’ve still functioned well the next day.” Ask your doctor about CBT therapists working in your area.

Move gently Try movement therapies from the East, such as tai chi or yoga to relax your mind in preparation for sleep.

Tai chi When carried out for an hour a day for 24 weeks by a group of older people, tai chi—a kind of “moving meditation”—improved both the quality and quantity of sleep and reduced the time taken to nod off. The volunteers also experienced markedly improved mental abilities.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Press it
Try acupressure before bed to induce sleep. According to French research, pressure applied to the Heart 7 point leads to a significant increase in both the length and quality of sleep. This pressure point is located on the palm side of your hand, on the wrist crease directly below your little finger. Locate the bony knob on the outside of your left wrist (little finger side) and Heart 7 is just next to this, in a small hollow. The best way to exert pressure throughout the night is with soft rubber acupressure cones, held on with a wrist band.

Regular tai chi practice can improve the quality and quantity of your sleep.



Yoga Before going to bed, relax in the Corpse Pose. Lie flat on your back with your arms by your sides and palms facing upward, and place your feet hip-width apart. Breathe deeply, close your eyes, then roll your head so that one ear and then the other touches the ground. Lie still and focus on your breathing for 10 minutes. You will find it hard not to fall asleep.

See the light If you’re traveling between time zones, you can use light to reset your body clock and adjust melatonin production, which will help you to avoid jet lag. If traveling from west to east and while it is still dark, ideally at 4am, expose yourself to bright artificial light. If going in the other direction, do the same thing at 6am. It’s also helpful to alter your normal sleeping pattern to fit more closely with your schedule in the time zone to which you are traveling; reset your watch on takeoff; use the eye mask on the plane to synchronize with the darkness at your destination; on arrival, spend time outdoors in the light; and stay awake until it’s bedtime.

Fasting will help your body clock adjust to a new time zone.


 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Pills may make sleeping problems worse
Sleeping pills can give temporary relief for insomnia. But American studies have shown that even the most recently introduced drugs for insomnia, such as zolpidem and zopiclone increase sleep time by an average of only 12 minutes, and may cause a range of side effects including sleepwalking and amnesia. What’s more, many sleeping pills significantly reduce the amount of the deep, slow-wave non-REM sleep essential to waking up feeling refreshed. If you’ve been prescribed such medication for more than four weeks, you’ll quickly build up tolerance and, when you stop, may find yourself suffering from “rebound insomnia.” The message is to avoid sleeping pills or limit their use to the shortest time possible.

Go without food when traveling across several time zones. Experiments have shown that depriving the body of food for about 16 hours overrides its built-in circadian clock—the one that sets our approximate 24-hour cycle of sleep and wakefulness. But the clock is turned on again and rapidly reset as soon as food is consumed. If going hungry is not an option, try to time meals to fit with those of your destination.

Block it out If you work at night, you may find it hard to sleep during daylight hours. To trick your body that it’s nighttime, try using blackout curtains or blinds to block the light from your bedroom. Other good tips include:

Wear sunglasses on your way home to block out light and help stimulate melatonin production.

Go to bed as soon as you get home.

Keep to your schedule on days off and on weekends.

Turn off the phone so that your sleep is not disturbed.

Take a time pill It is possible that one day you’ll be able to pop a pill to treat jet lag. Researchers in the UK trying to find a cure for jet lag have discovered that an enzyme called casein kinase is essential to the fine tuning of our body clocks. Using this knowledge, they are working to develop a drug that will block the production of the enzyme to treat jet lag effectively.

Cut back on zzzzs Surprisingly, cutting down on how long you want to sleep might be the best way of curing your insomnia. Make a sleep log for a few weeks to determine how many hours, on average, you sleep each night. Then use this figure—say 5 hours—to set the time you will spend in bed. Each morning, record the proportion of that time you’ve actually been asleep and, once the figure passes 85 percent (in this case 3 hours 25 minutes), allow yourself another 15 minutes in bed. Then continue in this way until you’re sleeping for at least 6 hours a night.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Hide your clock
Make sure that any timepieces in your bedroom are hidden away or covered up. This is because every time you wake in the night and look at the time you’ll worry more about the amount of sleep you’re losing and how little time there is left to get some sleep. Take off your watch, hide your alarm clock, use duct tape to mask the time display on your radio, TV, or DVD player, and make sure your computer is turned off.


Don’t just lie there Instead of tossing and turning, get up if you haven’t dropped off to sleep after 20 to 30 minutes of being in bed, and go and relax in a quiet, comfortable place, perhaps with a book and a cup of caffeine-free herb tea. When you begin to feel drowsy, go back to bed, but if you find you’re lying awake for another 20 to 30 minutes, get up again. Repeat the routine until you fall asleep.

Avoid blue light To boost the amount of melatonin your brain produces to induce sleep, pop on some amber goggles for a few hours before bedtime. This will help to prevent blue light—which inhibits melatonin production—from reaching your brain. As an alternative, look for light bulbs that do not contain blue light. Don’t forget to turn off the computer and similar devices before you go to bed.

Get rid of the TV Create a sleep-friendly environment by taking as much clutter out of your bedroom as possible. Electronic equipment such as TVs and computers, in particular, can hamper the process of falling asleep, possibly because of their associations with work or mental stimulation. Here are some more tips for making your bedroom into a place that is conducive to sleep:

Install light-blocking curtains or blinds.

Paint the walls in restful colors.

Close all cupboards and drawers.

Adjust the temperature to around 65°F and have adequate ventilation.

You’ll get back to sleep more quickly if you get up and have some herb tea.





  Special

SLEEP PROBLEMS
If you have a specific problem, such as snoring or obstructive sleep apnea syndrome (OSAS) that affects your sleeping, help is at hand. These surprisingly simple tips can make the difference for you (and your partner) between a sleep-deprived night and a full night’s sleep.

Breathe moist air Improve the quality of the air in your bedroom with a humidifier and you could find that your snoring problem, or that of your partner, disappears or noticeably reduces. Humid air works by helping to loosen the mucus in the respiratory system so that, rather than blocking the nose, the body is able to expel it easily.

Exercise your tongue Tone your tongue muscles to help stop yourself from snoring. Try fitting these exercises into your daily routine:

Push your tongue to the back of your front teeth and, as you do so, roll it around at the back of your mouth, using as much pressure as you can. Continue this exercise for 3 minutes.

Repeat each of the vowels (A, E, I, O, U) out loud for 3 minutes, stressing the tone of each one.

Purse your lips and try to keep them in position for 30 seconds.

Contract the muscles at the back of your throat for 30 seconds—this may produce a sound like a croaking frog.

Dilate your nostrils Try putting on nasal strips at night to dilate your nostrils. If you snore because your nasal passages are blocked—due to an allergy such as hay fever, sinus infections, or unwanted growths such as polyps in the nose—nasal strips may help. It’s also possible to have surgery to keep the nasal passages open by inserting small rods into them. The surgical removal of troublesome polyps can be effective, too.

Watch your medications Alcohol, and a variety of medications including antihistamines and sleeping pills, can cause relaxation of your tongue muscles leading to snoring. If your muscles are so relaxed and your tongue falls too far back in your mouth, a plastic mouth guard that pulls both it and the lower jaw forward can reduce snoring.

Diet for quiet Add exercise to your weight loss regimen to help tighten your neck muscles. Being overweight is a cause of OSAS—snoring plus frequent pauses in breathing. In a Greek study, a calorie-controlled diet combined with 30 minutes exercise a day proved effective, after six months, in producing both weight loss and less interruption of REM sleep from OSAS.

Mask the danger OSAS is the most dangerous form of snoring. It also causes headaches and fatigue and is linked with high blood pressure, stroke, and type 2 diabetes. You can get relief with a continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) device—a mask that fits over the nose connected to a bedside machine, which delivers a steady stream of pressurized air.

Search for the cause It’s particularly important to discover the cause of snoring in a child because it can lead to disturbed sleep and a reduced supply of oxygen to the brain, which can cause poor school performance and behavioral problems. Enlarged tonsils and adenoids, common in a small child, can cause snoring. Being overweight is also a risk factor because excess fat can constrict the throat and prevent the diaphragm from working properly. Seek your doctor’s advice.

Cut down on caffeine Found in coffee, tea, and cola, this stimulant slows down the body’s absorption of iron, which is often deficient in people with restless leg syndrome. And caffeine is a known impediment to good sleep.

Keep a sleepwalker safe Take every precaution if someone in your household is a sleepwalker. Keep them away from stairs—consider installing a stair gate. Lock windows and secure any potentially dangerous area in the house where a fall might occur. Affecting 1 in 10 children and 1 in 50 adults, sleepwalking can be brought on by sleep deprivation.

Give up the gum If you grind your teeth at night, don’t chew gum during the day—chewing clenches the jaw muscles, which can increase the problem. If you find yourself clenching your teeth while you’re awake, push the tip of your tongue between your teeth, as this can help train jaw muscles to relax.

Try massage To prevent restless legs at night, give your legs a good rub 2 or 3 hours before bedtime. It may also help to apply a hot or cold compress to your leg muscles—whichever works best.
For further tips on boosting your iron intake see Chapter 5, Nutrition and Weight Control

Keep your legs calm with supplements Try taking a daily supplement of 400mg magnesium combined with 800mg calcium if you suffer from restless leg syndrome. It may also be helpful to increase your intake of iron and folic acid, essential for the manufacture of oxygen-carrying blood cells and of myoglobin, the protein that stores oxygen in the muscles until it is needed. Achieve this by increasing the amount of leafy green vegetables, whole grains, and beans in your diet, plus red meat if you’re not a vegetarian. Alternatively, take iron and folic acid as supplements.

Massaging your legs can prevent them from becoming restless at night.
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Breaking
BAD HABITS
It is so easy for health to be ruined when innocent pleasures turn into guilty addictions, or when daily routines are disrupted by irrational worries, obsessions, and phobias. But with the latest research in hand—plus some surprisingly effective traditional treatments—it’s possible to get these bad habits under control, putting you back in the driver’s seat.



  Dealing with

CRAVINGS AND ADDICTIONS
We all know how damaging illegal drug abuse is to the body, but so is dependence on cigarettes and alcohol. Even food cravings, which we may think of as mere indulgence, can be detrimental to health. But there’s a lot we can do to give ourselves a helping hand.

Walk away from bad habits Just a brisk 15-minute walk can give you the help needed to kick your cravings. In research at the UK’s Exeter University, chocoholics who were put on an exercise program reported a reduction in their desire for chocolate, both during and after exercise. And in studies of smokers, MRI scans revealed that exercise appeared to alter the activity of the reward centers in the smokers brains. It may be that the “feel good” endorphins produced during exercise have an effect, or that exercise causes more blood to flow to areas of the brain that are less involved with feelings of gratification.

Open up Addicts do all they can to hide their problem for fear of being found out, from the shame they feel and because their lives are out of control. They may stash empty wine bottles away in cupboards, borrow money to cover gambling debts, or lie to mask their behavior. Admitting the problem to family or friends, a support group such as Alcoholics Anonymous, or a health professional who can recommend treatment such as physical therapy, is a vital part of breaking the cycle of dependence.

Learn to say “no” Cravings are always hard to resist. But help is at hand in the form of assertiveness training, in which you are coached to speak your mind calmly but forcefully. By practicing your arguments in advance and identifying problem scenarios and the way you handle them, you will gain the confidence to overcome difficulties and stick to your goals. As you become more optimistic and start to take control of your addiction, your thought patterns will change, giving you the power to say “no thank you.” It’s self-reinforcing: Every “no” will give you even greater strength to resist temptation the next time.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY


Nail-biting photo finish
Help yourself to stop nail biting by taking snapshots of your bitten nails. Keep the photos on display to remind you how bad they look. Other tips:
	Choose just one nail to bite.
	Apply nail polish (colorless if necessary) to discourage biting.
	Buy one of the foul-tasting antibiting products on the market.
	Put strips of sticky tape over your nails.


Refocusing your brain to visualize a rainbow or an idyllic scene instead of the food you crave could help you beat the addiction.



Get the knowledge From the moment you decide to tackle a bad habit that risks becoming an addiction, finding out the facts can help to strengthen your willpower. It could be knowing that your lungs start repairing themselves and your blood pressure decreases within 20 minutes of your last cigarette, or that soon after you stop drinking, your damaged liver cells will start to repair themselves, or that you will have extra money in the bank to spend on treats for yourself and your family.

Change your vision Researchers in Australia have found that cravings for treats such as chocolate, ice cream, and potato chips are linked to vivid “images” of these foods that form in the mind. Such mental imagery can occupy the brain so strongly that other brain functions, such as problem solving, suffer as a result. Researchers found that the cravings were significantly reduced when their subjects switched their mental imagery to a nonfood subject—for example, a rainbow or landscape—or watched a pattern of flickering black and white dots. There may soon be downloadable apps for people to view so that they can tackle their cravings quickly and effectively.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Addictive genes
For addicts at a loss to understand their behavior, it may help to know that addiction may have a genetic cause—at least in part. Several genes are associated with dependence on alcohol, nicotine, cocaine, and other addictive substances. Studies show that the children of people addicted to drugs or alcohol have an 8 percent greater risk of becoming addicts themselves, while investigations of identical twins have revealed that addiction is 50 percent genetic and 50 percent due to poor coping skills—which means that it’s always possible to take control and overcome an addiction.

Don’t go it alone Addictions damage whole families, not just individuals. The partners of addicts may burden themselves with too many domestic responsibilities and chores and there may be conflict in the home. Some families live a life of denial and pretend that nothing is wrong, trapped in a vicious cycle of fear, hope, love, and guilt. Support groups such as Al-anon and Alateen offer help to the families of alcoholics, sympathizing with their embarrassment and pain and showing them what they need to do to break the cycle and heal both the addict and family relationships. Counseling of this kind, which may involve direct confrontation with the addict in the presence of a mediator, will help family members to move on with their lives, even if the addict refuses to take steps to address their problem.

Read the signals right When a craving for alcohol sets in, it could be your brain sending a misleading message. What you perceive as an urge to drink alcohol may just be a sign that you’re dehydrated. If so, a couple of glasses of water may make the desire go away. Alternatively, because alcohol supplies calories, it’s possible that you’re hungry. Eating a meal instead of pouring a drink is another effective way to stop the craving. When trying to give up alcohol, it’s important that you always get three meals a day—and keep yourself hydrated by drinking sufficient nonalcoholic fluids.

Be calm with balm To calm the jitters that can set in when you give up smoking or drinking for good, try a herbal remedy such as lemon balm. Make a fragrant and soothing tea with a handful of chopped fresh leaves infused in boiling water. The plant is easy to grow in your garden or window box. Lemon balm also works well when combined with other plants, including hawthorn and passionflower.

Alcohol cravings may actually be thirst or hunger; drinking water or eating can dampen the desire.



Try milk thistle This common herb, which grows in many parts of Europe and Asia, is renowned for its liver-healing properties. And the liver is one of the organs most likely to be impaired by excessive alcohol consumption. Milk thistle has been shown to repair hepatocytes, a type of liver cell often damaged by alcohol. Take three cups of infusion a day (3 teaspoons of seeds to a cup of boiling water) or as tablets (one to two 200mg daily). Always check with your doctor before using a herbal remedy.
 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Biofeedback
Addicts can learn to beat their dependency by looking at images of their brainwaves. Called biofeedback, this treatment uses a screen to display two sorts of waves: alpha waves (showing relaxation) and theta waves (reflecting calmness). Subjects are trained to de-stress by focusing on their breathing and heartbeat. By doing this, they not only soothe feelings of anxiety about getting their next drink or drug fix, but they can also see the effects of their mental state on the brainwaves displayed by the screen—which, in turn, helps to reinforce the effectiveness of their actions.

Take to water If you want to be sure you don’t drink too much, and to help avoid hangovers, drink water. Because alcohol is a diuretic that speeds water loss from body tissues, dehydration is one of the chief causes of hangovers. The best advice is to drink a glass of water before your first alcoholic drink. Then throughout the evening, alternate each alcoholic drink with a glass of water. Finally, drink a large glass of water before you go to bed.

Angostura bitters, made from the root of the gentian plant, can ease the effects of too much alcohol.



Give it a rest Even if you don’t drink very much, you need to give your liver time to recover after consuming alcohol, so it’s wise to refrain from drinking for two or three days during the week. Regular drinking raises the risk of cirrhosis of the liver: One Japanese study has shown that drinkers who consumed their alcohol over five to seven days had higher death rates than those who drank it over one to four days.

Get help from the liquor cabinet Always try to avoid hangovers, but to ease a queasy stomach after a heavy night, add a few drops of Angostura bitters to a cup of boiling water. This cocktail ingredient, derived from gentian root, is a natural remedy for digestive problems. Tonic water is also an effective hangover cure. But it contains quinine, a bitter substance extracted from the bark of the South American cinchona tree, too much of which can disrupt heart rhythm, cause nervous tremors, and may damage the eyes. To avoid side effects, drink no more than one large glass of tonic water a day.

Sweeten up Because they contain fructose, which helps to speed up the breakdown of alcohol, both honey and fruit such as dates can help to prevent or cure hangovers. Honey in hot water is a time-honored hangover remedy.

Make a meal of it The best way to enjoy alcohol, and to minimize its effects, is to drink it with food. When food enters the stomach, the pyloric sphincter between the stomach and the duodenum closes to allow food to digest for as much as 8 hours. This helps to keep the alcohol confined in the stomach and slows the rate at which it is absorbed into the bloodstream.

Postpone the pleasure Use your emotional intelligence to break a bad habit. If you feel you need a drink of alcohol or a smoke, postpone the pleasure for a full hour. You may then find that the urge disappears completely. Success in delaying gratification will also make you feel positive, optimistic, and good about yourself—all of which have been proven to be key factors in preventing and treating addictions of all kinds.

Keep the choice wide If you are prone to binge eating, the worst thing you can do is to follow a strict diet. The more foods you deny yourself, the less likely you are to solve the problem. While all foods are “legal,” there are ways in which you can restrict the ones that trigger binges. One trick is to use a smaller plate, which limits you to smaller portions. Another is to eat “bad” foods in single servings out of the house; so rather than buying a big tub of ice cream, taking it home, and eating it all in front of the TV, buy a cone at your local ice cream parlor and savor every mouthful. As you gain control over your habit, introduce more and more healthy foods into your diet.

Beat binge eating with breakfast The old adage “breakfast is the most important meal of the day” holds true for those with a tendency to eat excessive amounts. Eating breakfast jump-starts the metabolism, so it can be a great help to binge eaters—especially if it’s followed up with lunch and dinner. Skipping meals often leads to binge eating later in the day.

Talk while you eat As you eat, stay focused on the food. Eat as slowly as you can, with small bites, to give your stomach the chance to let you know when it’s full, and put your knife and fork down between mouthfuls. Try to make mealtimes a relaxing time for conversation and discussion, which will also help slow your consumption and allow your natural appetite-regulating mechanisms to kick in.

Try psychological acupuncture Also know as emotional freedom technique (EFT), psychological acupuncture has proved effective in combating food cravings. The treatment involves tapping acupressure points while subjects concentrate on specific thoughts or emotions. At Griffith University in Australia, people receiving EFT found that food cravings, including those for sweet foods and salty snacks, were reduced after just four 2-hour sessions, and that the effects lasted for six months.

Hide the scale at first… Adding a few pounds to your weight when you give up smoking is an insignificant risk to health compared with the benefits to your heart and lungs and your reduced risk of cancer. Weight gain occurs because nicotine speeds up your digestion and metabolism, and reduces your appetite. And after quitting, you may use food to replace the oral stimulation of a cigarette and to help you relax. In the short term, don’t worry about what the scale says, just eat as healthy a range of foods as you can, including lots of whole grains, fruit, and vegetables.

… but keep a food diary While you may want to snack more when you give up cigarettes, which does no harm in the short term, ultimately you will probably want to control your appetite and your weight. Writing down what you eat and when can help to identify the key times when you’re substituting food for smoking. These are good moments to get out of the house and exercise, which will distract you from eating while helping to burn excess calories. It will also help get your heart and lungs back into tip-top condition.

Eating mangoes can boost your serotonin levels, helping you to deal with the stress of giving up tobacco.


 SECRETS OF SUCCESS

Natural fruit sugar
Instead of indulging your cravings for sugar and chocolate, eat a good-sized bowl of fruit salad every day for several weeks. Fructose, the natural sugar in fruit, is metabolized more slowly than refined table sugar, which helps to regulate blood-sugar levels. Fructose has been shown to be an effective way of keeping sugar cravings at bay.

Ban the desire with Zyban A 21st-century drug, Zyban, which contains the antidepressant bupropion hydrochloride, was developed to help smokers. Tests at the University of Wisconsin showed Zyban to be twice as effective in helping smokers to quit as nicotine patches. The drug works to weaken the desire to smoke, possibly by affecting the neurotransmitters that are responsible for moderating mood.

Deprive yourself of funds It seems obvious, but it’s impossible to gamble if you don’t have access to money. If you have a gambling addiction, empty your wallet, and cut up your credit and debit cards now. You may need to ask someone else to take control of your finances or get the bank to deal directly with all your payments. You’ll also need to block online gambling sites on your computer. Remember that professional help is available via your doctor or the organization Gamblers Anonymous.

Stimulate your brain One of the main problems in treating patients with addictions is restoring the ability of the brain to make its own opiates—the chemicals we know as endorphins. In the UK, Professor Karl Schmidt and Dr. Meg Paterson found that applying an extremely weak electric current to acupressure points at the back of the head stimulates the body to release endorphins. The treatment involves using a pocket-sized stimulator continuously for six to ten days. This can be effective within one or two weeks.

Have a mango When you’re struggling to give up smoking, your food choices can be critical. The pleasure rush from smoking a cigarette comes from the hormones dopamine and noradrenaline, and the feel-good hormone beta endorphin, whose release is triggered by nicotine. You can replace these substances with stress-relieving serotonin by getting plenty of exposure to bright light. Another way to increase serotonin levels is through diet. Serotonin-boosting foods include strawberries, oranges, mangoes, chickpeas, lentils, and hazelnuts. You should also eat foods that will encourage a steady, but slow release of dopamine, including yogurt, almonds, avocados, and legumes. Reducing the amount of animal protein in your diet will make these foods even more effective. And if you’ve just given up smoking, help your body to repair the cell damage caused by the habit by taking vitamin C supplements.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

African plant may help addicts
Experts in New Zealand and Mexico are using the root of the iboga plant to help drug addicts, especially those dependent on opiates, kick the habit. The African plant has been used for thousands of years in ritual healing practices. But ibogaine, the alkaloid drug that is extracted from the plant, is controversial—not only because it is hallucinogenic and can cause a potentially lethal slowing of the heart, but also because it is illegal in many countries. The proponents of this drug believe that its effects on the brain are useful in helping people to resolve the behavioral problems that in many cases underlie their addiction.


Eyedrop alert A tell-tale sign that a young person is taking drugs is the frequent use of eyedrops to mask the red eyes and dilated or contracted pupils that result from illegal highs. Other signs may include:

Skipping school or college classes.

Money and valuables disappearing from the home.

Refusing to tell you about a new peer group and demanding more privacy.
If you suspect this problem, avoid an immediate confrontation. Seek help from your doctor or an organization such as Narcotics Anonymous.



  Tackling fears, 
PHOBIAS AND OBSESSIONS
The stresses and demands of daily life make us all anxious from time to time. But when anxiety becomes extreme, when fears and worries appear to have no apparent or rational cause, or when we become so obsessive we cannot control our behavior, it’s time to act.

Use computers to fight phobias About one in five people has a fear of flying, so great that it limits their holiday plans and can even put their careers at risk. Treatment has involved multiple visits to an airport with a therapist, but nowadays people are getting help from computer simulators. Subjects sit in an airline-style seat wearing a goggle-like device that fits over the head and eyes and transmits realistic images. The experience is so “real” that one participant in tests at the Anxiety Disorders Center in Hartford, Connecticut, replied when asked to look out of the window: “No way. We’re up too high.” To be effective, the “flight” needs to last for about an hour, and it must be repeated occasionally. Similar technology is being used to help drivers face their fears, such as those resulting from traffic accidents.
 BELIEVE IT OR NOT!

Hard facts can calm fears
In successful “fear of flying” classes, aviophobics who are given the facts about how airplanes work and the safety of air travel compared with road or rail, and who have the opportunity to meet airline pilots and staff face to face, are much more able to conquer their fears. And when you do manage to get on the plane, simply closing your eyes and imagining that you’re on a bus can really help, as there isn’t a great deal of difference between air turbulence and driving on a bumpy road.

Pop a pill before flying If the prospect of flying sends you into a panic because you are sure the plane will crash or are afraid of heights, ask your doctor to prescribe a benzodiazepine tranquilizer. Drugs of this type can calm fears for just long enough to cope with flying. If you do take a tranquilizer, never mix it with alcohol, which will increase its side effects. These can include nausea, drowsiness, dizziness, slurred speech, and blurred vision. You may be advised to take a dose before flying, and to take an additional small dose if you feel anxious during the flight.

Seek SSRIs Medication could be the answer for some agoraphobics. The lives of people who suffer from agoraphobia can be so limited that they become trapped in their homes, unable to go out. Even when the condition is less severe, the fear of being in shopping centers, lines, elevators, and places from which they feel unable to escape, can still restrict people’s lives. Of all the medications for treating agoraphobia, the most successful are antidepressants called selective serotonin re-uptake inhibitors, or SSRIs, which include the drug Prozac (fluoxetine). Ask your doctor about drug treatment if you suffer from agoraphobia.

Boost your levels If your agoraphobia isn’t severe or you don’t want to embark on SSRI treatment (see above), you can boost your serotonin levels naturally. Get regular exercise, plenty of daylight, and eat a diet high in tryptophan, the amino acid from which serotonin is made. Try foods such as milk, yogurt, nuts, and seeds.

Stage your own recovery Getting together with other sufferers to act out fears has proved extremely helpful for people who suffer from social phobias—that is, fear of situations in which you are convinced that you will be scrutinized, judged, or embarrassed in public. It can be fear of talking to strangers, speaking in public, or going to parties. By engaging in role play directed by a trained therapist, you’ll be able to practice and prepare for the situations that frighten you, enabling you to overcome your paralysis and become more confident. There are support groups for most common phobias. Look on the Internet for one that is appropriate for you. Many such groups offer therapy of this kind.

Alter your reactions Psychologists in Brazil have developed a novel method of treating arachnophobia—the fear of spiders. Many arachnophobes reject conventional treatments involving real spiders. The Brazilian approach gives each patient a CD of images with spider-like characteristics, varying from the vaulting in a Gothic cathedral to a camera on a tripod. Tests found that 42 percent of the arachnophobes who looked at the images twice a day for four weeks were able to touch a spider. After six months, more than 90 percent of the subjects were able to approach spiders without fear.

Desensitize yourself It may seem contradictory, but imagining yourself in a situation that terrifies you can actually help you to confront fears that make you sweat, feel dizzy, or faint and give you palpitations and a pounding heartbeat. In this kind of therapy—which is particularly helpful for problems such as vertigo, claustrophobia, fear of water, the dark, or natural events such as storms and earthquakes—patients are encouraged to imagine the situations in which their fears arise. As they do this time and again, the situations begin to lose their anxiety-provoking ability, a process known as systematic desensitization.

Images that resemble spiders can help combat arachnophobia.



See yourself confronting the fear Neurolinguistic programming (NLP) has recorded speedy success in alleviating fears and phobias. The treatment, carried out by a trained practitioner, takes place in several stages. First you have to imagine watching a black-and-white film of yourself confronting the situation or thing that frightens you—for example, being in a field with birds flying around your head, or holding a boa constrictor in your arms. In order to be able to view the film objectively, you are encouraged to feel yourself floating out of your body to a place where you are able to control the action, as if you were in the projection room of a movie theater. Once you’ve “watched the film,” and the birds, snakes, or other fearful objects have gone, you are then asked to visualize yourself stepping into the same scene in full color and re-enacting it from the beginning. The final stage is to imagine yourself meeting a flock of birds or picking up a snake; if the treatment has been successful, you’ll find that your fear has dissipated.

Imagining yourself in a black-and-white film based on your fear can help you fight your phobia.


 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Write it down
When you feel overcome by obsessive thoughts or feel spurred to carry out a compulsive action, write it down. Try to record exactly what you’re thinking—however negative your thoughts may be,—even if it’s the same thing over and over again. The more often you write down your thoughts, the more you’ll find they’ll lose their power over you.

Don’t pass on your fears Experts think that children of parents with anxiety disorders are at least seven times more likely to suffer problems than their peers. But this is not inevitable. In one study, children who did not suffer from anxiety disorders and their parents who did have these problems were given a course of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). During eight weeks of treatment, the adults learned how to recognize what they were doing that might make their children anxious, such as being overprotective or worrying out loud. The children themselves learned such good coping skills that after a year not one of them had developed an anxiety disorder. In a similar group that did not receive CBT treatment, 30 percent of the children were diagnosed with anxiety issues severe enough to require therapy.

Allow yourself a worry period If you have obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), a good way of overcoming your worries is to confine them to strictly timed 10-minute “worry periods,” ideally first thing in the morning and in the early evening so that they don’t interfere with your sleep. These sessions, which should take place in a specific location, are an ideal opportunity to record anxieties. If urges come into your head during the day, you can make a pact with yourself to postpone them until the worry period.
ARE MY HABITS A SIGN OF OCD?
Do you check several times that you’ve turned off the oven or always walk to the station on the same side of the street? Many of us have some compulsive habits; occasionally they get out of hand. This table describes the fears and actions typical of some of the most common forms of obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD). Talk to your doctor if your habits distress you or your family or begin to upset your daily life.
 
	  Your thoughts
	  Your actions

	Fear of contamination from germs or dirt.
	 Repeatedly checking you body for signs of contamination.
 Frequent washing.
 Avoiding places or objects that you suspect may be a source of contamination.

	Fear of harmful consequences that may result from an oversight, such as leaving a door unlocked, a light burning, or the faucet running.
	 Repeatedly check locks, faucets, or switches.
 Trying not to be the last person to leave the house.
 Regularly seeking reassurance from others that everything is safe.

	Imagining that you may harm or cause distress to those you care for, such as hurting your child or betraying your partner.
	 Avoiding situations or objects that you fear may lead to harming, such as hiding sharp tools.
 Focusing on a thought that seems to neutralize the risk.

	Fear of disorder or lack of symmetry and feeling anxious or distressed when objects are misaligned.
	 Constantly rearranging objects until they “feel right.”

	Fear of terrible consequences if you carry out tasks in the “wrong” order.
	 Re-doing actions that you feel may have been done “incorrectly.”



Know your value The key to curing yourself of an obsessive compulsive disorder may lie in knowing yourself and using this knowledge to confront your fears. This is the basis of humanistic psychology, which asserts that everyone has an intrinsic worth and value and that to be mentally healthy, individuals must take personal responsibility for their actions. With the help of a therapist or analyst, the therapy concentrates on the present, not the past. It can work for you whether you’re locked into a set of anxious thoughts, obsessed by fears or superstitions, or bound to rituals such as hand washing or double- checking.

See the funny side Recognizing the absurdity of your obsessions can help you become more detached from your OCD. An award-winning TV series featuring the OCD-suffering detective Adrian Monk, who cleans his hands every time he shakes hands with someone, has enabled sufferers to laugh at the problem, which affects one in 50 adults.

Going for a walk can help you switch your attention away from your obsession.


 BODY POWER

Treat your body well—it’s good for the mind
To keep anxiety to a minimum, it’s important to keep your blood glucose levels as constant as possible during the day. When blood glucose drops or rises suddenly, anxiety kicks in. Begin the day with a good breakfast and throughout the day eat small, regular meals. Choose foods with a low GI (glycemic index) that release their energy more slowly, including whole grains, fruit, and vegetables. And avoid the sugar highs that come from eating cookies, cakes, and sweets.

Deal yourself a helping hand The Q-sort test uses a deck of 100 cards to help people with OCD. On each card is written a personality trait, such as “very outgoing and social,” “high self-esteem” or “organized and detail oriented.” Participants are asked to sort the cards into nine piles on a scale from “not at all like me” to “very much like me,” in categories that include “motivated,” “educated,” “lazy,” and “easy to know.” After doing this, the cards are shuffled and you’re asked to organize them again, but this time in a way that reflects your ideal self. Seeing the difference between the two will help you shift the focus of your thoughts so that you become more self-assured and positive, and less dependent on OCD behavior.

Take four steps This simple plan can help you tackle your OCD.

Re-label If you’re a hoarder, turn a compulsion on its head. Instead of thinking “I must hang on to these old newspapers, they may be useful one day,” say “I don’t really need them. It’s my obsession that’s telling me I can’t let them go.”

Re-attribute Admit that you have OCD and that it may be due to false brain messages. But distance yourself from it by telling yourself: “It’s not me, it’s the OCD.”

Re-focus Do your best to distract yourself from your obsession. Instead of tidying or washing your hands, practice some yoga or meditation, or get out of the house and take a walk.

Re-value Downgrade your obsession by telling yourself it’s not significant. You may not be able to make the thought disappear, but devaluing it can help you to ignore it.

Seek medication If OCD is wrecking your life or making you depressed, ask your doctor about clomipramine, an antidepressant drug. It’s one of the best medications for OCD, but it can take six to eight weeks before its full benefits are felt. Many OCD sufferers who take clomipramine agree that its side effects, such as dry mouth, fatigue, and weight gain, are outweighed by the relief provided from their obsessions.

Get support Don’t feel you have to cope with OCD on your own. Your family doctor can often provide valuable help and advice, but talking to those who share your problem can be especially supportive. Visit the International OCD Foundation (www.iocdf.org) to find a local support group.
 SURPRISINGLY EASY

Slow your breathing
When a phobia or OCD provokes panic or anxiety it’s easy to overbreathe. This disrupts the balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide in the blood, making you feel dizzy, tense, and even more anxious. Try this breathing routine to help you calm down.
	Sit with one hand on your stomach and the other on your chest.
	Breathe in deeply through your nose for 4 seconds; as you do so, feel the hand on your stomach rise and the one on your chest stay still.
	Hold the breath for 2 seconds; then breathe out slowly through your mouth for 6 seconds, exhaling as much air as you can and feeling the hand on your stomach subside and the one on your chest stay almost still.
	Continue like this for 5 minutes, or until you are feeling totally calm.


Deal with anxieties one by one By confronting things that make you anxious, you can diminish their effect. First make a list of the things you fear most. Tackle them one at a time, beginning with the least worrying. So, if you’re least anxious about leaving the house without checking that the stove is off, begin with this. Instead of checking it several times, practice until you can look at it just once before you go out. Then go on to the next worry on the list. As you progress, monitor your anxiety levels—it’s encouraging to see them drop.
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