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      I was very fortunate to read Nort Beckerman’s book Don’t Shrink Your Brain. It is a great guide for everyone who would like valuable information for keeping the brain elastic, functioning and growing as they age. He debunks the old beliefs that the brain cannot continue to stretch and grow as we age. Mr. Beckerman explains the brain chemistry and steps we can take to be as he says a Super Ager. I wholeheartedly recommend everyone get a copy immediately and get their blood flowing.

      
        
        —Carol Sheridan, Director of Older Adult Services (retired)
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      Dementia is a horrible affliction. You can read, study as much as you want, but until you come face to face with it your understanding is incomplete.

      When I first got back my voice, memory, and cognitive abilities I was introduced to a professor who was beginning to lose his memory. The rate at which he was declining made him feel that dementia was where he was headed, and he was right.

      He lived in a southern state so we corresponded. We corresponded for about eight months. I would receive a couple of letters from him each week telling me what was going on with his memory and how he felt about what was happening to him.

      He said when he first started having memory problems, he was embarrassed. He was embarrassed by not being able to remember a recent conversation or things he did. He tried to explain it by saying he had a lot going on and it slipped his mind. He started seeing doctors, but became angry because the doctors weren’t helping him. Then he became concerned about the people around him. Those he loved.

      The letters went from two a week to one, and eventually stopped. I remember the last letter. He actually thanked me for being his letter friend and said “Goodbye”. I was in tears and wrote back telling him to fight, but there was nothing to fight. I never heard from him again. I didn’t realize it at the time, but that relationship prompted me to write A User’s Guide to a Healthy Brain, and begin teaching and speaking about how to regain and maintain a healthy brain. It was a long time ago, but if you can read this, Thanks!

      The next person I’d like to thank is my wife, Diane. Don’t Shrink Your Brain might not be volumes, but it required a lot of studying, research, writing and rewriting. Not only that, I would ask her to read sections I had written for understanding and clarity. I wrote the book but she was my partner from beginning to end. That took time and seriously interfered with our life. Complicating matters were the problems I was having with my computer. But she was understanding, and patient through it all. This book would have never been written without her understanding and support.
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      We reach our early fifties, and we start having memory problems. Nothing significant. We typically refer to them as “senior moments” because age is blamed. We’re told that we’re getting older, and memory problems are the normal result of aging. New technology and new research has shown that’s wrong.

      Most likely you’re having memory problems because of tissue inflammation, cell dysfunction and loss of blood and water. All of this can be corrected, but let’s start at the beginning.

      They call me the Brain Health Coach because I’m not an M.D. or a Ph.D., but I have been studying the brain for the last twenty years. It’s important that you know why, so let’s start there.
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          I WALKED THE WALK

        

      

    

    
      I want to start our journey together by telling you what happened to me that got me started studying the brain.

      I was in my middle to late fifties when I contracted viral encephalitis. Viral encephalitis is simply a virus that attacks your brain. It’s not painful because your brain has no pain nerves, but it did do a lot of damage.

      That damage was primarily in the form of tissue inflammation and I’m sure cell dysfunction. My cognitive abilities, including my memory, were far from good. They were bad.

      I had good doctors and they eventually got me back into good health, except my memory was really bad. They told me it would take a few months for things to clear up and my memory would be as good as ever after that.

      I should tell you that before this all happened, I had a good memory. It wasn’t as good as my wife’s, but good.

      After a few months, I became concerned. My memory had gotten worse. My doctors said that was the result of viral encephalitis and of course, I was getting older. I should have expected some decline in memory. Then they told me that I had a certain capacity for memory and the virus had destroyed a good part of it. I had to accept the fact that that’s the way it was, and that’s the way it was going to be.

      Had I known then what I know now, I would have never accepted that explanation. But that’s the way it was so spiral notebooks became my memory, and I began writing down those things I needed to remember.

      I didn’t know it at the time, but writing things down that I needed to remember was drawing blood to my brain. That was incredibly helpful and probably prevented a more disastrous slide.

      I’m an avid reader. I have been for most of my life. I didn’t stop reading, working, or socializing when all this happened. I was who I was, and I had to learn to live with it. I just made sure that I always had spiral notebooks and a writing instrument with me, and that’s how I lived my life for a few years.

      Then, I noticed that people were asking me to repeat what I had just said. My wife told me that it was difficult to understand what I was saying, and it was getting worse. I was not hoarse. You know, like when you have a cold. I was making sounds, but people, including my wife, couldn’t understand what I was trying to say.

      I went to see my neurologist. She told me I had spasmodic dysphonia which, as it turns out, simply means that you have trouble talking because of spasms in your vocal cords.

      She recommended a less acidic diet and sent me to several speech therapists who specialize in spasmodic dysphonia. None were able to help me, so she prescribed botulinum toxin shots to my vocal cords. I took the shots every few months for over a year.

      At first, they seemed to help, although all I could do was whisper, but things didn’t get any better and people were still having a hard time understanding what I was saying. During this time, I continued to carry my spiral notebooks, writing the things that I needed to remember. The spiral notebooks also came in handy when I needed to tell someone something that didn’t understand what I was saying. I didn’t know what was happening to me.

      You have to understand that although there still wasn’t a good understanding of the human brain, the medical community functioned as experts who knew all there was to know, and they probably did. There just wasn’t that much to know.

      I thought my past was catching up with me. I was a fairly heavy drinker and when I was nine a friend threw a brick at my head. I was unconscious for almost three days.

      You’re probably thinking that he couldn’t have been much of a friend if he threw a brick at my head, but you’d be wrong. We were playing a game, and I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      So when my neurologist told me that I had an incurable disorder emanating from my brain, I thought the incident with the brick, my heavy drinking, and the viral encephalitis had caught up with me and I was paying the price. My world was leaving me, and nobody could tell me what to do about it. I was scared. I didn’t know what would happen to me next.

      I needed to do something, but I didn’t have any options available to me, at least I didn’t think I did. My wife, Diane, who was wonderful through all this, suggested that it might be helpful if I read up on what was happening to me. She thought there might be some suggestions in the material that would be helpful.

      So, with my spiral notebooks in hand, I started to read things about the brain. When I started it was like reading a foreign language, so, I bought a medical dictionary. That helped, I made notes, but it still wasn’t making much sense to me. That little bit that I did understand didn’t seem to apply to me. Then, two things happened that changed my life.

      First, I had been doing some cartoon drawing. Diane encouraged me to draw a cartoon image of my brain. I think she was trying to cheer me up, so I drew a cartoon image of my brain and called the figure “Henry.”

      Somehow, that image told me that I had to keep going. I had a little fellow to take care of. As it turns out, that’s what I did. Today, Henry is healthy and functioning at tip-top levels. Henry and I are great buds. I take care of Henry and Henry takes care of me.

      The second thing happened during that same time. I received a flyer telling me about an academic conference that was being held to discuss the latest findings in neuroscience. When I read it, it was clear that the conference was about the latest findings regarding the human brain. I couldn’t go to the conference, but I did ask for and receive a complete transcript of the conference notes. I don’t know who sent me that flyer or why, but if they’re reading this “Thank You!”

      I had already purchased a medical dictionary, so with that in hand, I began reading. It was obvious from the transcripts that recent findings were turning the neuroscience community on its ear along with their understanding of the human brain and the role it plays in our lives. The transcripts focused on several studies that proved that we could continue to generate experience-dependent brain cells throughout life. Before the late 1990’s it was believed that we were born with all the brain cells (neurons) we would ever need.

      The real issue that the people at the conference were wrestling with, though, had to do with neuroplasticity. Neuroplasticity, or brain plasticity, simply means the internal movement and storage of brain cells in response to what we’re doing or not doing.

      It had previously been believed that neuroplasticity only applied to children through adolescence. That made sense. If children were born with all of the brain cells they would ever need, their development and learning along with the brain’s plasticity, would rearrange those cells based on what they did and didn’t do.

      Now, the neuroscience community understood that the human brain could generate new, experience-dependent brain cells throughout life. That meant that we could continue to capture new information, make new memories, and learn throughout life. The question that was turning everything upside down was whether neuroplasticity (brain plasticity) continued to apply throughout life.

      The hard-liners were sticking with the notion that neuroplasticity only applied to children. Others at the conference believed that neuroplasticity had to apply to the human brain as long as it was capable of generating new, experience-dependent brain cells.

      It made perfect sense. If neuroplasticity was all about rearranging the storage of cells in the brain based on what a person did and didn’t do, then as long as someone was generating new, experience-dependent brain cells, neuroplasticity had to apply.

      As long as I could generate new, experience-dependent brain cells, capture new information, and learn throughout life, neuroplasticity had to apply. To me, it meant that I could learn how to talk so I could be understood.

      I had to teach myself how to talk, not as you teach a young child to talk, but as you would teach someone how to play a musical instrument. I can’t tell you how excited I was.

      I never thought about my memory. I was focused on learning how to talk so I could be understood. I was going to rejoin the world that was leaving me. It would just take time. My efforts were all directed at learning how to speak. Memory wasn’t even on my radar.

      I had a headset array that contained earphones and a microphone. I started with those and my laptop computer. I selected a spot in our house where it was quiet, and I wouldn’t be interrupted. That space became my learning space.

      I started out with the vowels, A, E, I, O, U, but quickly added consonants. I would try and say two-letter words like “at, am, in, is, it.”

      I used my computer to record what I was reading and saying. I would then play it back and listen to what I had said. Then I would say it over, and over until I got it right.

      When I first started listening to what I was saying, I thought I had an impossible task ahead of me. Fortunately, the speech therapists I’d been to had given me some good advice on how to form sounds. They also gave me breathing exercises I could do that might help.

      My routine included coming to my learning space after breakfast for four to five hours. I would put on my earphones and microphone, power up my computer, and practice several breathing exercises before I started my work.

      Next, I would listen to what I had recorded at the end of my previous session. I didn’t normally end a session with sounds or words that didn’t show some progress, but at this point, there was always room for improvement.

      I went from two-letter words to larger words, then to multiple words, sentences, and then paragraphs. My words and sounds had gotten to the point where they could be understood, but it still wasn’t right.

      My wife made a major contribution when she told me my head was moving forward in gooseneck fashion when I was reading what was on the computer screen. I did some reading on “gooseneck” posture and found that a gooseneck posture could cause the vagus nerve, which runs from your brain to your intestines, to contact your vocal cords.

      I quickly contacted my doctor and got a prescription for physical therapy. That helped considerably, and pretty soon my speech was at the next level. I was making progress. At the end of two years, I could speak and be easily understood, but my talking still wasn’t right.

      Then, a friend who had been operated on for a tumor on his vocal cords told me about a breathing exercise his doctor had given him. It made a big difference in the sounds I was forming and saying. I was close to joining the world I knew. It took another six months of practicing before I was back.

      During this time, Diane introduced me to the new rage in puzzles, Sudoku. The books she got me explained how to solve a Sudoku puzzle, but I wasn’t happy with their suggested way of solving the puzzle. I felt that their suggestion took the fun out of working the puzzle, so I came up with my method. I worked it in my head and wouldn’t write in a number until I was sure that it belonged. I didn’t realize it, but working Sudoku puzzles this way was drawing blood to my brain.

      Understand, that during all this time I had been studying the brain, I was writing things in my spiral notebook that I thought were important. What I didn’t know was how helpful the process of writing these things down was in improving my memory.

      Then, one night I walked into the family room. Diane was sitting on the couch. As I entered, she asked me a question. I answered it without hesitating. She looked at me and said, “You know, your memory may be better than mine.” I never forgot that moment and the look on her face when she said it. You have to understand that she has always had an excellent memory, certainly far better than mine, even when my brain was in good shape. Her telling me that my memory might be better than hers was an incredible compliment. It was that moment that let me throw away my spiral notebooks and rejoin the world I knew.

      Based on what I was learning we made changes to our diet, and we were always getting out to engage in some form of aerobic exercise, mostly brisk walking at the gym, and for whatever reason, I was drinking more water.

      At the time this was happening I couldn’t just go to a text and find out what I needed to do. Interestingly, studies conducted in the last twenty years showed that unknowingly, I had been doing all the right things.

      Once I was able to talk clearly, Diane suggested that I contact the local senior center and ask them if I could teach a class on how to work Sudoku puzzles. They agreed.

      I had a big whiteboard with a Sudoku grid. The Sudoku grid was permanent, but a plastic sheet allowed the numbers to be entered and erased.

      I taught the class to work on Sudoku puzzles the way I had been working on them, solving for a number in their head. I was up in front of the room with the board and a black marker. When someone solved a number, they would call it out, and I would write it in. Guessing was not allowed.

      I took advantage of the first ten minutes or so of each class to talk about the brain. They liked the brief talks and kept pushing for longer talks about the brain. Finally, they convinced the higher-ups, and I was asked to give a talk about the brain. That talk led to many talks there and throughout northern Virginia.

      During the time this was all going on, I was teaching courses on how to regain and maintain a healthy brain. I wrote a User’s Guide to a Healthy Brain, a doctor had me working with people having cognitive problems, and I was the Brain Health Coach on cable TV.

      Now, I can be your Brain Health Coach. Let’s get started by getting rid of some of the major beliefs surrounding the brain that were simply wrong. They were myths.
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