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Dedication

To Alex and Sophie

With this book we hope to leave them a more peaceful, compassionate, and healthier world, filled with taste, beauty, and passion.
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Part 1

A Proven Plan for Alzheimer’s Prevention



Your brain processes information and manages your emotions, cognitive function, depression, anxiety, attention—everything. Your brain is who you are—your thoughts and your relationship with yourself.

The brain is the most energy-hungry organ in the human body by far. It consumes 25 percent of your energy and at times up to 50 percent of your oxygen, even while you sleep. Nowadays, with all the technological advances and human progress, it is completely exhausted. Our lives have not gotten any simpler; instead, our lives and especially our minds are overwhelmed—by the hundreds of decisions we must make at work and at home every day; the relentless television programs and news cycle to keep up with; our phones that aren’t just used for calls but instead call on us to connect with work, friends, and others 24/7; and so much more. Then there’s the fast food that complements the fast life, the kind of food that creates addiction and doesn’t in the slightest way meet the high-energy needs of a brain in survival mode. This is food that in the long run is nothing more than poison, despite its short-term survival value.

Put all of this together and the brain is like a home under constant assault from inside and outside.

When we talk about modern brain health, we are addressing issues that didn’t even exist for much of the time humans have been around. If we were to put the course of human evolution into a single day, only the last second of that twenty-four-hour period would represent a lifespan past the age of fifty. Mostly we’ve been focused on surviving—no one worried about thriving. The whole point was not to die before we reproduced; after that, death was fair game. It was simply “run away from tiger, have a baby, then die.”

Diets like Paleo harken back to theories about the ways our bodies used to function and how we used to live, but the thing is, we’re not doing that anymore! We used to have to run from predators, and that meant we needed quick bursts of energy and a store of fat that we could burn off at short notice—and evolution didn’t care about the long-term consequences of a quick, hard burn, because nobody was expected to live past age fifty. But now, instead of surviving, we hope to flourish—and that requires long-term support.

When Dean was in high school, he was captain of the soccer team. He was offered some advice: eat a tablespoon of honey before a game so you get a boost of energy. So Dean bought a container of honey and passed it around to his teammates, everybody eating it by the plastic spoonful.

And during the first fifteen minutes, they killed. They ran like rabbits.

But after that—they were dead. It was as if there wasn’t even a team anymore, just a bunch of guys lying on the ground. They never lost a game so badly all year.

Short-term gain is often long-term loss. And when short-term gain comes from high protein and bad fats rather than high fiber, you might achieve both weight loss and energy, but the resulting damage to your neurons due to inflammation and oxidation isn’t worth it. No matter how tempting it is to drop all your weight in an instant, through some diet du jour or any other quick fix, don’t do it. You’ll only harm yourself in the long run.

But it’s tempting, we know. For millennia, our neurological system has been primarily driven by the part of our brain called the amygdala, which is trained to watch out for “tigers.” It has done its job very well; but now, we need to get out of our amygdala, from that emergency state of mind, into the frontal lobe, the control panel of our personality that gives us the ability to communicate and function at a higher level. But the frontal lobe needs our support. We are powering our brains with the kind of food—bad fats, refined sugars, and excessive salt—that’s just not sustainable for a healthy brain.

Nearly six million people are living with Alzheimer’s disease in the United States alone, and that number is increasing. And that’s not even the worst of it. In the general population, brain function is going downhill even without that debilitating disease. Concentration, memory, focus, creativity, and productivity—all these are suffering as our brains struggle to keep up with the demands we place on them. There are also related issues, such as the rise in other dementias and stroke, as well as depression and anxiety—something a whopping 17.3 million people in the United States struggle with.1

We know this is a lot to process. But there’s good news.

The brain is incredibly resilient. Your brain has approximately eighty-seven billion neurons and as many as one quadrillion neural connections, all interacting every moment of every day. Your cells rejuvenate, resist damage, and support growth—at any age. Your neurons can make as few as two connections, or as many as thirty thousand; you have the ability to improve your brain function, to increase your neural connectivity—we’ll suggest ways you can do this—to protect yourself against most degenerative, vascular, and inflammatory diseases of the brain.

Better yet, you can profoundly improve your brain function starting right now.

Imagine a family sitting around the dinner table. On one night this family gets takeout fried chicken, with each member having a side of medium fries, coleslaw, and a 16-ounce soft drink. There are as many calories in this meal as in the caloric requirement of each day, with almost 60 grams of saturated fats, more than 3 grams of sodium, and 65 grams of added sugar—all of which you don’t need. Everybody is sitting together at the table, but no one is talking. Instead, they’re each on their phones, scrolling away. At the end of the meal, they’re tired and collapse in front of the television.

Calling this a “food coma” isn’t far from the truth! This dinner has put their brains through shock, and they are going into “postprandial narcolepsy”—an after-dinner sleepiness—because the blood supply and energy regulation of the brain is overwhelmed. This soporific effect of a meal—which we have all felt at one time or another—is common, but that doesn’t mean it’s good. It’s an overwhelm of the system.

Now imagine the same family having dinner the next night. They are eating a home-cooked meal that is high in nutrients. They’re paying attention to the various flavors—umami (savory taste), brightness, tanginess—and enjoying the pleasures of a variety of vegetables, some pine nuts, and some berries. Light music plays in the background, and they are engaged in conversation, discussing mutual interests, the challenges of their day, laughing with one another. At the end of the meal, they are energized. They want to go for a walk, look at the stars, play a board game, and continue their dialogue—one that was strengthening their mental functioning without any concerted effort.

The first meal was harmful. The second one was healing.

What happened on the second day is something we call the NEURO BOOST, a positive outcome based on the NEURO PLAN, our five-pronged approach to improving cognitive health, as well as overall health. NEURO stands for

N—Nutrition

E—Exercise

U—Unwind

R—Restore

O—Optimize

And the very first thing to address is Nutrition.

N IS FOR NUTRITION

With every meal you eat, you either make or break your brain. You choose, with every bite, which direction to tilt the needle. Each of the two meals the above family ate had a profound and lasting effect on their overall health, but particularly their brain health. The good news here is that if every meal can damage, then every meal can heal. That’s the power of food. We can move beyond simply consuming calories for survival.

This book is about the joy of building cognitive capacity with each meal.

Your brain function is under your control. If you follow our NEURO Plan, here’s what you can expect:

SHARPER FOCUS. Focus is the foundation of all consciousness. It determines how quickly you process information or commit something to memory—or whether you can process anything at all. Once you create a system where your brain is no longer overstimulated or inflamed, your ability to focus will escalate exponentially. This happens almost immediately after you begin the NEURO Plan.

DISEASE PREVENTION. We’re not talking about just Alzheimer’s disease. Most chronic neurological diseases—stroke, migraine, diabetic neuropathy—are associated with metabolic processes that are susceptible to environmental factors. You will be at least 80 to 90 percent less likely to have a stroke, with a 90 percent reduced risk for Alzheimer’s within a normal lifespan, as extrapolated from the studies on the relationship of lifestyle factors and genetics. Yes, we’re talking a 90 percent reduction.

STRONGER IMMUNE SYSTEM. The part of your brain that regulates your emotions is directly connected to your hypothalamus through your limbic system. If the hypothalamus receives stress from the limbic system, it passes it along to the pituitary, which together with the hypothalamus is responsible for hormone regulation. If the pituitary gets stressed, it releases chemicals that cause your endocrine and immunological systems to go haywire. But once you’ve got your amygdala and limbic system calmed down, your immune system will be able to operate in an optimal state. You’ll have a lot less stress, which means a lower chance of developing infections and disease.

HIGHER MENTAL PROCESSING SPEEDS. Imagine being able to solve problems faster, access your stored memories more quickly, and complete projects at a greater speed than you ever thought possible.

BETTER MEMORY. Inflammation is the body’s response to injury. When your brain is inflamed, your ability to form short-term memories is impaired, as is your ability to connect those memories to islands of long-term memory. As inflammation is reduced, both your short-term and long-term memory will improve within the first few weeks of the NEURO Plan.

MORE CREATIVITY. Right now, your amygdala and limbic system are probably overstimulated and therefore overactive, keeping you in fight-or-flight mode. As they calm down, your frontal and parietal lobes can take center stage, allowing you to bring more creativity and control to the way you see the world around you and to the choices you make.

GREATER PRODUCTIVITY. Microglia, the janitor cells of the brain, are nine to ten times more numerous than neurons, and they’ve got a really important job. While you’re sleeping, they prune bad connections between neurons and eliminate the waste products created during the day, but just one night’s bad sleep can cause them to eat away at good brain connections. Once you’ve created a clean system with all neurons firing, however, and an environment within your body that invites restorative sleep, your brain will transform into an efficient, smooth-running machine. Eating the right foods can help you improve your sleep, which will then help the microglia to function better—which will then improve your sleep even more and repair the brain. It’s a wonderful circle of health.

BETTER SLEEP. Poor sleep is caused by indigestion, stress from the day, and improper energy metabolism, among many other factors. A diet high in processed sugar and bad fats causes quick, high energy, which prevents you from sleeping well, and a sudden drop in glucose while you’re sleeping may cause nightmares. Our suggestion of eating complex carbohydrates before sleep will give your body even energy levels throughout the night so that you aren’t plateauing and peaking, being overstimulated or understimulated. And as you sleep better over time, hey, guess what? Your brain works better, too.

HIGHER INTELLIGENCE. Yes, you read that right. If you follow the NEURO Plan, you will be—in a word—sharper. Most people spend very little time actually thinking in a way that engages their frontal lobe and higher cortical centers. We can’t maintain focus because our damaged brains can make it literally painful to concentrate. So we coast along, moving from habitual thought to habitual thought, never pinpointing, clarifying, or working through a goal or problem or long-term plan in an unclouded way. But once you unleash the kraken of the higher brain centers like the prefrontal cortex, you’ll break those patterns and move into . . . well, a more complex and organized way of thinking. We’re talking about something we call XQ: EXTRAORDINARY QUOTIENT. Once you actively build your processing speed, you can focus at a higher and more youthful level. You know how children are capable of learning languages with an ease adults cannot achieve? You’ll rediscover and reclaim that. You’ll exist at higher cognitive states—that’s XQ.

OVERALL HAPPINESS. Inflammation, as well as glucose and fat dysregulation that results from poor food choices, can tap into the baseline survival and anxiety-driven centers of the brain. If this pattern continues for days, weeks, or months, it can result in a baseline anxious and depressed mental state. But if you take away inflammation, and remedy the damage done through highly processed foods, and instead provide the brain with a stable and efficient source of energy from unprocessed, clean, high-nutrient foods, it becomes much easier to reduce anxiety and depression. Your neurotransmitters, rather than firing in a chaotic, anxiety-producing pattern, will find a stable state, or homeostasis, in a pattern that will promote happiness and a sense of peace.

SUPERHUMAN CALM. The amygdala, the center of all your emotions, is not a complex behavior processor. It is a reactive organ, and it’s affected by everything, particularly your hormones and energy levels. It’s pretty much a toddler. And when it’s inflamed, it’s more powerful than the rest of the brain and shouts over everything else. Think of your amygdala as the Hulk. But once you’ve got that Bruce Banner of a frontal lobe back in charge, your amygdala will pipe down and you’ll be able to respond to situations with more reason, less reactivity, and a more even temper.

WEIGHT LOSS. You will lose weight if you need to when you follow the NEURO Plan. Better still, weight loss will happen in a stable way—no more fluctuations after a certain point. If you maintain the NEURO Plan diet and lifestyle, your body will land at its appropriate weight, and stay there.

Promises, Promises

So that’s a lot of promises. But we’re scientists and researchers, and we don’t make promises like that unless we are 100 percent certain they are backed up by research and experience. We have a vibrant community of patients and friends following our NEURO Plan with amazing results.

We began this journey fifteen years ago, when we decided that we needed to become experts in preventing cognitive decline—something that was entirely unheard of at the time! Ayesha did dual residencies in both preventive medicine and neurology before going on to study epidemiology and vascular diseases of the brain at Columbia University, again focusing on prevention.

Dean undertook molecular research and ran clinical trials at the University of California at San Diego as well as at the National Institutes of Health before deciding to move to Loma Linda, California, where he could focus more specifically on clinical work. At Loma Linda, we were able to collect data on three thousand people and study their lifestyles, which allowed us to do significant work on lifestyle epidemiology and how it can impact cognitive decline, especially Alzheimer’s. We didn’t just look at dementia in our clinic or through various secondary databases of other populations—we went to our local communities and talked to people, which is how we were able to identify factors that contribute to cognitive decline as well as get a sense of the awareness these communities had around cognitive health.

We are uniquely positioned to offer this kind of support, as we are the only physicians who have led molecular research projects, run clinical trials, and organized community-based interventions in this field. At the beginning of our careers, when we first highlighted the impact of lifestyle on brain health, it was not accepted that lifestyle could affect cognition—or that dementia could be prevented. By 2017, when our first book, The Alzheimer’s Solution, came out, people were finally starting to accept what we had known for years—and now, it’s almost universally understood that lifestyle has a significant effect on cognitive decline and dementia.

We’re so proud that this concept emerged from our research. Our nonprofit organization, the Healthy Minds Initiative, has been working to raise awareness in communities across the United States, demystifying the steps required to achieve long-term brain health. We are teaching how to prevent devastating illnesses such as Alzheimer’s and dementia—and people are making it happen. It’s incredible to watch this change in attitude.


A couple of years ago I was diagnosed with mild cognitive impairment . . . I can actually feel the difference that these thirty days have made. My head isn’t as cloudy, and it seems as though my thoughts come to me just a little bit better than before.

—MARCUS, AGE FORTY-FIVE


As scientists and researchers, our most important questions are always, Why? and How? Let’s start with the why.

The NEURO Plan works because it starts with Nutrition—that is, food. Food is the single greatest tool we have for building better brain health. A brain-healthy diet results in better cognition.

This seems obvious, and yet we find ourselves having to argue for this case again and again. The world accepts the fact that nutrition has an impact on cardiovascular disease and diabetes, but for some reason the brain is treated like it’s not a “normal” part of the body, as if it’s some magical and mysterious organ that cannot possibly be affected by something as prosaic as food.

The brain is incredible. We’re neurologists, so obviously we think the brain does some pretty amazing things. But it’s just an organ like any other, and that means food is going to affect it. In fact, food has a much greater impact on the brain, because this 3-pound organ can consume more than 25 percent of the body’s energy. And given that it is, for the most part, in a hermetically sealed system, because of the blood-brain barrier, it has a hard time getting rid of waste and toxins.

When we fail to nourish our bodies properly, we fail to nourish this energy hog of an organ even more.

What is the best way to nourish the brain? By eating a variety of unprocessed plant–based foods that have all the macronutrients and micronutrients that your brain needs without any of the harmful elements.

Although we don’t believe in reductionism, and we believe you should simply focus on eating a whole-food, plant-based diet, there are some foods that you need to consume every day. We’ve narrowed them down to nine high-impact brain foods.

The NEURO 9

These nine foods are crucial for maintaining and improving your cognitive health, and you should eat them every single day. The serving size we’re suggesting is the minimum intake you should be getting while following the NEURO Plan.

THE NEURO 9








	1. Green Leafy Vegetables

	Especially dark green leafy vegetables like kale, watercress, Swiss chard, collard greens, arugula, spinach

	3 cups raw or 1.5 cups cooked




	2. Whole Grains

	Such as oats, quinoa, brown rice, farro, buckwheat

	3 servings (½ cup cooked oatmeal, quinoa, brown rice, or 100% whole-wheat pasta is 1 serving)




	3. Seeds

	Especially ground flaxseeds and chia seeds

	2 tablespoons (2 servings)




	4. Beans and Legumes

	Chickpeas, black beans, pinto beans, lentils, edamame, giant beans, tempeh, tofu

	3 servings of ½ cup cooked beans or tofu/tempeh, ¼ cup hummus, or ½ cup peas




	5. Berries

	Such as blueberries, blackberries, strawberries

	½ cup (1 serving)




	6. Nuts

	Such as walnuts, almonds, cashews

	¼ cup (1 serving)




	7. Crucifers

	Such as broccoli, cauliflower, bok choy, cabbage, Brussels sprouts

	1 cup (2 servings)




	8. Tea

	Green, white, black, or Oolong tea

	At least 1 cup daily




	9. Herbs and Spices

	Especially turmeric, but also sumac, sage, rosemary, thyme, oregano, cloves, Indian gooseberry, saffron

	At least ¼ teaspoon daily





How Do You Know What Is Right? Seven Rules

We get it. There’s a lot of contradictory information out there regarding nutrition. Is coconut oil good? Should we stick to a Keto diet? This week you read that a plant-based diet is best, but last week you read that you couldn’t possibly get enough protein eating like that. Which is it? Everybody is trying so hard to eat a healthy diet, but the definition of “healthy” keeps changing.

It’s human nature to want easy answers. If someone says, “Do this relatively easy thing, and you’ll be healthy,” who wouldn’t jump on that train? Particularly if there’s “science” to back it up. There have been attempts of late to confuse the issue of health through what’s called false equivalency, that is, when a few badly done studies or “well-engineered” (fake) studies are falsely equated with well-designed, valid studies and with more than eighty years and thousands of research articles indicating the exact opposite.
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The reality is that nutrition is complex, and there are no easy answers. To be certain that we’ve got the facts straight, we insist that the research we use and rely on is repeated by others and not biased by funding from those seeking a certain outcome. And we insist on multiple approaches to research, since a different perspective will give different kinds of information. These approaches include:


	Cross-sectional data, which look at large populations at one time period

	Prospective data, which look at a population followed over a long period of time

	Retrospective data, which look back over a long period of time, allowing you to better determine relationships between various factors in an intervention group compared to a control group

	Randomized clinical trials, which closely follow the outcomes of a specific intervention

	Comprehensive review, including meta analysis, which is a systematic way of looking at all the information and research that has been done over a period of time, and coming to a consensus on the work of most of the experts in the field



If all of these approaches, without bias or error, point in the same direction, then we can draw a conclusion. Only then can we have enough confidence to make recommendations to the general public, because understanding nutrition as it applies to diverse populations and across time can be complex. And so, having studied and been involved in all of these different types of research, we are going to take a stand when the conclusion is clear by stating: This is not an opinion. This is our strongest evidence for public health implementation.

Based on information that meets our rigorous standards, these are our seven rules for eating your way to a super healthy brain, and they form the foundation of our thirty-day NEURO Plan:


	Eat a plant-based diet (and the NEURO 9 foods every day).

	Avoid all foods that are high in saturated fats.

	Avoid refined carbohydrates and sugar.

	Reduce salt and season your food with herbs and spices.

	Avoid processed foods.

	Drink water.

	Eat homemade meals.



Let’s dive into these seven rules a little more closely.


Everything Dean and Ayesha Sherzai suggest is based on proven data, so why wouldn’t you want to convert your habits to benefit your life and those around you? All the information is about self-care and love, which makes for an all-around better person and life for you and those around you!

—ELISA F.


Rule No. 1: Eat a Plant-Based Diet (and the NEURO 9 foods every day)

This is by far the most important of our seven rules. All of the nutrients our bodies need, all of the vitamins and minerals we need for the brain to operate at an optimal level, are found in plants. Plants also contain fiber, which helps create essential short-chain fatty acids in the gut, thus providing potent anti-inflammatory factors for the brain. Plants have everything that’s good for you, and if you leave them alone, that is, you don’t process them until they are unrecognizable, they are a complete source of nutrients for the brain and the rest of the body.

The same is not true of animal products—meat, poultry, and dairy. Western diets, including what’s called the standard American diet (SAD), are typically high in animal products and actively contribute to cognitive decline. One study in Loma Linda, where we see patients and conduct research (Loma Linda is one of the five Blue Zones identified by Dan Buettner where people live the longest and are the healthiest), found that in a group of three thousand individuals, people who ate meat were twice as likely to develop dementia than people who ate a vegetarian diet. Another study in Chicago examined twenty-five hundred participants and found that those who consumed higher amounts of saturated fat from animal products had a higher risk of developing Alzheimer’s than those who ate unsaturated fats derived from plants. Adherence to the popular MIND (Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay) diet, which is a hybrid of the Mediterranean diet and DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diet, has been shown to reduce the risk of Alzheimer’s disease by 53 percent. When you look at the components of the MIND diet that are neuroprotective, they are provided by plants, and the diet is low in saturated fats.2

WHEN YOU FOLLOW THE NEURO PLAN: You will commit to eating plant-based foods for thirty days straight—eating an abundance of the NEURO 9 and other plant foods. You will eat zero meat, dairy, eggs, and fish. This includes shellfish, butter, and cheese.

This is because the meat you are eating is harming your brain. Why is that? Because of the saturated fat content, which leads us right to Rule No. 2.

Rule No. 2: Avoid All Foods That Are High in Saturated Fats

All fats are not equal. There are essential fatty acids and nonessential fatty acids. Essential fats are the ones that your brain needs regularly. They are the “good” fats, polyunsaturated fats (PUFAs), that the body cannot make and are found in plant and marine sources and in some nuts. Nonessential fats are saturated fats and cholesterol that the body can make and does not need, and because they are available in our foods in large amounts, they can cause a lot of damage. The brain contains saturated fats and cholesterol, and it doesn’t need it to be restocked!

The requirement is different for newborns and babies, who need some saturated fats when their brains are growing. But for adolescents and adults, the brain simply doesn’t need any saturated fats, so all that meat and dairy essentially damage the highways to the brain—the millions of branches of arteries that provide oxygen and nutrition to the energy-hungry brain.

The majority of saturated fats in the typical Western diet come from meats, poultry, and dairy. Saturated fats have been associated with a higher risk of Alzheimer’s disease and stroke in multiple high-quality studies, and we are getting the same results over and over again.3

There’s a lot of confusion about fat consumption in general and brain health, and we’ll try to clarify it here without putting you to sleep. You may hear a lot of self-appointed brain health experts and influencers say that since the brain is about 60 percent fat, you need to eat mostly fat for better brain health. This couldn’t be farther from the truth! First of all, the type of fat that makes up the brain is structural fat, which is incorporated in the insulating sheaths of the extensions of neurons, called myelin. These structural fats comprise of different kinds of fats, mostly cholesterol, but this doesn’t mean that you have to eat sources of cholesterol, or meat and dairy, to maintain brain health. The brain does not have the capacity to store fat, so you won’t find blobs of storage fat like we do in the body. Mind-blowing, isn’t it? The brain simply does not have the ability to burn fat as energy like muscles do. Second, the type of fat you’re consuming matters. The only types of fat we need are the ones that maintain the integrity of the membranes of the neuron, that is, PUFAs, specifically omega-3 fatty acids.

Saturated fats also cause inflammation, and when they come into contact with our cells, they cause long-term damage, including oxidation. Oxidation happens when a molecule loses an electron, creating what’s called a free radical. Free radicals have been shown to cause the microscopic damage ultimately leading to stroke, cancer, heart disease, and other health issues.

For instance, the Women’s Health Study conducted at Harvard University determined that women with a diet higher in saturated fat suffered from a faster decline of memory; in fact, they had a 70 percent faster decline in their memory, while women with the lowest saturated fat intake in the study had brains that behaved as if they were six years younger.4

The big point of confusion around saturated fats is this: some people think saturated fats are good for you. And they’re not. The reason for this confusion is because when people stop eating



Rule No. 3: Avoid Refined Carbohydrates and Sugar






Rule No. 4: Reduce Salt and Season Your Food with Herbs and Spices







Rule No. 5: Avoid Processed Foods






Rule No. 6: Drink Water











Rule No. 7: Eat Homemade Meals







WHAT ABOUT THE REST OF NEURO?
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E Is for Exercise







U Is for Unwind








R Is for Restore










O Is for Optimize








THE SUM IS GREATER THAN THE PARTS
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