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MELATONIN, the controversial hormone now widely available wherever dietary supplements are sold, has one indisputable role in the body: it, along with bright light, helps set the body's biological clock by acting on a pacemaker in the brain. Released at night by the pineal gland at the base of the brain, melatonin sets body rhythms, including the one that makes you feel sleepy at bedtime and awake during the day.

The tenacity of these rhythms was experienced by many who switched to daylight time this month and had to arise an hour earlier than their bodies were used to. It is far more challenging to fly across 3, 6 or even 12 time zones and adjust to local time, resulting in that disturbance in body rhythms called jet lag.

It generally takes one day to adjust for each time zone you cross. So if you fly from an Eastern state to Southeast Asia or from a Western state to Africa for a two-week vacation, the resulting time difference, about 12 hours, will leave your body out of whack with local time for most of your trip. Then, having just become adjusted to the new time, you fly home to repeat the adjustment.

Cautionary Tales

I have written before about the ability of melatonin to curtail jet lag, but the number of times I have been asked about it recently -- and the many people who have told me that ''melatonin doesn't work'' -- tells me that I should try again.

One problem is that the use of melatonin to readjust body clocks is very complicated, and if you do it wrong, it will not work. In fact, you are likely to make your jet lag worse if you take melatonin at the wrong time. Also, while melatonin is a potent time-setter for our internal clocks, the most powerful determinant is daylight, which suppresses melatonin release by the pineal. To get the maximum benefit, melatonin must be used with exposure to -- and protection from -- daylight at specific times of day. Also, the dosing directions on the melatonin label, which tell you to take it at bedtime, are no help in countering jet lag. But do read the label for one important fact: how much melatonin is in each tablet. In all likelihood, the dose is far too high and will serve only to put you to sleep, often when you want to be awake. Melatonin usually comes in doses of about two or three milligrams per tablet; for jet lag, you should be taking a half-milligram at most, unless the prescribed time is before bed. That means you will have to cut those tiny tablets into even tinier bits, saving some whole tablets to use as a sleeping aid, if needed.

A final warning: Even the half-milligram dose can make some people sleepy. If you feel the least bit drowsy after taking it, avoid driving or operating dangerous machinery. If you have trouble falling asleep at your destination, you can take a full two- or three-milligram dose at bedtime, in addition to the dose you took to shift your body clock.

Melatonin can help jet travelers adjust body rhythms so they want to sleep at a time that suits the new time zone, not the one they left behind. How long that takes depends on how many time zones are crossed. Dr. Alfred Lewy, an expert on circadian rhythms at the Oregon Health Sciences University in Portland who devised the following regimen, says that body rhythms are adjusted by either advancing or delaying them, which determines when you take melatonin and when you bask in daylight or avoid it.

Shifting Your Clock

Do not wait until you get to your destination to start the melatonin regimen; start it the day before your departure. And do not forget to pack a visor and dark sunglasses to protect your eyes from exposure to bright light at the wrong time of day. Otherwise, plan to stay indoors during those hours.

Let's start with a common example: traveling from the West Coast to the East Coast of the United States, which requires a three-hour advance of the body clock. Let's say that when you arrive in New York, you want to feel sleepy at 11 P.M. and to be able to wake up at 7 A.M. (when it is only 4 A.M. in Los Angeles). To advance your clock, take a half-milligram of melatonin at 3 P.M. Pacific time on the day before departure and again on the day of departure.

On the first full day in New York, take the melatonin at 6 P.M. (which is 3 P.M. on the West Coast); on the next day, take it an hour or two earlier because your clock has begun to adjust. In addition, upon arriving in New York, get out in the sun without sunglasses first thing in the morning.

When traveling from east to west, you will want to delay your body clock three hours. The day before departure, the day you leave and the first few days on the West Coast, take the low dose of melatonin when you wake up in the morning, regardless of how early. Upon arriving, get outdoors without sunglasses for at least half an hour late in the day.

This basic scheme works for a difference of up to 6 time zones. If you are crossing more than 6 but fewer than 10 time zones, the melatonin instructions stay the same (take it in the afternoon going east and upon awakening going west) but the rules about light exposure change. Going east, get into the light at midday, but avoid it in the morning. On following days, gradually shift outdoor light exposure to an earlier time. Going west, get midday light but avoid it later in the day. On following days, shift light exposure to a later time.

However, for a shift of more than nine hours, all the rules change because it is easier to delay the body clock by 14 hours than to advance it by 10 or more. Therefore, when going east, follow the melatonin and light exposure times for going west. In other words, you do basically the same routine in both directions.

When I traveled from New York to Thailand -- a 12-hour time difference -- I took the melatonin when I awoke in New York (6 A.M.) the day before and day of departure and then at 6 P.M. the first day in Thailand (which was 6 A.M. in New York). Each subsequent day I took it one to two hours later. I also got out into the morning sun without sunglasses.

The day before I left Thailand, I repeated this regimen to delay my body clock again 12 hours. My first night home, I slept through to a New York morning. I was sleepy at midday for a few days, but re-entry was basically a snap. As Dr. Lewy said, ''These regimens don't eliminate jet lag, but they reduce the number of days you have it.''
