WINTER IMMUNITY

By Melissa Bosslet, RD, LN

EB Nutrition, LLC

Rockville, MD

The alarm clock rings at 5:30 for that morning run and it is definitely still dark out. And cold. Although the official start of winter is not until December 21, it sure feels like winter. Our immune systems know it is also. It is just about that time of year when everyone gets a cold or the flu. But what if this year you didn't get that nasty cold? What if this year you could train right through the winter without being held back by your immune system?

Eighty percent of our immune system is located in the digestive tract, so more likely than not, that root cause of a poor immune system is a poor diet. Modern science and medication focus on symptoms, i.e. sore muscles, aching throat, headache, but rarely emphasize the root cause of the problem. Immune system health is directly related to physical and emotional stress, antibiotic usage, chemicals, additives in foods, trans fats, and environmental pollutants. 

It is the immune system that fights off disease-causing microorganisms. Good immunity engineers the healing process and prevents injury, inflammation, infection, disease, and the aging process. With exercise or running, we are putting continuous stress on our bodily systems. After a long-run or hard workout, oxidative stress occurs at the cellular level. The cells remain damaged and destroy other tissues if we do not eat appropriately to repair them. This oxidative damage leads to an immune response, causing us to get sick. 

Recovering with carbohydrates and protein is important, but those foods should also contain vitamins and minerals. A sugar-packed snack will not cut it; sugar, and caffeine for that matter, are actually nutrient depleting and are very hard on the immune system, and the whole body for that matter. Here are some key nutrients to focus on for recovery and all meals. 

Zinc- Deficiencies in zinc, vitamin A, and insufficient protein are the most common causes of a suppressed immune function. Lean, red meat is packed with zinc and copper, which helps with the absorption of zinc. Red meat is also a great source of iron and protein, which can keep the immune system healthy. Be careful to stick to the lean cuts like round or loin. Saturated fat is difficult for the body to break down, which adds more stress to the immune system. Mushrooms, greens, and squash, and sesame seeds are also good sources of zinc. Add some garlic to these zinc-containing foods for even more potent immune benefits.

Quercetin- Quercetin helps prevent reactions to certain foods, pollens, and allergens and has been found to have anti-inflammatory agents. It has also been found to lower the risk of respiratory infection after extreme exertion, according to a study done at Appalachian State University in North Carolina. Quercetin can be taken in supplemental form or is found naturally in foods like apple and grape peals, tea, and broccoli. 

Vitamin C- Vitamin C acts as an anti-oxidant, helping to repair damaged cells. This is a great vitamin to supplement with. Although citrus fruits are chock full of this vitamin, in order to get the dosage necessary for immunity benefits, about 4-8 grams, we must eat an awful lot. One orange provides about 70 mg of vitamin C, which equates to eating about 100 oranges to get the total 8 grams! And that means a lot of sugar. After ingesting sugar or simple carbohydrates, our body responds by secreting insulin and adrenaline. These hormonal responses act as immune suppressants. 

Vitamin A- Vitamin A is another anti-oxidant. It can be found in foods like carrots, melon, sweet potatoes, pumpkin or basically anything orange. Beta-carotene, the substance adding the orange color to foods, is a precursor for vitamin A. You can also find vitamin A in leafy greens, low fat dairy, broccoli, and eggs. Vitamin A also helps promote T cell activity. T cells are the killer immune cells – they are programmed to destroy foreign invaders. 

Vitamin E- Foods like almonds, walnuts, vegetable oils, wheat germ, seeds, and nut butters are all excellent sources of vitamin E, a potent anti-oxidant. These foods also contain essential fatty acids, otherwise known as omega-3 fatty acids, which prevent inflammation, which is an immune response. Essential fatty acids are the most important component of the diet. Most American's diets are heavy in the omega-6 category and lacking in the omega-3. The balance of these two fats is integral for immune function. 

B vitamins- The highest concentration of the B vitamins is in the adrenal glands, which are the body's stress organ. This gland produces hormones in response to stress such as lack of sleep, poor diet, long hours at work, or a tough race or workout. To keep the adrenals from burning out, including lots of B vitamins, either from food or a supplement,  is beneficial. A B complex vitamin with lots of B6 and B12 can help antibody formation and combat stress since these vitamins are integral for energy production. 

Combined with plenty of water and sleep, boosting your immunity is the sure fire way to stay healthy this season. Put the money in the bank now (or the nutrients) so when the spring racing season comes around, you can cash it in!

Zinc- Sesame seeds/oil

Vitamin A- pumpkin, squash, sweet potatoes, carrots

Vitamin E- coconut oil, seeds

Quercetin- apples, broccoli, tea

