
With autumn’s outbreak of cold and flu 
threatening to keep you off your bike,  
Laura Tilt investigates nine superfoods that 
ward off infection and alleviate symptoms
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s a cyclist you’re already 
ahead of the game when 
it comes to preventing 

illness. Research shows that 
regular, moderate exercise reduces 
the risk of infection compared to 
being a couch potato. However, 
periods of intense training, such 
as when you’re preparing for a 
road race, could make you more 
susceptible to falling ill.

Fix it with food  
Getting sick is frustrating; not only 
do you feel rotten but it can also 
put the brakes on your training 
schedule and performance. In one 
study of British athletes, 33 per 
cent of missed training sessions 
were down to infection, the most 
common being a cold or flu. 

Although there’s no magic 
fix for the cold and flu, getting 
plenty of rest and taking a strategic 
approach with food can help you 
recover faster and climb back on 
your bike sooner. Here are the 
foods that can help fight colds. 

Foods to fight 
infection

1Oranges and peppers 
Most of us associate vitamin 
C with cold prevention, but 

studies have failed to back up this 
idea. The good news, however, 
is that short-term mega-doses 
of the antioxidant vitamin may 
help reduce the duration of a 
cold. According to the experts at 
Cochrane (a global, independent 
network that reviews evidence), 

regular supplementation with 
vitamin C consistently reduces 
cold symptoms, especially if your 
body is under physical stress.

 Most studies assessed used 
doses of 1,000mg or more a day. 
A glass of orange juice, a whole 
red pepper and two kiwi fruit each 
contains around 150mg, so you’ll 
need to pack in a few smoothies 
and vegetable stir fries to get the 
high doses required. Alternatively, 
consider a short-term supplement 
— the low cost and safety means 
it’s worth a go. 

2 Whey protein
Protein isn’t only vital for 
muscle recovery; it’s also an 

essential building material for the 
antibodies and white blood cells 
that keep your immune system 
robust. Meeting your body’s basic 
protein needs isn’t usually difficult, 
but studies show there’s benefit to 
be gained from consuming over 
and above the basic requirement 
when you’re training hard and 
more at risk of infection. 

Last year a study from the 
University of Stirling found that a 
high-protein diet may prevent the 
dip in immune function caused by 
a large volume of high-intensity 
cycle training. In the study, eight 
cyclists undertook two-week 
blocks of high-intensity training, 
consuming either a control or  
high-protein diet, matched for 
calories and carbohydrates. 
Results showed white blood cell 
levels in the high-protein group 
remained higher than the control 
group, and they experienced fewer 
symptoms of respiratory infection.

Already popular as a post-work-
out supplement, whey protein is a 
good choice when you’re suffering 
from a cold. The milk-derived 
powder contains high levels of 
glutathione, a specific amino acid 
that helps fight off infection. Try 
stirring into your morning porridge 
for a protein-rich start to your day.  

3 Oysters (or beef) 
As well as being a good 
source of protein and iron, 

oysters (and to a lesser extent 
beef) contains high levels of zinc, 

Reduce your 
risk of illness 
by making sure 
tough training 
sessions are 
followed by lighter 
days and getting 
plenty of sleep 

According to experts from the Sports Science Institute 
at Loughborough University, a tough session on the 
bike can overwhelm your immune function for up to 24 
hours as white blood cells (the infection-fighters) are 
temporarily suppressed, giving bacteria and viruses 
a window of opportunity. Studies suggest that this is 
most marked when your training effort is continuous, 
long-duration and high-intensity, so it’s no surprise 
most respiratory symptoms are reported in the days 
after endurance events. 

The most common complaint in trained athletes 
and non-elite adults taking part in endurance events 
is an infection of the upper respiratory tract — less 
scientifically, the common cold and flu. Stats on colds 
show we suffer, on average, two to four a year, and 
they’re more common in the winter. The jury is still out 
on why the cold months make us more susceptible, 
but recent research suggests the temperature makes 
it easier for the rhinovirus — the germ responsible for 
colds — to take hold in the nose. 

It may not be an infection causing you to feel under 
the weather, though. In a 2007 study from the Institute 
of Medicine and Sport in Monaco, researchers reported 
that, in 30 per cent of reported cold and flu episodes, 
there were no identifiable viruses causing the symp-
toms. This has led to the idea that inflammation of the 
airways can occur without infection, due to breathing 
in cold, dry or polluted air. If you’re on the bike for long 
periods, the increased rate and depth of breathing 
means you could end up with a sore throat and chest 
symptoms, even if you don’t develop a virus.  

Train hard to catch cold 

a mineral that regulates immune 
function and wound healing. A 
round-up of research from the 
Cochrane group found that taking 
a mega-dose of zinc (75mg) as a 
lozenge or syrup within the first 24 
hours of a cold can help to lessen 
the symptoms. 

This all sounds good, but the 
adverse effects reported with 
zinc sprays (nausea, changes in 
the sense of taste, loss of smell) 
and the inconsistency in results 
mean you’re better off getting a hit 
through your diet. Adult men and 
women require around 10mg a 
day, which is most easily absorbed 
from meat and seafood — the zinc 
from plant foods is less readily 
absorbed. Romance your cold 
into submission with two oysters 
(11mg) or a 5oz serving of lean 
beef (12mg) — try in a stir-fry with 
red peppers and garlic for a cold-
fighting hit.  
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4 Pasta and oatmeal 
The advice to feed a cold and 
starve a fever isn’t just an old 

wives’ tale: fasting appears to reduce 
the levels of chemicals that fight off 
infection, so continuing to eat regular 
meals even if you’re struggling with 
a cold is a smart move. Equally, after 
heavy training, the immune system 
is compromised, but consuming 
carbohydrate can help to offset the 
effects. According to researchers from 
Loughborough University, training in 
a carbohydrate-depleted state causes 
an increase in stress hormones and a 
greater reduction in immune markers. 

The message is clear — don’t skimp 
on carbohydrate during prolonged 
training. The recommended  
30-60g per hour during longer 
training sessions slows down the rise 
in cortisol and limits the immune-
dampening effects of training. 

5 Tea 
The very British habit of serving 
tea as a cure-all may be wise, 

as far as colds and flu are concerned. 
Researchers at the common cold 
centre in Cardiff found that hot fluids 
get mucus moving and ease conges-
tion, providing immediate relief. In a 
study of 30 people suffering from cold 
or flu, hot beverages reduced runny 
nose, cough, sniffles and chills more 
effectively than did a beverage at 
room temperature. 

All hot drinks seem effective, but a 
study published by the Lancet found 
Echinacea tea was effective in fight-
ing some of the 200 germs linked to 
colds. As an alternative, try white tea, 
because, according to Pace Universi-
ty, it’s more effective than any other 
tea at inhibiting viruses. 

6 Oily fish 
Infection always involves 
an element of inflammation, 

which, though a natural part of 
your body’s healing and protective 
process, is also the cause of the 
symptoms we experience during 
a cold. Inflammatory molecules 
cause blood vessels to dilate, causing 
congestion; they also activate our 
sneeze receptors and make us more 
aware of pain. 

Suffering isn’t necessary for 
recovery, though, so doing what you 

Try It: 
Nebraska  
chicken soup
Research shows  
chicken soup may help  
reduce cold symptoms.  
This is the researched  
recipe from the Nebraska 
Medical Centre.  

INGREDIENTS:
 1 chicken 
 3 onions 
 1 large sweet potato
 3 parsnips
 2 turnips
 12 carrots
 1 bunch celery 
 Salt and pepper

HOW TO: 
1) Clean the chicken, place it in a 
large pan and cover it with cold 
water. Bring the water to boil.
2) Add the onions, sweet potato, 
parsnips, turnips and carrots. 
Boil about 1.5 hours. Skim any 
fat from the surface as it rises.
3) Add the parsley and celery. 
Cook the mixture about 45 
minutes more.
4) Remove the chicken from the 
soup and set to one side until 
cool enough to handle. 
5) Use a blender to blend the 
soup to a chunky texture —  
you can also pass it through  
a strainer. 
6) Season to taste and add some 
chopped cooked chicken. 

can to ease inflammation will 
make for a less congested bounce 
back to health. Fresh tuna, salmon, 
mackerel and other oily fish boast 
the omega-3 fatty acids that damp 
down the flames of inflammation. 

7 Ginger lemon and honey 
Ginger’s pain-killing 
properties make it a natural 

soother, and its gingerol component 
can help to reduce inflammation, 
easing a sore throat. In Ayurvedic 
medicine, ginger is prescribed to 
reduce mucus production, which 
can help to ease congestion. 

Make a ginger tea by slicing a 
thumb-sized piece of fresh ginger 
and steeping in just boiled water. 
Stir in a squeeze of lemon and 
honey for additional vitamin C and 
antioxidants. If you don’t like the 
taste, try a ginger-infused steam 
treatment: boil ginger and a litre 
of water in a large pan, then take 
off the heat and allow it to cool a 
little. Careful to avoiding scalding 
yourself, lean your face into the 
steam and cover your head with a 
towel and inhale for a few minutes. 
The steam will help to ease 
bunged-up sinuses. 

8 Spices 
Garlic is such an effective 
anti-bacterial that it used 

to be stuffed into bandages to stop 

infections taking hold. These days, 
we have antibiotics to do the same 
job, but adding more garlic to your 
diet could help ward off infection. 
Turmeric is another good bet — its 
active component curcumin has 
potent antioxidant and anti-viral 
properties. The combination of 
the two is present in the nation’s 
favourite dish, curry. 

9 Chicken soup 
Folklore suggests chicken 
soup is good for colds — and 

for once the experts seem to agree. 
In a 2000 study from Nebraska 
Medical Center, researchers used 
a homemade recipe, handed down 
from the grandmother of one of the 
lead researchers, to determine why 
soup might help cure a cold. Using 
a group of volunteers, they found 
that the soup slowed the migration 
of white cells, which they conclud-
ed could help to ease symptoms. 

Studies from Mount Sinai Medical 
Centre in Miami also found that 
chicken soup is more effective at 
improving airflow and reducing 
congestion than cold or hot water, 
so it’s a cold cure worth trying. 
And if you are training, the fluid, 
sodium and protein in chicken soup 
will support post-ride recovery. 
Time to make yourself a batch and 
put your feet up with a bowlful (see 
recipe above). 
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