
Stay Well Through Winter 
Natural Medicine for the Common Cold 

-by Padma Raman-Caplan, ND 
 
Winter is a wonderful time of year in Western New York. There is so much to experience- playing in 
the great outdoors, enjoying a toasty evening inside, or celebrating the holiday season with friends and 
family. No one wants a cold to get in the way. Winter brings with it the start of cold and flu season. 
There’s no cure for the common cold- once you have it, it will run its course. That said, we can 
minimize spread of the virus that causes the common cold and maximize our ability to cope with an 
infection if we get sick. There are simple things that we can do to help us all be as healthy as possible 
through the winter season. 
 
Prevention is the best medicine 
During winter we tend to stay indoors and that puts us in close contact with people who might be sick. 
You can prevent the spread of germs and re-infection by practicing good hygiene. Covering mouths 
while coughing and washing hands afterward, not sharing cups and utensils, and discarding tissues and 
other germ filled things in closed garbage containers- these are simple, common sense practices that 
are the first step to preventing colds and staying healthy through the winter. Children are especially 
good at picking up and passing germs to everyone and everything they touch, so it is important to help 
them to practice good hygiene, too. 
 
Dress for the season 
Cold weather may not cause a cold, but it does make it easier for you to get sick. A lot of body heat is 
lost from our heads in cold weather, so remember to wear a hat and scarf. Cold exposure causes 
immediate constriction of blood vessels. This constriction deprives the uncovered area of warm blood 
and germ-fighting immune cells. Exposing yourself to the cold may temporarily lower immunity and 
make you more susceptible to infection. Exposure to a cold draft can also cause congestion in the form 
of a runny nose, and a feeling of stuffiness in you ears, head, and sinuses. Keeping your head covered 
and staying warm can help to drain this congestion. If not tended to early, signs of congestion, like 
these, can predispose you to complications such as secondary infection by bacteria. Covering your 
head, ears, and neck by including a hat and scarf as part of your winter apparel is an easy way to 
prevent a head cold and its potential complications. 
 
Breath easy by minimizing smoke indoors 
Enjoy a cozy fire in your fireplace this winter, but try to minimize the amount of dust and smoke that 
enters your home from the hearth. To keep warm air inside, modern homes are well insulated against 
drafts. In the winter, this means that smoke and dust (and germs) stay in the air in a house all season 
long. Even in its mildest form, smoke can be an irritant to your breathing passages. Particulates in the 
air, cigarette smoke, second hand smoke, chimney smoke, and car exhaust, can make us more 
susceptible to catching a cold and it can worsen an existing infection. Smoke is especially harmful for 
children with asthma and allergies because these illness can be aggravated by both smoke and catching 
a cold. Minimize the dust and smoke brought into your house, vacuum and dust to reduce existing dust, 
and take advantage nice day during the winter by open windows and bringing fresh air into your home. 
 
Four Steps to Prevent Winter Back Pain 
In the winter everyone gets a new job- shoveling snow. It can be backbreaking work. Minimize muscle 
strain and back pain while shoveling snow with these tips. Treat snow removal like any other heavy 
lifting. First, try to warm-up or stretch for a couple minutes before heading outside, especially if snow 



shoveling is your first activity of the day. Consider doing yoga or working with a massage therapist to 
help limber your body. Second, use healthy body mechanics- always bend from your knees not from 
your back. Third, if your health makes it difficult or dangerous for you to shovel snow yourself, 
prearrange for someone to help you with that task this winter. Fourth, if you feel like you have 
sprained a muscle, see a health care provider promptly to prevent it from getting worse. Consider 
seeing a massage therapist, chiropractor, or physical therapist for some hands-on treatment.  
 
Kitchen Pantry Pharmacy: 
Use medicinal foods as an easy and cost effective way to both prevent colds and support the healing 
process if you’re sick. Start by drinking plenty of warm beverages and eating hearty, warm foods, like 
Mushroom Barley Soup(see recipe). Many common foods and spices can be used as herbal medicines. 
For example, onion, garlic, horseradish, rosemary, oregano, thyme, sage, pepper, and basil all 
strengthen the immune system and are helpful for dealing with colds and flus.  Look into the medicinal 
properties of some of your favorite foods or experiment with some of the medicinal foods listed below.  
 
Orange, red, yellow, and dark green fruits and vegetables are loaded with bioflavonoid, 
antioxidants and related molecules like vitamin C and beta-carotene. They increase immune function 
and can help to heal inflammation and irritation associated with colds. Try to use fresh seasonal 
produce. In the winter try produce like carrots, kale, cranberries and yams and in the summer eat foods 
like berries, watermelon, yellow peppers, and tomatoes. 
 
Mushrooms of all varieties promote immune function. They contain substances called “immune 
polysaccharides” which have demonstrated immune enhancing and also anticancer effects in research 
studies. 
 
Barley is a nutritious whole grain. It contains both soluble and insoluble fiber and immune 
polysaccharides. Traditional medicine systems have used barley as tonic for people who are tired or 
weak. A high fiber diet containing whole grains, like barley, can help normalize cholesterol, too. 
 
Horseradish, onions, and garlic contain sulfur compounds that function as antioxidants in our bodies. 
Antioxidants protect our bodies against damage due to oxidative stress caused by a viral infection. 
Horseradish is exceptionally good at clearing stuffy sinuses. Horseradish is used as a condiment and as 
an ingredient in Chinese-style mustard and wasabi. Onion and garlic improve immune function and 
improve blood flow. I know one family that drinks a hot tea made of garlic, honey, and ginger at the 
first sign of a cold.  
 
Ginger is a very useful kitchen pantry medicine. It promotes healthy digestion and appetite. Ginger is 
an excellent remedy for nausea during a cold and it is safe to use for nausea in pregnancy. Ginger can 
helps to dry up excess mucous and resolve boggy swelling. Try fresh ginger in food, or as a tea with 
hot water and honey. 
 
Note: 
The above recommendations are meant for educational purposes and are not meant treatment for any disease or diagnosis. 
If you are sick, or have a cold that is not resolving see your health care provider for treatment. Every person is unique; 
some natural remedies may not be appropriate for your specific condition, please consult with a Naturopathic Medical 
Doctor for specific natural medicine and herbal medicine recommendations. Large amounts of garlic may not be 
appropriate if you are using blood thinning medication or if you have a bleeding disorder. Barley is a gluten containing 
grain and it may not be appropriate if you have celiac disease (gluten enteropathy).   

 



Mushroom Barley Soup 
A hearty stew that’s perfect for wintertime and filled with medicinal ingredients. It’s easy to put 
together and fast to make, especially if barley and veggies are prepared the day before. Enjoy! 
 
Ingredients: 
2 cups whole barley (pearled barley may be substituted, though it has less nutrients than whole barley) 
2-3 large carrots 
1 medium bunch of celery 
1 large onion 
2-4 cloves garlic, crushed (optional) 
1Tbsp fresh ginger, grated 
1 small bunch parsley  
1 medium bunch swiss chard (or lacinato kale) 
1 pound shitake mushroom (or other) 
2 boxes of organic broth, 64oz total (may use vegetarian or not) 
2 Tbsp olive oil or sesame oil 
Salt & Pepper 
Coconut milk, cream, or sour cream 
 
Supplies: 
Large sauce pan 
Large soup pot 
4 storage containers 
 
Prepare the day before: 

1. Soak barley overnight in 4 cups of water. Drain it in the morning store in a container.  
2. Trim and slice the mushrooms store in container.  
3. Cut out and save the center stem from the swiss chard. Chop the leaves store in container. 
4. Chop onion, carrot, celery, swiss chard stem, and parsley and store in container.  

 
Cooking:  

1. Cook the soaked barley with 5 cups fresh water a large sauce pan, cover and simmer until done 
(20min), barley will be chewy.  

2. Heat 1-2 Tbsp oil in the soup pot; add mushrooms and a pinch of salt. Sauté until brown and 
cooked through. Set mushrooms aside in a bowl along with any mushroom cooking liquid.  

3. In the same empty soup pot, heat 1-2 Tbsp oil, add the chopped vegetables (not swiss chard), 
garlic, ginger, !  tsp of salt, and a dash of pepper, sauté until the vegetables are half-cooked. 
Add swiss chard leaves and cook 3 more minutes. 

4. Add the cooked barley, its cooking water, and the broth. Simmer until the vegetables are fully 
cooked (stir occasionally). Add salt to taste (reduce added salt if the broth contains salt). 

5. Gently fold in the cooked mushrooms. Simmer for 5 minutes.  
 
Serving suggestion: 

• For the best flavor, serve each bowl of soup with a dollop of coconut milk, cream, or sour 
cream. 

• Garnish with chopped scallion or chives. 
• Change the flavor of the soup by adding 2 tsp of dry herb while cooking. Try sage, rosemary or 

cumin. 


