Boost Your Immune System

The human immune system is nothing short of amazing. It’s so complex and sophisticated that we only now know a very small fraction, say 1-2%, of how it all works. What we do know, is that the strength of our immune system determines the state of our health. 

When our immune system is strong and functioning properly, we tend to be healthy. When our immune system becomes compromised, we begin to become susceptible to unwanted illnesses- colds, flu, and other infections.

Your Incredible Immune System

The immune system is designed to defend you against millions of bacteria, microbes, viruses, toxins and parasites that would love to invade your body.

When you get a cut, all sorts of bacteria and viruses enter your body through the break in the skin. Your immune system responds and eliminates the invaders while the skin heals itself and seals the puncture. In some cases the immune system misses something and the cut gets infected. It gets inflamed and will often fill with a whitish-yellow, yellow or yellow-brown substance commonly known as pus. Pus consists of a thin, protein-rich fluid and dead cells, which are part of the body's innate immune response.

Each day you inhale thousands of germs (bacteria and viruses) that are floating in the air. Your immune system deals with all of them without a problem. Occasionally a germ gets past the immune system and you catch a cold, get the flu or worse. A cold or flu is a visible sign that your immune system failed to stop the germ. The fact that you get over the cold, or flu is a visible sign that your immune system was working properly to eliminate the foreign invader. 

Each day you also eat hundreds of germs, and again most of these die in the saliva or the acid of the stomach. Occasionally, however, one gets through and causes food poisoning. There is normally a very visible effect of this breach of the immune system: vomiting and diarrhea are two of the most common symptoms of a compromised immune system.

The immune system has special cells known as white blood cells (WBC) that patrol the body for invading organisms. Proteins in the form of antibodies help us identify and resist repeated infections. In addition to the circulatory system that regulates our blood flow, we also have a separate circulatory system for the immune cells, known as the lymph system. 

The lymph system is made up of water, dissolved proteins, and other waste fluids (toxins) that leak through the capillaries into the spaces between the body tissues. This fluid called lymph, is collected and rerouted through the body’s lymph nodes. The lymph nodes are small pea like structures that contain a large number of immune cells. The nodes are distributed throughout the body. 

Lymph nodes can be found in the armpits, groin, behind the ears, as well as the thorax and abdomen. Lymph nodes may become enlarged when our bodies are fighting off an infection. Those with CFS may have chronic inflamed and enlarged nodes that can be felt in the armpits or along the throat just below the chin.

Disease producing microorganisms (pathogens) are ever present in our environment.  These pathogens are in the air we breathe, the food we eat, and surfaces we are exposed to. In fact, if our skin, throat, or other mucous membranes were cultured, most all of us would be found to contain one type of pathogen or another.  For example, at any given time of the year 5-40% of us have pneumococcus bacteria in our nose and throat, yet we rarely develop pneumonia because our immune system keeps these pathogens under control.  

The question is often asked why does one person comes down with the flu and their co-worker or family member doesn’t? Although there are many factors that may affect who gets sick and who doesn’t, the strength of our immune system ultimately determines our fate. 

It’s not the seed (germ) that determines who gets sick, but the soil (state of the immune system) that the seed is planted into. 

Non-specific and Specific Immunity

When a foreign invader enters the body or a cell becomes cancerous, the immune system handles it with two types of defenses.


A. Non-specific defenses are called cell mediated immunity.  Cell mediated immunity involves special white cells (typically T cell lymphocytes and Neutrophils) which immediately organizes an attack against the invading pathogen. Cell mediated immunity attempts to either prevent the invader from entering the body, or quickly destroy it once it does enter the body. Cell mediated immunity is best suited to helping the body resist  infection by yeast, fungi, parasites, and viruses, including those associated with CFS, herpes simplex,  Epstein-Barr and cytomegalovirus.  Cell mediated immunity is also critical in protecting against the development of cancer and is commonly involved in allergic reactions.

B. Specific defenses are known as humoral immunity. Humoral immunity relies on special molecules including white blood cells and antibodies.  These special molecules are present in body fluids.  

The humoral immunity forms antibodies to match the surface cells of foreign invaders. 

It may take several days before these antibodies can be produced and delivered to the offending microorganisms.


T-Cells

Immune cells originate in the bone marrow. About half of the immune cells are transported to the thymus gland. The thymus gland is located just underneath the breast bone and is the size of a walnut. The thymus gland is the source of powerful hormones that transform the newly formed cells into mature T-cells. T-cells patrol every part of the body for foreign invaders. These specialized cells help prevent cancer by destroying abnormal cells before they can proliferate.

T-Cells make-up the majority of the cell-mediated immune system.

There are many different kinds of T-cells. The most important ones are the following:

Helper T-Cells – enhance the action of the other T-cells. They sound the alarm

Suppressor T-Cells – dampen or turn down the immune system. They signal all is clear.

Killer T-Cells – destroy invaders, including viral and cancerous cells. 

B-Cells

The other type of lymphocyte that plays a major role in the immune response is the B-cell. The B-cell is an agent of the fast acting humoral immune system. The B-cell helps manufacture antibodies (immunoglobulins). The antibodies are released by the B-cells into the blood steam and are then carried to the specific site of infection. 

Antibodies can perform in various ways. Some neutralize the poisons produced from bacteria. Others coat the bacteria and allow phagocytes or scavenger cells to engulf and digest the bacteria. 

Other immune cells known as macrophages, are large scavengers that help clean up any left over debris.

One of the most important of the null cells is the Natural Killer Cell  (NK cell). NK cells are especially important for those with CFS. These cells seek out and destroy virally infected cells. The Defense System

The first line of defense is the surfaces of the body which works to prevent pathogens from entering.  This line of defense is composed of three parts:  mucous, antibodies, and the cells themselves.  

Mucous is a sticky substance that’s found within the body including the respiratory tract. It traps the pathogens and moves them off the membranes out of the nose or into the intestines where they are destroyed by the stomach acid.  

Secretory IgA is an important immunoglobulin that releases chemicals that bind to the pathogens. This reaction then blocks the penetration of the mucous membranes. 

Finally, the mucous membranes themselves form mechanical barriers to the invader.  

Once a pathogen gets past the surface defenses, it invades the tissues, begins to spread, and causes the cells to become damaged.  

When this happens, the cells secrete a wide range of special chemicals including histamine, bradykinins and serotonin. These chemicals alert the immune system that the body is under attack and trigger an increase blood supply to the area (this is why someone gets inflammation and has a fever).  

Now the non-specific immune response, the cell mediated defense team, is activated.  Various classes of white cells, especially neutrophils, migrate to the area, and attack the invaders.  As a pathogen is damaged by the white cells, parts of the pathogen leak out of the cell.  These foreign parts or antigens activate the specific immune response, the humoral defense team.  The antigens come in contact with special white cells called B lymphocytes, which then produce specific antibodies that are antagonistic to the invader.  These antibodies directly attack the invaders and make them more recognizable by the powerful macrophages (which are like Pac-men) which also attack invading pathogens.  

Immune System Zappers
Dr. Joseph Pizzorno, in his book “Total Wellness Improve Your Health By Understanding The Body’s Healing Systems” lists the following immune zappers:

Sugar and other simple carbohydrates.  One tablespoon of sugar in any form, sucrose, honey, or fruit juice results in a 50% reduction in white blood cell activity for up to 5 hours.  
Alcohol- can reduce the amount and activity of white blood cells.

Food allergies- cause the immune system to “ramp-up” and become over stimulated. Food allergies damage the intestines (Leaky Gut) allowing immune-damaging toxins to enter the body. Chronic immune challenges from food allergies may overwhelm secretory IgA reserves.  
Hypothyroid- can reduce the speed and effectiveness of enzymes associated with supporting immune functions.

Adrenal Dysfunction- causes lowered resistance to all forms of stress leading to lowered immune resistance. 

Chronic Stress-eventually leads to adrenal exhaustion.
Being Overweight-causes a reduction in bacterial killing white blood cells.  
Heavy Metals- including cadmium, lead and mercury inhibit the formation of antibodies, and reduce the bacteria-killing ability of white blood cells.
Pesticides and other Environmental Toxins-can overwhelm the immune system and its supporting cast (liver, kidneys, etc.).  Pesticides depress T and B lymphocytes and place a drain on the lymph system, especially the thymus gland.
Drugs-  including acetaminophen, aspirin, Ibuprofen, and corticosteroids decrease antibody production.  

Inadequate Rest- suppresses natural killer cell activity.

Candida Overgrowth-may allow toxins to be released directly into the body. These toxins cause the immune system to become overwhelmed and can initiate a host of immune disrupting symptoms.
Severe Trauma including Accidents, Surgeries and Burns- are extremely stressful to the body as a whole. Traumas can cause vitamin, mineral and other essential nutrients to become deficient. Inflammatory responses overloads the immune system.  
Chronic Antibiotic Use.  General immune impairment increases overgrowth of candida, makes bacteria stronger and more resistant to immune system.  



Supplements that Boost the Immune System

Thymus Extracts

A substantial amount of clinical data now supports the effectiveness of using thymus extracts. Thymus extracts may provide the answer to chronic viral infections and low immune function.  Double-blind studies reveal not only that orally administrated thymus extracts were able to effectively eliminate infection, but also that treatment over the course of a year significantly reduced the number of respiratory infections and significantly improved numerous immune parameters.  
  

The thymus gland is located at the base of the neck, right below the thyroid and above the heart.  It is considered the master gland of the immune system.  It is especially susceptible to free radicals, stress, infection, chronic illness, and radiation.  When overly stressed it begins to shrink.   

The thymus is involved in producing T cells and are in charge of cell mediated immunity.  T cells assist the immune system without need for antibodies.  These cells help fight against bacteria, fungi, parasites, and yeast. The production of T cells by the thymus creates resistance to many viruses including herpes simplex, Epstein-Barr, and the viruses associated with hepatitis. 

Thymus glandular extracts (like other glandular extracts) are able to raise T-cells when needed but will lower T-cells when an autoimmune disease is present. This balancing act is the big advantage glandular extracts, and many natural herbs have over prescription (synthetic) drugs.

Thymus Glandular Extracts can found at some health food stores, or by calling my clinic.

Zinc is an important cofactor in the manufacture, secretion, and function of thymus hormones.  When the zinc levels are low, T cell numbers go down. This may explain why zinc lozenges, when used at the first sign of a cold, can reduce the number of sick days.  

A good multivitamin/mineral formula can provide antioxidants that will help protect the thymus gland from free radical damage.  Vitamins A, C, and E along with the minerals zinc and selenium play a vital role in reducing the damage associated with free radical toxicity.

Selenium.  One study on selenium, 200 mcg a day, to individuals with normal selenium concentrated in their blood resulted in a 118% increase in ability of lymphocytes to kill tumor cells, and an 82.3% of increase in the activity in natural killer cells.  

A good multivitamin/mineral formula with zinc, selenium, vitamins A, C, and B vitamins is a smart and potent way to boost immune function. 

Herbal Immune Boosting Supplements

Astragalus membranaceus.

Research in animals has shown that Astragalus apparently works by stimulating several factors of the immune system, including enhancing phagocytic activity of monocytes and macrophages, increasing interferon production in natural killer cell activity, enhancing T-cell activity, and potentiating other anti-viral mechanisms.

Echinacea (Purple coneflower)

Echinacea is one of the most popular herbal medicines in the United States and Europe. In 1994, German physicians prescribed Echinacea more than 2.5 million times.

There are over 200 journal articles written about Echinacea.

Echinacea is thought to stimulate the immune system by increasing the production of and activity of white blood cells, especially natural killer cells (NK cells).

Goldenseal is a perennial herb native to eastern North America. This herb has shown to be a potent immune stimulator.

It increases the blood flow to the spleen and increases the number and activity of macrophages. Macrophages are released in response to foreign substances that invade the body.

These white blood cells roam around the body destroying unwanted bacteria, viruses, yeast, and tumor cells.

Elderberry- In 1992, a team of Israeli scientists headed by Madeleine Mumcuoglu (pronounced Mum-shoe-glue) set out to study the effect of elderberry on flu patients. During a flu epidemic at an Israeli Kibbutz, half of the flu patients were given an elderberry syrup, the other half a placebo. 

The results: within 24 hours, 20% of the patients receiving elderberry had gotten significantly better. 

Within two days, 75% of the elderberry group was much improved; within 3 days 90% were completely cured. Among the placebo group, only 8% of patients improved within 24 hours and it was a full 6 days before 90% of the patients were cured.

Flu viruses invade cells by puncturing the cell walls with little spikes called hemagglutinin. These spikes are coated with an enzyme called neuraminidase, which helps break down the cell walls. Elderberry appears to actually disarm these spikes and inhibit the action of this enzyme- thus preventing flu viruses from invading cells.

Licorice Root

This herb has long been valued as a demulcent (soothing, coating agent) and continues to be used by professional herbalists today to relieve respiratory ailments (such as allergies, bronchitis, colds, sore throats, and tuberculosis), stomach problems (including, possibly, heartburn from reflux or some other cause and gastritis), inflammatory disorders, skin diseases, and liver problems.

I recommend my patients use a combination of all of these potent immune boosting supplements. 

All of the above immune boosting herbal supplements, are contained in Essential Therapeutics Viral Formula which can be ordered by calling the clinic.

