The Common Cold and its Beneﬁts
or
The Internal Physician and her Judicious Associates
To suggest, as the main /tle of this ar/cle does that colds may have beneﬁts seems at ﬁrst
glance to be the very essence of paradox. It baldly though implicitly states something that
most people would ﬁnd counter-intui/ve to say the least and most likely complete nonsense.
The sense of the statement is so u@erly foreign to the experiences of most people that the
words could easily give rise to immediate ridicule if not scorn and contempt. What beneﬁt
could possibly lie in being laid oﬀ work, running a fever, unable to eat properly, incapable of
the least muscular or mental eﬀort and generally feeling like the end of the world has arrived
unannounced?
That was approximately my own reac/on when I encountered a similar formula/on - Colds
and their Beneﬁts - in Japan in the late 80's. It was the /tle of a book by a certain Noguchi
Haruchika (1911- 1976). Although it didn’t look much from the outside, it was one of the
very ﬁrst I came across in which a serious a@empt was made to address the essen/al and
underlying mechanisms of health in an easily comprehensible way, through simple and
prac/cal examples. (Colds and Their Beneﬁts, Noguchi Haruchika, Zensei (1986), ASIN:
B0007C0C5Y)
My reason for including this chapter in the book, is to give a very clear example of the basic,
natural healing poten/al residing within the human energy system of each person.
What is especially appealing with Noguchi's approach is that it is simple, primal and nondenomina/onal. By this I mean that it does not rely on any chakras, meridians or speciﬁc
descrip/ons of energy ﬁelds or pa@erns. It simply refers to a latent power residing within the
body, which can be mobilised through posture, breathing, relaxa/on and awareness. Anyone
can do it.
The fact that many prac//oners of Oriental medicine, especially in the
West, have never heard of him is exactly the reason I wanted to write
about him. For me he is an unsung hero of energy medicine (though
he would probably never have described himself thus).
Let us brieﬂy get acquainted with our chief protagonist. Born on the
outskirts of Tokyo, Noguchi (right), displayed powerful healing abili/es
at a very young age. The story goes that he was so gi_ed that already
as a teenager people came from far and wide to receive healing from
him. It was said that when he walked in the streets, he had to keep his
arms crossed, otherwise they would reach out and spontaneously
connect with every passer-by to heal them.
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He was encouraged to cul/vate his unique abili/es in peace and did so to the extent that a
body of knowledge and a group of prac//oners gradually accumulated around him. The
body of knowledge became known as Seitai (literally: correct body).
Seitai gradually developed to include two main prac/ces. The ﬁrst is yuki – a simple and
unclu@ered laying-on of hands with emphasis on clarity of posture and breath. The second is
katsugen-undo. The simplest transla/on of katsugen-undo is spontaneous movement. The
fundamental idea is to create condi/ons whereby the body can, through its own
spontaneous choices, cause movement that will completely mobilize all body parts. This
would include normally inaccessible tense and forgo@en parts and even areas which under
normal circumstances cannot be ac/vated voluntarily.
Katsugen-undo has subsequently been popularised by the late, great Kishi Sensei (Akinobu
Kishi, 1949 – 2012) and his followers within the shiatsu community, both in Europe and
elsewhere.
Katsugen, regarded by Seitai prac//oners as somewhat of an an/-exercise method, is based
on the idea that "human beings are so cons/tuted as to be able to live in health without
much struggle so long as they express, to the fullest extent, living as it is". In other words, the
human body is so created that it has the poten/al to maintain perfect health through the
spontaneous exercise of its natural func/on – so long as it is le_ in peace to do so.
The corollary to these ideas is that forcing the body to do pre-determined and repeated
exercise forms, rather than releasing the body back into its full and natural range of
func/ons, instead creates new pa@erns of tension.
At this point, allow me to state for the record that I have a ﬁrm belief also in the merits of
carefully orchestrated exercise programmes. Thirty years of prac/ce with Taiji Chuan, Qigong
and related arts has convinced me of this. However, as previously discussed in Perseverance
Furthers, for every yang there is always an equal and complementary yin just wai/ng to be
discovered.
A few years ago, my own body proved this to me. Responding freely to ongoing acupuncture
treatments in a class I was leading at the /me, it provided me with a series of movements,
which in /me developed into a full-length Qigong programme. To read more about this
process please take a look at The Four Seas – A Voyage of Discovery in Sec/on 7 of this book.
Automa/c movements have a /me-honoured place in cultures and tradi/ons throughout the
ages, o_en in the context of spiritual and religious ceremonies and ritual. These and other
related themes are more fully explored in the next chapter: AutomaAc Movement. Let us
therefore proceed with Noguchi’s premise, and allow ourselves to consider the beneﬁts of
authen/c movements origina/ng from the core of our bodily wisdom.
A_er forty years of healing prac/se, Noguchi described the idea behind katsugen-undo as
follows: "Yawning, sneezing and coughing are manifesta/ons of an ac/vity which lies in the
hindbrain and the spinal cord - the extrapyramidal motor system - the origin of the body's
reﬂex ac/ons.”
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To gain access to this primi/ve but essen/al part of the nervous system, Noguchi provided
the following simple guidelines: “let your head fall forward, relax your whole body, think of
nothing in par/cular and your body will naturally begin to move about of its own accord.
When the movement begins, let it con/nue as it is. If you do this, those parts of the body
that have something wrong with them and those parts where strength is incessantly
summoned up and which are consequently tense and insensi/ve will be revived; this kind of
natural movement occurs and we call it katsugen-undo: movement that renews life at its
root". (For an explora/on of these polari/es, named kyo and jitsu in Japanese, xu and shi in
Chinese, please refer to Travelogue).
His thoughts on the common cold were of a no less direct and no-nonsense nature but since
his ﬁndings were so contrary to the tendencies he observed in modern medicine and training
prac/ces, he used the device of paradox to make his point crystal clear. Thus: colds and their
beneﬁts!
His fundamental thinking was that the body and mind were perfectly designed and contained
within them all of the necessary ins/ncts, reﬂexes and impulses to maintain perfect health.
The problem as he saw it was that people make themselves progressively insensi/ve and
thereby lose contact with these natural tendencies. Spontaneous movement therefore
became his basic prescrip/on for health and the common cold would do the rest.
How, we might ask?
He reasoned that when the body registers a certain level of tension, it takes control of the
situa/on, puts the mind out of the picture and creates condi/ons in which it can resolve
tension, rebalance and regulate the system. In rela/vely healthy people this takes the form
of a common cold. Think about it. What happens when we get a cold? We have to stay at
home for a day or two. We rest. We sleep. We drink plenty of warm ﬂuids and hopefully easy
to digest soups. Basta!
In other words, we do nothing. The common cold is forcing us into an antude of wu wei,
where the not-doing is admi@edly somewhat involuntary but nonetheless resolute. We
become, in a sense, slaves to the requirements of our bodies and are powerless to do
anything about it. Begrudgingly we enter a deep state of consciousness where many things
are possible beneath the surface, things which our daily rou/nes tend to fend oﬀ and
neutralize. We go on a retreat - at home, in bed.
This is the genius of the common cold and the very special clarity of insight that Noguchi
brought to the world. His idea was that if we could simply restrain ourselves from interfering
with medicines and an/bio/cs then the body would take care of business and we would
come out the other side healthier, ﬁ@er, lighter and clearer than when we went in. Sounds
great, doesn't it?
Notwithstanding that, realis/cally, we o_en ﬁnd ourselves in situa/ons where two or three
days at home on the sofa drinking lemon tea with ginger seems an impossible luxury, this is
the essence of the situa/on as Noguchi perceived it. He seems to have been a simple person
with no ambi/on to become a health guru and no wish to judge people on the basis of
whether they did or did not live in accordance with the internal rhythms of their body.
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However, we can easily imagine that he also felt compelled to state the obvious as he
understood it.
Now, consider this also: colds have very dis/nct phases, don't they?
In my own case, it is invariably the throat that warns me and then the inexorable phases
follow on from there: sneezing, running nose, blocked nose, coughing and phlegm expulsion.
Energy-wise, the ﬁrst day starts the dip downwards and by the /me the coughing has started
I am on the way up and can more or less resume normal ac/vity.
Some/mes I get a few muscular or jointy aches and pains and this is where it gets really
interes/ng - nearly always in the same places: upper back and sacrum. Recognise that? No?
That's because the cold is my cold and not your cold. My body has its own i/nerary of places
to go and people to meet because I have my own special and unique health issues - yours are
diﬀerent and that is why your colds are diﬀerent from mine.
Perhaps you get fever, or the order of the phases is diﬀerent. Maybe you are actually ﬂat on
your back for a day or three - that never happens to me. Perhaps you get headaches, sinus
problems, shoulder pain or diarrhoea. You get the picture? The cold is like your very own
personal, internal physician and you cannot lie to the internal physician. She knows!
So, the enormous plus side of all this is that if we allow the cold to do its work, we will get a
servicing like no other. We will emerge healthier and closer to our own op/mal balance. Our
eyes will be clearer, our ideas will be sharper, and our body will feel lighter and more
energized. If on the other hand, we resist the cold and try to steam roller through it, then the
body's self-healing mechanism takes a blow and if we do this o_en enough it will start to
become de-sensi/zed and cease func/oning op/mally.
Do this on a regular basis and we are looking at far more serious interven/ons from the
internal physician. Say, stroke, heart problems, autoimmune condi/ons; that kind of thing.
The cold is star/ng to sound pre@y good now, isn't it?
There is another interes/ng aspect to this whole subject, and it has to do with an old saying
that I've heard here and there through the years and ini/ally failed to understand: you can't
have two diseases at the same /me. What? U@er nonsense, you might say. What about all
the pa/ents who turn up like archaeological digs with layer upon layer of pathology, strata on
strata of deformed energy become ma@er, onion ring within onion ring, Russian doll inside
Russian doll? Yes, all of that is true and the saddest part is that as these layers of trauma and
hurt really start to pile up, the organism as a whole gets increasingly cut oﬀ from the spark of
life at its core.
And yet there is a strange and paradoxical truth within the saying – however nonsensical it
may sound at ﬁrst. What I have no/ced is this: pa/ents who are seriously ill and have been
for a long /me do not get colds. In fact, I have made it a habit to ask chronically sick people
when they last had a cold. Invariably the answer is something like: "Oh, I can't remember. It
must have been years ago". Is this then a sign of health? Nega/ve. It is a sign that the body is
so switched oﬀ that it is beyond the range of the simple mechanisms set in mo/on by a
common cold.
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Turn that around however, and we have cause for the most paradoxical of celebra/ons when a chronic condi/on is rolled back to the extent that a pa/ent manages to contract a
cold. This happened a few years ago in my prac/ce with a person who had not had a cold for
over ten years. Although it caused her to be laid ﬂat out on her back for over two weeks with
a 39-degree fever, she was able to ride out the storm and was as happy as a lark a_erwards.
And guess what? It happened over the Christmas and New Year period when she had two
weeks’ worth of leave due...
Can you see where I'm going with this?
How o_en have you heard someone say: "Typical! It's been a hec/c term, we've worked like
slaves and as soon as I ﬁnally get some /me oﬀ and go on the holiday of a life/me, I get laid
up and have to stay in bed for the en/re ﬁrst week". Or how about this one: "It's just not fair!
I've been studying for those exams like my life depended on it. I was really good - day and
night over the books. And then when the ﬁnal paper was done: wham! Down I go and have
to lie in bed for two weeks".
What is going on here? Well, it's pre@y obvious, isn't it? As the body accumulates tension, a
debt builds up. This debt is kept precisely, judiciously and to the third decimal point by the
inner accountant, close ally of the internal physician. The internal accountant then hands the
bill over to the physician when a gap ﬁnally comes up in the schedule - they are only being
fair, you see. When the gap ﬁnally arrives, the physician dons his heaviest working clothes,
rolls his sleeves up and wades in with his calling cry: you, my friend, are mine! Shut up, lie
down and take your medicine.
Of course, no one wants to get a cold. I always do what I can with my Chinese herbs to ward
them oﬀ - they say that if you can get in there quickly enough you can do the job the cold
was senng out to do and avoid the symptoms. However. That only works some/mes. Other
/mes, the physician has decided - you're going down! That is then that. The cold is on its way
through and the only thing to do is to accept it and furthermore – help, assist it, become its
willing co-worker: hot drinks, honey, lemon, ginger, soup, rest and sleep - the whole drill.
So next /me we catch a cold during a break when the going has been tough for a while, let’s
send a prayer of gra/tude to the internal accountant and his friend the physician. Thank
them for doing their work - the work that we perhaps neglected to do consciously with
mindfulness, kindfulness and care - all the breaks we worked through, the late nights we
never compensated for, the holidays cut short or partly sabotaged by work and worry.
Without guilt or shame, let’s remind ourselves of all the /mes we submi@ed to stress and
forgot to compensate with rest and relaxa/on.
We can then thank our lucky stars for the wisdom of the body and as reverently as possible
follow the phases of our cold, revisit our areas of weakness, trauma and neglect and
contribute ac/vely to the healing work going on there - completely free of charge and with
no strings a@ached. All we really have to do is consciously acknowledge the mistakes and
compromises made and take the /me to allow the accrued consequences to heal from
within, as the cold makes its stately, ordered and inexorable way through our system.
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As we do so, we might thank them, above all, for keeping us within range of the common
cold, because that is the body's sweet medicine. The harsh medicine we really do not want
to sample...
It is worth no/ng Noguchi’s own claim that he was in such close touch with his body's needs
that his colds gradually became the work of one or two hours, an a_ernoon or evening at
most. He even referred to the "one sneeze cold" – somewhat akin to one-breath Zen
perhaps?
The point here is that once we are closely in tune with our bodies, we can open the
ven/la/on valves at any /me and fairly painlessly disperse whatever
tension has built up.
Have you ever no/ced how people some/mes ask you if you have a
cold when you weren't aware of suﬀering from one at the /me?
Maybe you were having a two-hour cold.
Have you ever felt /red, oﬀ colour and drowsy of an evening and
then pre@y much right as rain a_er an early night and a long, deep
sleep?
Remember those days when you sneeze about six or seven /mes
within a half hour and then promptly forget all about it? Let's call it
the “seven-sneeze cold” then.
Note: For those interested in developments in this and related ﬁelds during the highly fer/le
period of Japanese post-war history, the subject is dealt with in more detail in Masunaga Renaissance Man.
© Chris McAlister 2020

6

