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Introduction


Allergies are nothing new and have probably been around for as long as humans have. Reactions can be triggered by almost anything – from dust, mould and pet hair to bacteria, chemicals and, of course, food. The food we eat, along with an ever more polluted environment, is increasingly responsible for causing allergic reactions – and the number of those reporting adverse effects from some eating particular types of foodstuffs is growing.


Allergies and food intolerances change with eating habits. For example, now that soya is used widely in food processing – in the form of soya milk, soya protein, texturised soya, soya flour, etc. – many more of us are becoming sensitive to it. Watching what we eat needs to be taken seriously if we want to keep – and encourage – good health and wellbeing. It’s no use having a daily diet filled with processed foods (or monotonous, repetitive diets) and then complaining about allergies, intolerances and digestive problems. A healthy diet needs to be honed from fresh, natural foods that have had little or nothing taken away – and that we know do not disagree with us.


Detecting and diagnosing a common food allergy or, more commonly, a food intolerance, can be difficult. In this quick guide you’ll find all you need to know about some the different techniques available, as well as details of how to carry out your own exclusion diet safely. If you suspect that you or a member of your family may have a food-related problem, I sincerely hope this little book will be an aid to a healthier, happier future. Wishing you the very best of health!


Liz Earle MBE


www.lizearlewellbeing.com
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All About Allergies


Do You Have Any of These Symptoms?


• Headaches and migraines


• Abdominal bloating or cramps


• Frequent diarrhoea and/or constipation


• Eczema or other skin problems


• Painful swelling of joints


• Unexplained mood swings


• Depression or anxiety


• Swollen hands, ankles, feet, eyes, face


• Unexplained weight gain


• Catarrh, sinus congestion, runny nose


• Constant fatigue.


These are some of the most common symptoms that can be related to food allergy. In fact, food allergy and/or intolerance is thought by many natural health practitioners to be at the root of numerous seemingly untreatable conditions and complaints – and the difference between feeling good and feeling lousy could be as simple as taking one or two foods out of your diet.


Allergy Facts


• Wheat and milk are perceived to be two of the most common ‘problem’ foods.


• There seems to be no rule as to which food causes which particular reaction – we can react in different ways to the same food.


• Allergies can affect almost any part of the body.


• If you are allergic to one food, it is likely that you will react to a number of others as well.


• The foods we eat most often can be the ones most likely to cause problems.


What Is an Allergy?


The whole subject of food allergies is highly controversial and much disputed, leaving most of us confused and certainly no clearer about what we can do about them. In the medical and health-care professions, views on allergy are wide ranging – some doctors and specialists do not accept that widespread food intolerances exist at all; while others are of the opinion that allergies are common and may lie behind many diseases from eczema, arthritis and migraine to autism.


In 1993, five people died in the UK from eating peanuts. Fatal allergic reactions like these tend to make headlines. However, hundreds of thousands are thought to suffer from less severe reactions that are undermining to their health. If you think you might have a problem with certain foods, then you have nothing to lose by finding out which foods they are, and taking steps to improve your overall health and quality of life.


The two things that seem to be the most disputed in the allergies field are:


• What the word actually means;


• The various methods of allergy testing.


Strictly speaking, an allergic reaction is caused by an oversensitivity of the body’s defence system to a specific substance. In a true allergic picture, the immune system is always involved. In this type of reaction, the body regards a particular food or combination of foods as a poison. Every time that food is eaten, our immune system goes on alert, antibodies are produced, and an adverse reaction is caused, which may range from an asthma attack to vomiting, or even (in very extreme cases) death.


However, there is a growing body of medical evidence to demonstrate that allergens can react with other parts of the body as well as the immune system. These reactions are often referred to as intolerances or sensitivities. For example, it is now thought that food intolerance may play a part in some cases of autism – a psychiatric disorder that occurs in approximately one in every two thousand children, with a prevalence in boys. Symptoms of autism include head-banging and other self-mutilatory behaviour, and a craving for food and non-food items. Some parents report that autistic episodes are exacerbated when children eat certain foods, such as chocolate, bananas, cheese and apples, and parents of autistic children themselves may also have allergies.


Research carried out by Dr Waring in 1993 at the University of Birmingham indicates that allergy or intolerance plays a part in some cases. Her studies showed that forty out of forty-two autistic children tested were unable to metabolise certain chemicals that have a toxic effect inside the body. These substances can ‘seep’ into the central nervous system and interfere with brain signals, leading to the altered behavioural patterns that are characteristic of autism. That children with ASD exhibit pickier eating habits, gastrointestinal issues and general aversions to foods was further reinforced in clinical trials in 2011. What’s more, a study in 2013 found that when children with reported cases of ASD were put on gluten-free and/or casein-free diets their symptoms declined. More recently, a 2006 study comparing the prevalence of parent-reported health conditions found that food allergies were more prevalent in children with autism than those without.


Certain other factors can play a part in food intolerance, such as hypoglycemia, PMS, stress, glandular imbalances, fatigue and digestive problems. For example, we may only react to a particular food if stress is a factor as well – during unstressful times that same food may not cause a reaction. You may only need to eat a tiny amount of the allergen, or a lot. You may need to eat it several times in succession to get a reaction, or you may get delayed reactions up to three days later.


True food allergies are easier to detect, as there is a reaction every time that food is eaten. Food intolerances are like shifting sands, in the sense that the body may or may not react every time, depending on what else is going on. Generally, allergic reactions are faster and more severe than food intolerances, and the reactions can be fatal. However, the symptoms are much the same for both and can affect almost any part of the body.


Some individuals and even health practitioners apply a fairly loose meaning to the word ‘allergy’, encompassing the whole range of definitions including classic allergic reactions, intolerance, sensitivity, hypersensitivity and maladaptation. Whether allergic in the classic sense, or just hypersensitive, makes little difference to the sufferer. The main point is that if you have an adverse reaction to a food that does not bother most people, then that’s all that really matters.


This quick guide uses the wider meaning of the word ‘allergy’ in an effort to explain simply and clearly what sort of symptoms you might get and what steps you can take to eliminate them, and by doing so, improve your overall health.


Symptoms


A food that causes depression in one person may cause a skin rash in another and a runny nose in another. Some people suffer from several symptoms, some of which may be related to food, and others to something else, like chemicals or house dust mites. We are each unique, with a unique reaction to the foods that bother us. Some allergic reactions can be very subtle: a low-grade headache, a tight ring finger, a day or two of depression, a bout of anxiety or fear. Reactions can also masquerade as other problems, e.g. an allergy affecting the respiratory system can be seen as an infection in that area and not as an adverse response to a food. Other reactions can be most insidious, such as weight gain and addictions.


Some of the most common symptoms include a constantly runny nose, fluid retention, weight gain, headaches, skin complaints, arthritis, asthma, gastrointestinal complaints, menstrual disorders, hypoglycaemia and behavioural problems.


For many, the idea that the foods they know and love are the very things causing their ill health is hard to accept. How can eggs bring on a migraine, cheese produce hallucinations, strawberries cause a rash, or bread lead to depression? Anyone who suffers from allergies knows that reactions can be severe, weakening, unwelcome, even fatal. However, the very fact that the most commonly eaten and best-loved foods are likely to be causing problems makes them all the harder to give them up.


Why Do We Get Allergies?


An intolerance to environmental substances and foods is a byproduct of a changing world. It is a rule of evolution that creatures adapt to their environment over time and show better adaptation to the things they have been exposed to longest. In terms of food, we have been exposed longer to vegetables, fruit, meat, fish, seeds, nuts and berries than to grains and dairy products. Starches as a basis for nutrition are a relatively recent thing, and many new varieties of starches and grains have travelled across continents only in the last few hundred years or so; for example, potatoes from South America to Europe in the 1500s.


There are many theories as to why we seem to be suffering more from allergies now than at any other time in history. Many ecologists feel that the use of newly manmade, synthetic chemicals has grown far faster than our ability to adapt to them, and it is this that is causing so many to develop allergies. As we continue to pollute our environment, we will continue to stress our defence systems. Our natural detoxification systems can only handle so much, and the more we stress our bodies the more likely we are to react to our environment – and that includes the foods we eat.


To put it simply, our bodies can only handle a certain amount of unwanted waste matter before we get overloaded and become ill. In some cases, allergies and intolerances are the body’s way of crying out for help. If we keep on loading ourselves up with toxic materials (such as chemical pollutants) and other things that don’t agree with us, the more ill we may become.


Other health experts believe that normally harmless foods shouldn’t cause allergic reactions if certain health factors are taken into account. These include eating food in its natural state, free from chemical fertilisers and pesticides, additives and preservatives. Of the 10,000 or so individual food ingredients now in use, many are artificial colourings and synthetic chemical additives, which are commonly a constituent of the vast array of prepackaged and processed foods that make up such a large part of our diet.


It can be common for allergies to go hand-in-hand with a vitamin and mineral imbalance. This may either be caused by inadequate diet or lifestyle factors. It can also happen indirectly as a result of a failure to absorb nutrients properly, as in the case of coeliac disease, or otherwise impaired digestion. It is most important to pay attention to your nutritional status and general health, as a lack of essential nutrients does seem to be an underlying trigger for some allergies. Certain vitamins and minerals are essential to the health of the immune system, and so, again, a lack of these may predispose us to allergy.


Some of us react very badly to the gluten in cereals, especially wheat gluten. Because of this intolerance, the small intestine fails to function properly when there is any gluten in the diet, and this can lead to a condition known as coeliac disease. Once this happens, patients cannot absorb nutrients properly and other problems then arise.
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