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Jane Feinmann is an award-winning medical journalist who writes regularly for national newspapers, magazines and medical journals – as well as being an author, a TV researcher, a radio producer and copywriter. As a freelance journalist, Jane is asked to write on a wide range of topics and has developed expertise in several different areas. But she’s passionate about just a few of them – and one of these is definitely the opportunity to investigate and help to fill the gap in knowledge about food and health. 
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Note to the reader

 

This is not a medical book and is not intended to replace advice from your doctor. Consult your pharmacist or doctor if you believe you have any of the symptoms described, and if you think you might need medical help.




  




Introduction

 

With 195,000 edible plants in the world, the modern diet is very exclusive. With this vast range of potential plants to choose from, just two or three provide 50 per cent of the calories in today’s typical diet. The main staple is wheat, with a little rye and barley thrown in – all cereals that are edible only when cooked, or more commonly baked. What makes them such a success is a sticky protein called gluten.

This wonder ingredient – the part of the grain that makes bread rise and creates its light, doughy texture, as well as creating food that is both chewy and absorbent – is responsible for some of the most delicious, nutritious and easy to prepare foods in our diet: bread, cakes and biscuits as well as pasta, pizza and pies. 

Yet for a minority of people, gluten causes problems. For well over half a century it has been known to cause the major digestive disorder coeliac disease – a health problem that triggers unpleasant and potentially dangerous symptoms.

More recently, there have been many anecdotal claims, underpinned by some scientific evidence, that a far larger group of people may have problems with gluten. As many as one in eight of us could have problems digesting gluten, causing the same kind of symptoms as coeliac disease, and perhaps overlapping with other digestive disorders such as Candida infection and irritable bowel syndrome (IBS).

A growing number of people believe that they are intolerant to gluten. An even larger number believe that cutting down on gluten-containing food is good for their health, in the same way as it is a healthy choice to cut back on saturated fat or increase the amount of fruit and vegetables in the diet. This new trend has changed our shopping habits and our expectations of caterers in local cafés and gourmet restaurants alike. Yet there is a significant difference in this choice compared with low-fat milk or going vegetarian. Gluten intolerance is still highly controversial, and anyone making a choice to cut back on gluten or stop eating it altogether is unlikely to have the support of doctors or indeed friends and family. 

If you decide to buy more fruit and vegetables or to switch to semi-skimmed milk then you’ll get nothing but praise, but if you let people know that you’re cutting back on gluten, or worse cutting out gluten, then you should expect a reaction that may be nothing short of derision.

The medical profession has long been sceptical about the existence of food intolerance generally, and there is little sign of a change. Here’s Dr Clare Gerada of the Royal College of General Practitioners, dismissing the problem in January 2008 as ‘just tosh’. Patients who claim to have a food intolerance, she says, are simply preoccupied with what they eat.

It becomes central to their lives and that is a giveaway that the real cause of the problem is less likely to be a rogue sensitivity to pannacotta but more likely to derive from a disliked job or a marriage in turmoil or the beginning of a breakdown, misery which is manifesting itself as an upset tummy or a regular headache.


Other doctors express even more concern about the dangers of giving up gluten, with highly respected experts regularly dismissing gluten intolerance as a ‘celebrity-endorsed faddy diet’ that can ‘set women on the slippery slope towards an eating disorder’.

And if doctors are unsympathetic, public figures can be even more unkind. Laughing at food intolerance has become something of a national sport. In a recent The Guardian column, restaurant critic Jay Rayner dubbed people with coeliac disease as ‘attention-seeking frauds … grown up versions of the tiresome little brats who, as children, spat out everything put their way with a shout of “I don’t like it”.’ Comedian Jeremy Hardy recently quipped on a Radio 4 news quiz ‘Bloating and wheat intolerance? When you hit your 40s, anything makes you bloated’, to general laughter, but the joke wasn’t exactly clear – is it really so funny to want to eat food that doesn’t make you feel bad?

Often people who claim to have a food intolerance are compared unfavourably with those who are seen to have ‘the real thing’. While Jay Rayner is unusually harsh in his dismissal of those with coeliac disease, journalist and columnist Rachel Cooke makes the much more common point that only those with coeliac disease can claim truly to be poorly. ‘My sister has coeliac disease,’ she wrote recently. ‘When she first developed it, we thought she was going to die. Those who really are intolerant of certain foods tend to know about it. Everyone else is just picky or dieting by the back door.’

It is perhaps understandable that people sometimes feel irritated by those on what can seem to be faddy diets. The problem is that gluten is widespread in the modern diet, with a considerable proportion of convenient and nutritious food containing the protein. When one person decides to follow such a diet, lots of other people are affected: friends, family, dinner dates and flatmates, to name but a few.

‘Dinner parties all over the country are ruined by these people,’ says one general practitioner (GP). ‘It’s such a nuisance especially when we’re out and about,’ complains Sue, 32 and gluten intolerant. ‘It’s not just me that’s affected – my partner and my friends have to make adjustments on my behalf.’

Another factor in this controversy is that opinions, often strong ones, tend to take the place of facts. That is partly because there aren’t many facts available; food intolerance generally is poorly researched because clinical studies are expensive and there are few organizations that are interested in funding such research. It is widely accepted that medical training in nutrition is poor.

What’s more, there are considerable corporate interests at stake – not least the bread industry, which already feels threatened by falling bakery sales.

It is against this background that this book has been written. Neither for nor against gluten, it is an attempt to provide an up-to-date assessment of the scientific evidence on gluten intolerance, much of which is not widely known. It also fills a gap in health advice today – providing guidance on how to live well and safely if you know or suspect that you have gluten intolerance.
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Gluten free – from wilderness to mainstream in a decade

 

It’s one of the fastest growing food choices today, and one of the most confusing. Food historians may well struggle to explain the sudden and dramatic rise in demand for gluten-free food during the first decade of the twenty-first century, as well as the astonishing increase in production. 

Above all, they will seek to answer the question ‘Was it all a huge scam?’, as is believed by a substantial proportion of the population, including most of the medical profession? Or was there a genuine and beneficial growth in awareness of the damage that can be caused by this sticky protein in wheat and other cereals that makes up such a huge part of the modern diet.

In the early years of the decade, ‘gluten free’ still meant food as medicine made for people with a diagnosed illness, the autoimmune disorder coeliac disease. People with this disorder received gluten-free bread, biscuits and flour on prescription in tins from the pharmacist, and nobody was doing it for fun.

Consumers recall ‘disgusting cardboard bread’ that was ‘just about edible if you toasted it’. Eating out was practically impossible because caterers tended to ignore requests for gluten-free dishes, regarding it as a food fad taken to extremes. Shopping, too, was a nightmare, involving a painstaking scouring of the small print on most packaged foods for any reference to gluten or the cereals that contain it.

Just a few years later, gluten free had become a supermarket favourite, housed in its own distinct shelving that was beginning to rival the size and pulling power of the organic sector. Gluten free today is a multi-billion pound industry, with more than 50 types of bread and more than a hundred brands of biscuits, cakes and pastries on sale in the UK, either through the supermarkets or online. A wide range of other gluten-free products, including pies, pastries, pizzas, soups, sauces, ready meals and sausages, are also available. It is becoming the norm for cafés and sandwich bars to offer a gluten-free option, and a handful of chefs take pride in putting at least one gourmet gluten-free dish on every menu.

So what happened? Conspiracy theorists might see the development as a wily move, masterminded by supermarkets keen to exploit the latest so-called healthy diet. One observer recalls ‘something of a panic’ around 2004 and 2005 as stores scrambled to fill shelves with gluten-free food – rather like the rush to go organic in the 1990s.

A great swathe of medical opinion derides this development as commercial opportunism. Leading GP, Dr Clare Gerada dismisses food intolerance as ‘medically meaningless’, claiming the condition is ‘loved by retailers and manufacturers thanks to sales of home testing kits and free-from foods’.

Look at what happened more closely, however, and it’s perhaps a little bit more complex, with a number of social and environmental changes that occurred around that time contributing to this dietary revolution. 

For a start, the ‘free-from’ sector in supermarkets was actually initiated by a handful of staff with personal experience of gluten intolerance and the problems in finding gluten-free food. The first free-from shelves were introduced in a South London branch of Sainsbury’s in 2002 by a manager who herself had coeliac disease. Tesco buyer Patricia Wheway recalls writing to her boss, Sir Terry Leahy, in early 2003 to explain that her son George was gluten intolerant and that ‘it was a nightmare travelling all over the place just to find food that he could eat’. To her surprise, she was instructed to follow Sainsbury’s example and set up free-from shelves for Tesco’s.

Supermarket managers were finding that free-from products were proving rather popular. By 2005, market researchers were predicting a significant growth in consumer demand for free-from foods, notably gluten free, with almost every supermarket launching its own gluten-free shelves.

One of the main reasons for these confident predictions was new medical evidence showing that coeliac disease was not the rare childhood disorder that it was previously believed to be. Until scientists actually got around to measuring the incidence of coeliac disease, it was thought to affect a tiny proportion of the population – perhaps one in 2,500 people were thought to be affected.

But a major survey of all seven-year-olds in Avon, carried out by Bristol researchers and published in the British Medical Journal in 2004, found that this was a gross underestimate. The survey revealed that one in 100 seven-year-olds had evidence of coeliac disease. Not all of these children had active symptoms, but those who didn’t had gastrointestinal markers that strongly suggested that they would develop symptoms at some time in their lives. The finding was repeated in other studies, showing that coeliac disease affects far more people than have so far been diagnosed.

The charity Coeliac UK (see Useful addresses, at the end of this book) estimates that only a fraction of coeliac sufferers are aware that they are ill. It says that around one in eight sufferers remained undiagnosed, with well over half a million Britons managing their symptoms as best they can. The success of a publicity drive to find the missing thousands was reflected in the membership of the charity (only open to sufferers with a diagnosis), which grew by an average of 900 during each month of the past few years.

At the same time, however, there is growing evidence of a quite distinct condition: non-coeliac gluten intolerance. Some experts believe that about one in 15 of the population have a problem digesting gluten. Certainly, there is now evidence that about one in ten of the population considers that they have some kind of gluten intolerance.

An even larger group of people see gluten free as a healthy choice. One in four of the population has bought a gluten-free product from a supermarket, many of whom say that their purchase is not prompted by a concern that they are gluten intolerant.

Continuing concern about sliced white bread, an undisputed hero of cheap and convenient comfort food in the 1950s and 1960s, is one of the most important influences here. Refined white flour has long been under suspicion from the growing number of followers of the ‘you are what you eat’ philosophy that drove the growth of the organic sector during the last two decades of the twentieth century.

‘During that time, people in Britain were becoming interested in food quality, in making food choices that are made not simply on price but on the food itself: what is in it, how it is grown and how good it is for you,’ says Michelle Berriedale Johnson, founder of the monthly magazine and website Foods Matter. ‘And one of the big concerns was sliced white bread – whether eating five loaves of Mother’s Pride every week was really all that good for you,’ she says.

It is not just white bread that is under scrutiny. Teatime, generally, has gone out of fashion for many people. Buttered crumpets, toast and marmalade, scones slathered in jam and cream have long been seen as too naughty to be nice. The result is that bread sales have slumped by 17 per cent since the mid-1970s, with a 60 per cent drop in sales of flour over the same period.

So far, these dietary concerns fall within well understood dietary guidelines, but gluten intolerance extends further than a distaste for white bread and cakes. Wholemeal bread and pasta, the cornerstone of a nutritious diet in the view of most experts, is also under suspicion.

The media have undoubtedly played a role in raising these concerns. Women in particular increasingly see gluten as the root cause of a wide range of common symptoms that conventional medicine isn’t good at treating, including bowel problems, bloating, abdominal pains, indigestion, fatigue, headache and joint pains.

This is at least partly because of increasingly wide coverage of food intolerance, generally in women’s magazines and newspaper health pages. Such stories have fed into concerns about media hype, with a drive against a healthy and nutritious diet driven by celebrity endorsement – Ulrika declaring her gratitude to a wheat-free diet or Victoria pictured snacking on gluten-free chocolate biscuits.

Against that, experts argue that an increasingly well informed public is capable of making its own choices and that the move to food that is free from gluten is based on extensive if largely anecdotal information – supported by organizations and individuals who are widely gaining a reputation as authoritative and dependable, even though largely non-medical.

Foods Matter is an undisputed influence here, supporting both consumers and food manufacturers, with its monthly magazine and a website, underpinned by regular tastings of the scores of gluten-free products arriving on the market every month. These tastings led to the first Foods Matter Free From Awards, held in May 2008 at TV chef Anthony Worrall Thompson’s shabby chic ‘Notting Grill’ restaurant in west London.

With pink champagne donated by Sainsbury’s and assorted gluten-free goodies handed out to the assembled food journalists and a range of bakers from kitchen-table start ups delivering via the internet to the big supermarket own brands, the evening was a jolly event, run on a shoestring but with a serious message. ‘The winning products are as good as and often better than the better known non-gluten-free brands,’ said Worrall Thompson, handing out the awards with evident enthusiasm.

There are other influences in the field. Mario Cassar, a biomedical scientist chemist in the National Health Service (NHS), who founded <http://www.foodreactions.org>, a website specifically targeting people with food intolerance, after a ten-year battle to cure his daughter Rebecca’s food allergies with little help from the medical profession. As well as passing on his experience, the website provides a lively forum for people with allergies and intolerances to seek help themselves.

Another luminary is Professor Jonathan Brostoff, who is Professor of Allergy and Environmental Health at Kings College, London. With science and medical writer Linda Gamlin, he challenged the mainstream medical view that food intolerance was a rare condition and that most ‘vague, multiple symptoms’ were caused by emotional and mental problems that expressed themselves in ill health. Their book The Complete Guide to Food Allergy and Intolerance (see Further reading, at the end of this book) was first published in 1989 and has been frequently updated, spreading a message that for hundreds of thousands of people, identifying and eliminating the culprits of food intolerance can transform lives.

Dr John Hunter, consultant physician at Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge, is the author of a series of books on the subject, most notably Solve Your Food Intolerance: A Practical Dietary Programme to Eliminate Food Intolerance (see Further reading, at the end of this book), as well as contributing more than 100 research papers to major medical journals including The Lancet, Nature and the British Medical Journal. He has been convinced that gluten intolerance is a far greater problem than is widely realized since he conducted an early study of 100 people with proven gluten intolerance, only three of whom had coeliac disease.

This small but influential group of experts has created a market for food without this apparently harmful ingredient that tastes good enough to eat. Alongside the Foods Matter Awards, it’s a sign of the times that The Allergy Show, a long-established fixture in Olympia, became known as the Allergy & Gluten Free Show for the first time in June 2008. Also, the BBC Good Food Awards in October that year also held its first competition for gluten-free food.

Alongside the demand for gluten-free foods, a range of innovative suppliers has sprung up, setting about the sometimes tricky production journey to creating new gluten-free brands with imagination, commitment and a recognition that gluten-free food today must reach the highest standards.

An early enthusiast, Andrew Whitley was an artisan bread maker who had launched a successful bakery based on the premise that people increasingly believed that ‘the bread on offer in the shops seemed to be making them ill’. He fell in love with Russian rye bread while he was a BBC correspondent in Moscow and returned home in 1975 to set up The Village Bakery in Melmerby, North West England, as a pioneering organic bakery.

Whitley became involved in gluten-free bread making in the early 1990s, when ‘people suddenly started ringing up asking for bread made without wheat – on the face of it a tall order given that the remaining ingredients of bread are just salt and water’.

His pioneering approach was to produce ‘the most nutritious food possible out of gluten-free ingredients’ – rather different, he says, from the normal approach at that time when gluten-free bread was made with ‘weird additives to make over-processed ingredients into superficially attractive but indifferent products’. Instead of trying to reproduce the airy lightness of gluten-containing bread, he discovered tasty alternatives, making bread with gram, chestnut or corn flour, and building on the strengths of these ingredients.
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