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PART ONE

What You Need to Know

“How is that feeding our bodies has become more confusing over the years? Thank goodness for Cindy Bokma, whose own health journey has taken more twists and turns than gluten-free fusilli pasta. After reading her story and devouring her surprisingly comforting recipes, you’ll feel clearer in mind, body, and spirit.”

—Elizabeth Kendig, Healers Podcast


Introduction
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I am not a professional nutritionist or dietician or medical expert. I am also not a chef.

I am however, a home cook who has probably spent more time in the kitchen than any other place. Over the past several years, I have had a myriad of health issues that have been greatly helped by changing the food that I eat.

Ever since I was a little girl paging through my mother’s Good Housekeeping magazines, I’ve had an interest in food and health. There is such an undeniable link between what we eat and how we feel, and I’m glad to see more and more people understanding that the food you put into your body directly affects things like mood, skin, energy levels, and so much more. Food has the ability to harm and heal on a deep level.

I like researching and taking notes and understanding wellness, so when my own health began to take a turn, I didn’t think twice about finding out what on earth was happening within my own body. For some reason I always want to do things myself and hate asking for help. Going to the doctor is always a last resort if I cannot find out ways to figure out whatever is going wrong.

Several years ago, out of the blue (or so it seemed), I developed a gluten issue. My stomach ached every time I ate cereal, muffins, bread, or pasta, which was at least a few times a week. The talk of gluten was everywhere from the health blogs to magazine articles. With all of that in mind, I decided to remove gluten from my diet to see if I felt better—and I never turned back. However, I don’t recommend eliminating gluten before getting tested, as it makes a firm diagnosis difficult.

Since I had gone off gluten, the tests to see if I had celiac were inconclusive. Going back on gluten for six weeks would likely give me a definite answer, but I didn’t want to be sick for over a month. I highly recommend getting tested if you think you have celiac or a gluten intolerance.

Diving into gluten-free cooking, I armed myself with almond flour cookies and spinach smoothies, I ate gluten-free toast with peanut butter every morning with a handful of almonds in between meals. Black, pinto, or kidney beans in chili or taco salad was something I made often, and hummus was one of my favorite snacks. I used tahini in my chocolate chip cookies, baked scones, and Irish soda bread with almond flour as gluten-free and paleo cookbooks directed me to do.

Then my interstitial cystitis (IC) began to act up. IC is a condition commonly known as “painful bladder disease” and presents the same symptoms as a bladder infection. If you have ever suffered from a bladder infection, you know about the pain and discomfort.

It was so bad that I was up going to the bathroom at least twenty times a night. The next day I’d barely function from lack of sleep, I’d also be highly irritable because I was so exhausted. I tried many supplements, but found little relief. With two kids who needed me, I was lucky if I made it through the day without a nap. My doctor put me on a medication that was over two hundred dollars for a single bottle to last the month. I used the medication sparingly, choosing to suffer instead. I had guilt over spending so much money on the prescription.

I joined message boards and asked questions, praying for something, somewhere to help. When a member asked if I had been watching my oxalates, I had no idea what she was talking about.

Oxalates?

No, I was a healthy eater. I made all of my own food. I was paleo! I was gluten-free! I made green smoothies every day and sprinkled chia seeds on my yogurt!

At the time I didn’t bother to research oxalates, dismissing them just as I had skipped over the topic of pyroluria and high histamines (more on this in a little bit!). No, I was so healthy with all my almond flour muffins and peanut butter protein cookies, there was no way I had any other issues besides the gluten thing and the IC.

Things were so bad however that whenever my family went anywhere, I’d have to make sure bathrooms were easily available, basing activities on whether or not I could reach a restroom. Think about that for second: my day was planned around the location of bathrooms—especially on vacations.

A cruise around Seattle? Great, would there be bathrooms?

A tour of a glacier? Okay, but is there a restroom?

A long drive up the coast? Only if we can stop frequently for potty breaks!

I’ll never forget being in Alaska and wanting to do a horseback riding excursion, but I couldn’t because . . . what if I had to pee? I also remember my husband driving around on vacation trying to find a health food store looking for specific supplements, anything to help me with the extreme discomfort I was experiencing.

Maybe I should look into those oxalates.

The very basic description is that oxalates are kind of like a built-in pesticide in vegetables, fruits, nuts, and seeds, acting as a deterrent for insects and other small pests. We cannot digest oxalates; they are usually moved through the digestive tract and eliminated. For people with “leaky gut syndrome,” however, this is where oxalates become a problem.

Leaky gut is when the junctures of the gut are not tight as they should be, allowing food particles, bacteria, and toxins to slip through. Kind of like a tightly knit sweater where the yarn becomes loose and holes emerge. You might see leaky gut referred to as intestinal permeability. Signs include bloating, gas, cramping, fatigue, joint pain, and rashes.

It’s linked to inflammation, and autoimmune diseases like chronic fatigue, rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, and leaky gut can trigger other illnesses. If you think this sounds serious, you’re right.

It is possible for oxalates to act as a poison if the diet does not contain enough calcium. Calcium binds with oxalates and helps keep it from being absorbed. Most people, like those without any food sensitivities or leaky gut, are able to consume and break down oxalates without a problem. When overaccumulation of oxalates occur, it becomes an issue for our kidneys, and oxalates are not properly flushed out. Our livers also make small amounts of oxalates.

Oxalate crystals are often found in kidney stones (this is the most well-known oxalate-related condition) yet they can also make themselves at home in your joints, bones, lungs, nerve tissues, eyes, thyroid, and brain.

I was shocked when I found that oxalates are in fruits and vegetables, nuts and legumes. Nearly everything I consumed on a daily basis was extremely high in oxalates! Could there be a link between my bladder pain, headaches, blurry vision, and oxalates?

As I studied up this topic, I came to the sinking conclusion that I had completely overdone my oxalate intake and was dismayed to think I’d have to remove these foods from my diet. Wasn’t going gluten-free enough? Every time I had something containing high oxalates, I’d experience severe bladder pain and frequency and the whole sleep-irritability-fatigue-headache cycle would happen all over again.

It was clear to me that I was overdoing it, and I couldn’t help but wonder about other people who were doing the same. People with kidney stones are often advised to watch their oxalates, but what about people like me who didn’t have kidney stones, but presented a clear problem with oxalate intake?

Most of the cookbooks I used called for almond flour as an ingredient to bake with or use in various recipes, especially baking and frequently a substitute for breading. The majority of my gluten-free cookbooks called for other favorites such as sweet potatoes, black beans, celery, dates to sweeten baked goods, grains like brown rice, kamut, and amaranth, plus sesame seeds, and a liberal use of green tea and turmeric.

The more I read about oxalates, the more I realized my body couldn’t process these even in small amounts.

Though I lowered my oxalate intake, I still had headaches, blurry vision, and felt generally exhausted from the time I got up in the morning until I went to bed.

I went to several alternative medical professionals including a Chinese medicine doctor, acupuncturist, a reiki practitioner, a holistic health doctor, my general physician, and a urologist, and no one could accurately figure out what was wrong until I saw an integrative medical doctor who ordered a barrage of tests and concluded I had systemic candida.

Another piece of my health puzzle slipped into place. In addition to going gluten-free and watching oxalates, I was now instructed to not consume any sugar and go low carb.

At the time I was also diagnosed with adrenal fatigue. There was so much going on inside my body, I didn’t know what to do. What on earth could I eat to help my body heal?

Turning to vegan recipes, I found that cashews and cashew milk are frequent replacements for dairy products, which doesn’t work for people like me who have a nut allergy. Many vegetarian options called for other high-oxalate foods. The healthiest of cookbooks used high-oxalate ingredients plus a constant call for almond flour.

I grew frustrated. I felt like I couldn’t eat anything! I was trying to plan meals for my family that were low-carb, no sugar, gluten-free, no yeast, no soy, no nuts, no legumes, and low-oxalate. It seemed like all I could eat was white rice, and later I discovered the white rice was feeding the candida, so I couldn’t even eat that!

Health is a like a line of dominoes and once one falls, others soon follow. A leaky gut can lead to candida, which complicates oxalate issues, leading to bladder issues, leading to sleepless nights. Lack of rest results in stress, which ends with adrenal fatigue, which leads to pyroluria, a condition where the body lacks B vitamins and zinc. That diagnosis led to me to find that I also had high histamine levels, which manifest in things like headaches, anxiety, rapid heartbeat, cramps, fatigue, and more.

From the bladder condition to the adrenal fatigue to the pyroluria and candida and high histamines, I was certain I would never eat like a normal person again.

From the hundreds of hours of reading on the topic of oxalates, I have seen several conditions linked, and I hope that my own health journey can inspire others to delve into research and discovering information that can help. There is so much out there, and new information comes up very often.


Chapter 1

About Oxalates
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Though I felt better on a gluten-free, low-oxalate diet, I kept investigating, surprised at how many health issues were impacted by oxalates. Surely I wasn’t the only person suffering from an inability to consume them, was I? You know how when you are suffering, you feel like the only person in the world with that problem? Going out to eat or over to someone’s house for dinner created so much stress for me that I would end up staying home or eating before I left the house.

If you have a leaky gut, chances are more oxalates are slipping through your intestines because the junctions in your gut aren’t tight enough to keep them out. And while most people can freely consume foods with oxalates, it’s those of us who have underlying health issues, like candida or leaky gut, who suffer the most.

Our guts need healthy bacteria to break down oxalates. If our intestines are not functioning properly, we may not have the ability to break down oxalates. I was listening to a podcast recently about Small Intestine Bacterial Overgrowth (SIBO) and the health specialist mentioned how many people lack the proper enzymes to break down oxalates thanks to the chemicals sprayed on our foods and the fact that many people eat processed foods, which our bodies were not designed to break down. It was a theory that made sense to me.

I can’t help but wonder if oxalates will be the new gluten. Learning about oxalates was like entering into a new world. I’m trying to give you the broad scope on this topic, but there are many details that are complex and scientific.

Not a whole lot of people are connecting the dots from healthy foods to health problems. And why would they? We try to eat foods recommended by experts but what happens when you don’t get better or end up feeling worse?

Recently I chatted with a friend who suffered from a myriad of symptoms and was tested by doctors who couldn’t find a diagnosis. They ended up giving her painkillers. There was absolutely no discussion of what she ate, no talk of oxalates. After we went over what she was eating on a daily basis, we found out her diet was extremely high in oxalates, and she began to decrease her oxalate consumption, feeling better within a few days.

When oxalates are not broken down and flushed out, they can be stored all over the body and affect the organs. It’s not surprising excess oxalates cause inflammation. There is research available about the illness-oxalate connection but you have to put on your thinking cap and dive in pretty deep.

In order to help with inflammation, I began taking turmeric, only to discover that turmeric is high in oxalates! The supplements I took for my anxiety made me feel worse, not better, and when I checked out the oxalate content? You might have guessed, high in oxalates.

Many doctors may not be familiar with oxalates and miss the connection to health issues. I visited a urogynecologist for the IC and holistic practitioner for stomachaches, trying to get to the root of my problems, and neither brought up oxalates. Yet on both an IC message board and a high-histamine message board, numerous people noted a link between oxalates and bladder issues and when reducing oxalates, a noticeable change is seen.

Low energy, weakness, brain fog, burning sensation in feet, headaches, genital irritation, joint and muscle pain, as well as intestinal pain are all linked to high oxalate consumption. Mood can also be affected by oxalates, causing anxiety, lack of sleep, and depression.

Conditions linked to high oxalates include asthma, autism, thyroid-related illness, chronic fatigue, fibromyalgia, inflammatory bowel disease, interstitial cystitis, kidney stones, headaches—including migraines—seizures, and vulvodynia.

Oxalates can contribute to Hashimoto’s and other thyroid conditions and I have read about a relationship between oxalates and celiac disease. I recently read that there is a link between chronic candida and oxalates. At the end of this book, I list resources for further reading regarding oxalates. I encourage you to do research and learn from the experts like Susan Owens, whose knowledge about oxalates is awe-inspiring. The topic gets incredibly scientific and detailed.

As I continued to seek answers and find food I could safely eat, I discovered cookbooks that addressed gluten intolerances often called for almond flour as well as other high-oxalate ingredients.

I was and still am, dismayed to see many Paleo, plant-based, and gluten-free cookbooks include almond flour, high-oxalate vegetables, and cashew or almond milk. In fact, I get excited reading new recipes from some amazing Paleo chefs on Instagram, but am typically let down when they use almond flour again and again in their baked goods. I want to scream about oxalates!

Cookbooks for vegans include nut products especially cashews, and high-oxalate vegetables, plus legumes as staples. Cookbooks that address leaky gut often do not include recipes that are low in oxalates. They might be out there but I haven’t seen any including low-oxalate options.

My goal with this cookbook is to revamp some of my favorite recipes and create new ones to be gluten-free, low-oxalate, low-sugar, no nuts, yeast-free, soy-free, and suitable (and helpful) for anyone dealing with a very limited diet, which can be extremely overwhelming. Yes, I have cried real tears out of frustration for the foods I can no longer eat! If this describes you, I understand!
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