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  Introduction

  “Health is within you, and you don’t see it;

  illness is within you, and you don’t realize.”

  —SUFI PROVERB

  These days, allergies complicate the daily life of many people, children and adults alike, and present a challenge for health professionals.

  One day, a harmless substance that you regularly encounter in the air, in what you touch, or what you eat, becomes your worst enemy. From this moment on, any future contact with this substance will provoke an allergic reaction, forcing you to change your daily habits in many ways.

  Pollen, dust mites, animal dander, mold, foods, certain metals, medicines . . . All of these things are found in almost every house, and on the street in every town and city. And any one, or ones, of these can be the cause of your asthma, your hay fever, your topical dermatitis, or your food intolerance. You have become an allergic person, and this reality will seem like a life sentence.

  This is the feeling that many people who suffer from allergies have, because no one can give them a scientific explanation of this disorder that came out of nowhere, without warning.

  Conventional medicine can explain what happens when someone develops an allergy: an error is made by your immune system. But they don’t know why it happens.

  There seems to be a hereditary component, it seems that the disease itself chooses where to settle, it seems that children grow out of their allergies, but it also seems that they are difficult to cure in adulthood . . .

  One indisputable fact is that allergies are spreading without control, and more people suffer from allergies all the time. Facts show that modern life aids considerably in this, together with, for example, pollution, cigarette smoke, stress, bad health, a sedentary lifestyle, and a lack of exposure to nature. It is not to be overlooked that there is a much greater presence of allergies in urban environments but not so much in rural areas, despite the higher concentrations of pollen, animal dander, mold, and dust mites.

  Meanwhile, those who suffer from allergies search for relief and, above all, results. Sometimes this is done using conventional medicine, and other times, more and more often, through natural remedies. The best thing is to know how to take advantage of the benefits of all of these methods and combine conventional and alternative medicines into one single treatment that restores your health through various approaches.

  Conventional medicine offers you relief from annoying symptoms with the use of drugs and allergy vaccines. The side effects are inevitable, but the relief is undeniable. And, above all, you should never refuse conventional medicine in serious cases like anaphylactic shock or a bad asthma attack, because it can save your life.

  On the other hand, natural therapies offer you the possibility of thoroughly healing yourself. It may seem like an exaggeration, but thousands of years of experience speak to their effectiveness. Naturopathy, homeopathy, acupuncture, Bach flower remedies, yoga, and meditation are some of the ways to reestablish the balance between your body and mind. All of these forms of therapy achieve positive, and even spectacular results when it comes to the treatments of allergies, and you don’t have to limit yourself to just one. On the contrary, it has been shown that when you combine them, their synergy augments the benefits and your body recovers much more rapidly.

  Nor can we neglect to say that they are not just therapies, but they can provide the backdrop for a new lifestyle where your first priority is your physical and emotional well-being. Sometimes illness becomes the direct route to reconnecting with yourself and emphasizes the importance of the things you have. Through the search for a cure, many people have found themselves, and have found a new meaning in their life.

  On this long journey to overcoming illness, we will try to provide you with a roadmap to explain what is happening to you, how it is happening, and what you can do to fix it. This is the goal of the following pages, and we hope that they help you understand what allergies are, what it means to live with them, and how to confront the symptoms and their origins.


  What Are Allergies?

  Allergies can be defined differently depending on if we look at them through the fields of academic medicine, natural medicine, or traditional Chinese medicine. What we have no doubt about is that it is a growing phenomenon that can create a lot of discomfort and show us that our sophisticated immune system can have inexplicable faults that cause excessive reactions to inoffensive stimuli. According to many experts, the existence of allergies is the price societies in developing countries have to pay, since it is in those places that there are a prolific number of cases.

  In effect, what is troublesome is that allergies continue to affect more and more people. The number of people with allergies grows, most of all in industrialized countries. Moreover, there are many people who are not even aware that they are suffering from any ailment. The symptoms multiply and are no longer limited to rhinitis or hay fever, asthma, and eczema, but they can also include fatigue, migraines, depression, dizziness, discomfort, arrhythmias, weight-loss, constipation, diarrhea, rheumatism, and hyperactivity in children.

  The most common manifestations of allergies are asthma, rhinitis or hay fever, dermatitis, and food allergies. As their origins are not always clear, treatment through conventional medicine is a very complicated process and is reduced to an attempt to relieve the symptoms produced by the allergic reaction. Because of this, the number of people affected by allergies who seek natural remedies continues to grow; these are remedies that treat the person rather than focusing on the illness. Alternative therapies intend to regain the balance within our bodies and help restore the immune system’s correct function. In many cases, the results are surprising.

  Defining Allergies

  Allergies are excessive reactions within our body. That’s it, in short, but there are many factors that are still inexplicable in many cases.

  Basically, our body reacts inappropriately to external substances that are harmless to the majority of people. These allergenic substances, called “allergens,” can be found both in nature and in chemicals and generate a disproportionate response in our immune system. They reach our bodies through inhalation, ingestion, or skin contact.

  Our immune system is responsible for allergic reactions. It is made up of a collection of cells that circulate through the blood and form parts of different organs. Its mission is simple: to recognize foreign elements that enter our body and organize the defense against them. This reaction is called the “immune response.” Thanks to this, our immune system recognizes bacteria and viruses, problematic agents in our bodies, as causes of infection. If it weren’t for our immune system, any infection, even a cold, could have fatal consequences due to its ability to spread without any resistance.

  Nevertheless, although the immune response is very important, it can occasionally cause us serious problems, and even death. These problems include autoimmune diseases where our immune systems confuse components of our bodies for foreign elements and initiate a response against them, like in cases of rheumatism. It also creates complications for people who have had an organ transplant. Their immune defenses identify the newly transplanted organ as foreign and begin to fight it, causing a rejection if medicine is not administered to diminish the reaction.

  The final and most common problem that can provoke a false immune reaction is the issue of allergies. In normal circumstances, our immune system is our guardian and is always alert to anything harmful that enters our body. However, in a person who suffers from allergies, the immune system reacts incorrectly to harmless substances that it considers dangerous, and develops a pathological process that is difficult to diagnose and fix.

  An Old Ailment with a Recent History

  
    Even though allergies can seem to us to be a modern ailment, the truth is that their story can be traced through many years of history.

    In the time of the ancient Egyptians, there was a pharaoh who fell victim to a wasp sting, and in the 5th century B.C., Hippocrates documented the existence of people who were “hostile” to cheese, a food that was not compatible with their bodies. And in this era, at the beginning of the 16th century, the Roman cardinal Olivieri Caraffi prohibited the entrance of anyone carrying flowers because they made him sick.

    However, it took four more centuries for doctors to consider allergies to be a common ailment, though their origins remained a mystery. In 1903, pediatricians Clemens von Pirquet and Béla Schick discovered a successful path of research, and postulated that the cause of this illness, which they called an “allergy,” resides in the formation of antibodies that instead of defending the organism, attack and harm it.

    One year later, Charles Richet and Paul Portier realized that if you administer the venom of a sea anemone to a dog, it won’t be affected the first time, but the dog would die upon the third dose. They called this phenomenon “anaphylaxis,” or a lack of defenses. Their discovery was a great help to future scientists and won Charles Richet the Nobel Prize in 1913.

    In 1996, Swedish scientist Gunner Johansson and the husband and wife team Kimishige and Teruko Ishizaka of Japan discovered that the antibody that provokes allergies is immunoglobulin E (IgE).

    Since then, research continues to unravel the mysteries of this strange autoimmune disease, and moves toward revealing its origin as well as its prevention.

  

  A Scientific Explanation We will try to explain in simple scientific terms the biological process that takes place in our body when having an allergy attack.

  The principal cells that make up our immune system are macrophages and lymphocytes T and B. When these come in contact with a substance that our body identifies as foreign or as an allergen, they initiate a series of reactions until molecules called “immunoglobulins” (Ig), or antibodies, are formed, that join with the allergen and achieve its destruction and elimination through various mechanisms.

  The immune system of the allergic person begins to construct this immunoglobulin from the first exposure to an allergen, but only shows the symptom of an allergy when the productions of these immunoglobulins have exceeded their tolerance limit. That is to say that time can pass between the first exposure to the allergen and the allergic reaction. However, once this tolerance has been exceeded, any new contact with the allergy, no matter how insignificant, will produce the symptoms of the allergy. This is the explanation for how one day a substance that we had been living with or ingesting habitually can suddenly cause an asthma attack or eczema.

  These immunoglobulins that our body makes in response to an allergen react only to this concrete allergen. That is to say, they are specific immunoglobulins or IgE. However, different types of a specific immunoglobulin can be produced at a time, which means it is possible to be allergic to more than one substance. And, what’s more, it can produce crossed reactions, which means that the same type of IgE reacts to seemingly different substances, like dust mites and seafood. If you have an allergy to dust, it is possible that you’re also allergic to seafood, because both contain a protein called “tropomyosin” which is the allergen that produces the allergic reaction. So, even though they are seemingly different substances, they produce the same type of symptoms.

  There are five different types of immunoglobulins or antibodies that our bodies produce: IgG, IgA, IgM, IgD, and IgE. However, only IgE is responsible for the reactions that provoke asthma and the majority of allergic reactions.

  HUNTING AND TRAPPING

  
    The IgE that our body produces are attached to mastocytes, cells that contain granules of histamine and other allergy mediators that are produced in the nose, eyes, lungs, and gastrointestinal system. IgE adheres to the surface of the mastocytes in order to “trap” its respective allergen. When the allergen enters the body, IgE attracts it and they lock together like a lock and key. The IgE sends a signal to the mastocyte to defend itself against the invader, causing it to release histamine. This hormone, histamine, is what causes redness, swelling, and excessive secretions from the skin and mucous membranes. These symptoms can provoke asthma, diarrhea, rhinitis, or hives, depending on the zone where the body is fighting the allergen.

  

  What Does Histamine Do?

  
    Histamine is a hormone with a basic vasodilatory function, causing inflammation and irritation during an allergic reaction.

    However, it has other functions that are important and beneficial to our bodies, provided it is secreted in appropriate amounts for each case.

    For example, thanks to its vasodilatory properties, histamine modulates blood pressure and partly controls the heart’s electrical activity. It is also present in our digestive system and regulates the secretion of gastric juices. Also, it is an important neurotransmitter in the central nervous system and has many different functions in the brain.

    Therefore, it is not localized to a specific organ or zone in our body. However, as with every part of our organism, its job is important and, without a doubt, indispensable to the proper function of our body.

  

  Depending on the type of allergic substance and the form of exposure, the immune system’s response can range from being insignificant to being very serious. And even though the majority of allergic reactions are benign, some can become fatal, like anaphylactic shock.

  We are all exposed to many potentially allergic substances, and most of us can live with them without presenting any symptoms. That is to say, we don’t exceed our tolerance limit because we aren’t predisposed to suffer allergies.

  On the contrary, for people who have an allergy, the substance will trigger a reaction every time they come in contact with it. What’s worse is that it only takes the smallest amount of the allergen for the allergic reaction to take place.

  The Allergic Cascade. Normally an allergic reaction takes place immediately upon contact with the allergen, but many cases exist where that is not the case. The mediatory substances that are released during a crisis, like histamine, not only affect the surrounding tissues, but also recruit the leucocytes that contribute to the name “late phase response” that appears after several hours.

  An immediate reaction lasts about two hours and is caused by mastocytes. A slow or late phase response is one that appears about six hours after exposure to the allergen and is caused by basophils and eosinophils that release cytokines and chemokines. Because of this, many allergists agree that the allergic individual usually has a two-phase reaction, or, in other words, an allergic cascade.

  This second, new release of histamine in the body has not been studied until relatively recently and caused much confusion when it came time to determine the allergens that trigger the reaction. Its most notable effect is that it prolongs inflammation for hours, so that a bout of rhinitis can end up lasting days, even though the exposure to the allergen had been isolated; thus, the mucous membrane remains inflamed, and the symptoms remain. Sometimes this is the difference between chronic and seasonal rhinitis.

  The late phase response is especially virulent in people who suffer from asthma. There have been cases in which after receiving urgent medical attention that stabilizes the crisis, the patient suffers a new, stronger reaction right after returning home. The cytokines and chemokines that produce this late response are much stronger than histamines.

  During this late phase, the allergic symptoms related to inflammation return chronically and their treatment is even more complicated. What’s more, a person can become hyper-reactive. If you are allergic to dust mites and you suffer this late phase reaction, it is probable that environmental factors, cigarette smoke, perfumes, or the fumes from fresh paint can cause a new reaction. It’s not that you are allergic to these products, but that because your mucous membrane remains inflamed as a result of the eosinophils, a minimally irritating agent can trigger a new attack.

  Allergic March. When symptoms of allergies appear, they usually cause rhinitis, eczema, or asthma attacks. These symptoms tell us that our immune system is reacting poorly, and this manifests itself in the form of illness.

  Nevertheless, with every further exposure to the allergen, it is more common for the reaction to not be limited to only these ailments. As time passes and the number of exposures to the allergens responsible for our ailments grows, our body is going to yield and begin what is called an “allergic march.”

  This term defines the situation of people who, for example, begin to suffer from eczema and then after a certain time, begin to show additional symptoms of rhinitis. That is to say, allergies spread through our bodies and are not limited to just one manifestation. Among these most common cases is rhinitis complicated by asthma.

  Because of this, it is necessary to try to detect which allergens produce a reaction in your body and to find a remedy, preferably a natural one, to this situation that is a great health risk.

  Chronic Illness. As we have seen, the cause of an allergy can’t always be attributed to a concrete substance, but rather to the individual. Certain people are genetically predisposed to develop an exaggerated reaction after repeated contact with substances that are harmless to most people, but potentially capable of inducing a defensive reaction in the body.

  Increase in Allergies

  
    One in every five people in the US suffers from allergies, or 60 million people. Allergies have been increasing since the 1980s across various demographics.

    -Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America

  

  Nowadays, more than 15 percent of the worldwide population is allergic to one substance or another, and in most cases, allergic to more than one at the time. There is no clear explanation for why some people develop this kind of reaction, but it seems to be that genetics play an important role in this development. It is not the allergy itself that is passed on, but rather the predisposition to develop an allergy. If one parent has allergies, their child has a 48 percent chance of having allergies as well. If both parents have allergies, the probability of the offspring developing allergies grows by 70 percent. What’s more, allergies can develop at any age, and it is not uncommon for people older than forty years to one day start sneezing, get tested, and discover that they have become an allergic person.

  The emotional state of the person also plays an important role in the development of an allergy. Asthma can be caused by stress, depression, or a crisis; rhinitis can be produced by a trauma, and nerves and stress can aggravate atopic dermatitis and food intolerances. It is key to take care of our bodies and emotions to attain complete balance, and natural therapies can aid greatly in this process.

  Pseudoallergies and Food Intolerances

  These terms refer to allergic problems that are caused by different processes from an allergic reaction. Their effects on the patient, however, are the same as you would find in an allergic person, and can produce asthma, rhinitis, dermatitis, and diarrhea without the intervention of IgE.

  In these cases, our bodies produce antibodies IgA and, after multiple stimuli, IgG or immunoglobulin G. The IgG are the same kind that are produced against proteins of microorganisms and that give us the acquired immunity. Their stimulus and constant production is the scientific base for vaccines.

  Different from the immediate allergic reaction that takes place within two or three hours of the initial stimulus, when the pseudoallergic process is produced through IgG, the antigen or allergen does not usually produce an immediate and evident reaction, but rather it produces disorders whose origins are difficult to trace and have less specific characteristics. Intolerances that are provoked by a certain food decrease our intestinal flora, causing our intestines to become more permeable and unprotected. With every exposure to the offensive food, the intestine has greater difficulty releasing proteins. This causes the entire protein to pass through the intestine into our body, which consequently creates antibodies, a type of substance that our immune system is not accustomed to manage. This process can take weeks, months, or even years, and will provoke symptoms that are less identifiable, making it difficult to discover the origin of our illness.

  This causes specific foods, food additives, or medicines to produce certain IgG as a defense against some of these characteristic proteins, and new antigens. That is to say, every time we eat this food or foods again, the IgG is produced. In some cases, there are digestive problems or diarrhea, but often, these symptoms of moderate or chronic ailments are more discrete and hard to trace back to the specific food. These can be dermatologic problems like psoriasis, pruritus, eczema, or acne; respiratory problems like asthma or rhinitis that usually overlap with allergic reactions produced by IgE; neurological problems like headaches, vertigo, migraines, or dizziness; psychological ailments like fatigue, nausea, anxiety, depression, or child hyperactivity; gastrointestinal issues like constipation, diarrhea, irritable bowel syndrome, abdominal swelling, or pain; and including complications with other illnesses like arthritis, fibromyalgia, or chronic fatigue syndrome.

  As you can see, it is not treated like an allergy but the consequences are identical and its causes are difficult to determine. There are some tests to check for food intolerances that will be explained later in the chapter about allergy tests.

  Differences Between an Allergic Reaction and a Pseudoallergy:

  
    
      
        
        
      
      
        	IgE
        	IgG
      

      
        	
              Immediate showing of symptoms

        
        	
              Slower onset symptoms

        
      

      
        	
              Type I reactions

        
        	
              Repress II, III, and IV reactions

        
      

      
        	
              Positive to cutaneous tests

        
        	
              Negative to tests

        
      

      
        	
              Few foods involved

        
        	
              Many foods involved

        
      

      
        	
              Small traces of a substance can trigger a reaction

        
        	
              It takes larger amounts to trigger a reaction

        
      

      
        	
              Reactions mainly in skin and mucous membranes

        
        	
              Reactions in all tissues

        
      

      
        	
              More common in children

        
        	
              More common in adults

        
      

      
        	
              Sometimes sensed by the patient

        
        	
              Not sensed by the patient

        
      

      
        	
              Recommended diet eliminating the offending food

        
        	
              More difficult to reconfigure the diet

        
      

      
        	
              Exclusion of the substance will solve the problem

        
        	
              Exclusion will improve the problem

        
      

      
        	
              Almost never able to return to tolerating the substance.

        
        	
              Sometimes over time you’re able to tolerate the food again.

        
      

    

  

  Food Intolerances Not Linked to IgE/IgG. To further complicate the situation, there are also many food intolerances that do not correspond to any process involving the allergic mechanisms mediated by IgE or IgG. These pseudoallergies act directly against the mastocytes, triggering the release of histamine in its direct form, without the mediation of the specific allergy antibodies. This reaction is usually provoked by a number of medicines, especially acetylsalicylic acid, which is commonly found in our home first aid kits.

  Pseudoallergies are also triggered by chemical additives or impurities in foods, like colorings, preservatives, flavor enhancers, pesticide residues, sulfites in dried fruits, anti-mildew agents, and prepared potato products; or in foods rich in histamines like cheese and wines, among others.

  These elements only trigger an allergic reaction in people who are especially sensitive and go undetected in the usual allergy tests and in the analytics that search for the antibodies IgE. Nevertheless, as in the case of a pseudoallergy, it is helpful to test problems with digestion.

  Regardless of the reaction to the trigger, the consequences for the patient are the same, so we will treat them the same way.

  Among the most important cases, we cite:

      Intolerance of milk due to a deficit of intestinal lactase.

      Intolerances due to vasoactive amines (tyramine and histamine) present in certain foods: fermented cheese, alcohol, tuna, sausages, smoked sausages, fermented cabbage.

      Intolerances to food additives: sulfites contained in certain wines (headaches) or glutamate (commonly used in Chinese cuisine).

      Intolerances due to pesticides, preservatives, food colorings, and additives in general.

  What are the symptoms of allergies?

  Even though an allergic reaction can manifest itself in many ways, the problems caused by histamine come from three specific actions: inflammation, vasodilation, and redness.

  However, the symptoms that trigger these three reactions are varied as a function of the structure on which histamine is released.

  Below are the principal allergic symptoms and the type of allergy that can produce them. However, this is only an indication, and if you have a cough it does not necessarily mean you are having an asthma attack. If, on the contrary, you suffer from more than one of these symptoms, it is possible that you are suffering from one of the types of allergies that we discussed.

  
    
      
        
        
      
      
        	Symptom
        	Type of Allergy
      

      
        	Cough
        	Asthma, hay fever or rhinitis, food allergy, allergy to medicine
      

      
        	Sneeze
        	Hay fever or rhinitis
      

      
        	Difficulty Breathing
        	Asthma, food allergy, allergy to medicine
      

      
        	Sibilant breathing
        	Asthma
      

      
        	Nasal congestion
        	Hay fever or rhinitis
      

      
        	Acute secretion of mucous
        	Hay fever or rhinitis
      

      
        	Itching in eyes, throat and mouth
        	Hay fever or rhinitis, food allergy
      

      
        	Skin irritation, itching, and swelling
        	Allergy to medicine, allergy to insect bite, allergy to chemical products
      

      
        	Stomach ache
        	Food allergy
      

      
        	Indigestion
        	Food allergy
      

      
        	Feeling of burning in the stomach
        	Food allergy
      

      
        	Redness, pain, or swelling of the joints
        	Food allergy, allergy to medicine, allergy to chemical products
      

      
        	Headache
        	Hay fever or rhinitis, allergy to chemical products
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