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‘Don’t ignore your gut
reaction to some foods’
■ As part of a national
awareness week The Herald’s
Health Reporter SOPHIE TAYLOR
looks at what coeliac disease is
and what it means for sufferers

Making tracks to help coeliacs
A YOUNG boy with coeliac disease and
his best friend will set off on a 10-mile
bike ride tomorrow to raise money for a
national charity.

Seven-year-old Finn Stephenson, from
Ivybridge, was diagnosed with coeliac
disease nearly two years ago after being
poorly for a number of years.

As part of this year’s Coeliac Aware-
ness Week, Finn and his best friend Jem
Allison have decided to do a sponsored
bike ride to raise money for Coeliac UK
who have provided his family with sup-
port, advice and information since his
dia gnosis.

F in n’s mum Suzanne said: “W he n
Finn was diagnosed we were initially
quite daunted. We weren't sure how easy
it would be to manage, especially at
school, or what foods he would be able to
e at .

“But it’s never phased Finn at all. It
was difficult at the beginning but
Coeliac UK were brilliant and it’s now
getting easier.

“Finn is now like every healthy seven-
year-old. He is growing fast, has lots of
energy and has a very healthy appetite.

“For last year’s awareness week Finn
did a talk at his school and this year he
said he wanted to do a bike ride to raise
£100 for the charity.

“Pizza Hut have recently started doing
gluten free pizza’s so we will be going
there for a nice meal after his bike ride.
We are very proud of Finn.”

Finn and Jem, along with Suzanne
and Jem’s dad, will be leaving Coypool at
10am.

To sponsor them visit www.justgiv-
ing.com/Finn-Ste phenson

THERE are estimated to
be half a million people
in the UK undiagnosed
with coeliac disease and
a national charity is
aiming to find them.

This week is Gut Feeling
week. Coeliac UK is promoting
this throughout the UK to help
raise awareness of coeliac dis-
ease, an autoimmune condi-
tion which causes the body to
react to gluten, a protein found
in wheat, rye and barley.

An estimated one in 100
people suffer from the condi-
tion but only 10-15 per cent of
sufferers are currently dia-
gnosed.

It is believed there are
around half a million people in
the UK who have coeliac dis-
ease but do not know it,
Coeliac UK said.

There are many people that
have issues with wheat and
gluten, persistent tummy
trouble and other symptoms
and the charity wants people
to listen to their gut and con-
sider the possibility of being
tested for coeliac disease.

Other symptoms include
abdominal pain, diarrhoea,
bloating, headaches, joint pain
and fatigue. Long term health
risks in untreated patients
include osteoporosis, bowel
cancer and infertility.

Coeliac UK’s Gut Feeling
campaign is encouraging
people to discuss any symp-
toms they have with their GP
to help bring down the average
length of diagnosis which is
currently 13 years.

Sarah Sleet, chief executive
of Coeliac UK, said: “The char-
ity is seeing around 1,200 new
members join every month but
we still know that there are
many people who are undia-
gnosed.

“Doctors should be follow-
ing NICE guidelines which
state that patients with IBS
symptoms should be tested for
coeliac disease first, but it
seems some are too quick to
diagnose people with IBS
rather than arrange for a
coeliac blood test.

“Research, showing nearly a

quarter of coeliac disease
patients had a previous dia-
gnosis of IBS before ruling out
coeliac disease, illustrates the
scale of the problem. The
sooner someone is diagnosed
and begins a strict gluten-free
diet, their gut will begin to
heal and the risk of further
complications will reduce.”

Today there will be an
information stand at Sains-
bu r y ’s Marsh Mills, in Plymp-
ton, between 10am and 2pm.
Volunteers from the Coeliac
UK Plymouth Voluntary Sup-
port Group will be present to
hand out information and
assist with any enquiries.

The Coeliac UK Plymouth
Voluntary Support Group has
recently appointed three new
members to the committee
who are Lai-Yin Wong Brooks,
group organiser, Kevin Gollop,
database administrator and
web master, and Lisa Bullard,
treasurer. The new team are
busy planning new ideas and
initiatives to move the group
forward and drive up mem-
bership numbers.

Lai-Yin Wong Brooks said: “I
am looking forward to this
new role. I want to make
people aware of what coeliac is
all about and help existing
people look at alternatives that
are available to make their
lives easier. I have developed
some Chinese gluten free
dishes which I plan to print at
some point.”

The Coeliac UK Plymouth
Group has now got a Facebook
and Twitter page, set up by
Kevin Gollop. He said: “H av i n g
previously received support
from many other coeliacs via
social media, I felt it was
important that the group had a
presence in this area. I have
also been writing a blog called
Gluten Free by the Sea to help
coeliacs in Plymouth, and I’m
looking forward to contribut-
ing to the local group as much
as I can.”

■ Jem Allison
(left) with Finn
Stephenson
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CASE STUDY:
Kevin Gollop
IT WAS Easter
2011 and I was
just about to set
off for a break in
Dorset with my
wife  and my
parents when I
w a s  s t r u c k
d o w n  w i t h
diar rhoea.

A  m o n t h
passed and my
s t o m a ch  a n d
side were still
really sore and
t e n d e r.  N o t
many people know the next bit. I was
working in Bristol one day when I went to
the bathroom and I passed blood, quite a lot
of it. I made a doctor’s appointment there
and then. I did not sleep a minute that
night. I knew something was really wrong,
and my mind ventured to the darkest
places and most hideous diseases.

A few days later I saw the doctor. Blood
and faecal tests were taken which showed
only that my bilirubin count was high,
pointing to liver issues. An ultrasound was
taken but showed no problems. A follow up
blood test was taken and I went back to see
the doctor for the results.

“OK Mr Gollop, your bilirubin count is
almost normal now so good news,” the
doctor told me. “However you have coeliac
disease. You can no longer eat gluten – no
more bread, pasta, pastry, cakes…”

I toddled off home with some handouts to
read in absolute shock. I sat there on the
internet all afternoon, slowly adding to the
long list of things that I could no longer eat
or drink. After work I drove to the super-
market and stood staring at the Free From
aisle I would come to know so well. As I
drove home I don’t mind admitting there
were tears in my eyes. The fact I didn’t have
any of those horrible diseases I’d worried
about was somehow lost on me at the
t i m e.

The next three months were the toughest
of my life. But now I am 100 times better.
The pain has gone, I am no longer falling
asleep at 7pm and bathroom trips are now
that of a normal person. A few things had
unexpectedly improved too. I had bad joint
pain in my right wrist and also palpit-
ations, these both went away as soon as I
was gluten free. I’ve also learned cider is
actually way nicer than beer.

I am sure gluten was contributing to
problems for way longer than I realised.
Stomach pains and tiredness were always
explained by bad diet, lack of exercise and
working away from home before. I now
know these were merely contributing
f actors.

The early days were a massive struggle
for sure. For the first few months I felt
alone in the world. Nobody knew what I
was going through, I was quite frankly sick
of explaining it. People would try and laugh
it off and make jokes to make me feel better.
It didn’t work. One day I happened to sign
up to Twitter to follow a few football
accounts. I’d mentioned in my profile I was
“cursed by coeliac disease” and had fol-
lowed Coeliac UK and someone else my
wife recommended. Suddenly a few coeli-
acs started following me and by accident I’d
fallen into a support group. This was life
changing. Being able to speak with people
who knew what you were going through on
a daily basis was amazing. Life was sud-
denly looking up. This coincided with my
health returning and suddenly life was not
so bleak.

If you are a coeliac reading this I can only
urge you to stick to a strictly gluten free
diet. Eating gluten will damage you, even if
you don’t feel it. You will feel the health
benefits and you need to think of the long
term risks. Cheating does you no good and
makes it harder for the rest of us to be taken
seriously. I can’t tell you how much better I
feel from a year ago.

Also become part of the gluten free com-
munity. Say hello on Twitter, there are so
many people who will be glad to help.
Hopefully like me you might feel part of
something special, rather than feeling like
a lonely alien trapped on another planet as
I used to.
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