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Against the Grain

MANY ATHLETES AND EXPERTS BELIEVE GOING GLUTEN-FREE IS THE GOLDEN TICKET TO IMPROVED
PERFORMANCE, BETTER HEALTH, AND A SMALLER WAISTLINE. HERE’S WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW
ABOUT THE LATEST FOOD TREND. by MATTHEW KADEY

HIS YEAR, NOVAK DJOKOVIC BECAME THE
hottest tennis player on the men’s tour, winning
43 of 44 matches and closing in on the number
one world ranking. His secret? The 24-year-old
Serb credits his remarkable breakthrough to a
simple dietary change: He stopped eating glu-
ten, a protein found in wheat, rye, and barley,
and as common in baked and packaged foods as flour or oil.

Djokovic’s story is not unique. A growing number of athletes,
dieters, and nutritional trendsetters attribute going off gluten to a
host of health benefits, including improved performance, reduced
inflammation, better digestion, and weight loss. “My
joints feel much better, and my post-game recovery is
as good as it has ever been,” says eight-year NBA vet-
eran Kyle Korver of the Chicago Bulls, who went glu-
ten-free in 2010. “I definitely have more energy and just
feel cleaner.” Clean living is exactly why Tony Horton,
creator of the poplar home-fitness program P90X, tries
to avoid gluten, while New Orleans Saints quarterback
Drew Brees follows a gluten-free diet because of prob-
lems with both wheat and gluten. Even entire teams like
pro cycling squad Garmin-Cervélo are gluten-free.

A decade ago, few people without a master’s in
nutrition had ever even heard of gluten, but today,
giving up gluten is nearly ubiquitous. Gluten-free
food manufacturers, bakeries, and even chain res-
taurants like Outback Steakhouse and Boston Mar-
ket offer wheat-free alternatives to breads, pasta,
cereals, and even entire meals, as sales of gluten-
free foods hit an exorbitant $2.6 billion in the U.S.
last year. With all the hype — and no end in sight
— it’s hard not to wonder: Should you should be going
gluten-free, too?

For anyone with celiac disease — also known as glu-
ten intolerance, an autoimmune disorder that causes
the body to react to gluten by damaging the intestinal
tract — going gluten-free is a necessity. The estimated
1 percent of the population who have celiac often suf-
fer from diarrhea, constipation, migraines, joint and

Only 5 percent of
people with celiac
disease, or gluten
intolerance, know
that they haveit.

muscle pain, skin rashes, and sinus infections. But because “symp-
toms can range from severe to hardly noticeable and are so similar
to other digestive conditions, misdiagnosis remains rampant,” says
Dr. Peter Green, director of the Celiac Disease Center at Columbia
University Medical Center. So while the condition can be diagnosed
with a blood test, it’s thought that only 5 percent of Americans with
celiac are aware that they have the disease.

The more common condition — and reason sales of gluten-free
foods have gone through the roof — is gluten sensitivity, which trig-
gers an immune response to the protein that causes symptoms simi-
lar to, but less severe than celiac. Recent estimates suggest that up
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l o 0/ of Americans may have a gluten
0 sensitiviry, according to recent studies

to 10 percent of the U.S. is gluten-sensitive,
but because there is no diagnostic test for
the condition and symptoms vary so widely,
experts aren’t exactly sure how widespread
it is. It’s also difficult to discern if the num-
ber of people with gluten sensitivity has
increased or, rather, only awareness of the
condition.

Until a blood test is developed, the
only way to identify gluten sensitivity is to
eliminate all foods that contain gluten for
seven to 10 days. If you have more energy,
your regular headaches disappear, or just
feel better during the elimination diet, you
may have a sensitivity — but not always.
Because going gluten-free means avoid-
ing most fast foods, processed snacks, and
refined carbohydrates — which, in them-
selves, can cause fatigue, weight gain, and
other digestion problems — it’s difficult to
tell if people feel better because they’re not
eating gluten, or simply because they’re
eating healthier. “By yanking processed
packaged foods from your pantry and

THE GLUTEN-FREE PANTRY

Going gluten-free used to be a culinary death sentence. But today’s gluten-free
products, available at supermarkets, have dramatically improved in taste and texture.
Better still, these gluten-free goodies contain little added fat, sugar, or sodium.

Bard’s The Original
Sorghum Malt Beer
(bardsbeer.com) Most
beers are made with
gluten-rich barley, but
this quaff from Bard’s
combines wheat-free
malted sorghum with
citrus and honey notes.

Lundberg Brown Rice
Penne (lundberg.com)

A lot of gluten-free pasta
tastes like rubber, but
this penne from rice-
manufacturer Lundberg
has much of the flavor
and texture of the tradi-
tional stuff.

One Lucky Duck
Cheese-y Quackers
(oneluckyduck.com)
These crackers, available
online and in Manhat-

tan stores, have a tangy,
crispy cheese flavor that
will leave you satisified
after just a few.

La Tortilla Factory Smart
& Delicious Wraps
(latortillafactory.com)
Made from high-protein
and gluten-free teff

gluten-free crust with
sliced chicken, spinach,
goat cheese, and any
combination of assorted
vegetables for a perfect
post-workout meal.

Bob’s Red Mill Gluten-
Free Pancake Mix
(bobsredmill.com)
Make fluffy flapjacks
with this mix, deliciously
free of the metallic
aftertaste that plagues
most gluten-free baking
and flour mixes.

Nature’s Path Mesa
Sunrise Flakes
(naturespath.com)
High in fiber with few

cooking more of your own meals, a glu-

ten-free diet can end up being a healthy vk "“Q" ] wraps are great for bur- its crunch
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elimination diet relieved your symptoms
only because you stopped eating preser-
vatives and processed foods, continue to
avoid refined and fast food for at least one week after reintroduc-
ing gluten into your diet.

Furthermore, there’s no substantial research to prove that a
gluten-free diet causes the effects its advocates say it does. “Studies
don’t back up anecdotal evidence that ditching gluten increases en-
ergy levels, boosts exercise performance, improves digestive health,
or quells muscle inflammation in people who don’t have symptoms
or a diagnosis of gluten sensitivity,” says Cleveland-based dietitian
Katie Heddleston, who specializes in seeing gluten-free clients and

Great Grains

Some of the most nutrient-packed whole grains, like
protein-rich quinoa, are also blissfully gluten-free.

GLUTEN-FREE*

CONTAINS GLUTEN

* These grains are naturally gluten-free, but contamination with gluten during growing and processing can
occur. Be sure to look for products that specify “gluten free” on packaging.

Amaranth Millet Barley Kamut
Brown rice Oats Bulgur Rye
Buckwheat Sorghum Durum Semolina
Kasha Quinoa Farro Spelt
Corn Teff Graham Wheat free,”

is also gluten-free herself because of an intolerance. She says that
it’s a misconception that digestive trouble is a surefire sign of a
gluten sensitivity. Another misunderstanding is that the diet helps
promote weight loss. “A lot of this stems from eliminating foods —
and in turn calories — from your diet.”

Despite their health halo, not all gluten-free foods are good for
you. “Some gluten-free products actually have more fat, sugar, or
sodium than their traditional counterparts, while others are made
from highly processed gluten-free flours like white rice,” says Hed-
dleston, adding that “gluten-free cookies and cakes made with
hydrogenated fat aren’t a good choice for anyone.” And without
careful planning, many athletes may miss out on the nutrients they
need for optimal performance, she says.

Going without gluten isn’t easy, either. Because of the pro-
tein’s use as a thickening agent, food manufacturers add gluten
to a dizzying array of foods, including ketchup, veggie burgers,
sausages, ice cream, soy sauce, and even vitamin supplements.
What’s more, since gluten is also found in rye and barley, simply
avoiding wheat won't do the trick. “To adhere to a gluten-free
diet, you have to become very adept at reading labels to under-
stand that products labeled ‘wheat-free’ aren’t necessarily ‘gluten-
concludes Heddleston.

But recent converts like Kyle Korver don’t mind the constant
vigilance required to be gluten-free. “My body has never felt this
good at the end of a season.” m
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