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N LATE 1990 MICHAEL VONELLI'S
life was at a standstill. The 27-year-
old shipping supervisor had been in--
capacitated by chronic diarrhea, ab-
dominal: pain, constant fever and
severe weight loss. He had been di-
agnosed with Crohn’s disease, a chronic
inflammation of the small intestine and -
. -'bowels, and though he was taking multiple
- . medications—~including steroids and an-"
", tibiotics—his condition hadn’t improved. !
. He was on a leave of absence from his job
; . and had postponed starting a family. .
- last “resort, Vonelli left :.
- his home in Bethlehem,
- Pa, to see a doctor—his
eighth—in  New " Yi
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v ease. “I was at my wits”
.+ end,” he recalls, “I had
" ‘battled this for - three

years and put everything
on hold.” te
‘Vonelli’s

‘{.

Healing” (330 pages. Ran-'
dom House. $24), who di-
& agnosed 2 wide variety of
food sensitivities. He put ..
Vonelli on a strict diet and
 weaned . him from ‘ his’
- drugs. Seven years later:
Vonelli’s life is moving*
" again. Symptom-free, he
is back at work and taking

night classes. C
Gallan‘bl d told Vi::;je(lyli his.
problem was -gut
syndrome, the unhappily
named condition that
some researchers say. is
i‘m;splimted in dozens of .- .

_ diseases. Leaky-gut- syn- . .
drome, or increased intestinal permeability,
occurs when the wall of the small intestine is
damaged. A healthy intestine allows only.
nutrients to pass into the bloodstream; when
it is damaged, larger molecules—such as'
incompletely digested fats, proteins- and
starches—slip through, as well. (So do bacte-
ria.) These substances, recognized by the
body as foreign, can trigger an immune re-
sponse in other organs. Galland snd others
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' that healing a “leaky gut” with strict dits

who have written on the syndrome claim
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tine is a convoluted, 25-foot gube between

Tiny leaks in the lining

of the small intestine

may play a role in
diseases as diverse as

. asthma and arthritis |

- BY WENDY MARSTON

and nutritional supplements can help con-
trol insomnia, obesity and bad breath, as

well as diseases from asthma to arthritis to

eczema. Many researchers agree that the in-
testinal tract plays a key role in the immune

system—but whether the gut is the root of so

many problems is still hotly debated.

When the gut works right, as with most
organs, we don’t notice it. The small intes-
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tem reacts, the body thirks it's sick ‘and
-expresses it in' 4 numbef of ways, such
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the stomach and | large!' tind
ing is made up of million§ of eafli
tures called Villi; which' i tigsi
with millions of microvilli+Th
forest harbors bacteria!ind:
normally maifitdin’ 4" healthy

found

.Et&' ‘, .|>
b Lealgegut - syndrome
isn’t a disease itself but 18 thought t6 play a

part in other diseases. Allowing undigested * "
food or bacteria into the bloodstream seid in '

motion a chain of events: the iifnitine sys-

as a rash, diarrhes, joint ‘pain, migrairies,”
even psychological symptoms such’as de- :
pression. ‘Those problems can add up'to” - |
a disorder that has no obvious relation to .
the original cause. A three-year survey,of
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. thing one group had in common was a histo-

. Douglas Wilmore, a researcher at Harvard
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“Intestinal Fortitude
Inféctions, pdor eating habits, antibiotics, alcohol, aspirin and
lidtm the lining of the small intesti_ne. And an

theory goes, can spring a leak, R o

ibuprofen ]
irritated giifoxst

'@ Intastinal lining Thé hriucosal
layer of a healthy gut filters out
- microorganisms
proteins, which
to the colon. -
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gut. ‘An iNIH-funded  stiitly S

from Louisiana Stafe Universi-
.- ty showed that #4t3'whd ate no.
- fiber had'abnorm i
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*| - somes bind cells together

.| allowing only. small nut
ecules ’

i Avery | Publishirig

Group. $9.95), co-writtén With
ancy Erlich. She cites a studly

»* in which athletés who took glu-
.+ tamine supplements had fewar
~ /But to conclude from these
tidies i:that? leaky-gut i $yn-
** drome i$ §widespread;: treat:

Zo*h  PLOODVESSELS. - _ - ablé tind the tauseiof all:sot
Villi Protrusions in the muco- ' " of problems is & leap stisntists
layer are covered by a barrier | @) Leaky gut Iiritation s . and most physicians: won't

made of a row of cells. Nutrients | desmosomes, opening gapsbe-" " pioke. Peter McNally, ‘a ‘gas-

enter the bloodstream thro tween the cells and letting larg*.  yroenterologist at Eiserlhower
capillaries at the cells’ base. er molecules and bacteria pass. ‘

chronic-fatigue-syndrome patients in Ne--
vada and California ‘showed that the only

ty of infection with the waterborne parasite
giardia, which is suspected of causing tears
in the intestinal wall. To confuse matters
more, treatments for otlier ailments can
catse or worsen a leaky gut. Untangling
what is gut-induced and why that happens.
can be tricky.. o

Until a few decades ago it was thought
that unless a medical problem directly af-
fected the gut, it worked normally. But now
physicians know that trauma to other parts
of the body-causes the gut to react. Dr.

Medical School, showed how intestinal
permeability increased in postoperative pa-
tients and people with AIDS. He also found
that the aminio acid glutamine—the fuel in--
testinal cells use to feplace themselves
every three ‘to five days—improved the
gut’s function and helped the overall health
ofthe patient. - .

To a handful of true believers, leaky-gut
syndrome can be the explanation for al-
most anything that goes wrong in the
body. “When you start looking for it, you
see leaky gut in lots of people—even autis-
tic children and people with attention
deficit disorder,” asserts nutritionist Eliz-
abeth Lipski, atithor of the books “Diges-
tive Wellness” (368 pages. Keats Publish-
ing. $14.95) and “Leaky Gut Syndrome”
(48 pages. Keats Publishing, available De-
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‘traditional medicine isn’t moving quickly

“in 70 percent of people with chronic fa-
‘tigue syndrome, eight out of 10 aspirin or

'ina Third World country. Boil and filter it,
‘or use bottled water.” B

‘An elaborate series of urine and blood tests

ceimber 1997). She thinks, -naturally, ‘that’
enough to recognize the significance of
this condition. “There is lots of this infor-"
mation in scientific research,” she says,’
“but it isn't being used fully yet.” Galland
also sees a virtual epidemic of leaky guts,
estimating that.the syndrome plays a role

ibuprofen users, most alcoholics and any-
one who is hospitalized. He believes that
parasites that can lead to leaky-gut syn-
drome lurk ih most municipal watef sys-
tems, and recommends that people “treat
your food and water supply as if you were

* But you still have to eat something, and
Galland and others contend that even the
most innocuous of foods can create intesti-
nal havoc. One common prescription for
leaky-gut syndrome is an elimination diet.

is used to pinpoint food allergies. Based on
the results, whole categories of food, such as
dairy products, wheat products or fruits, are
banned and then gradually added back over:
the course of as much as six months while
the patient is monitored for reactions: This
is what worked so well for Vonelli, though at -
a high price. “It took away my Italian her-
itage,” Vonelli remembers. “No more home-
made pasta, mozzarella cheese, fresh bread,
everything from the good life.”

Army Medical Center in Au-
gusta, Ga., and a spokesperson
- "for'the American Collegé of
Gastroenterology, says- not' -enough. i§
kiiowni about a leaky gut. :McNally. use$
celiac disease, a wheat allergy that causes
" painful skin rash and diarrhes; as an ex-
-ampleof a proven relatiotiship bétween
the ‘intestine and disease. “Finding' that
‘ skin-to-gut “link,” warns McNally, “was
not easy. It required vigorous science, and
this is an area of reséarch that is still in itg
infancy.” Pfd 0w dae’ opa segait
- Cathy Kapika, a proféssor of nutrition a
the Chicago Medical School &nd a spokes:
person for the American Diétetic Associa-
tioi; is also skeptical. “The gut'dnd gluta: .
mine are definitély hot'areas of résearch
right fiow, but saying that a leaky gut is the
cause of all of these problems is tod. sitn-

| plistie.”s As for’ strict -elimination; diets;

Kapika recomnmends using them only as a
last-resort diagnosis of food allergies, up-
der close medical supervision; otherwise, ™
they can cause serious malnutrition. But
care and maintenance of the gut, an essily
" abused orgarn, makes sense in any case. Bé
alert forallergicreactions tofoods thatmay,
-develop after a sickneds ot a rotind of med- - i
*ications. After taking ahtibiotics; eatiig yo- ~ £
gurt that has live acidophilui§ cah replenidh - |
healthy intestinal florh.! Cutting down o ;
alcohol, antibiotics and aspirin (33 Wwell as
not ‘mixing them), ‘ald incréssing or
fiber intake—Ameriéabs : typ

rical jcally. .get * ;

about a third of wha they should—can go -

far in maintaining intestinal fortitude. .
With MARY HAGER in Washington
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