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From the KBIA Health & Wealth Desk, I’m Najifa Farhat. 

Managing alpha-gal syndrome can be hard for anyone, but for farmers who are in close contact with mammals — the allergy can be ruinous and, sometimes, life-threatening 

In the fifth piece of her series, “One Small Bite,” KBIA’s Rebecca Smith reports on how alpha-gal is disrupting not only the lives – but the livelihoods — of Missouri’s cattle men and women. 
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Nats: Snow crunching under feet, Sharon Pennington begins talking about her calf operation. 

It’s a bright, crisp morning on the Love Lake Iris Farm outside Macon in northern Missouri. Owner Sharon Pennington is standing in the barn where she’s raised countless orphan calves and nurse cows over the years. 

But now, for the first time — the barn sits empty. 

(:XX) One cow calved, and she had too much milk, so I was milking her and around all that fluid and just wondering, ‘Why in the world am I going to pass out or die? I don't know what's going on with me.’ 

Earlier this year, Pennington began experiencing anaphylaxis — a severe full-body allergic reaction that can lead to difficulties breathing, a sudden drop in blood pressure and heart problems. 

After months of fear and confusion, she was diagnosed this summer with alpha-gal syndrome  — a tickborne allergy to mammalian products, such as red meat and dairy. 

But for Pennington, these anaphylactic reactions weren’t just from eating mammalian-based foods, it was also from handling her cattle. 

(:XX) I was having all these nuclear bombs going off in my body, thinking, ‘I need to make sure my will is lined out.’

Now, doctors aren’t sure if this hyper reactivity is true alpha-gal. 

Dr. Maya Jerath is an immunologist in St. Louis who has been treating alpha-gal for nearly 20 years. She says it’s possible that the alpha-gal allergy, for folks like Pennington, kickstarts the immune system into overdrive — leading to unpredictable and near-constant allergic reactions. 
 
(:XX) I don't think we should attribute all of that to alpha-gal because when we do that, we run the risk of not treating what's really wrong with them. 

Jerath says she hopes people — and especially cattle farmers, reach out to allergists if they’re experiencing severe symptoms because there is likely something they can do to help. 

(:XX) We can turn down that reactivity and help to manage it. So, there are people who have that without alpha-gal, and then I clearly have people who are in that overlap bucket, where they have alpha gal and they also have this excessive reactivity.

Ashley McCarty is the executive director of Missouri Farmers Care, a coalition of statewide agriculture groups in Missouri. She’s also the co-owner of the McCarty Cattle Company in north Missouri and has had alpha-gal herself since the mid-90s. 

She says she cannot attend a meeting — anywhere in the state — without hearing from farmers about their new alpha-gal diagnoses and the burden of the allergy.

(:XX) It's far more than just a paycheck… There's a lot there to unpack when something suddenly pops up and changes your inner the way that you interact with all of that. 

McCarty says people ARE finding ways to adapt — some are retiring early and others, like herself, are moving into more hands-off roles with the cattle, such as bookkeeping. 

But she worries about others getting desperate and turning to alternative treatments that have yet to be studied and whose effectiveness and safety are relatively unknown. 

Nats: Walking around the farm, chicken’s clucking 

Back in Macon, Sharon Pennington made the decision to pursue alternative treatment. Currently, she’s able to eat red meat and isn’t having anaphylactic reactions. 

But she says she doesn’t know how long the results might last — especially because it’s impossible to fully avoid ticks working and living on a farm. 

(:XX) I'm not going to live my life in fear because of this disease. It didn't kill me. It came close. But it's also made me look at every day of my life as a gift.

So, Pennington still uses mammal-free products and has lots of chicken stored in the freezer — in case her alpha-gal — and all of the complications that come with it —  returns. 

In Macon, I’m Rebecca Smith. KBIA News. 


