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This is KBIA News, I’m Stan Jastzrebski. 

Allergic reactions from alpha-gal syndrome can be dangerous to one’s physical health — even deadly. But what impact does the condition have on someone’s mental health? 
In the final part of KBIA’s news series, “One Small Bite,” KBIA’s Rebecca Smith goes hunting — and talks to those who are trying preserve their identities while also protecting their health.
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23 seconds of nats run under the intro: wind blowing, walking through the woods…

It's still dark outside. The wind chill is 7 degrees below zero. And hunter Nick Telscher has been in his deer stand for a little more than 3 hours. 

(:XX) Becky: How long do you usually try to stay out… 

Telscher has been bow hunting for the last 10 years or so. 

(:XX) You kinda get to a point where you’re like, ‘How much longer can my toes take it? Is it worth it?”

It turns out - not much longer that morning, and before long he’s headed back to his wife, Tandra, and their two kids. 

They say this year has been VERY different for the family because Nick was diagnosed in May with alpha-gal syndrome, a tickborne allergy to mammalian-based products, such as red meats and dairy. 

(:XX) My results come in… and, I mean, I immediately was like, “Nope.  That's not right.” 

Telscher said he was SO sure he didn’t have the condition that he asked his doctor to run the blood test again. And when the results came back —

(:XX) The numbers are exactly the same, you know, and so, that sucked.
	Yeah. The doctor, actually, she got on to him a little bit… 

That’s Nick’s wife Tandra. 

(:XX) … And basically was like, ‘This is real. You're getting an EpiPen. You're carrying your EpoiPen because a lot of people don't make it if they don't have one.’

He says, at first, he was angry — that something as small and seemingly insignificant as a tick could impact his life in such a huge way.

He says it was hard not being able to eat the venison he’d harvested himself. But then he learned of other hunters who’d had allergic reactions — serious, even deadly ones — when field dressing deer and being exposed to their fur and blood. So, he started packing up his hunting gear… 

(:XX) You need to grieve this. It is a loss of a major component of who you have understood yourself to be. 

That’s Dr Paige Freeman. She’s a psychologist who focuses on health and food allergy anxiety. 

(:XX) But this is a loss of identity that has been imposed on you… that just seems extraordinarily, extraordinarily difficult.”

Freeman says in addition to the physical impacts of the allergy, there’s also a huge psychosocial aspect. 

Those with alpha-gal, she says, are often overwhelmed by their new realities — sometimes still trying to get diagnosed, educating themselves on the condition, learning to read labels to avoid accidental exposures, all while trying to explain to their families and communities what they need to stay safe. 

Nats – Walking through the woods  

Back in Ozark, hunter Nick Telscher says he was literally packing up his hunting gear when he stopped. 

(:XX) “Okay, well, why do I go hunt? What are the reasons to go hunt?’ The big thing for me, is it's that connection back to the land and to nature and things like that. 

So, after talking with his wife Tandra — and his doctor — about what he needed to do to stay safe, such as carrying an EpiPen and wearing protective equipment when clearing a deer, he decided to stick with hunting. 

(:XX) I'm not gonna let a tick beat me. I'm not gonna let it win, you know, and, and I'm gonna go out there, and I'm still gonna do what I love to do. Now, I just make sure I spray down with some more permethrin, and tick repellent, you know? 

He says he plans to donate any venison he  harvests to friends and family. And he’s even created a social media platform, “The Alpha Gal Hunter” to let other deer hunters know they’re not alone.

In Ozark, Missouri, I’m Rebecca Smith. KBIA News.
