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Sudden bouts of tiredness, sore joints
and dry eyes — these are some of the
symptoms of haemochromatosis or
iron overload. Margaret Hawkins talks
to Colm Kavanagh about his diagnosis

margarethawkins@eircom.net

olm Kavanagh from Kiltulla,
Athenry, is a part-time farmer
who was diagnosed with hae-
mochromatosis (hee-mo-chro-
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ma-tosis) or iron overload in is one of
2006. He was 59 at the time. the most
For years he had been experiencing common
sudden bouts of tiredness, sore ankles genetic
and dry eyes, but put them down to disorders,
general ageing and computer work. particularly in
. .The tiredness used to hit me com- Celtic people
ing in from work or on my way home
from work. Many’s the time when I
was working in Ballinasloe, 20 miles
away, I'd come out and feel so tired
that I'd have to pull over to rest,” he
says.
Colm used to think that he had a
cold or flu coming on when this sud-
den fatigue hit. strict, but nothing was picked up until  and is called venesection or phleboto-  The eye issue had been worrying me,
“T'used to say to myself that if I lay about 10 years ago,” he says. my therapy. Colm had never donated especially after I'd gone to the trouble
down for a while I'd recover. When I'd He regards his diagnosis as “almost  blood so this was a whole new experi-  of getting protective screens for the
feel better, I'd say I'd overcome that accidental”. ence for him. computer yet the problem remained
bout, whatever it was. That happened “My GP, when I was going in for my “I'had hepatitis B years ago so - so hearing that dry eyes was a symp-
regularly.” usual yearly checkup, decided to do I'wasn’t able to give it. I was a bit tom of haemochromatosis explained
Joint pain also affected Colm then, the ferritin test along with the routine ~ squeamish for the first few bouts but alot.”
because of the illness he didn’t know ones. That’s how it was found out. I the staff at the clinic were excellent, Colm now uses eye gels regularly to
he had. didn’t know the haemochromatosis so after five or six times I'd built up solve the problem.
“My ankles would get quite sore for test existed as I had never heard of the ~ confidence around the process.” “T'used to really suffer on a sunny
no reason and I couldn’t understand condition. day as they would stream and sting
it. It was like someone suddenly hit “The test came back positiveand I~ FATIGUE LESSENED — ANKLE SORENESS GONE  and I couldn’t open them. They were
me with a stick or a hurley. The leg was told it was bad news but I wasn’t There was no instant change in how bloodshot sometimes, too, and I'd
would nearly go from under me when too upset when the full story was he felt but over time the bouts of look like I'd been drinking. Now that I
I'was out playing golf, for example.” explained to me. It certainly solved fatigue lessened. know what’s causing the dryness, I use
the mystery of the tiredness and more. “After a while, I wasn’t getting as a special eye gel which helps a lot.”
DIAGNOSIS SOLVED MYSTERIES My level was about 900 at the time tired as often.”
Colm hadn’t a clue that he had haemo- so I had to give blood for six or seven The ankle pain disappeared ONE IN 83 IRISH PEOPLE PREDISPOSED
chromatosis — a condition once called weeks to bring the iron level down.” quickly and his eye dryness problem Haemochromatosis or iron overload
bronze diabetes because patients, in also diminished. is one of the most common ge-
latter stages, had bronze skin. REMOVING BLOOD IS ONLY TREATMENT “My eyes used to be very dry and netic disorders, particularly in Celtic
“I had worked overseas in jobs Removing blood is the only method of ~ blood shot and I assumed it was people. Therefore, when a person is
where medicals would have been very removing excess iron from the body because I was at a computer screen. diagnosed, family members should
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* Transferrin saturation —
this is the ratio of serum
rron to total iron binding
apacity.

* Serum ferritin (an iron-
storage protein; a raised
level of this protein may
indicate iron overload).

* A genetic test for the
<nown mutations will
confirm the diagnosis.

absorbed from a person’s diet. This excess ~ * Enlarged liver.

iron is then deposited in the liver, pancreas, ¢ Joint damage.

heart and in the joints. The iron builds up Note: Only a doctor

over the years so the person may be 30-40  should make a diagnosis of
years old before symptoms appear. haemochromatosis. Symp-
toms mentioned can also
form part of other medical
conditions.
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For Christ also hath

suffered for sins, the
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ight be

just for the unjust, g from too

that he might THESE SYMPTOMS INCLUDE:

* Chronic fatigue: tiredness, lethargy.
* Joint pain: generalised aches and pains.
* Abdominal pain: vague and nonspecific.
1 1 * Sexual dysfunction: loss of sex drive.

bring us to God.

‘b Irish Haemochromatosis
Association wﬂcﬁq

HOW IS A DIAGNOSIS MADE?

A simple blood test to
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be checked too. In Ireland, one in 83
people is predisposed to develop iron
overload compared to one in 350 in
Europe. Siblings stand at least a one in
four chance of being affected.

Colm’s siblings and children* were
tested for haemochromatosis after his
diagnosis, but luckily none of them
have the condition.

LAZY OR HAD THEY HAEMOCHROMATOSIS?
Looking back though, Colm suspected
that some of his uncles may have had
it without knowing.

“Alot of my ancestors died fairly
young, mostly of heart attacks. Two
grand uncles we used to talk about
were reputed to be very lazy and sit by
the fire all day, so it’s quite possible
they had haemochromatosis. They
died aged 56 and 60.

“Knowing what I have now, they
could have had haemochromatosis

TREATMENT

Early treatment can prevent or stop
organ damage, but if damage has already
occurred then treatment should halt any
further damage and, in most cases, bring
about an improvement.

HOW TAKING BLOOD HELPS

Every pint of blood removed contains
250mg of iron. The body then uses some
of the excess stored tissue iron to make
new blood cells which are removed in
subsequent phlebotomy. How long the
treatment goes on depends on the amount
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that was never diagnosed.”

Colm helps out during the Irish
Haemochromatosis Association (THA)
Awareness Days each year - in Galway
shopping centres and at the National
Ploughing Championships. He be-
lieves that people should be checked
for haemochromatosis routinely.

GET CHECKED FOR IT SO YOU'LL KNOW

“I think people should be checked for
iron overload even if they don’t have
the symptoms, given that haemochro-
matosis is so prevalent in Ireland,” he
says. “You'd only need it done once

to know if you're positive or negative.
Hopefully once you're found to be
negative then that’s it, the test is done
and dusted.”

He thinks doctors aren’t really
aware enough of the condition and
the need for the test yet.

“I'know of people who have tested
positive but their siblings and children
weren't automatically tested by their
GP for it after their diagnosis. Doctors
should immediately tell people to get
all their family tested because they
could have the same thing as it’s an
inherited condition.”

HOW IS HAEMOCHROMATOSIS NHERITED?

¢ *The disease haemochromatosis
is a recessive disorder. This means
that it only develops if both parents
are carriers (one in 25 marriages).

e On average, one in four of the
children will develop haemochro-
matosis, half will be carriers and a
quarter won't.

¢ If one parent has haemochromato-
sis and the other is a carrier (about
one in 3,000 marriages) then, on
average, half of the children will be
genetically susceptible to develop-
ing haemochromatosis and the
other half will be inherited.

¢ Ifboth parents suffer from haemo-
chromatosis (a rare event occur-
ring in one in 10,000 marriages),
all the children will inherit two
defective genes and all will be ge-
netically susceptible to developing
haemochromatosis.

¢ Where both parents are carriers, it
would be possible for all children
to be genetically susceptible to
developing haemochromatosis.

NOTE: Men will usually show symp-
toms earlier than women as women
lose blood through menstruation.
€L

of excess iron in the body at the time of
diagnosis. Treatment may mean weekly
phlebotomy for one to two years or until
the iron levels have been reduced to a
safe level. After that, levels are monitored
every three months. If levels rise again,
phlebotomy is recommended once more.

DIET TIPS

The following is advised:

¢ Modest alcohol consumption.

¢ No iron medication or multivitamins
containing iron

* No bread or cereals with fortified iron.

In-laws providing
plenty to talk about

As Irish Mammy meets
the latest prospective in-
laws, she soon discovers
some shocking business

Follow on Twitter @irishmammies

hey were due at 12. Denis was
looking out the window from
half eleven.
“Keep away from that win-
dow or they’ll see you looking
out at them when they arrive.”

“And what harm if they did see
me?” he said.

“Ah, I don’'t want them thinking
we're on tenterhooks waiting for them

“But we are.”

“But I don’t want them to know
that. It'd give them an advantage.”

“'Tisn’t the Good Friday agree-
ment, Ann. We're not negotiating with
them.”

“Just can’t you get away from the
window anyway.”

“In the end, we both missed them
coming in. Denis turned his back and
there they were in the yard.

“That’s them?! I didn’t hear them
come in at all.”

He squinted out through the net
curtains.

“An electric car?”

Denis doesn’t like them at all.

“What's the point in driving some-
thing if you can’t hear it? 'Tis like with
cameras now. You never know when
they’re taking the photo and you'd be
there with your mouth open.”

“Well you can cut that out for a
start. Whichever way this meeting is

They definitely looked
like they had money
alright. I don't know how
much them electric cars cost
but the way they got out of
it - there was a sort of air
about them. They had a sort
of tan that youd only build
up gradually — not
go outand get burnt and
hope it would go brown
after a while

going to work out, we're not going to
have a row about what they’re driving.

The four of them got out. I got a
bit of a pang when I saw that. I don’t
know what it is but the way Jennifer
seemed to be getting on with them
—I'was thinking I'd sort of lost her to
another family. Anyway, I said to my-
self: “Ann Devine, cop on to yourself
now. 'Tis just a meal and they’re just
humans, so get over yourself.”

They definitely looked like they
had money alright. I don’t know how
much them electric cars cost but the
way they got out of it — there was a sort
of air about them. They had a sort of
tan that you'd only build up gradually
-not go out and get burnt and hope it
would go brown after a while

Desdemona had the most beautiful
white trousers. I was glad I'd locked
up the dog for the day just to be on the
safe side. Although he was whining
away. The place sounded like a puppy
farm.

We had a cup of tea in the house
first. I was looking around the place
for dirt but between myself and
Solomon (see last week) we’d done a
good job apart from the dirty rag that
I'd been using to clean the floor that
was under the chair Desdemona was
sitting at.

“We're going up to the golf club for
the dinner,” says Denis.

“Lunch, daddy. Daddy still has his
dinner in the middle of the day, Jen-
nifer explained.

“Dunch,” so says Denis. I always
know when he’s nervous when he
starts making them kind of jokes.

“What line of business are you in
yourself, Phil?”

“What makes you think he’s in the
business?” says Desdemona, smiling
atme.

“I'm a kept man, Denis,” says Phil.

“Phil is the homemaker,” says
Dessie. “I'm the breadwinner. Always
have been.”

“Dead right, too,” says I, “and what
do you work at?”

Declan seemed to be blushing. I
had never seen him blush before.

“Well ... Thave a couple of toy
shops.”

“Oh, isn't that lovely. We could
have done with you when we were
looking for the Paws Patrol at Christ-
mas.”

Desdemona gave a bit of a cough.

“I'don’t think you'd get that in one
of my shops, they’re more toys for
adults.”

“Like gadgets?”

Denis was still all at sea, but I was
already guessing the answer. Poor, in-
nocent Denis

“Sex toys daddy, says Jennifer.
Desdemona owns the Good Vibrations
chain in Dublin.”

At least we’d have something to
talk about over lunch anyway.
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