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Open to patients, families, and 
health care professionals, the New 
Frontiers in Research for Celiac 
Disease symposium will feature 
experts in celiac disease from the 
University of Chicago Medicine 
and medical centers around the nation, 
and researchers from pharmaceutical 
companies testing potential treatments. 
The day-long event, which will address 
both pediatric and adult celiac disease, is 
the first of its kind in Chicago.  

Organized by Bana Jabri, MD, PhD, 
research director of the Celiac Disease 
Center, and Ritu Verma, MBChB, the 
center’s medical director, the symposium 
has two aims: To educate the community 
about new therapies in the development 
pipeline, and to propel further research.

The only treatment for celiac disease 
currently is a gluten-free diet, but 
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researchers are pursuing other potential 
therapies. Among the subjects that will be 
covered at the symposium are not only the 
current dietary therapies but also biologics, 
small molecule therapy, peptide therapy, 
microbial engineering, and new nutritional 
approaches. The symposium will also cover 
other aspects of celiac disease, including 
coping with the illness and the disease’s 
long-term effects.

The symposium will inform patients, 
doctors, dietitians, and nurses about this 
work. It also hopes to galvanize the research 
to advance even further.

“To be able to get a group of 
pharmaceutical companies and scientists 
together in one room and have them 
listen to each other, and for them to 
bring it down to the level for anyone to 
understand, is really important,” Dr. 
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Verma said. “When there are so many 
scientists gathered together, it actually 
generates more collaboration and research.”

Scientists from several pharmaceutical 
companies will speak about the new 
treatments they are pursuing.

Speakers from the Celiac Disease Center 
will include Dr. Jabri; Dr. Verma; Stefano 
Guandalini, MD, the center’s founder 
and a University of Chicago professor 
emeritus; Carol Semrad, MD, director of 
adult clinical research, who will speak on 
refractory celiac disease; and Sonia Kupfer, 
MD, who will discuss biopsies in adults. A 
panel discussion will add Hilary Jericho, 
MD; Valentina Discepolo, MD, PhD; and 
Lori Rowell Welstead, MS, RD, LDN. 

There will also be presentations from celiac 
disease experts from Columbia University, 
the University of California San Diego, and 
Stanford University. 

In addition to discussing possible new 
treatments, the symposium’s experts will 
address the best approaches available today.

“We have a dietitian speaking and a panel 
of clinicians who will talk about current 
management recommendations,” Dr. 
Verma said. “This is about the present and 
the future.” 

The Celiac Disease Center considers 
education crucial for addressing celiac 
disease. The symposium will provide a 
broad and deep understanding of celiac 
disease and new treatments on the horizon, 
in language accessible to all. “This is going 
to be geared to everyone,” Dr. Verma said. 

New Frontiers in Therapies for Celiac Disease 
will be held from 7:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. at 
the University of Chicago’s Ida Noyes Hall. 
Information and registration, which costs 
$20, is at https://cme.uchicago.edu/
Celiac2019#group-tabs-node-course-
default6 
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Back when her daughter was in 
grade school, Susie Blumenfeld met 
with her old college friend Howard Katz at 
Wildfire in Lincolnshire.

Blumenfeld, a founding board member of 
the Celiac Disease Center, was there with 
a plea: Could Wildfire make it possible 
for her to go out to dinner safely with her 
daughter, who has celiac disease?

Katz is president of the Wildfire and Big 
Bowl Divisions of Lettuce Entertain You 
Enterprises. Yes, he thought Wildfire could. 
And it did.

The restaurant embarked on a major 
initiative to develop gluten-free dishes. “He 
pulled in his chefs, his trainers, everybody,” 
said Blumenfeld, who provided input on 
the menu. “He would use my daughter as a 
taste tester. He would say, ‘Come on in. We 
have a chocolate chip cookie; we want Julie 
to try it.’ ”

Wildfire built an extensive gluten-free 
menu, won a devoted following in the 
gluten-free community, then turned 
its expertise into support for the Celiac 
Disease Center with its annual Wildfire 
Gluten-Free Wine Dinners. The festive 
evening features special dishes, paired with 
wines. Everything on the menu is gluten-
free, and a portion of the proceeds are 
donated to the Celiac Disease Center.

“Every year, the chefs create a custom 
menu of dishes not featured on our regular 
menu,” said Laura Nessel, Wildfire’s 
director of marketing, who has worked 
closely with Blumenfeld on the gluten-free 
projects. “In fact, they feature dishes that 
you wouldn’t normally see on any gluten-
free menu, like crab cakes or gnocchi, that 
many of the gluten-free guests say they 
haven’t had in years or since they were 
diagnosed with celiac.” 

This year is the event’s 10th anniversary. 
The dinners will be offered on Nov. 4 
at Wildfire Oak Brook and on Nov. 8 at 
Wildfire Lincolnshire. Among the dishes 
will be a flatbread topped with roasted wild 
mushrooms, spinach, and smoked gouda; 
farfalle cacio e pepe; and a surf-and-turf 
entrée including horseradish crusted filet 
mignon. The flatbread crust is made out 
of cauliflower and the breadcrumbs in 
the horseradish crust will be made from 
Wildfire’s homemade gluten-free bread.   

These dinners are dear to the Wildfire 
team’s heart. 

“We’ve had a wonderful relationship with 
the center for the past 15-plus years,” said 
Katz. “We enjoy raising funds for the center 
to help the celiac community. We are proud 

to be able to safely and consistently serve 
gluten-free food for those that need it.” 

The restaurant is deeply committed to 
serving gluten-free customers. “Almost 80 
percent of our menu is gluten-free because 
of the modifications we’ve made in our 
dressings and marinades,” Nessel said.

Wildfire gives gluten-free guests their own 
gluten-free menu, which like the regular 
menu is leather-bound—itself a remarkable 
experience for diners.

“People have said, ‘Oh, gosh, I feel like a 
real person. I’m opening an actual menu, 
not looking at a piece of paper,” said Ruth 
Hayden, director of training for Wildfire 
and Big Bowl, who helped develop Wildfire’s 
first, single-page gluten-free menu.

10th 
Anniversary 
Wildfire 
Gluten-Free 
Wine Dinners

[Top] Coconut Tres Leches Cake with fresh berries [Bottom] Asiago Gougères 
stuffed with lump crab & lobster salad
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Thanksgiving is a holiday built 
around a meal. And the meal is a 
specific one, with the menu largely 
set in stone. This can cause some stress, 
especially if you are newly diagnosed and 
going through this for the first time. But 
there’s no need to worry. With a little 
planning, Thanksgiving dinner is actually 
an easy meal to make gluten-free. 

Many of the classic dishes, from the turkey 
to fruits and vegetables, are by their nature 
gluten-free.  For the others, by making a 
few easy ingredient swaps, using gluten-
free products and taking some simple 
preparation and serving precautions, 
you can have a delicious traditional 
Thanksgiving meal.

Should you prepare separate versions 
of each dish? For the most part, it’s not 
necessary. You may want to have a few 
gluten-free side dishes, dinner rolls, or 
desserts. But preparing two versions of 
especially time-consuming items would add 
needless stress to the holiday.

The star of Thanksgiving dinner, the 
turkey, is naturally gluten-free. However, 
you need to be careful of anything added. 
Beware of turkeys that are self-basting, 

brined, pre-stuffed, injected with flavoring, 
or basted with sauce during cooking. Self-
basting turkeys can have additives derived 
from wheat. And gravy packets often have 
barley or wheat ingredients, like yeast 
extract. If the turkey is deep fried, make 
sure the oil wasn’t previously used to fry 
something containing gluten. 

As for the gravy, make sure it isn’t 
thickened with flour. Corn starch works 
just as well and is gluten-free. You also 
need to confirm that the gravy is made 
from a gluten-free broth base or mix. And 
remember, mashed potatoes often have 
many ingredients added, like broth and 
spices, so make sure to run through the 
ingredient list before eating!

Next on the menu: stuffing. Naturally, 
you shouldn’t buy a turkey stuffed with 
regular bread or with corn bread made with 
flour. But there are plenty of other options. 
Gluten-free stuffing mixes are widely 
available. You could also have a stuffing 
made of wild rice, fruit, and nuts or stuff 
the turkey with apples, onions, and fresh 
herbs while baking for extra flavor.

Another Thanksgiving staple, green bean 
casserole, can also be an option. Just check 

the ingredients of the cream of mushroom 
soup. Many have wheat flour, but fortunately 
there are several gluten-free brands to choose 
from. And you can buy gluten-free crispy 
onion topping. Aldi grocery stores carry 
many such seasonal ingredients.

The traditional Thanksgiving dessert, 
pie, can easily be made gluten-free. Many 
fillings, like pecan, pumpkin, and fruit 
are already gluten free, so the only switch 
is the pie crust. Your family won’t feel 
cheated; gluten-free crusts are just as good 
as conventional ones. The ideal pie crust 
has a tender and flaky texture, which a lot 
of gluten-free flours provide.
 
A few pro tips:
•  Serve yourself first! That way you avoid 

cross-contamination if someone dips a 
spoon into a gluten-containing dish, then 
into a gluten-free one. Serve gluten-free 
dishes in a different area for the same 
reason. 

•  If you are traveling and preparing dishes in 
somebody else’s kitchen, consider ordering 
the ingredients online and having them 
shipped. This will save stress over last-
minute shopping for your go-to gluten-free 
foods at an unfamiliar grocery store.

•  Finally, enjoy the holiday. Families are 
typically very accommodating, especially 
around this time of year—and especially 
if you provide the swap idea. You can say, 
“Would you mind buying this brand of 
broth so we know it’s gluten-free?”

In addition to the traditional dishes above, 
focus on the variety of foods you can safely 
eat—brussels sprouts, potato pancakes, 
greens, cranberry sauce, sweet potatoes, 
fruit salad—and just double-check that 
they’re not made with a gluten-containing 
ingredient. These are foods for everybody.
Here’s to a happy and healthy Thanksgiving!

DIETITIAN’S  
CORNER
By Macy Mears, MS, RDN, LDN

ENJOYING THANKSGIVING 
DINNER SAFELY
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The moment a patron requests that menu, 
the restaurant activates its extensive gluten-
free safety protocols.

The waiter fills out a brightly colored paper 
to alert the kitchen and then a manager 
approves it. The chef directs cooks to 
switch out bowls and gloves to avoid any 
cross-contamination. When a gluten-free 
dish leaves the kitchen, it is marked with a 
bamboo stick indicator.

“We are very careful about using separate 
cutting boards and separate knives,” said 
executive chef Joe Decker. “For flatbread, 
we have a designated pizza cutter. When 
flatbreads are baked in our hearth oven, we 
actually bake it on a piece of foil. It doesn’t 
touch the hearth.” 

Every step is designed to avoid cross-
contamination. For Wildfire’s signature 
chopped salad, the staff replaces strips of 
corn tortilla, which are fried in oil that 
could contain gluten, with strips of baked 
tortilla—and cuts them in a different shape 
to tell them apart. 

Blumenfeld moved to San Diego three 
years ago, but helps host the wine dinners 
whenever she is in Chicago. Her daughter, 
who used to run the raffle table when 
she was in high school, is now a graduate 
student in Denver.

continued from page 3 >

Mixed Baby Greens with four fresh cut herbs, avocado vinaigrette

Tara Wisniewski, of Melrose Park, a regular 
at the event, enjoys not just the food, but 
the conversation. “It’s very friendly,” she 
said. “Sometimes when you get people just 
starting out on their gluten-free journey, 
where we’ve all been gluten-free for 20 years, 
it’s fun to talk to them and help them out.”

She also appreciates that the dinners benefit 
the Celiac Disease Center. “We want to sup-
port them in doing more research and helping 
more people,” she said. “There are so many 
people who are undiagnosed and unhelped.” 

Blumenfeld praised Howard Katz and 
Wildfire for creating a safe and delicious 

dining experience for people with celiac 
disease, and for supporting the Celiac 
Disease Center.

“This has been a testament to who they are,” 
she said. “As a parent, I am very grateful.”  

Wildfire’s 10th Annual Gluten-Free Wine 
Dinners benefitting the University of Chicago 
Celiac Disease Center will be at 6:30 p.m. on 
Nov. 4 at Wildfire Oak Brook and 6:30 p.m. 
on Nov. 8 at Wildfire Lincolnshire 
For information and reservations, call 
630-586-9000.

http://www.cureceliacdisease.org/
https://www.leye.com/event/gluten-free-wine-dinner-4/
https://www.leye.com/event/gluten-free-wine-dinner-3/



