Gluten Free in
Puerto Rico
JEAN PRINCE

S

wimsuits, check. Sunscreen, check. One very large carryon stuffed to the seams with assorted gluten-free foods for
myself and my two boys for a week, check. Reassuring
myself for the tenth time that I’ve packed enough gluten-free
items, check.

Well sort of. Does this sound like how your vacation
always starts? If so, let me tell you about our experience at
the El Conquistador Resort in Puerto Rico last spring. Suffice
it to say, I lugged that huge carry-on of food and never once
touched anything in it! Really!
I had seen on Trip Advisor in advance of our trip several
comments specific to how well this Waldorf-Astoria property handled gluten-free guests. While this was great to read,
I was not about to abandon our lifeline of gluten-free items
in case we did not have the same experience.
Upon arriving at the hotel, I went straight to the concierge,
who promptly introduced me to Juan Saniel, sous chef for
all of the hotel restaurants. He pulled out his smart phone to
show me photos of his gluten-free food pantry that he keeps
separate from the regular one. I was amazed that he had
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many of the foods we loved, and he was happy to make sure
we ate well the entire week! Each morning, gluten-free pancakes, waffles, and muffins were available. My boys were
convinced this was “the best hotel ever!” If I remember correctly, they ate chocolate chip gluten-free pancakes for
breakfast every day we were there. Not exactly a “breakfast
of champions,” I know, but heck, we were on vacation!
At the poolside bar, Juan whipped up delicious gluten-free
pizzas for us, and we gobbled up every morsel. Plates of
cookies were delivered each afternoon as a special snack,
and the ice cream shop was a favorite spot for dessert. Even
the Italian restaurant had gluten-free pasta, and we all
enjoyed dinner so much we returned another evening for
more!
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Volunteer Spotlight Orit Biran and Lisa Schwarz
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emember when you first received your very own gluten-free “welcome basket” from the Celiac
Support Group (CSG)? Here’s a look behind the scenes at two of our volunteers who have made
the welcome baskets possible, Orit Biran, our former Welcome Basket Coordinator and Lisa
Schwarz our new Welcome Basket Coordinator. Thanks to their efforts and to the efforts of previous
welcome basket coordinators, Robin McLafferty and AnneMarie Connors, new members have received
welcome baskets for the past several years.

Orit Biran

Internet through Boston
Children’s Hospital’s website. She says, “As soon as I
found the website, I joined.
I am the type of person that
enjoys connecting with others and learning more about
living with celiac disease.”

Orit first learned of CSG
from a dietician at NewtonWellesley Hospital when
her daughter, Ma’ayan, was
diagnosed 13 years ago, at
age 2. After a few years,
Orit began volunteering at
the holiday party and at the
meetings. “This was a good
opportunity to meet other
parents of celiac kids,” she says.
About 4 years ago, she volunteered to take a more active
role. Orit says, “I volunteered to serve on the Board because
the group helped me when I was new to celiac and overwhelmed, and I thought it was an opportunity to give back
and help families in my place.” While on the Board, Orit
took over the job of Welcome Basket Coordinator.
When new members receive a welcome basket, the family knows that if they need support or help, they have someone to turn to, Orit says. “That’s why I liked sending the
welcome baskets. I felt I was making someone feel better
and showing them there are many options when eating
gluten free.”
She adds, “Getting a thank you e-mail and saying I made
a child happy when he opened the box and found tasty
things he can eat, made my day.”

Lisa learned about celiac
disease first-hand when her
daughter, Sofia, was diagnosed in 2009, at age 5. After Sofia was sick for about 2
months, her pediatrician ordered blood work “just in case”
and to rule out celiac disease. An endoscopy at Tufts
University Floating Hospital for Children confirmed the diagnosis. “It's been a learning curve ever since!” Lisa says. “I
love [CSG’s] Facebook page because it is a good place to post
a question to a bunch of members at one time and receive
advice and answers almost immediately.”
Since Sofia’s diagnosis, Lisa has attended several CSG
events and says she enjoys meeting other families. She even
hosted a coffee at her house to meet other members who live
in and around the North Shore. “When I was approached to
volunteer I thought it would be a great way to participate. I
know that when we received our welcome basket it was a
fun surprise, and we loved trying the samples.”

Lisa Schwarz

Lisa started as Welcome Basket Coordinator in the spring
and so far it has not taken much time. She receives a list of
new members from Robin McLafferty, the Program
Administrator, and then sends out a box full of goodies. She
estimates that the job takes about 5 hours a month and adds,
“The most important part is having a good place to store the
bins of samples!”

Lisa Schwarz, our new Welcome Basket Coordinator,
found the Celiac Support Group when doing research on the

Lisa adds, “The CSG has great events that we attend, and
we plan to be active members for several years to come!”

“I did not volunteer to be recognized or thanked. It was a
pleasure for me being on the Board and helping other people.” Orit says. “It was something I felt I wanted to do.”
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We were quick to tell another family with celiac disease in
our town about our trip. Every time they thought about
doing a Caribbean vacation, the worry became too much,
and they didn’t go. I’m happy to say they returned last
month with the same great stories. They never had to break
out their carry-on bag either!
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If you’re in search of a beautiful resort to escape the cold
next winter, the El Conquistador Resort and Juan Saniel certainly made this vacation enjoyable and easy.
And that’s not always easy to do in our gluten-free world!
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