
— I’m allergic to 
my best friend!
It’s every owner’s worst nightmare! But what can you do 
if you suddenly develop an allergy to your cat? Sarah Graham 
has f irst-hand experience and says it can be managed. 

explains — and this has 
even led to her needing to 
rehome cats in the past. 
“A few years ago, we got 
two domestic kittens from 
a cat rescue. We only had 
them three weeks before 
giving them away to my 
grandmother,” she says. 
“My allergy got really bad, 
and it was the asthma 
symptoms which eventually 
forced us to get them out 
of the house.”

But Mary was determined 
to find a solution. “My love 
of cats led me to start 
researching into any breeds 
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days with a high pollen 
count, I’ve been forced 
to accept that I have an 
— albeit mild — all-year-round 
cat allergy. Kitty cuddles are 
still as essential a part of my 
life, but I now usually pay the 
price with a tickly itching in 
my eyes, nose, and throat, 
and I’m always well stocked 
with antihistamines.

FINDING A 
COMPROMISE
And it seems I’m not the 
only one to have suddenly, 
without warning, developed 
an allergy to my cats. 
Fifty-three-year-old personal 
trainer Mary Huckle, from 
Enfield, has, like me, a lifelong 
love of cats, but developed 
an allergy later in life. “We 
had a cat as a child, and 
I didn’t really have much of 
a reaction then,” she says. 
“My allergy has definitely 
developed more as I’ve 
got older.”

For her, the allergy can 
be severe. “It starts with 
an itchy nose and eyes, 
sneezing, headaches, and 
then asthma, wheezing, and 
difficulty breathing,” Mary 

D
oes anything beat 
a lazy weekend 
cuddle? I’ve always 
loved those special 

‘caturday’ morning moments, 
when there’s nothing to get 
up for and the cats have 
got themselves all snuggled 
up next to me in bed, 
gently padding with 
their paws against the 
duvet, or affectionately 
head-bumping my sleepy 
face with their soft but 
insistent kisses. Pure bliss. 

Or at least, that was 
until about five summers 
ago. I was lying in bed, 

a cat on either side of me 
as usual, when, suddenly 
— ACHOO! The symptoms 
came on gradually over 
the course of the summer: 
sneezing, itching, and sore, 
streaming eyes. I’d already 
suffered from hay fever for 
years, but this was something 
different. Being around 
my beloved cats during 
the summer months 
amplified my hay fever 
symptoms to an almost 
unbearable level.

Five years on, although my 
symptoms are still worse on 
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that might be viable for 
an allergy sufferer. Several 
Google searches mentioned 
Bengals and Siberians as the 
most hypoallergenic breeds, 
and that’s how we came to 
adopt Kai, my four-year-old 
male Bengal,” she says. “We’ve 
had him since he was eight 
weeks old. Sadly, he’s blind, 
but that doesn’t stop him from 
being feisty and mischievous.”

Despite her happily-ever-
after story with Kai, there are 
still daily adjustments Mary 
has to make to manage her 
allergy, particularly as she’s 
also allergic to dust mites. 
“I have to take a daily inhaler, 
which I do religiously because 
of Kai. We don’t allow him on 
beds or our clothes — but, 
luckily for me, he isn’t a lap 
cat,” Mary explains. “We don’t 
have carpets, we hoover 
regularly, wash his bedding 
frequently, and have leather 
sofas, which can be wiped 
clean. We also have an air 

purifier and Himalayan 
salt lamps dotted around 
the house,” she adds.

GRADUAL 
IMPROVEMENT 
Unlike Mary and myself, 
26-year-old PR manager Mat 
Ombler, from Hull, has always 
suffered from pet allergies 
— but he hasn’t let that 
dampen his love of cats. “I’ve 
been around animals all my 
life. I grew up with a dog, and 
then we got a cat when 
I was about 10 years old. I’ve 
always been relatively bad 
with allergies; I had blood 
tests when I was younger, 
which showed I’m allergic to 
a lot of things with fur — but 
it’s usually been a case of 
putting up with the flare-ups 
because I love cats so 
much!” he says.

His symptoms typically 
include coughing and 
itching and, at its worst, 
being around cats and dogs 
can trigger asthma attacks. 

“It usually depends on 
the breed — the fluffier 
they are, the worse my 
allergy is,” Mat explains. 
As a result, Mat sticks 
to short-haired breeds 
and says his current cat 
doesn’t trigger any 
flare-ups at all.

“My cat is called 

Being around my beloved cats in the 
summer months amplif ied my hay fever 

to an almost unbearable level.  

Kenny.

Mat.

▼

Kenpachi Zaraki — or Kenny 
for short — and he’s 
a two-year-old domestic 
shorthair who we adopted 
from a rescue centre. He’s 
partially sighted, but this 
hasn’t affected his personality 
in the slightest. He’s really 
playful, loves climbing things, 
and he’s so loving. He 
sleeps in between me and 
my partner every night, 
and doesn’t leave the 
bed until we wake up,” 
Mat says.

“Having a short-haired 
cat makes a huge 
difference. That said, 
I make sure I wash my 
hands a lot and try to 
avoid getting his fur on my 
skin because that can still be 
irritable,” he adds. “In general, 
though, I’m a lot better 
with allergies 
now. They 
were terrible 
when I was 
growing up, 
but, as I’ve 
got older, 
they seem 
to have 
calmed 
down.”
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The science
Pet allergies are surprisingly common. 
In Europe, among people who present 
to allergy clinics, 26 per cent are 
allergic to cats and 27 per cent to 
dogs, making pet allergies the third 
leading cause of allergic asthma 
after dust mites and pollen, according 
to Dr Rita Mirakian from The London 
Allergy Clinic.

While some people, like Mat, 
have these allergies from childhood, 
it is possible to develop an allergy 
to a pet at any time, even when that 
pet has been part of the family for 
a while, explains Holly Shaw, a nurse 
advisor for the national allergy 
charity, Allergy UK.

Contrary to popular belief, Holly 
explains: “A pet allergy is not caused 
by the hair itself, but proteins in an 
animal’s saliva, urine, or dander (shed 
skin particles). Cat allergen is sticky 
and glues itself to the hair. When 
a cat grooms themselves, this protein 
is transferred onto the hair, which can 
be moved around on our clothing, 

shoes, and soft furnishings.”
What happens with an allergic 

reaction is that your immune system 
recognises these proteins 
as a harmful substance 
(an allergen) and produces 
antibodies as a defence 
mechanism. “Upon further 
exposure to the pet allergen, 
an allergic reaction may 
occur, with symptoms such 
as sneezing, coughing, 
breathing difficulty, 
watery and red eyes, 
a skin rash, or eczema 
flare,” says Holly.

Pet hair can also carry 
other airborne allergies, such 
as pollen, which explains why 
my cats exacerbate my hay 
fever — as well as house dust 
mites and mould, Holly 
explains. Pet allergens 
themselves can remain 
in the home for up to 
six months, and in the 
cat’s bedding for up 
to four years.

Allergens are 
transferred to a cat’s 

coat when they 
groom themselves.

Vacuuming 
regularly can help 
reduce symptoms.

So, what can you do if your furry 
friend is leaving you itchy, sneezy, 
and wheezy? Emma Amoscato, author 
of ‘Living with Allergies: Practical Tips 
for All the Family’, recommends 
washing your hands after handling 
a cat, and reducing the amount of 
cat hair around the house by limiting 
them to certain rooms.

“Wash all pet bedding regularly, and 
your own bedding and cushions on 
a hot-wash cycle (60 degrees or 
more),” Emma says. “It’s a good idea 
to reduce the amount of carpet and 

upholstery in your house 
where hair can linger, and 
invest in a good vacuum 
cleaner with a HEPA 
(high-efficiency particulate 
air) filter and pet hair 
attachments. Some 
people may also benefit 
from an air filter, and, if you’re 
still showing symptoms, a daily 
antihistamine should help.”

In terms of the medical treatments 
available, Holly adds: “Non-sedating 
antihistamines, nasal sprays, eye drops, 
and asthma inhalers are available from 
your pharmacy or GP.” For really severe 
cat allergies, however, she says the best 
option may be to rehome the cat.

Although Mat and Mary show it’s 
possible to find breeds that have less 
impact on your allergy than others, 
the bad news for allergic cat lovers 
is that there’s no truly hypoallergenic 
cat. “Some people might consider 
the hairless Sphynx less likely to cause 
an allergy but, although they are 
free of hair, they still deposit saliva on 
their skin and shed skin cells into the 
environment,” says Sarah Warren, 
a leading veterinary dermatologist 
and co-founder of Vet-AI.

“Various factors influence how 

allergenic an individual person 
may be to a cat, which 

includes the degree of 
hypersensitivity (how severe 
the allergy is), the breed of 
cat, type of coat, grooming 
behaviour, and relatively 

close proximity of the cat 
to owner,” she adds.
There is also some 

suggestion that changing 
your cat’s diet may make them less 
allergenic. Clare Hamilton, first 
opinion vet from Hamilton Specialist 
Referrals, says: “By feeding your cat 
a high-quality dry food, it can improve 
the condition of their skin and coat. 
Including essential fatty acids (found 
in fish oil) within their diet can reduce 
shedding and dander.”

Clare also recommends eliminating 
genetically modified food from your 
cat’s diet — she says this can reduce 
the allergenic quality of their saliva.

While allergies can be pretty 
miserable for us cat lovers, for most 
sufferers, these practical changes 
can help to minimise the impact and 
restore a happy family life for you and 
your pet. If you’re still struggling, though, 
speak to your GP who may be able to 
refer you to an allergy specialist.

Mary says that 
a Himalayan salt 
lamp helps her.

What can you do?
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