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MY VEGAN JOURNEY
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20 August 2017. That was the date I went vegan, the date a new chapter of my life started. It was the date I made the most transformative and profound decision of my life – though of course, I didn’t know it then. I was already vegetarian by this point, so I didn’t imagine going vegan would be a life-changing decision. I just thought I wasn’t going to be eating cheese and eggs any more.


I was – quite randomly – in Abu Dhabi at the time, on a five-day stopover at the end of a long period of travelling. After months of thinking about ‘maybe kind of going part-time vegan’, something in my mind just clicked. I was ready. But it had been a long time coming.


Looking back on my ‘vegan journey’ now, I can see that it didn’t start in August 2017 in Abu Dhabi. It actually started a few years before, in November 2014, in Williamsburg, NYC. I was visiting family when I came across a stray cat in the street – a rare sight in New York. As I stroked it and wondered whose it was, a woman rushed out. She was worried about the cat, and we started talking. This woman was a vegan and an animal activist, and she told me she’d just returned from an anti-fur protest outside a celebrity book signing.


‘I’m vegetarian!’ I said, wanting her to know that I, too, loved animals. ‘And I try to only buy high-quality cheese and eggs, from ethical farms.’ (Oh, how that sentence would come back to haunt me!)


‘Yes, but how can you know?’ the woman asked, shaking her head. She looked sad.


‘Mmmm,’ I agreed vaguely. I knew the reality of the dairy and egg industries probably wasn’t nice, but I’d avoided looking into them. I didn’t want to see what happened to cows and chickens. I liked cows and chickens, but I loved cheese. Cheese wasn’t just my favourite food – it was a lifelong love affair. I used to joke with my partner that if it were a choice between him and cheese it would be a case of, ‘See ya later, mate – and pass the Parmesan on your way out.’ I would demolish whole wheels of Brie, ball after ball of mozzarella, huge slabs of Cheddar, blocks of halloumi. When I went on holiday I packed Port-Salut. I was no cheese snob, either; if there was Babybel to be had, or even Cheestrings, I’d be on it. I couldn’t imagine life without cheese. I didn’t want to imagine life without it. What kind of life would that even be? I shuddered at the thought.


Still, I followed this woman on social media. I kept one eye on her activism, but I carried on eating cheese and milk and eggs, feeling relatively virtuous because I wasn’t eating meat. Meat was the worst thing, wasn’t it? That was the real evil. Dairy and eggs couldn’t be as bad as meat. They just couldn’t be.


I carried on eating animal products, but it was like a seed had been planted in my mind. I couldn’t forget what that woman had said – ‘Yes, but how can you know?’ – and how sad she’d looked when she’d said it. I tried to bury the seed underneath other concerns – work and money and life and the future. These things were more important, anyway, weren’t they? I had other things to think about. I knew, on some level, I was looking away from the truth – but I didn’t want to face it.


Then, in May 2016, I quit my job to travel. After years of dreaming about escaping the confines of a nine-to-five job, I’d finally saved up enough to make it happen. It felt like the trip of a lifetime: 17 months on the road, visiting all those countries I’d daydreamed about at work when I should have been writing content that drove engagement. It felt like a new beginning. I was brimming with excitement.


You’ll probably come back a whole new person, people told me. Trips like these change you, I heard. This will be the making of you. Would it? I just wanted to have fun and see the world. I wanted to sip piña coladas on beaches, I wanted to explore ancient Mayan temples. I wanted to ride mopeds through exotic cities, to get lost in maze-like markets. And I wanted to eat – a lot.


Trying new food (and drink) was definitely the thing my partner Tom and I were most excited about. Tacos in Mexico! Arepas in Colombia! Banh mi in Vietnam! Curry in Cambodia! Wine in Chile…and Argentina…and New Zealand! Other than growing 17 months older, I didn’t think this trip would really change me. I wasn’t going to ‘find myself’. I was going for the fun and the food.


And it was the trip of a lifetime – but it wasn’t until I’d been travelling for almost a year and a half that my real journey began.


During my trip, there were multiple experiences that made me think about the way we, as a species, treat animals. I knew I was against animal cruelty – isn’t everyone? – but how strongly was I against it? To what degree was I prepared to turn a blind eye? Was it only when it benefited me and my taste buds? If so, how did I feel about that?


In Nicaraguan markets I walked past lizards tied by rope, waiting silently, patiently, to be bought and killed. In New Zealand I watched as wide-eyed lambs were led into trucks that would take them to the slaughterhouse, gazing back at me on their final journey. In Thailand I saw wriggling fish being hacked into pieces like they were inanimate objects.







I USED TO SAY VEGANISM IS THE FUTURE, BUT I DON’T SAY THAT ANY MORE – VEGANISM IS NOW








In Vietnam I saw birds confined to tiny cages, unable to stretch their delicate wings. When I saw these things I felt desperately sad, and the seed in my mind grew a little more.


And then, in Bali, in June 2017, I spent two weeks in the town of Ubud. This was where I discovered just how good vegan food could be. I ate velvety cheesecakes and creamy lasagnes, exclaiming, ‘What’s in this? How are they doing this without dairy?’ I’d had no idea plant-based food could be rich and decadent. I’d thought it was all salads and lentils and couscous. I’d always assumed I was too much of a foodie to be vegan, but maybe it was time to start thinking a bit more about this.


And then one day, I saw a van drive into a square. ‘Don’t look,’ Tom said – so of course I did. In the back of the van were about fifty chickens, and as I looked closer I saw that half of them were already dead. The rest were barely alive, and I stared in horror. I remember this so well, and even now it makes me sad: the chickens’ wings were bent at awful, odd angles, and their necks drooped onto their scrawny chests. Their heads knocked as the van jostled onto the pavement. I’d never thought chickens could look sad before, but these ones did – not just sad but forlorn, scared, tired and weak. The van reeked of urine. I’d never really thought about the journey animals go on to be killed before. I’d never considered that the journey itself would be stressful and painful and scary. It simply hadn’t entered my brain.


A man got out and began sweeping the chickens onto trays as if they meant nothing. He started carrying them away, the still-alive chickens jostling against the dead bodies. I couldn’t look any more, and I turned away as tears filled my eyes.


Were those chickens meat-chickens or eggs-chickens, I wondered. I was trying to absolve myself; if they were for meat, I wasn’t culpable, was I? I couldn’t be blamed. I didn’t eat meat. It wasn’t my fault.


I was deeply upset by what I’d seen, but again, I tried to push it from my mind. I was thinking more and more about veganism, but I wasn’t ready to make that commitment yet. No more cheese, no more eggs; what would I eat for breakfast?


I tried not to think about it too much, but another seed had been planted in my mind – and this time it wouldn’t go. It lodged itself at the front of my brain and began to grow.


‘When we get home I think I’m going to go almost-vegan,’ I told Tom. ‘But if I want an occasional cheeseboard as a treat, I’ll have that. So like 99 per cent vegan.’ We were heading home in September, so that would surely be the time to make the switch. No one goes vegan while travelling, do they? People thought I wouldn’t find enough things to eat as a vegetarian (I gained 14 pounds while travelling so they needn’t have worried!).


But even though we still had a month left, I found I couldn’t look away any more. One evening, while I was reviewing a hotel in Abu Dhabi, I went down a rabbit hole. First, I watched a speech by animal activist Gary Yourofsky on YouTube. Afterwards, I sat in silence, shaken, trying to process what I’d seen and heard. It was a genuine lightbulb moment; I couldn’t believe I’d never questioned myself before this. Not seriously questioned. How could I have squealed in delight over calves but looked away from what happens to them so I could eat dairy? How could I have cooed over yellow chicks but not faced up to their fate because I liked scrambled eggs? How could I not have made the connection?




 


The rise of veganism is unstoppable and momentum is building like a snowball.
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My mind was, finally, made up. I was going vegan – now, and full vegan. No piece of cheese would ever pass my lips again – and to the best of my knowledge it hasn’t. But I needed more motivation, more conviction, more facts, more truth. I stayed up most of the night watching documentaries and YouTube videos, and then, at 5am, I dragged myself to bed, my mind still spinning. Just before I drifted off to sleep I remembered we’d hung our breakfast order outside our door – shakshuka, a Middle Eastern dish of tomatoes, onions and poached eggs. But no eggs would be eaten on my watch. I brought the order into our room and tore it in half. Knowing Tom would wake before me, I left a note for him: ‘I’m vegan now,’ it read. ‘I’ve cancelled breakfast. You can go down and eat at the buffet.’


And that was that. Kind of.


Because I was already a vegetarian, I didn’t think the switch to veganism would be drastic. I never expected it to have such an acute effect on the way I viewed the world. But it changed everything, and in a good way. Going vegan has, without a flicker of doubt, been the best decision of my life. I’m not alone in thinking this – ask a vegan what their biggest regret is and almost all will say not doing it sooner. This is something Lewis Hamilton mused over before he made the switch: ‘Every person I have ever met who has gone vegan says it is the best decision they have ever made.’ It’s true – but why does it affect us like this? How can giving up the things we love bring so much pleasure?


We’ll get to that soon.


I’m not going to pretend that going vegan hasn’t come without adversity. At times it’s caused me to feel pain, shock and deep sadness. It’s made me swell with anger, frustration and bitterness. But so much more often, it’s filled me with joy. It’s made me feel a sense of positivity and power. It’s flooded me with excitement, with a feeling of forward momentum – like I’m doing something that matters. It makes me happy, something I would have laughed at before: How could giving up cheese make me happy?


Like many people, when I thought about going vegan, I’d focused on everything I thought I’d miss. I didn’t know what I would gain. Aside from the health benefits, which we’ll explore later, and the knowledge that you’re doing the single biggest thing anyone can to reduce their impact on the earth, there’s another, more intrinsic benefit – one I had no idea even existed until I made the change. One that actually inspired this book, because I wanted to share it with people. I wanted people to know how rewarding veganism is. Being vegan isn’t some sacrificial act that might be morally sound but is also restrictive and dull. In fact it’s fun and exciting and gratifying.


But as with most things worth having, getting the reward and reaping the benefits doesn’t come without work, and my first year of being vegan was definitely a learning curve.







IF YOU KILL
A PIG, YOU’RE
NORMAL.
IF YOU KILL
A DOG,
YOU’RE SICK.










IF YOU
KILL
NEITHER,
THEN
YOU’RE AN
EXTREMIST.








The Reaction


When I confronted the realities of animal agriculture and became aware of the effect it had on the environment, like a lot of new vegans I was filled with outrage. What’s happening to our planet? What’s happening to these animals? How is this legal? Why won’t people look?


It was overwhelming. I was filled with this burning need to tell people the truth. Never mind that nobody wanted to listen – I was on a mission. I knew the people around me were good people, kind people. They didn’t want to harm animals. They all wanted to protect our planet. Yet they were unwittingly paying for animals to be abused and killed, for our world to be destroyed. If I had known the full facts, I thought, I would have made the change sooner. If someone had shown me that footage and told me the truth, I would have listened, and I would have changed. So why weren’t the people around me listening and changing?


There was something else I found hard to understand that first year. It concerned people’s reactions to veganism. When I told people that I was going vegan, few people had a positive response. One of my best friends said, when I told her, ‘Oh not another one! I’m going to have cull you!’ She was joking, of course, and her reaction certainly wasn’t unique, but I wondered what it was about not wanting to eat animals, or the things that come out of them, that gets people’s backs up.


Some reactions I got were doubtful, some were sceptical. Others varied from defensive and aggressive to outright scorn and ridicule. Just saying the words ‘I’m vegan’ in reply to something – because it was relevant – elicited the strangest responses. Some people felt the need to tell me how much they loved bacon. Others would say how they could never in a million years go vegan (pretty much every vegan has said that at some point, for the record!). Some people told me that they didn’t eat much meat at all, and the meat they did buy – very infrequently – was the really good stuff from the nice humane farm down the road where the animals had the best life and were totally happy to be killed.


Thankfully, as time has passed, the reactions to veganism have become much more positive. These days, you’re more likely to hear, ‘Wow, good for you!’ than ‘Er, why?’ if you tell people you’re going vegan – one of the many markers of how far this movement has come in just a few years. But I find it fascinating to examine how people react to veganism. According to The Vegan Society, by definition, it’s just ‘a way of living which seeks to exclude, as far as is possible and practicable, all forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to, animals.’ Is that something to get annoyed at?


There are reasons why some people find vegans annoying. They think we’re virtuous. Smug. Militant. Aggressive. Judgemental. Tedious. Obsessive. Protein-deficient. Unwashed. I could go on. When I appeared on breakfast television I was branded – along with every other vegan on the planet – ‘sanctimonious’. There are millions of vegans in the world and we’re all sanctimonious. Honestly, that’s quite the achievement.




 


Humans are dying of starvation, but farmed animals never miss a meal.
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‘Extreme’ is another trait vegans are branded with. This one has always seemed strange to me – because we’re all against animal cruelty, aren’t we? Most of us admit we probably couldn’t kill an animal ourselves. We’re outraged by the Yulin Dog Meat Festival in China, appalled when poachers shoot a lion or a giraffe. When people hurt a dog or cat we scream bloody murder. But we pick and choose what counts as cruelty based on the species of the animal and the context of the cruelty. The thinking seems to be: if you kill a pig, you’re normal. If you kill a dog, you’re sick. If you kill neither, then you’re an extremist. Animal cruelty is a terrible thing, but cows, pigs, sheep, chickens? They aren’t victims. They don’t count.


During the first few months of being vegan, I was repeatedly struck by how inconsistent we are as a society, and there was one story I read in particular that stayed with me. In 2015 a man in Florida deliberately ran over nine ducklings with a lawnmower. Online, people were outraged, and I spent a while reading comments. The internet thought this man was ‘sick’. He was a ‘low-life monster’. A ‘special place in hell’ awaited him. The man pled guilty to animal cruelty and was sentenced to a year in prison, but that wasn’t enough. He deserved the same treatment, people thought – to be run over with a lawnmower, or maybe thrown off a building. One commenter thought the sentence was harsh – it was ‘just some ducklings’, after all – and someone responded that ‘the ducklings were living and breathing animals that did not deserve to be murdered like this.’


I remember, quite clearly, thinking how mad this all was. How nothing made sense any more. In the egg industry, it’s standard procedure to kill male chicks. They’re considered worthless because they don’t lay eggs, and so every year, around seven billion male chicks are killed.1 Most are macerated in high-speed grinders: day-old chicks are sent along conveyor belts and tipped into grinding machines where they’re minced up alive. The UK alone kills thirty to forty million newborn chicks each year.2 All of these chicks were also ‘living and breathing animals that did not deserve to be murdered like this.’ But where is the outrage?


I couldn’t stop comparing the duckling incident – an anomaly, a story so shocking it was reported around the world – to what happens to millions of chicks every day. What was the difference? How can we be incensed by one but be apathetic about the other? It was bizarre, seeing people who classed themselves as animal lovers get angry when other people just didn’t want to eat animals. I couldn’t understand how our society could be so contradictory.


But there are, in fact, powerful, deep-rooted reasons why people react like this, and in order to make sense of it all, I had to do some research.







THEY THINK
WE’RE VIRTUOUS.
SMUG. MILITANT.
AGGRESSIVE.
JUDGEMENTAL.
TEDIOUS.
OBSESSIVE.
PROTEIN-DEFICIENT.
UNWASHED.








The Reasoning


The term I was looking for, in my quest to understand, was cognitive dissonance. It describes the discomfort experienced by someone who performs actions that conflict with their beliefs or values. It can be so unsettling for us to face the fact that we’re doing things we don’t agree with, that we go to extreme lengths to justify our actions and alleviate our feelings of guilt – feelings that sometimes we’re not even aware we feel. This concept is so common when it comes to eating animals that there’s a specific term for it: the meat paradox.


When I spoke to people about veganism, time and again I came across this paradox. We don’t want to make the connection between the foods we eat and the living being from which it came – and in a world where the reality of farms and slaughterhouses is hidden from us, it’s easy to do. We laugh at people instead of listening – because it’s easier – and, to defend our behaviour, we assign animals ranks: pets, wild animals or animals that are food. We tell ourselves they exist for that reason – so we can eat them.


The meat paradox also describes how we minimize the intellectual and emotional capabilities of the animals we eat. We deny them their consciousness: they can’t think or reason, so they can’t suffer. Science tells us that animals feel emotions – including joy and shame, jealousy and grief, love and rage – but we don’t want to think that the animals we eat feel these. Pigs are more intelligent than dogs, but we don’t want to think that our bacon was smarter than our pets. Accepting that causes our brains to panic, so we tell ourselves that we need to eat animal protein for our health. It’s part of our culture and history. These animals had a good life. And man, it just tastes too damn good.
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