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Introduction


If you’d asked me ten years ago if I ever saw myself going vegan, I would probably have laughed and said, ‘Never in a million years. I care about animals, but vegans are just a bit extreme.’


At that point in my life, I was a pescatarian (someone who eats fish but not meat) who loved cheese and managed to eat it nearly every single meal of the day. I also wore things like leather and wool without much of a second thought. But I still thought of myself as living a mindful and cruelty-free life. Having grown up on a farm and acquired a better insight than most as to what actually goes on in rearing livestock, I knew eating meat wasn’t something I wanted to be a part of. No living thing needed to suffer for me to enjoy a meal and that was the end of it.


At the time, I thought that was enough. I thought I was fully conscious of animal welfare, especially in contrast to friends of mine who loved feasting on sausages and beef burgers. I was anti-fur and anti-animal testing, but I didn’t see how illogical it was to be anti-fur and yet wear leather, for example. I believed leather to be a by-product of the meat industry and by not eating meat I thought I was solving my contribution to that issue.


At this point, I thought I was awake, but I was living a life with my eyes closed.


This book is called Awakenings in tribute to this process of consciously understanding what it truly means to live a cruelty-free, animal-loving life. Awakening to the way in which animals are exploited for our benefit can be a hard emotional journey, especially once you realise the extent to which animal cruelty has infiltrated the products we consume every day. It can feel overwhelming and upsetting – I have spent hours crying at some of the things I’ve seen. But all change starts with education: that’s what gives you the motivation to start living differently.


I want everyone who reads this book to come away reassured that there are vegan solutions to pretty much any issue you can think of. I don’t want anyone to feel that they are alone in looking for answers, or that it’s impossible to find a vegan alternative, because there will be a way.


Yes, you can still have pizza. Yes, you can still wear beautiful and cool clothes. Yes, you can still eat out. Yes, you can still pamper yourself with beauty products that are just as good as (if not better than) the ones you may have been using before. And when you are doing this in the knowledge that your actions are not hurting animals, I promise, everything will taste and feel so much better. It will feel right.
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See, being vegan doesn’t just mean changing the way you eat. That’s obviously where most people start, but there is so much more to living vegan than you may first anticipate. I want to share my vegan journey with you, to inspire you to make changes of your own, and share the knowledge and lessons I have learned along the way.


Get ready to be awakened . . .
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What is Veganism?


The Vegan Society defines veganism as:




A way of living which seeks to exclude, as far as is possible and practicable, all forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to, animals for food, clothing or any other purpose.1





Although diets that exclude animal products have a long and ancient history, the word ‘vegan’ was created in 1944, by a British woodworker named Donald Watson (no relation). Because vegetarians ate dairy and eggs, he wanted a term to describe people who did not. (Rejected words included ‘dairyban’, ‘vitan’, and ‘benevore’.) By the time Watson died at the age of ninety-five in 2005, there were 250,000 vegans in Britain and two million in the USA – and the numbers have kept on growing.2


Here’s how I define it, personally: a vegan is someone who avoids eating animal products, which for me means meat, fish, eggs, dairy and honey. Some argue that it goes deeper than that – for example, that avocados aren’t vegan because they are grown using bees in the pollination process – and it all starts to get quite complicated. But for me personally, in terms of diet, it comes down to avoiding those five products. You don’t have to follow the way that I do it, but this is what I feel comfortable with.


“


There is no such thing as the perfect vegan.


”


For me, being vegan is also about making a conscious effort to avoid animal products in all areas of your life – in clothing, around the home, and even by thinking carefully about what attractions you visit on holiday. The notion of consciousness is really important to me in how I think of veganism: it’s about constantly educating yourself, becoming more aware and looking for the truth.
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I know that even as I write this book there may be things that I do in my current life that harm others that I am not completely aware of. But that’s OK, I’m open to that fact and know that when the information comes to my attention I will be ready to adjust (or think about adjusting) my lifestyle to suit. Nothing shocks me any more.


It’s also about effort. I am very aware that everyone has a different life, a different level of income and different options available to them. Everyone’s vegan journey will accordingly, be different, but what matters is that you keep trying, and keep putting effort in to live a vegan lifestyle. You will rarely meet two vegans who have exactly the same views on everything because there really is so much ground to cover. But one thing you will know is that they are trying to do better and that is usually something we can bond over.


There is no such thing as the perfect vegan. Where do you draw a line? For example, paper money contains animal product (very unnecessary but who’s surprised here?). But until this changes, there are certain situations which make it hard to avoid handling money. Veganism as a lifestyle can get quite complicated but I come back to this principle of making a conscious effort to avoid animal products in all areas of your life, and I find it a good guide.


I will add that I am also very against an animal being used as a commodity – making money out of them isn’t right. They don’t have a choice in the matter and a lot of the time it can result in unpleasant experiences for them purely for someone else to profit. I’ve also found this a good guideline to follow if I am unsure of whether something is right or wrong.


Now that I am vegan, I feel that I am authentically being myself. It feels like this is how I was meant to be, without the fog of confusion that has sent me in other directions in my life: school, family influence, marketing. It doesn’t feel like an effort; it feels natural to live like this. That’s not to say it doesn’t sometimes require effort – a vegan lifestyle can sometimes require more research, and this is very much the case when brands hide stuff, don’t label things correctly, and are so keen to put out a misinforming image compared to the reality.


But I know it’s always worth it. Living as a vegan, I feel like the real me. I feel I can truly call myself an animal lover.
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My Journey


I want to share my vegan journey with you to show you the moments of awakening that really changed the way I view the world. I hope some of these will help you see things differently too.


I also want to share it to show that becoming vegan wasn’t an overnight thing – I didn’t wake up one morning and find myself the perfect vegan. Everyone’s journey will be different and that’s OK.


As you will see from my own experiences, changes came at different times, as I learned more and more along the way. Sometimes I resisted a change, believing that I knew best, or that I already knew the reality of what was going on. Or – and it’s important to be honest – sometimes it was because I didn’t want to know what was going on. I often had a gut instinct that I should look further into an issue, but sometimes ignored that because it was just easier to keep going as I was. Sometimes I would feel slightly overwhelmed with all that I did know; that I really wasn’t ready to discover more.


What was and is important to me is that I commit to educating myself and keep pushing on. It’s very likely that you will stumble along the way. What matters is getting yourself back on the path afterwards.


All about the animals


From as far back as I can remember, I have always loved animals. They are so easy to be around and give us so much, while demanding so little. I’ve always felt they are a safe space – there’s no judgement from them. They’re just straightforward, and so incredibly loyal. I also love how each individual creature is unique. Each one has their own personality – and this is something we are taught to ignore in our consumption of them, to see them just as commodities and not as individual beings. But when you start to notice the individual traits of an animal, it’s such a joyful thing getting to know them. Each has their own personality and they don’t try to be anything else – they’re purely themselves.


When we were growing up, we always had pets – dogs, cats and even budgies. My mum is a huge animal lover, and was a role model in how to interact with animals. She was always so loving and caring to them, and that really showed me and my sister how to be compassionate as well.


When I was about five or six, we moved to a farm. The thinking was that for animal lovers, it would be a wonderful place to grow up. But at this point, as a young child, I didn’t realise that a farm was a place where animals are raised for slaughter. There is such a disconnect between the idyllic image of a farm that we give to children when we encourage them to play with farm sets, or even visit petting farms to interact with the animals, and the reality of what farming really is. At that age, you just believe what you are told by the society around you, and these influences come from everywhere – from your parents to your school to what you might see on TV.


“


Sometimes I resisted a change, believing that I knew best, or that I already knew the reality of what was going on.


”


But there were things at the farm that always seemed off. I remember when we went to look round, we saw a strange room (now converted into a gym) – there was blood on the floor and knives on the wall. I was instinctively horrified and afraid, but I didn’t know what this room was for. I didn’t ask questions; I was only five at the time. I didn’t know how to make sense of what I’d seen, as I was so young, but the memory lingered with me.


Once we were living on the farm, I was aware of the high turnover of animals. The trucks that pulled up, the way the animals were loaded on, how they were crying and bleating, how they would try and get back out – it was really quite traumatic to witness, let alone for them to experience.


On the farm, we had cows, sheep, lambs and chickens. We were very hands-on, helping with the lambing and bottle feeding the baby lambs as necessary, and of course we loved and bonded with the animals. Each one had their own little personality and quirks. I’ll also add that we ate meat every day. Somehow, though, the meat on my plate just didn’t seem connected with the animals we were caring for every day. The ones that ran over to us in the field and enjoyed cuddles and strokes from us. They trusted us. Were they wrong to do this? Yes. Did they have any clue what their lives would amount to and who would be in control of how it ended? No.


The first major awakening in my life was the day when I came home from school and my pet lamb, Maisy, who I’d been bottle-feeding and who we’d raised as a family, was gone. Suddenly, I added up everything I had seen. The dots were joined at last and the horrible picture was revealed. I realised she hadn’t just gone, she had gone to be killed, for meat, along with all her lamb friends. She was dead. From that moment on, I decided I would never eat meat again.
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My family’s response was quite mixed. They were worried about me being different – at school there were only two other vegetarians and I had to sit on a separate table from my classmates at lunch. It was a ‘special vegetarian table’. Over the years I sat with kids of all ages, mainly older, and it was pretty bad in terms of social interaction. It can be so hard standing out, but I knew I was doing the right thing and soon the numbers on that table started to grow. Nothing to do with me, of course.


I think my parents were also slightly apprehensive about how they would feed me, as we pretty much ate meat with every meal back then. Would I be getting the correct nutrition? But they also understood where I was coming from, and maybe even thought it was cute that I loved animals so much I didn’t want to eat them. They tried to get me to eat meat for a while, by putting it on my plate, but I just didn’t, and they realised I wasn’t going to go back on my decision.


So this moment was a real awakening in terms of meat and where it comes from, and realising I did not want to be part of this system of death. At this point I was still eating fish, eggs and dairy, as well as wearing animal products. I’d barely scratched the surface.


The next step I took was to go cruelty free with my make-up products in my early teens. I think the media caused this decision. In my lifetime, the two issues that have had huge campaigning focus are animal testing and the fur industry. I would say they’ve received the most media coverage thus far and are also the most frowned upon generally (along with poaching, fox hunting etc.). Animal testing for cosmetics had been banned in the EU in 2013, and that felt like a huge step forward (unfortunately, this is more complex than it seems and many well-known brands still test on animals worldwide. I explain this in more detail in the beauty section). The point is, I was aware of these two causes – and so much comes back to being conscious of the reality – and so I didn’t want to participate in buying products that caused so much animal suffering.


The next awakening came in relation to fish. Why didn’t I make the connection that fish are animals too, after giving up meat? It sounds weird, but I didn’t really grasp that they were conscious beings. I almost thought of them like plants. I think that the more interaction I had with an animal, the more I saw it as alive – like the lambs – and fish just felt more distant. I appreciate that being close to animals growing up was and is a matter of chance and likely explains why many people lack that connection. How can you care about someone or something if you’ve never met or interacted with them?


There are also so many myths about fish that encourage us to view them differently, like the one about them having only a three-second memory, or that they don’t feel pain. Neither of these is true.3


I think also that perhaps I just didn’t want to look into it, as I did enjoy eating fish. I loved the taste and there was a part of me that worried about my health if I were to remove that food group from my diet completely. Maybe I knew, subconsciously, that it wasn’t really OK, but didn’t want to confront the ugly reality. Fish seem more removed from humanity than other animals; so felt much harder to connect to on a human level.
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I had a lot of people calling me out on eating fish, asking, ‘If you don’t eat meat, why do you eat fish?’ And this chipped away at me, to be honest. You sometimes try to defend yourself, and that starts this uneasy feeling that yes, something isn’t quite right, and maybe there are things you should look into. But it’s easier to ignore the feeling – especially when mainstream society is telling you that eating animals is the normal thing to do and that you need animal products to be strong and healthy. I already felt so different to my friends; was I really ready to take that up a notch?


I remember so clearly my moment of awakening in relation to fish. I was filming for Made in Chelsea in New York, and we went into a crab shack to eat there. The tank at the front of the restaurant was piled with crabs and lobsters, crammed in together, barely any room to move. They looked terrified. I know that might sound crazy, but really – they looked so afraid. It was an extremely confronting moment: they were just there, waiting to be killed and it was happening right in front of me.
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