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CHAPTER 1
Why This Book?

This was not an easy book to write. For many of
you, it won't be an easy book to read. I know. I was a vegan for almost
twenty years. | know the reasons that compelled me to embrace an
extreme diet and they are honorable, ennobling even. Reasons like
justice, compassion, a desperate and all-encompassing longing to set
the world right. To save the planet—the last trees bearing witness to
ages, the scraps of wilderness still nurturing fading species, silent in
their fur and feathers. To protect the vulnerable, the voiceless. To feed
the hungry. At the very least to refrain from participating in the hor-
ror of factory farming.

These political passions are born of a hunger so deep that it
touches on the spiritual. Or they were for me, and they still are. I
want my life to be a battle cry, a war zone, an arrow pointed and
loosed into the heart of domination: patriarchy, imperialism, indus-
trialization, every system of power and sadism. If the martial imagery
alienates you, I can rephrase it. I want my life—my body—to be a
place where the earth is cherished, not devoured; where the sadist is
granted no quarter; where the violence stops. And I want eating—the
first nurturance—to be an act that sustains instead of kills.

This book is written to further those passions, that hunger. It is
not an attempt to mock the concept of animal rights or to sneer at
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the people who want a gentler world. Instead, this book is an effort
to honor our deepest longings for a just world. And those longings—
for compassion, for sustainability, for an equitable distribution of
resources—are not served by the philosophy or practice of vegetarian-
ism. We have been led astray. The vegetarian Pied Pipers have the best
of intentions. I'll state right now what I'll be repeating later: every-
thing they say about factory farming is true. It is cruel, wasteful, and
destructive. Nothing in this book is meant to excuse or promote the
practices of industrial food production on any level.

But the first mistake is in assuming that factory farming—a
practice that is barely fifty years old—is the only way to raise ani-
mals. Their calculations on energy used, calories consumed, humans
unfed, are all based on the notion that animals eat grain.

You can feed grain to animals, but it is not the diet for which
they were designed. Grain didn’t exist until humans domesticated
annual grasses, at most 12,000 years ago, while aurochs, the wild
progenitors of the domestic cow, were around for two million
years before that. For most of human history, browsers and graz-
ers haven't been in competition with humans. They ate what we
couldn’t eat—-cellulose—and turned it into what we could—protein
and fat. Grain will dramatically increase the growth rate of beef
cattle (there’s a reason for the expression “cornfed”) and the milk
production of dairy cows. It will also kill them. The delicate bacte-
rial balance of a cow’s rumen will go acid and turn septic. Chickens
get fatty liver disease if fed grain exclusively, and they don’t need
any grain to survive. Sheep and goats, also ruminants, should really
never touch the stuff.

This misunderstanding is born of ignorance, an ignorance that
runs the length and breadth of the vegetarian myth, through the
nature of agriculture and ending in the nature of life. We are ur-
ban industrialists, and we don’t know the origins of our food. This
includes vegetarians, despite their claims to the truth. It included
me, too, for twenty years. Anyone who ate meat was in denial; only
I had faced the facts. Certainly, most people who consume factory-
farmed meat have never asked what died and how it died. But
frankly, neither have most vegetarians.
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The truth is that agriculture is the most destructive thing humans
have done to the planet, and more of the same won't save us. The
truth is that agriculture requires the wholesale destruction of entire
ecosystems. The truth is also that life isn’t possible without death, that
no matter what you eat, someone has to die to feed you.

I want a full accounting, an accounting that goes way beyond
what’s dead on your plate. 'm asking about everything that died in
the process, everything that was killed to get that food onto your
plate. That’s the more radical question, and it’s the only question that
will produce the truth. How many rivers were dammed and drained,
how many prairies plowed and forests pulled down, how much
topsoil turned to dust and blown into ghosts? I want to know about
all the species—not just the individuals, but the entire species—the
chinook, the bison, the grasshopper sparrows, the grey wolves. And I
want more than just the number of dead and gone. I want them back.

Despite what you've been told, and despite the earnestness of the
tellers, eating soybeans isn’t going to bring them back. Ninety-eight
percent of the American prairie is gone, turned into a monocrop of
annual grains. Plough cropping in Canada has destroyed 99 percent
of the original humus.' In fact, the disappearance of topsoil “rivals
global warming as an environmental threat.”> When the rainforest
falls to beef, progressives are outraged, aware, ready to boycott. But
our attachment to the vegetarian myth leaves us uneasy, silent, and
ultimately immobilized when the culprit is wheat and the victim is
the prairie. We embraced as an article of faith that vegetarianism was
the way to salvation, for us, for the planet. How could it be destroy-
ing either?

We have to be willing to face the answer. What's looming in the
shadows of our ignorance and denial is a critique of civilization itself.
The starting point may be what we eat, but the end is an entire way of
life, a global arrangement of power, and no small measure of personal
attachment to it. I remember the day in fourth grade when Miss Fox
wrote two words on the blackboard: civilization and agriculture. 1
remember because of the hush in her voice, the gravitas of her words,
the explanation that was almost oratory. This was Important. And I
understood. Everything that was good in human culture flowed from
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this point: all ease, grace, justice. Religion, science, medicine, art were
born, and the endless struggle against starvation, disease, violence
could be won, all because humans figured out how to grow their own
food.

The reality is that agriculture has created a net loss for human
rights and culture: slavery, imperialism, militarism, class divisions,
chronic hunger, and disease. “The real problem, then, is not to
explain why some people were slow to adopt agriculture but why
anybody took it up at all, when it is so obviously beastly,” writes Co-
lin Tudge of The London School of Economics.® Agriculture has also
been devastating to the other creatures with whom we share the earth,
and ultimately to the life support systems of the planet itself. What is
at stake is everything. If we want a sustainable world, we have to be
willing to examine the power relations behind the foundational myth
of our culture. Anything less and we will fail.

Questioning at that level is difficult for most people. In this case, the
emotional struggle inherent in resisting any hegemony is compounded
by our dependence on civilization, and on our individual helplessness
to stop it. Most of us would have no chance of survival if the industrial
infrastructure collapsed tomorrow. And our consciousness is equally im-
peded by our powerlessness. There is no Ten Simple Things list in the last
chapter because, frankly, there aren’t ten simple things that will save the
earth. There is no personal solution. There is an interlocking web of hier-
archical arrangements, vast systems of power that have to be confronted
and dismantled. We can disagree about how best to do that, but do it we
must if the earth is to have any chance of surviving.

In the end, all the fortitude in the world will be useless with-
out enough information to chart a sustainable forward course, both
personally and politically. One of my aims in writing this book is to
provide that information. The vast majority of people in the US dont
grow food, let alone hunt and gather it.* We have no way to judge
how much death is embodied in a serving of salad, a bowl of fruit, a
plate of beef. We live in urban environments, in the last whisper of
forests, thousands of miles removed from the devastated rivers, prai-
ries, wetlands, and the millions of creatures who died for our dinners.
We don’t even know what questions to ask to find out.
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In his book Long Life, Honey in the Heart, Martin Pretchel
writes of the Mayan people and their concept of kas-limaal, which
translates roughly as “mutual indebtedness, mutual insparkedness.”
“The knowledge that every animal, plant, person, wind, and season
is indebted to the fruit of everything else is an adult knowledge. To
get out of debt means you don’t want to be part of life, and you don't
want to grow into an adult,” one of the elders explains to Pretchel.

The only way out of the vegetarian myth is through the pursuit
of kas-limaal, of adult knowledge. This is a concept we need, especial-
ly those of us who are impassioned by injustice. I know I needed it.
In the narrative of my life, the first bite of meat after my twenty year
hiatus marks the end of my youth, the moment when I assumed the
responsibilities of adulthood. It was the moment I stopped fighting
the basic algebra of embodiment: for someone to live, someone else
has to die. In that acceptance, with all its suffering and sorrow, is the
ability to choose a different way, a better way.

The activist-farmers have a very different plan than the polemi-
cist-writers to carry us from destruction to sustainability. The farm-
ers are starting with completely different information. I've heard
vegetarian activists claims that an acre of land can only support two
chickens. Joel Salatin, one of the High Priests of sustainable farm-
ing and someone who actually raises chickens, puts that figure at
250 an acre.® Whom do you believe? How many of us know enough
to even have an opinion? Frances Moore Lappé says it takes twelve
to sixteen pounds of grain to make one pound of beef.” Meanwhile,
Salatin raises cattle with no grain at all, rotating ruminants on peren-
nial polycultures, building topsoil year by year. Inhabitants of urban
industrial cultures have no point of contact with grain, chickens,
cows, or, for that matter, with topsoil. We have no basis of experience
to outweigh the arguments of political vegetarians. We have no idea
what plants, animals, or soil eat, or how much. Which means we have
no idea what we ourselves are eating.

Confronting the truth about factory farming—its torturous
treatment of animals, its environmental toll—was for me at age
sixteen an act of profound importance. I knew the earth was dying. It
was a daily emergency I had lived against forever. I was born in 1964.
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“Silent” and “spring” were inseparable: three syllables, not two words.
Hell was here, in the oil refineries of northern New Jersey, the asphalt
inferno of suburban sprawl, in the swelling tide of humans drowning
the planet. I cried with Iron Eyes Cody, longed for his silent canoe
and an unmolested continent of rivers and marshes, birds and fish.
My brother and I would climb an ancient crabapple tree at the local
park and dream about somehow buying a whole mountain. No peo-
ple allowed, no discussion needed. Who would live there? Squirrels,
was all I could come up with. Reader, don’t laugh. Besides Bobby, our
pet hamster, squirrels were the only animals I ever saw. My brother,
well-socialized into masculinity, went on to torture insects and aim
slingshots at sparrows. I became a vegan.

Yes, I was an overly sensitive child. My favorite song at five—and
here you are allowed to laugh—was Mary Hopkin’s 7hose Were the
Days. What romantic, tragic past could I possibly have mourned at
age five? But it was so sad, so exquisite; I would listen to the song over
and over until I was exhausted from weeping.

Okay, it’s funny. But I can’t laugh at the pain I felt over my pow-
erless witnessing of the destruction of my planet. That was real and it
overwhelmed me. And the political vegetarians offered a compelling
salve. With no understanding of the nature of agriculture, the nature
of nature, or ultimately the nature of life, I had no way to know that
however honorable their impulses, their prescription was a dead end
into the same destruction I burned to stop.

Those impulses and ignorances are inherent to the vegetarian
myth. For two years after I returned to eating meat, I was compelled
to read vegan message boards online. I dont know why. I wasn’t look-
ing for a fight. I never posted anything myself. Lots of small, intense
subcultures have cult-like elements, and veganism is no exception.
Maybe the compulsion had to do with my own confusion—spiritual,
political, personal. Maybe I was revisiting the site of an accident: this
was where I had destroyed my body. Maybe I had questions and I
wanted to see if I could hold my own against the answers that I had
once held tight, answers that had felt righteous, but now felt empty.
Maybe I don’t know why. It left me anxious, angry, and desperate
each time.
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But one post marked a turning point. A vegan flushed out his
idea to keep animals from being killed—not by humans, but by
other animals. Someone should build a fence down the middle of the
Serengeti, and divide the predators from the prey. Killing is wrong
and no animals should ever have to die, so the big cats and wild
canines would go on one side, while the wildebeests and zebras would
live on the other. He knew the carnivores would be okay because they
didn’t need to be carnivores. That was a lie the meat industry told.
He'd seen his dog eat grass: therefore, dogs could live on grass.

No one objected. In fact, others chimed in. My cat eats grass, too,
one woman added, all enthusiasm. So does mine! someone else posted.
Everyone agreed that fencing was the solution to animal death.

Note well that the site for this liberatory project was Africa. No
one mentioned the North American prairie, where carnivores and ru-
minants alike have been extirpated for the annual grains that vegetar-
ians embrace. But I'll return to that in Chapter 3.

I knew enough to know that this was insane. But no one else on
the message board could see anything wrong with the scheme. So, on
the theory that many readers lack the knowledge to judge this plan,
I’'m going to walk you through this.

Carnivores cannot survive on cellulose. They may on occasion
eat grass, but they use it medicinally, usually as a purgative to clear
their digestive tracts of parasites. Ruminants, on the other hand, have
evolved to eat grass. They have a rumen (hence, ruminant), the first
in a series of multiple stomachs that acts as a fermentative vat. What's
actually happening inside a cow or a zebra is that bacteria eat the
grass, and the animals eat the bacteria.

Lions and hyenas and humans don’t have a ruminant’s digestive
system. Literally from our teeth to our rectums we are designed for
meat.® We have no mechanism to digest cellulose.

So on the carnivore side of the fence, starvation will take every
animal. Some will last longer than others, and those some will end
their days as cannibals. The scavengers will have a Fat Tuesday party,
but when the bones are picked clean, they’ll starve as well. The grave-
yard won't end there. Without grazers to eat the grass, the land will
eventually turn to desert.
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Why? Because without grazers to literally level the playing field, the
perennial plants mature, and shade out the basal growth point at the
plant’s base. In a brittle environment like the Serengeti, decay is mostly
physical (weathering) and chemical (oxidative), not bacterial and biologi-
cal as in a moist environment. In fact, the ruminants take over most of
the biological functions of soil by digesting the cellulose and returning
the nutrients, once again available, in the form of urine and feces.

But without ruminants, the plant matter will pile up, reducing
growth, and begin killing the plants. The bare earth is now exposed to
wind, sun, and rain, the minerals leach away, and the soil structure is
destroyed. In our attempt to save animals, we've killed everything,.

On the ruminant side of the fence, the wildebeests and friends
will reproduce as effectively as ever. But without the check of preda-
tors, there will quickly be more grazers than grass. The animals will
outstrip their food source, eat the plants down to the ground, and
then starve to death, leaving behind a seriously degraded landscape.

The lesson here is obvious, though it is profound enough to
inspire a religion: we need to be eaten as much as we need to eat. The
grazers need their daily cellulose, but the grass also needs the animals.
It needs the manure, with its nitrogen, minerals, and bacteria; it needs
the mechanical check of grazing activity; and it needs the resources
stored in animal bodies and freed up by degraders when animals die.

The grass and the grazers need each other as much as predators
and prey. These are not one-way relationships, not arrangements of
dominance and subordination. We aren’t exploiting each other by eat-
ing. We are only taking turns.

That was my last visit to the vegan message boards. I realized
then that people so deeply ignorant of the nature of life, with its min-
eral cycle and carbon trade, its balance points around an ancient circle
of producers, consumers, and degraders, weren't going to be able to
guide me or, indeed, make any useful decisions about sustainable
human culture. By turning from adult knowledge, the knowledge
that death is embedded in every creature’s sustenance, from bacteria
to grizzly bears, they would never be able to feed the emotional and
spiritual hunger that ached in me from accepting that knowledge.
Maybe in the end this book is an attempt to soothe that ache myself.
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I have other reasons for writing this book. One is boredom. I'm
tired of having the same discussion, especially when it’s not an easy
discussion to have. Vegetarians can sum up their program in neat
sound bites—Meat Is Murder—and self-evident solutions, like those
compelling sixteen pounds of grain. I could come up with my own
slogans—Monocrops Are Murder? The Million Microbe March?>—
but they arent understandable to the general public. I have to start
from the beginning, from the first proteins self-organizing into life,
moving to photosynthesis, plants, animals, bacteria, soil, and finally
agriculture. I call this chat “Microbes, Manure, and Monocrops,” and
I need a good thirty minutes for the backstory, which is essentially a
basic education in the nature of life. And yes, this is information—
material, emotional, spiritual—we all should have been given by the
time we were four. But who is there left to teach us? And isn’t every-
thing that’s wrong with this culture embedded in that question?

But it’s not just the amount of information that makes the
discussion hard. Often, the listener doesn’t want to hear it, and the
resistance can be extreme. “Vegetarian” isn't just what you eat or even
what you believe. It’s who you are, and it’s a totalizing identity. In
presenting a fuller picture of food politics, I'm not just questioning
a philosophy or a set of dietary habits. 'm threatening a vegetarian’s
sense of self. And most of you will react with defensiveness and anger.
I got hate mail before I'd barely started this book. And no, thank you,
I don’t need any more.

But I'm also writing this book as a cautionary tale. A vegetarian
diet—especially a low-fat version, and most especially a vegan one—is
not sufficient nutrition for long-term maintenance and repair of the
human body. To put it bluntly, it will damage you. I know. Two years
into my veganhood, my health failed, and it failed catastrophically. I
developed a degenerative joint disease that I will have for the rest of
my life. It started that spring as a strange, dull ache deep in a place I
didnt know could have sensation. By the end of the summer, it felt
like shrapnel in my spine.
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There followed years of ever increasing pain and ever more
frustrating visits to specialists. It took fifteen years to get a diagnosis
instead of a pat on the head. Teenagers’ spines don't fall apart for no
reason and so, despite my perfect symptom description, none of the
doctors considered Degenerative Disc Disease. Now I've got pictures,
and I get respect. My spine looks like a sky-diving accident. Nutri-
tionally, that’s about what happened.

Six weeks into veganism I had my first experience of hypoglyce-
mia, though I wouldnt know that’s what it was called until eighteen
years had gone by and it had become my life. Three months into it
[ stopped menstruating, which should have been a clue that maybe
this wasn’t such a good idea. The exhaustion began around then, too,
and it only got worse, along with the ever-present cold. My skin was
so dry it flaked, and in the winter it itched so badly it kept me up at
night. At twenty-four, I developed gastroparesis, which, again, wasn’t
diagnosed or treated until I was thirty-eight and found a doctor who
worked with recovering vegans. That was fourteen years of constant
nausea, and I still can’t eat after 5 PM.

Then there was the depression and anxiety. I come from a long
and venerable line of depressive alcoholics, so clearly I didn't inherit
the best mental health genetics. Malnutrition was the last thing I
needed. Veganism wasn't the only cause of my depression, but it was a
big contributing factor. Years went by when the world was made of a
pointless, grey weight, endlessly the same, punctuated only by occa-
sional panic. I would routinely dissolve into helplessness. If I couldn’t
find my house keys, I'd find myself in a heap on the living room
floor, immobilized on the edge of The Void. How could I go on?
Why would I want to? The keys were lost and so was I, the world, the
cosmos. Everything collapsed, empty, meaningless, almost repulsive. I
knew it wasn’t rational, but I couldn’t stop until it had run its course.
And now I know why. Serotonin is made from the amino acid trypto-
phan. And there are no good plant sources of tryptophan. On top of
that, all the tryptophan in the world won’t do you any good without
saturated fat, which is necessary to make your neurotransmitters actu-
ally transmit. All those years of emotional collapse weren't a personal
failing; they were bio-chemical, if self-inflicted.
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Is there anything as boring as other people’s medical problems?
I'll try to keep this brief. My spine isn’t coming back. But eating a diet
of grass-fed animal products has repaired the damage a bit and made
a moderate dent in my pain level. My insulin receptors are also down
for the count, but protein and fat keep my blood sugar stable and
happy. I haven’t missed a period in five years, though if I end up with
cancer in my reproductive organs, I'm blaming soy. My stomach’s
okay—not great, but okay—as long as I take betaine hydrochloride
with every meal. Between my spiritual practice and my nutrient-dense
diet, I am now depression-free, and I am thankful every day. But the
cold and the exhaustion are permanent. Some days breathing takes
more energy than I have.

You don'’t have to try this for yourself. You're allowed to learn
from my mistakes. All the friends of my youth were radical, righteous,
intense. Vegetarianism was the obvious path, with veganism the high
road alongside it. And those of us who did it long term ended up
damaged. If 'm questioning your lifestyle, your identity, you might
feel confusion, fear, and anger while reading this book. But take my
word: you don’t want to end up like me. I'm asking you to stay the
course, read this book, and explore the resources in the appendix.
Please. Especially if you have children or want to. I'm not too proud

2R 53

Smokers will tell you that there is nothing like an ex-smoker. The

to beg.

urge to proselytize the Good News seems to flow with the attainment
of salvation, or maybe in their case, with oxygen. I have done my best
to avoid a tone of moral superiority and aim for engagement. I hope
I have succeeded. Ultimately I would rather be helpful than right.
Especially considering the future we are facing and how much is at
stake. The underlying values that vegetarians claim to honor—;jus-
tice, compassion, sustainability—are the only values that will create

a world of connection instead of domination; a world where humans
approach every creature—every rock, every raindrop, all our furred
and feathered siblings—with humility, awe, and respect; the only
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world with a chance of surviving the abuse called civilization. It is in

the hope that such a world is possible that I offer this book.



CHAPTER 2
Moral Vegetarians

Start Wlth an apple. A food so nonviolent it wants to be eat-
en, say the fruitarians, people who try to live by fruit alone, or die in
the attempt. Some plants surround their seeds with pulpy sweetness
wrapped in bright colors to tempt animals to eat them, and, in the
eating, to carry the seeds to new, potentially fertile, ground. Animals
do the work that plants can’t do, rooted as they are to one spot: find a
possible place for their young to grow.

So eating an apple is okay to these most moral of vegetarians,
since no death is involved. Or so the story goes.

The first problem is that humans don’t plant those seeds. We discard
them. We consciously remove the core to avoid the seeds and then throw
them away—"away” in industrial nations meaning sealed in a plastic bag
that gets entombed in a landfill. Or factories squeeze or chop the fruit for
us, rendering it into juice or McPies, dumping the peels and pulp and
seeds nowhere near a nice pile of manure in a clearing.!

Or, if were extra eco-righteous, we throw the seeds on the com-
post heap, where time, heat and bacteria kill them. One goal of any
good compost scheme, after all, is to kill any lingering seeds.

None of this is what the tree had in mind.

The tree isn’t offering sweetness out of the goodness of its heart-
wood. It’s striking a bargain, and even though we've shaken hands
and collected, we aren’t carrying through on our side of the deal.



14 The Vegetarian Myth

There’s a glaring anthropocentrism in this argument, which is
strange coming from people espousing a specific politic of animal
liberation. “The fruit tree gives me my food and I give back the seeds
to nature so other trees can grow,” writes one vegetarian.” Yes, but he
isn’t giving the seeds back to nature. Why are we humans allowed to
take without giving? Isn’t that called exploitation? Or at the very least,
stealing? Fruit isn't, as claimed, “the only freely given food.” The
point of that fruit is not humans. The point is the seeds. The reason
that the tree expends such tremendous resources accumulating fibers
and sugars is to secure the best possible future for its offspring. And
we take that offspring, in its swaddling of sweetness, and kill it.

This is not what vegetarians want to hear, at least not the ones
I'm calling moral vegetarians. There are other branches of the veg-
etarian tree—political vegetarians who believe a plant-based diet is
more just and sustainable, and nutritional vegetarians who believe
that animal products are the root of all dietary evil—and I'll be ad-
dressing those arguments in later chapters. But the moral argument
is the clarion call that rallies most vegetarians to the cause. It’s what
kept me unable to examine or even question my vegan diet, despite
all evidence that my health was failing. I wanted to believe that my
life—my physical existence—was possible without killing, without
death. It’s not. No life is. But since fairy tales are filled with apples,
let’s continue to follow their crumbs through the fruit-filled forest.

These lead right to the second problem: there are no apples in
nature. Apples are domesticated. Apples started as Malus sieversii, in
the mountains of Kazakhstan and, once upon a time, they were bitter.

“Imagine sinking your teeth into a tart potato or a slightly mushy
Brazil nut covered in leather,” writes Michael Pollan of tasting true
wild apples. “On the first bite some of these apples would start out
with high promise on the tongue—~Now heres an apple—only to
suddenly veer into a bitterness so profound it makes my stomach rise
even at the recollection.”

This is true of most domestic fruits. Their progenitors are almost
inedible by humans.

“The fruit tree gives me my food and I give back the seeds to na-
ture so other trees can grow.”” Really? Dare you. Because most trees
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that produce edible fruit—and definitely apples—don’t come from
seeds. If you actually were to plant the seeds, most of the wildlings
that sprouted would be unpalatable to humans. Fruit trees are grafted,
not sprouted.®

The “natural” food of humans doesn’t exist in nature. If we are
now lost (and starving) in the inedible forest, maybe it’s because our
moral map was wrong.

To say there is a “freely given food” implies there is a giver—the
tree, the cane, the stalk of wheat. To believe in food that requires
“No killing or theft from animal or plant™ is to recognize that plants
and animals love their lives, and their body parts, whether fibrous or
muscular. But not their offspring? The argument fails right here. If we
believe in their sentience, why not in the sentience of their babies? If
it’s wrong to steal from a plant, why isn't it more wrong to kill a seed?
We can’t have it both ways. Either there is a giver, a being deserving
our reciprocity, or there isn't. If killing is the problem, the life of one
grass-fed cow will feed me for an entire year. But a single vegan meal
of plant babies—rice grains, almonds, soybeans—ground up or boiled
alive, will involve hundreds of deaths. Why don’t they matter?

“I won't eat anything that has a mother or a face,” was one of my
standard declarations. But every living thing has a mother. Some of
them have fathers, too. Why didn’t I know that? What I meant was: I
won't eat anything that was nurtured by its mother, which meant, es-
sentially, birds and mammals, though I didn’t eat seafood either. Some
beings give their lives to produce their offspring. That means they
can't be around to nurture them, but does that mean they love their
offspring any less? Motherhood—and sometimes fatherhood—as the
ultimate sacrifice. Wouldn't that action imply they loved their off-
spring the most? And suppose your mother didn’t love you: does that
mean your life is intrinsically worth less?

Then there’s the face part. Why does the possession of a face
define who counts or who doesnt? What it actually defines is who is
most like humans, who more different: do they look like us? There’s
that anthropocentrism again, an ethical system based on how similar
a living being is to humans. Why is that what matters? Why are hu-
mans the standard that measures who lives and who dies?
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An apple falls from the tree. We eat its sweetness and, despite dis-
ingenuous claims to the contrary, kill the seeds. One could argue that
in an earlier age, humans acted as unwitting cultivators, seed-bearers,
spitting or shitting out the bitter pits, some of which would take root.
We weren't always stealing and killing apple offspring. Perhaps if the
asphalt was removed and the earth restored, the underlying reciproc-
ity of the human-apple relationship would naturally reassert itself.

But humans can’t live on apples. And in the vegetarian moral
universe, all seeds—nuts, grains—are seen as freely given. In the case
of these seeds, there is no tasty pulp in exchange for baby-on-board.
It's the seeds themselves that humans eat. I remember my reasoning:
annual grasses died anyway at harvest time, so I wasn't rea/ly killing.
The problem, of course, is that I wasn't eating the part that died: the
stalk. Humans can’t digest cellulose. I was eating the precise part that
wants very much to live: the seed. In fact, they want to live so much
that even after thousands of dormant years, some of them will sprout.
Who can say this is a being who doesn’t love its life?

I know from experience that the issue of plants and their sen-
tience is thrown at vegetarians by detractors all the time. I know how
smug and hostile those detractors usually are. The idea of respecting
plants is just as ridiculous to them as the idea of respecting animals.
They argue as devil’s advocates. But I am not advocating for any devil.
He clearly can do his own work just fine. I mean to address these
concerns seriously. I hear a plea in the words of vegetarians, a plea
that borders on a prayer. Let me live without harm to others. Let my life
be possible without death. This prayer embodies both a fierce tender-
ness and a passionate repugnance. The love is for all beings, and the
horror is for the sadism humans are inflicting. This prayer pulses in
me like another heart. What separates me from vegetarians isn’t ethics
or commitment. It’s information.

Because I have grown apples and I know what goes into them. I
can go to the local feed store and buy a bag of Organic Fertilizer for
Fruit Trees and ask no more. But it’s not in my nature to skip the fine
print. I want to know. I read the labels. My passion to live a good life,
an honorable and ethical life, had propelled me to start growing as
much of my own food as possible. I knew that the three most im-
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portant ecological actions that we can take as individuals are: refrain
from having children, dont drive a car, grow your own food. I wasnt
in contact with the leading cause of pregnancy; I was too poor to own
a car; that left growing my food.

I didn’t attempt my first garden under duress. The idea of garden-
ing entered my mind like a sliver of sunrise. If you have had depres-
sion, then you know how anything that makes you feel something is a
miracle. Where the world was a flat, chronic grey, the garden brought
life. And it overflowed with green. I wrapped small seeds in moist
cloth and two days later a tiny finger, as tentative as hope, reached
from each one. They wanted to live and so did L. I spent long New
England nights under a heavy weight of covers, rallying against the
physical pain that never ended, only ebbed, and the depression that,
like the cold, was everywhere and always hungry. All that protruded
into the hostile air was my head and one hand, holding a seed catalog
like a white flag signaling for mercy. And the garden did bring mercy.
Things grew, climbed, bloomed, fruited, an inexorable and silent song
of green, an endless circle of yearning that was so much bigger than
me, my pain. I found solace in the garden and tiny moments of joy
that appeared suddenly, wondrously, like the violets and bachelor’s
buttons that volunteered every spring without any help from me.

I discovered Organic Gardening magazine and, even better, that
the library would let me check out the back issues. I read them all. I
filled a notebook with my small, earnest print. I was so innocent. Had
I really not known that tomatoes couldn’t go out until after frost?
Memorial Day, I wrote, then underlined. Did I really not know that
beans couldn’t be transplanted, that snapdragons were annuals?

With my spine, there could be no digging, no lifting, not much
physical labor at all. But that was okay. I immediately searched out
the garden techniques that were the most radical, the most sustain-
able. Ruth Stout was a revelation.® So was permaculture.” I would
use wide beds, permanent mulch. I would build topsoil from the top
down, like nature. There would be no tilling, no bare soil, no double
digging. The realization that the rationale behind these techniques
was really an indictment of annual grains—of agriculture itself—1I left
for another day.
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There were other things I didn’t know, even more basic than
planting zones and growing seasons. There was knowledge that I
sought, but then refused: I wasn’t the only one eating. The plants were
hungry, too. And then there was the soil. Feed the soil, the garden
books urged. Was the soil actually eating? What was soil? Was it, too,
alive?

One tablespoon of soil contains more than one million living
organisms, and, yes, every one of them is eating. Soil isn't just dirt.

A square meter of topsoil can contain a thousand different species
of animals." These might include 120 million nematodes, 100,000
mites, 45,000 springtails, 20,000 enchytraeid worms, and 10,000
molluscs.!!

All those tiny creatures live in and around humus, which is a
combination of humic acid and polysaccharides. “No one knows how
humic acid forms, but once formed it acts like a living substance,”
writes Stephen Harrod Buhner.'> More life. How far down did I
have to dig to stop finding living creatures? Because if it was alive, I
couldn’t kill it. I read that “[v]ery small animals are able to live a basi-
cally aquatic life in soil, in the water found attached to soil crumbs.”"?
There was a whole world under my feet, a world that included its own
ocean. A world where the real work of life—producing and degrad-
ing—was being done. Animals like me were just consumers, hitching
along for the ride. I couldnt photosynthesize—turn sun into mass—
nor could I turn that mass back into carbon and minerals. They could
and they did, and because of them, life was possible. I was made
humble.

But I had bet my whole moral system—and built my whole
identity—on the idea that my life did not require death. The more
[ learned, the more questions I had to ignore if I wanted to save this
ethical directive that claimed to be about facing the truth. Did the
lives of nematodes and fungi matter? Why not? Because they were too
small for me to see? Because they were on the other side of an intel-
lectual Maginot Line of us/them? But I was supposed to be one of
the brave ones who refused to draw that line, who didn’t put humans
above animals in a hierarchy, who reverenced the natural world and
all capital-H Her creatures.
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But this only included the creatures that were like me in certain,
very specific ways. I saw that in tiny flashes, each new piece of infor-
mation flickering like a firefly. Those instants of light signaled a dark
forest that I refused to enter. I kept turning instead toward what I
knew, a rosary of statistics that was my penance and protection. The
pounds of grain, the gallons of water, the hungry bellies. I was on the
side of righteousness, and like any fundamentalist, I could only stay
there by avoiding information.

So humic acid—creature of mystery, very much alive—breaks
down plant compounds and stores them inside itself. When it gets the
right signals from its ecosystem it recombines and releases the needed
nutrients. “Through tightly coupled feedback processes information
on the chemistry reserves stored in humic acid feeds back into the
above ground plant communities, indicating what plants should grow
in what combination in what ecosystem and what kind of chemistries
they should produce to keep the soil healthy.”'*

The soil wasn't a thing, it was a million things, and they were
alive. Their life processes—eating, excreting, tunneling, communi-
cating, exchanging—were what made the rest of the planet livable.
They broke down dead matter from plants, animals, fungi, bacteria
and made the constituent elements available for more life. Steven
Stoll writes that topsoil “is a filter and a container, a mass of inte-
grated micro and macro matter, and a living substance that cannot be
understood by reduction. Its final form contains so many members
and symbiotic relationships that it constitutes, in the words of the soil
scientist Nyle Brady, the ‘genesis of a natural body distinct from the
parent materials from which the body was formed.”"

“Feed the soil, not the plant,” was the first commandment of
organic growing. I had to feed the soil because it was alive.

Nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium—NPK—is the Triple Goddess
of gardeners, the Troika of elements that rule plant growth. What did
soil and plants eat and where would I get those substances? I hadn't
learned the phrase “closed-loop system,” but that was what I was after.
Nitrogen was the big one. There are plants that fix nitrogen. Wasn’t
that enough for my garden? Couldn’t it be? I begged. But I was beg-
ging a million living creatures who had organized themselves into
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mutual dependence millions of years ago. They had no use for my
ethical anguish. No nitrogen-fixing plant could make up for all the
nutrients I was taking out. The soil wanted manure. Worse, it wanted
the inconceivable: blood and bones.

There were other sources of nitrogen I could have applied. Right
now, fossil fuel provides the nitrogen to grow crops the world over.
Synthetic fertilizer is what created the green revolution, with its 250
percent increase in crops. Besides the fact that nothing made from
fossil fuels is sustainable—we can't grow fossil fuel and it doesn't re-
produce itself—synthetic fertilizers eventually destroy the soil.

So synthetic nitrogen was out. And that left me facing animal
products. Of course, the irony is that either source of nitrogen, syn-
thetic or organic, comes from animals. Oil and gas are what’s left of
the dinosaurs. So my choices—our choices, actually—were nitrogen
from dead reptiles or from living ruminants.

My garden wanted to eat animals, even if I didn’t.

So I came to another fork in my Pilgrimage Road. I could buy
a box of condensed NPK, nicely balanced and all organic, or I could
make friends with a dairy farmer. The box was tempting, because I
could lie. No, not quite lie. I could not-know what I already knew. I
could refuse the information. Because I already knew what was in that
box. The list of ingredients glimmered and promised like the fruit of
knowledge always does. I was Eve, and here was my apple, and what
would be the cost of eating? The literal cost I had finally come up
against, the bottom line of the mineral cycle? The emotional cost to
my spiritual longings, my political passions, my identity? And why is
it always about eating?

I took a bite. I read the label. Blood meal, bone meal, dead ani-
mals, dried and ground. I put the box down and found some manure.
Friends of a friend, a barn now empty of goats but filled with manure.
It turned out I knew the woman who had owned the goats and she
was a decent person. Her animals would have been well cared for, in-
dulged even. I was dating someone with a pickup truck and a strong
back. The manure arrived and my garden exploded. The tomato vines
swallowed their trellises, then their bed, then developed designs on
the driveway. It looked like the Land That Time Forgot outside my
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back window. I fed three households on the produce and still, some
of the lettuce bolted before we got to it.'¢

And I was left hungry as well as nourished. This was not an antic-
ipatory hunger, the smell of dinner at the front door, a lover’s look of
longing across a crowded room. This was a hunger that gnawed with
no promise of relief. I was closing the loop in my garden now, but my
ethical system had broken open.

Years later, I would have a discussion with an earnest young
vegan.

“They take dead chicken parts and spread them on the fields.”
His voice was shaking. He assumed I'd sympathize, that anyone with
my politics would automatically be appalled. His eco-pure, non-
violent, plant-based diet was being violated by the forces of evil, of
death.

“Plants have to eat, too,” I tried to explain. “They need nitrogen,
they need minerals. You have to replace what you're taking out. Your
choices are fossil fuels or animal products.”

“But—but—" Now his body was trembling as well as his voice. I
knew what he wanted to say. ¢5 not true. It can’t be true. Theres a way
out of death and I've found it.

“No,” was the only word he could come up with. Then he walked
away.

How many times did I walk away? Over and over and over. But
I couldn’t walk away from my garden, from my attempts to not be
a parasite on the planet. So while I closed the nutrient cycle, I had
nowhere to go with the information I was using for that task. I could
play intellectual hide and seek over the goat manure—it was already
there, piled in the barn, why not use it, / wasn’t the one oppressing
animals for milk and meat—but the P and K in NPK weren’t so easily
avoided.

Globally, phosphorus is available in extremely limited quanti-
ties. “Next to clean water,” writes Bill Mollison, “phosphorus will be
one of the inexorable limits to human occupancy on this planet.”” It
exists in sedimentary rock. I didn’t put rocks in the same category as
animals: I didn’t mind using them. The problem was getting them.
They had to be quarried—mined—then ground up, and transported.
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Without vast amounts of fossil fuels, would that even be possible?
And what about when we'd used it all up? I was back to the same shelf
at the feed store. I could buy rock phosphate, decide that because it
was “organic” I was doing the good, green thing and simply not think
about it anymore. But wasn't there a sustainable source I could get on
my own? I asked the question, but hated the answer.

“Bone meal from land animals is a traditional source, and most
farms (up to 1940) kept a flock of pigeons as their source.” Or I could
theoretically get it from “seabirds and salmon [who] do try to recycle
it back to us but we tend to reduce their numbers by denying them
breeding grounds.”® I was ninety miles from the ocean. I was barely
a mile from the Connecticut River, one of the southernmost habitats
for Atlantic salmon, but there haven’t been anadramous fish in the
Connecticut since the river was dammed almost two hundred years
ago, to power the mills.

And then there was K, potassium, available in ash, bones, urine,
manure and some cover crops. I could pretend I'd find a supply of ash—
woodstoves being as ubiquitous as maple trees in western Massachusetts—
and grow some cover crops, but I think by the time I got to K was too
intellectually exhausted to bother. My food had to eat before I ate it.

There were finer points, all of them sharp and hungry, that
learned about growing fruit. I didn’t have fruit trees yet, but they
were part of the mythic farm that waited in my mist-shrouded future.
Calcium is always a limiting factor in the soil. When the calcium
is gone, growth stops. And again, the calcium would come from ...
Would I finish the sentence with an organic box from the feed store,
laden with embodied energy and slaughterhouse dust? Or would I
learn the grammar of my great-grandparents, and feed the trees with
the bones of animals that lived beside me? Would there be any solace
in this information? I found one small comfort in 7he Apple Grower
by Michael Phillips. He quotes a book called 7he Apple Culturist from
1871, recounting the story of an apple tree near the graves of Roger
Williams, the founder of Rhode Island, and his wife Mary Sayles. The
roots of the tree were found to have grown into the graves and as-
sumed the shape of human skeletons while “the graves [were] emptied
of every particle of human dust. Not a trace of anything was left.”"”
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This story eased my mind, because the tree ate the humans. The
standard narrative of Man the Hunter was repugnant to me, with its
biological determinism, its celebration of dominance, violence, rape,
death. The myth always ends with Man on top: of animals, women,
the food chain, the planet. It may be a political reality, but there’s a
name for it—patriarchy—and a solution—organized resistance. I
rejected the assertion that hierarchy was inevitable, that the Cosmos
had chosen humans as the pinnacle, that men had to be men. And I
like to believe I'd have rejected this propaganda just as firmly if T were
a man, though I know that the privileges of power make that less
likely.

Even the people who should know better fall for the Man as
Apex myth. At a groovy Earth Day gathering, a line of costumed
dancers was supposed to represent the food chain, starting with plants
and ending with humans. But it doesn’t end with us, I kept insist-
ing to anyone whod listen, mostly my companions who got tired of
hearing it. What about the scavengers, the coyotes, the carrion birds?
What about the insects, the maggots, the bacteria? We're not at the
end because it’s not a line. Its a circle, and if it ends anywhere it’s with
the degraders feeding the producers. We're just a juicy snack.

But I couldn’t listen to that apple tree, speaking in slow, slow sign
with its skeleton roots, saying: you are the exact shape of my hunger.
Our animal bones, our human blood; we belong here too, if we're
willing to accept our place. We are eaten as well as eaters, raw materi-
als for the endless feast. That would have been the solace: a place at
the table. We aren’t above, just one among many beings embraced by
carbon that one day will let go.

But I had to accept death before I could take my place.

2R 53

I wish I could go back ten years and tell my younger self: the day
will come when you have a flock of pigeons, and you'll spread their
manure and bury their dead among the berries and apples. And you’ll
cry when you do it, but not just because it’s sad. Because it’s holy
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and it’s been done well. You've closed the circle, and it will open your
heart. You'll have chickens, too, and ducks, geese, guineas. They'll eat
the bugs. You'll eat the fruit, the eggs, the meat. They’ll accept you—
come to you for help and for cuddle sessions—and you'll love them.
And you'll eat, all of you, birds, berries, humans, soil, and be eaten.
Since sky burials are illegal, it’ll be in your will: scatter my ashes when
i’s my turn, feed the berries and the apples.

Would it have helped to hear that, or would the horror at what
I would become—eater of meat, murderer—leave no room for blaze
marks on the long, heavy path to grace? I want to tell myself: you will
eat strawberries so full each one is an epiphany, every bite a commu-
nion, well beyond forgiveness and redemption. Each taste will bring you
home. That is the only fruit worth eating, tart as well as sweet, plump
with life that grows from death, that blooms and ripens in its season.

2R 53

Which brings us back to apples. 7he fruit tree gives me my food and
1 give back the seeds to nature so other trees can grow. The last time I ate
an apple, I counted. There were ten seeds. Set aside for a moment that
those seeds won't produce edible apples: even if the fruitarian has a re-
ally big backyard, he would have run out of space long ago. He didn't
mean it literally. He couldn’t. But I keep coming back to this sentence
because there is something in it that matters to the author, and it’s the
thing that matters to me: relationship, and one of mutuality and re-
spect. The author clearly yearns for food—for a life—Dbased on reciproc-
ity, not exploitation, and he believes that plants count as partners, as
participants. Having included them in the “us” of sentience and agency,
he can’t just take. He needs to know that he is giving back, part of a
circle of exchange, instead of the one-way extraction that he identifies as
death. This sentence embodies one of the impulses that is salutary in the
vegetarian myth: the attempt to take humans down from our destruc-
tive perch as lords above and return us to our honest place in a circle.

But it also reflects the ignorance. He doesn’t know that apples
eat, and what they eat is animals, including us. They need our excre-
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ment—the nitrogen, the minerals, the microbes—and our flesh and
bones. There is a reciprocal relationship between animals and plants:
predator and prey, until the prey becomes predator. It is only our at-
tempt to remove ourselves from that cycle that destroys it.

There’s more ignorance. He doesn’t know that seeds are alive.
Or he won't let himself. Since killing is the sacrilege in this moral
system, he can’t acknowledge that in actuality he’s eating something
alive. This, despite the fact that he sees plants as beings deserving his
respect.

And there is a final ignorance in his misapprehension of the
nature of apple trees. There is a relationship of reciprocity built into
the human-apple exchange, but it’s not about humans planting their
seeds. It’s about humans grafting, planting, and tending the trees and
extending their territory. It’s about apples tempting us, with an offer
of sweetness, to toil for them. It’s a coevolutionary process, and it’s
called domestication.

Domestication is not a concept that’s well understood by people
who claim to be against it. I saw domestication as bringing animals
and plants under human control and it was appalling to me, a short
trajectory that ended in hens tormented in battery cages and primates
brutalized in head injury experiments. Of course, my entire diet was
composed of domesticates, with the exception of a serving or two
of fiddlehead ferns every spring, but they were plants, so I simply
didn’t think about it. It was the animals I wanted to save from hu-
man exploitation, and in the vegan outlook, exploitation begins with
domestication.

There was an exact moment when that definition cracked open
for me. It was six o’clock on a January morning, and well below zero.
I had a half gallon of hot water to haul through three feet of ice-slick
snow so that my chickens would have something to drink. Water had
dripped into the doorjamb the warm day before and then frozen the
door shut in the night. Never mind the long task involving screw-
drivers, butter knives, and matches to unthaw the door. Somewhere
between burning my palm and feeling a hideous blob of snow hit
the back of my neck, I thought: I've had it backward all these years.
I’'m not exploiting them. They’re happy, safe, warm, and fed. 'm the
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one who’s miserable. Chickens won’t even walk in snow, let alone
haul supplies to me. That wet drip sliding down my spine was like a
cold jab of reality. Chickens have gotten humans to work for them.
In exchange, they take care of us, but not by bringing us water. By
providing food—meat and eggs—and a whole constellation of other
activities useful for farms. It’s a partnership, and one that worked out
well for both parties until factory-farming. The genome of the jungle
fowl took a chance on humans and it was a gamble that paid off. We
have carried chickens all over the globe, extending their range beyond
the wildest dreams of a broody jungle fowl mom, ready and willing to
give all to her eggs.

This is the main point of Michael Pollan’s marvelous book, 7he
Botany of Desire: A Plant’s-Eye View of the World.

We automatically think of domestication as something we
do to other species, but it makes just as much sense to think
of it as something that certain plants and animals have done
to us, a clever evolutionary strategy for advancing their own
interests. The species that have spent the last ten thousand

or so years figuring out how best to feed, heal, clothe, intoxi-
cate, and otherwise delight us have made themselves some of

nature’s greatest success stories.”

An example? He points to the US’s fifty million dogs versus ten
thousand wolves.?! Wild canines found a better life beside humans.
To begin with, there was a lot of meat to scavenge. And the more
canines helped humans, the more they tracked and chased and took
down prey with us, the more food there was.

There are two million named species of animals on the planet,
and countless more awaiting identification. Only forzy have linked
their futures to ours. We changed them—asked them to be bigger,
smaller, faster, gentler—and they changed us. Half of all humans now
possess the lactose tolerance gene, the biological result of the bovine
experiment on humans. And our whole way of life changed, from
hunter-gatherers to horticulturalists and sedentary agriculturalists. All
because we liked something that certain animals and plants offered us.
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Of 422,000 plant species, only a tiny percentage are domesti-
cates. But some of those have literally taken over the globe. Plants
produce millions of chemicals to attract, repel, immobilize, or kill
animals. I’s how some of them reproduce. And it’s how they fight
back: nature, red in phytochemicals. Just because they can’t locomote
doesn’t mean they're passive. And every so often in the evolutionary
crapshoot, one of them throws the gene dice and beats the house,
producing a perfect match with the pleasure centers in the human
brain. Annual grasses hit pay dirt with their opioids. We ate them and
couldn’t stop. “Our grammar,” writes Michael Pollan, “might teach
us to divide the world into active subjects and passive objects, but
in a coevolutionary relationship every subject is also an object, every
object a subject. That’s why it makes just as much sense to think of
agriculture as something the grasses did to people as a way to conquer
the trees.”*

We supplied the brute force. As far as corn is concerned, we're
just the draft horses.

2R 53

We need to take ourselves out of the subject position. We need
to realize that we aren’t so special. We think we do this human-only
activity—changing plants and animals to suit our needs until they’re
dependent on us. But a// predators change their prey, and all prey
is dependent on predators. Do you think chameleons switch colors
for fun, that fawns have spots and an instinct to lie perfectly still just
because?

Currently, the deer are overrunning the northeast’s forests, eating
the saplings out of existence. In fifty years there may not be a forest,
and that will mean an end to the deer as well. That’s because, through
human interference, there aren’t enough predators, and to survive, the
deer need their predators. Pollan explains, “[H]owever it may appear
to those of us living at such a remove from the natural world, preda-
tion is not a matter of morality or of politics; it, too, is a matter of
symbiosis ... Predation is deeply woven into the fabric of nature, and
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that fabric would quickly unravel if it somehow ended, if humans
managed to ‘do something about it.””* In the case of the northeastern
United States, humans Aave managed to do something about it, and
without wolves and mountain lions, without predation, the results are
getting grimmer by the year. The deer population has exploded past
any possibility of sustainability. Writes Ted Williams:

In a 10-year experiment, the US Forest Service found that

at more than 20 deer per square mile you lose your eastern
wood pewees, indigo buntings, least flycatchers, yellow-billed
cuckoos, and cerulean warblers .... At 38 deer per square mile
you lose eastern phoebes and even robins. Ground nesters like
ovenbirds, grouse, woodcock, whippoorwills, and wild turkeys
can nest in ferns, which deer scorn, but these birds, too, are

vastly reduced, because they need thick cover.?

He describes Crane Estate, a barrier-beach north of Bos-
ton, completely stripped of native plants, its bare dunes lost to
the wind, and the rest of the wildlife along with them. The deer
themselves were starving, having long overshot the land's carry-
ing capacity, and were in the process of permanently degrading
it. Without predators, the land dies. In this case, those predators,
mainly cougars and wolves, were killed off by the early European
settlers. “This behavior flabbergasted the Indians,” writes Williams.
“After much arguing and theorizing, they decided it was a symp-
tom of insanity.”

Predator-prey is ultimately a mutual relationship: each needs
the other, changes the other. Writes Pollan, “Human hunting ...
literally helped form the American Plains bison, which ... changed
both physically and behaviorally after the arrival of the Indians.”*
And large ruminants changed humans just as surely as we changed
them. The high-quality proteins and fats, especially the nutrient-
dense organ meats, meant our digestive systems could shrink and
our brains could grow. The megafauna of the prehistoric world, the
aurochs and antelopes and mammoths, literally made us human.
There is a reason they were our first, endless art project.
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As for plants, they’ve been using animals as a reproductive strate-
gy for 100 million years, since the angiosperms literally blossomed on
the evolutionary scene. Some plants now reproduce by creating flow-
ers. These flowers need animals to pollinate them. Once fertilized, the
flowers turn into seeds, seeds that in turn need animals to carry them.
Some plants harnessed the wind as pollinator and as transport, and
the tiny fairy parachutes of milk thistle are the results. Others learned
to attract animals; sex, from the beginning, has been an orgy of color
and scent and taste, brilliant red for hummingbirds, sweet nectar for
bees. These plants coevolved with their animal cohorts. They are as
dependent on insects, birds, and rodents as corn is on humans. For
instance:

Several species of acacia trees, known as ant acacias, have a
highly developed relationship with certain ant species. In the
case of Acacia cornigera and the ant Pseudomyrmex ferru-
ginea, each species depends absolutely on its relationship with
the other.... The tree has swollen thorns in which the ants
hollow out nests. Its leaf stalks produce a nectar that provides
the ants with carbohydrates they need; special bright orange
growths at the tips of the leaflets ... supply the ants with
protein and fat.... The queen of an acacia ant colony finds an
unoccupied acacia seedling and burrows into a green thorn,
where she lays her eggs .... Within nine months of the queen’s
arrival, the workers are patrolling the tree, walking up and
down the branches and leaves day and night. They attack—
biting and stinging—any other insects they find, and they

kill any plants that grow within a thirty-inch radius of their
tree.... Young ant acacias that do not have an ant colony suffer
severe damage from other insects.... In fact ant acacias depend

on ‘their’ ants for survival.?

Domestication is not human domination. Yes, now we under-
stand the mechanics of genes and breeding, and we like to believe we
are in charge. You can insist that humans are on top—in control, self-
conscious—but wheat and corn, from their 850-million-acre position
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around the globe, would argue otherwise. And they’ve got our back-
breaking labor and shrunken skeletons to prove it.

2R 53

Whether life on earth is one organism, and whether all of it is
conscious, are ultimately spiritual questions. I don't think the an-
swers can be argued, only experienced. And I've had my experiences.
I know what I believe. I'm not asking you to agree with me, only to
observe. Squirrels bury acorns. Oak trees feed squirrels. Monarch but-
terflies need asclepias, and not just for the sugar. Asclepias produce a
specific chemical in their nectar that render monarchs toxic to their
predators. Who is working for whom? Human relationships with
chickens and pigs, rice and barley, are no different.

The first requirement for domestication is a plant willing to stretch
its genome to fit a human need. Humans harvest, unintentionally
disburse, and protect the plant. These are activities common to hunter-
gatherers, and they result in genetic changes to malleable, agreeable
plants, like larger seeds and non-shattering rachises. Such plants become
more attractive to, but also more dependent on, humans. David Rindos
calls this stage incidental domestication.”” The next stage occurs when
plants need humans to disperse them, and humans engage in specific
behaviors to encourage the domesticate. Rindos calls this specialized
domestication. The archaeological record shows corresponding changes
in seed size, coatings, and dispersal mechanisms. The landscape also
changes due to human activity, although these activities are still in the
province of hunter-gatherers (usually burning and clearing). A diversity
of wild plant species is still present as the domesticates do not provide
enough sustenance and humans are still dependent on other resources.
In the final stage, agricultural domestication, domesticates out-produce
wild plants and humans engage in full-scale altering of environments
for the sake of domesticates. At this point, species diversity plunges, and
humans are dependent on fully domesticated plants and animals.

In order for full-scale agriculture to occur, three conditions have
to be met. First, there must be a suite of appropriate, malleable plants



Moral Vegetarians 31

and animals. The available suite is in essence a limiting factor. This is
the reason that humans in North America were only able to practice
agriculture in small areas. There were no potential megafaunal domes-
ticates. Without domesticable animals, sedentary humans had to rely
on rivers, estuaries, and the ocean to provide animal fats and proteins.
Outside the river valleys and coastal areas, agriculture wasn't possible.
In Meso-America and South America, the llama, as well as the guinea
pig and the turkey, were domesticated, and agriculture proceeded in
its typical destructive pattern.

Second, the environment has to be rich enough in resources that
human population begins to grow. This is important because it leads
to the third factor: human disturbance of the environment. As hu-
mans gathered in seasonal villages, they would burn the area to set up
camp, then trample around a wider area, burn some more to flush out
game, and build piles of waste. The domesticable seeds, particularly
the annual grasses, were excreted incidentally, spread purposefully, or
both, and they were right at home in these disturbed environments.
Horticulturalists would plant food-bearing and other useful plants be-
fore leaving a site. In the South American rainforest, for instance, over
three hundred plants have been domesticated over centuries of this
cycle. The rainforest as it exists today is a cooperative effort formed by
the interactions of humans and plants.

The key to full-fledged agriculture is the annual grasses. If you
want to understand ten thousand years of human-wrought destruc-
tion, you have to understand the nature of annual plants. The vast
majority of plants on our planet are perennials. Once established,
they live for years, sometimes centuries, accumulating sunlight into
cellulose. Because they have a lot of time to reproduce, they use
multiple strategies: runners, tubers, canes, seeds. Their function in
the ecosystem is vital: their roots literally hold the soil in place. And
without topsoil, there is no life, or no land life anyway.

Now contrast that to annuals. They only live a short season
or two, and in that time they have to complete their life’s purpose:
reproduction. So they bet the whole farm on one strategy: big, fat
seeds. Their seeds are patient because they have to be. There’s no point
in sprouting when the competition is established perennials. Their
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tiny little radicles don’t stand a chance against a tight mat of peren-
nial roots. They wait until something has destroyed the perennials
and bared the soil—fire, flood, earthquake, migrating bison, humans.
With the perennial plants temporarily shoved aside, the annuals come
into their own. The seeds sprout, roots go down, stalks shoot up, and
the plants get to work on getting sexy. They don’t have long to send
out love letters of shape and color, sweet nothings of pollen and scent,
before perennials start closing in and, in temperate climates, winter.
So the annuals get themselves fertilized, their seed pods swell and
burst, and the next generation of seeds lie waiting in the soil for their
disaster. Living proof that nature loves an opportunist.

From the point of view of the soil, nothing could be better. Bare
dirt is an emergency and annuals are the first responders, holding and
protecting the soil with their bodies of roots and leaves. Annuals are
like the band-aid over a wound, while perennials are the flesh that
eventually knits back together.

The starting point of agriculture was annual grasses—the wild
progenitors of corn, rice, wheat, barley (with the potatoes of the
Andes being the tuberous exception)—because they produced seeds
big enough to be worth the effort of harvesting. They came into their
own in river valleys prone to flooding where they found good niches
in the predictable disturbance. Then along came humans, playing
with fire, eating and excreting, and the annual grasses were right at
home. The plants were camp followers. They liked growing in the
disturbed areas humans provided.

Agriculture started in six separate centers with different plants:
maize from Central America; rice from the Yellow and Yangtze rivers
in China and the Ganges in India; a different species of rice from West
Africa; wheat from the Middle East; floodplain weeds (gourds, sunflow-
ers and chenopods) from the south central US; and potatoes from the
Andes. All these areas produced agriculture and then, in short order, ur-
ban civilizations. This happened not because of human behavior alone,
but because of the annual plants that were attracted to human behavior.

That’s the how of agriculture. It doesn’t explain the why. Why
would humans give up a life of near-perfect health and leisure for
back-breaking labor and bad nutrition?
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The transition to agriculture “has long been celebrated ... as a
major advance in civilization, but ... health deteriorated during the
changeover.”?® The advent of agriculture leaves almost forensic traces
in bones and fecal remnants, evidence of crimes against the basic
human template: “malnutrition, osteomyelitis and periostitis (bone
infections), intestinal parasites, yaws, syphilis, leprosy, tuberculosis,
anemia (from poor diet as well as from hookworms), rickets in chil-
dren, osteomalacia in adults, retarded childhood growth, and short
stature among adults.”” Medical anthropologists can look at a bone
and tell in a glance whether the subject lived in a hunter-gatherer or
an agricultural society. The hunters look great. The farmers are falling
apart.

And then there’s the endless effort. The average hunter-gatherer
works seventeen hours a week, which leaves plenty of time for creative
endeavors, spiritual concerns, gossiping, and the all-important nap.*
Agriculturalists work from dawn to dusk and then some, and even in
modern America, with all our hallowed technology, the average US
citizen works over forty hours a week, which doesnt even include life
maintenance tasks (traditionally assigned to women) like cooking,
cleaning, and child-rearing. Beastly indeed. Why did humans do it?

Various theories have been put forward, but none of them have
stood up to the facts. The one I learned in school was that human
population pressure forced people to make their territories more pro-
ductive. It would make sense if only it were true. If overpopulation
were the stressor, then archacologists would find the brittle, shrunken,
and degenerated skeletons of the malnourished before evidence of
agriculture, but they don’t. They find instead the long, strong, disease-
free bones and teeth typical of hunter-gatherers. It’s after agriculture
that human populations swelled past carrying capacity. “Population
pressure seems to have played no direct role in early stages of domesti-
cation,” conclude Douglas T. Price and Anne Birgitte Gebauer.”!

The archaeologists need to talk to the pharmacologists. Bighorn
sheep will chew their teeth down to the gums to eat psychoactive
lichen off of rocks. Cattle will return to eat locoweed until it kills
them. Birds get stoned on cannabis seeds, and jaguars eat the bark off
the yaje vine to hallucinate.”” Elephants make wine from palm sap.*
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Birds fill up on fermented berries until they’re drunk and disoriented
enough to die by flying while intoxicated. Ducks seek out narcotic
plants. Monkeys and dogs love opium smoke. Chimps will surmount
their fear of fire to smoke cigarettes, and tobacco is addictive to a
number of animals, including parrots, baboons, and hamsters. Rein-
deer will ignore food to pursue hallucinogenic mushrooms if they
smell them in use by Lapp shamans.** Now consider that the poppy
was one of the first domesticated plants—and aint nobody harvesting
those tiny little seeds to make a meal.

There are pharmacological substances in the annual domesticates
called exorphins. They’re opioids, affecting the human brain the way
that opium does. And yes, they are addictive. Milk, another agricul-
tural food, also contains exorphins, though in much lesser quantities.
G. Wadley and A. Martin, the researchers who developed this theory,

state,

the ingestion of cereals and milk, in normal modern dietary
amounts by normal humans, activates reward centres in the
brain. Foods that were common in the diet before agriculture
... do not have this pharmacological property. The effects of
exorphins are qualitatively the same as those produced by
other opioid ... drugs, that is, reward, motivation, reduction
of anxiety, a sense of well-being, and perhaps even addiction.
Although the effects of the typical meal are quantitatively
less than those of doses of those drugs, most modern humans
experience them several times a day every day of their adult

lives.?

According to Drs. Michael and Mary Dan Eades, “No one binges
on steak or eggs or pork chops; they always binge on cookies and can-
dies and other carbohydrate junk foods ... Cereal grains and products
made from them have an allure that transcends the mere taste bud
stimulation they provoke.”?

We did it because we got addicted, because those annual grains
offered up a happy, chemical hit. Plants have been playing with chem-

istry for one hundred million years, trying out strategies to repel po-
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tential predators and attract potential helpers. They make substances
like caffeine that dull the appetite, hallucinogens that initiate mas-
sive confusion, hormones to disrupt future reproduction, and frank
poisons to kill, all amazing in their precision. They also experimented
with chemicals to attract, and that provide bliss, ecstasy, spiritual in-
sight, and (all hail the goddess Theobroma) stimulate pleasure centers.
Too much of this and the potential animal helper is a useless addict.
But just enough and the addict can do a lot for the plant—and will
do what it takes to get more.

Like conquer the world.

2R 53

Start with a piece of land—a forest, a prairie, a wetland. In its
native state the land is covered with a multitude of plants, working
in concert with the microfauna—bacteria, fungi, yeasts—and with
animals from insects to mammals. The plants are the producers,
turning sunlight into mass, creating both the oxygen-rich atmosphere
for the rest of us to breathe, and the topsoil on which the rest of us
depend. This is called a perennial polyculture. Perennial because most
of the plants live many years, sequestering carbon in their cellulose
bodies, forming miles of vast root systems through the soil. Polyc-
ulture because there’s so many of them, all cooperating, competing,
contributing; all filling a niche with a necessary function. Perennial
polycultures are how nature protects and builds topsoil, how life has
organized itself to produce more.

This is what agriculture is: you take a piece of land and you clear
every living thing off it, down to the bacteria. Then you plant it to
human use with a tiny handful of species, often endless miles of a
single plant like corn, soy, wheat. The animals are killed, often into
extinction. They simply have nowhere to go. There were somewhere
between 60 and 100 million bison in the United States in 1491. Now
there are 350,000 bison, and only 12 to 15,000 of those are pure
bison that were not crossbred with domestic cattle. The land held be-
tween 425,000 and a million wolves; only 10,000 now remain. Some
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species of ground-dwelling birds were wiped out before they even
had names (European names, that is; I'm sure the indigenous peoples
knew what to call them). The North American prairie has been re-
duced to 2 percent of its original size and the topsoil, once twelve feet
deep, can now only be measured in inches.?”

Agriculture is based on annual monocrops, the precise opposite
of perennial polycultures, and it does the opposite of what nature
does: it destroys topsoil. “The deterioration of the soil is the inescap-
able injury of agriculture to the environment,” writes Steven Stoll.*®
Or as Tom Paulison puts it, “The planet is getting skinned.”® Agricul-
ture is a catastrophe that never allows the land to heal. And keeping
the ground bare involves enormous effort. Because life wants to live.
The trees keep trying to make a forest, the grasses want their prairie,
and the waters ache for a wetland. Abandon cleared land in New
England, and you’ll get pokeberry and brambles, then sumac and
birch, then maples and oaks and pines. In five years it'll be covered in
saplings; in ten years they’re too big to cut with a handsaw. This is the
earth protecting itself, covering its body in a living armor of green.

But its armor isn't thick enough, not when the assailants are
humans. Agriculture is more like a war than anything else, an all-out
attack on the processes that make life possible. Daniel Hillel explains,

by its very nature, [agriculture] is an intrusion and hence a
disruption of the environment as it replaces a natural ecosys-
tem with an artificial one ... The moment a farmer delineates
a tract of land ... he is in effect declaring war on the pre-
existing environmental order. Wishing to grow a particular
crop ... the farmer must now treat all the native species as
noxious weeds or pests, to be eradicated by all possible means.
However, in an open environment the wild species continue
to reinstate their stolen domain, so the farmer’s war is never

finally won.®

Agriculture is a march to the sea that’s encircled the globe. The
only land left is the stuff agriculturalists can’t use: too cold, too hot,
too steep, too dry.
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And agriculture isn’t quite a war because the forests and wetlands
and prairies, the rain, the soil, the air, can’t fight back. Agriculture is
really more like ethnic cleansing, wiping out the indigenous dwellers
so the invaders can take the land. It’s biotic cleansing, biocide. “In
the history of civilization ... the plowshare has been far more destruc-
tive than the sword.”! It is not non-violent. It is not sustainable. And
every bite of its food is laden with death.

2R 53

When I was in school, I took a class called “The Politics of World
Hunger.” I'd been a vegan for four years and I was well-versed in the
solutions to world hunger. Or so I thought. It turns out I didn’t know
shit. The professor, an agronomist who also raised sheep, made a
statement that sent a cold chill down my spine.

“The moment you put a plow to the soil, you degrade the soil.”

I saw it all fall like dominoes, the whole human race. There were
too many of us, billions too many, to use anything but agriculture to
feed ourselves. Our numbers made us dependent on clearing land and
using it for our species only. But that process was destroying the top-
soil. Without soil, there'd be no food, no life. If what he was saying
was true, the eventual end point was massive starvation.

“Plowing the soil exposes it to sun, rain, and wind,” he explained.
In case his words weren’t clear, he had slides.

For example, he had pictures of Mesopotamia, the “land between
the rivers”, in what is now called Iraq. You might have seen the pic-
tures—though probably from the perspective of reporters embedded
with US troops, not agronomists trying to bring the desert back to
life. The rivers in question are the Tigris and Euphrates. The area was
named the Fertile Crescent, but no one in their right mind would call
it that now.

Wide stretches of barren, salt-encrusted terrain [are] criss-
crossed with remnants of ancient irrigation canals. Long ago,

these were fruitful fields and orchards ... The poor condition
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... is due in large part to the prolonged exploitation of this
fragile environment by generations of forest cutters and burn-
ers, grazers, cultivators, and irrigators.... The once prosperous
cities of Mesopotamia are now zells, mute time capsules in
which the material remnants of a civilization that lived and

died there are entombed.*

The civilization of the Indus River Valley met the same fate.
India, Pakistan, Australia, Russia, the US, sub-Saharan Africa, Meso-
and South America, Egypt, Canada—if their arable land isn't already
salt-cracked, sun-baked clay, it will be. The Mediterranean, for in-
stance, was once a forest. There actually used to be cedars in Lebanon,
not just the ghost of one on the flag. “The hills of Israel, Lebanon,
Greece, Cyprus, Crete, Italy, Sicily, Tunisia and eastern Spain” were
dense with trees and topsoil a meter deep.** Stripped of its protective
trees, the soil washed into the sea. All that’s left now is scrubby brush
clinging to dry rocks browsed by goats, desiccating in the sun.

The city of Utica serves as an example of the scale of the destruc-
tion. Utica was a seaport at the mouth of the Bagradas River. But the
soil from the hills was carried to the sea by the river, where it built up
until Utica was no longer a port. The abandoned city now lies seven
kilometers from the coast, beneath ten meters of silt.** “The fate of
Utica,” writes David Hillel, “is typical of what has befallen the other
magnificent cities established by the Romans in North Africa.”®

In Lebanon (and then Greece, and then Italy) the story of civili-
zation is laid bare as the rocky hills. Agriculture, hierarchy, deforesta-
tion, topsoil loss, militarism, and imperialism became an intensifying
feedback loop that ended with the collapse of a bioregion that will
most likely not recover until after the next ice age. Lebanon was home
to the Phoenicians, the Mediterranean’s premier sea traders. Their
arable land was circumscribed by mountains, on which cedars grew.
Cedar lumber is prized for building, and especially shipbuilding, as
it’s naturally rot resistant. In case you think Maxxam and Plum Creek
invented it, the Phoenicians also clear-cut their land. Mesopotamia
and Egypt had no trees and were happy to buy. The Book of Kings
describes King Solomon sending laborers by the thousands to help
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in the effort to cut and haul cedar timber back to Jerusalem, where it
was needed (“needed”) to build temples and palaces. Such buildings
are a function of agricultural civilizations, with their hierarchies of
kings and priestly classes.

Next, the exploding population tried to farm the sloped land,
which led to the inevitable slide of soil into the sea. This led to the
final stage of agriculture: imperialism. The Phoenicians colonized
North Africa, Sardinia, Sicily, and Spain. The colonies provided food
by mining their own topsoil, taking the Phoenicians’ industrial prod-
ucts (mainly glass and dyes) in exchange.

Eventually Phoenician strength declined and the Greeks overtook
them. In their turn, the Greeks destroyed their own lands, turning “a land
once densely vegetated into a terrain of naked rocks.”® They deforested for
agriculture and for fuel for industrial processes like making pottery, bricks,
and metals. They also used lumber for the construction of carts, chariots,
and, of course, ships for trade and for the inevitable military conquests.
The Greeks also burned their forest to make way for animal pasture, which
they destroyed by overgrazing. Hillel quotes 7/e lliad: “Many a hillside do
the torrents furrow deeply, and down to the dark sea they rush headlong
from the mountains with a mighty roar, and the tilled fields of men are
wasted.” Warfare was the final insult to the land, as soldiers in the endless
wars of the region would specifically cut down the trees of vanquished
peoples. With the topsoil gone, there was no matrix to grow trees again.

The topsoil accumulated at the outlets of streams, eventually cre-
ating swamps. The swamps bred mosquitoes and the mosquitoes pro-
vided a vector for a brilliant new organism who found an unclaimed
niche in the human blood cell. Malaria is a disease of civilization, one
of the many. Writes Richard Manning, “[C]learing the tropical forest
first in Africa, and later in ... other regions ... created precisely the sort
of conditions in which mosquitoes thrive. Thus, malaria is an agricul-
tural disease.””” Every year between 700,000 and 2.7 million people
die from malaria. Every minute, it kills two Africans.*®

Then came Rome and the pattern repeated again: land cleared for
agriculture and industry, topsoil washing away, rivers clogged at their
mouths, streams running dry at their source. Explains Steven Stoll,
“Topsoil holds most of the available water in any ecosystem. Without
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this reservoir, moisture finds the nearest watercourse; land dries out;
climate changes.”® Down at the bottom, the silt created more malar-
ial marshes and destroyed the harbors at Ostia, Paestum, and Raven-
na. Tracks of land, called agri deserti, or deserted fields, were left bare
and abandoned. All powered by the toil and misery of human slavery.

The Romans’ mistreatment of nature was carried consider-
ably beyond the environs of their own land. Everywhere they
established their dominion, they repeated the same pattern.
Forest clearing took place extensively, as did overcultivation
and overgrazing of land to satisfy the avaricious demands of a

bloated center of power.”

One could substitute the name of any bloated power center
in place of Rome, and the same description of the agricultural jug-
gernaut—environmental, economic, social—that has encircled the
globe.

North America was once covered in forests so thick that a squir-
rel could theoretically travel from Maine to Texas without touch-
ing the ground. Where the rains gave out the prairies began, and
grasses ran root to root for two thousand miles. There were rivers that
swelled in their seasons, covering the land with a wild and tender
flood of fertility, and wetlands that released the water like a long, slow
sigh.

As I said, the native prairie is now 99.8 percent gone. Illinois
was once swaddled in twenty-two million acres of prairie, with some
forest groves and savannas.”’ In Nebraska, 98 percent of the na-
tive tallgrass prairie is gone.” There is no place left for the buffalo to
roam. There’s only corn, wheat, and soy. About the only animals that
escaped the biotic cleansing of the agriculturalists are small animals
like mice and rabbits, and billions of them are killed by the harvest-
ing equipment every year. Unless youre out there with a scythe, don't
forget to add them to the death toll of your vegetarian meal. They
count and they died for your dinner, along with all the animals that
have dwindled past the point of genetic feasibility. “You can look a
cow in the eye,” reads an ad for soy burgers. What about a buffalo?
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Five percent of a species is needed to ensure enough diversity for
long-term survival, and less than 1 percent of the buffalo are left.

Now, instead, we have agriculture. Indiana was once home to
over two million acres of prairie and forest. Only a thousand frag-
mented acres are all that remain. There were also thousands of acres
of tupelo gum and bald cypress swamps. Bald cypress are relatives
of redwoods but no one does tree-sits to protect them. Tupelo gums
are crucial to their animal cohorts, providing food for woodchucks,
turkeys, bear, deer, fox, raccoons, squirrels, and many birds. They can
live over five hundred years. There are a few small patches that have
been alive since before Columbus. Survivors, indeed. The National
Champion of Tupelo Gums—who knew?—was 105 feet high, with a
58 foot limb spread and a 27 foot, 1 inch circumference.”

Most trees suffocate under water. Their roots need oxygen. But
tupelo gum and bald cypress grow a spongy tissue above the wa-
terline, tissue that absorbs oxygen from the air like you and I do.
“There’s actual breathing going on,” says Richard Hines, wildlife
biologist at the White River National Wildlife Refuge.*

Maybe you don’t find trees and grasses compelling as species.
Maybe you don’t think of them as sentient or suffering. But they are
necessary for the creatures that do tug at your heart and conscience.
The scale of what has happened on this continent—on this planet—is
hard to absorb, especially when the knowledge brings nothing but
grief for anyone who is still breathing. And to go even further, to
question the nature of agriculture itself, is almost impossible. We live
in an agricultural society. It feels like questioning air, or god, or prog-
ress, or human survival, personal and collective. We don’t even know
how to question it. We live, mostly, in suburban-urban areas long
since decimated by saws and plows and abandoned to asphalt. We
know what the books say—impassioned, compassionate books—with
their hellish descents into factory farms and their righteous weigh-
ing of grain, all sixteen pounds. We don’t know about black terns or
Swainson’s warblers or canvasback ducks. We have no idea who is
dying to feed us.

We don’t know what agriculture is because no one’s ever told us
and we can’t see it for ourselves. We can’t see it because the destruc-
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tion has been so total we don’t know what the world should look like.
P've driven across Indiana four times and had no idea it was once part
forest and swamp. Who would look at Indiana and think swamp? It
wasn't until I read Gene Stratton-Porter’s 7he Girl of The Limberlost—
a children’s novel about a determined girl who uses her knowledge of
the swamp to pay her school fees—that I found out. The Limberlost
swamp was 13,000 acres, protected by another 12,000 acres of wet-
lands. The Limberlost State Historic Site gets over 10,000 visitors a
year, and two-thirds want to see the swamp. Becky Smith, the curator,
has to tell each and every one, “The swamp does not exist.”

Soil, species, rivers. That’s the death in your food. Agriculture is
carnivorous: what it eats is ecosystems, and it swallows them whole.

2R 53

Could it be different? Is it the nature of agriculture or just the
way we practice agriculture that’s destructive? In that regard, is
agriculture parallel to grazing? Appropriate animals integrated into
perennial polycultures will add to the fertility—indeed, they are
necessary for healthy woodlands, wetlands, savannas, and prairies.
But too many animals or the wrong kind of animals will degrade
the land, sometimes to the point of desertification. As discussed,
white-tailed deer are destroying the northeastern forests because there
aren’t enough predators. Without wolves and mountain lions, there
are more deer now than there were in 1491. Too-high stocking rates
of cattle and goats are degrading land the world over. But that’s not
inherent in the nature of ruminants; the destruction comes not from
doing it, but from doing it badly.

It is my conviction that growing annual grains is an activity that
cannot be redeemed. It requires wholesale extermination of ecosys-
tems—the land has to be cleared of all life. It destroys the soil because
the soil is bared—and it /as to be bared to grow annuals. In areas
with inadequate rainfall, agriculture demands irrigation, which drains
rivers to death and salinizes the soil. It also requires endless physical
labor for sub-par nutrition. And it has devastated human cultures,
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leaving slavery, class stratification, militarism, population overshoot,
imperialism, and a punishing Father God in its wake.

Has anyone been able to produce annual monocrops without the
destruction? Can agriculture be sustainable?

Wes Jackson writes:

Most of the northern European cultures and Japan have farms
that are maintained in a seemingly sustainable way. But as

we look at the success stories, we discover that a complex of
factors exists, including the nature of the rainfall, the nature
of the cropping system, the nature of the soils, and the nature
of the culture, which combine in unique ways to promote a
positively compelling sustainable agriculture. Even so, neither
northern Europe nor Japan comes close to feeding itself. And
the number of individuals or cultures that practice a sus-
tainable agriculture that is positively compelling ... is small
indeed. To suggest that the solution to the agricultural prob-
lem simply requires following the example of the ecologically
correct around us today is a little like suggesting that if more
people were like citizen Doe who displays good conduct, no
police or military would be needed. Well, both the police

and military do exist and both are signs of failure within and
of civilization.... But should we not be constantly looking

for ways to make them unnecessary? Should we not strive to
create an agriculture which makes unnecessary the example of

exemplary people within the current agricultural tradition?*®

Two-thirds of the earth’s land is unsuited for annual crops, de-
structive or not. It’s simply too wet, too dry, too hot, too cold, or too
steep to even try it. But where agriculture can be done, to approach
soil sustainability, the rain has to be gentle and come fairly evenly
across the warm season. The climate must also be temperate—too hot
and wet, and the biological activity burns through the organic mate-
rial quickly, leaving topsoil that’s naturally too thin for agriculture
(think rainforest). If the climate is too cold, then there isn’t enough
biological activity to degrade organic matter (think Greenland). The
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proper conditions are only matched in a few places on earth. Jackson
mentions northern Europe and Japan. Note well the list doesn’t in-
clude the major grain-growing regions of the world like the American
Midwest. The summers are too hot, the rain too infrequent, and the
storms too intense.

Beyond the climate and site factors, there’s the cultivation
practices. To approach soil sustainability, the fields are rotated from
annual monocrops back to pasture—to animals on perennial polycul-
tures—and then back to annual monocrops. The annual periods de-
stroy the soil; the animals and perennials build it back. If you're very
lucky the destruction and the rebuilding stay roughly even. But there
is no way to do this without domesticated animals. A vegan agricul-
ture is, in the words of Mark Purdy, an “ecological wasteland.””

Bill Mollison writes that nature builds topsoil at about 2-4 tons/
hectare a year, but in tilling we remove 40-500 t/ha a year. The worst-
case scenarios of flood or bad winds can destroy rwo thousand years of
soil in one season.’®

What about non-tillage systems? They are effective at slowing
topsoil losses. But to clear the land, the plow is replaced by herbi-
cides. Do I really have to argue that spraying poison across continents
is a bad idea?

So here is an agriculture without animals, the plant-based diet
that is supposed to be so life-affirming and ethically righteous. First,
take a piece of land from somebody else, because the history of
agriculture is the history of imperialism. Next, bulldoze or burn all
the life off it: the trees, the grasses, the wetlands. That includes all
creatures great and small: the bison, the grey wolves, the black terns.
A tiny handful of species—mice, locusts—will manage, but the other
animals have to go. Now plant your annual monocrops. Your grains
and beans will do okay at first, living off the organic matter created
by the now-dead forest or prairie. But like any starving beast, the
soil will eat its reserves, until there’s nothing—no organic matter, no
biological activity—left. As your yields—your food supply—begin
to dwindle, you've got two options. Take over another piece of land
and start again, or apply some fertilizer. Since the books, pleading
and polemical, say that animal products are inherently oppressive and
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unsustainable, you can’t use manure, bone meal, or blood meal. So
you supply nitrogen from fossil fuel. Do I need to add that you cant
produce this yourself, that its production is an ecological nightmare,
and that one day the oil and gas will run out?

Your phosphorous will have to be made from rocks. There’s a
reason for the popular image that equates hard labor in prison with
chopping rocks. How will you mine it, grind it, or transport it with-
out fossil fuel, using only human musculature and without using
slavery? For your potassium, you'll collect wood ashes, try some cover
crops, and hope for the best. Meanwhile the soil is turning to dust,
clogging the rivers, blowing across the continent. In 1934, the entire
eastern seaboard was covered in a thick haze of brown, the topsoil of
Oklahoma plowed to cotton and wheat, drifting like an angry ghost
to cover the eastern cities and further, to ships hundreds of miles out
to sea, a final, fitting tribute to the extractive economies of the civi-
lized.”® This is where agriculture ends: in death. The trees, the grasses,
the birds and the beasts are gone, and the topsoil with them. More of
the same is no solution.

Wes Jackson’s answer is an agriculture based on perennial grasses.
Right now, he’s trying to domesticate perennials. He writes that “agri-
culture itself is an ecological problem outranking industrial pollution”
and it’s a problem he’s devoted his life to solving. © He's attempting
to breed perennial plants that will devote energy to seed production.
Remember, one of the joys of being long-lived is there’s time, time
to develop roots and stems and woody mass, time to reproduce in a
leisurely fashion. Perennial grasses don’t produce large numbers of
energy-dense seeds because they don’t need to. Annuals, on the other
hand, are on a schedule. From the moment they sprout, their biologi-
cal clocks are ticking. Their survival strategy is big, fat seeds and lots
of them. The question is, can the herbaceous perennials be coaxed
into producing bigger seeds? “Some highly reputable plant geneti-
cists I have asked, who have worked and thought on the question,
not only have discouraging comments but lean toward a categorical
‘no’ when asked about the possibility of coexistence of perennials and
high-yield,” he reports.® Still, he’s trying. But being a scientist, not
a polemicist, his utopian farm of the future is still grazed by animals
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(cattle, buffalo, pigs, chickens) because animal manures are required
by the soil. Those animals also eat the stuff we can't eat (cellulose
stems) and turn it into stuff that we can (protein and fat).

Where I diverge from Jackson is in the why. Not the why of top-
soil loss and annual monocrops. But the why of why bother? His goal
is to develop an agriculture that functions like a prairie. My reply,
which feels more like a plainsong, is that we already have prairies,
or we did once. Humans have lived on savannas and grasslands for
millions of years without devastating them, and without needing
technical fixes. We shared them with other species and kept our own
numbers at carrying capacity. We didn’t destroy the world, our home.
We need agriculture that functions like a prairie because our numbers
have swollen past what the world can bear without us claiming more
than our share of it. We have to turn actual prairies into shadow prai-
ries because agriculture—especially the fossil-fuel based green revolu-
tion—has dramatically increased the human population.

Bill Mollison also has a solution involving the restoration of soil-
building perennial polycultures, which he named “permaculture.” He
explains, “Even the most ideal tillage just keeps pace with the most
ideal conditions of soil formation.”®* The best annual grain culture—
given the correct climate, typography, and animal rotation—can only
hope to replace what it’s destroying. Not build, like nature does: only
replace. And, yes, it’s better to destroy less. I think the black terns
must be pleading: please, destroy less. But why destroy at all?

2R 53

The mechanical destruction of clearing and plowing is destruc-
tive on its own, but a further problem is the salinization caused by
irrigation. Dissolved salts are present in all irrigation water. While
absorbing moisture, plant roots reject excess salt, because too much
salt will kill the plant. The problem is that salts then start accumulat-
ing in the soil, and that build-up eventually reaches toxic levels. In
areas where rainfall is plentiful, it may be sufficient to leach the salts
through the soil below the root level. Of course, in those areas irriga-
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tion itself is probably unnecessary. It’s the drier regions that will need
irrigation and then won’t have enough ambient rainfall to wash away
the salts.

The problem is exacerbated by a rise in the water table “that,
in the absence of adequate natural or artificial drainage, naturally
follows the flood-irrigation of low-lying lands.”® It can take years—
generations, even—but eventually the water table gets close enough
to the surface that evaporative capillary action starts. Now, as water
evaporates off the surface of the soil, it pulls more water up from be-
low, which then also evaporates. And all this water leaves salt behind.
Think of a hot day, how your skin gets slightly sticky with salt from
moisture evaporating off your surfaces. It’s the same process. Desper-
ate farmers across millennia have tried to save their land by applying
more irrigation to flush salts out, but this only accelerates the prob-
lem by raising the water table higher.

Entire civilizations have collapsed as a result of doing this to their
land, and the process is well underway in the major grain-growing
regions around the world.

2R 53

In case you need more convincing, I have in front of me a list
of birds. Swainson’s warbler is a small bird (5 to 6 inches) with a big
voice. It pokes its bill inside fallen leaves to uncurl them in search
of insects. “Condition at hatching,” writes the Cornell Ornithology
Lab, “helpless and naked.”** The Acadian flycatcher can hover and fly
backwards. The black tern with its gorgeous, glossy breeding plum-
age and its gregarious nature will live in flocks that can number in
the tens of thousands—try to imagine the sky awash with twenty or
thirty thousand birds. The male canvasback duck makes sweet coos
when he’s courting, and the female, like many bird mothers, pulls the
down off her body to line her nest.

I won’t belabor this. The list of birds is a roll call of the damned
and it stretches from here to hell. And any bird dependent on a river
will find its name written there.
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Because I also have a list of rivers, rivers I've never even heard
of, that are being destroyed for irrigation. Theyre being diverted and
drained to grow crops like wheat, rice, and cotton, and also for indus-
trial processes like hydro-electricity and dye works. “70% of all water
from rivers and underground reserves is being spread onto ... irrigated
land that grows one-third of the world’s food,” writes Fred Pearce, in
When the Rivers Run Dry, a book that will break your heart. In “Egypt,
Mexico, Pakistan, and Australia and across Central Asia, 90% or more
of the water abstracted from the environment is for irrigation.”®

Green revolution crops deliver more grain per acre, but in order
to do it, they use more water. The water has to come from some-
where, and that means more dams, more wells, more diversion—and
more salinization. Not only are we using nonrenewable fossil water—
water from deep inside aquifers that recharge at a glacial speed if at
all—but “projects that initially greened the desert are now creating
desert.”®® Worldwide, 25 million acres of arable land are lost each year
to salinization.®’

Take Pakistan as an example. The Indus River supplies irrigation
water for 90 percent of Pakistan’s crops. (Keep in mind that very little
grain is fed to animals in Asia and Africa—Chapter Three will address
this more fully.) One hundred thousand acres each year are aban-
doned because of salinization. That’s one-tenth of Pakistan’s fields lost
to date. Another fifth are waterlogged, and another quarter are barely
producing.®® Karachi is the fastest growing city in the world, explod-
ing with a population of environmental refugees.

In some parts of the Sindh Province, over half the land is barren.

The Indus River, one of the original sites of civilization, now runs
dry for its last few hundred miles. The delta of the Indus—and feel
free to insert Mississippi, Ganges, Ebro, Yellow, or Volta here—was
a species-dense series of wetland marshes, filled with fish, birds, and
dolphins. But the march to the sea is happening in reverse. Without
the silt that the river once carried, the delta is eroding. Without the
barrier of a delta, the sea is encroaching. A million acres that were
once mangrove swamps are now dead, drowned beneath the ocean.

Or take India. Two-thirds of India’s crops are dependent on un-
derground water. Wells in northern Gujarat once filled with water at
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thirty feet. Now wells at 1,300 feet run dry. Entire districts in Tamil
Nadu and Gujarat are being depopulated. As the floods from the riv-
ers fade, first into desert and then into myth, another flood takes their
place: a flood of people from the countryside into slum-bloated cities.

Rice, wheat, corn—the annual grains that vegetarians want the
world to eat—are thirsty enough to drink whole rivers. Countries
dependent on green revolution crops have a water consumption rate
several times that of Europe. Per capita, “Pakistan abstracts five times
more water per person then Ireland does, Egypt five times more water
than Britain, and Mexico five times more than Denmark.”® Irrigation
doesn’t “just” destroy wetlands and riparian systems. As the water ta-
ble drops, any trees left standing behind the plow die of thirst as their
roots no longer reach water. All that’s left is dust. And the dust builds
into storms, spreading, for instance, from China’s wheat fields across
Asia, “choking lungs in Beijing, closing schools in Korea, dusting cars
in Japan, and raining onto mountains and across the Pacific in west-
ern Canada.””® The Yellow River begins in the plateaus of Tibet, in an
area called “the county of thousands of lakes.” Over half those lakes
are only a memory on a map, having disappeared into wheat and rice
below. The World Bank warns of the “catastrophic consequences” if
China is unable to feed its people.”! The rivers are also warning us,
though they cant speak English. Of China’s 23,000 miles of large
rivers, 80 percent don't support fish anymore. If the earth could write
a report, we would forgive it for using only two spare words: eighty
percent.

Set aside the fossil fuel for the fertilizer and transportation. If
you live in Burlington, Vermont or Santa Cruz, California, and you
eat rice—ubiquitous, vegan brown rice—this is what you're eat-
ing: dead fish and dead birds from a dying river. It takes anywhere
from 250 to 650 gallons of water to grow a pound of rice.”* Pretend
your rice was grown in North America. Picture Texas or California.
They're dry grasslands of short-stem prairies. Or they should be. Now
picture rice, tropically lush with green—and up to its neck in water.
Where does that water come from? Now substitute “home” for “water”:
Long-nose gar and roseate spoonbills, American alligators and piping
plovers. There’s death on your plate, an entire ecosystem’s worth, but
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it happened out past the asphalt, far, far out, in a world we will never
know.”?

Some of these projects are worse than others: wheat on the edge
of the Gobi Desert (130 gallons of water/Ib); rice in Sindh (250-
650 gallons/Ib); confinement dairy cows in the Sonora Desert (500
to 1,000 gallons of water for a quart of milk). Tony Allen, a water
specialist, calls it “madness.””* And it is. But the good and the bad are
only different in degree, not kind. Damming rivers kills them. So, ob-
viously, does draining them. Irrigation is bound to create salinization:
like any conquering army, agriculturalists salt the land. Until what’s
left is asphalt and desert, variations on the theme called civilization.

2R 53

The Logone River in Cameroon gets its water from the Congo
rainforest. The river and its floodplain have been the mainstay of
hunters and fishermen, providing rich wildlife for millennia. The Fu-
lani, the largest nomadic population in the world, have used the area
for centuries. Then along came a state-owned rice company and its
dam. The plan was to use the water to irrigate rice paddies. One dam
and sixty miles of embankment later, the floodplain and its species-
rich ecosystem were destroyed.

You could condense my entire book into the next two sentences.

“Rich pastures of perennial grasses died, so that some 20,000
head of cattle had to move away. Fish yields fell by 90%.””

Agriculture has wiped out everything in its path, including the
humans. Considering this is Africa, they'd probably been living off
some version of this pattern—ruminants on grass, fish from the riv-
ers, animals integrated into perennial polycultures—for four million
years.

We can round out the Cliffs Notes with three more sentences.

Meanwhile, elephants and lions in the Waza National Park,
one of their last refuges in Central and West Africa, fled as
their water holes dried up ... With the entire flood plain in
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crisis, the human inhabitants fought over water and pastures.
Many left for distant cities.”®

This sequence has been repeating itself for 10,000 years. The last
people who know how to live sustainably—how to integrate them-
selves into the living landscape of grasslands and rivers—are pushed
off by the agriculturalists, to disappear into a hostile world where, like
the animals, they will surely die.

We are all these people, because in the end, none of us can live
without grasslands and rivers, oceans and forests. Money, especially
money accumulated into wealth, may buffer us for awhile. But the
needle is almost on empty. We're out of topsoil, out of water, out of
species, and out of space in the atmosphere for the carbon we can’t
seem to stop burning.

2R 53

Then there’s the Mississippi. Never mind the Indus and the
Logone—realistically, most of us in the US couldn’t draw those on
a map. But the Mississippi runs through the heart of this continent,
and in many ways, through the heart of this book. Only 2 percent
of the US’s rivers and wetlands are free-flowing. Less than half of the
original wetlands remain.”” Along the Mississippi and its tributaries,
only 20 percent of the bottomland hardwood forests are left, and cut
off from the rivers by levees, those are doomed to slow starvation.”
Along with a final roll call of animals: canvasback duck, American
crocodile (carries her babies to the water in her mouth), Hawksbill sea
turtle, Louisiana black bear, gulf sturgeon. You don’t need to hear the
rest.

What you do need to hear is that the river has been destroyed for
agriculture. To grow grain in areas with hot, dry summers requires
water. Not a living river, but water. A real river floods. The wetlands
luxuriate in silt and moisture, then slowly release the water back to
the river. But agriculturalists want land. They take it from the forests
and prairies and marshes, and they don’t want it to flood. And once



52 The Vegetarian Myth

food is turned into a commodity, it has to be transported from where
it’s literally mined from the last of the dead prairie soils, to the popu-
lation centers along the coasts from Portland, Oregon to Portland,
Maine, and across the world. So the river is turned to water, confined
to concrete channels cut deep enough for barges that carry the oil and
gas to fuel all this, and for the barges that ship tons of annual grains
that will become your daily bread. The channels stop the fresh river
water from feeding the marshes and swamps—and the vacuum is
filled by salt water. And digging deep enough for the barges also in-
creases the flow of salt water entering marshes and swamps. The salt,
of course, kills them.

Meanwhile snowmelts and heavy rain increase the volume and
velocity of the water in the channels. Without wetlands to absorb
the excess, the force of the water builds until the inevitable floods are
catastrophic. Writes Ted Williams, “The only flood protection that
ever worked is wetlands.””’

When the water does finally explode into the Gulf, it’s carrying
a burden of nutrients—nitrogen runoff from row crops and factory-
farmed animal manure—beyond what the normal balance of life-
forms can absorb. The excess nitrogen causes algae to grow exponen-
tially. As the algae die, the bacteria step up to the dinner plate. Now
there’s an abundance of bacteria, and they need oxygen. They need so
much of it that nothing else breathing can live there. Anything that
can swim fast enough gets out of the way. Anything that can’, dies.
There is a dead zone at the mouth of the Mississippi that’s the size of
New Jersey.

Fertilizing with synthetic nitrogen leads to run-off because those
fertilizers destroy the biological activity—the life—of the soil. Fer-
tilizing with manure is ethically unacceptable to moral vegetarians,
who consider domestication “exploitation,” and to political vegetar-
ians who think all arable land should be dedicated to growing annual
grains. Desert and dead zones are the end point of an agriculture of
annuals with no animals. Yes, the farms in the Mississippi watershed
could apply fertilizer more sparingly. Please, apply it more sparingly.
Maybe we can have a dead zone the size of Rhode Island instead. But
is that really what you want to argue for?
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Because here’s the world I want.

Before the US Army Corps of Engineers “improved” the
river, as it likes to say, there were no floodwalls and levees for
the Mississippi to blast through. It did not drown or render
homeless the Americans who lived beside it and who sim-
ply moved their tepees when it languidly inhaled. On high
ground they waited for the river to creep and seep through a
rich mosaic of wooded islands, wild rice fields, sloughs, mead-
ows, woods, ponds, and prairies—delivering seeds, renewing
the earth with its gentle snow of sediments.

With these annual inhalations came the floodplain spawn-
ers—bigmouth and smallmouth buffalofish and scores of
others, depopulating drought-killed oxbows, easing through
flooded timber and grasses, broadcasting eggs. Fry would
fatten on plankton blooms, and in summer fingers of the
gradually falling river would shepherd them back, leaving vast
mud flats that fed migrating shore birds. Otters gorged on
fish; cougars patrolled canebrakes; wolves hunted beavers in
bottomland forests. On their spring and fall migrations ducks,
geese, and other water birds streamed up and down the Mis-
sissippi’s reach, resting and feeding in vast wetlands renewed

by the unconfined river.®

And beside the river was a prairie that nurtured bison, ante-
lope, grey wolves, and black-footed ferrets. And humans. We lived
there once, too, not on it, but in it. We do have a choice, but it’s
not between life or death. It’s between being predators or destroyers,
between food that we live inside and food that we impose across the
world.

2R 53

The Klamath refuge system is used by 80 percent of the mi-
grating waterfowl along the Pacific Flyway. Klamath Lake hosts the
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biggest population of bald eagles in the continental US. The Klam-

ath River was once the third most productive salmon river system in

North America.? The salmon runs have been reduced over 90 per-

cent. It’s so bad for some species that they’re considered endangered.
Salmon are called a keystone species.

A keystone species is a species that has a disproportionate
effect on its environment relative to its abundance. Such an
organism plays a role in its ecosystem that is analogous to the
role of a keystone in an arch. While the keystone feels the
least pressure of any of the stones in an arch, the arch still
collapses without it. Similarly, an ecosystem may experience
a dramatic shift if a keystone species is removed, even though
that species was a small part of the ecosystem by measures of

biomass or productivity.®

In the case of the Northwest salmon, their spawning bodies
bring a huge influx of nutrients to the other inhabitants of the river.
They feed bears, otters, herons, eagles. Tons of nitrogen are embodied
in the fish and distributed through the riparian community as the
animals eat, digest, and defecate. Through this nutrient cycle, the fish
feed the trees, and this is important because the trees are crucial to
the life of the river. The trees provide shade which keeps the river cool
enough for aquatic life. Trees store the water that comes as spring rain
and snow melt, and then release it slowly as the ground slowly dries in
warmer weather. This keeps water levels high enough to provide oxy-
gen for fish. Fish feed trees, trees protect fish. Between fish and trees is
a whole glissando of species from daphnia to eagles, and underneath
them all is soil.

Beside the Klamath River is a long string of farms. Never mind
that the region only gets twelve inches of rainfall a year—the river
gives up its water for the farms. Thanks to the Klamath Irrigation
Project, most of the water from the river basin in Oregon has been
dammed and diverted for irrigation. In 2002, the water levels got so
low that somewhere between 34,000 and 68,000 fish died.*® They
gasped and struggled and finally suffocated. Their bodies bloated and
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rotted, and I'm told the stench was unspeakable. This was done for
the sake of agricultural products—potatoes, grain, onions—and for
cattle.

Two months later I sat in a meeting at an activist conference.
We were radical, righteous, and wrangling over food. The conference
had served only vegetarian meals, but a growing number of us found
that inadequate. Was there room for a range of options? No, because
innocent animals shouldn’t have to die. Meanwhile, in the kitchen,
there was a whole shelf of lettuce in the fridge. Where was it grown?
Who knows, besides far, far away. Probably California’s Central Val-
ley, where the waterbirds were once so thick over the Sacramento
River that they blocked out the sun. But the river and its wetlands
have been bled to death for agriculture, to grow lettuce, tomatoes,
artichokes: non-violent, vegetarian, inherently more sustainable than
animal source foods. Or such was the stand taken by my comrades.

And on the kitchen counter were three bags of potatoes, marked
“Product of Oregon.” No innocent rivers died for my food, I wanted
to shoot back. But I am over thirty so I took a deep breath instead.
I’s not just what’s dead on your plate, [ tried to explain, there are way
bigger questions you have to ask. Nobody wanted to ask them.

But this is my book, so I'll ask them here. What can feed hu-
mans on twelve inches of rainfall a year? Extend the question with
the clause: without destroying such a brittle environment? A brittle
environment with a river running through it? Why go through all
the trouble of damming up and destroying a river, a river dense with
fertility and food, and then all the work of planting onions and alfalfa
and wheat, when you could just sit back and wait for the fish, year af-
ter year from now until forever? Is this insane, or is it just me? Cattle
or other large ruminants like elk could eat the native grasses, though
in much smaller numbers than thirsty alfalfa can support. Any at-
tempt to grow annual crops, whether for animal feed or for vegetar-
ian staples like wheat or soy, will destroy this land. It will, ultimately,
destroy most land, but you'll see the results faster in an arid environ-
ment.

The moral vegetarians believe—and they believe it with all their
hearts with all their good reasons—that the question is /ife or death.
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But that is not the choice that nature offers any of us. We are all—
apple trees and coho salmon, earthworms and black terns—predators,
and then prey. Life or death? is not the question that will save us.

But this could be: what grows where you live? Ask it, and you’ll
see. To answer, you will have to know the place you live. And if your
food, your survival, is dependent upon the place that starts at your
beating heart and extends as far as your legs can walk in a day, you
will have to learn about rivers and forests, soil and rain. Writes Der-
rick Jensen:

If your experience ... is that your food comes from the grocery
store (and your water from the tap), from the economic
system, from the social system we call civilization, it is to this
you will pledge back your life.... If your experience ... is that
food and water come from your landbase ... you will make
and keep promises to your landbase in exchange for this
food.... You will be responsible to the community that sup-
plies you with food and water. You will defend this commu-

nity to your very death.®

What grows where you live? means what can grow, what should
grow, who should grow it? And for all of us it means: who is destroy-
ing the place where you live? Corrupt or even totalitarian govern-
ments? A political dictator? A sociopathic economic system that turns
corporate boards into legal persons with no responsibility to anything
except shareholder profits? Coal or timber companies? The triumvi-
rate of oil, auto, and construction industries that is literally paving
the road to hell? The World Bank? Or are there simply too many
people to ever eat sustainably from your foodshed? Over one hundred
countries depend on grain from Canada and the US, and that grain
constitutes 60 percent of all exports. For that matter, Massachusetts
imports 85 percent of its food. The last time Massachusetts was self-
sufficient for food, there were half as many people—and the land was
90 percent deforested, so we've got a problem.® Because there are too
many people for the land—any land—to support, we consistently
face Hobson’s choices: do we grow as much as we can locally and
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destroy the local landbase, or do we import, and destroy somewhere
else?

So What grows where you live? becomes Why are there so many
of us? This leads into the question of who controls women’s bodies.
Those of us who actually are women? Or are women just another
resource for men to use, in their endless quest to prove their toxic
masculinity and breed soldiers for civilization’s constant state of war?
The masculinity and the war—against people, against the planet—to-
gether have created a perpetual motion machine of domination and
destruction of the land and human rights. We will need to stop both
to save this planet. This is why militarism is a feminist issue, why rape
is an environmental issue, why environmental destruction is a peace
issue.

Those are all huge spin-outs from the same beginning place of
objectification, the process of turning living beings into things. The
rain, the river, the long stem grasses—are they members of your
community? Do you live inside your foodshed, or is the living land
just topsoil to be used until it’s dust? Are your human neighbors in
other countries participants in a common project of care and connec-
tion, or are they labor units to assemble your cell phones, and how
many soldiers will it take to keep them assembling? If you are a man,
do women exist to make you dinner and sons? If you are a woman,
you must surely burn for more. And for all of us, the planet is dying
under civilization’s regime: what will it take for us to fight back?

What grows where you live? One small question that could save
the world.

2R 53

At this point in my education, the desperate vegan in me had to
concede the following: Agriculture isn’t possible on two-thirds of the
world’s land. It’s too cold, too steep, too wet, too dry. My answer to
this: fine, then people shouldn’t live there. That I lived in one such
place—New England, with its cold, rocky hills of thin, acid soil—was
bracketed out of consciousness. “New England was naturally forested
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and agriculture was never appropriate for very much of this land,”
read and promptly forgot.®

I also conceded that growing annual monocrops in the places it
was possible would destroy the soil eventually. I answered this with a
prayer to Wes Jackson, hoping that he'd be successful in my lifetime,
and a vague plan to grow a lot of nut trees when my longed-for farm
materialized.

I conceded that irrigation was indefensible. I had no problem
there. If it meant a smaller human population, well, we had to get to
work on lowering our numbers and raising the status of women.*’

I conceded that I would need domesticated animals—their labor
and the products of their bodies—to farm sustainably. I needed their
manure and their unspeakable bones, their inconceivable blood. I
slipped back and forth across a very narrow ethical line, aghast at
my own willingness to even consider participating in domestication,
which was by definition the exploitation of animals. How could I
stop the insects that were after my food? Chickens and ducks were
the permaculture answer, in complete opposition to the vegan answer.
And what about the fertilizer? Maybe I could find another source
of unused manure. Well, maybe I could, but that’s like suggesting
dumpster diving as a solution to economic oppression. I'd only be
skimming the excess and pretending. The basic fact remained: some-
body had to keep those cows and goats so I could use the manure.
Animals, exploited for milk, meat, and eggs, were necessary for my
food, whether I kept or ate them or not.

Maybe—I inched toward the side of evil—maybe I could have
them without exploiting them. I could adopt animals nobody want-
ed—old hens, boy goats—let them live out their natural lives, and in
exchange I could have their manure and their bug-eating services. All
right, fine, it was a compromise, dependent on meat and milk. But
the animals were already here. And they didn’t have to die. Did they?

Because lots of other things did. I was locked in mortal com-
bat with the slugs. In dry years, they damaged the garden. In rainy
years, they devastated it. I'd plant starts that were eaten to the ground
twenty-four hours later. Poison was out of the question. It would
kill and keep on killing the million and one microbes I was trying to
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encourage, the birds, the reptiles, bioaccumulating up the food chain,
spreading another shadow of cancer and genetic damage across a
darkening planet. So I tried an organic solution: diatomaceous earth.
It worked. In two days the garden was slug-free and the lettuce was
mine. Then I found out how it worked. Diatomaceous earth is the
ancient bodies of small, prehistoric critters ground into powder. Each
grain of powder has tiny, sharp edges. It kills by mechanical action.
Soft-bellied animals like slugs crawl across it and it slices a million
cuts into their skin. They die from slow dehydration.

I was horrified by what I'd done, and horrified more that I hadn’t
known. Where was the outrage? There was enormous overlap between
vegetarian and organic proponents, both residing under a rough
progressive-to-radical sustainability banner. There was a vague Every-
body who knew that veal meant torture, that herbs were the people’s
medicine and could cure anything, that Oreos contained lard.*® Mol-
lusks are animals: why didnt anyone care?

And for one second, I knew the answer: slugs couldn’t scream.

Copper barriers repelled slugs, but I couldn’t afford those. I tried
the really woo-woo stuff: I prayed, I sang, I burned sacred herbs from
continents near and far, I left offerings, I pleaded with the Great Slug
Mother. But the lesser slugs didn’t care. They wanted to eat, and I
couldn’t blame them.

So I tried handpicking. I set the alarm to the middle of the night
and stumbled out into the dark where the cold dew soaked right
through my vegan canvas sneakers. I picked and picked and picked. I
slowed the rate at which they were winning, but they still won. And
the next morning I had a plastic container full of slugs. What now?
Was there a Farm Slug Sanctuary somewhere? I'd wedge my feet back
into my still-damp sneakers, hop on my bike, and ride down to where
the houses ended and a little stretch of woods began. And? I know:
the suspense must be killing you. I let them go. Which, as you can
imagine, took a wee bit longer than releasing, say, a squirrel. Eventu-
ally they all slimed their way to freedom. But the wait gave me time
to observe, and to let the observation swell into knowledge: there
wasn't much for them to eat here. Not compared to my garden. Two
plus two equals ... That’s why there were so many in my garden.
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And here? They were going to starve. This small patch of trees
already had all the slugs it could use. That’s what nature does: it fills
every niche. If there’s a free lunch, somebody eats it. In that quiet
little space of trees, adult knowledge began to fill me like a slow river.
Slugs—these slugs or other slugs—were going to die, and they were
going to die so I could eat. But the trees weren't tormented by that
fact, or not that I could tell. The silence of the woods, of the long
seep of time through trees and leaves and rot and trees again, was
its own prayer. And it wasn’t a prayer of repentance, but a prayer of
thanksgiving.

If the slugs had to die, then I had to be honest. I had to face it.
My food—my life—was supposed to be about integrity and courage.
If I had to kill—swallow hard, lift chin—to kill something, then at
least I would do it with as little pain as possible. Diatomaceous earth
took two days. Surely there was something quicker.

Beer. Slugs love it. They drink until they’re drunk and then they
drown. At least they die anesthetized and happy. I got a big bottle of
something cheap and left little containers of it scattered about the
salad greens. I went to bed steely with resolve: tonight, I was killing.

And I woke up at 2 AM in a panic. I couldn’t do it. On went the
sneakers, in went the dew, out went the beer. If I had to give up my
garden for the year, well, at least I wasnt killing.

A week later, I was forced into the produce aisle at the grocery
store, still relieved that I hadn’t killed. With my clean, vegan hands, I
picked up a head of lettuce.

Who the fuck are you fooling? may have been the first words of
my adult life. Like the people growing that lettuce didn’t kill slugs?
Or if they didn’t, of what possible value was food grown on land so
eviscerated by industrial farming that it supports no other life besides
chemically-coddled lettuce?

And not just slugs. Rabbits, raccoons, groundhogs, deer. I knew
what my food was up against. There in the produce aisle, vegetarian,
vegan even, | knew there was no escape. Death lay in the red burst of
peppers, in the pregnant sweetness of the melons. It waited behind
the sturdy green of the broccoli and it protected the soft tenderness of
the lettuce.
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And I hedged one more time. Okay, the slugs had to die, but I
still wouldn’t kill. I would get chickens and ducks and they would
kill. For me? No, it was their nature, their instinct to hunt insects.
And death by ducks was quick, quicker than diatomaceous earth. As
quick as, well, nature had decided. Wasn’t death natural?

Was it? Or wasn't it? Which way did I want the answer to fall?

Because if death was natural—a part of life, not an insult to
life—then why was I a vegan?

I didn’t go there. I went instead to the chapters in my homestead-
ing books on fowl. I agonized and I mulled and I prevaricated. I also
moved in with someone who had a house on five acres, two of mead-
ow and the rest maple and pine forest. The farm could begin.

Eventually twenty-five baby chicks arrived, a box of cuteness
made flesh. Never mind Trollope’s baby worship. Chick worship con-
sumed me. I lost hours just staring. They were the joy of my days. The
next year they were joined by ducks and geese, then by guinea fowl
and pigeons. And it was their nature to do the tasks I needed. They
ate bugs. The chickens, in fact, ate anything that moved: mice, frogs,
snakes. I once found a chipmunk tail in their yard: just the tail. I've
seen them chase squirrels, which was funny until it dawned on me
that if they were smart enough to hunt in packs they could take down
a squirrel. In fact, the subject-object position of “humans eat chick-
ens” might well be reversed. They pretty much ate anything I didn't
want to, and they ate plenty of stuff I flat out couldn’, like grass. I'll
never forget the first day I brought Miracle, my little duck, into the
garden with me. I didnt have to teach her. She knew. One bite of bug
and she exploded into quacks of joy: #his is what I was born _for! The
slugs were history. And I wasn’t killing.

Neither was Eichmann, whispered the Vegan Voice of Truth. Was
this a death camp for animals, the furred, feathered, exoskeletoned?
But everything seemed so peaceful. The birds were so obviously
happy, looking for bugs.

Sure, and Arbeit Macht Frei. All Eichmann did was arrange the
transportation. Isn’t that what you've done?

But I have to eat something, | begged, stretched to the end of my
ethical rope. Something. Right?
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But beyond the spare shore of the vegan world lay the hungry
sea of the fruitarians and the voyage out led to the promised land
of the breatharians—people who believed that humans in fact don’t
need to eat.

I had met a few of them on my vegan pilgrimage. They radiated
an intense fixation on food. When could they eat again, and how
little/how much was the axis they were stretched across. The torturer
or the tortured?

I remember Starling and her half-cup of yogurt, exactly half,
once a day. A banana for breakfast, the smidgen of yogurt at noon,
an apple at 4:00 PM. She'd been “weaning” herself from food and
was aiming for pure air in another six months. Watching her eat
was like watching an athlete, the exact balance between effort and
discipline. Would she take an extra bite? Lick the drop that hung
on the bottom of the serving spoon? Or would she force herself to
perfection, to stick the landing, to achieve the supremacy of will and
its reward, the grace of effortlessness? That’s where anorexia ends, the
pure physiology of starvation: the body stops wanting food, though
I didn’t know that then. There was something in Starling’s project
that I wanted, too: that grace, beyond need and hunger, beyond
death. If getting there felt more like punishment, I was willing to
endure it, if the goal was just and noble enough.

So how noble was this goal? Looked at through my vegan eyes,
it was a possible end point of my desperate urge to refrain from
killing. Why even kill plants when I didn’t have to kill at all? But
looked at through my feminist, political eyes, I was uneasy about
this project. Religions around the world engaged in ascetic practices
like severe fasting, and what those religions had in common was
patriarchy. Their He-God was removed from the earth, and holiness
was achieved by denying the world, made of flesh. Women were
temptations of sin, our bodies sources of shame instead of miracles.
“To live without eating was, of course, to deny one’s need for mate-
rial support or earthly connection,” writes Joan Jacobs Brumberg
in Fasting Girls: The History of Anorexia Nervosa.* The pagan in me
rebelled against the idea of vilifying hunger, sex, bodies—Tlife. Was

there a way to starve without starving, to embrace life so fully I
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could live on air, light, energy, the cosmos? Anything besides dead
things?

I had two competing impulses, two political belief systems that
went to my core and conflicted. At twenty-six, the practical won
out: I knew I had to eat. Even as a teenager I'd been bad at dieting. I
couldn’t embrace hunger—it was too miserable, and I always ended
up binging. So I set aside Starling and her sip of communion yo-
gurt, and all my questions about bodies and god and grace. I was a
vegan. That was righteous and it was enough.

Except now I was arranging for animals to be killed, killed for
my benefit. My personal Auschwitz. Maybe it was time to revisit the
breatharians. In the interim, Al Gore had invented the internet, so
the research was easy. I found Peter the breatharian, 5 9” and 115
pounds. He was so proud of himself that he posted pictures. It was
ghastly. Do I need to actually say that he was starving? He had links
to pro-ana websites and trigger pix to help you keep your eating dis-
order firmly enshrined. He offered to teach you how to break your
addiction to—no, not self-hatred—food. “Do you throw up?? If no,
would you be open to this option?”

Okay, I didn’t need to go any further into his happy, healthy
world. But what about the other articles, the ones that hinted at
mystic possibilities? Jasmuheen (Ellen Greve) claimed, “I can go for
months and months without having anything at all other than a cup
of tea. My body runs on a different kind of nourishment.”

Australia’s 60 Minutes arranged to observe her. Dr. Berris Wink,
president of the Queensland branch of the Australian Medical As-
sociation, made her stop the test after four days. Her speech had
slowed, her pupils had dilated, and she was “quite dehydrated, prob-
ably over 10%, getting up to 11% ... Her pulse is about double what
it was when she started. The risks if she goes any further are kidney
failure.”

Then there was the founder of the Breatharian Institute of
America, with the rather fitting name of Wiley Brooks. He claimed
he had been a breatharian for thirty years. In 1983 he was spotted
leaving a 7-Eleven with hot dogs and Twinkies. He admitted that
he sometimes broke his fasting with a Big Mac and a Coke. He
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explained that since he was surrounded by junk food, consuming it
added balance. How’s that for a new Twinkie defense?

Then there were the people who'd died: Verity Linn, kindergarten
teacher Timo Degen, Lani Marcia, Roslyn Morris. Jim Vadim Pesnak
and his wife Eugenia went to jail for three years for their involvement
in Morris’s death.

But Hira Ratan Manek said he could live on water supplemented
by the occasional cup of tea, coffee, and buttermilk. He was under
observation for three long fasts. During those fasts, however, he did
lose a lot of weight. The papers published on these fasts also admitted
that dozens of people had access to Manek during the studies, and the
studies themselves would never have met western scientific standards.

Prahlad Jani also claimed to be a breatharian, though 7%e In-
dian Rationalists labeled him a “village fraud.” But the literature is
filled with intriguing hints for anyone prone to believe. Practitioners
of Chinese Qigong and other mystical traditions make all sorts of
claims. The credulous and the desperate have plenty of material to
work with.

Case in point. “Sweetie, um, do you think...” I stumbled. Saying
something out loud always makes it more real. I managed to get to
the word “breatharian.”

“Lierre,” replied my beloved, in that tone of patiently suppressed
exasperation that I've forced her to perfect, “it’s called anorexia. And,”
she continued, emphasizing each word, just to make sure, “if you try
it, ’'m leaving.”

The voice of reason can be such a relief to people like me.

“But the ancient mystical Tibetan...” I tried, fervently hoping
she'd be able to stop me.

“Okay, let’s pretend it’s true. Is it really the best use of your life
to travel to Tibet in search of some guy on some mountain so you
can learn 7ot to ear? Is that really what you want to do with the time
you've been given?”

On balance, no. Saving the world seemed like a better To Do list.
I was free.

But in exchange, I had to accept death. Besides the slugs, there
were other things that had to die, so many other things, and all of
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them had mothers and faces, if I looked. Information was becoming
knowledge, knowledge I had missed because there was simply no one
to tell me. I was taught to look both ways before crossing the street. I
learned how to read when I learned to talk. I was even in on the secret
of where babies came from. I remember at five earnestly explaining
the word “vagina” to another little girl. I didn’t know the word “em-
powerment,” but that was my impulse. But food? That was a knowl-
edge gap I didn't close until I was almost forty, and only after battling
myself into emotional, physical, and ethical exhaustion.

So I had twenty-five chickens. The dead insects I could still play
moral hide-and-seek with. But twenty-five hens meant twenty-five
dead roosters. Here’s why.

Animals may reproduce in 50/50 sex ratios but they don’t neces-
sarily live that way. A common pattern is that males reach maturity
and engage in dominance battles until the excess males are killed
or driven out. These are the hard facts: to be driven out is to die.
Chickens typically live in groups of about twenty hens with one or
two cocks. This has nothing to do with humans. It’s how the species
Chicken has organized itself. The roosters fight until most of them are
dead or gone. Gone where? Into the stomach of a predator.

And that would be us.

It’s cruel to force extra roosters into a flock, cruel to the hens.
They'd have open bloody scrape marks down their backs from be-
ing mounted too frequently. I'd call that animal abuse. So what was
I supposed to do with the extra males? I tried keeping the hens and
roosters separate, but the boys spent their days pacing along the
fence trying to get in with the girls. In their spare time, they inflicted
grievous bodily harm on each other. The noise was unbearable. I hate
to imagine substituting bulls for roosters. That was my first year of
chickens, under the banner “Eggs, not meat!” I was desperate to draw
lines, and to keep myself firmly on the moral side. In the end I found
homes for two of the best roosters, a Black Australorp and an Arau-
cana. And the rest? I gave them to a family down the street, a family
who raised meat birds. Were my hands clean? As long as I didn’t look
down at them. My land needed chickens. Some of those chickens
needed to die. Whether or not I ate them, for my food to be sustain-
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able and organic, some animals had to die. I tried buying only hens
from the hatchery, but I already knew the information I was running
from. If I buy twenty-five heirloom hens, there’s twenty-five baby
brothers that nobody wants. Because nobody wanted those roosters.
The hens were one, two, three dollars each. The roosters they couldn’t
give away. People raising their own broilers bought chickens known as
Cornish x Rocks, which have been bred for meat production.’

So, I found out, the heirloom rooster chicks were killed. They
were turned into pet food or farm and garden fertilizer. Which is to
say that they were either eaten by your pets or, after a pass through a
plant, you.

Please do not suggest that I should have “liberated” the roost-
ers in the woods somewhere. People dump animals all the time in
rural areas. They die. They starve or get eaten by predators. It's much
kinder and more honest to kill them. At least as a human you can do
it quickly.

And if they don't die, if they manage to establish themselves,
congratulations. You've just introduced an invasive exotic to take
over the niche of a native species, probably another ground-dwelling
bird that’s holding on by its claws. The feral pig is one domesticated
animal that has been able to thrive in the wild, and they’re destroying
ecosystems in places like Hawaii. The native plants and animals have
no defenses against them, especially their destructive rooting habits,
and they have no predators, no check on their numbers.

Here’s the portion of the birds and bees talk that urban indus-
trialists, including vegetarians, seem to have missed along the way.
Animals reproduce. And here’s the math lesson to go with it. If you've
got ten acres and ten cows, next year you'll have twenty cows, twice
what your land can carry. Assuming half the new calves will be male,
you've got fifteen females and five males. The following year you'll
have thirty-five cows, 3.5 times your land’s carrying capacity. By then
the pasture will have eroded to dirt and everyone will be starving.

So you've got two problems. There will always be excess males.
Of course on most farms that isn’t a problem, because the point of the
endeavor is food, and “meat” is not a four-letter word. Farm people
eat the roosters as well as the male mammals. But there will also be
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excess females. For dairy animals to lactate, they have to bear young
every year. A dairy cow should have a milking life of twelve to four-
teen years. That means she’ll have about eleven calves. Only one is
needed to replace her. And the other ten? Where do you think veal
comes from? That’s why I was a vegan, not a vegetarian. That’s why
vegans call milk “liquid meat.” And I can't tell you the number of
vegetarians who, over the years, have refused to believe me. Simply,
stalwartly, refused.

“Go ask a dairy farmer” is my final attempt.

But of course, they don’t know any.

2R 53

I've been to farms that were balanced on the vegan/sustainable
tightrope. They all have fowl: chickens, ducks, guineas. “It’s a com-
promise,” they invariably say, always defensive. The other visitors are
puzzled. Compromise? Don’t chickens live on farms? And don’t farms
need chickens? It’s only a compromise if you're trying to overlay a
vegan ethic onto the biological truth of soil and the nutrient cycle. It’s
those facts that leave vegans with a Little Farm of Horrors and plants
demanding feed me!

I spent a weekend at one of those farms for a conference on
reviving local economies. It was in upstate New York. The directions
to the place were essentially “drive to Canada, turn around.” It was
cold even in August. They said they were vegan and they said they did
permaculture. What I saw was an uneasy hybrid, and like all hybrids,
it was ultimately sterile. They had a lot of perennial beds, full of fruit
trees, vines, and shrubs, piled deep with mulch and roped off. “Do
not walk on beds,” signs entreated everywhere.

“Please don’t walk on the beds,” repeated Doug, a man so emaci-
ated that when I first met him, my heart was punctured by compas-
sion. Cancer—chemo—obh god, was my first reaction. But he wasn’t
dying. He just wasn't eating. The interns—young, earnest, commit-
ted—Ilooked about as bad. Some of them had a noticeable C curve in
their posture, too much muscle wasting to stand up straight. A few
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of them were completely zoned out; it wasn't from pot, since the land
was drug-free, so I had to conclude it was a starvation high. Was I
the only one who noticed? Was everyone else that numb to a skeletal
aesthetic?

“We're a permaculture site,” he explained. “We don't till or plow.
We're building soil with mulch and, except for some annual vegeta-
bles, they’re all perennials.”

So far, so good.

Asian pears, gooseberries, hardy kiwis, blueberries. It’s all nice
stuff, but humans can’t live on fruit. What were they eating?

Around the back were the chickens and guineas.

“We need them for pest control and to clear garden beds,” he
apologized. Theoretically. In fact, the birds were in a wire pen, and
while they had plenty of room and a nice secure house, they had long
ago scratched the earth bare. No grass, no bugs: what were #ey eat-
ing?

The economic mainstay of the farm was the trees. “Trees are what
we have,” he defended. “Look at this land. See the slope? The soil? We
can barely grow lettuce.” So they did sustainable logging, wood prod-
ucts. And that meant a pair of draft horses. More apologies. Unlike
tractors, horses required no fossil fuel, no steel mills or extractive min-
ing, no bank loans. They can heal themselves, and they reproduce.
But what were #hey eating?

Past the horse barn were a few acres that had been clear-cut to
stumps. Two pigs and two goats were, finally, eating.

“We need these animals to clear this land for us,” Doug pleaded.
The goats were does, but he was quick to add that he wasnt going to
breed them. I could see they were Nubians—dairy goats—the Jersey
cows of the caprian world. What kind of sense did any of this make,
these moral bargains against the facts of life? Because life was not go-
ing to meet Doug halfway.

The land was being cleared to make pasture for the horses. Right
now they had to buy hay from another farm. All right, one loop
closed: the horses would be fed.

Then the dinner bell rang, a gong that sang like gold across the

mountainside. It was beautiful there, the hills the green of deep sum-
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mer, gentled with sun. Fifty people lined up outside the dining hall,
hungry. What we ate was bread and lettuce.

We repeated this meal six times over the next forty-eight hours.
Breakfast was mostly pancakes, though it included a spare spoonful
of scrambled eggs for the less-evolved, dished out with an expres-
sion of smug pity. “No eggs, no dairy!” the sign above the pancake
griddle celebrated. Sure. How many times over how many years did I
gnaw my way through such culinary delights? Lunch was bread and
salad. Dinner was bread baked into a casserole with soy milk, and
vegetable soup Dickensian in its lack—and please, sir, I did not want
some more. Sunday was a breakfast of bread and a lunch of bread.
They were proud of this bread, baked in an oven of handmade bricks,
Doug explained, and fired by wood they harvested themselves. All
commendable. Life-support that starts from the question: how can
I live here without hurting this land? How can I take what I need
without destroying?

But the food itself? The question hit the wall of ideology, and
ideologies can build a sizable wall, as Berlin can well attest. Here were
people so committed to their topsoil that they roped off five acres of
garden beds. They certainly understood the principle of following
nature’s template: soil covered at all times in perennial polycultures
and permanent mulch. But the basis of their diet was wheat and soy,
annual monocrops grown out of the last biomass of the decimated
prairie two thousands miles away. This farm was afloat on the Missis-
sippi River and the Ogallala aquifer.

The only thing standing in the way of true sustainability was
their vegetarianism. Because they could easily have been self-sufhicient
for food. The goats and pigs were already on site, already eating food
that actually grows in upstate New York. If they'd bred the does and
the sows, and let the fowl reproduce, they would have had a supply of
meat, milk, and eggs that would have lasted from now until the sun
burns out. Instead, there was essentially no protein on the table, or
on the people for that matter. The only fat was optional. The butter
(a concession, I'm sure, but the other choice is hydrogenated oil) was
from Wisconsin, organic but insane when three hundred yards away
there were two healthy mammals, filled up on forest browse, ready



70 The Vegetarian Myth

and willing to lactate. There was also olive oil for the salads. Sure, the
Canadian border is a region renowned for its olive trees.

And the salads? The lettuce, at least, was grown on site, fertil-
ized by the fowl manure, even though the birds were also surviving
on the corpse of the prairie. The fowl ate almost nothing but grain,
supplemented by occasional weeds and scraps thrown over the fence.
The purpose of these birds remains a mystery, their contribution a net
loss. They weren't allowed out to forage for greens and small animals.
All their food had to be purchased. Nobody would admit to wanting
their eggs, and the eggs of fowl fed such an unnatural diet are nutri-
tionally deficient.” They certainly weren't being raised for meat. I was
a guest in Doug’s home, and there was only so much I could ask, so
to this day I still don’t know the purpose of the birds.

Sunday’s salad was a big bowl of raw kale sprinkled with nastur-
tium flowers. You know those nightmares where youre back in junior
high and you have to start over because you missed a gym class? And
at some point you start to remember, wait! [ have a job, a house, a
Ph.D., an eight-year-old child. You cling to whatever symbols of
adulthood you've accumulated—rzhey can’t make me do this—to try to
wake up?

Staring down at the plate of raw kale, I woke up. They couldn’t
make me go back. They couldnt make me eat this. I'd done enough
damage to my body—my thyroid, my joints—Dby eating the inedible.
For twenty years I'd choked down some frankly disgusting food, and
I'd made myself like it. No more. I scraped my plate into the compost
bucket and I didn't care who saw me. And I rejoiced. I had firmly and
forever left that world where starvation was the standard and politics
a thin gruel of nourishment.

And on the eight hour drive home? My carpool begged to stop
for pizza and ice cream, and we soaked up animal protein and fat like
parched ground in the rain.

2R 53
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Again: for someone to live, someone else has to die. A friend
offered that to me once, and it helped. This was the ancestral wisdom
of her people. I don’t have an unbroken line back to a living, pre-agri-
cultural tradition, but the fragments that survive whisper to a similar
theology.

In the animist world view, everything is alive: rocks, rain, rivers,
birds. According to Luther Standing Bear:

From Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit, there came a great uni-
fying force that flowed in and through all things—the flowers
of the plains, blowing wind, rocks, trees, birds, animals—and
was the same force that had been breathed into the first [hu-

man]. Thus all things were kindred... **

Here, there is no hierarchy where humans and maybe a few
animals like us are the beings that count as “sentient,” or “conscious,”
or somehow more worthy. We are all made of the same substance, a
substance animate and sacred. Because of that similarity, because we
are all siblings, communication with plants, animals, stars, and even
the dead is an accepted and expected activity. The animating sub-
stance is more energy than mass, more motion than thing. It passes
through us, temporarily taking the form of a fish or a flower, and then
it’s transformed into a heron or a hummingbird, and then again into
a coyote or an apple. And even though fish and flowers die, Fish and
Flowers continue. Jessica Prentice, the mother of the word /locavore,
explains:

In ancient Greek, for example, there were two different words
for “life”: bios and zoé ... [A]ll living things rely on the death
of other living things ... zoé-life, life in the biggest sense of
enduring life, Life with a capital L, requires the sacrifice of
bios-life, the particular lives of living creatures. Zoé takes (kills,
consumes, eat, sacrifices, requires) bios. A core understand-
ing of this adult knowledge lies at the heart of many spiritual

practices and religious traditions worldwide. Death extin-
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guishes a particular life, of course, but it doesn’t extinguish
Life. Life endures and transcends death.”

And the beauty in this is that, nice as it would be to have a wise,
ancient grandmother to teach us, we don’t have to have one. All we
need to do is observe. Find a small wild spot somewhere, the edge of
a parking lot, the tree outside your window, and watch. Really watch.
This is what you will see: everything is eating and then being eaten,
and through it all life endures. There is no hierarchy, only hunger.
And it’s through our hunger that we participate in the cosmos, in an
endless cycle of life, death, and regeneration. For 98 percent of our
time on Earth this was our religion.

The religions of the civilized are equally similar. Gore Vidal calls
them “the Sky God people.”® God is removed from the living world
(and changes gender), leaving the earth defined as inert matter. The
sacred is reduced to a punishing Father, split from all life processes.
The only thing holy is far above—and you disobey Him at your own
peril. Morality is a rigid code, the one true way, not a lived experi-
ence. The further humans move (or are moved, often by force) from
hunters to horticulturalists to agriculturalists to urbanists to industri-
alists, the further the sacred recedes, first to heaven, then condensed
to monotheism, until finally it dies in irony.

In one sense, humanism was simply the last step in the process
of desacralization. Man dispenses with the sacred altogether, putting
himself at the center of the moral universe. And in some ways this is
an improvement. Personally, I would rather live in a liberal democracy
than a religious theocracy. Funny how little things like voting and,
say, being able to leave the house without a male relative’s permission,
matter. But religious theocracies are the result of agriculture. That
level of organized hierarchy didn’t exist until civilization.”” And I rec-
ognize fully that human rights have been won only at the cost of gen-
erations of struggle and that we aren’t finished yet. Just for instance,
there are 27 million people still enslaved around the world, including
1.3 million women and girls bought and sold into sexual slavery.

But the narrative of capital-P Progress reads a little too much like
the story of Manifest Destiny or God dispensing Promised Lands. Be-
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cause while we—human race we—have made theoretical and material
strides toward a single, universal standard of human rights, we've also
lost in ways that are crucial to the survival of life on earth.

The ancient world of the West saw the earth and the cosmos as a
living body, and even into Christian Europe there were still religious stric-
tures against human harm to the earth. But humanism removed those
last restraints on human activity by killing off God, and replacing the
metaphor of a body with that of a machine.” The world has been dying
at an exponential rate ever since. Kinda hard to call that progress.

Humanism leaves us a contradictory legacy. In some ways it is an
unfulfilled promise: all people should have the rights guaranteed by
documents like the United Nations Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights. At least humanism gives us an ethical platform to argue
from. If all men are created equal, then “all” can’t just mean “white
and rich” and “men” can’t just mean “male.” The struggle involved has
cost people their lives, but the idea—the ideal—that we have inalien-
able rights, that we are inherently equal, that we should all have a
collective say in how our societies are organized, has had a profound
impact on systems of domination around the world. Hierarchies like
to declare themselves the natural order, arranged by a supreme being
in the office at the top. And don't even try making an appointment—
He’s busy into eternity. First there’s God, complete with thunderbolts,
guilt-inducing moral code, and penis. Then there’s the king. Then the
priests and the generals, usually vying for power. Beneath them are
the merchant traders, beneath them the skilled craftspeople. The base
of the pyramid is reserved for the laborers, usually serfs or slaves, and
the base extends deep and wide. In ancient Athens, the revered origin
of democracy, 90 percent of the population was enslaved. Adam
Hochschild, in his extraordinary book Bury the Chains: Prophets and
Rebels in the Fight to Free an Empires Slaves, writes that in 1800, 80
percent of the world lived in serfdom or slavery.” Whatever else hu-
manism has done, it has given people some tools to resist oppression
both psychologically and politically.

So God may have given man dominion over women, animals,
and the earth, but once we knock him off his throne, the question is:
does the whole kingdom crumble?
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Not necessarily. Putting humans at the center of the moral uni-
verse still leaves us with the dichotomy of culture vs. nature. The attri-
butes assigned to humans are elevated into the defining distinction.
Only humans are rational or self-conscious, or have agency, or are
aware of our mortality, and that sets us above and apart. Humans may
matter, but everything else is dead matter. Some currents of this phi-
losophy say that humans are how the earth knows itself, the pinnacle
of evolution, what the planet has done all this for. The reason to save
the rainforest is not because the rainforest has the right to exist, but
because there might be plants there that can cure human cancer. In
this culture, humans aren’t part of the natural world—we act against
it and then have to weigh human “needs” against the destruction of
other species. And there is nothing in humanism to argue against this
behavior.

Animal Rights (AR) as a political philosophy is an offshoot of
humanism. Just as the inalienable rights of liberal individualism have
been extended past white rich men to include (theoretically) the rest
of humanity, they should be extended to animals. Not all animals,
though the Animal Rights people never come out and say that. The
animals that matter are the ones that are like humans in very specific
ways.

[ won't eat anything that has a mother or a face. There are three
unspoken characteristics that define which animals the AR people
advocate for. Does it care for its young? Does it have facial features
that are recognizable? Does it vocalize when it’s in pain? These are
characteristics that define more than who is /ike us. There are plenty
of other attributes that some animals share with humans, say, hy-
permobile fingers or the ability to store food. But those three are the
dividing lines because they are the ones that are primary to the survival
of a human child. Without parental care, we die. The only way an in-
fant can communicate distress—hunger, pain, fear—is by crying. And
we apparently are born with a template for the human face. There is
something crucial to our survival about our ability to bond mother-
to-infant, an ability that depends on this recognition.'®

And everyone who’s had a baby knows about the endless hours
that can slip away in simply staring into your baby’s eyes. I don't even
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have my own and I know how compelling that experience can be. It
feels primal, instinctive, I'd say “preverbal,” but it doesn’t lead to or
need words. It doesn’t feel like a stage. It feels like the thing itself, the
universe entire.

These are not qualities we value for the sake of the animals. They
say nothing about, for instance, an animal’s ability to feel pain, or
fear, or dread. Those of us who care about animal suffering are end-
lessly accused of sentimentality, and to our accusers the insult in that
word is self-evident. The problem is that, in some sense, the accusa-
tion is true.

For the sentimentalist it is not the object but the subject of
the emotion which is important. Real love focuses on another
individual: It is gladdened by his [sic] pleasure and grieved

by his pain. The unreal love of the sentimentalist reaches no
further than the self and gives precedence to pleasures and
pains of its own, or else invents for itself a gratifying image of

the pleasures and pains of its object.'”!

The quote is from Roger Scruton’s Animal Rights and Wrongs, a
book that to me was the equivalent of prodding Sappho’s rubble on
the beach, and yes, I am squeamish. 'm uneasy criticizing a move-
ment that is working to stop torture. And it leaves me with a wrench-
ing sense of moral cognitive dissonance to find my criticism expressed
by someone who is otherwise repugnant to me. But sometimes your
enemies are your best critics, and Scruton is precisely right about
sentimentality.

The AR movement is liberal individualism applied to animals. It
is a reflection of human needs and desires, not the needs and desires
of animals themselves. The animals, for instance, want to hunt. They
want to eat the food evolution has designed them for. Like the vegan
who suggested putting a fence down the length of the Serengeti, the
ARs end up having a problem with the animal nature of animals
because they’re arguing from a philosophical base of humanism. It’s
a bad idea for humans to kill other humans, for our culture to social-
ize its members to violence, sadism, hierarchy. We need justice, not
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domination, to make a human society worth the name. But those are
human concepts.

To the extent that ARs stop factory farms and vivisection, on a prac-
tical level who cares about their philosophy? But if the larger goal is an
egalitarian culture nestled sustainably inside its land base, the AR model
will fail. It will fail because the diet the ARs aspire to is an environmental
nightmare and the planet is out of topsoil. The annual grains of the veg-
etarians are causing mass destruction. But it will also fail because human-
ism contains no philosophical or moral constraints on human activity,
no check on human hubris or our destructive capacity. An AR position
derived from a humanist ethic will also fail because it’s completely at
odds with the nature of nature, including the nature of animals. Animals
kill. So, for that matter, do plants. Do you know why the world smells
so good after a rainstorm? The sweet scents are chemicals released by
plants to attract the insects that attack their neighbors, their competitors.
“Thou shalt not kill>—or the Buddhist version “Abstain from killing”—
is a fine moral guideline for human society. It is nonsensical when
applied to the natural world. Matthew Scully, in his book Dominion,
uses the phrase “moral degradation” to describe cats, foxes, and weasels.
“Moral degradation?” replies Michael Pollan in full italics.’* Nature is no
more moral than it is immoral. It’s amoral, by definition. Life is literally
a process of one creature eating another, whether it’s bacteria breaking
down plants or animals, plants strangling each other, animals going for
the throat, or viruses attacking animals. “All of nature is a conjugation of
the verb ‘to eat,” in the words of William Ralph Inge.

The paradigm that asks us to reject death certainly provides a
simple ethical code, a code that can rally the righteous, but it is the
black-and-white thinking of a child. The tremendous moral vigor that
is the gift of youth seems to demand such rules, but they are essen-
tially slogans and ethical platitudes, which are the root of fundamen-
talism. Adult knowledge demands more, starting with more informa-
tion, and it includes the ability to incorporate that new information,
to recast as necessary the behaviors informed by our values. Adults
don’t just absorb, they learn. The challenge of adulthood is to remem-
ber our ethical dreams and visions in the face of the complexities and
frank disappointments of reality.
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I used ideology like a sledgehammer and I thought I could bend
the world to my demands. I couldn’t. The needs of soil, the truth of
the carbon cycle, and the nutritional requirements of the basic hu-
man template were a reality of brute, physical facts that would not be
moved. I had built my entire identity on death being an ethical taboo,
a moral horror, one that provoked a visceral shudder through body
and soul. But “death-free” is not an option that the processes of life
offer us. “We can dominate or we can participate, but there’s no way
out,” a friend who grows her own food offered. We can rail and cry all
we want, but in the end we have to make peace with the world, the
good, green earth we claim to love so much but understand not at all.
In dreams begin responsibilities, yes, but with understanding comes
more. Eventually we see our only choices: the death that’s destroying

life or the death that’s a part of life.

2R 53

Where does that leave us morally in our dealings with each other,
with animals, with the planet? First, we need to stop sentimentalizing
nature. The sentimentality takes two forms. The first is the macho,
Teddy Roosevelt (always elevated to his spare initials, “TR,” in the
pro-hunting literature) approach. Nature is violent and bloody, so
there’s nothing wrong with men (and it’s always men who are allowed
to lay claim to violence) behaving the same way. “Death by violence,
death by cold, death by starvation—these are the normal endings of
the stately and beautiful creatures of the wilderness. The sentimen-
talists who prattle about the peaceful life of nature do not realize its
utter mercilessness.”'” This is observably true. If you don’t know it,
that’s because you haven’t seen enough actual nature to know how it
works. It’s not your fault. Even people in rural areas often live in an
entirely human-made environment, buying their long-distance food
from the grocery store, heating and cooling with a touch of a fossil
fuel button, plugging into the TV and the internet for social contact.
Rural life is urbanism with a view. The big excitement is the deer eat-
ing the shrubbery or the raccoons getting into the garbage. But the
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facts of nature are that the young and the old are killed. Ninety per-
cent of most animals’ babies don't make it to maturity. And as for the
old, “As a rule, animals in the wild don’t get good deaths surrounded
by their loved ones.”'**

The TR crowd would argue that because animals do it—whatever
it is, hunt, kill-—humans are allowed to as well. Never mind that no
(other) animal is capable of building a CAFO or keeping other ani-
mals in lifelong torment, that factory farming doesn’t exist—and could
never exist—in nature. The TRs have their own sentimentality and it’s
a maudlin attachment to their own masculinity, their own longing to
invade and conquer, their own entitlement, which they project onto
animals in order to claim it as the natural order. Nature is about domi-
nance; we are but participants, they shrug.

The flip side is the ARs ignorance and denial of death, of the
nature of nature. They shows their ignorance in their insistence that an
agricultural diet of annual grains is sustainable and death-free, when in
fact it is inherently destructive and saturated in death. This approach
reaches the ridiculous with ARs trying to save animals from them-
selves, from their animal needs and desires, to hunt, to kill, to eat and
be eaten in turn. Animal rights philosophers, writes Michael Pollan,

show an abiding discomfort not just with our animality,

but with the animal’s animality, too. They would like noth-
ing better than to airlift us out from nature’s “intrinsic evil”
[predation]—and then take the animals with us. You begin to

wonder if their quarrel isnt really with nature itself.'”

And the AR’s denial of animals’ actual nature can be stunning.

I had a conversation with a vegan who had once had a small flock of
chickens.

“They’re the perfect animal,” she gushed. Admit it, you know the
tone: smug and precious and self-satisfied because her belief in non-
violence had been reaffirmed. “They don’t hurt or kill anything.”

They don’t whar? My mouth dropped open. It was all I could do
to shut it. Chickens eat anything that moves, including insects, mice,
moles, snakes, frogs, including baby chicks, including each other. 1
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could forgive the average person who has probably never seen a real
live chicken. But this was from someone who had lived with chickens.
Had she really not noticed her chickens snapping at flies, ripping into
mice? Was her attachment to her ideology so strong that she hadn’t
seen the actual facts? And not just once, but every single day?

What the ARs and the TRs have in common is this. They want
to defend a political and ethical program by referring to capital-N
Nature. This is a neat rhetorical trick on both sides, because who
can argue with Nature? The ARs refuse the basic fact that death is
the substance of life because they want to believe that they—and all
humans—can eat without killing. The TRs are more realistic about
life, if more repulsive. What they are missing is all the rest of nature,
the part where mother bears defend their cubs with their lives; where
when one goose is wounded during migration, two others go down
with her to keep vigil until she recovers or dies; where plants send
insecticides through their roots to ward off a companion plant’s at-
tackers; where care, compassion, and sacrifice describes the behavior
of living things.

We can see whatever we want to see in “Nature.” Slugs—her-
maphroditic and slow-moving—make love for hours, while male dol-
phins kidnap and gang-rape females. Nature provides many things,
but a clear-cut moral code for human concourse is not one of them.'%

We need the moral guidance that socialization provides precisely
because we are human. Our species is capable of a huge range of
behaviors, from ennobling acts of courage to, yes, moral degrada-
tions like sadism and genocide. That is the particularity of our species,
the joy and the horror of being human. To point to our capacity for
moral agency does not require placing humans above other animals
in a “natural” hierarchy, because all animals have their own specific
abilities. Homing pigeons can find their way home from 1,200 miles.
Whales can stay underwater for two hours. Hummingbirds process
visual information so quickly that television looks like a slideshow to
them. And we are not the only animal that has to teach our young,.
Old lobsters show their migration routes to young ones by holding
claws, the way we hold hands, and walking the long miles together. A
kitten without a mother to teach her may not ever learn to hunt small
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mammals. Such cats will let mice run all over them—though once
they are shown, they never forget. A bee coming home from her
first pollen run will be stroked all over by the other bees in praise
and encouragement, even though she’s probably carrying only one-
tenth of what she will learn to in a few weeks. Beavers held in cap-
tivity without flowing water don’t know how to make dams—that
knowledge was passed down through the generations until humans
interrupted their process of enculturation.

One day in the garden, I moved a small stone and uncovered an
ant hill. The nurse ants had been using the underside of the stone
as protection for the pupae until I moved it. All I had wanted was
a few more inches in the lettuce bed. What resulted was panic and
death. Ants running in every direction as fast as they could. No, not
as fast as they could. They each grabbed a baby with their front two
legs and ran with the other four, risking their own survival to save
their young. I sat watching, trying not to cry. Putting the rock back
would kill them. There was nothing to do but keep witness to the
suffering I had brought to beings who were in the end only differ-
ent from me in scale. Who among us would leave a burning build-
ing without grabbing as many infants from the daycare center as
our arms could carry? And I hadn’t even meant to kill ants. I'd only
wanted a little more space for myself.

If you look to Nature you can find justification for almost
anything. My chickens live in a hierarchy, the original pecking
order. And peck they do. Some of the hens have bald patches from
being incessantly plucked. This isn’t about crowded conditions or an
unnatural environment; they have two acres of woods and meadow
and all the food they could want. This is about the nature of social
animals, and there isn’t any way to train them out of it. Chickens
don’t mourn their dead—they eat them. On slaughter day they’re
always underfoot, waiting for snacks. Here’s how I know when
there’s been a hawk kill in the back meadow: I see hens with blood
all down their breasts from gorging on the leftovers.

And yet, there’s always more to the story. If a chicken by herself
sees a predator, she’ll hide as quickly and quietly as she can. Buta
chicken in a flock will sound the alarm, a loud, high shriek of warn-
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ing. She’ll draw attention to herself, put herself at risk for the good
of the flock. Moral agency? What else to call it?

If you want to find blood lust you will find it. I lost thirty-nine
chickens to one fox: it was carnage. A farmer down the road lost
two hundred to a single coyote. Weasels, fisher cats, raccoons, all
manner of creatures will kill and keep killing. But you will also find
courage and sacrifice and love. Whales will carry their sick to the
surface for air, and elephants 4o mourn their dead. Every year in
their annual migration, when they come to the skeleton of a loved
one, they’ll stop and cry, cradling the skull in their trunks while
they croon.

Biologist Lynn Margulis has posited that life has evolved by two
species cooperating, joining together permanently to become the
next level of complexity.'”” And all of those new species are in com-
petition because they need to eat. So which do we choose to model
our societies on, cooperation or competition? That’s really my point:
we get to choose. It’s no fair falling back on Nature to justify our
definingly human decisions, whether we're choosing an egalitarian
culture or a hierarchical one.

Acknowledging that we get to choose, that we are political be-
ings with big brains and no clear biological mandate beyond oxygen
and food, does not put us above other life forms. We could just as
easily enshrine the idea that our plasticity is a vulnerability, a hu-
man frailty, and that our capacity for hubris needs to be rigorously
battled, both personally and collectively. We were not given domin-
ion, but dependence, and only by honoring the lives that make our
survival possible can our species survive. Derrick Jensen calls this
the predator-prey relationship:

When you take the life of someone to eat or otherwise use so
you can survive, you become responsible for the survival and
dignity of that other’s community. If I eat a salmon, or rather,
when 1 eat a salmon, I pledge myself to making sure that this
particular run of salmon continues, and that this particular
river of which the salmon are a part thrives. If I cut a tree, I
make the same pledge to the larger community of which it’s
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a part. When I eat beef, or for that matter carrots, I pledge to

eradicate factory farming.'®®

That would be a good place to start in our animist ethic. We
are dependent on a million different creatures, most of them invis-
ible to our eyes, all of them doing the work of producing or degrad-
ing that we cannot do. They are our biological forerunners, our
grandparents, and without them life on this planet would cease in a
matter of seconds. Between two and nine pounds of your body are
bacteria, mostly in your gut helping you digest and assimilate nutri-
ents.'” Every one of your cells has mitochondria, with DNA sepa-
rate from yours, supplying every last calorie of energy for you. Did
they colonize us, domesticate us? One could argue that question.
But I think the truer interpretation of these relationships is that
they’re symbiotic, interdependent. And an animist ethic extends
way beyond dyads of mitochondria and humans, Asclepius and
monarchs. An animist ethic acknowledges that every living thing
is dependent on the rest, that life itself is a series of mutual depen-
dencies. Life and death are the same moment: for someone to live,
someone else does indeed have to die. To reject one is to reject the
other because there is no way out. An animist ethic embraces those
processes as sacred, however much our joy is mixed with pain and
sorrow. Here, death is not the problem. Our commingled arrogance
and ignorance are. It is our arrogance that turns death into domina-
tion, food into torture. It is our ignorance, personal and social, that
stops us from facing the true cost of our dinners. And it’s both that
let us care only about beings that are like us, in ways that matter
only to us, while discounting into extinction the lives that make
ours possible.

2R R

A culture worth living in would start with an attitude of rever-
ence and awe toward this world, our home, and every last member
of it. Such cultures have existed. Lisa Kemmerer explains:
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The wildlife ethic of early immigrants, and the rituals and
taboos surrounding that ethic such as fasting [and] prayer ...
reflects an understanding of spiritual responsibility connected
with the ominous task of killing kin. Behaving respectfully
toward wildlife was thought crizical to survival. Hunting, fish-
ing, gathering, and trapping were necessary, but they were re-
stricted and controlled by a spiritually based ethic that forbid
gratuitous killing. The spiritual power of wildlife, combined
with the physical dependence of human beings, colored the
human-wildlife relationship. If people suffered food shortages
they were not apt to say, “I cannot kill deer anymore,” but

rather, “Deer don’t want to die for me.”''°

For some cultures, to wound an animal without killing her is so
shameful that hunters will track an injured animal for days rather
than return home to face approbation and scorn. The Seneca have
a thanksgiving ceremony that lasts four days in which everything in
their known world is named and honored.

Around the globe and across time, there are plenty of examples
of cultures that approach the human project of living with humility
and respect for the lives we depend on. The Chewong from Malay-
sia, for instance,

teach that every species inherently deserves human respect
and that each possesses a unique world view. Their stories
explained that the intent and behavior of any individual crea-
ture, even when it is threatening or disconcerting to humans,
arises out of its unique view. This insight encouraged them to
bring compassion and understanding to every encounter with
other life forms.

Implicit rules that governed ethical behavior toward oth-
ers arose from this core belief in the value of every species.
Acceptable behavior for human beings—what was deemed
good—included the need to accord respect to other species,
regardless of size or appearance. Hurting or ridiculing another

creature was strictly forbidden.'"
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But that attitude is only possible if we acknowledge death. This
is ultimately why a vegetarian ethic will fail to produce a sustainable
culture. Beyond the destructive nature of an agricultural diet, any at-
tempt to remove ourselves emotionally, physically, spiritually from the
life processes of the planet will result in a culture based on ignorance,
denial, and, given our human capacity for destruction, dominance.
We have to face the truth of our existence if we are to do it well. And
it could be done well. We could be grateful instead of cruel, humble
instead of entitled. We could accept that every living thing deserves
our respect and that we are all taking turns. We could embrace our re-
sponsibility to be respectful members of this community called Earth.
And only the entire culture would have to change to get us there.

2R 53

My life as a vegan was so simple. I believed that death was wrong
and could be avoided by shunning animal products. My moral
certainty took a number of hits over those twenty years, especially as
I began to grow my own food. Ants stopped to stroke each other; spi-
ders died for their young; butterflies taught their young the trapline
of flowers from which they got nectar. Even without trying I killed
them to garden. And they were like me. We shared the genes that
produced our eyes and our legs, our very hearts.''> Once I actually
had my body outside and my hands in the dirt—once I could actually
see insects—I could see their fear, their curiosity, their courage, their
love. “Each of these tiny insects is, by definition, an animated be-
ing, a being with an anima, a soul; not a human soul indeed, but an
insect soul, a thing of marvelous beauty expressing some aspect of the
Divine,” writes Thomas Berry.!”® I saw that. I saw it and I knew that
when I killed them, I was killing someone that mattered. As a child,
Abraham Lincoln stopped other children from squashing ants in the
schoolyard, “contending that an ant’s life was to it, as sweet as ours to
us.”""* Is it a surprise that this boy grew up to sign the Emancipation
Proclamation? He could include the least of us—the tiny and mul-
tilegged, the voiceless—in his circle of empathy. Varieties in human
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pigmentation would be nothing. Insects loved their lives: that was
what I saw when I finally observed. And some of them had to die so I
could live.

2R 53

But just as insects—their existence, let alone their sentience—are
absent from the vegetarian world view, even more so are plants. “What
about plants?” was the jeer that obnoxious males would throw at me.
And the problem was, I had to take it seriously. I knew other vegans
who could dismiss this ethical challenge as self-evidently absurd. But
how was that any different from the carnivores who dismissed my
insistence that animals were sentient as self-evidently absurd? It was a
question that had to be answered, and I couldn’t. I would duck the is-
sue instead, talk about grain fed to cattle instead of to hungry children.
But plants were the angel I wrestled with, and I couldn’t win a bless-
ing. We think of plants “as insentient salads,” in the words of Stephen
Harrod Buhner."” I didn’t want to be one of those people. But having
declared death taboo and killing the consummate act of oppression,
the only way out was to say that plants weren't alive, not really. Not
alive like we were, us mobile animals who cared about our lives, not
emotive or intelligent, not sentient. James Lovelock writes:

Mammals first, of course, for toads and frogs seem less alive,
and trees and plants less still, and lichens, algae, and soil
bacteria, hardly alive at all. Much of the instinctive objec-
tion to viewing the Earth as a living system comes from our
zoocentrism, the tendency to consider ourselves, and animals,

as more alive than other living organisms.''®

I couldn’t prove that plants weren't sentient. But more impor-
tantly, I didn't want to prove it. I wanted to believe in what Joanne
Elizabeth Lauck calls “the perennial wisdom of indigenous cultures
that believed we were never alone—that we were immersed in a sen-

tient world.”'"”
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If they were sentient, I couldn’t kill them. So I had to make an-
other category in my head: alive and honored, respected and thanked,
but not really sentient. The more I interacted with plants—the more
I took joy in their tiny, tender radicles, listened to their song of color
and scent, watched them struggle and reach and climb, learned their
language—the less that category made any sense. What right did I
have to plant tomatoes, knowing they'd be dead from frost by the end
of September? They can live ten years in the tropics, their native home.
What right did I have to subjugate them to my needs, my will? At
least animals could try to get away. Plants were stuck wherever I put
them and couldn’t fight back as I hacked off chunks of their bodies,
stole their babies.

And then I would retreat, intellectually, emotionally, because I
had to eat something and vegan was righteous, wasn't it? Vegan was
just, sustainable, life-affirming. All the books—and all my friends—
said so. I'd long ago crossed the line into radical, political, uncom-
promising. Wasn't questioning the tenets of veganism automatically
conservative, anti-animal, on the side of loggers and rapists and every
Big Bad Evil Thing I had to stop?

But, as I was forced to acknowledge, I had to eat. So I grew my
food and loved my plants and said I was sorry when harvest came
and hoped it was enough. And I also gathered more information, the
beginning place of knowledge. Plants breathe in CO2, and during
photosynthesis they break apart the carbon and the oxygen, keeping
the carbon to build and fuel their bodies and releasing the oxygen.
Over 500 million years, plant sequestration of carbon let the atmo-
spheric oxygen levels rise to 21 percent, enough for the rest of us to
come into being.

In 7he Lost Language of Plants, Stephen Harrod Buhner presents
page after page detailing what plants do. They defend themselves. They
protect each other. They communicate. They call out to other plant
species, asking them to join in forming a resilient community. They
sometimes sacrifice themselves for the good of all. They respond. They
talk. They have meaning and they make meaning. They are capable of
agency and courage and self-awareness. They make life possible. Any
human who either breathes oxygen or eats food should read his book.
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Where we use locomotion and opposable thumbs, plants use
chemicals. That is the difference between us. Plants produce

hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of complex, second-
ary compounds ... Adding to the complexity, all these com-
pounds can be made using different metabolic pathways—dif-
ferent construction techniques, as it were—and each family
of secondary metabolites can contain incredible numbers of
substances. Simply altering the relationship between four
sugar molecules, for instance, can create more than 35,000
different compounds. More than 10,000 alkaloids, 20,000
terpenes, and 8000 polyphenols are known ... Through
complex feedback loops, plants constantly sense what is hap-
pening in the world around them and, in response, vary the
numbers, combinations, and amounts of the phytochemicals
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they make.

These chemicals are used for obvious tasks like fighting off in-
sects, fungi, or bacteria. Susan Allport dubs phyto-chemicals “plants’
armed services. Plants cannot flee from hungry predators, of course,
so they became experts in chemical warfare instead.”'"* They also use
chemicals to call pollinators and protectors with a specificity that is
exquisite enough to stop your breath. Saguaro cacti need a unique
species of Drosophila fly. The cacti release a volatile steroidal com-
pound that the flies must have to reach sexual maturity and repro-
duce. In return, the flies and their larva eat the decaying parts of the
cacti, keeping the plants healthy. The volatiles are so precise that for
6,803 larvae on the average saguaro cactus, only one is not the correct
species.'” Each of the world’s seven hundred plus species of figs has
its own specific fig wasp, wasps who hand pollinate that fig’s seeds.

In some forests, 70 percent of vertebrate diets are composed of these
ﬁgs.lzl

And it’s not just insects who respond to these chemical cues.
Most of these chemicals have no scent, but are instead received by re-
ceptors called vomeronasal organs (VNOs) which all vertebrates have.
The only function that VNOs perform is to attach to the minute
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amounts of aromatic chemicals that plants and animals give off and
transport them to the brain. VNOs are how bees are able to locate
and then remember the exact location of all the flowering plants
within a sixty mile radius. It’s because of VNOs that women living
together will synchronize menstrual cycles.

Plants are in constant communication with each other. “Each
plant, plant neighborhood, plant community, ecosystem, and biome
has messages flowing through it constantly—trillions and trillions of
messages at the same time.”'** Any place that roots touch other roots
or their shared mycelial network, they can also exchange chemistries,
medicines. One plant will send out a chemical distress call. The others
respond with precise antibiotics, antifungals, antimicrobials, or pes-
ticides to help. Like my chickens when they sight a hawk, plants will
give out an alarm call when a predator is near. Lima beans will release
chemicals that warn other lima beans when they are being attacked
by spider mites."* When something ambulatory brushes past a plant
in the woods, not only does the affected plant respond by stiffening
as best it can, it also sends out a chemical warning that allows all the
plants nearby to stiffen their branches in preparation.

And there’s more. Buhner talks about archipelagoes of plant com-
munities, groupings of intercommunicating plants around a domi-
nant or keystone species, usually a tree. These archipelagoes form in
response to mysterious and unpredictable cues, and often announce
the wholesale movement of ecosystems. The process begins with an
outrider or pioneer plant, who literally prepares the soil for its co-
horts. When the soil is ready, the nurse plant sends out the chemical
message: join me. What happens next is astounding,

Though wind, ants, and burrowing animals may sometimes
disperse keystone seeds to the new locations, researchers have
found that mere wind and animal dispersal patterns cannot
explain how the seeds move. The distances are too far, the dis-
persal patterns too unusual. But by whatever means, the seeds

answer the chemical call sent by the nurse plants.'*
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Once established, the keystone plant then calls the bacteria, my-
celia, plants, insects, and other animals necessary to build a healthy
and resilient community. The keystone’s chemistries arrange the other
species and direct their behavior. “This capacity of keystone species to
‘teach’ their plant communities how to act was widely recognized in
indigenous and folk taxonomies.”'* Elder trees are called elders for a
reason.

Among many indigenous and folk people it is said that the
elder tree ‘teaches the plants what to do and how to grow,
and that without its presence the local plant community will
become confused ... Other indigenous peoples, recognizing
the nature and function of keystone species, have said that

‘the trees are the teachers of the law.””1%

The individual plants will not achieve the same growth when in
a relationship with a keystone species, but together “they create more
biomass than if grown separately, even if supplied with all the water
and nutrients they need.”'”” They use more CO2, grow denser root
systems, create more extensive canopies and hence more photosyn-
thesis, store more water both internally and in the soil, and attract a
wider range of soil organisms. Concludes Buhner, “A plant commu-
nity is far more than the sum of its parts.”!?

Not only do trees create rain. They typically use only one-third
of the water they lift from the soil for themselves. The other two-
thirds are for the tree’s cohorts.'” And it goes beyond water. “Plants
always produce more chemistries than they need for their own health:
these chemicals are released into plant communities and ecosystems
to maintain them.”'?° Plant chemistries, air- or soil-borne, affect seed
germination, mitochondrial oxygen usage, bacterial respiration and
hence growth, plant respiration, and humic acid formation. They
literally control life on earth.

Plants may not respond in a way that is obvious to our ambulat-
ing species, but they do respond. It’s only that they are moving at a
speed that we have to work to understand. Start with the fact that
plants can live thousands of years. There’s a 43,000 year old holly in
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Tasmania, a creosote that is 18,000 years old, a grass colony that’s
1,000."" This is almost inconceivable to our human timescale. Writes
Buhner,

plants and plant communities possess tremendous powers of
movement... their movement shows intention... they can cross
thousands of miles when motivated and ... their movement
patterns are not random but are determined by large-scale
feedback loops millions of years old. On a short, localized
scale: Climbing plants that need support will grow toward

a trellis, and if the trellis is shifted the plants will change
direction. On long scales this can be even more pronounced,
though it is harder to see... Plants circulate throughout eco-
systems, between ecosystems and across and between con-
tinents; the longest seed dispersal distance known (without
human help) is 15,000 miles. Plants, in fact, move themselves
throughout land masses and across distances that mere seed
dispersal dynamics and mathematics cannot explain. The
places they move to and the ways that they arrange themselves

in ecosystems are not accidental and are not random."??

At what point are you, vegetarian or carnivore, willing to ac-
knowledge that plants are sentient? When you find out that a girdled
tree will die on its own, but will survive many years if surrounded by
its chosen community? Other plants will send an injured one “car-
bon, phosphorus, sugars and more.”'* How is this different from
whales carrying their sick loved ones to the surface? Why don’t we
want to include plants in the circle of us? We share 50 percent of our
DNA.

Or think about the behavior of spruces when under attack by
spruce budworms. Most of the trees produce terpenes that kill the
budworms, but a few trees don’t. These trees are not sick or defective.
Scientists have discovered that the trees are just as capable of produc-
ing the necessary defenses. They are choosing not to. Why? “By not
raising antifeedant actions in all the trees, the forest makes sure that
resistance is not developed in spruce budworms as it does in crop



Moral Vegetarians 91

insects exposed to pesticides. Plant communities literally set aside
plants for the insects to consume so as not to force genetic rearrange-
ment and the development of resistance.”’** How else to describe
this behavior (can you agree that this is behavior, not phenomenon?)
without acknowledging that these trees are willfully sacrificing them-
selves for the good of their community?

The understanding of almost all nonindustrial cultures is that
“humans are the offspring of the plants.”'** Some cultures consider
trees our parents. From an evolutionary perspective, that is a simple
truth, but it’s one that this culture, including the subculture of veg-
etarians, does its best to forget, even when science backs it up. But
there are those of us who still remember:

Among widely diverse nonindustrial cultures the members
whose specialty was plant medicines, vegetalistas, described
their experiences remarkably similarly irrespective of culture,
continents, or time. The vast majority ... told interviewers that
they did not obtain their knowledge of plant medicines from
the exercise of reason or through trial and error. They were
uniformly consistent in saying that their personal and cul-
tural knowledge of the additional actions of plants came from
“nonordinary” experiences, specifically: dreams, visions, direct

communications from the plant, or sacred beings.'*

There is a profound moment where science and ancient wisdom
sometimes meet. Nobel Laureate Barbara McClintock, who studied
corn genetics, has said it was the corn that told her what she needed
to know. All it asked for in return was care and respect.””” “Corn
is our Parent and Elder,” explains Patrisia Gonzales Patzin. “Many
traditional people speak of corn as a living being, each one unique
like a human being.”'*® Meanwhile the Winnebago believe that “when
gathering plants as medicine, if you tell them what you need them to
do and ask them to put forth their strength on your behalf they will
do s0.”'* The Iroquois are taught to pray to medicinal plants for help.
They believe that the plant will tell other plants, who will respond by
offering more healing power. The Cherokee and Creek say that be-
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cause we are the children of plants, they will take pity on us and help
us. “There is deep wisdom in this,” writes Buhner.

Understanding ourselves to be the offspring, the children, of
the plants naturally engenders a familial bond. It shifts the
focus of our relationship from one of plants as resources to
them being senior, caring members of the same family. More
than that, the power lies with the plants, not with us. We are

their children; they are not our property.'*°

This is the knowledge—the wisdom—that we will have to re-
member if we are to have any hope of creating a sustainable culture.
The mechanistic model of the earth as “a ball of resources inhabited
by human beings hurtling through space”'*! has produced a planet of
dead zones, deserts, and missing species—our parents, our siblings.
The moral vegetarians have proven themselves willing to take ethical
risks and to make personal sacrifices. They have a deep and abid-
ing passion for justice, for animals, for the planet. I know how deep
and how abiding, because the same passion runs in me as strong and
instinctive as salmon seeking home. I am not questioning vegetarian
commitment or integrity. But the vegetarian ethic is still ultimately a
variation on the mechanistic model. It simply extends our morality,
whether humanist or religious, to a few animals that are similar to us.
The rest of the world—the living, sentient, communicating agents
who make oxygen and soil, rain and biomass—those billions of crea-
tures don’t count. They make life and they are life, but the vegetarian
ethic declares them, and thus the world entire, dead matter. Despite
the vegetarians’ unassailable longings to create a culture verdant with
justice and compassion, their ethic is still part of the paradigm that’s
destroying the world.

2R 53

Where was I going to draw the line? That was the question, my
personal, political, spiritual agony. Mammals, fish, insects, plants,
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plankton, bacteria? Was the least of us going to be an “us”? And if
“what” became “who,” then what would be left to eat?

I have my answer, finally. 'm not going to draw a line. I'm going
to draw a circle.

It’s so simple, as simple, really, as my vegan morality: we need to
be a part of the world to know it. And when we join, when we par-
ticipate, we see that life and death can’t be separated any more than
night and day. I will face what is dying to feed me and I will do my
best to ensure it is individuals—cared for, respected—not entire spe-
cies; that soil—the work of our grandparents for half a billion years—
is built, not destroyed; that the rivers keep their waters and their
wetlands and that the oil stays in the ground. Only then can I claim
the title “adult.” The circle becomes a spiral, moving across space and
time, our other partners in this cosmic project. But even a spiral is too
singular, and life—its creation, its sustenance—is vastly, profoundly
more complex than what the human brain could ever comprehend.
So the spiral has to branch, branch again, into fractals of contact,
communication, response, until it's a web. But a web is still static, and
life changes. Each individual life, precious to its bearer, will begin and
end, just as each species, each mountain, each star, will die. In the
end, that line is not a web either, it’s a flow, a living river, and we are
the boatmen alighting on its surface, waiting for the fish to eat us, to
take us home.
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CHAPTER 3
Political Vegetarians

Start with a COW, an animal who has evolved to do one thing
exquisitely: take cellulose—ubiquitous, non-nutritious grass—and
turn it into mass and motion. Like all members of a healthy biotic
community, our cow is producing food for someone else. Her manure
feeds soil, plants, insects; the mechanical action of her teeth and her
hooves help the grasslands stay diverse; her digestive processes free up
nutrients, and not just for her, but for the whole community; and her
body will become a meal for predators, scavengers, and degraders of
all sizes. She has help, too, like we all do: friendly bacteria fill her ru-
men to do the actual work of breaking down that cellulose. She gives
them a home and then she eats them. And it’s more than just bacteria
she’s nurturing. There are fungi, yeast, and protozoans. Every gallon
(and she’s got between twenty-five and thirty) of rumen capacity can
contain “200 trillion bacteria and 4 billion protozoans” with fungi
and yeast by the millions." Has she domesticated them, or have they
colonized her? This is the only question that can arise from an epis-
temology of domination, a culture saturated in power and hierarchy
and its defenders. But life is ultimately a cooperative process, unitary
in its goal: more life. Observing our cow—observing across the long
arc of evolution—can reveal both the complex dependencies of living
communities and where human culture has gone so dreadfully wrong.



96 The Vegetarian Myth

All animals have evolved in an environment dense with microbes.
Just as plants do the work of producing, bacteria do most of the work
of degrading, and those activities, producing and degrading, are the
only two functions necessary for life. What animals have done is fig-
ure out how to work with and around bacteria. We developed diges-

tive tracts in which we could carry the helpful ones around with us.
Explains Roderick I. Mackie:

Large populations of microorganisms inhabit the gastrointes-
tinal tract of all animals and form a closely integrated ecologi-
cal unit with the host. This complex mixed, microbial culture
comprising bacteria, ciliate and flagellate protozoa, anaerobic
phycomycete fungi as well as bacteriophage can be considered
as the most metabolically adaptable and rapidly renewable
organ of the body which plays a vital role in the normal nutri-
tional, physiological, immunological and protective functions

of the host animal.?

You could also look at this from the bacteria’s perspective: they
discovered how to get locomoted, fed, and protected by helping ani-
mals survive. Of course, bacteria might also want to eat their host, or
they might want to eat their host’s food. So animals have found three
ways to handle that potential conflict.

The first is the competition model used by carnivores. The
animal’s immune system keeps the microbes in the digestive tract
from eating the animal. Antimicrobial acid is secreted by the animal’s
stomach, which prevents the bacteria from eating the carnivore’s food.
The host then uses digestive enzymes to further break down food.
This process means quick transit through the stomach, accompanied
by a slower rate of passage through the lower digestive tract, where
the food—now “enzymic digestive products”—is absorbed. It means a
larger number of microbes in the hind gut, as opposed to the stom-
ach. And I'm sorry, vegetarians, but this exactly describes the human
digestive system, especially in contrast with herbivores.

The cooperation model lets animals utilize the abundant cellu-
lose of the plant world. Fifty percent of the carbon on our planet is
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cellulose.? The carbohydrate polymers that make up plant cell walls
are indigestible to most animals and all mammals. Cellulose can only
be broken down by microbial fermentation. The whole point of the
ruminant’s digestion is to keep food in the vast fermentative vat of its
rumen so the bacteria have time to digest the cellulose. A cow regur-
gitates and rechews her food 500 times a day, for eight hours, ap-
proximating 25,000 chews.* A cow is sacrificing the dietary protein in
the grass, letting the microbes eat it instead. In the end, however, she
trades in that poor quality plant protein for good quality microbial
protein. This is what’s happening inside a cow: she feeds grass to the
bacteria, and then she eats them.’

The third model is the combined competition-cooperation
model. This method is used by “horses, elephants, hyraxes, rodents,
and lagomorphs (hares and rabbits) but is probably best exemplified
in the termites.”® The host animal has enzymes that break down what
is ingested, and the resulting enzymic products are absorbed before
microbial fermentation. This is very clever because

the host obtains not only the nutrients digested by its own
enzymes but also fermentation products from materials its
enzymes cannot digest ... A disadvantage of the combination
model is that, although the host absorbs the fermentation
end-products, the microbial cells themselves cannot be used as
a nutrient source. Some animals have overcome this deficien-
cy by consuming the faeces or cecal content containing the
microbes using a strategy termed coprophagy or cecotrophy

respectively.”

Yum.

All three of the strategies are elegant ways of recycling the
sun’s energy, the true power source of life. Can’t photosynthesize?
Eat someone who can. Can't digest their cellulose body? Eat some-
one who can. Rodney Heitschmidt and Jerry Stuth point out that
“[h]Jumankind has historically fostered and relied upon livestock
grazing for a substantial portion of its livelihood because it is the only
process capable of converting the energy in grassland vegetation into
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an energy source directly consumable by humans.”® Nineteen billion
metric tons of vegetation are produced by plants in grasslands and
savannas, and we can’t eat them.? Humans and ruminants are not
naturally in competition for the same meal: this is where the political
vegetarians have gone wrong. Yes, industrial culture has been stuffing
grain into as many animals as it can. But it’s the logic of industrial
capitalism that’s dictating that diet, not nature.

What happens when you take our cow, an animal filled with
friendly bacteria hungry for cellulose, and feed her grain? Carnivore
stomachs like ours are acidic to kill bacteria competing for our food.
The cow’s rumen, however, is neutral, because she’s encouraging bac-
teria, bacteria she depends on. But grain turns her normally neutral
rumen acid, which makes her sick. Bloat, for instance, is caused
by grain feeding. Rumination slows to a halt, and a “layer of foam
slime” traps the gas that is a natural byproduct of fermentation.'
The rumen swells until it suffocates the animal. Then there’s acidosis.
This disease causes animals to “go off their feed, pant and salivate
excessively, paw and scratch their bellies, and eat dirt.”"" Acidosis can
lead to “diarrhea, ulcers, bloat, pneumonitis, liver disease ... the full
panoply of feedlot diseases—pneumonia, coccidiosis, enterotoxemia,
feedlot polio.”"* The acid eats through the rumen, letting bacteria
into the cow’s bloodstream. Since the liver’s function is to clean the
blood, the microbes end up in the cow’s liver, causing abscesses.
Somewhere between 15 and 38 percent of beef cattle have abscessed
livers at death.'® Michael Pollan sums up, “Much like modern hu-
mans, modern cattle are susceptible to a set of relatively new diseases
of civilization.”™

E. Coli, for example, is one of the premier diseases of civiliza-
tion, in this case the end point of industrial agriculture. Escherichia
coli is a common resident in both humans and cows. Some vari-
ants are harmless; others are even useful to us. But E. Coli 0157:H7
causes intestinal bleeding that can result in kidney failure, brain dam-
age, and death. The harmless strains of E. Coli die out in the unnatu-
rally acidic digestive tract of unnaturally fed cattle. But E. Coli 0157:
H?7 can survive a highly acidic environment. In other words, all that’s
left is the bacteria that can kill us.
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Researchers from Cornell showed that E. Coli 0157:H7 could
be stopped by a very simple action: feeding cows hay for the last
five days of their lives.”” But the economic insanity that has created
corn-fed cattle can’t see reason. It can only see the mountain of corn,
cheaper to buy than it is to grow, subsidized by thousands of years of
natural capital—prairie topsoil, fossil fuel, aquifer water—and the US
taxpayer.

My first argument against the political vegetarians isn’t an argu-
ment at all: it’s an agreement. Factory farming is a nightmare, from
every angle: ethically, ecologically, nutritionally. There’s no word be-
sides torture to describe the experience of laying hens in battery cages,
so crowded they can’t lie down or open their wings, driven insane by
the bright glare of lights that stay on forever. Torture also describes
what happens to pigs, animals that are smarter than dogs, so smart in
fact that if they had digits instead of hooves they could probably learn

some rudimentary sign language:

The air in hog factories is laden with dust, dander, and nox-
ious gases, which are produced as the animals’ urine and feces
build up inside the sheds ... [R]espiratory disease is ram-
pant.... [TThe sows are confined in gestation crates — small
metal pens just two feet wide that prevent sows from turning
around or even lying down comfortably... With barely enough
room to stand up and lie down and no straw or other type of
bedding to speak of, many suffer from sores on their shoul-
ders and knees.... The unnatural flooring and lack of exercise
causes obesity and crippling leg disorders, while the deprived
environment produces neurotic coping behaviors such as
repetitive bar biting and sham chewing (chewing nothing)....
[T]hey are forced to live in their own feces, urine, vomit and

even amid the corpses of other pigs.'®

This tortuous life ends at the slaughterhouse, where, if not prop-
erly stunned and killed, they may be boiled alive in a rendering vat.
No moral person can face these facts without a sickening of the spirit.
Where I part company with the political vegetarians is when they
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conflate factory farming with any and all meat. “So you're an environ-
mentalist? Why are you still eating meat?” trumpeted Jim Motavalli

of E Magazine in an article that got posted on just about every listserv
I was on. If the title had put “factory-farmed” in front of “meat” it
would be substantially more accurate. Some of what's in that article
would even be true. But most political vegetarians refuse to acknowl-
edge the distinction. Part of this is simply ignorance: they don’t know
that cows eat grass anymore than they know that soil eats cows. But
some of it is emotional dishonesty. These vegetarians aren’t looking for
truths about sustainability or justice. They're looking for the small slice
of facts that will shore up their ideology, their identities. This is where
politics becomes religion, psychologically speaking, where the seeker is
looking for reaffirmation of her beliefs rather than active knowledge of
the world. I was one such believer; the above could be written in a very
personal first person rather than the distancing third. What cracked
my beliefs open wasn’t the facts about agriculture, the death and
destruction it entails. What wore through the fabric of my faith was
illness and exhaustion. Only then was I willing to turn and face whole
sections of knowledge. I had gathered and then abandoned them, and
they stood waiting like hungry children with the demands that chil-
dren are entitled to make on adults. Knowledge makes similar claims
on our attention, on our hearts, on our actions. Knowledge about
factory farming led me to veganism: it required action. Most vegetar-
ians have experienced the same vocation: called by justice to right the
world. What I am asking is for you to hear that call again.

2R 53

“The 4.8 pounds of grain fed to cattle to produce one pound of
beef for human beings represents a colossal waste of resources in a
world still teeming with people who suffer from profound hunger and
malnutrition,” writes Jim Motavalli.'” Yes, it is a waste, but not for the
reasons he thinks. As we have seen in abundance, growing that grain
will require the felling of forests, the plowing of prairies, the draining
of wetlands, and the destruction of topsoil. In most places on earth,
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it will never be sustainable, and where it just possibly might be, it will
require rotation with animals on pasture. And it’s ridiculous to the
point of insanity to take that world-destroying grain and feed it to

a ruminant who could have happily subsisted on those now extinct
forests, grasslands, and wetlands of our planet, while building topsoil
and species diversity.

So youre an environmentalist; why are you still eating annual
monocrops?

“According to the British group Vegfam, a 10-acre farm can sup-
port 60 people growing soybeans, 24 people growing wheat, 10 peo-
ple growing corn and only two producing cattle,” Motavalli contin-
ues. And he believes them? Set aside the fact that a diet of soy, wheat,
or corn will result in massive malnutrition—along with fun stuff like
kwashiorkor, pellagra, retardation, blindness—and ultimately death.
The figure of two cattle might be true if you assume grain feeding,
though I can’t make the math come out. By contrast, a ten acre farm
of perennial polyculture in a mid-Atlantic climate could produce:

3,000 eggs

1,000 broilers

80 stewing hens

2,000 pounds of beef

2,500 pounds of pork

100 turkeys

50 rabbits

Not to mention a few inches of topsoil."® This is the amount of
food that Joel Salatin—one of the high priests of the local, sustainable
movement—produces on ten acres of his Polyface Farm in Virginia.
The chickens get some supplemental grain; everything else eats grass.
That’s 6,800,050 calories."” Figuring 720,000 calories a year (2,000
x 365) per person, if they eat nothing but the above, that’s enough to
support at least nine people and support them in full health by pro-
viding essential protein and fat. Add in the organ meats and the vast
quantities of nutritious bone broth that could be prepared, and you
have more crucial animal fats and 