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Praise for Diet for a New America by John Robbins

“Diet for a New America…is the most important book of our generation.”

—Dan Millman, author of Way of the Peaceful Warrior

“A most extraordinary [and] compelling book, one bound to shake our innermost core. Diet for a New America is a must for anyone concerned about ecology, health, and life.”

—The Las Vegas Sun

“Diet for a New America is a powerful tool on the journey towards consciousness and compassion. I recommend it without reservation, and hope that many, many people will read it.”

—Gary Zukav, author of The Seat of the Soul

“Diet for a New America will vitalize the awakening of America. This easy-to-read yet mind-boggling book has its place in the kitchen and in the doctor’s office, in every classroom, from preschool to university. For those involved in ecological and political issues, this book is a must; so it is for all of us who long for a practical economical way to foster a more sane, ethical, and loving world.”

—Laura Huxley, author of This Timeless Moment

“Diet for a New America is a powerful indictment of our dietary practices that should be read by everyone interested in healthy living. It is a well-researched, well-documented, and eye-opening account of the myths and truths about meat, milk, fat, and protein. I will recommend this book to patients, friends, and relatives.”

—Andrew Weil, MD, author of Spontaneous Healing

“From the outset of reading this volume I was enthralled. The book is a pleasure to read, as engrossing as the most exciting novel. Yet this is no novel—it deals directly with the most important personal issues and decisions of our lives. When I finished reading Diet for a New America, I knew that in my hands lay one of the most profound studies ever written of how our eating habits affect our lives, and indeed all of life on our planet…If you read only one book this year, let it be this one.”

—Vegetarian Times

“In a tender, not strident, voice, Robbins shows us why a humane society cannot be built upon an inhumane system of food production. Robbins does not play on our guilt, but shows us how our own well-being is linked to the development of radically new sensibilities to nonhuman life. I promise you what you perceive behind the supermarket meat counter will never be the same after reading Diet for a New America.”

—Frances Moore Lappé, author of Diet for a Small Planet

“Diet for a New America is excellent! I can’t speak highly enough of it. This book is a breakthrough in the science of health and a joy to read. No one who suffers (or whose loved ones suffer) from the diseases of our time can afford to ignore this potent message. In his captivating style, John Robbins shows us how to create health for ourselves, our children, and the world we live in.”

—Dr. John McDougall, author of The McDougall Plan

“Every so often a book comes along which has the capacity to awaken the conscience of a nation. Silent Spring was one such book. I believe John Robbins’s volume is destined to be another. With consummate intelligence, thoroughness, and skill, Robbins takes us on a multifaceted journey which should cause all sensitive people to question their eating habits most searchingly. I couldn’t put it down.”

—Cleveland Amory, president of the Fund for Animals
 and author of The Cat Who Came for Christmas
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PUBLISHER’S PROLOGUE TO THE 25TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

Diet for a New America was first published in 1987. In the following seven years, beef consumption in the United States decreased by 20 percent, from 75 pounds per person annually in 1987 to 60 pounds per person in 1994. That year, during a National Public Radio debate, a representative of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association accused the book’s author, John Robbins, of being single-handedly responsible for this decline. Of course, many other reasons were responsible as well, but Diet for a New America has played a leading role in changing the way Americans view the food they eat and the industrial food system that produces it.

Since the book’s publication, Robbins has received over 60,000 letters from people who have read the book or heard him speak, describing how the book’s message has changed their lives. Most of them reported either giving up meat or significantly reducing how much they consume. The book’s message has prevented heart attacks and cancer, protected tropical rain forests from destruction, saved species from extinction, and spared millions of animals the cruelty of feedlot and factory farm existences.

A few years after the book was published, the Los Angeles PBS affiliate KCET produced a documentary based on the book, titled Diet for a New America, which became one of PBS’s all-time most successful fund-raising programs. Stations around the country aired it during their pledge drives, receiving an extraordinary response from viewers.

In 2000, largely due to the ongoing impact of Diet for a New America, readers of TheVegetarianSite.com voted John Robbins the most influential individual of all time to the vegan movement. Indeed, when the book was first published, most mainstream Americans viewed the vegetarian lifestyle as the province of “crunchy” granola-eaters. But in the ensuing years, eating a plant-strong diet has moved from the outermost margins of our culture to widespread acceptance.

Today, President Bill Clinton, actors Alicia Silverstone and Woody Harrelson, and comedian Ellen DeGeneres and her wife, actor Portia de Rossi, are vegans, along with countless other celebrities. The list of prominent athletes who have become vegetarian or vegan is long and growing, including nine-time Olympic gold medal winner Carl Lewis, former world heavyweight champion boxer Mike Tyson, baseball slugger Prince Fielder, and Atlanta Falcon tight end Tony Gonzalez, who holds numerous NFL records.

Veganism is also becoming more popular among business leaders: Twitter cofounder Biz Stone, Ford Motor Company executive chairman Bill Ford, billionaire publisher Mort Zuckerman, and music label mogul Russell Simmons have embraced a vegan lifestyle. Steve Wynn, the Las Vegas casino magnate, not only is a vegan but has put vegan options in all his resort restaurants.

Thanks to the ongoing work of medical doctors like Dean Ornish and Caldwell Esselstyn, researchers like T. Colin Campbell, filmmakers like Robert Kenner and Morgan Spurlock, and authors like Jonathan Safran Foer, Kathy Freston, Eric Schlosser, and Michael Pollan, the message of Diet for a New America continues to grow stronger. Americans are growing increasingly aware that what we do to the earth, we do to ourselves; that how we treat animals says something important about who we are as people; and that confining animals in factory farms is wrong and produces food that is damaging to the health of our bodies, our world, and our spirits.

While corporations continue to have great influence, the movement toward food that is organic, sustainable, locally grown, and produced with respect for human and animal rights will continue to grow ever more powerful. We hope this 25th anniversary edition, with a new epilogue from the author bringing the book up-to-date, will introduce a new group of readers to these essential issues.

—Linda Kramer
August 2012

FOREWORD

After reading this book for the second time, I took a walk on the beach below the oil refineries on San Francisco Bay. Seagulls careened in the afternoon sun. A tanker hooked up a half mile out on the jetty. As I watched idly, my thoughts still occupied with the book, a strange fantasy arose in my mind.

It was a scenario of what would happen if Americans no longer found animal products attractive. Say they simply woke up one day and found meat and poultry and dairy products unappealing. Given U.S. eating habits, that speculation borders on the absurd, I know. But suppose some magical transformation took place that would diminish our attraction to animal-based foods and at the same time increase our appetite and enjoyment for other foods that really nourish and are far better for us.

What would happen? What would it mean for our lives and our world? Would that tanker, for example, still be making its deliveries of imported oil? Would those refineries stretch back for as many miles as they do now? Would there be as much DDT in the gulls overhead or in my own body? Would they and I be likely to live longer and healthier lives?

The research that John Robbins has done for us in this book, gathering and distilling an extraordinary amount of little-known but vital information, allows us to deduce what would happen in such a scenario. From the evidence accrued in hundreds of recent medical, agricultural, economic, and environmental studies, which he presents in terms easy for the layperson to grasp, we can indeed estimate the results if Americans were to change their eating habits and kick the habit of overconsuming animal proteins and animal fats.

I imagine then the scenario, as I walk along the water’s edge:

The effects on our physical health are immediate. The incidence of cancer and heart attack, the nation’s biggest killers, drops precipitously. So does the incidence of many other diseases now demonstrably and causally linked to consumption of animal proteins and fats, such as osteoporosis, a major affliction among older women. My mother suffers from it; I fear it. The hormonal imbalances causing miscarriages and increasing aberrations of sexual development similarly drop away, as we cease ingesting with our meat, poultry, and milk the drugs pumped into our livestock. So do the neurological disorders and birth defects due to pesticides and other chemicals, as we begin to eat lower on the food chain where these poisons are far less concentrated. Mother’s milk, where they concentrate in greatest intensity, becomes safe again; we can nurse our babies without fear. Since these toxins attack the gene pool itself, causing irreversible damage, the change in diet improves the health of my children’s children’s children and generations to come.

The social, ecological, and economic consequences as we Americans turn away from animal food products are equally remarkable. We find that the grain we previously used to fatten livestock can now feed five times the U.S. population; so we have become able to alleviate malnutrition and hunger on a worldwide scale. We discover what it is like for us to sit down to eat without feeling guilt. Once relieved of it, we realize how great was that burden, that unspoken sense of being watched and judged by those who were hungry. We find ourselves also relieved of fear. For on a semiconscious level we knew all along that the old disparities in consumption were turning our planet into a tinderbox, breeding resentments and desperations that could only eventuate in war. We breathe easier, letting ourselves be emotionally in touch again with all our brothers and sisters.

The great forests of the world that we had been decimating for grazing purposes (that was, we discover, the major cause of deforestation) begin to grow again. Oxygen-producing trees are no longer sacrificed for cholesterol-producing steaks.

The water crisis eases. As we stop raising and grinding up cattle for hamburgers, we discover that ranching and farm factories had been the major drain on our water resources. The amount now available for irrigation and hydroelectric power doubles. Meanwhile, the change in diet frees over 90 percent of the fossil fuels previously used to produce food. With this liberation of water energy and fossil fuel energy, our reliance on oil imports declines, as does the rationale for building nuclear power plants.

As expenditures for food and medical care drop, personal savings rise—and with them the supply of lendable funds. This lowers the interest rates, as does the drop in oil imports, which eases the pressure on the national debt.

A less obvious effect of our meat-free diet, but perhaps more telling on the deep psychological level, is the release that it brings from the burden and guilt of cruelty inflicted on other species. Only a few of us had been able to face directly the obscene conditions we inflicted on animals in our farm factories and modern slaughterhouses; but most of us knew on some level that they entailed a suffering that was too much to “stomach.”

We can appreciate now what it did to us to eat animals kept long in pain and terror. Because the mass methods employed to raise and kill animals for our tables were relatively new, we did not fully realize the deprivation and torture they entailed. Only a few of us guessed that the glandular responses of the cattle and pigs and chickens pumped adrenalin into their bodies and that we ate with their flesh the rage of the chickens, the terror of the pigs and cattle. It is good for our bodies, our relationships, and our politics to have stopped ingesting fear and anger. Acting now with more respect for other beings, we find we have more respect for ourselves.

As I picked my way over the shale and driftwood, I thought to myself, “This scenario is wildly, absurdly Utopian. It is also clearly the way we are meant to live, built to live.” And I wondered what the means could be that could alter our taste for animal food products and increase our appetite and appreciation for the foods that really are good for us. Then I stopped short, realizing with a laugh that the means is here at hand. I had just read it. It is this very book!

One might argue that information alone is insufficient to alter patterns of behavior. But information of this kind weds itself with both compassion and self-interest. Fifteen years ago such considerations were enough to prompt our whole family to stop eating red meat. Our concerns then were world hunger concerns: a pound of beef costs 10 pounds of grain. That change did not strike us as any kind of sacrifice; as a matter of fact, we felt better physically and found our food costs dropping substantially. Now I see how reading John Robbins’s book has changed our eating habits again for the better. Like many of our friends, we who had once relished barbecues and roast beef, bacon and eggs, and a chicken-every-Sunday lifestyle, are changing our eating habits without any trauma or fanfare.

Still, I did not know how much was at stake until I read Diet for a New America. For this book reveals the causal links between our animal food habits and the current epidemics of cancer, heart disease, and many other modern health disorders. It reveals as well the role these habits play in the present ecological crisis—in the depletion of our water, topsoil, and forests. It shows how the production of animal foods puts toxins into our environment and how our consumption of these foods increases in turn our susceptibility to these toxins. Eating high on the food chain can be seen now as a kind of vicious circle, in which the chemicals we inflict on the environment and other life-forms mount exponentially, and in which we ourselves as consumers become progressively more vulnerable to them.

It was clearly not an easy book to write, as John Robbins acknowledges. For he uncovers not only a massive horror in what we as a society are doing to other beings and to ourselves; he uncovers massive deception as well. The information he gives us about what he calls the Great American Food Machine amounts to a powerful indictment of the meat and dairy industries, both in regard to their cruel and dangerous methods of food production and in regard to the falsehoods they purvey. Through their advertising and especially through the “educational” materials that they distribute and that get taught through our public schools, these industries persuade us of dietary requirements that are inaccurate and promote dietary habits that shorten our lives. In his exposé of their corrupt and corrupting practices, John Robbins stands in the fine American tradition of courageous whistle-blowers, like Ralph Nader and Rachel Carson. In this case, it is both ironic and strangely fitting that the message comes from—or through—the scion of America’s largest ice cream company.

A major contribution of Diet for a New America is the welcome news it brings that we need far less protein than we thought we did. Many of us who turned from meat protein in an effort to live more lightly on the earth believed we should compensate by eating an equal amount of dairy and vegetable protein and by combining grains and legumes to produce it. Frances Moore Lappé, in the first edition of her milestone book Diet for a Small Planet, showed us how to do that. Robbins’s book marks an equally significant milestone, for it shows convincingly that our actual protein requirements are far lower than previously assumed. Using a plethora of recent medical studies, including research and revisions by Lappé herself, Diet for a New America debunks what it calls the protein myth, showing that if we eat less protein we can not only survive but live healthier lives. The incidence of osteoporosis, to take an example, declines with lowered protein consumption.

I am grateful that this book is not a sermon. It is too important for that—too important for our health as individuals, as families, as a society, and as a planet. John Robbins does not scold or moralize; he takes us on a journey with him, sharing his love for life and his reverence for all life-forms, ours included. While he shares as well his surprise and pain at what he discovers in the Great American Food Machine, he wisely lets us draw our own conclusions about how we want to live.

The title is appropriate. There is a new America taking birth in our time. I encounter it everywhere I go in this land, in cities and small towns, in churches and schools, where folks are fed up with violence and disease and alienation, where they are creating new forms, new lifestyles, determined to live in ways that lend meaning and sanity to their lives. This new America takes seriously the values of individual dignity, freedom, and justice that were heralded at the birth of our nation. It wants to share these values with all beings—knows it must share them in order to survive. It is fed up with consuming over half the world’s resources; it is sick of being sick. That is why, I suspect, the fantasy that occurred to me on the beach may not be so unrealistic.

—Joanna Macy
Author of Active Hope



INTRODUCTION

Iwas born in the heart of the Great American Food Machine. From childhood on it was expected that I would someday take over and run what has become the world’s largest ice cream company—Baskin-Robbins. Year after year I was groomed and prepared for the task, given an opportunity to live the Great American Dream on a scale very few people can ever hope to attain. The ice cream cone–shaped swimming pool in the backyard of the house in which I lived was a symbol of the success awaiting me.

But when the time came to decide, I said, “Thank you very much, I appreciate the kind offer, but no!” I had to say no, because something else was calling me, and no matter how hard I tried, I could not ignore it.

There is a sweeter and deeper American dream than the one I turned down. It is the dream of a success in which all beings share, because it is founded on a reverence for life. A dream of a society at peace with its conscience because it respects and lives in harmony with all life-forms. A dream of a people living in accord with the laws of Creation, cherishing and caring for the natural environment, conserving nature instead of destroying it. A dream of a society that is truly healthy, practicing a wise and compassionate stewardship of a balanced ecosystem.

This is not my dream alone. It is really the dream of all human beings who feel the plight of the earth as their own and sense our obligation to respect and protect the world in which we live. To some degree, all of us share in this dream. Yet few of us are satisfied that we are doing all that is needed to make it happen.

Almost none of us is aware of just how powerfully our eating habits affect the possibility of this dream becoming a reality. We do not realize that one way or another, how we eat has a tremendous impact. Diet for a New America is the first book to show in full detail the nature of this impact, not only on our own health but in addition on the vigor of our society, the health of our world, and the well-being of its creatures. As it turns out, we have cause to be grateful, for what’s best for us personally is also best for the other life-forms and for the life-support systems on which we all depend.

The more I have uncovered about the dark side of the Great American Food Machine, the more appropriate it has felt to have declined the opportunity to be part of it. And the more urgent it has seemed that people be made aware of the profound and far-reaching consequences of their eating habits.

Diet for a New America exposes the explosive truths behind the food on America’s plates. These are truths the purveyors of the Great American Food Machine don’t want you to know, for in many cases they are not pretty truths. But if exposing them makes America healthier, and the world a kinder and more life-sustaining place, then so be it.

In the past few decades, the animals raised for meat, dairy products, and eggs in the United States have been subjected to ever more deplorable conditions. Merely to keep the poor creatures alive under these circumstances, even more chemicals have had to be used, and, increasingly, hormones, pesticides, antibiotics, and countless other chemicals and drugs end up in foods derived from animals. The more unnaturally today’s livestock are raised, the more chemical residues end up in our food.

But that’s just the half of it. The suffering these animals undergo has become so extreme that to partake of food from these creatures is to partake unknowingly of the abject misery that has been their lives. Millions upon millions of Americans are merrily eating away, unaware of the pain and disease they are taking into their bodies with every bite. We are ingesting nightmares for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

Diet for a New America reveals the effects on your health, on your consciousness, and on the quality of life on earth that come from eating the products of an obscenely inhumane system of food production. You don’t have to forgo animal products to derive great benefit from this book. You don’t have to be a vegetarian to be concerned about your health, and to want your life to be a statement of compassion. It’s not the killing of the animals that is the chief issue here, but rather the unspeakable quality of the lives they are forced to live.

The purveyors of the Great American Food Machine don’t want you to know how the animals have lived whose flesh, milk, and eggs end up in your body. They also don’t want you to know the health consequences of consuming the products of such a system, nor do they want you to know its environmental impact. Because they know only too well that if word got out, the resultant public outcry would shake the foundations of their industry.

But I want you to know. I’m letting the cat out of the bag. I don’t care about their profits. I care about your health, your well-being, and the welfare of our planet and all its creatures.

Eating should be a pleasure. It should be a celebration and a communion with life. The information in this book will provide you access to a whole new sense of pleasure in eating—a pleasure all the deeper for being at no one’s expense, a pleasure all the more wonderful for being productive of radiant health.

Exciting things have been learned in the past few decades regarding health and food choices. There have at last been enormous breakthroughs in the science of human nutrition, and for the first time we are now receiving irrefutable scientific evidence of how different eating patterns affect health. We’ve always known that it was best to eat a “balanced diet,” but now we are finding out just what a balanced diet really is, and it’s not at all what we had thought. Thousands of impeccably conducted modern research studies now reveal that the traditional assumptions regarding our need for meats, dairy products, and eggs have been in error. In fact, it is an excess of these very foods, which were once thought to be the foundations of good eating habits, that is responsible for the epidemics of heart disease, cancer, osteoporosis, and many other diseases of our time.

Diet for a New America is the first book to reveal the latest findings of nutritional research in a language anyone can understand and at the same time document these findings so you can rest assured of their legitimacy. It takes into account the marvelous and undeniable fact that you are a unique person, with your own special tastes, needs, and biochemical individuality. It does not sell you short by presenting rigid rules you have to follow obsessively. On the contrary, the goal is for you to be truly healthy and happy in every dimension of your being, and to be free from any kind of compulsion. Diet for a New America contains no dogmatic list of shoulds and shouldn’ts but instead gives you information that will help you select and enjoy foods that day by day will make you healthier and happier. It shows you how to protect yourself against heart attacks, cancer, osteoporosis, diabetes, strokes, and the other scourges of our time. It shows you how to keep your body free from cholesterol, saturated fat, artificial hormones, antibiotic-resistant bacteria, pesticides, and the countless other disease-producing agents found all too often in many of today’s foods. It shows you how you can enjoy eating food that leaves your mind and heart clear and unpolluted.

As Americans we are indeed privileged to have the option of selecting the optimum diet. But for most of the world, the struggle is a far different one; it is for survival itself. Diet for a New America shows you how your food choices can be of tremendous benefit, not only to your own life, but to the less fortunate of the world as well. It calls for no self-deprivation but simply the understanding that the healthiest, tastiest, and most nourishing way to eat is also the most economical, most compassionate, and least polluting. Heeding this message is without doubt one of the most practical, economical, and potent things you can do today to heal not only your own life but also the ecosystem on which all life depends. You benefit, the rest of humankind benefits, the animals benefit, and so do the forests and the rivers and the soil and the air and the oceans.

There is enormous suffering today that stems from people’s feeling isolated and alienated from nature. Diet for a New America is a statement of our interexistence with all forms of life and provides a means to experience the profound healing powers of our interconnectedness. You’ll learn how to care for your health and to improve the quality of your life. You’ll see that the very eating habits that can do so much to give you strength and health are exactly the same ones that can significantly reduce the needless suffering in the world and do much to preserve our ecosystem. And you’ll discover the profound liberation that comes from bringing your eating habits into harmony with life’s deepest ecological basis. You will become increasingly sensitive and increasingly able to live and act as an agent of world spiritual awakening.

Few of us are aware that the act of eating can be a powerful statement of commitment to our own well-being and at the very same time to the creation of a healthier habitat. In Diet for a New America you will learn how your spoon and fork can be tools with which to enjoy life to the fullest, while making it possible that life itself might continue. In fact, you will discover that your health, your happiness, and the future of life on earth are rarely so much in your own hands as when you sit down to eat.

When I declined to be a top cog in the Great American Food Machine and turned down the opportunity to live the American Dream, it was because I knew there was a deeper dream. I did it because I knew that with all the reasons that each of us has to despair and become cynical, there still beats in our common heart our deepest prayer for a better life and a more loving world. The book you hold in your hands is a key that will enable you to be an instrument of this prayer.

—John Robbins
Summer 1987

The lives of the animals raised for food in the United States today stand in glaring contradiction to our hopes for a better way of life. In order to understand the full significance of what is being done to these animals, it will be helpful to understand what kind of creatures animals really are. This, then, is where our story begins—with a look at the nature of the creatures we call animals, and at our attitudes toward them. The astounding truth may surprise you as much as it has surprised me…
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1. ALL GOD’S CRITTERS HAVE A PLACE IN THE CHOIR



I care not much for a man’s religion
whose dog or cat are not the better for it.

—ABRAHAM LINCOLN

You will not find very many monuments to dogs in this world. But in Edinburgh, Scotland, in a public area known as Greyfriar Square, there stands a statue, erected by the local citizens, in honor of a little terrier named Bobby.

Why did the townspeople erect this statue? Because this little dog taught them a lesson in the years he lived with them—a most important lesson. Bobby the Scottish terrier had no owner. And as often happens to small-town dogs with no master, he was kicked around by just about everybody and had to scrounge through garbage to get anything to eat. Not what you would call an ideal life, even for a dog.

But it happened that there was in the village a dying old man named Jock. In his last days, the old man noticed the plight of the sorry little dog. There wasn’t much he could do, but he did buy the little fellow a meal one evening at the local restaurant. Nothing fancy, just some scraps. But it would be hard for anyone to overestimate the extent of little Bobby’s gratitude.

Shortly thereafter, Jock died. When the mourners carried his body to the grave, the terrier followed them. The gravediggers ordered him away, and when he refused to leave they kicked him and threw rocks at him. But still the dog stood his ground and would not leave, no matter what they did. From then on, for no less than 14 years, little Bobby honored the memory of the man who had been kind to him. Day and night, through harsh winter storms and hot summer days, he stood by the grave. The only time he ever left the gravesite was for a brief trip each afternoon back to the restaurant in which he had met Jock, in hopes of scavenging something to eat. Whatever he got he would solemnly carry back to the grave and eat there. The first winter Bobby had almost no shelter, huddling underneath tombstones when the snow was deep. By the next winter, the townspeople were so touched by his brave and lonely vigil that they erected a small shelter for him. And 14 years later, when little Bobby died, they buried him where he lay—alongside the man whose last gesture of kindness he had honored with such devotion.1

The Most Selfless Animal in the World

If the little Scottish terrier whose monument still stands in Edinburgh is not the most selfless animal who ever lived, a dolphin named Pelorus Jack might well be. For many years, this dolphin guided ships through French Pass, a channel through the D’Urville Islands off New Zealand. This dangerous channel is so full of rocks, and has such extremely strong currents, that it has been the site of literally hundreds of shipwrecks. But none occurred when Pelorus Jack was at work. There is no telling how many lives he saved.

He was first seen by human beings when he appeared in front of a schooner from Boston named Brindle, just as the ship was approaching French Pass. When the members of the crew saw the dolphin bobbing up and down in front of the ship, they wanted to kill him—but, fortunately, the captain’s wife was able to talk them out of it. To their amazement, the dolphin then proceeded to guide the ship through the narrow channel. And for years thereafter, he safely guided almost every ship that came by. So regular and reliable was the dolphin that when ships reached the entrance to French Pass they would look for him, and if he was not visible, they would wait for him to appear to guide them safely through the treacherous rocks and currents.

On one sad occasion, a drunken passenger aboard a ship named the Penguin took out a gun and shot at Pelorus Jack. The crew was furious, and when they saw Jack swim away with blood pouring from his body they came very close to lynching the passenger. The Penguin had to negotiate the channel without Pelorus Jack’s help, as did the other ships that came through in the next few weeks. But one day the dolphin reappeared, apparently recovered from his wound. He had evidently forgiven the human species, because he once again proceeded to guide ship after ship through the channel. When the Penguin showed up again, however, the dolphin immediately disappeared.

For a number of years thereafter, Pelorus Jack continued to escort ships through French Pass—but never the Penguin, and the crew of that ship never saw the dolphin again. Ironically, the Penguin was later wrecked, and a large number of passengers and crew were drowned, as it sailed—unguided—through French Pass.2

Who Is the Animal?

A San Francisco science fair recently awarded a prize to a junior high school student whose science project consisted of cutting the head off a live frog with a pair of scissors, to find out whether frogs swim better with or without their brains.

Of course, this is not the only case of frogs being treated cruelly in our schools. They are often dissected by children ostensibly learning “how life works.” But what did this youngster learn through his experiment? I think he learned that it is all right to treat other living things as if they have no feelings, as if they are nothing but machines. I think he learned disrespect for life. And I wouldn’t call that a good thing.

The science fair judges, however, obviously disagree with me, for they commended the boy on his contributions to the forward march of science, predicted great things for his future, and rewarded him for scientifically proving that: “Frogs will not swim with brain missing unless harassed. A frog swims better with head on.”3

The attitude we develop toward animals when we are children tends to stay with us through the rest of our lives. And it continues to influence our experience not only of animals but of other people, ourselves, and life itself. There is a great deal of evidence from all over the world indicating that people who have learned as children to care for animals grow up more capable of caring for themselves and for other people. By the same token, people who later become criminals have very often abused animals as children. We find high statistical correlations in every country and culture where research has been done.

The way we treat animals is indicative of the way we treat our fellow humans. One Soviet study, published in Ogonyok, found that over 87 percent of a group of violent criminals had, as children, burned, hanged, or stabbed domestic animals.4 In our own country, a major study by Dr. Stephen Kellert of Yale University found that children who abuse animals have a much higher likelihood of becoming violent criminals.5

Studies of inmates in a number of U.S. prisons reveal that almost none of the convicts had a pet as a child. None of them had this opportunity to learn to respect and care for another creature’s life, and to feel valuable in so doing.

But these attitudes can be reversed, even in criminals. Heartwarming research has been done in which convicts nearing their release dates were allowed to have pet cats in their cells with them. The result? “Of the men who loved and cared for their cats, not a single one later failed as a free man to adjust to society.”6 This in a penal system where over 70 percent of released convicts are expected to return to jail.

The attitudes toward animals shown by the youngster at the science fair, and by the Soviet criminals when they were youths, are not at all unusual. We’ve all grown up in a system that condones such cruelty. Our public stance is basically that animals are ours to treat any way we wish, and that kindness to animals and sensitivity to them as fellow beings is an option some may choose if they want to, but it is no more incumbent upon us than being nice to plastic dolls.

This attitude toward animals has been given voice even by modern religious leaders, one of whom said the following of animals being slaughtered:

Their cries should not arouse unreasonable compassion any more than to red-hot metals undergoing the blows of a hammer, seeds spoiling underground, branches crackling when they are pruned, grain that is surrendered to the harvester, wheat being ground by the milling machine.7

For this religious leader, animals are not creatures who merit any sort of empathy. They are merely machines, bundles of reflexes and instincts, mechanical things with no feelings to speak of, objects that we can treat without qualm in any way whatever. This is a far cry from the attitude of Albert Schweitzer, who believed the following:

Any religion which is not based on a respect for life is not a true religion…8 Until he extends his circle of compassion to all living things, man will not himself find peace.9

Toward the end of his long life, Schweitzer was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for dedicating his whole life to teaching that:

We must never permit the voice of humanity within us to be silenced. It is man’s sympathy with all creatures that first makes him truly a man.10

Dolphins to the Rescue

The official position of the Catholic Church has long been that animals don’t have souls. During a Church council in the Middle Ages a vote was taken on whether women and animals have souls. Women squeaked by. Animals lost.

One thing is sure. Yvonne Vladislavich would give you quite an argument if you tried to tell her animals don’t have souls. In June 1971, Yvonne was aboard a yacht that exploded and sank in the Indian Ocean. Utterly terrified, she was thrown into shark-infested waters. Then she saw three dolphins approach her. One of them proceeded to buoy her up, while the other two swam in circles around her and guarded her from the sharks. The dolphins continued to take care of Yvonne and protect her, until she finally drifted to a marker in the sea and climbed up onto it. When she was rescued from this marker, it was determined that the dolphins had stayed with her, kept her afloat, and protected her across more than 200 miles of open sea.11

And there’s more. On May 28, 1978, four fishermen became lost in a fog off the coast of Dassen Island, South Africa. They knew there were dangerous rocks in the vicinity, and they feared running into them because the fog had become so thick they couldn’t see where they were going. Then they became aware of a group of dolphins nudging and pushing the boat, forcing them to change course. Suddenly, through the fog, they saw sharp rocks protruding through the water. The rocks only became visible as they floated by them, and the fishermen realized at once that the dolphins had saved their lives. Meanwhile, the dolphins continued to push the boat along a course known only to them, until it reached calm waters. Then they swam away, evidently feeling their job was done. When the fog lifted, the men were flabbergasted to find themselves in the very bay from which they had originally set out early that morning.12

Man’s Best Friend at His Best

Human contact with dolphins is limited. In recent years, the animal with whom most of us have had the greatest contact is the dog. One doesn’t have to be a dog lover to recognize that these beings have provided enormous amounts of companionship, devotion, and loyalty to people over the years.

Television shows like Lassie and The Adventures of Rin Tin Tin were not wholly contrived fantasies. They were dramatic representations of the loyalty, devotion, and intelligence of dogs. There are actually thousands of fully documented and independently verified incidents that make the adventures of Lassie and Rin Tin Tin pale by comparison.

One day in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, in 1955, a man named Ken Wilson was trying to teach a horse to accept a saddle in his corral. Ken wasn’t at all concerned about his three-year-old son, Stevie, who he thought was playing at a neighbor’s. But what he didn’t know was that little Stevie had wandered off alone, fallen into a pond, and sunk to the bottom. The boy’s dog, Taffy, however, saw the disaster and immediately raced to the corral, barking uproariously and demanding Mr. Wilson’s attention. When the man ignored him, Taffy made a big show of charging into the pond, all the while continuing to bark at the top of his lungs. Then he raced back and nipped at the horse’s legs. Finally Mr. Wilson realized the dog was trying to tell him something and dismounted. Immediately, Taffy bolted to the pond, barking for the bewildered man to follow him. When Wilson got to the pond, he saw his little son’s red jacket floating on the surface of the water. Finally realizing what had happened, he dove headlong into the four-foot-deep water, found his unconscious son, and lifted him from the bottom. It was six hours before Stevie regained consciousness. But when he did, the first thing he saw was his little dog Taffy, sitting prayerfully beside his bed.13

Stevie is not the only child whose life has been saved by a dog. There are thousands of such cases, fully documented and verified.

One such child was two-year-old Randy Saleh, of Euless, Texas. Little Randy wandered away from home one day. When his parents noticed his absence and couldn’t find him anywhere, they called the police. But even a two-hour police search did not locate young Randy. The parents were becoming extremely alarmed, and when they noticed that the boy’s dog, a St. Bernard named Ringo, was also missing, they found themselves praying that the big dog was with their little son and was somehow protecting him.

Meanwhile, a man named Harley Jones had to stop his car for a traffic jam on a highway about three-quarters of a mile from Randy’s home. Getting out of his car, he asked other stopped motorists if they knew what the problem was. They told him the trouble was “caused by a mad dog in the road ahead.” Curious, Jones walked toward the head of the line of stopped cars to see for himself what was going on. What he saw was a St. Bernard, stationed resolutely in the center of the highway, barking wildly and letting no car move by in either direction. Jones saw the dog was protecting a little boy who was merrily playing in the center of the heavily traveled thoroughfare. The dog would stop any car that dared attempt to drive through the area and then would immediately rush back to the little boy and nudge him toward the side of the road. But the little fellow, thinking the whole thing was just a game, would return to the center of the highway.

Jones spoke soothingly to the St. Bernard and managed to calm him down. But the dog would not let a single car move by until little Randy was safely off the road.14

I think you’d have a hard time convincing little Randy’s parents that animals are just mechanical contraptions.

Now, if you are like me, you may get a little choked up when you learn of these incidents. These are not just cases of dogs waking up their masters because they are panicking in the midst of a fire and then later getting credit. This is not the work of machines without feeling, driven only by instincts and reflexes. They are demonstrations of courage and devotion and selfless love. They are intelligent and brave responses to emergencies.

Unlikely Heroes

It is not only dogs and dolphins who have shown their reverence and devotion to human life by going to enormous lengths to save it. The animal kingdom, it turns out, is full of remarkable samaritans.

In 1975, a desperate shipwreck victim off the coast of Manila was stupefied to see a giant sea turtle swimming toward her, seemingly offering its aid. The floundering woman climbed aboard the turtle, which then did something turtles supposedly never do. Sea turtles spend most of their time underwater, but this one must have somehow known that the poor woman needed constant support to survive, and must also have wanted very much to take care of her. It proceeded to stay at the surface for two full days, going without food itself, so it could continue to carry her and keep her alive. When human rescuers finally appeared, “eyewitnesses thought the woman was floating on an oil drum until she was safely on board—whereupon the ‘oil drum’ circled the area twice and disappeared.”15

To be taken for an oil drum might not have surprised the turtle all that much. You see, for many years, turtles were not legally recognized as animals in the United States. One of the earliest crusaders for animal protection, Henry Bergh, found this out when he tried to stop the torments visited upon green turtles. These great animals, which have been known to live for hundreds of years and grow to 600 pounds or more, are sought after as a status source of soup and steak for the wealthy, with the young turtles being eaten when they weigh only about 50 pounds. Bergh found that the turtles were transported by ships from the tropics to the Fulton Fish Market in New York. En route, the turtles did not exactly travel first-class. For several weeks they lay on their backs out of the water, with nothing to eat or drink, like so much upside-down luggage. They were held in place by ropes strung through holes punched in their flippers.16

Bergh did everything he could to halt this activity, but when he brought the perpetrators to court, the judge acquitted them on the grounds that a turtle was “not an animal within the meaning of the law.”17 Accordingly, ruled the judge, even the barest minimum of protection against cruelty that was afforded animals by the law at that time could not be applied to turtles.18

Most of us, like that judge, are conditioned by a culture that thinks of animals as mere machinery and could never imagine that a sea turtle would be capable of saving a human life. Nor would that same type of thinking allow us to believe that a canary, however sweet its song and pretty its feathers, could be much more than a decorative and bright adornment to a house. But the residents of Hermitage, Tennessee, know better.

In 1950 in Hermitage there lived an elderly woman who was known to everyone around simply as Aunt Tess. The old lady lived alone with only her cat and a canary named Bibs. Aunt Tess’s niece and her husband lived a few hundred yards away from her house, and they were concerned lest something happen to the aging woman without anyone knowing.

One night they were awakened by what seemed like a tapping on the window. It wasn’t loud, and they tried to ignore it, but the tapping continued.

Finally, the niece got out of bed and went to the window to investigate. She drew back the curtains, and there, to her amazement, beating frantically against the windowpane, was Aunt Tess’s canary, Bibs. The little bird had never before been outside the aunt’s house, but she had somehow managed not only to get out but then to find her way several hundred yards to the niece’s window. The task took all the little bird had, however. Before the niece’s eyes, Bibs literally dropped dead from exhaustion on the windowsill. The niece and her husband immediately rushed over to Aunt Tess’s house and there found the old lady lying unconscious and bleeding on the floor. She had suffered a bad fall and may well have died had not help arrived when it did. The canary had given its own life to save that of Aunt Tess.19

The more I have learned about animals, the more I have realized how conditioned I have been in my attitudes toward them. I never would have imagined a bird capable of this kind of thing. Nor would I have thought a pig likely to be a lifesaver. But I would have been wrong.

A couple of years ago United Press International carried a photograph and story that were picked up and printed in many of the country’s major newspapers. The photo was of Carol Burk; her 11-year-old son, Anthony Melton; and a pig. What made the story newsworthy was that mother and son had gone swimming in a Houston lake. The boy had inadvertently strayed too far from shore, panicked, and begun to sink. The boy’s pet pig, Priscilla, had evidently felt his distress because she rushed into the water and began to swim toward him. While Anthony’s anguished mother watched helplessly, the boy managed to stay afloat until the pig reached him. Then he caught hold of her leash. Anthony’s mother watched awestruck as Priscilla the pig proceeded to tow her son safely to shore.

The Value of Life Itself

Human-centered animal that I am, I find it easiest to appreciate the heroism of animals who save human lives, who rescue people. But I’ve come to be impressed, too, by the numerous accounts of animals inexplicably going out of their way to save the lives of other animals.

Now, the official government-run Soviet News Agency TASS does not ordinarily carry human-interest stories. But in September 1977, TASS reported a remarkable incident that occurred in the Black Sea. A Russian fishing boat found itself being circled by a small group of dolphins. The animals seemed to want something and kept circling until the sailors decided to raise anchor. Immediately, the dolphins sped off, as if they had been waiting for the anchor to be lifted and wanted to be followed. The puzzled sailors decided to follow along to see what would happen and were led to a buoy near which they saw a young dolphin trapped in a fishing net. Understanding now why the dolphins had come to them, the men released the trapped dolphin. The dolphins then proceeded to guide the boat back to the exact spot where it had been originally anchored.20

In this case, dolphins teamed up with human beings to save the life of one of their own kind. But there are many cases, perhaps even more remarkable, in which dolphins and human beings have collaborated to save the lives of other species, such as whales.

On September 30, 1978, about 50 pilot whales became beached just north of Auckland, New Zealand. Government officials tried in every way to lure the great whales out to sea, because if they remained where they were they would all certainly die. Nothing worked. Then the officials got the idea of guiding a passing group of dolphins into the harbor. This they did, and when the dolphins saw the whales they seemed instantly to understand the whole situation. Wasting no time, the dolphins immediately took charge and literally herded the whales back to the open sea, thereby saving their lives.21

Of all the accounts I have on record of dolphin heroism, perhaps the most amazing comes, once again, from TASS. Their report tells of sailors on board the fishing vessel Neverskoil, which was sailing off the coast of Kamchatka on August 14, 1978. The sailors heard a sea lion bellowing for help and saw that the creature was surrounded by a number of killer whales. But before the whales could devour the sea lion, a group of dolphins appeared, and the whales backed off. The sailors watched as the dolphins then swam away, and they thought this high drama of the seas was over. But the whales made another run at the beleaguered sea lion, who again began bellowing in fear. I can’t help but think that what the sailors saw next must have astounded even these hardened veterans of the sea. The dolphins, hearing the distressed cries of the sea lion, realized that the killer whales were again homing in on the creature. They rushed back to the scene, leapt over the heads of the whales, and formed a ring around the sea lion, protecting it. They did not leave until the killer whales were well out of sight.22

There are reports of dolphins coming to the aid of whales giving birth. When sharks are menacingly near, the dolphins take up positions around a mother whale and her female “attendants,” forming a ring around the helpless mother during her labor and delivery. Should the sharks attack, the dolphins bump them away with their bottle-nosed beaks.

There are so many cases of dolphins saving lives—both human and non-human—that we should really think of them as the “lifeguards of the seas.” We should. But we don’t. Instead, we often treat them with utter contempt.

One type of dolphin, called the Dall’s porpoise, often swims in the water above salmon and tuna schools. Current salmon- and tuna-fishing methods use huge nets that trap the salmon and tuna—and the dolphins. In the past 10 years, according to official figures, 1,649,189 were killed in the course of tuna fishing. The Marine Mammal Protection Act of 1972 required fishermen to gradually reduce their porpoise kill to zero. However, in September 1981, President Reagan’s administration convinced Congress to exempt the U.S. commercial tuna fleet, resulting in the continued use of purse seine, which trap and kill thousands of dolphins along with the tuna. Thus 50 dolphins will be killed in the time it takes you to read this chapter. Two have been killed while you’ve been reading this page, and this rate of massacre goes on 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. The huge corporations that own the fishing fleets tell the public they have modified the nets to permit the porpoises to escape. But they don’t tell the public that many of the animals are netted and released, netted and released, until they are mangled and dead. The Reagan administration has also allowed the Japanese to kill porpoises while fishing for salmon in the U.S. waters of the North Pacific. Over a million dolphins have died in their huge nets, which also trap and kill seals and birds. As a result, organizations like Friends of Animals Inc. have called for a boycott of all tuna and salmon products.

The more I’ve learned, the harder it has become to avoid the conclusion that animals are capable of a respect and reverence for life that cuts across species boundaries. One veterinarian reports:

I have six cases on record of pet dogs and cats becoming depressed and calling mournfully when a companion animal in the same house has been taken away to be put to sleep because of some incurable disease. In all cases, at about the same time that the companion pet was being destroyed, the surviving animal showed a sudden and obvious change in behavior. In one case, the owner did not know that the vet had put the other pet to sleep until he called an hour later, and for an hour before, her cat had been calling frantically and showing distress.23

I find it difficult to dismiss these cases by attributing them merely to instinct. They speak to me rather of a thread binding all creatures in the great web of life.

A Guide Duck for the Blind

One of the most marvelous examples of animals caring for each other is recalled by Cleveland Amory in his lovely little book Animail. He tells of a scientist named Dr. Arthur Peterson, who lives in DeBary, Florida. A few years ago, Dr. Peterson noticed some odd activity by ducks on a lake on his property. Becoming extremely fascinated with what he saw, Dr. Peterson began to study the ducks and soon realized that a male duck (whom he called, for the sake of clarity, John-Duck) was uncannily and persistently attentive to a certain female duck (whom Dr. Peterson called Mary-Duck). It was not mating season, so there was no apparent explanation for this behavior, but he was terribly curious and kept observing the ducks, looking for clues. One day he noticed that John-Duck had left Mary-Duck alone for a minute, and he quickly approached her, slipped a net over her, and examined her. To his astonishment, Dr. Peterson found that Mary-Duck was completely blind.

Touched by the implications of his discovery, Dr. Peterson released the unseeing Mary-Duck. Moments later, John-Duck reappeared and went immediately over to her. Then this “seeing-eye duck” gave a loud series of reassuring quacks and guided her off.24

The Trapper and the Beaver Cubs

Animals with whom humans have little contact also have the potential for kindness and friendship. One man who came to understand something of the spirit of such animals was the Englishman Archie Belanie, who later became known as Grey Owl when he turned his back on his past and totally adopted American Indian ways.25 A prodigiously successful trapper, he fell in love with an Iroquois woman named Anahareo. One day the two of them came upon a female beaver who had been killed in one of Grey Owl’s traps. They were about to leave with the fur when two small heads appeared above the water. At Anahareo’s urging, Grey Owl rescued the little beavers, whose mother had been killed in his trap, and took them home. Getting to know these two little beaver kittens was such a powerful experience for the great trapper that he never trapped animals again. He wrote movingly of

their almost childlike intimacies and murmurings of affection, their rollicking good fellowship with not only each other but ourselves, their keen awareness, their air of knowing what it was all about. They seemed like little folk from some other planet, whose language we could not quite understand. To kill such creatures seemed monstrous. I would do no more of it.26

You Reap What You Sow

All animals—including those we have been taught to fear—can respond to love and give it. Nowhere has this been proven more profoundly than by Ralph Helfer and his wife, Toni, two of Hollywood’s foremost wild-animal trainers. Helfer operates an animal park and training center in Buena Vista, California, where he handles and trains the fiercest of animals. Conventional wisdom has it that training these wild animals for show business requires instilling fear in the creatures and breaking their will. But Helfer is successful with a radically different approach. He says the idea first came to him in a hospital bed:

Violence begets violence, I mused, as I lay in my hospital bed 25 years ago after being mauled by a 500-pound lion. The big cat had been “fear-trained,” with whips, chairs, and screams, as animals in captivity traditionally are; and though he performed his tricks well enough, he had no love for humans. Just as a battered child grows up to be a child abuser, a battered animal awaits its chance to do unto others as has been done unto him. I had been done unto royally by that lion, and I had plenty of time during a long convalescence to figure out why. That lion had attacked me, as so many other animals have attacked humans over the centuries, not because he was “wild,” but because he was unloved. Your dog or cat is no different, nor is your horse or fish or pig or bird.

The idea of affection-training was born in that hospital bed. Animals respond to their lives emotionally, I reasoned. If an animal could be trained by addressing its negative emotions (with threats and punishment), he could probably also be trained by appealing to his positive emotions. Surely the results would be even better with love than with pain, for the animal would be motivated to cooperate. Where pain might get the horse to water, love could induce him to drink.

Since that time, I’ve proved my theory with almost every animal known to man. I’ve traveled from the jungles of Africa to the forests of India, working with everything from hippopotami to tarantulas.27

When I first heard of training wild animals through affection, I was skeptical. But Helfer’s success record, “with everything from hippopotami to tarantulas,” is hard to discount. His animals have been used in many television shows, movies, and commercials. There is one thing, however, that affection-training cannot accomplish.

There are some circus tricks that animals can be forced to perform through threats and fear but that they cannot be coaxed to perform through positive means. The reason for this is simple: the tricks we see in circus rings are often in violation of the anatomical structure and deepest instincts of the animals. Horses dancing on their hind feet, bears roller-skating, dogs walking on their back legs and pushing prams, cats firing off cannons, tigers jumping through burning hoops. These are displays, not of the magnificent natural capacities of the animals, but of their degrading obedience to the dominance of their trainers, a dominance achieved in the ugliest of ways. The quickest and least expensive method of breaking the spirits of the animals held prisoner by the circus trainers is by using whips, electric shocks, sharp hooks, loud noises, and starvation. The training is done in seclusion, and if local SPCAs get too nosey about what is being done to the animals to force their compliance, the animals are moved to foreign countries where there are no restrictions on animal treatment.

One elephant, trained to dance and to play “Yes, Sir, That’s My Baby” on the harmonica, was described recently as being probably the meanest elephant in the United States. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he had good reason.

The Easiest Way to Be Wrong Again

The conventional assumption of our culture is still that animals do not have any of the higher feelings of which we are capable, such as compassion and love and reverence for life. It can be difficult for us to see how tainted we might be by the culturally sanctioned misunderstanding that animals are only mechanical bundles of instincts and reflexes, with no hearts or souls. Few of us have had the opportunity to learn to respect them for what they are—creatures of marvelous complexity, beauty, and mystery.

The idea of animals as machines without feeling has held sway in the collective psyche for so long that it has acquired a momentum of its own. We have gotten stuck in a very deep mental rut, a habit from which it is not easy to uproot ourselves.

And habit, as Laurence Peter put it, is often “simply the easiest way to be wrong again.”

We have seen this mental habit given credence by the church and philosophical expression through thinkers such as Descartes. To him, the body and soul were completely separate; thinking and feeling were attributes of the soul, not the body, and the body itself was simply a machine.28 Since animals could not speak, it followed for Descartes that they had no soul and so could not feel. According to Descartes’s point of view, which still permeates the psychic atmosphere of our times, all the nonhuman animals, from the ants up to what he called the “ape-machines,” have no capacity for ideas, freedom of action, choice, knowledge of any kind, or feeling. They are merely robots, driven by instincts. He likened animals to watches and clocks, with wheels, springs, gears, and weights. Marvelously contrived though they might be, they are, said Descartes, “mere automatons.”29

Descartes would sometimes kick his dog, just to “hear the machine creak.”

Do Animals Suffer?

I’m sorry to say that the point of view that animals are only machines, and thus incapable of suffering, is still very much with us today. It is part of our cultural heritage, and I am still frequently amazed as I discover how conditioned I am by it. In the culture at large, it is so taken for granted that it is rarely questioned.

I don’t know if the gentlemen of Kewaskum, Wisconsin, are still enjoying their annual Kiwanis turkey shoots. But I know that as of 1971 they had not felt any compunction about their annual “fun and games.” What, you may wonder, could be amiss in the “sport” from which the Kiwanis Club members derived so much amusement? Well, turkeys, those great birds who so astounded the Pilgrims when they first arrived in this land, may not be the smartest of God’s creatures, but with a dignity all their own they have long been a symbol of the New World for many Europeans seeking freedom. Dignity notwithstanding, at the annual Kiwanis festival they were tied into stalls by the legs in such a way that their heads were exposed as a target for the participants in the “gala” event. The birds couldn’t do anything to free themselves and they were shot at again and again by the drunken celebrants. In fact, they were tied in such a way as to guarantee that if they broke their wings or legs in their struggle to save their lives, as they often did, their heads would nevertheless be kept jiggling and exposed to the aim and merriment of the “brave” hunters.30

Champions of the idea that other animals don’t feel pain as we do say that animals operate entirely from instinct. Thus the Kiwanis marksmen felt no more pangs of conscience than they would if the turkeys whose heads they gaily shot off were made of cardboard. They probably honestly believed turkeys don’t suffer.

But a reliance on instincts is very different from a lack of ability to feel pain. The capacity to feel pain has an obvious survival value to any species, enabling it to avoid sources of injury. It is with our senses and nervous systems that we feel pain, not with our capacity for abstract thought. The nervous systems of nonhuman animals are finely tuned to their environments. Their senses, in many cases, are vastly more sensitive and refined than our own. Physiologically, there is no basis at all for saying that animals don’t feel pain. In fact, in The Spectrum of Pain, Richard Serjeant writes:

Every particle of factual evidence supports the contention that the higher mammalian vertebrates experience pain sensations at least as acute as our own. Apart from the complexity of the cerebral cortex (which does not directly feel pain) their nervous systems are almost identical to ours and their reactions to pain remarkably similar…31

The senses of animals often make ours look pathetic in comparison. For example, the cells essential for smelling are ethmoidal cells. We have about five million of these in our noses. A German shepherd, by way of contrast, has about 200 million. And when it comes to hearing, once again we pale in comparison. The German shepherd can hear sounds clearly at 200 yards that we cannot detect at a mere 20. Even the much maligned shark has enormously sensitive hearing. An Australian named Theo Brown has taken advantage of this fact to develop a musical shark repellent. He conceived the idea when he discovered that if he played fox trots or waltzes the sharks were attracted from great distances, but if he played rock music they left at once.32

We All Need Love

Proponents of the attitude that animals are ours to use, while sometimes acknowledging that animals may experience pain at a physical level, assert that they are not capable of suffering as we know it because their pain has no meaning to them. It is, say these “experts,” just sensation. Accordingly, animals can’t suffer as we can because their sensations of pain have no emotional meaning for them.

I don’t agree. There are many kinds of emotional suffering that we human beings have the ability to experience and all are connected, in one way or another, to our capacity to feel with other beings. And animals have that capacity.

There is a relationship between the capacity of a being to love and its capacity to suffer, regardless of its species. If a being, of whatever species, has the capacity to give and receive love, then certainly it will suffer if that capacity is thwarted. This is one of the reasons all the wisdom traditions of the world teach us that a sure way to make yourself miserable is not to express your love.

We need both to receive and to give love. Love is food for our souls, and without it we suffer greatly, just as we suffer physically if we starve. Have you ever watched an infant carefully, while it is being stroked and petted? We all know babies love and thrive on this kind of attention, but have you ever looked closely at the physiological changes they undergo? There is a distinct and well-defined pattern in their young nervous systems. The heart rate slows down, muscles relax, peristaltic waves increase, and digestive juices flow. Among other things, these changes allow for the formation of the crucial mother-child bonding. And so if the little one is not petted and stroked, and thus does not undergo these physiological changes, the bonding will not occur.

One of the results of this is that the little human baby will have a hard time establishing social bonds in its later life. Another result when an infant is deprived of touching is that it literally shrivels. Because its digestive juices are not fully activated, it fails to receive proper nourishment and so its physical growth is retarded. The little one will do the best it can to survive under the circumstances, and this may mean developing what we call neurotic or, in extreme cases, psychotic symptoms, in the attempt somehow to compensate for the missing mother love. If the deprivation is sufficiently severe, the infant will habitually repeat the gestures of its compensation for the rest of its life.

Now, it may surprise people who think animals are objects, but every single word you have just read about human infants, about their physiological and emotional responses to stroking and petting, and about the consequences if they are deprived of this attention, is true not only for human babies. It is also true, in every detail, for puppies, kittens, baby monkeys, and a large number of other mammals.33

Dr. Harry Harlow, at the University of Wisconsin, has done extensive studies on the influence of love and affection in the lives of subhuman primates. In one appalling experiment, monkeys were deprived of their mothers. The result?

They have shown many signs of extreme neuroticism and even psychosis. Most of them spend their time sitting passively staring out into space, not interested in other monkeys or anything else.

Some of them tensely wind themselves into tortured positions, and others tear at their flesh with their teeth…These are all symptoms found in human adults confined in institutions for the insane.

Mother dolphins nurse their young for 18 months, and the mother-child bond is deep and enduring. Dolphins four to six years old have been known to seek out their mothers from a group when they become sleepy or frightened. So devoted are these animals to the welfare of one another that they will not abandon or desert a fellow dolphin who seems to be injured or distressed even if it costs them their life. When infant dolphins are caught in tuna nets, their mothers will go to extraordinary lengths to join their doomed young. Once in the nets, they will huddle together with their offspring, singing to them. The tuna industry takes note of this only to acknowledge that the majority of dolphins killed in their nets are females and infants.34

It’s not only with dolphins, and it is not only in the parent-child relationship that animal love is evident. Even hard-nosed scientists who have studied wolves have been consistently amazed at the exceptional degree of what can only be called love and affection they show for one another. Gordon Haber, who has studied wolves for decades and is recognized as one of the world’s leading wolf experts, notes that one of the outstanding features of these animals is their profound devotion and caring for one another. For example, he saw a wounded wolf in Alaska, its shoulder shattered and bleeding from being kicked by a caribou, limp into an abandoned cabin and lie down, seemingly to die alone as animals often do. But each night another wolf crept into the cabin and fed its crippled friend by bringing it chunks of meat. He continued to care for the wounded wolf until it recovered.35

Many animals, including beavers, geese, eagles, wolves, hawks, penguins, lynxes, and mountain lions, mate monogamously for life and are utterly devoted to their mates in a way that most married humans—who have pledged to care for each other “until death do us part”—could never imagine. Animals can suffer precisely because they have the ability to give and receive love, and a need to do so.

Intelligence

Still the blindness continues. Those who say that animals can’t suffer in any meaningful way often claim that any pain sensations the animals might feel have no meaning because they are too stupid to know that they hurt. However, it seems to me remarkably limited for us to assume that because an animal does not display intelligence as we know it, it is therefore stupid.

It is just like man’s vanity and impertinence to call an animal dumb because it is dumb to his dull perceptions.

—MARK TWAIN

Even among our own species, we often don’t recognize forms of intelligence that are perhaps a little different from the norm. Albert Einstein’s parents were sure he was retarded because he spoke haltingly until the age of nine and even after that would respond to questions only after a long period of deliberation. He performed so badly in his high school courses, except mathematics, that a teacher told him to drop out, saying, “You will never amount to anything, Einstein.”36 Charles Darwin did so poorly in school that his father told him, “You will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family.”37 Thomas Edison was called “dunce” by his father and “addled” by his high school teacher and was told by his headmaster that he “would never make a success of anything.”38 Henry Ford barely made it through school with the minimum grasp of reading and writing.39 Sir Isaac Newton was so poor in school that he was allowed to continue only because he was a complete flop at running the family farm.40 Pablo Picasso was pulled out of school at the age of 10 because he was doing so badly. His father hired a tutor to prepare him to go back to school, but the tutor gave up on the hopeless pupil.41 Giacomo Puccini, the Italian opera composer, was so poor at everything as a child, including music, that his first music teacher gave up in despair, concluding the boy had no talent.42

If we can be so far amiss in recognizing types of intelligence that are a bit different from the norm and yet belong to members of our own species who are destined to make great contributions, it seems likely we might fail to recognize some forms of intelligence that belong to beings of other species.

Researchers have done exhaustive studies of animal and human brains. Most of these studies have been motivated by a desire to find a biological basis for the belief that there is a profound difference between human and animal forms of intelligence.

No cut-and-dried dividing line has emerged. Comparing the “structure and function of the human brain with the brains of other animals,” scientists have found that humans and other animals differ less than is commonly thought.

Surprisingly, the similarities are greater than the differences…A striking similarity between the human and non-human mammalian brain is seen in the electrical activity patterns of electroencephalograph (EEG) readings. A dog, for example, has the same states of activity as man, its EEG patterns being almost identical in wakefulness, quiet sleep, dreaming, and daydreaming. As for the chemistry of the central nervous and endocrine systems, we know that there is no difference in kind between human and other animals. The biochemistry of physiological and emotional states (of stress and anxiety, for example) differ little between mice and men.43

Incredible Journeys

There are so many instances in which animals have demonstrated profound intelligence that, frankly, I wonder sometimes about the intelligence of the people who insist that animals are dumb. Everyone has heard tales of dogs traveling great distances across unknown terrain to rejoin their people. What you might not know, however, is that many of these stories are documented, verified, and, incredible as they seem, literally true.

For example, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Martin moved from Des Moines to Denver. But their German shepherd, Max, evidently preferred Des Moines, because he went back on his own, a distance of 750 snow-covered miles.44

Another German shepherd, living in Italy, missed his human companion, who had recently moved from Brindisi to Milan and left the animal behind. It took the dog four months to cover the 745 miles, but he managed to do it and found his person to boot.45

Even more remarkable is a shorter journey of “only” 200 miles, described by Sheila Burnford in her book The Incredible Journey. Three animals—an old English bull terrier, a young Labrador retriever, and, believe it or not, a Siamese cat—stayed together, took care of each other, and found their way across 200 miles of rugged Canadian wilderness in northwestern Ontario.46

I would never have thought a cat capable of such a feat. But I was wrong. There are actually many documented and verified accounts of cats traveling great distances to be with their people. The longest I know of is also one of the best authenticated. It concerns a New York veterinarian who moved to a new job and house in California and had to leave his cat behind, expecting to send for him later. But the cat disappeared prematurely, so the doctor understandably assumed he had seen the last of his cat. Five months later, however, the cat “calmly walked into the (new) house, and jumped onto its favorite armchair.” As you might imagine, the vet was startled. For a moment, he was so shocked he just stood there, gaping. Was this his cat? Then he remembered that his cat had once been in a bad fight, in which its tail had been bitten. The injury had left a distinct growth on the fourth vertebra of the cat’s tail. Remembering this, the vet walked over to the cat and felt its tail. Sure enough, there, on the fourth vertebra, was the telltale growth!47

We may surely be justified in considering the possibility that animals have access to a kind of intelligence beyond our comprehension. It is hard to attribute such accomplishments to mere instinct.
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Animals are interesting creatures…
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with their own unique kinds of intelligence and beauty…

When treated well, most kinds of animals are friendly to people…
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Pigs are as capable of friendship with us as dogs and cats…

[image: ]

But the animals raised for meat, eggs, and dairy products in the United States today…

are treated terribly…
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Chickens are crammed into cages so tightly they can barely move and are driven insane…

From below, the view is nothing to put on a picture postcard.
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When treated well, pigs are remarkably happy…

and friendly creatures…

[image: ]

[image: ]

But today they are crammed together so tightly that they go crazy…

and often bite one another’s tails and rears, even killing one another…
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When you realize what friendly and intelligent animals pigs are by nature…

it’s terribly sad to see the desolate lives they are forced to live today, treated like cars in a parking lot…
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From childhood on they are treated like merchandise…

with no respect for the fact that they are living beings…
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Yesterday’s cows spent their whole lives grazing happily in pastures…

but today this is no longer the case…
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The love and bonding between mother cows and their calves…

is strong and deep…
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But today’s veal calves are taken away from their mothers as soon as they are born…

and forced to live their entire lives in unspeakably miserable conditions…
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These are little babies, separated from their mothers, and they desperately seek anything to suck on…

But they are never allowed to suck, and instead are fed a diet deliberately designed to make them anemic. Anyone who treated a dog or cat the way millions of baby veal calves are treated today would be arrested…
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We prefer to numb ourselves psychically to the fact of the slaughterhouse. We don’t like to remember that a hamburger is a ground-up cow…
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In fact, some people evidently think chickens are vegetables. When someone says, “I’m a vegetarian,” these people say, “Yes, but you do eat chicken, don’t you?”
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The author of Diet for a New America, John Robbins shows us how our health, our happiness, and the future of life on earth depend on our shifting to a compassionate way of eating.

An Elephant with a Sweet Tooth

If the only time you’ve seen an elephant is in a zoo, you’ve only seen the most devastated and abused specimens of this grand species. But even captive elephants are capable of sophisticated reasoning. One five-ton lady elephant, known as Bertha, was kept for years in the Nugget Casino in Las Vegas. She used to wake up her handler, Jenda Smaha, when it was time for a show by brushing her eyelashes against his cheek! Also, she had a clever way of getting at the sweets Jenda used in the show but kept stored between times in a cabinet in Bertha’s house. Of course, Bertha was an enormously powerful animal and could easily have smashed the cabinet to smithereens and nabbed the goodies. But that, evidently, would have been too gross a strategy for a being of her subtlety. Instead, when a stranger would wander into the elephant house, Bertha would grab his arm with her trunk. You can imagine how this would startle just about anybody, so Bertha, sensitive as she was to others’ feelings, was just as gentle about it as she could be. But if her captive tried to pull away, she’d tighten her grip enough to let him know who was boss. Thus ensnared, the stranger would be guided to the cabinet where the sweets were stored. Then Bertha would place the person’s hand on the handle and hope the human had enough intelligence to deduce what was wanted of him.

On one occasion, however, the cabinet was unexpectedly locked, and the poor woman in Bertha’s grasp didn’t know what to do. When Bertha let go of her, she made a beeline for the door, trying to get out of there as fast as possible but trying at the same time not to move so quickly as to panic the “dumb beast.” Just before she could reach the door, however, there came a tap on her shoulder. Astonished, she turned around and found herself staring at the great elephant. In her trunk the elephant held the key to the cabinet, which she now dropped carefully into the woman’s hand.48

Almost always, what is taken for rank stupidity on the part of animals turns out to be, instead, a lack of understanding on our human part. Ostriches, for example, are famed for stupidly sticking their heads in the sand when they want not to be seen. The truth of the matter, though, is that ostriches do not put their heads in the sand at all. When they sit on their massive eggs, their long necks and prominent heads make them a conspicuous and vulnerable target, visible to their enemies for miles. And so they have developed an ingenious and effective method of camouflaging themselves when they sense danger but must remain on their eggs. By stretching their necks down and along the sand, they not only become less conspicuous but also, from a distance, look very much like a small hill of sand.

The more I learn about animals, the more they astound me. There are birds who fly halfway around the globe and yet return precisely to the same spot year after year. There are dolphin midwives who usher the newborn dolphins up for their first breath of air while other dolphin midwives stay with the new mother and care for her. There are whales who communicate with one another through sound patterns of such wondrous beauty that some feel they have more intricacy than even a Beethoven symphony. But sometimes it seems as if we humans will recognize their forms of intelligence as worthy of our respect only if they discuss matters with us in English and over tea.

Fresh from the Lap of God

There is always something adorable to me about a newborn fawn or a freshly hatched duckling or a newborn calf or, in fact, a newborn animal of any kind, including human newborns. They shine; there is a luster about them, a shimmering statement of the freshness they bring to life. To me, the fact that newborn human infants and newborn animal babies of all kinds glow with this ineffable sweetness testifies to our common source. They are born as we are—fresh from the lap of God, wanting to express their qualities in the service of the divine spark within them. They are born, as we are, thirsting for life. They are born, as we are, wanting to be all they are and to become all they can become.

They want to play their part in the universe, live the lives they were born to live. In many ways they remain like babies as they age, even if they grow as big as an elephant, for their lives are always intense with immediacy, rich with emotional and sensory experience.

Animals are part of our world, part of our existence. They give us reasons to celebrate life. They are part of us.

Sometimes they bring us challenges, sometimes they bring us the opportunity to help them, sometimes they bring us companionship. Often, they bring us play, beauty, and laughter as they go about their business of being themselves. What we would miss if they were not here!

“If the stars should appear one night in a thousand, how men would believe and adore!”

So said Ralph Waldo Emerson. Can you imagine how we would feel if such were the fate of animals?

What the Children Know

Sometimes children understand these things better than adults do. A young Girl Scout named Karyl Carter wrote a simple report that says it all so well.

A beaver who swam, dove and somersaulted among canoeing Girl Scouts—that’s what you would have seen at Camp Sacajawea Girl Scout Camp in Newfield, New Jersey, this summer.

It was a late morning discovery. Girls from Holly Shores Girl Scout Council were taking canoeing lessons in Sacy’s Lake when a large stump started to move and perform numerous swimming feats. Hearing laughter, squeals and screams, the waterfront director canoed out to the girls, identified the stump as a real beaver, and yelled to those on the beach, “Go get the rest of the camp…they’ve never seen anything like this before.” In no time flat, the entire camp lined the lakefront, playing audience to a most talented but different kind of swimmer.

The waterfront director, who was wary but excited, told the canoers, “Just keep canoeing, don’t pet the beaver, but enjoy the experience.” Meanwhile, a beach bystander ran to the camp office and called Hope Buyukmihci, naturalist and author, at Unexpected Wildlife Refuge, three miles away. “Are you missing a beaver…a very friendly one?” The answer was yes. The beaver was Chopper, an orphan Ms. Buyukmihci had raised from infancy, and he was now over a year old and beginning to make it on his own in the wild.

Minutes later, Hope drove in to Camp Sacy to con Chopper back home. But the next day Chopper was back in Sacy’s lake, entertaining campers with his swimabatics. “Maybe he’s building a dam. Maybe he’s going to raise a family,” said some of his young admirers.

All of us were excited over these prospects. We told Hope about Chopper’s whereabouts. She said he could stay and was happy that Chopper was on his own.

Every day the staff members kept Hope informed of Chopper’s activities. “He may try to climb into your boats,” she said, “but he’s just playing. He’ll dive off immediately. And he might just swim along or wrestle with you if you’re in the water!”

For the next three days, campers, leaders and staff members observed, petted, fed and just plain enjoyed Chopper. The Girl Scouts also learned about the looks, diet, habits and temperament of a beaver who is accustomed to the world of people.

During these beaver days, the atmosphere in the camp drastically changed. There was a profound awareness that there really was something alive and friendly out there in the woods and waters.

One afternoon the camp director decided to take some pictures of Chopper. He found him swimming in a swampy area near the Comanche campsite. An animal enthusiast, the director walked right into the swamp, click-clicked the camera, and was then promptly but playfully grabbed around the leg by Chopper. The following day was hectic, with camp closing and campers leaving. It wasn’t until late Saturday afternoon that a few remaining staff members decided to walk down to the lake to say goodbye to Chopper.

As we approached the lakefront, there were other last-minute beaver admirers standing on the dock. They screamed—“Come quickly!!!” We ran, only to find Chopper lying on the edge of the dock, dead.

These people, many of whom were young campers, had just witnessed an unidentified fisherman maliciously beat Chopper to death.

It seemed Chopper was disturbing this trespassing man’s sport. The fisherman, who was rowing away, shouted to us, “That thing tried to climb into my boat, so I hit it with my fishing pole. Then it started to hiss at me. I had to hit it with my oar.”

We wrapped Chopper up in a beach towel.

We cried…49

My Dream

I have a dream. I see humankind understanding that the spirit that sings in our hearts sings as well in the hearts of the other animals. I see us realizing that there are many kinds of intelligence, many kinds of souls, many kinds of suffering and striving. I see us knowing that all creatures are endowed with the same will to live that we possess. I see us respecting theirs, as we would like our own to be respected were we in the less powerful position and they dominant upon the earth.

I see us grateful for these extraordinary companions.

I see our lives rich with animals. I see us with many animal friends. I see our cities sprinkled with wild places, shorelines, parks, ravines, and creek-canyons, where wild creatures can live. I see all life-forms working together in harmony, cultivating the full potential of the planet.

I see us appreciating the different needs, different kinds of intelligence, and different responsibilities of the various animals. I see us sensing the unique ways in which they feel, they think, they suffer, and they love.

I see us learning to treat with respect those who are, in the greater scheme of things, but our younger brothers and sisters. I see us realizing they, too, are expressions, in their individual ways, of the universal life force. I see us acting from the knowledge that it is the same GodForce that gives us all breath.

I see us realizing that all God’s critters have a place in the choir.




2. BRAVE NEW CHICKEN



Teaching a child not to step on a caterpillar
 is as valuable to the child as it is to the caterpillar.

—BRADLEY MILLER

The greatness of a nation can be judged by
 the way its animals are treated.

—GANDHI

Like most people, I would like to minimize the unnecessary suffering in the world. I want to eliminate needless violence and pain, and I give my support, wherever I can, to a positive approach to this goal. But like most people I never gave much of a thought to the impact my way of eating had on the world. Sure, I knew animals were killed for meat, but isn’t that the way of nature? Isn’t that the way of life’s food chains?

But I’ve learned that the animals used for food in the United States today are not just killed; something else happens to them. And finding out about it has changed me forever.

The more I’ve learned, the more I’ve felt that if people knew what really goes on they would make major changes in their food choices. Major changes that would go a very long way, not only toward improving their own health, but toward reducing the suffering in the world as well.

Let’s start with chickens. In order to understand what happens to these animals, it helps to have a feeling for what kinds of beings they are. Unfortunately, most of us have rather stereotyped visions of them.

The word “chicken” is often used as a synonym for “coward.” But that is a human moniker. Chickens, while high-strung and quick to startle, are anything but gutless, timid creatures. Roosters are renowned for their pride and ferocity and the adamant assertion of their power. Many cultures have exploited this fact in the so-called sport of cock fighting. And throughout the world a wide variety of cultures have acknowledged the potent spirit of the cock by using his name as a synonym for the male penis.1 In languages all over the world the word for the male chicken is also used to signify human male sexual potency.2

Female hens are likewise not the craven creatures we’ve been conditioned to think they are. They can be absolutely fierce in defending their little ones, even against terrible odds and much larger predatory birds. A scientist who studied chickens for years, E. L. Watson, watched a mother hen defend her little chicks against the awesome attack of the dreaded raven.

I have known one little old hen who reared chicks on the far western coast of Scotland near cliffs where ravens built their nests. On ordinary occasions, ravens are the terror of domesticated fowls, that fly to shelter at the first sight of the black wings. They dare not face beaks so much stronger than their own. (But) this little mother of a brood of ten would stand her ground with her hackles up, eyes glaring defiance. Such was her courage that she lost but one of her brood when two ravens came against her.3

Chickens are not the fearful creatures we have been conditioned to think. And the generally agreed-upon idea that they are stupid is equally ungrounded in fact.

Now, I’m not saying that chickens are the most brilliant of animals. But I do know that our understanding of what constitutes intelligence is utterly relative. If an aborigine drafted an I.Q. test, for example, all of Western civilization would probably flunk. We have a very convenient and self-serving way of defining intelligence. If an animal does something, we call it instinct. If we do the same thing for the same reason, we call it intelligence.

Personally, I wouldn’t be too quick to try to define the intelligence of chickens. I’d be afraid of judging them by standards that are irrelevant to them. For the more I’ve learned about the kinds of creatures they are and what they have been known to do, the more I’ve been impressed by their unique kind of intelligence.

One naturalist gave a chicken hen 21 guinea fowl eggs he had found, just to see what would happen. These small, hard-shelled eggs are a far cry from a chicken’s eggs. But the hen took the task to heart and somehow managed to tend to all 21 of the eggs without a sign of protest. As a product of our conditioned conventional notions about chickens, I originally thought she did this simply because she was too stupid to notice they weren’t her own eggs. When the chicks hatched, she didn’t seem at all perturbed by the fact that they weren’t chickens. Their small partridge-like appearance and unfamiliar ways evidently presented no problem to her. Again, I thought she was simply too stupid to notice they were not chickens. But I was wrong. She was far more tuned in to reality than I knew. After a few days of brooding the little guinea fowl, she took them away out into the cover of some bushes. Instead of asking them to feed on the ordinary mash that was given the chickens, she scratched in some ants’ nests for the white pupae. Chickens don’t eat such food, but guinea fowl do! The little ones took to it with instinctive relish.4

How could she have known? What form of intelligence was she displaying? Was she perhaps sufficiently tuned in to have received some sort of message from their collective psyche? That’s more than man can do!

On another occasion, a naturalist gave a chicken hen some duck eggs. She tended them and hatched them as if they were her own, yet wasn’t fazed at all when ducklings emerged from her labors instead of chicks. Utterly undaunted by the situation, she proceeded to do something neither she nor any other chicken in the area had ever done before. She walked up on a plank bridging a stream. Then, clucking, she invited the little ducklings into the water.5

It is a mystery to me how these mother hens knew what to do for the babies they hatched who were of another species. But somehow they did. It appears that when we speak of being taken under someone’s wing we are correctly referring to a remarkably caring and sensitive kind of nurturing.

Living as divorced from nature as most of us unfortunately do, we may not have much personal experience with chickens anymore and so may not know what wonderful mothers they are. But throughout recorded history the hen has been a supreme symbol of the best kind of mothering. In fact, the Romans thought so much of the maternal qualities of the hen that they frequently used the phrase “son-of-a-hen” to mean a fortunate and well-cared-for man.6

Naked amid the Ruins

Although the experiences and memories most of us have of chickens are colored by ill-founded biases, it is hard to forget the feeling of seeing freshly hatched baby chicks, their little yellow heads pushing out from under their mother hen’s feathers, their tiny yellow beaks just beginning to peck about. To many of us, freshly hatched baby chicks are the very picture of innocence and adorability. Yet perhaps they also speak of something deeper, something inspirational. In pecking their way out of the egg, they can seem as well to symbolize our ongoing need to outgrow old limitations, our deep need to push against and expand beyond boundaries that have served a needed purpose but that now must be left behind. In this, the little ones stand for the very opposite of the gutlessness we have been conditioned to think of as “chicken.” They stand for courage. They peck their way out, not knowing what will await them. And when they emerge, they stand naked and new amidst the ruins of a past to which they can never return, having undertaken an irreversible journey into the unknown, simply because it is their destiny to do so.

Somehow these little chicks remind me of the bravery of the human spirit and, as well, of our situation as a species. Are we not also driven by an evolutionary imperative, by the call of our own growth and potential for expansion? Are we not, as a race, standing now amidst the slime and eggshells of our primeval past, not knowing what will become of us yet already dreaming of the stars?

One thing’s for sure. Chickens are far more sensitive than most of us give them credit for. A study at Virginia Polytechnic Institute found that chickens flourished when treated with affection. Researchers there spoke and sang gently to a group of baby chicks. As a result the chickens were friendlier and put on more weight for the amount of feed consumed than did chickens who were ignored. The well-treated birds were also more resistant to infection than the other chickens.7

Welcome to Chicken Heaven

The raising of chickens in the United States today is not, however, a process that overflows with compassion for these animals. Nor is it anything like the barnyard operation that comes to most of our minds when we imagine the lives of chickens. Fundamental changes have taken place in the past 30 years. Formerly, chickens were free-range birds, scratching and rooting around in the soil for grubs, earthworms, grass, and larvae. They knew the sun and the wind and the stars, and the rooster crowing at the break of day was only one of many signs that showed they were deeply attuned to the natural cycles of light and dark.

But today this has all changed. The raising of chickens in the United States has become completely industrialized. We no longer live in the day of the barnyard chicken. We live now, I’m sorry to say, in the day of the assembly-line chicken.

There is a story behind today’s poultry and eggs that we would never know from the clean little packages for sale in brightly lit modern supermarkets. It all looks so neat, comfortable, and dependable, so carefully wrapped and labeled. As I stand in a tastefully decorated supermarket, serenaded by piped-in music, looking at egg cartons and poultry packages with happy drawings of smiling chickens, I find it hard indeed to imagine anything could be amiss. Every attempt is made to assure us that the chickens of today couldn’t be happier or better cared for, and that no expense is spared in bringing us quality eggs and produce. Advertisements for Perdue, Inc., one of the nation’s largest producers of chickens for meat, are typical. In them, the company president, Frank Perdue, tells us that his chickens live in “a house that’s just chicken heaven.”8

But it turns out there’s not a great deal of truth in describing contemporary chicken accommodations as “chicken heaven.”

To begin with, today’s chicken farms are not really farms anymore, but should more accurately be called chicken factories. Factories, because the chickens live their whole lives inside buildings entirely devoid of natural light. The day of the barnyard is long gone. There are no barns and no yards in today’s mechanized world of poultry production, only assembly lines, conveyor belts, and fluorescent lights. Factories, because these proud and sensitive creatures are treated strictly as merchandise, with utter contempt for their spirits, with not a trace of feeling or compassion for the fact that they are living, breathing animals. Factories, because the chickens are systematically deprived of every conceivable expression of their natural urges.

Today’s chicken factories are not farming as most of us conceive it. They are living expressions of the attitude that animals are things, raw materials to be consumed however we might wish.

I wish I were exaggerating. I wish I were describing isolated cases of negligent management. But I’m not. I’m describing the standard operating procedures of the egg and poultry industries today. I’m describing the operations that produce 98 percent of our eggs and poultry. I’m describing techniques and practices that are outlined and discussed every day of the week in trade journals such as Poultry World, Poultry Tribune, Poultry Digest, Farmer and Stockbreeder, and Farm Journal.

In the assembly-line world of today’s chicken factories, chickens aren’t called chickens anymore. If they have been bred for their flesh, they are called broilers. If they have been bred for their eggs, they are called layers. Now, not calling animals by their animal names, but giving them new names according to their food value to humans, may not seem like a big deal in itself, but it is part of a process that deeply conditions us all into forgetting the spirit of the animals as living beings with their own dignity. In fact, the industry makes a deliberate point of not seeing the animals as animals.

The modern layer is, after all, only a very efficient converting machine, changing the raw material—feedstuffs—into the finished product—the egg—less, of course, maintenance requirements.

—FARMER AND STOCKBREEDER9

Happy Birthday Factory Style

Male chicks, of course, have little use in the manufacture of eggs. So what do you think happens to the males? How are the little fellows greeted when, having pecked their way out of their shells, expecting to be met by the warmth of a waiting mother hen, they look around and seek to begin their lives on earth?

They are, literally, thrown away. We watched at one hatchery as “chickenpullers” weeded males from each tray and dropped them into heavy-duty plastic bags. Our guide explained: “We put them in a bag and let them suffocate.”10

It’s not a picture to bring joy to a mother’s heart, but over half a million little baby chicks are “disposed of” in this fashion every day of the year in the United States. In the seconds it takes you to read this paragraph, over 2,000 newborn male chicks will be thrown by human hands into garbage bags to smother among their brothers, without the slightest acknowledgment that they are alive.

And they are, perhaps, the lucky ones. Because for those chicks allowed to live, the “life” that follows is truly a nightmare.

In today’s modern factories, chickens, exquisitely sensitive to the earth’s natural rhythms of light and dark, never see or feel the light of the sun. Broiler chicks arrive at the producers via conveyor belt, in batches of tens of thousands. Fresh from the incubators and mechanized hatcheries, only a few hours old, the fluffy yellow babies peep constantly in frail little voices for their missing mothers. But they will never know the sound of their mother’s voice, nor the warmth of her body, nor the comfort of her protection. There will be no scratching in the dust for tasty bugs, no strutting and preening, no crowing to announce the dawn.

These little chicks come equipped with a God-given life expectancy of 15 to 20 years. But under the conditions of modern factory farming, modern broilers might make it to the ripe old age of two months. In comparison, the layers are veritable Methuselahs—the longest lived among them might possibly live as long as two years.

The more I’ve learned about these factories, the more ironic it has seemed to call them chicken heavens. Consisting of windowless warehouses, with tiers of cages stacked on top of one another from floor to ceiling, like shipping crates, the environment has been systematically designed to maximize the profits of the agribusiness corporations that own the sheds and the birds. It has not been designed with any concern whatever for the chickens’ natural urges, minimum comfort, or even health.

Inside the windowless warehouse, every aspect of the birds’ environment is totally controlled, in order to make them grow as fast as possible or produce as many eggs as possible, at the least possible cost to the company that owns the operation. Incidentally, the companies that own our nation’s chicken factories are not generally agricultural enterprises, as you might have imagined. As Peter Singer has shown in his excellent Animal Liberation, they are companies like Textron Inc., a manufacturer of pencils and helicopters. These companies go into the business simply because it looks like a profitable venture.11 Accordingly, they apply to chickens the business practices that work with pencils and helicopters, thus treating these breathing, passionate animals with the same consideration they use for pencils.

The Social Life of Hens

The renowned English ethologist Desmond Morris, author of The Naked Ape, has written about today’s methods of raising hens in cages (also called batteries).

Anyone who has studied the social life of birds carefully will know that theirs is a subtle and complex world, where food and water are only a small part of their behavioral needs. The brain of each bird is programmed with a complicated set of drives and responses which set it on the path to a life full of special territorial, nesting, roosting, grooming, parental, aggressive and sexual activities, in addition to the feeding behavior. All of these activities are totally denied the battery hens.12

Chickens are by nature highly social animals. In any kind of natural setting, be it a farmyard or the wild, they develop a social hierarchy, often known as a pecking order. Every bird yields, at the food trough and elsewhere, to those above it in rank and takes precedence over those below.

The social order is extremely important to these birds. According to studies published in The New Scientist, chickens can maintain a stable pecking order, with each bird knowing all the others individually and aware of its place among them, in flocks with up to 90 chickens.13 Beyond 90 birds, however, things can get out of hand. Of course, in any kind of natural setting, flocks would never get nearly that large. But in today’s “chicken heavens,” flocks tend to be larger than the 90-bird limit.

How much larger? Poultry Digest reports that the flock size in a typical egg factory is 80,000 birds per warehouse!14

Just Like a Mother Hen

In such a situation the birds are completely unable to satisfy one of the most basic and intense priorities of their nature, which is to develop a sense of social order and their place within it.

The results aren’t very pretty. Unable to establish any kind of social identity for themselves, the cooped-up animals fight constantly with one another. They are driven berserk by the lack of space and the complete frustration of their primal need for a social order. In their frustration they peck viciously at one another’s feathers, frequently try to kill one another, and even try to eat one another alive. The industry takes note of these developments, but only in terms of their effect on profits.

Feather-pecking and cannibalism easily become serious vices among birds kept under intensive conditions. They mean lower productivity and lost profits.

—THE FARMING EXPRESS15

Any behavior among chickens that threatens profits is known in the trade as a vice, a term that truly gives me pause. Where is the virtue in keeping birds in these conditions?

Since the animals insist on behaving like the proud and sensitive creatures they are, and trying even under these bizarre conditions to express their natural urges, the experts who manage today’s factory farms have to respond. They have to do something, because if very many of the birds kill one another, money is lost, and that is the one thing they can’t let happen. They know that the birds’ berserk behavior arises out of the unnatural ways in which the birds are kept. So what do the factory managers do? Make the conditions even more unnatural, of course.

The preferred method in the industry today is to cut off part of the chickens’ beaks, a process known as de-beaking.16 This does nothing to reduce the conditions that drive the chickens so mad that they attack one another viciously. But it renders them incapable of doing much harm to company profits.

The people who run today’s poultry factories are not concerned that the process of cutting off part of the chickens’ beaks requires cutting through highly sensitive soft tissue, similar to the tender sensitive flesh under human fingernails, and causes the animals severe pain. Nor do they mind the fact that they are crippling the animals and cutting off the animals’ most important member. Today’s poultry producers are highly satisfied with de-beaking. Employed almost universally in the industry today,17 this practice helps the producers to keep the chickens alive under the stressful, inhumane, and overcrowded conditions that are the cause of the animals’ unnatural aggression and cannibalism in the first place.

Even from a strictly dollars-and-cents viewpoint, however, there are a few drawbacks to the procedure. As one farm publication noted:

Sometimes the irregular growth of beaks on a de-beaked bird makes it difficult or impossible to drink where a normal bird would have no trouble.18

The factory experts are not pleased with the tendency of ungrateful young de-beaked birds either to die of thirst because they are unable to drink from nipple-type watering devices or else to starve to death within inches of their food supply because they can’t manage to eat. Nor are they happy with the birds who survive but can’t gain weight according to schedule because they have trouble eating. This is not something they want to see, because chicken flesh is sold by the pound.

Not ones to be defeated by the deaths and disabilities of de-beaked birds, however, today’s producers have sought to counter such losses and increase profits through advertising. They simply tell the public that their chickens couldn’t be happier. One huge broiler producer, Paramount Chickens, has aired TV commercials in which a smiling Pearl Bailey (who probably doesn’t know the truth any more than most of us) reassures us that Paramount looks after their chickens “just like a mother hen.”19

This is a remarkable statement. How many mother hens have been known to cut the beaks off their babies and force them to live under conditions in which they cannot establish a social identity and so are driven berserk?

Enlightened?

You have probably heard the magnificent trumpeting of roosters at daybreak, the passionate, full-throated announcement that dawn has come. The sound with which they welcome the day testifies, not only to their proud and passionate spirits, but also to how sensitive chickens are to light. This is a fact that modern poultry men know and do not hesitate to exploit.

In the windowless warehouses we are asked to believe are chicken heavens, the artificial lighting is manipulated in the most unnatural ways to maximize profits and minimize costs. Broilers are often subjected to bright light 24 hours a day for the first two weeks. Then the lights may be dimmed slightly and go off and on every two hours.20 At about six weeks of age, the animals have gone so completely crazy from all this that the lights must be turned off completely in an attempt to calm them down. But even then the absence of any outlet whatsoever for the birds’ natural energies and drives leads to a great deal of fighting, with the de-beaked birds pecking painfully at one another in the dark, often managing despite the mutilation of their beaks to kill one another. It’s at times like this that farm managers will sometimes reveal the depth of their compassion for the animals in their care.

It’s a damn shame when they kill each other. It means we wasted all the feed that went into the damn thing.

—HERBERT REED, POULTRY PRODUCER21

The lighting conditions for young layer hens (called pullets) are a little different from those provided for broilers, though not exactly what you’d call natural. These youngsters are kept in “grow-out” buildings that are usually kept completely dark except at feeding times.22 Then, when the young hens reach the age at which they can begin to lay eggs, everything suddenly changes. Having lived their entire lives in complete darkness, except at feeding times, the hens now find themselves subjected to harsh and continuous light.

At one farm, a period of 23 hours lighting a day has been tested.23

Agribusiness Lays an Egg

The folks who design what the industry tells us are chicken heavens are real virtuosos when it comes to manipulating the environment of the animals for maximum profit. When a layer hen’s production begins to slacken, the producers do not just sit back and let her output wane. Not when they have found it possible to bolster her egg production by a procedure known in the trade as force-moulting.24 The already panicked and exhausted hen will suddenly find herself plunged into complete darkness. The artificial lighting, which heretofore had been on for upward of 17 hours a day, is now completely cut off, and at the same time her food and water are removed. After two days of starving without even water in the dark, the bird, still without food or light, is allowed water. Eventually lighting and food will be returned to what passes for normal. Those hens who survive this ingenious procedure will have been shocked into physiological processes associated, under natural conditions, with the seasonal loss of plumage and growth of fresh feathers. After the forced moulting, those hens who survive the ordeal may be sufficiently productive to be kept around for another two months. Then they join those who did not survive the procedure in the first place in our chicken soup.

Hopefully, the hen will have learned something from the days without food or water, because the farm managers certainly have. During her last 30 hours before slaughter she will again receive no food. A headline in Poultry Tribune reminded poultry producers: “Take Feed Away from Spent Hens.”25 The trade journal brilliantly calculated that food given to hens during the last 30 hours of their lives doesn’t have time to turn into flesh. It stays in the digestive system and so, counsel the experts, is nothing but a waste of feed.

The Panic Button

Despite being treated consistently as machinery in today’s chicken factories, the chickens still stubbornly refuse to settle down and devote themselves single-mindedly to producing as many eggs as possible and growing as fat as they can, in the shortest possible length of time. Instead, they insist on thinking of themselves as animals, with drives and needs.

But today’s chickens are allowed no expression of their natural urges. They cannot walk around, scratch the ground, build a nest, or even stretch their wings. Every instinct is frustrated. The bizarre lighting manipulations allow these light-sensitive creatures no vestige of a natural sleep cycle. They cannot establish a pecking order, or any sense of social identity. They cannot keep out of one another’s way, and weaker birds have no escape from the stronger ones, already maddened by the grotesque conditions in which they live.

The result is that these passionate creatures live in a state of perpetual panic. They fly into an uproar at the slightest disturbance and show every sign of having been driven completely out of their minds. One naturalist noted:

The battery chickens I have observed seem to lose their minds about the time they would normally be weaned by their mothers and off in the weeds chasing grasshoppers on their own account. Yes, literally, the battery becomes a gallinaceous madhouse.26

Another reporter states:

The birds in the laying house are hysterical… Birds squawk, cackle and cluck as they scramble over one another for a peck at the automatically controlled grain trough or a drink of water. This is how the hens spend their short life of ceaseless production.27

Another account, this one from a scientist who has spent his whole life observing animal behavior, tells us that today’s chickens are prone to stampedes.

With no apparent cause, a wave of hysteria sweeps over the whole battery; wild, unnatural chirps, jumbled screams, and a fluttering as if every feather on every chicken had become possessed and frantic.28

In their panic, the birds will sometimes pile on top of one another and some will smother to death. Poultry producers are not by and large what you would call sentimental types, but since smothered birds represent a waste of feed, this is the type of thing that will definitely spur them into action. Not to be outsmarted, they have found the piling problem can be decreased by crowding the chickens so tightly into wire cages they can hardly move. This way, when they panic, they can’t pile on top of one another as readily.

The cages produce a few problems of their own, however, that make the calling of them chicken heavens even more deceitful: the caged hens still try to behave as if they were designed by Nature to live on the earth, instead of in wire cages. For instance, their toenails continue to grow. With no solid ground to wear the nails down, they become very long and can get permanently entangled in the wire. The ex-president of a national poultry organization wrote in the Poultry Tribune about the many times when, on removing a batch of hens from a cage,

we have discovered chickens literally grown fast to the cage. It seems the chickens’ toes got caught in the wire mesh in some manner and would not loosen. So, in time, the flesh of the toes grew completely around the wire.29

Needless to say, those birds who get stuck in the back of the cage, where they cannot reach food or water, starve to death.

Once again, however, the minds that created this whole situation have come up with an ingenious solution to prevent such a distressing waste of feed. The idea is simply to cut off the toes of the little chicks when they are a day or two of age.

In most cages, there is at least one poor bird who has undergone these grotesque conditions and has entirely lost the will to live. These sad creatures no longer resist being shoved aside, pushed underfoot, and trampled by the other birds. They are probably the birds who, in a natural flock, would be low on the pecking order. Although they would defer to the others and not have much status, they would nevertheless play a needed part in the life of the flock. They would mate, have chicks to care for, and live out their lives. In the cages, however, life is not very kind to the little guy. The results are pathetic.

These birds can do nothing but huddle in a corner of the cage, usually near the bottom of the sloping floor, where their fellow inmates trample over them as they try to get to the food or water trough.30

Space for Rent

I have met quite a few people who seem to think that chickens are vegetables. When someone says he or she is a vegetarian, these people reply with something like, “Yes, but you do eat chicken, don’t you?” I feel reasonably confident that most of today’s poultry producers know their stock well enough to realize that chickens aren’t vegetables. But they seem unable to grasp the fact that they are animals, and as such have profound territorial needs.

At the Hainsworth Farm in Mt. Morris, New York, naturalist Roy Bedichek found four and even five hens squeezed into cages 12 inches by 12 inches.31 Under these conditions, the birds are unable to lift a single wing. In fact, they are squeezed together so tightly that they have a great deal of difficulty even turning around in place. This is not seen by the factory managers as a bad thing, though. With their bodies in forced contact at all times on all sides with other chickens, they absorb heat from their fellow inmates, so this cuts down on heating costs.

The Hainsworth farm is an extreme example. But the industry norm isn’t much better. A surprisingly large percentage of the eggs eaten in Los Angeles come from the 345-acre “Egg City” in Moorpark, California.32 Here, some 2,200,000 eggs are laid daily by three million hens. The hens are housed five to each 16-by-18 cage.33

To get a chicken’s-eye view of these conditions, picture yourself standing in a crowded elevator. The elevator is so crowded, in fact, that your body is in contact on all sides with other bodies. Even to turn around in place is difficult. And one more thing to keep in mind—this is your life. It is not just a temporary bother, until you get to your floor. This is permanent. Your only release will be at the hands of the executioner.

By the way, in your picture of the elevator, you may have imagined the other people trapped with you as doing the very best they can to hold still and not make things difficult for you. But what if all the others do not have the ability to understand what is happening? What if they react to the terror of it all with raw instinct, without even a trace of a civilized veneer? What if, like you, they have powerful territorial needs, and the utter frustration of the situation has driven them literally insane, prone to erupt into violence with or without provocation?

Now imagine further that the floor of the elevator is slanted sharply, so gravity tends to push you all in one direction. The ceiling is so short that you and the others can only stand upright toward one side, and the floor is made of a wire mesh that is terribly uncomfortable to everyone’s feet. And to complete this approximation of the living conditions in today’s factory farms, what if some of the others trapped with you in the elevator have, in their madness, become cannibalistic?

These are the conditions that the industry tells us are a chicken heaven.

This is the actual living situation of the chickens whose flesh and eggs Americans eat.

Breeding a “Better” Chicken

Chicken breeders have been hard at work developing a “better” chicken, which to their way of thinking is the heaviest possible one. (Remember, profit is per pound.) The result is a bird whose skeleton becomes, every year, less able to support his increasingly massive weight. The fleshy bodies of broilers today grow so fast that their bones and joints can’t keep pace. The trade journal Broiler Industry reports that the chickens raised for meat today can hardly stand under their weight, so they spend most of their time huddling “down on their haunches.”34

Skeletal disorders are common. Many of these animals crouch or hobble about in pain on flawed feet and legs.35

Problems like these are not considered particularly noteworthy by the industry that tells us they take care of their chickens “just like a mother hen,” because lameness affects only the living animal, not the price to be had for his flesh. Animals can be sold for meat whether or not they are crippled.

The same breeders who brought us these grossly top-heavy birds are hard at work to accomplish other grotesque feats of genetic engineering. You may have thought, as I did, that God pretty much knew what He was doing when He designed animals. But the folks at the Animal Research Institute of Agriculture, Canada, have a better idea. The director of the institute, R. S. Gowe, enlightened me on the subject when he spoke at a conference in Ottawa in December 1978 on “Livestock Intensive Methods of Production.” Said Gowe, proudly:

At the Animal Research Institute, we are trying to breed animals without legs, and chickens without feathers.36

I must admit it took me a while to comprehend why anyone would want to breed a chicken without feathers. But I finally came to understand why at least six universities in the United States and Canada are presently trying to do so.37 If only chickens didn’t have feathers, then the folks who care for them “just like a mother hen” would be spared the bother of plucking them out.

Flipped Out

There are many other ways, besides having feathers, that chickens make themselves difficult to their caretakers. Poultry Digest describes the growing problem of “flip-over syndrome.” This condition

is characterized by birds jumping into the air, sometimes emitting a loud squawk, and then falling over dead.38

Postmortem exams show the birds’ hearts are full of blood clots, but it is not known whether this is a result or a cause of their deaths. The problem of “flip-over syndrome” has the experts stymied. They don’t have any idea what makes the birds suddenly jump into the air and die. I don’t know, either, but I think it is probably safe to say that the birds are not jumping into the air because they cannot restrain a spontaneous upsurge of joy and delight.

The Fine Cuisine of Chicken Heaven

What do you think the lucky residents of today’s chicken heavens dine on before we dine on them? Researchers who wrote an article titled “Poultry Production” in Scientific American investigated contemporary chicken cuisine, and they were seriously concerned with its quality:

The modern fowl thrives on a diet almost totally foreign to any food it ever found in nature. Its feed is a product of the laboratory.39

A poultry man summarized the matter this way:

Virtually all chickens raised in the United States today are fed a diet laced with antibiotics from their first day to their last. Without antibiotics, the industry could not maintain the intensive farming practices. An awful lot of them die anyway, before we can get our profit out of them. Without antibiotics, why, we’d be back to the backward practices of yesteryear.40

Heaven forbid! Why, back then the chickens were deprived of a steady supply of sulfa drugs, hormones, antibiotics, and nitrofurans.41 And what on earth did the poor birds ever do without the arsenicals? Over 90 percent of today’s chickens are fed arsenic compounds.42

I had assumed that the diet fed to chickens would be one chosen for its ability to keep the animals healthy. But such, I have found, is not the case. Broilers fetch a price according to their weight, not according to their health, so their diet is selected purely for its ability to maximize their weight as cheaply as possible. Similarly, the diet fed to layers is selected strictly for its ability to stimulate egg production at the lowest possible cost.

As a result, these are not the healthiest animals you could find. According to Poultry Digest, an increasing number of today’s chickens suffer from “caged layer fatigue.” These birds undergo the withdrawal of minerals from their bones and muscles and eventually are unable to stand.43

Caged layer fatigue is actually only one of many health problems that flourish among modern chickens, whose diet is not designed with their health in mind. In the classic work on contemporary animal agriculture Animal Factories, Peter Singer and Jim Mason report:

Vitamin deficiencies common in poultry factories… result in a variety of conditions, including retarded growth, eye damage, blindness, lethargy, kidney damage, disturbed sexual development, bone and muscle weakness, brain damage, paralysis, internal bleeding, anemia, and deformed beaks and joints. Dietary deficiencies and other factory conditions can cause a variety of bodily deformities. In poultry, fragile bones, slipped tendons, twisted lower legs, and swollen joints are among the symptoms of mineral deficient diets … Some poultry diseases can leave birds with malformed backbones, twisted necks, and inflamed joints.44

These poor animals are riddled with disease. In fact, due to the danger of humans’ contracting diseases from chickens, the Bureau of Labor has listed the poultry-processing industry as one of the most hazardous of all occupations.45

Many of the health problems that occur regularly to these sad creatures were unknown only a few years ago. It is common today for caged birds to lose their feathers. It isn’t known whether this is from rubbing constantly against the wire, from feather-pecking by other birds, or because of the totally unnatural diet and lack of sunlight. But whatever the cause, the result is that without their feathers the chickens’ skin begins to rub directly against the wire.46 When I first saw these birds I was startled by the sight and didn’t even recognize they were chickens. Their skin is raw and sore and bright red. They look more like a walking wound than a bird.

It is hard to underestimate the health of today’s chickens. Driven to a state of hysteria, their raw skin rubbing constantly against the wire cages in which they are packed like living sardines, a staggering percentage of these animals contract cancer. A government report found that over 90 percent of the chickens from most of the flocks in the country are infected with chicken cancer (leukosis)!47

You and I may wonder at the level of health in food produced by a system that so totally disregards the health and well-being of its animals. But today’s poultry producers are rarely hampered by such considerations. They are a dedicated group, with a steadfast single-mindedness of purpose. Only their purpose is not, as you might have thought, to produce healthy food. As Fred C. Haley, president of a 225,000-hen Georgia poultry firm put it:

The object of producing eggs is to make money. When we forget this objective, we have forgotten what it is all about.48

The money Mr. Haley is talking about is not made by the farmer who spends his day with the animals. It is made by agribusiness oligopolies. The actual chicken farmer amounts to a mere hired hand who virtually works for the huge “integrated chicken processors” and “amalgamated poultry producers.” He is the one in daily contact with the birds; he is the one who sees and lives with the animals; and he may very well have feelings about what is being done to them. But if he protests, well, he can always be replaced by someone better suited to the job. He is not the one who has devised the production strategies that prevail in the industry today, and though he may have to implement them, he is not the one who profits by them. A study by the director of the Agribusiness Accountability Project, Jim Hightower, showed that in 1974, when chicken prices were running 80 to 90 cents a pound in the supermarket, the chicken farmers themselves were getting just two cents a pound.49 Of course, the corporate managers who are making the money love to portray themselves in the public eye as old-fashioned farmers. In one case, a number of the top executives of one of the international cartels that control the nation’s poultry production testified before Congress dressed in overalls.

An Assembly-Line Chicken in Every Pot

We are a nation with an assembly-line chicken in every pot. We do not know that we eat the bodies and eggs of tortured creatures. We do not know they have been inoculated, dosed with hormones and antibiotics, and injected with dyes so that their meat and yolks will appear to be a “healthy-looking” yellow. How far out of touch we have become, not only with animals but with our own taste buds, to be susceptible to being so deceived.

Some people are beginning to suspect, however, that today’s poultry products aren’t what they should be. The comedian George Burns spoke of the first time he ate scrambled eggs without ketchup.

I never knew they tasted like that. They tasted like the chicken wasn’t getting paid.

Needless to say, with money at stake, the industry isn’t taking the matter of tasteless chicken lying down. The trade journal Broiler Industry has come up with an idea they think will remedy the situation. It is an idea that exemplifies their whole approach to food production.

We’ve been accused of selling a chicken with less flavor than the “old-time” chicken… Attempts are being made at overcoming the flavor problem by injection.50

That should take care of everything!

In another issue, Broiler Industry saliently proposes:

It should be possible to uncover a material, or materials, that could impart that “old-fashioned flavor” to chickens.51

And if that doesn’t do the trick, don’t think for a moment that the agribusiness experts are going to admit defeat. In spite of the universal use of ever more chemicals and drugs in egg production today, one industry leader tersely advises a marketing strategy designed to take care of the problem once and for all. His suggestion?

Slant egg carton copy along this line: “Eggs are a health food. A natural human food. No additives, no preservatives.”52

I find the latest developments in poultry production truly disturbing. The huge multinational conglomerates, and those who must compete with them or be forced out of business, in their utter disregard for the suffering of innocent animals, have lost touch with something very basic.

Today’s egg and poultry consumers know nothing of this. We have been deliberately kept in the dark about what modern poultry production has become and have no idea of the relentless and systematic misery in which the chickens live. Every day people eat the flesh and eggs of these poor creatures, utterly unaware of what they have suffered.

What are the consequences of eating the products of such a system? Could it be that when we consume the flesh and eggs of these poor animals, something of the sickness, misery, and terror of their lives enters us? Could it be that when we take their flesh or eggs into our bodies, we take in as well something of the kind of life they have been forced to endure? Instinctively, I can’t help but believe this is so.

In Search of the Natural Bird

You may wonder whether you’d be better off eating turkey. Sorry, but the methods applied to the factory production of poultry and eggs are also applied today to other birds, such as turkeys, geese, and ducks.53 These birds are treated with equal disdain for their natural urges and needs, and equal fixation on using them for profit. Turkeys are de-beaked, stuffed into wire cages, and fed the same sort of unnatural diet as chickens, complete with chemicals, drugs, and antibiotics.54

There are, however, alternatives. One is to consume only free-range, organic, or natural poultry products. Natural food stores often carry items so labeled, but you have to be awfully careful. Words like “organic” and “natural” and “free range” mean different things to different people, and much money has been made by people lying about such terms. The USDA has regulations governing the use of the word “natural,” but these regulations are so loose that virtually anything can be so labeled. There are no restrictions at all on the use of antibiotics or on the housing conditions the animals must endure.

Some health food store owners are more scrupulous than others, but even the best of them may not know all the facts. Many in California carry “Happy Hen Ranch Fresh Eggs,” which come in a carton with a picture of a cheerful hen in the midst of luxurious fields. However, I’ve seen the socalled happy hens of the Happy Hen Ranch (near San Jose, California), and they do not look very happy to me. They do not live in the spacious fields depicted on the egg carton. They are kept in cages.

In 1986, East-West published a conscientious report titled “In Search of the Natural Chicken.” Their research found that almost all the poultry products currently sold in the United States as “natural” or “organic” come, unfortunately, from chickens whose living conditions are hardly better than the industry norm. Summarizing the investigation, the author noted, none too encouragingly:

Some eggs sold as “fertile, laid by free-range hens” are produced by hens that actually are kept in barns in a space no greater than those kept in cages…(With only two exceptions) no sellers of natural poultry products that we contacted suggested that their chickens enjoyed anything resembling a free-range existence.55

The best bet, if you really want to eat poultry products, is to raise them yourself or buy them from someone you know personally. A distant second would be to buy them from a natural food store, but you had better be willing to make a nuisance of yourself with lots of uncomfortable questions. The people who run the store should know the details of how the chickens whose eggs and flesh they sell have been raised and fed. If they don’t know, or if their answers are vague or evasive, then, unfortunately, the truth is likely not what you would wish it to be.

The Farm Animals Concern Trust (FACT) has established humane standards for keeping layer hens without cages. Farms complying with these standards are given use of the FACT trademark—NEST EGGS®. Though this is not yet widely available, if you buy eggs bearing this trademark, you can be sure you are not partaking of, or contributing to, the conditions described in this chapter.

An alternative many informed people are taking is to stop eating poultry products altogether. If you wonder whether you could satisfy your protein and other nutritional needs if you did not partake of the products of chicken factories, the answer, as chapters 6 through 10 will show, is an emphatic yes. The most rigorous scientific research has determined that these foods are far from the ultimate nutritional cornerstones the industry would like us to believe. In fact, they contribute mightily to the ravages of heart disease, cancer, strokes, and many other serious diseases.

I have too much respect for the human journey to take it upon myself to decide for you what you should or shouldn’t eat, and where you should draw the line. We are each unique. We have different needs, different emotional associations to different foods, and different biochemistry. We have our individual life situations to deal with, and our individual paths to forge. We are each of us responsible for our own choices and for the consequences of our choices. However, the better informed we are, the more intelligently we are able to make food choices that serve our true needs.

Now What?

The poultry producers consider themselves innocent of any wrongdoing. They say they do what they do to bring down the price we pay for our eggs and poultry. To that end, they claim they are simply people committed to a well-defined sense of purpose, which is to raise broilers for the slaughterhouse and layer hens for eggs by the most cost-effective means possible. That this should happen to involve the brutalization of billions of innocent animals is, as far as they are concerned, irrelevant.

The agribusiness companies have their eyes firmly set on the bottom line. But they cannot see there is yet a deeper bottom line. Although they cannot see the more far-reaching consequences of their actions, these consequences nonetheless exist. None of us is immune from the repercussions of our actions and choices. As we sow, so shall we reap.

There is a destiny that makes us brothers,

None goes his way alone–

All that we send into the lives of others

Comes back into our own.

—AUTHOR UNKNOWN

I don’t know what shall be the destinies of those responsible for the animal factories of today. But regardless of the future, it is already sadly true that they live in a heartless world. Treating animals like machines, they are profoundly separated from nature, deeply alienated from kinship with life. They are already in a kind of hell.

If we buy and eat the products of this system of food production, are we not colluding with them in creating this hell? Is that how we want to vote with our lives?

3. THE MOST UNJUSTLY MALIGNED OF ALL ANIMALS



Whenever people say “we mustn’t be sentimental,” you can take it
 they are about to do something cruel. And if they add, “we must be realistic,”
 they mean they are going to make money out of it.

—BRIGID BROPHY

There is a single magic, a single power, a single salvation,
 and a single happiness, and that is called loving.

—HERMANN HESSE

In our human blindness concerning the feelings, intelligence, and sensitivity of animals, there is one in particular about whom we’ve been most wrong. If it were possible to measure our misunderstanding about our fellow creatures on some giant scale, our ignorance of this particular animal might well be the greatest of all. This is an animal who has been abused and ridiculed by people for centuries but who is actually a friendly, forgiving, intelligent, and good-natured animal when he isn’t mistreated. I am talking, you may be surprised to find out, about the pig.

The Hidden Truth about Pigs

To call a man a pig, or a woman a sow, is one of the worst insults in our common speech. This fact testifies not to the nature of pigs but to our beliefs about them and only shows how far out of touch we are with these animals. The commonly held image of pigs as greedy, fat, and filthy creatures, gross beasts who eat anything that isn’t fastened down, and who selfishly indulge their basest instincts without a trace of sensitivity, could hardly be further from the truth.

Pigs actually have one of the highest measured I.Q.s of all animals, surpassing even the dog’s. They are friendly, sociable, fun-loving beings as well. One person very familiar with pigs was naturalist W. H. Hudson. He wrote in his acclaimed Book of a Naturalist:

I have a friendly feeling toward pigs generally, and consider them the most intelligent of beasts, not excepting the elephant and the anthropoid ape… I also like his attitude toward all other creatures, especially man. He is not suspicious, or shrinkingly submissive, like horses, cattle and sheep; not an impudent devil-may-care like the goat; nor hostile like the goose; nor condescending like the cat; nor a flattering parasite like the dog. He views us from a totally different, a sort of democratic standpoint as fellow-citizens and brothers, and takes it for granted, or grunted, that we understand his language, and without servility or insolence he has a natural, pleasant, camerados-all or hail-fellow-well-met air with us.1

In the common mind, pigs are disgusting creatures, but in fact the only thing disgusting about pigs is our attitude toward them. They are playful, sensitive, friendly animals who like to roll around and rub on things and consider the earth their home and not something with which to avoid contact. In a state of nature, pigs love to wallow in the mud, just as stags and buffaloes and many other animals do. But pigs don’t love mud for its own sake. They use it to cool themselves off and to gain relief from the flies. They enjoy themselves exuberantly because it is their way to enjoy what they do with robust good nature. People who have seen them in mud have accused them of being filthy animals, not understanding their simple love of the earth. However, when living in anything even remotely resembling their natural conditions, pigs are as naturally clean as any other forest creature.2 If at all possible, they will never soil their own bedding, eating, or living areas.

But for many years it was the belief in Europe that the filthier the state in which a pig was kept, the better tasting the pork would be. Hence it became commonplace for pigs to be kept in a fashion that made it impossible for them to stay clean. Even then, though, they would often go to great lengths to maintain as clean a living situation as they could manage.

Hudson’s Pig

Did you know that pigs recognize people, remember individuals clearly, and appreciate human contact when it is not hostile? The naturalist W. H. Hudson wrote a beautiful account of a pig:

Not knowing my sentiments, [the pig] looked askance at me and moved away when I first began to visit him. But when he made the discovery that I generally had apples and lumps of sugar in my coat pockets he all at once became excessively friendly and followed me about, and would put his head in my way to be scratched, and licked my hands with his rough tongue to show that he liked me. Every time I visited the cows and horses I had to pause beside the pigpen to open the gate into the field; and invariably the pig would get up and coming toward me salute me with a friendly grunt. And I would pretend not to hear or see, for it made me sick to look at his pen in which he stood belly-deep in the fetid mire; and it made me ashamed to think that so intelligent and good-tempered an animal should be kept in such abominable conditions…

One morning as I passed the pen he grunted—spoke, I may say—in such a pleasant friendly way that I had to stop and return his greeting; then, taking an apple from my pocket I placed it in his trough. He turned it over with his snout, then looked up and said something like “Thank you” in a series of gentle grunts. Then he bit off and ate a small piece, then another small bite, and eventually taking what was left in his mouth he finished eating it. After that, he always expected me to stay a minute and speak to him when I went to the field; I knew it from his way of greeting me, and on such occasions I gave him an apple. But he never ate it greedily; he appeared more inclined to talk than to eat, until by degrees I came to understand what he was saying. What he said was that he appreciated my kind intentions in giving him apples. But, he went on, to tell the real truth, it is not a fruit I am particularly fond of. I am familiar with its taste as they sometimes give me apples, usually the small unripe or bad ones that fall from the trees. However, I don’t actually dislike them. I get skim milk and am rather fond of it; then a bucket of mash, which is good enough for hunger; but what I enjoy most is a cabbage, only I don’t get one very often now. I sometimes think that if they would let me out of this muddy pen to ramble like the sheep and other beasts in the field, or on the downs, I should be able to pick up a number of morsels which would taste better than anything they give me. Apart from the subject of food, I hope you won’t mind me telling you that I’m rather fond of being scratched on the back.

So I scratched him vigorously with my stick and made him wriggle his body and wink and blink and smile delightedly all over his face. Then I said to myself: “Now what the juice can I do more to please him?” For though under sentence of death, he had done no wrong, but was a good, honest-hearted fellow mortal, so that I felt bound to do something to make the miry remnant of his existence a little less miserable.

I think it was the word “juice” I had used—for that was how I pronounced it to make it less like a swear-word—that gave me an inspiration. In the garden, a few yards back from the pen, there was a large clump of old eldertrees, now overloaded with ripening fruit—the biggest clusters I had ever seen. Going to the trees, I selected and cut the finest bunch I could find, as big round as my cap, and weighing over a pound. This I deposited in his trough and invited him to try it. He sniffed at it a little doubtfully, and looked at me and made a remark or two, then nibbled at the edge of the cluster, taking a few berries into his mouth, and holding them some time before he ventured to crush them. At length he did venture, then looked at me and made more remarks, “Queer fruit this! Never tasted anything like it before, but I really can’t say yet whether I like it or not.”

Then he took another bite, then more bites, looking up at me and saying something between the bites, ’til, little by little, he had consumed the whole bunch; then, turning round, he went back to his bed with a little grunt to say that I was now at liberty to go on to the cows and horses.

However, the following morning he hailed my approach in such a lively manner, with such a note of expectancy in his voice, that I concluded he had been thinking a great deal about elderberries, and was anxious to have another go at them. Accordingly, I cut him another bunch, which he quickly consumed, making little exclamations the while—“Thank you, thank you, very good, very good indeed!” It was a new sensation in his life, and made him very happy, and was almost as good as a day of liberty in the fields and meadows and on the open green downs.

From that time on I visited him two or three times a day to give him huge clusters of elderberries. There were plenty for the starlings as well; the clusters on those trees would have filled a cart.

Then one morning I heard an indignant scream from the garden, and peeping out saw my friend, the pig, bound hand and foot, being lifted by a dealer into his cart with the assistance of the farmer.3

It made Hudson happy to feel he could bring cheer to the last days of this sociable and sensitive animal, destined though he was for the butcher. Of course, it is not to be expected that the average person should be quite as sensitive in translating the grunts and growls as a trained naturalist. Nevertheless, I want to stress the good-naturedness of pigs because we have done them such a terrible injustice in the way we think of them, even to using their name as a vile insult.

But why have we given such a bad name to an animal who is full of intelligence and honest-hearted zest for life; why have we so demeaned a creature capable of endearing and lasting friendships with human beings? It would perhaps be easier to understand if we did this to the crocodile, for example, who historically has been a real threat to our lives and seems to have something about him of the darkness. But the pig? The loyal, friendly, likable pig?

Part of the answer, at least, is rather simple. The pig is guilty of having flesh that human beings find tasty.

Man has an infinite capacity to rationalize his rapacity, especially when it comes to something he wants to eat.

—CLEVELAND AMORY

Since few of us have any direct experience with pigs anymore, we can think and speak of them as foul and unwholesome beasts without being disturbed by the facts of the matter. But down through the ages, people who have kept pigs have sensed their undeniable intelligence and friendliness. Only by looking the other way could human beings manage to justify what they have done in order to have bacon and ham, just as black humans were dehumanized in the minds of whites in order to justify their oppression and slavery.

Schweitzer’s Pig

When Albert Schweitzer was in Africa running a volunteer hospital, he had a standing offer out to the natives that if they brought him an animal that they would otherwise have killed, he’d pay them for it. In such manner did he save numerous animal lives, create an entourage of assorted critters around him, and show the natives new possibilities of interacting with the local animals. He wrote a remarkable account of meeting a pig.

One day a Negro woman brought me a tame wild boar about two months old. “It is called Josephine, and it will follow you around like a dog,” she said. We agreed upon five francs as the price. My wife was just then away for a few days. With the help of Joseph and n’Kendju, my hospital assistants, I immediately drove some stakes into the ground and made a pen, with the wire netting rather deep in the earth. Both of my black helpers smiled.

“A wild boar will not remain in the pen; it digs his way out from under it,” said Joseph. “Well, I should like to see this little wild boar get under this wire netting sunk deep in the earth,” I answered. “You will see,” said Joseph.

The next morning the animal had already gotten out. I felt almost relieved about it, for I had promised my wife that I would make no new acquisition to our zoo without her consent, and I had a foreboding that a wild boar would not, perhaps, be to her liking.

When I came up from the hospital for the midday meal, however, there was Josephine waiting for me in front of the house, and looking at me as if she wanted to say: “I will remain ever so faithful to you, but you must not repeat the trick with the pen.” And so it was.

When my wife arrived she shrugged her shoulders. She never enjoyed Josephine’s confidence and never sought it. Josephine had a very delicate sensibility about such things. In time, when she had come to understand that she was not permitted to go up on the veranda, things became bearable. On a Saturday some weeks later, however, Josephine disappeared. In the evening the missionary met me in front of my house and shared my sorrow, since Josephine had also shown some attachment to him.

“I feel sure she has met her end in some Negro’s pot,” he said.

“It was inevitable.”

With the blacks a wild boar, even when tamed, does not fall within the category of a domestic animal but remains a wild animal that belongs to him who kills it. While he was still speaking, however, Josephine appeared, behind her a Negro with a gun.

“I was standing,” he said, “in the clearing, where the ruins of the former American missionary’s house are still to be seen, when I saw this wild boar. I was just taking aim, but it came running up to me and rubbed against my legs! An extraordinary wild boar! But imagine what it did then. It trotted away with me after it, and now here we are. So it’s your wild boar? How fortunate that this did not happen to a hunter who is not so quick-witted as I.”

I understood his hint, complimented him generously, and gave him a nice present.4

Later, writing of the same boar, Schweitzer spoke of her coming to church and causing an uproar by behaving like a wild pig, but then gradually learning to “behave more properly in church.” Struck again and again by the spirit of this animal, Schweitzer wrote:

How shall I sufficiently praise your wisdom, Josephine! To avoid being bothered by gnats at night, you adopted the custom of wandering into the boys’ dormitory, and of lying down there under the first good mosquito net. How many times because of this have I had to compensate, with tobacco leaves, those upon whom you forced yourself as a sleeping companion. And when the sand fleas had so grown in your feet that you could no longer walk, you hobbled down to the hospital, let yourself be turned over on your back, endured the knife that the tormentors stuck into your feet, put up with the burning of the tincture of iodine, with which the wounds were daubed, and grunted your sincere thanks when the matter was once and for all done with.5

The Fragrance of the Farm

Since I have found that pigs are such endearing and friendly chaps, I don’t look at pork chops the way I once did. And there’s something else I’ve learned that has forever changed the way I feel about such things as bacon and ham.

What I have learned is that the pork farmers have by and large followed the lead of the poultry industry in recent years. Instead of pig farms, today we have more and more pig factories.

The result is not a happy one for today’s pigs.

Some of today’s pig factories are huge industrial complexes, with over 100,000 pigs. You might think that would require an awful lot of pigpens. But the pigpen, like the chicken yard, is rapidly becoming a thing of the past. Every day, more and more of these robust creatures are placed in stalls so cramped that they can hardly move.

If you were to peek inside one of the buildings in which these stalls are kept, you’d see row upon row upon row upon row of pigs, each standing alone in his narrow steel stall, each facing in exactly the same direction, like cars in a parking lot.

But you would hardly notice what you saw, because you’d be so overwhelmed by the stench. The overpowering ammonia-saturated air of a modern pig factory is something no one ever forgets.

You see, many modern pig stalls are built on slatted floors over large pits, into which the urine and feces of the animals fall automatically. Thousands of this type of confinement system are in operation, in spite of the fact that many serious diseases are caused by the toxic gases (ammonia, methane, and hydrogen sulfide) that the excreta produce and that rise from the pits and become trapped inside the building.6

Pigs have a highly developed sense of smell and their noses are, in a natural setting, capable of detecting the scents of many kinds of edible roots, even when those roots are still underground. In today’s pig factories, however, they breathe night and day the stench of the excrement of the hundreds of pigs whose stalls are in the same building. No matter how much they might want to get away, no matter how hard they might try, there is no escape.

The pig factory I am describing is unfortunately not an isolated bad example. It’s par for the course today. Just a couple of years ago, the owner of Lehman Farms of Strawn, Illinois, was chosen Illinois Pork All-American by the National Pork Producers Council and the Illinois Pork Producers Association. The Lehman farm is considered an industry model, and it is, in fact, one of the more enlightened swine management programs around today. But it seems to leave a little bit to be desired from the point of view of the pigs who call it home. When a “herdsman” at Lehman Farms, Bob Frase, was asked about the effect the ammonia-saturated air had on the pigs, he replied:

The ammonia really chews up the animals’ lungs. They get listless and don’t want to eat. They start losing weight, and the next thing you know you’ve got a real respiratory problem—pneumonia or something. Then you’ll see them huddled down real low against one another trying to get warm, and you’ll hear them coughing and gasping. The bad air’s a problem. After I’ve been working in here awhile, I can feel it in my own lungs. But at least I get out of here at night. The pigs don’t so we have to keep them on tetracycline.7

“Forget the Pig Is an Animal”

In my visits to modern pig factories, I keep thinking about pigs I have met, social critters much like Albert Schweitzer’s Josephine, very capable of warm relationships with people. I remember their friendly grunts and their enjoyment of human contact. This is why I have such a hard time accepting the advice of contemporary pork producers:

Forget the pig is an animal. Treat him just like a machine in a factory. Schedule treatments like you would lubrication. Breeding season like the first step in an assembly line. And marketing like the delivery of finished goods.

—HOG FARM MANAGEMENT, SEPTEMBER 19768

Modern pig farmers, who like to be called pork production engineers, pride themselves on having a clear purpose. The trade journal Hog Farm Management put it concisely:

What we are really trying to do is modify the animal’s environment for maximum profit.9

Even if an individual pig raiser feels an empathy with the animals in his charge and has a desire to do things in a more natural way, he is today practically forced to go along with the agribusiness momentum. The trend is set. Trade journals like Hog Farm Management, National Hog Farmer, Successful Farming, and Farm Journal are constantly telling farmers: “Raise Pork the Modern Way.”

The trade journals tend to be downright hostile to anything but the most mechanized agribusiness ways of producing pork. Recently, National Hog Farmer became irate at the USDA and editorialized, “Why don’t we just turn the Department of Agriculture over to the do-gooders?”10 What on earth had the USDA done to provoke such a terrifying thought? It had proposed spending two hundredths of 1 percent of its budget for two small projects that would have encouraged small-scale, local production of food, such as roadside markets and community gardens in urban areas.

The trade magazines, it must be remembered, derive their income from advertisers, and these are just the people who profit from the swing to total-confinement systems of pork production—the huge commercial interests who sell equipment and drugs to the farmers. They’re the ones who take out full-page ads and pay for space in the journals to tell the farmers: “How to Make $12,000 Sitting Down!”11 That’s quite a way to catch the attention of an exhausted farmer, who is only too glad to sit down at all after laboring on his feet all day.

So he reads on. And what does he find? The way to success in today’s pork production world is through buying a “Bacon Bin.”12 This wonderful new doorway to success, he is told, “is not just a confinement house… It is a profit producing pork production system.”13

Actually, the Bacon Bin is a completely automated system whose designers clearly have overcome any vestiges of the anachronistic idea that pigs are sentient beings. In a typical Bacon Bin setup, 500 pigs are crammed into individual cages, each getting seven square feet of living space. It’s difficult for us to conceive how confined this is. Every pig spends his entire life cramped into a space less than one-third the size of a twin bed.

The Bacon Bin system comes complete with slatted floors and automated feeding systems, so that it takes only one person to run the whole show. Another advantage of the system is that, with no room to move about, the pigs can’t burn up calories doing “useless” things like walking, and that means faster and cheaper weight gain, and so more profit.

A typical example of Bacon Bin farming was happily described in the Farm Journal beneath the title: “Pork Factory Swings into Production.”14 The article begins proudly:

Hogs never see daylight in this half-million dollar farrowing-to-finish complex near Worthington, Minnesota.15

This is something to brag about?

Pig’s Feet Modern Style

Pigs’ feet and legs were designed to scratch for food, to kick or claw if needed for defense, and to stand and move on different kinds of natural terrain. But in today’s pig factories, the floors are either metal slats or concrete. Peter Singer and Jim Mason, authors of Animal Factories, the classic book on contemporary food-animal raising, have described what happens to pigs’ feet under these conditions.

Pigs are cloven-hoofed animals, and, in most, the outer half of the hoof (“claw”) is longer than the inner half. Outdoors, the extra length is absorbed by the natural softness of the soil. On the concrete or metal floors of the factory pen, however, only the tissue in the foot can “give.” As a result, many confined pigs develop painful lesions in their feet which can open and become infected. Pigs with these foot sores usually develop… abnormal posture in an attempt to relieve the pain. Eventually, the crippling may worsen when this abnormal movement and weight distribution overworks joints and muscles in the legs, back, and other parts of the pig.16

One Nebraska study showed that nearly 100 percent of all pigs raised on concrete or metal slats had damaged feet and legs.17 Providing bedding can reduce the problem,18 but bedding is rarely provided in the modern homes of the pigs destined to become America’s pork chops, because straw costs money, and the pain and suffering the pigs endure from damaged feet and legs is not figured into the financial equations that determine policy. Of course, the pork producers are aware that the animals are crippled by the flooring, but they are not disturbed. As the editors of Farmer and Stockbreeder explain:

The slatted floor seems to have more merit than disadvantage. The animal will usually be slaughtered before serious deformity sets in.19

In other words, the pigs are usually slaughtered before their deformities become so extreme as to affect the price their flesh will fetch. One producer summarized industry thinking rather colorfully.

We don’t get paid for producing animals with good posture around here. We get paid by the pound!20

As I look at the situation, I doubt whether the pigs who spend their painful lives on these devastating floors, hobbling about on distorted skeletons, are able fully to appreciate this kind of logic.

Improving on Mother Nature

It may not be wise to tamper with nature. It may even be disastrous. But you can be sure that if it’s profitable, someone is certain to give it a try. The leading edge in pork production these days is in getting more pigs per sow per year. The idea is to turn sows into living reproductive machines.

The breeding sow should be thought of, treated as, a valuable piece of machinery, whose function is to pump out baby pigs like a sausage machine.

—NATIONAL HOG FARMER, MARCH 197821

In a barnyard setting, a sow will produce about six piglets a year. But modern interventions have cranked her up to over 20 a year now, and researchers predict the number to reach 45 within a short time.22 Producers rave about the prospect of being able to force sows to give birth to over seven times the number of children nature designed them for.

They’ve got it down to a science. First of all, piglets are taken away from their mothers much earlier than would ever occur in any natural situation. Without her babies to suck the milk from her breast, the sow will soon stop lactating, and then, with the help of hormone injections, she can be made fertile much sooner. Thus, more piglets can be extracted from her per year.

Unfortunately, the poor sow is not up-to-date enough in her thinking to appreciate the wonders of a system in which she will spend her whole life producing litter after litter, only to have her babies taken away from her as soon as possible after each birth. The sow calls and cries for them, though her distressed sounds always go unheeded. Not having gotten the hang of modern factory life, she only knows that her whole being is filled with an inexorable instinct to find her lost babies and care for them.

Most pork producers have found that they have to let the piglets suckle from their mother for a couple of weeks before taking them away, or else they die, which, of course, defeats the whole purpose. But at least one large manufacturer of farm equipment sees the waste in such an operation and is now strongly promoting a device it calls Pig Mama.23 This is a mechanical teat that replaces the normal one altogether and allows the factory manager to take the piglet away from his mother immediately and get her back to the business of being pregnant, just a couple of hours after birth. Noting this development, Farm Journal said it was looking forward to “an end to the nursing phase of pig production.”24 The result, they predicted gleefully, would be a

tremendous jump in the number of pigs a sow could produce in a year.25

For years now, pork breeders have also been hard at work developing fatter and fatter pigs. Unfortunately, the resulting products of contemporary pork breeding are so top-heavy that their bones and joints are literally crumbling beneath them.26 However, factory experts see nothing amiss in this because there is additional profit to be made from the extra weight.

There are, however, a few problems with the new model pig rolling across the assembly line in today’s pork factories that do concern the factory experts. Singer and Mason point out a few of these problems in Animal Factories.

The pig breeders’ emphasis on large litters and heavier bodies, coupled with a lack of attention to reproductive traits, has produced… high birth mortality in these pigs. These new, improved females produce such large litters that they can’t take care of each piglet. To cure this problem, producers began to select sows with a greater number of nipples—only to discover that the extra nipples don’t work because there’s not enough mammary tissue to go around.27

Not to be dismayed, however, the genetic manipulators are continuing their efforts to “improve” the pig and convert this good-natured and robust creature into a more efficient piece of factory equipment.

Breeding experts are trying to create pigs that have flat rumps, level backs, even toes, and other features that hold up better under factory conditions.28

Hormone City

What they can’t accomplish with genetics, today’s pork producers shoot for with hormones. Hormones, as you may know, are incredibly potent substances that are naturally secreted, in minute amounts, by the glands of all animals, pigs and humans included. It takes minuscule amounts of these substances to control our entire endocrine and reproductive systems. If our taste buds were as sensitive to flavor as our target cells are to hormones, we could detect a single grain of sugar in a swimming pool of water.29

Given the immensely powerful effects that hormones have on animals’ reproductive systems, even in concentrations so low they are discernible only by the most sophisticated laboratory technology, many scientists are extremely concerned about their use in animal farming, acknowledging that we know very little about many of the potentially dangerous effects of these substances. The factory experts, however, look through very different eyes. When they first realized the new drugs gave them the power to control a sow’s estrus, and thus to induce or delay her fertility, they were overjoyed.

Estrus control will open the doors to factory hog production. Control of female cycles is the missing link to the assembly line approach.

—FARM JOURNAL30

One pork producer was so taken with this new development that he called it the greatest advance in hog production since the development of antibiotics.31

Another new innovation that has the industry astir is called embryo transfer.32 Here a specially chosen sow is dosed with hormones to cause her to produce huge numbers of eggs, rather than the usual one or two. These eggs are fertilized by artificial insemination, then surgically removed from the sow and implanted in other females. It is not uncommon for a breeder sow to go repeatedly through this unnatural violation until the stress kills her.

At the University of Missouri, work is being done in test tubes to combine sperm and eggs that have been taken from specially selected breeding animals.33 The newly fertilized eggs are then implanted surgically in ordinary females.

Once a sow in today’s pork factories is pregnant, she is injected with progestins or steroids to increase the number of piglets in her litter. She will also be given products like the new feed additive from Shell Oil Company. Called XLP-30, it is designed to “boost pigs per litter,”34 though it has a name that makes it sound like it should be added to motor oil instead of animal food. Incredibly, a Shell official acknowledges—“we don’t know why it works.”35 Undeterred by such ignorance, however, the industry is not at all reluctant to tamper with the reproductive systems of the animals whose flesh is designed for human consumption. Anything that can speed up the assembly line and improve profits is considered fair practice.

A Life of Suffering

It is difficult for us to fathom the suffering of today’s pigs. They are crammed for a lifetime into cages in which they can hardly move, and forced against their natures to stand in their own waste. Their sensitive noses are continuously assaulted by the stench from the excrement of thousands of other pigs. Their skeletons are deformed and their legs buckle under the unnatural weight for which they have been bred. Their feet are full of painful lesions from the concrete and slatted metal floors on which they must stand.

I have looked into their eyes and I can tell you it’s a terrifying sight. These sensitive, tortured creatures have been literally driven mad.

In this respect, they are similar to the chickens who live in today’s “chicken heavens.” Chickens, you may remember, when forced into unbearably crowded conditions, go crazy and develop “vices” such as feather-pecking and cannibalism. Forced into equally bizarre conditions, pigs are likewise driven completely out of their minds. One reporter noted:

Some animals may become so fearful that they dare not move, even to eat or drink. They become runts and die. Others remain in constant, panicked motion, neurotic perversions of their instinct to escape. Cannibalism is common in swine… operations.36

One of the most common problems in modern pork factories is known in the trade as “tail-biting.” The trade journals are full of discussions about tail-biting and what to do about it. When I first heard the phrase “tail-biting,” I rather naively pictured some kind of playful nipping at little, curly, pink tails. But I have since learned how very far from the mark I was. “Tail-biting” is the industry’s term for the deranged and desperate actions of powerful animals driven berserk by the frustration of every single one of their natural urges.

Acute tail-biting… frequently results in crippling, mutilation, and death…Many times the tail is bitten first, and then the attacking pig or pigs continue to eat further into the back. If the situation is not attended to, the pig will die and be eaten.37

Tail-biting, naturally, disturbs the managers of the pork factories, who can’t sell a pig that’s been eaten by another pig. Not being the types to sit back and let a disaster like that occur, they’ve come up with a number of bizarre solutions.

One strategy is to keep the pigs in total darkness. A March 1976 edition of Farm Journal carried an article titled “Cut Light and Clamp Down on Tail Biting.” This report reassured pork producers:

They can still eat—total darkness has no effect on their appetites.38

The preferred method of preventing tail-biting in today’s pork factories, however, is a trick the pork producers picked up from the poultry men. They can’t, of course, de-beak pigs, because pigs don’t have beaks. But they have found another way of preventing tail-biting that, like chicken de-beaking, does absolutely nothing to correct the grotesque conditions that give rise to the behavior in the first place.

They cut off the pigs’ tails.

This practice, known in the trade as “tail-docking,” is now standard operating procedure in United States pork production.39 Its application is nearly universal today, despite the fact that it causes severe pain to the animals and drives them even crazier. I asked one pork farmer about tail-docking, and he replied, somewhat angrily:

They hate it! The pigs just hate it! And I suppose we could probably do without tail-docking if we gave them more room, because they don’t get so crazy and mean when they have more space. With enough room, they’re actually quite nice animals. But we can’t afford it. These buildings cost a lot.40

This farmer’s remarks don’t reflect his thoughts alone. They are typical of the rationale behind virtually all of the steps being taken today toward even more mechanized pork production. Having invested great sums of money in confinement buildings and automated feeding systems, today’s producers feel they must use every trick in the book to get the maximum number of piglets per sow and cram as many pigs as possible into the buildings.41

In fact, the trade journal Hog Farm Management has an even better idea than the parking lot–like stalls. How about stacking the pigs in cages, one on top of another, like shipping crates? Just think how many more animals you could get in a building this way. Explaining the brilliance of having not only wall-to-wall pigs but floor-to-ceiling pigs as well, the journal reasoned:

There’s too much wasted space in a typical controlled-environment single-deck nursery. The cost of the building is just too big a cost factor. Stacking the decks spreads the building cost out over more pigs.42

A number of today’s largest pig factories have been so impressed with this idea that they’ve wasted no time in employing it. You might not think that it would make that much difference to a pig who is already crammed into a cage so small he can hardly move, whether there are other pigs above him in the same plight. But it does. The excrement from the pigs in the upper tiers falls steadily on the pigs in the lower tiers.

Anger and Tears from a Pork Producer

It’s actually gotten to the point that many of today’s pig farmers are being forced to do things even they find abhorrent. I’m not talking now about people who are particularly empathetic toward animals. I’m referring to people who long ago came to accept bashing an animal’s brains out or slitting its throat as all in a day’s work. These are hardened veterans of the everyday brutalities of animal farming, but even they are increasingly disgusted by what is happening today.

In a 1976 issue of Farmer and Stockbreeder, a letter appeared that expressed the concern of such an old-timer. He was writing in response to a report on a new cage system for pigs.

May I dissociate myself completely from any implication that this is a tolerable form of husbandry? I hope many of my colleagues will join me in saying that we are already tolerating systems of husbandry which, to say the least of it, are downright cruel… Cost effectiveness and conversion ratios are all very well in a robot state; but if this is the future, then the sooner I give up both farming and farm veterinary work the better.43

The same year, a retired farm veterinarian sent a thoughtful letter to the factory farming journal Confinement.

More and more I find myself developing an aversion to the snow-balling trend toward total confinement of livestock… If we regard this unnatural environment as acceptable, what does it portend for mankind itself?… How can a truly human being impose conditions on lower animals that he would not be willing to impose on himself? Freedom of movement and expression should not be the exclusive domain of man…What (then) of human behavior (in the future)? Will it sink to the nadir of contempt for all that is naturally bright and beautiful? Will all of us become tailbiters without recognizing what we have become?44

These two letters were written in 1976, just as total-confinement systems for pork production were gathering steam. Since then, despite the pleas of these and other warning voices, the trend has continued: more total confinement, more frustration of all the animals’ natural urges, more farming by automation and technology, more drugs, and more assembly-line pork.

And what happens to those farmers who just can’t stand to do this to animals whom they know are intelligent and capable of lasting friendships with people? Most have quit the whole affair in disgust and failure. Others have continued on, often with an aching sense of frustration and defeat as they capitulate time and time again out of financial necessity to the harsh economic reality of modern farming. One such pig farmer told me, angrily:

Sometimes I wish you animal lovers would just drop dead! Just go and fall off a cliff or something. It’s hard enough to make a living these days without having to be concerned about all this stuff!

Later that night, after dinner and a long talk in which he opened up to his true feelings, this same farmer told me, with tears in his eyes:

I’m sorry I got so mad at you before. It’s not your fault. You are just showing me what I already know, but try not to think about. It just tears me up, some of the things we are doing to these animals. These pigs never hurt anybody, but we treat them like, like, like I don’t know what. Nothing in the world deserves this kind of treatment. It’s a shame. It’s a crying shame. I just don’t know what else to do.

The American Pork Queen Speaks

The National Pork Council and related organizations spend millions of dollars a year to convince the public that today’s pigs are as happy as can be with the way they are raised. In May 1987, the Council officially and unabashedly proclaimed that pork producers “have historically treated their farm animals with the utmost care and respect.” Each year, the Pork Council sends an official American Pork Queen out across the country to enlighten schools and community groups about the joys of modern pork production. Speaking about her work, one year’s American Pork Queen, Pam Carney, explained:

Well, I kind of told about myself from the perspective of being a pig…You see, we are getting a lot of questions from people now who are for animal rights and who are worried about pigs being put into small pens and farrowing crates. So, I talked about how much we pigs like the new confinement barns as opposed to living outside in the natural environment, because a herdsman can keep a close eye on us, watch for disease, give us warmth, good feed, and clean water.45

The American Pork Queen reassures us today’s pigs receive good feed and clean water. But the truth, as you might guess, is a little different. In nature, pigs live with gusto and passion, foraging in the earth for their food. Even in a barnyard setting they root around as much as they can, and their diet consists of table scraps along with the foods they can root from the earth. But today, they are fed a completely unnatural diet designed with one thing alone in mind—to make them as fat as possible, as cheaply as possible. Their feed is routinely laced with antibiotics, sulfa drugs, and countless other products of the laboratory. It is a menu that often features recycled waste.

One modern pig farmer proudly announced in Hog Farm Management that in his system pregnant sows don’t need to be fed for 90 days. Presenting his ingenuity as a model for the forward-thinking pig man, he boasted that he simply allows them only what they can find in the manure waste pits beneath the slatted floor cages where young pigs are being fattened for slaughter. His excitement about how much money he saves was not dampened by the fact that during pregnancy the nutritional needs of pigs, like those of any mammal, are especially critical.

The industry norm isn’t much better. Today’s pigs are routinely fed recycled waste, even though this waste consistently contains drug residues and high levels of toxic heavy metals, such as arsenic, lead, and copper.46 Often the helpless creatures are simply given raw poultry or pig manure.47

I don’t know about you, but eating their own excrement doesn’t strike me as an ideal diet.

But if what today’s pigs are fed leaves a little to be desired, it’s almost a picnic compared to the water they receive to drink. Sometimes the only water they get comes from an

oxidation ditch, which channels the liquid wastes from factory manure pits back to the animals; they have to drink it because it’s the only “water” offered to them.48

Interestingly enough, the industry’s public stance is that the health and well-being of today’s pigs is better than ever.

But over 80 percent of today’s pigs have pneumonia at the time of slaughter. One Minnesota plant found pneumonia in the lungs of 95 percent of the pigs inspected. In 1970, 53 percent of all U.S. pigs had stomach ulcers. The Livestock Conservation Institute reports that pig producers lose more than $187 million each year from dysentery, cholera, abscesses, trichinosis, and other swine diseases.49 A disease known as pseudorabies has been wiping out whole herds of factory pigs in the Midwest since 1973.50 The National Pork Council wants the government to pay for a five-year program to eradicate pseudorabies. Hog Farm Management thinks this would cost taxpayers $90 million.51

Of course, that’s not a lot of money compared to the bill for another disease, African swine fever, which is beginning to infect pigs raised the modern way in this country. National Hog Farmer expects the cost of coping with this disease to be in the neighborhood of $290 million.52

The pork industry says these diseases amount to only minor technical problems in the assembly-line production of pork. With the help of taxpayers’ money and the application of more drugs, they say, the problems can be solved in no time. As to the possibility that today’s pigs are not really all that healthy, the industry points to the impressive weights the animals attain as proof that they are as robust as can be. This is a remarkable argument, in that it attempts to equate systematically induced obesity with good health. That’s certainly not true for humans; why should it be true for pigs?

And Then

The pigs I’ve known have been friendly and sensitive critters, like Albert Schweitzer’s Josephine. They can be good friends, playful, loyal, and affectionate. Watching what happens to these good-hearted creatures in today’s pig factories has not been at all easy for me. At each stage of the assembly line they are treated with complete disdain for the fact that they are our fellow creatures. But they are sentient beings, and they remain so to the end.

Before they reach their end, the pigs get a shower, a real one. Water sprays from every angle to wash the farm off them. Then they begin to feel crowded. The pen narrows like a funnel; the drivers behind urge the pigs forward, until one at a time they climb unto a moving ramp… Now they scream, never having been on such a ramp, smelling the smells they smell. I do not want to overdramatize because you have read all this before. But it was a frightening experience, seeing their fear, seeing so many of them go by. It had to remind me of things no one wants to be reminded of anymore, all mobs, all death marches, all mass murders and extinctions.53

The New Question

Seeing what happens to today’s pigs is especially difficult for me because I know what friendly animals they can be by nature. We have come to know pigs as fat only because we have bred and fed them that way. We have come to know pigs as mean only because we have tortured them and deprived them of any conceivable expression of their energies. We have made them what they are.

Could it be, then, that when we eat the flesh of animals who have been treated with such complete contempt, we assimilate something of their experience and carry it forward into our own lives? Could it be that eating the products of such an insane system may contribute significantly to the feeling pervading mankind today that this earth sometimes resembles the lunatic asylum of the universe?

People of the stature of Plato, Tolstoy, and Gandhi have also refused to eat meat. But today the question of meat-eating has taken on a far more urgent significance than ever before. There is something uniquely painful happening in the way contemporary animals are being raised for meat. Animals have been treated cruelly before, and in some cases sadistically—but the process has never before been institutionalized on such an overwhelming scale. And never before has the cold expertise of modern technology and pharmacology been employed to this end.

Throughout history, there have been people who sensed that eating the flesh of animals killed unnecessarily was not the best thing we could do toward the goal of bringing peace to ourselves and to the world. The more I’ve learned of modern meat production, the more I’ve felt that their message is even more vital today.

While we ourselves are the living graves of murdered beasts, how can we expect any ideal conditions on this earth?

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

I have no doubt that it is part of the destiny of the human race in its gradual development to leave off the eating of animals, as surely as the savage tribes have left off eating each other when they came into contact with the more civilized.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

The time will come when men such as I will look on the murder of animals as they now look on the murder of men.

—LEONARDO DA VINCI



4. HOLY COW



I tremble for my species when I reflect that God is just.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON

Each man is haunted until his humanity awakens.

—WILLIAM BLAKE

As I’ve learned what is being done to today’s farm animals I’ve become increasingly distressed. If our society is to reflect any kind of compassion and respect for life, how can we allow such extreme abuses of sentient beings to continue?

The problem is that the behemoths of modern agribusiness seek profit without reference to any ethical sensitivity to the animals in their keeping. And at present we have virtually no laws restraining cruelty to animals being raised for food.

I look forward to the day when this has been corrected, when our society is at peace with its conscience because it respects and lives in harmony with all forms of life. I look forward eagerly to the enactment of laws against such cruelty to animals, laws that will guide humankind to actions consistent with an ethic of appreciation for Creation and respect for the lives of our fellow creatures.

Though I have felt anger at the outrages inflicted on innocent animals, I know that many of today’s farmers are basically decent human beings who have become caught in a vicious circle of economic necessity, seeing no choice but to follow the lead of the multinational agrichemical conglomerates.

The laws that are needed to restrain those who would in their insensitivity abuse animals will not arise out of ill will toward those who have become instruments of such cruelty. True justice never punishes for the sake of punishment but instead seeks to provide the experiences that will educate and reform. Since insensitivity to nature is the real problem, our intent should be not to blame but to guide these unfortunate people to an awareness of the lives and needs of other living creatures, and thus to their own potential for living in an ethical relationship with the rest of life.

Those who are so alienated from other beings that they would mistreat them are in need of a deeper respect for life, for themselves, and for a more meaningful sense of their own value and integrity. We need laws against cruelty to animals, not just for the animals’ sake.

Interestingly, legend has it that there was once a time when such a form of justice actually prevailed. This was a time, it is said, when an ancient people sought to live in accord with the laws of Creation. As a result, when disputes and conflicts arose, the remedy was often remarkable.

Here is such a case, chronicled from ancient Egypt. The times are different, but the message is the same. A 15-year-old boy has gotten himself in trouble time after time for his cruelty to animals. In spite of repeated punishments from his father, however, his actions have persisted. Neighbors have finally appealed to the judge for help, and he has decreed that the boy be watched without his knowledge. This is done, and the boy is seen burying a cat alive. When confronted with his action, the boy shows no sense of shame or remorse and says defiantly, “You can beat me, but I won’t mind. I’m used to being beaten, but you can never make me scream!” He pulls off his shirt and displays a back that is deeply scarred from the previous beatings his father has administered. To the counselor who comes in to see him he brags about the number of animals he has tortured, and the amount of pain that has been inflicted upon him in return. It is not an easy case for the judge to handle. But fortunately, there is a seer who can look into the boy’s psyche and see what has occurred that has made him this way. The seer understands the pattern the boy is locked into. He understands that in the boy’s clouded mind, his cruelty to animals is actually part of an effort to expiate the guilt he feels for his mother having died during his birth, something his father never lets him forget. It is plain to the seer that it would be pointless to punish the boy, for to do so would simply reinforce the guilt that motivated the whole behavior in the first place.

The seer decides to take drastic steps.

The next day, in the boy’s food there is mixed a violent cathartic. As soon as the boy’s bowels start cramping he is told that he has a rare and dangerous disease and is warned that unless he is both brave and obedient he will likely die. Over the next few days he is given other concoctions, which keep him intermittently in pain and also make him sufficiently weak to prevent him from having any desire to exert his independence and reconstruct his accustomed self-image. Exactly as though he is suffering from a very serious disease, he is cared for by one who is in training to become a true healer, a girl of 20 who is both beautiful and compassionate. She holds his hand to help him bear the pain and smooths his forehead until he falls asleep. She washes and feeds him as though he is a baby, and when he grows a little stronger, she tells him stories of the ways of peace and love.

As he convalesces, he conceives a deep devotion and gratitude to his nurse and asks that he might be allowed to serve her in however humble a capacity. She tells him that one of her duties is to look after the geese, that the geese are very special to her, and that it would be a great help if he would do this for her. Her words cause him to remember his many cruelties, and he begins to cry bitterly and says that he dare not do what she asks, for sometimes almost against his will he has been cruel to animals, and so he is very afraid that he might attack her geese, an act that, to him now, would be like causing her personal injury.

She says to him: “You were so ill that you might have died. I asked the gods that you might be born again; they listened, and you recovered. The cruelty that you once inflicted and the pain you suffered are as though they had never been. They are dead, but you are alive. Because of the link between us, you will never forget again the link between you and your younger brothers and sisters.”

The boy is filled with hope but even so does not entirely believe her. She brings him a kitten, but he protests, saying he can’t be trusted with the kitten. She smiles and teaches him how to scratch the kitten’s throat and ears and points out how loudly it purrs when he does so. “It likes you,” she says. “It knows you can be trusted, and I know you can be trusted, too, so I will leave you alone with the kitten now.”

The boy doesn’t know what to think and protests, but she just smiles and kisses his forehead.

When she returns, several hours later, she finds the boy asleep, with the kitten curled up beside him, purring.

The boy grows to become one of the kindest veterinarians in all the land, and his manner with animals is so gentle and clear that even the most terrified and injured of them instinctively know they can trust him.1

It looks to me as if many of the people who mistreat the animals raised for today’s meats and eggs are not that different from this boy, likewise crying out for wise and compassionate help. The lack of caring they display for the animals in their keeping stems from an alienation from themselves and from life, not from innate cruelty. Merely blaming and hating them does nothing to heal the separation and isolation out of which their cruelties spring. Our goal should be to help them learn to act according to an authentic respect for other creatures, for in so doing they can come to feel a kinship with life and their own value as part of Creation. We urgently need laws that would guide them in this direction.

Of course, in some instances it may take a serious remedy to be effective. Sometimes only a severe corrective is able to produce the needed empathy in someone who otherwise remains indifferent to the suffering of his fellow creatures. Here is another such case from ancient times.

A man is accused of mistreating his oxen. The judge inspects the animals and sees that they are indeed in bad condition and have deep sores on their shoulders from an ill-fitting yoke. He tells the owner that this is not good, thinking that perhaps the man is ignorant, or stupid, and has not seen the hurt done to the animals. But the man protests defensively that his oxen are thin because they are too lazy to eat, that the work they do in the fields is light enough for a child, and that he envies the oxen their contentment. And the judge says: “There shall be no longer any need for you to have to envy them. For now you will have the opportunity to share their contentment, by doing yourself this work you say is ‘child’s play.’ Tomorrow you shall be yoked to the plow, and you will draw it back and forth under the hot sun until the field is furrowed.”

The judge gives the man’s oxen to a neighbor whose animals are well cared for and says that the man may regain his oxen when he has finished furrowing the field. Furthermore, his oxen will be inspected thereafter, and if it is found that he has mistreated them, he will receive unto himself whatever treatment he has given unto them. But if it is found that he now treats them well, then it will be known that he can be trusted with oxen, and so his herd will be expanded.2

If a person refuses time and again to imagine how he would feel in another creature’s shoes, sometimes the only remedy that will bring about the needed empathy is to physically place him there.

In some cases the conditions suffered by today’s food animals arise simply because greed has clouded the eyes of those responsible, and they can no longer see the pain of their fellow creatures. In such cases, the best justice may be that which serves not only to right the wrong that has been done but also to clear the vision that has become so clouded.

Here is one more case of ancient wisdom, uniquely pertinent to the issue of greed. In one village there are two men who dispute ownership of a wild ass. Both claim ownership by right of having seen the animal first. One of the men is more prosperous than the other, yet he keeps bemoaning his poverty, the number of his children, and the poorness of his fields and he protests that the ass should be given to him because his is by far the greater need. A wise judge says to him: “You tell me that your need is the greater because you are poor and this other man is far wealthier than you; and when he says he is the poorer you say he is lying. Therefore I shall give a judgment that will adjust the wrong that he does to you. You, who are the poorer man, shall have the wild ass. And to show you how much you are favored, you and this other man shall exchange all your possessions.”

Now the man cries out in self-pity and says he has been robbed. At this, the judge pretends to be surprised. “Robbed? When I have given to you the greater possessions of your neighbor? Surely you don’t believe his claim that his possessions are meager, when you yourself have just assured me that he lies and his holdings are great. As an honest man, you must admit the exchange has indeed favored you.”3

A Cow Testifies in Court

In our own times, courtroom justice is not always so poetic or profound. But our judges sometimes manage to come up with creative ways of getting to the truth of a dispute.

On July 6, 1953, a California man named Mike Perkins was formally accused of stealing a calf from his neighbor’s ranch and then branding it with his own ranch’s insignia to conceal the theft. Mike stood before the judge and vehemently denied the charges, saying his neighbor had made the whole thing up out of jealousy.

The judge was going to find Perkins innocent, because the only evidence against him was the other farmer’s word. But then he had an idea: he sent the sheriff out to Perkins’s ranch and had him bring to a yard adjacent to the courthouse all of Perkins’s calves who were about the age the allegedly stolen calf was reputed to be. Then he sent the sheriff out to the accusing neighbor’s ranch and had him bring to the yard the cow who was alleged to be the mother of the stolen calf.

When the mother cow arrived, she began calling loudly and seemed to be trying to move toward the roped-in calves. The judge decreed that she be allowed freedom of movement. When she was let go, the cow gave her testimony to the court in no uncertain terms. She went directly over to the calves, nudged her way to one in particular, and began to lick it over and over, right on the hip, where Perkins’s brand “P” was located.

I probably don’t have to tell you Mike Perkins was found guilty.

What They’re Really Like

When I first heard what happened in this California court, I was surprised. There was an image in my mind of what cows could and couldn’t do, and I wouldn’t have thought this kind of thing possible. I was still, more than I knew, a prisoner of the common notion that animals are automata, with perhaps a dash of intelligence. But everything I have learned since then has shown me how wrong I was.

The truth is that cows have a special kind of intelligence and sensitivity. But because they are such patient and gentle souls who rarely hurry or make a fuss about things, we tend to think they are dumb and don’t recognize their unique presence. Rooted deeply in the rhythms of the earth, they move through life with a peacefulness that is not easy to disturb. They are not troubled by much of what bothers us, and when they are alarmed—usually by things we cannot see—they are still slow to panic and rarely overreact.

Aldous Huxley once said that in this century we have added onto the seven original deadly sins an eighth that is just as deadly—the sin of hurry. In terms of this sin, at least, cattle are saints.

Few of us today have much opportunity to experience for ourselves what kind of creature cattle are, and so we are easy prey to the common prejudices about them, which are born and thrive in ignorance. But a naturalist who knew cows well, W. H. Hudson, spoke movingly of

the gentle, large-brained, social cow, that caresses our hands and faces with her rough blue tongue, and is more like man’s sister than any other non-human being—the majestic, beautiful creature with the Juno eyes.4

People of less sophisticated times, living in closer contact with the earth, had great respect for these patient and gentle souls. 2,000 years ago, the poet Ovid wrote:

Oh ox, how great are thy desserts! A being without guile, harmless, simple, willing for work.5

How Now, Brown Cow?

For centuries, these animals have pulled our plows, sweetened our soils, and given their milk to our children. Today, however, these peaceful and patient creatures have been rewarded for their centuries of service by being treated in much the same way as today’s chickens and pigs. You might think there are laws requiring them to be treated humanely. But harkening back to darker times, the Animal Welfare Act specifically excludes creatures intended for use as food from its regulations governing the “humane” treatment of animals.6 And though this law places some restrictions on how cruelly animals can be treated, cows, pigs, and chickens are evidently not considered animals within the meaning of the act. The current philosophy is that you can be as cruel as you like, as long as the animal is later going to be eaten.

The result isn’t very pretty.

You may wonder, as I have, how the people who actually handle the animals rationalize what they do. I asked a livestock auction worker named George Kennedy if he was ever uncomfortable with the way the animals were handled. He replied:

Look, if you want beef, this is the only way you can have it. There’s no room in this business for a “be nice to animals” attitude. There’s work to be done, and that’s all there is to it.

Later, I talked with the owner of the auction, a man named Henry F. Pace. I asked him how he felt about the charges from animal rights groups that the auctions were cruel to the cattle. He sized me up for a moment, then answered:

It doesn’t bother me. We’re no different from any other business. These animal rights people like to accuse us of mistreating our stock, but we believe we can be most efficient by not being emotional. We are a business, not a humane society, and our job is to sell merchandise at a profit. It’s no different from selling paper clips or refrigerators.

In the eyes of the law, Henry Pace is right. There are almost no legal limits on what can be done to the animals destined for our dinner tables.

A federal law, passed in 1906, does put certain basic restraints on the way cattle can be shipped by railroad. This law was passed to curb the cruelty that most of us would like to think belonged to a less enlightened time. But this law puts no restraints on the way animals can be shipped by truck, because trucks did not yet exist at the time this act was passed, and apparently the cattle industry has managed through the years to block the passage of any legislation that might extend the cow’s protection to include more modern transportation.

With a sharp eye for this kind of loophole, the meat industry today almost always ships cattle by truck. The journey, as you can probably guess by now, is a horror from start to finish.

If you were to step inside one of these trucks you’d be immediately struck by the smell. It wouldn’t take you very long to know that the ventilation is terrible. And you’d soon find out that the temperatures are scorching hot in the summer and bitterly cold in the winter. You’d see that these animals—ruminants whose stomachs function properly only with a more or less continuous supply of food—may spend as long as three days and nights without being fed or watered. One authority wrote:

It is difficult for us to imagine what this combination of fear, travel sickness, thirst, near-starvation, exhaustion, and (in winter)… severe chill feels like to the cattle. In the case of young calves, which may have gone through the stress of weaning and castration only a few days earlier, the effect is still worse.7

Today’s cattlemen regard it as a normal part of the business that some of the animals will die in transit. It’s a calculated loss. They find it more profitable to absorb the loss due to deaths and injuries than to handle the animals differently. They fully expect to find some of the animals dead on arrival, and they calculate the loss simply as one of the costs of transporting the animals, along with the price of gasoline.

Most of the deaths are caused by a form of pneumonia known quite appropriately as shipping fever.8 More than one animal dies of this disease for every 100 cattle that reach market. The Livestock Conservation Institute has called it the most costly animal disease in the United States today.9 Accordingly, livestock producers today routinely use a dangerous antibiotic called chloramphenicol to treat shipping fever. It helps keep shipping fever deaths down and profits up.

The Food and Drug Administration, however, is not very happy about the use of chloramphenicol in the beef industry, and frankly, I don’t blame them. The Book of Lists #2 has a remarkable listing titled “Nine Travesties of Modern Medical Science,” which ranks chloramphenicol right along with the thalidomide tragedies and other horrors.10 The reason is that in a small but significant percentage of people even minute quantities of chloramphenicol cause a fatal blood disorder called aplastic anemia. Chloramphenicol has legitimate medical uses in extreme cases where human lives are at stake and no other antibiotic will work. But it is an extremely dangerous drug. Even infinitesimal amounts will kill susceptible human beings by preventing their blood marrow from producing red blood cells. And there is no way to know who is susceptible! Dr. Joseph A. Settepani, a veterinarian who works for the FDA in the area of human food safety, says amounts as low as 32 milligrams of chloramphenicol have killed human beings. This is an amount you would ingest from consuming a quarter pound of meat with a residue count of eight parts per million. Commercial beef from animals treated with chloramphenicol for shipping fever has been found to have residue counts 100 times that high.11

If you were to watch today’s cattle being shipped, you’d see that shipping fever is only one cause of death for cattle in transit. There are other causes, too, and none of them leads to a particularly easy death for these gentle animals. You’d see cattle freeze to death in the winter. You’d see them collapse and die from heat prostration and severe dehydration in summer. You’d see them suffocate when other animals pile on top of them as the overcrowded trucks go around curves.

If you were on hand when the animals arrive at their destination you’d see that those who survive the journey are not in the best of shape, either. Not only may they have contracted shipping fever, but they have suffered a great deal of bruising and may be crippled from the pounding they have taken. Incidentally, the trade definition of a “cripple” is

an animal that must be carried or dragged from the vehicle.12

In other words, an animal that can manage to limp along even though its legs are mangled and broken is not a cripple. By the same token, an animal is not considered officially bruised unless its injuries are so bad its flesh must be condemned as unsuitable for human consumption. Apparently bruising counts only when it affects the pocketbook.

Home Sweet Home?

For the animals who survive the journey, arrival does not immediately signify it’s time to relax and enjoy life again. Exhausted, depleted, and ill, bewildered by the harsh handling they have received, these peace-loving creatures may be welcomed to their new home by being dipped in a trough full of insecticides. Then they may be castrated, de-horned, branded, and injected with various chemicals.

All in all, it’s a little less than the ideal homecoming.

Castration is the removal of the testicles of a bull in order to produce a steer and is an extremely painful process for the animals to undergo. I had thought it was done to produce more docile, easier-to-handle animals, and this is, in fact, one of the reasons for the operation. But the main reason is that steers have a higher percentage of body fat than bulls, and the industry grades meats according to fat content, with the most expensive grades being those with the most fat marbled through the flesh, where it cannot be trimmed off. To a meat producer, that’s sufficient reason to inflict any degree of pain. Castrated animals have more fat and so fetch a higher price.

Removing the testicles of a bull substantially reduces its natural hormone production. But this presents no problem to today’s cattlemen. The steers are simply implanted with synthetic hormones to offset the natural hormone deficiencies caused by castration.13 The fact that these synthetic hormones may produce carcinogenic residues in the meat from these animals is rarely seen by the industry as anything other than a public relations issue.

“Castration is a beastly business, even to the hardened pig man,” wrote the British trade journal Pig Farming.14 I can’t help but wonder, if it’s so difficult for the hardened pig men, how bad it must be on the pig or bull itself. And if it’s so beastly in Britain, where anesthetics by law must be used, how much worse is it in the United States, where there is no such legislation and painkillers are rarely used.

The farmers who actually do the work know what is involved. A California cattleman, Herb Silverman, told me:

I hate castrating them. It’s really horrible. After you put the ring on its scrotum the calf will lie down and kick and wring its tail for half an hour or more, before the scrotum finally goes numb. It’s obviously in agony. Then it takes about a month before its balls fall off. You can do it faster with a special kind of pliers, but I can’t bear to use those because I can’t take how they carry on.

By nature the most mellow and easygoing of animals, cattle do not usually become riled unless a great deal of pain has been systematically applied to get them upset. If you have been to a modern rodeo, with events like bull riding and steer wrestling, you’ve seen what appear to be vicious, mean, and ornery animals. You’ve heard them described by the rodeo announcers as “rampaging brute fury” or some other term designed to make you tremble in your seat. And though you may have felt the carnival atmosphere of the proceedings, and sensed that their meanness was in some way hyped-up, you probably didn’t know to what extreme measures rodeo personnel have to resort to make these animals—placid by nature—into a living picture of fury and agitation.

To this end, they fit an animal with a flanking strap, which causes him immense pain and from which he does everything in his power to gain release. He bucks not because he is a wild and furious beast but because an excruciatingly painful strap has been cinched, tightly, in the areas of his genitals and intestines. Sometimes a nail, tack, piece of barbed wire, or other sharp metal object has been placed under the strap, to further infuriate him. And just before the animal is let out of the chute, an electric prod known in the trade as the “hot shot,” is applied to his rectum, all to provoke this gentle animal into dashing madly into the arena, to put on an “exciting” exhibition that is really nothing but the poor fellow’s pain and panic.

Cattlemen acknowledge that except in extremely crowded conditions there is no need to de-horn cattle, because these peaceful animals will not hurt one another unless they are crammed so tightly together that they cannot help it. And cattlemen also know the process is extremely painful to the animals, often resulting in hemorrhage, maggot infestations, and infections.15 But today’s cattle are routinely de-horned because today’s cattle feedlots, where the great majority of today’s cattle spend the last half of their lives, are unbelievably overcrowded.

And they are not likely to become less crowded in the foreseeable future. The trend is toward ever-increasing crowding, known in the jargon of the trade as “stock density.”16 Studies at the University of Minnesota suggest maximum profits can be obtained by allowing each of these large animals 14 square feet of living space.17 To realize what this means, consider that a typical 12-by-15-foot bedroom is 180 square feet. Imagine 13 half-ton steers in your bedroom and you’ve got the picture.

The Pharmaceutical Farm

Most of us, with images in our minds of the cows of yesteryear, can hardly believe the extent to which the meat industry today relies on chemicals, hormones, antibiotics, and a plethora of other drugs.18 It is a business, and a very competitive one. Even the small cattlemen are eager to use anything the drug companies can convince them will make their work easier, make their animals gain weight faster, or enable them to mask the signs of disease and gross stress in their animals so they can be sold to the slaughterhouse—anything to give them an edge in the marketplace.

I asked cattleman Herb Silverman how he felt about the high levels of drugs fed to today’s cattle. He replied:

It’s not good. Instead of improving husbandry practices, which would make the animals healthier, we just shoot ’em up with drugs. It’s cheaper that way, and because this is a competitive business I’ve got to do it, too. But in the meantime the general public is catching on and getting afraid of residues in the meat. And I’ll tell you something. I don’t blame them.

The avalanche of drug usage has occurred in the past 20 to 30 years, coincidental with the shift in production methods from range grazing to feedlots. Before 1950, almost all the nation’s cattle spent their lives grazing and foraging for their food in something like the wide-open spaces most of us picture as cattle country. But no more. By the early 1970s, three-quarters of U.S. cattle were trucked off to spend half their lives in feedlots.19

Some of the larger feedlots have as many as 100,000 “units.” Here the animals are fed a diet designed for one purpose only—to fatten them up as cheaply as possible. This may include such delicacies as sawdust laced with ammonia and feathers, shredded newspaper (complete with all the colors of toxic ink from the Sunday comics and advertising circulars), “plastic hay,” processed sewage, inedible tallow and grease, poultry litter, cement dust, and cardboard scraps, not to mention the insecticides, antibiotics, and hormones. Artificial flavors and aromas are added to trick the poor animals into eating the stuff.20

Meanwhile, scientists at the University of Arizona are studying the biological processes that curb a cow’s appetite. Their reason?

Obviously, if the thing that turns a beef animal away from the feed bunk were found, and could be overcome, it would mean a lot.21

It sure would, because the whole idea is to make them as fat as possible as cheaply as possible. The massive agribusiness conglomerates that own the feedlots are very excited about the prospect of having chemicals that would give these placid animals insatiable appetites.

The industry recognizes that major health problems ensue from the way today’s cattle are fed. But it doesn’t matter to them if the animal is ill, even if the illness is so severe it is dying, so long as it can be kept alive with drugs long enough to be slaughtered and sold to the consumer.

Milk from Contented Cows?

If life in today’s feedlots isn’t the greatest thing that could ever happen to a cow, neither is life in a modern milk factory.

The trouble seems to stem from the modern cow’s insistence in asserting her fundamental nature. She still wants to do what cows have always done: devotedly care for her young, quietly forage and ruminate, and patiently live with the rhythms of the earth.

Such outdated ideas, of course, put her at cross-purposes with an industry that looks upon her as a four-legged milk pump, a machine whose purpose is to provide milk for profit. She is bred, fed, medicated, inseminated, and manipulated to a single purpose—maximum milk production at minimum cost.

The industry points today with considerable pride to the fact that the average commercial cow now gives three or more times as much milk in a year as her bucolic ancestors. They don’t mention that her udder is so large that her calves would have a hard time suckling from it and might easily damage it if they were allowed to try. Nor do they mention that under natural conditions Old Bessie would live 20 to 25 years. In the unbelievably stressful world of today’s dairy factories, however, she is so severely exploited that she will be lucky if she sees her fourth birthday.

Old Bessie may spend her whole life in a concrete stall or, worse yet for her legs and feet, on a slatted metal floor. She is pregnant all the time, and her nervous system has been made so ragged by breeding practices devoted exclusively to milk production and a lifestyle that affords her no exercise that this most mellow and patient of animals has become something else. She is today so tense, nervous, and hyperactive that she often has to be given tranquilizers.

If Old Bessie lives in a factory that brings portable milking machines to the cows, she may remain for months in her cramped, narrow stall, chained at the neck. On the other hand, she may call home the type of dairy factory that wishes her to come to the milking apparatus. One method for transporting Old Bessie to the equipment has been designed by Alfa-Laval, a Swedish agricultural company.

Each cow is placed in a contraption called “Unicar” which is a kind of cage on wheels that moves along a railway line. The cages, with cows in them, spend most of their time filed in rows in a storage barn. Two or three times a day, the farmer pushes a button in the milking parlor. Rows of cows then move automatically up to the milking parlor like a long train. As they go, their car wheels trip switches which feed, water, and clean the cars. After milking, the cows, still in the cages, roll back to the storage area. The cows live in the cages for ten months of the year, during which time they are unable to walk or turn around.22

Today’s dairy cows are commonly implanted with hormones to promote milk production, but after a while, under these conditions, their output inevitably drops. Then it is time for Old Bessie, exhausted and depleted, to climb into the truck for one last journey.

Her Babies

Old Bessie never knows what becomes of the babies who are taken from her at birth. And it is probably a good thing she doesn’t. For the most part, her daughters are raised to follow in her hoof-steps. But her sons, the little boy calves, cannot be converted into four-legged milk pumps. So another fate lies in store for them.

These little fellows are sent to auctions when they are all of a day old. There, bewildered and terrified, barely able to stand, their umbilical cords still attached, they are purchased to be “made” into veal, a process that takes about four months.

It is a process which to my eyes may be the most obscene of all the cruelties I’ve seen in modern animal factories.

Anyone who has struggled with young calves, perhaps striving to teach them to drink milk from a bucket, knows how strong, wayward, and vital these creatures can be. They suck at a finger pushed into their mouth, gulp the milk, toss their head, tug at whatever they can. Young calves are playful and exuberant, with a powerful desire to frolic. Newborn, they are utterly vulnerable, and their eyes are beautiful with a special kind of innocence and awe.

But in today’s dairy factories these little fellows are placed onto a veal production assembly-line within hours of their births. Most meat eaters think the pale, tender flesh they eat comes from a particular type of calf, bred for veal. But this is not so. It comes from the male calves born to dairy cows.

The Latest Thing in Veal

In a hotel room I stayed in recently there was a menu for the hotel restaurant. In the tradition of fine dining to which this hotel aspired there were three specialties of the house featured. These were all veal dishes—veal scallopini, veal Oscar, and veal piccata. Veal dishes are expensive and sound very high-class. With an Italian name, they bring to mind the haute cuisine of continental Europe. Few people know that in the past few decades there has been a revolution in the world of veal. Chef James Beard wrote in American Cookery:

Good veal has always been difficult to find. But recently a Dutch process has come to our shores and is giving us a limited quantity of much finer veal than was generally available before…The calves…have delicate whitish-pink flesh and clear fat and are deliciously tender.

—JAMES BEARD, AMERICAN COOKERY23

There is a secret to how this new Dutch process manages to provide veal that is so “delicate whitish-pink” and so “deliciously tender.” Learning about this secret has changed me, forever.

The veal that has traditionally been prized by gourmets is whitish, and its tender texture comes from muscles that have never been used. This veal has come from the flesh of a baby calf that has consumed only its mother’s milk. Since calves normally start nibbling grass and other solid food within a few days of their birth, it doesn’t take very long before their flesh, whitish when they are born, begins to turn pink. Veal was prized in Europe because of the very fact that it was a rare and expensive commodity.

But then came the revolutionary thinking that originated in Holland after World War II and was brought to America by Provimi, Inc. of Watertown, Wisconsin. Provimi proudly takes credit for developing this “new and complete concept of veal raising,” which totally dominates the industry today. But as we shall soon see, it’s not something I’d be all that proud about.

Traditionally, the veal calf had to be slaughtered shortly after his birth, before his flesh acquired color, which meant before he exercised and developed muscles, and before he ate anything besides his mother’s milk. Traditionally, veal calves were slaughtered at about 150 pounds, which isn’t much more than their birth weight. But the Provimi method enables much more profit to be obtained from each calf by keeping the calves’ flesh white and tender up to a weight of 350 pounds.

Fattening baby calves while keeping their flesh white and their muscles undeveloped is the heart of the Provimi method.

First of all, the calf is taken away from his mother immediately after birth. Veal producers are aware that this deprives the infant calf of the colostrum in its mother’s milk and so renders the little one very susceptible to disease. But they separate mother and child at birth anyway, because the large udder of today’s dairy cow can be damaged by suckling, and the cow will produce more milk if attached to a machine. Additionally, according to Dr. Jack Albright, professor of animal science at Purdue University and consultant to the veal industry, it is important that the calf not bond with his mother, as he would if she nursed him. If the calves are taken away from their mothers after this bond develops, the cows will cause a great deal of trouble and even try to break down fences to be with their calves.

The newborn calves are taken to veal sheds and placed in what are euphemistically called stalls. These stalls will be their homes until they are slaughtered at the age of four months, unless, of course, they die first. A high percentage are not able to survive even four months, so horrid are the conditions.

The stalls have been designed to keep the calves’ flesh “tender enough to be used for baby food.” If the calves were let outside, or even kept in a pen, their frisky nature would lead them to romp around and they would soon develop muscles. This, of course, must not happen. So the infant calves are shut tightly in their stalls and allowed no exercise whatsoever, right from the start.

Every year, one million newborn calves are shut up in such stalls in the United States, to be raised for veal. These youngsters not only never have a chance to romp or play; they never even walk! Remember these are babies, only a day or so old, cut off from their mothers and imprisoned in this way.

The newborns are isolated in stalls all of 22 inches wide and 54 inches long—far less than the space that can be found in the trunk of the smallest cars.

The stalls are so tiny the animals can hardly move. They are so narrow that in order to lie down the calves must hunch into a position no cow ever normally assumes. They cannot stretch out into their natural sleeping posture. They cannot turn around. Chained around the neck, the baby calves cannot even twist their heads to lick and groom themselves with their tongues, though this is one of their most basic and innate desires. They can move only a few inches back and forth and side to side. Their stall is as cramped as a shipping crate. As the days pass, and the calves grow, they become even more cramped, so that any movement at all becomes nearly impossible.

The Real Meaning of “Special-Fed”

Keeping infant calves confined to stalls so small they cannot take a single step is Provimi’s ingenious method of preventing any muscular development in the calves, and so keeping their flesh “tender enough for baby food.” In order to keep the flesh the whitish-pink color traditionally associated with prize veal, Provimi has come up with another macabre idea, creating the diet that accounts for the names “special-fed veal” and “milk-fed veal.” Provimi is proud of developing this “special” diet, which can bring the calves to a weight of 350 pounds yet retain the whiteness of flesh of the newborn infant.

When I first heard the phrase “special-fed veal,” I got an image of something fancy. Knowing that veal is an expensive “delicacy” supposedly associated with “fine Continental cuisine,” I surmised that “special-fed” veal calves must receive a diet that is better in some way, and probably more expensive, than that of normal calves. I supposed that “special-fed” calves were probably extremely healthy. I had the idea they were in some way the cream of the crop.

I was wrong. The special diet fed these calves achieves its objective, which is to keep the calves’ flesh white, by systematically inducing anemia in the young animals. It is a diet that is deliberately and profoundly iron deficient.

Calves are born with stores of iron in their bodies, primarily in the form of extra hemoglobin in the blood, with lesser amounts stored in the liver, spleen, and bone marrow. During the four months the veal calf is confined and “special fed,” these reserves decline steadily. The veal producers are pleased to have achieved their objective: the calves’ flesh remains white while they put on weight.

Producers would like to take the calves to even heavier weights, but by the time four months have passed and they have reached about 350 pounds, the calves have become so seriously anemic that those still alive would soon die in their stalls.

Deliberately deprived of iron, the little calves develop an insatiable craving for the mineral. They lick any iron fittings in their stalls in a desperate effort to obtain some iron, but today’s vealers are not ones to be outsmarted by such maneuvers. Provimi tells its producers:

The main reason for using hardwood instead of metal boxstalls is that metal may affect the light veal color…Keep all iron out of reach of your calves.24

Vealers are also cautioned to make sure the calves have no access to rusty nails or any other kind of metal they might lick. No straw or other bedding material is provided, because in the calf’s craving for iron, he would eat it. Producers are told to test the iron level in the water used to mix the animals’ feed, and not to hesitate to use an iron filter. All possible sources of iron must be kept from the young calves. This is one of the reasons why the stalls are so narrow and the calves are chained around the neck.

The results of this treatment are not pleasant. For example, calves, like pigs, will normally not go near their own manure or urine. But because their urine does contain tiny amounts of iron, the calves, in their desperate natural craving for this nutrient, would, if they could, lick the floor where their urine fell. Veal producers, however, are not about to let the baby calves get away with something like that. Accordingly, they have arranged it so the calves cannot turn around and get even the little bit of iron they might obtain in this pitiful way.

With their mothers, baby calves would suckle an average of 16 times a day. Sucking is perhaps their strongest and most essential instinct and need. Deprived not only of their mothers but of any conceivable source of stimulation and interest, the little baby calves crave something to suck on. Their urge is strong to begin with and becomes absolutely ravenous when they are deprived of any opportunity to do so. The result is that they frantically try to suck some part of their stall. But once again the superior intelligence of the veal producers has the upper hand. They have carefully planned the stalls so there is nothing at all for the calves to suck on.

If you move close to a veal calf’s head, he will try frantically to suck on your hand or your elbow or your shirt or your purse or your umbrella or anything at all he can reach. It is hard to avoid feeling that these calves in bondage are not veal machines but ill little babies, desperately craving what might heal their disease.

Aces up Their Sleeves

It is difficult to imagine how conditions could be made any worse for the wretched animals. Yet today’s veal producers have a few other aces up their sleeves that increase the profits they can make from their “units.” One of these is to give the calves no water. This way the calves must try to quench their thirst by consuming the only source of liquid they have, the government-surplus-skim-milk-and-fat mixture they are fed. This clever tactic forces them to consume far more of the stuff than they otherwise would and so put on weight out of their desire to avoid dying of thirst.

Many of today’s veal calves are also exposed to a final insult: they are forced to live in complete darkness except for their two daily feedings. The producers are delighted with this maneuver, seeing it as an effective way to put more fat on the animals. They are not at all disturbed that, under these conditions, many of the calves go blind.

There is some indication, however, that the calves themselves are not all that pleased with the situation, as they quite frequently express their displeasure by dying shortly after losing their sight.

A Picture of Health?

Though the special diet the little calves are fed is supposed to keep them alive, the steadily worsening anemia makes the animals extremely susceptible to pneumonia and enteric diseases. Even dosed with a massive and constant supply of antibiotics and other drugs, many of the animals don’t survive the four months. Authorities on contemporary veal production say the calves

get sick despite the precautions and must be treated frequently with drugs by mouth and injection. Two of the four most common drugs used are nitrofurazone and chloramphenicol.25

Nitrofurazone is a recognized carcinogen. And chloramphenicol, as you may remember from the discussion of shipping fever, causes a fatal blood disorder in a significant percentage of humans, even in infinitesimal concentrations.

Such dangerous drugs must be used to keep the little calves alive because the animals are so extremely unwell, and safer medications are not strong enough.

The Farm Animals Concern Trust (FACT) is an organization trying to improve the lot of today’s veal calves. In one of their mailers, they made the following charges against the industry.

Veal calves are:

•   denied sufficient mother’s milk

•   trucked to auctions when only a day or two old

•   commingled with sick and dying animals

•   sold to veal factories where they are chained for life in individual crates only 22 inches wide

•   fed government surplus skim milk

•   denied solid food to chew on

•   made anemic

•   kept in the dark to reduce their restlessness

•   plagued by respiratory and intestinal disease

•   unable to lie down normally

•   deprived of any bedding

•   unable to walk at all, let alone romp and play.

A veal producer got hold of the mailer but didn’t know how to counter the statements it made. So he sent the mailer to the editor of the industry’s journal requesting an effective rebuttal from the industry experts. The editor of The Vealer USA, a man named Charles A. Hirschy, looked over the charges made by the FACT mailer and then answered as follows.

Thank you for the information about FACT. We’ve read the information and regret that we are unable to counter their statements.26

FACT has developed a new husbandry method for raising nonanemic veal calves outdoors on pasture. As yet this far more humane method of raising veal calves is followed by only a few farms. But if you see veal marked RAMBLING ROSE BRAND™, you can trust it was not raised by the Provimi method.

A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing

The Humane Society of the United States does not normally concern itself with animals being raised for food. But it has sponsored a “No Veal This Meal” campaign in an effort to educate the public to the darker side of this white “gourmet” meat. It also printed “No Veal” cards and is asking people to leave them in restaurants. The cards read: “Dear Restaurateur, I enjoyed my meal here, but I did not choose a veal entree because I believe milk-fed veal is inhumanely raised. I would prefer it if you did not offer this veal on your menu.”

The Humane Society is not alone in expressing its opposition to contemporary veal-raising practices. The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals chose the veal calf as its 1987 Animal of the Year, to bring attention to the cruelties inflicted upon animals raised for food. At the same time, the Humane Farming Association, which is spearheading a campaign against the abuses of factory farming, is coordinating nationwide veal boycott demonstrations in front of restaurants and other establishments that continue to sell anemic veal. These actions have generated nationwide media coverage and informed the public about the real story behind today’s veal. As a result, a number of restaurants have stopped selling the product. Furthermore, the Humane Farming Association has introduced legislation to outlaw the practice of raising veal calves in crates. This is the first legislation that would protect farm animals from intense confinement and immobilization.

Provimi Inc., whose name is practically synonymous with the veal industry in the United States today, has not been unaffected by the pleas that veal calves be treated humanely. Their response has been to call upon the “farm” community to boycott the Humane Society. And they have pledged $200,000 to fight the “No Veal” campaign.

Meanwhile, the American Veal Association, alarmed at the rising tide of public opposition to veal production practices, has taken a step to quell the objections, though it does not seem likely to improve the fate of today’s veal calves. They have hired a public relations firm to improve their public image—Jackson, Jackson, and Wagner.27

For a number of years, the industry has had an organization called the Coalition for Animal Agriculture, whose specific duty it has been to defend factory farming and present it to the public in a positive light. Losing a bit of ground as of late due to the Humane Society campaign and the work of many other dedicated individuals and groups concerned for the welfare of animals, the Coalition for Animal Agriculture has come up with a brilliant move. It has changed its name to the Farm Animal Welfare Council and now presents itself to the public as an organization devoted solely to the welfare of the animals.28

The treasurer of the Farm Animal Welfare Council is a vice president of Provimi Inc.29

In another ploy, John Mahlman, sales manager for Provimi, defended the veal industry by saying: “What we are talking about here is world hunger.”30 Unfortunately, he did not exactly explain the relationship between anemic veal, at $9 to $14 a pound, and world hunger.

Despite such maneuvers to whitewash the veal industry, major TV news shows are beginning to get wind of what’s going on and investigate. KARE-TV in Minneapolis and KRON-TV in San Francisco both recently did programs presenting the results of their inquiries. The programs did not please the veal industry apologists, bearing titles such as “Misery on the Menu,” and “Unpalatable Treatment.” The reports naturally included interviews with the vealers themselves, and these, to my mind at least, proved the old adage in favor of free speech: “The best thing to do in the case of a fool is to encourage him to advertise that fact by speaking.”

One vealer, a man named Marv Pratt, said to the television audience of his veal calves: “Hey, they live like kings!”

Never Before

Today’s veal producers are not alone in their crimes. They are only a particularly blatant and grotesque example of an industry run amok. All of today’s food animals—the proud and passionate chickens, the friendly and steadfast pigs, the gentle-hearted cows—are treated in a manner that would, I believe, sicken any open-hearted person who had eyes to see what was actually happening.

Throughout history there have been people who have chosen to be vegetarians because they did not feel it was right to kill animals for food when this was not necessary, when there was other nourishing food available. But today, because of the way animals are raised for market, the question of whether or not to eat meat has a whole new meaning, and a whole new urgency. Never before have animals been treated like this. Never before has such deep, unrelenting, and systematic cruelty been mass-produced. Never before has the decision of each individual been so important.

5. ANY WAY YOU SLICE IT, IT’S STILL BOLOGNA



A missionary was walking in Africa when he heard the ominous
 padding of a lion behind him. “Oh Lord,” prayed the missionary, “grant in Thy
 goodness that the lion walking behind me is a good Christian lion.” And then, in the
 silence that followed, the missionary heard the lion praying too: “Oh Lord,”
 he prayed, “we thank Thee for the food which we are about to receive.”

—CLEVELAND AMORY

Custom will reconcile people to any atrocity.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

It has often been pointed out that there were many good-thinking and decent Germans who listened to Adolf Hitler as he rose to power, knew him for what he was, and yet did nothing. They sensed that his campaign rhetoric masked an insatiable drive for power that would stop at nothing to achieve its ends. But they stood silently by and watched the Nazis take over, because they were afraid to open their mouths.

One man who did open his mouth was Edgar Kupfer, and he paid dearly for trying to awaken a sense of conscience in his countrymen. Kupfer was imprisoned in the concentration camp at Dachau during World War II. His crime? He was a pacifist.

In this hell of hells, Edgar Kupfer managed to steal scraps of paper and bits of pencils. Stealthily, he kept a diary. Between the few precious moments when he was able to write in his diary, Kupfer kept his secret work buried underground. He knew what would happen if the Nazis found it.

On April 29, 1945, Dachau was liberated. Edgar Kupfer was free. And so were his buried diaries. The Dachau Diaries of Edgar Kupfer are now preserved in a Special Collection of the Library of the University of Chicago. In one of his essays, called “Animals, My Brethren,” Kupfer wrote:

The following pages were written in the Concentration Camp in Dachau, in the midst of all kinds of cruelties. They were furtively scrawled in a hospital barrack where I stayed during my illness, in a time when Death grasped day by day after us, when we lost twelve thousand within four and a half months…

You asked me why I do not eat meat and you are wondering at the reasons of my behavior… I refuse to eat animals because I cannot nourish myself by the sufferings and by the death of other creatures. I refuse to do so, because I suffered so painfully myself that I can feel the pains of others by recalling my own sufferings…

I am not preaching… I am writing this letter to you, to an already awakened individual who rationally controls his impulses, who feels responsible, internally and externally, for his acts, who knows that our supreme court is sitting in our conscience…

I have not the intention to point out with my finger… I think it is much more my duty to stir up my own conscience…

That is the point: I want to grow up into a better world where a higher law grants more happiness, in a new world where God’s commandment reigns: You shall love each other.1

Edgar Kupfer had seen enough of the opposite to want to live in a world where love would reign. May his prayers be granted.

After the war, Kupfer moved to Chicago. There is a sad irony here, because for years Chicago was the central slaughterhouse of the United States, and it is still the location for the killing of millions of animals every year. But what was once the hub of Chicago’s animal slaughter industry, the notorious Union Stockyards, is now closed. All that is left of it is the entrance gate, designated a historic landmark by Mayor Daley. Poignantly, this gate is said to “very closely resemble” the gate marking the entrance to the concentration camp in Dachau.2

During the war, millions of Germans knew vaguely that Jews, Gypsies, and pacifists like Edgar Kupfer were being sent to places like Auschwitz and Dachau. But they didn’t know the immensity of the horror that was done in these places. And most of them, it must be admitted, preferred not to know. In fact, when a few brave souls like Edgar Kupfer tried to tell them, these valiant voices were often silenced for their efforts, for trying to awaken some vestige of dormant humanity in the German psyche.

A web of repression permeated the time, a collective determination to avoid the immense pain that would have come from really seeing what was happening.

In conquered countries as well, the psychic numbing took place. While there were always some people who resisted, who did what they could to save the lives of those hunted by the Nazis, often risking their own lives in so doing, most others tried to ignore the horrors, tried to keep a stiff upper lip and pretend nothing amiss was happening. Though it was hard to avoid knowing at least part of the horrid truth, they found ways of blocking the impact. They busied themselves with other matters, conjured up rationalizations, narrowed their awareness, and looked the other way.

Today, the process of denial is once again rampant. We all know at some level today that our world is in great peril. We all sense the ever-present threat of nuclear war, the increasingly rapid destruction of our life-support system, and the growing misery of half the planet’s people. We are continuously bombarded by signals of profound planetary anguish, some of which, whether we know it or not, come from the factory farms and slaughterhouses. Often it seems too painful to even think about, so we block it out. We tend to deny the pain we feel because it hurts so deeply, and because it can be so frightening.

Yet the more we succeed in numbing ourselves to our deepest human responses, the more powerless, futile, and isolated we feel. The more we avoid our pain for the world, the more disconnected we become, and we repress our own painful feelings by filtering out the information that provokes them. Yet this is the very information, painful though it may be, that cries out for our response.

Only by facing the enormity of what is happening can we discover in ourselves the response that will free us from creating such needless horrors and at the same time free the animals from such needless pain.

Each act of denial, conscious or unconscious, is an abdication of our power to respond.

—JOANNA MACY

The healing that is called for asks us to move beyond denial, to acknowledge and express our feelings about these catastrophes without apology or timidity. In the heart of our grief we can find our connection with one another, and the power to act.

As I’ve learned what is done to animals today, again and again I have had to face my own tendencies to withdraw and go numb. There have been times I felt so overcome with grief and rage that I doubted whether there was any point in continuing to unearth the seemingly endless parade of cruelties. There have been times I seemed to want, with every cell of my body, to forget I had ever heard of a factory farm. But in my willingness to face the immensity of what is actually happening, something just as immense has welled up from the depths of my humanity. A power has arisen in response to the horrors; a power that has transformed isolation, indifference, and passivity into a commitment to exposing this madness for what it is.

Phony Bologna

There are powerful interests today who are profiting from the web of repression about modern farming. It is to their advantage that we not know too much about or be too interested in what goes on in factory farms and slaughterhouses. They don’t want us to know what actually happens to the animals whose flesh they sell.

These people are particularly interested in “protecting” young children from the truth. Children aren’t as quick to rationalize and numb themselves as adults are. The least repressed among us, they are also the most impressionable. So those who profit from our collective denial go out of their way to make sure our children receive heavily sugar-coated pictures of animal farming. The seeds of denial are thus planted early and deep.

The National Livestock and Meat Board makes it a point to “reach the children of the land at an early age” and “prepare them for a lifetime of meateating.” As they put it in their 1974–1975 report:

The 37 million elementary and 15 million high school students in the United States constitute a special Meat Board audience.3

By calling our country’s children a “special Meat Board audience” they are not expressing a particularly noble interest in the education of our youngsters. Consider the pictures on page 108, taken from what are called “educational coloring books” for children. These coloring books reassure us that they are “factual stories,” approved in one case by the American Egg Board and in the other by the National Dairy Council and Milk Industry Foundation.

Such nice pictures, aren’t they? So sweet and wholesome and appealing. I just wish they were true.

Pictures like these of the lives of chickens and cows are perhaps similar to the ones you carried in your mind before finding out otherwise. Such was certainly the case for me.

Similarly, the American Meat Institute also distributes “educational materials” to thousands of schools. One such title is The Story of Beef (see page 109). You might notice something missing from this fairy tale, however: there is no trace of the animal suffering in any way at any time. At first the calf is shown romping innocently alongside his happy mother; next we see him looking like the very picture of sunshine and cheer in a feedlot; then we see him being happily shipped to the stockyards; and finally we see him evidently delighted as can be as different companies bid for the right to kill him.

The lucky creature, it would seem, is tickled pink at every step of the path to the meat counter.

Other “educational materials” paint equally contrived versions of the animal’s experience. In The Story of Pork, children are shown a pig smiling delightedly all the way until he is “made into eating meat.”

The manager of the California Beef Council says that about 800 junior and senior high schools in California, about half of the public schools in the state, receive the Beef Council’s consumer information program. In a given year, he says, about half a million pieces of literature are distributed in California high schools alone. Over 1,000 teachers are sent “beef teaching manuals, lesson plans, charts, and other such material.”



At last the special day has come,

She is so very proud,

As she looks down at her very first egg

She clucks and clucks so loud.

It is usually only a few days after she is in the laying house that she lays her first egg. Chickens do actually “cluck” or “sing” after laying an egg… it really seems to make them happy. Incidentally, there are no roosters (male birds) in these laying houses. The hen just lays eggs naturally. The rooster is required for a fertile or hatching egg.
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The cow now goes with many others

To the pasture to drink water and eat grass.

Some may stop at the salt box

To take a lick of salt as they pass.

In the summer the cows are turned out to pasture to eat grass. The dairy farmer keeps a salt box in the pasture because cows need salt. Cows also need a lot of water. It is important in helping them to digest food and to make milk. Water also helps to keep the cow cool in the summer. She may drink as much as twenty gallons of water a day.

[image: ]

“Educational” coloring books for children, described as “factual story approved by The American Egg Board” and “factual story reviewed by The National Dairy Council and Milk Industry Foundation.” Copyright 1975 and copyright 1976, Know-About Publications Inc., Harrisburg, PA.
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Before you have a steak (whether it’s porterhouse or chopped), a cow has to have a calf. This is the story of one particular calf.

1.
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This calf was born on a Texas ranch. Several acres of grazing land are required to support each cow and calf.

2.
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As a yearling, the calf was sold to an Iowa farmer for “finishing” in feed lot. Proper feeding of corn and protein supplements adds many extra pounds and a lot of extra eating quality to our beef.

3.
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After several months in the feed lot, our calf, now a full-grown steer, was sent by rail or truck to the stockyards and consigned to a marketing firm for sale.

4.
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Buyers for several local and out-of-town meat packing companies put in bids based on the going consumer price of beef. This steer was one of a carload bought by an Ohio meat packing company.

5.
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At the packing plant, the “beef crew” turned beef on the hoof into meat for the store. Beef was inspected, chilled and graded, prepared for shipment.

6.
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Under refrigeration, the quarters of beef were shipped to New York’s wholesale meat district — 1500 miles from Texas, where the calf was born.

7.
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Owner of a Brooklyn meat market, after comparing prices and quality, selected a quarter of our steer.

8.
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In the store, a quarter of beef was turned into steaks, roasts, stew, and hamburger; was displayed for customer’s selection competing with other meats.

9.

[image: ]

Yesterday, a housewife looked over everything in the counter, compared values, decided on steak, porterhouse or chopped, depending on what she wanted to spend.

Source: From The Story of Beef, The American Meat Institute (Chicago).



Proudly, the manager of the Beef Council of California announces:

We have established ourselves as a responsible and unbiased source of information on beef and the beef industry.

It is amazing to me that the California Beef Council wants us to believe it is unbiased, given that it is an organization whose sole purpose is to promote the sale of beef. I’d be very surprised, for example, if the Beef Council ever arranged for schoolchildren to take a field trip to a factory farm or a slaughterhouse.

None of these educational materials allow a child to ever guess anything resembling the truth about how animals are kept today in the factory farms. Nor would they guess that chickens, pigs, and cows are killed by human hands to provide meat. That meat is actually the flesh of an animal is a fact that is systematically overlooked. Words like “killed” and “slaughtered” are not used—words that, while hardly doing justice to the gruesomeness of the actual process, are at least accurate labels for what is done. Instead there appear euphemisms like “dispatched,” “processed,” “turned beef on the hoof into meat for the store,” and “turn the pig into eating meat.” Children are taught to overlook the fact that hamburger meat is ground-up cow.

McDonald’s, the multinational hamburger chain, has spent many millions of dollars on an advertising campaign targeted at youngsters that presents a rather unique version of reality. Obviously feeling that little things like the truth are unimportant when talking to children, they have produced a series of commercials in which a lovable clown named Ronald McDonald tells his impressionable young audience that hamburgers grow in hamburger patches.

(Incidentally, the man who played the part of Ronald McDonald, Jeff Juliano, has evidently discovered that hamburgers do not actually grow in hamburger patches. He is now a vegetarian.)

Most children love animals, and those who happen to learn the truth about meat are often abhorred. But they are usually “protected” from such a moment of truth. How can children see through the veil when their teacher passes out a booklet like Hooray for the Hot Dog, distributed free to schools, as “nutritional education,” by Oscar Mayer?

The picture children receive about meat is a sugar-coated lie, only it’s not that innocent.

The Oscar Mayer meat company is very proud of its efforts to reach young schoolchildren. I remember the fun I had as a child when the Oscar Mayer Wienermobile came around. We had a great time and were given bits of sausage and bacon to eat after being entertained. With all the festivities, however, we had no idea we were being indoctrinated. I remember singing the company jingle which I had heard so many times on TV:

Oh I wish I were an Oscar Mayer wiener,
For that is what I’d really like to be.
For if I were an Oscar Mayer wiener,
Everyone would be in love with me.

This theme song was for many years the heart of a campaign of national network television advertising aimed at America’s youth. It was sung in the ads by a happy choir of children, and as a child hearing and singing along with the ditty, I, too, felt happy. Of course, I didn’t have anything approaching the sophistication to question what was happening, so how could I have known this happy little song had within it an obscene lie? You see, the song produces in its young audience the belief that by eating Oscar Mayer wieners they are actually “loving” the animals who seem to be singing with eagerness to become wieners.

If we believe absurdities, we shall commit atrocities.

—VOLTAIRE

Today, Oscar Mayer distributes what they call “nutritional education” materials to schools throughout the country. These include an elaborate presentation of the “I Wish I Were an Oscar Mayer Wiener” song, complete with lyrics, musical notation, and chords. Their suggestion is that school children sing the song at a march tempo.

In their more recent ads aimed at children, a band of happy youngsters are shown eating bologna and gaily singing, “My Bologna Has a First Name.” Again the effect is produced of delighted animals offering themselves to children as friendly things to eat.

The National Dairy Council distributes a 16 mm sound and color film to schools titled Uncle Jim’s Dairy Farm: A Summer Visit with Aunt Helen and Uncle Jim. It all sounds so sweet and wholesome. The picture children get of a modern dairy farm, however, is far indeed from the reality. It reminds me of a major advertising campaign for a dairy in which a human voice pretending to be a cow says “Us cows do our best for Jerseymaid.” As if the cows were so touched by the loving way they are treated that their milk is a natural expression of their gratitude. In another ad, a deep male voice tells us that a particular company’s milk comes from contented cows. Maybe they are referring to the tranquilizers these most placid of all animals must sometimes be given.

Any Way You Slice It, It’s Still Bologna

From our earliest years in this culture we’ve been taught a cotton candy version of what happens to food animals. We have been taught to repress the bloody truth. We’ve worn our blinders for so long that it is hard to see them for what they are, particularly when our parents most likely wore them as well, and the culture as a whole takes such repression completely for granted.

I have seen egg cartons with pictures of smiling hens. The message is that these birds are pleased as punch with the whole situation and lend their blessings and radiant happiness to our consumption of their eggs. Frankly, I have to wonder how the chickens would feel about this—the real-life birds who are crammed into wire cages, their beaks cut off so they won’t kill each other in their panic at being unable to express any of their natural urges.

In front of me right now is an advertisement from a local market that was dropped into my mailbox this morning. It shows a cartoon drawing of a bull, winking at me with a big smile on his friendly face. Apparently he is an expert on beef, because he is shown playfully pointing with his tail to certain items of meat, happily beckoning me to try them. This and millions of other such advertisements hammer home the message over and over that bulls are delighted for us to eat bull flesh. I can’t help but think that the correct term for this type of thing is “bullshit!”

I’ve seen ads and I’m sure you have, too, in which animals are shown offering themselves to be eaten, virtually begging us to dine on them. In one television commercial, cartoon hens, looking as happy and playful as the Rockettes, dance the can-can in a chorus line. What, you may wonder, are they so jubilant about? They’re singing joyfully about how much we will enjoy their legs.

And how about those ads in which Charlie the Tuna is heartbroken because he has not been killed and made into canned tuna fish?

It’s common in cookbooks to find “cute” little pictures next to the recipes. In one book, accompanying a Mexican chicken dish, there is a picture of a happy chicken lazing about in the sun with a big sombrero on his head. For a chicken-on-toast recipe, we see an enthusiastic chicken surfing on a piece of toast.

In each case, the message is that animals simply love being eaten by us and are delighted to participate in the whole process.

People will pat their bellies after eating, and say, “Yummy, that was a good chicken.” But somehow I’m afraid the compliment is lost on the poor bird. You won’t often hear someone say what they actually mean: “Yummy, I sure liked the taste of that dead chicken’s body.”

Only yesterday I was in a market that proudly proclaimed their chickens were “fresh.” And here all along I had thought they were selling “dead” chickens. I suggested to the manager that he might be able to clear up any confusion on the matter in the minds of his clientele by changing the sign to read “freshly killed chickens,” but he didn’t seem overly grateful for my suggestion.

Piercing the Veil

What, then, is it like for someone if, for a moment, he somehow manages to pierce through this veil of repression? Well, it can be downright shocking and can stir up a great deal of confusion and disturbance. Henry S. Salt gives us an account of his experience in his book Seventy Years among Savages:

And then I found myself realizing, with an amazement which time has not diminished, that the “meat” which formed the staple of our diet, and which I was accustomed to regard like bread or fruit, or vegetables—as a mere commodity of the table, was in truth dead flesh—the actual flesh and blood—of oxen, sheep, and swine, and other animals that were slaughtered in vast numbers.4

Another person recounts:

I was shocked speechless. I just sat there staring at my plate. It was a God Damned Turkey I was eating! I couldn’t believe it! Those were its legs, right there in front of me, disguised by all the cranberries and sauce! What did it have to be thankful for on this great Thanksgiving Day?

The meat business depends on our repressing the unpleasant awareness that we are devouring dead bodies. Thus we have refined names like “sweetbreads” for what really are the innards of baby lambs and calves. We have names like “Rocky Mountain oysters” for something we might not find quite so appealing if we knew what they really were—pig’s testicles.

Our very language becomes an instrument of denial. When we look at the body of a dead cow, we call it a side of beef. When we look at the body of a dead pig, we call it ham or pork. We have been systematically trained not to see anything from the point of view of the animal, or even from a point of view that includes the animal’s existence.

In Alexandra Tolstoy’s book, Tolstoy: A Life of My Father, she tells of a time her aunt came to dinner, and her father chose to burst the bubble of repression by which she kept herself isolated from the truth about her diet:

Auntie was fond of food and when she was offered only a vegetarian diet she was indignant, said she could not eat any old filth and demanded that they give her meat, chicken. The next time she came to dinner she was astonished to find a live chicken tied to her chair and a large knife at her plate.

“What’s this?” asked Auntie.

“You wanted chicken,” Tolstoy replied, scarcely restraining his laughter. “No one of us is willing to kill it. Therefore we prepared everything so that you could do it yourself.”

Apparently, Auntie was appalled at the thought of killing the animal she wished to eat. Like most of us, she did not enjoy being reminded of where meat actually comes from. Most of us are willing to eat the flesh of animals but dislike the sight of their blood and prefer to think of ourselves, not as killers, but as consumers.

It is all very simple.

1. The whole show is a charade. It is a game based on repression and untruth.

2. Awareness is bad for the meat business.

3. Conscience is bad for the meat business.

4. Sensitivity to life is bad for the meat business.

5. Denial, however, the meat business finds indispensable.

The Great American Steak Religion

As the sun dawns across North America every morning, the wave of slaughter begins. Each day in the United States nine million chickens, turkeys, pigs, calves, and cows meet their deaths at human hands. In the time it takes you to have your lunch, the number of animals killed is equal to the entire population of San Francisco.

In our “civilized” society, the slaughter of innocent animals is not only an accepted practice but an established ritual.

We do not usually see ourselves as members of a flesh-eating cult. But all the signs of a cult are there. Many of us are afraid to even consider other dietstyle choices, afraid to leave the safety of the group, afraid when there is any evidence that might reveal that the god of animal protein isn’t quite all it’s cracked up to be. Members of the Great American Steak Religion frequently become worried if their family or friends show any signs of disenchantment. A mother may be more worried if her son or daughter becomes a vegetarian than if the child takes up smoking.

We are deeply conditioned in our attitudes toward meat. We have been taught to believe that our very health depends on our eating it. Many of us believe our social status depends on the quality of our meat and the frequency with which we eat it; and we take it for granted that only someone who can’t afford meat would do without it. Males have been conditioned to associate meat with their masculinity, and quite a few men believe their sexual potency and virility depend on eating meat. Many women have been taught that a good woman feeds her man meat.

Our cultural conditioning tells us we must eat meat and at the same time systematically overlooks the basic realities of meat production. We’ve been indoctrinated so thoroughly that it has become the ocean in which we swim. Our language is so disempowered by euphemisms and clichés, our shared experience so weakened by repression, our common sense so distorted by ignorance, that we can easily be held prisoner by a point of view beneath the threshold of our awareness.

The Truth

It has often been said that if we had to kill the animals we eat, the number of vegetarians would rise astronomically. To keep us from thinking along such lines, the meat industry does everything it can to help us blank the matter out of our minds.

As a result, most of us know very little about slaughterhouses. If we think about them at all, we probably assume and hope that the animals enjoy a quick and painless death.

But such, regrettably, is not the case. The reality of the slaughterhouse, unfortunately, is as different from the images we tend to have of it as the reality of the factory farms is from the barnyard images most of us still carry.

But the men who actually do the killing for us know what it’s like. They finish their shifts, punch the time clock, change out of their blood-spattered clothes, and go home. And something of the slaughterhouse goes home with them:

Barely three months had passed since Yoineh Meir had become a slaughterer, but the time seemed to stretch endlessly. He felt as though he were immersed in blood and lymph. His ears were beset by the squawking of hens, the crowing of roosters, the gobbling of geese, the lowing of oxen, the mooing and bleating of calves and goats; wings fluttered, claws tapped on the floor. The bodies refused to know any justification or excuse—every body resisted in its own fashion, tried to escape, and seemed to argue with the Creator to its last breath.5

Meatpacking plants, as slaughterhouses are euphemistically called, are not exactly the most pleasant of working environments. Just being surrounded by death and killing takes an incredible toll on a human being.

The turnover rate among slaughterhouse workers is the highest of any occupation in the country.6 The Excel Corporation plant in Dodge City, Kansas, for example, had a turnover rate of 43 percent per month in 1980—the equivalent of a complete turnover of its entire 500-person work force every two and a half months.7

Slaughterhouses are particularly difficult to describe because we have been systematically taught not to think about them at all. You probably don’t know where a single one is located, so whitewashed have been our minds to their existence. But I can tell you they are not places Walt Disney would want to make a movie about. One writer called them

infernos of nauseous smells, pools of blood, and screams of terrified animals.

Just about everybody finds the atmosphere of the slaughterhouse uncomfortable. Even the meat producers themselves don’t exactly want to spend their vacations there. One meat producer described a typical meatpacking plant atmosphere:

Earphone-type sound mufflers help mute the deadening cacophony of high-pressure steam used for cleaning, the clanging of steel on steel as carcasses move down the slaughter line, the whine of the hide and tallow removers and the snarling of a chain saw used to split carcasses into sides of beef here on the killing-room floor.

The killing room… is filled with animals, minus their hooves, heads, tails and skins, which dangle down from an overhead track and slowly snake their way past the various stations of the various slaughterhouse workers like macabre piñatas…

The animals (have) their throats… slit, and then—with tongues hanging limply out of their mouths—their bodies are unceremoniously hooked behind the tendons of their rear legs and are swung up into the air onto the overhead track, which moves them through the killing room like bags of clothes on a dry cleaner’s motorized rack. Once bled, their hooves are clipped off with a gigantic pair of hydraulic pincers. They are then beheaded, skinned… and finally eviscerated.8

Amid this carnage, workers in blood-spattered white coats and helmets are in constant motion, removing cattle legs with electric shears, skinning hides with whirring air knives, disemboweling animals with razor-bladed straight knives. The floors are slick with animal grease, and the air is thick with stench.

It is a terribly difficult atmosphere in which to work. According to U.S. Labor Department statistics, the rate of injury in meatpacking houses is the highest of any occupation in the nation. Every year, over 30 percent of packinghouse workers suffer on-the-job injuries requiring medical attention.9

It’s a few steps removed from anything you’d see at Disneyland.

We Do It All for You

But if the slaughterhouse environment is less than ideal for the workers, it falls even shorter of the mark for the billions of terrified veal calves, pigs, chickens, and cows who find themselves there.

When they arrive at the slaughterhouse, they are most likely exhausted, sick, and starving. Most likely they were given little food, water, or any other care for their needs on the journey. And now they may not be fed upon arrival, because any food that would be given them would not have time to turn into marketable flesh.

I’m sure most of the workers do their best to be humane, under the circumstances. But these people are under great pressure, in a hurry, and stressed beyond their capacity by the nature of the environment in which they work. It’s a tremendous drain on their inner resources to take continually for granted the constant agonized cries of the animals being killed. As a result, they often vent their frustrations the only place they can, on the animals. The men whose job it is to move the animals along are called floggers, a term that accurately suggests that their dealings with the animals are not always considerate. One industry spokesman pointed his finger at the animals themselves for the unpleasantries that often occur:

Hogs… are slow-moving and considered obstinate. These characteristics often provoke a handler to the point of undue violence vented through the toe of a boot, closest club, or even a rock or piece of concrete.10

The hogs are accused of provoking the violence by refusing to do what is asked of them. But there is a reason the animals resist moving along; they are, as are all animals, more closely tuned in to their environment than man, and they profoundly sense the danger awaiting them. The industry calls the animals obstinate, but the truth is they are terrified for their lives.

Empty Words

You may have assumed an effort is made in this day and age to spare the animals unnecessary pain in the killing. That’s what I assumed. Unfortunately, I was wrong.

The Federal Humane Slaughter Act says, in part:

It is therefore declared to be the policy of the United States that the slaughtering of livestock and the handling of livestock in connection with slaughter shall be carried out only by humane methods.

This sounds lovely, but in practice the act falls tragically short of accomplishing its admirable aims. Technically, we now have the means to render the animals unconscious before they are killed, which would greatly reduce the pain they must undergo. But often this is not done. Calves are frequently still butchered in full sight of their mothers. Chickens are piled in crates on the floor with a bird’s-eye view of their brethren being butchered. The whole thing is handled with monstrous callousness and total disregard for the animals’ feelings.

The Federal Humane Slaughter Art sounds good, but in practice it is so riddled with loopholes as to be virtually meaningless. Less than 10 percent of the country’s slaughterhouses are inspected for compliance with the act, and only a very small percentage of even these few plants are under any legal obligation to observe its guidelines anyway. Furthermore, chickens, turkeys, ducks, and geese are not considered animals by the act and so receive no protection, even in the few cases where the act does apply.

The vast majority of slaughterhouses today may legally use any method they choose and are under no obligation whatsoever to take the slightest concern for the animals. With profits being the sole motivation, the result, as you might expect, is not a happy one for these poor creatures.

The same attitudes that determine policies in factory farms govern decisions in slaughterhouses, and these are not attitudes of compassion for the animals. A leading poultry producer discussed the philosophy underlying his endeavors in the trade journal Poultry World:

I am in this business for what I can make out of it. If it pays me to do this or that, I do it and so far as I am concerned that is all there is to say about it.11

The industry chooses the cheapest possible methods of killing. They do not purposefully choose to be brutal and sadistic. It just works out that way.

The captive-bolt pistol is one of the most effective methods of stunning cow, pigs, and other animals unconscious prior to killing them. Unfortunately, however, the cost of the charges used to fire the thing is enough to deter many slaughterhouses from using it. You may wonder how much money is saved thus, at the cost of forcing the animal to be fully conscious when killed. I’ve become somewhat accustomed to the industry’s callousness, but I was still stunned to learn that the savings amount to approximately a single penny an animal.12

When Kosher Isn’t Kosher

Now you may think, when you hear a phrase like “ritual slaughter” or “kosher slaughter,” that this refers to a better kind of killing. You may think, as I did, that the act is done with respect for the dignity of the animal and concern that it suffer as little as possible. You may think, as I did, that kosher ways of slaughter are more compassionate than “ordinary” slaughterhouse deaths.

This was doubtless the original purpose at the time when this code of slaughter was conceived, and its standards probably produced the most humane and hygienic form of killing then available. But today, to kill the animals this way produces something far removed from the original intent of these laws.

Orthodox Jewish and Moslem dietary laws forbid consumption of meat from animals that are not “healthy and moving” when killed. Religious orthodoxy today interprets this to mean that kosher meat must come from animals who have not been stunned before being killed. They must be fully conscious when it’s done. Further, in order to qualify for the kosher stamp of approval, the animal must have its throat slit in a particular way. The consequences of this interpretation of kosher slaughtering are a travesty for the poor creatures involved.

You see, the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 requires, for sanitary reasons, that no slaughtered animal fall in the blood of a previously slaughtered animal. What this means, in practice, is that animals must be killed while suspended from a conveyor belt, rather than while lying on the floor. Stringing up an animal before delivering the final blow doesn’t cause it any pain if it has already been rendered unconscious. But when an animal must be conscious when killed, as kosher regulations stipulate, and also must have its throat cut in the particular way kosher law requires, the animal is forced to undergo an enormous amount of extra pain:

Animals being ritually slaughtered in the United States are shackled around a rear leg, hoisted into the air, and then hang, fully conscious, upside down on the conveyer belt for between two and five minutes—and occasionally much longer if something goes wrong on the “killing line”—before the slaughterer makes his cut.13

It is difficult for us to imagine what these poor animals must suffer. The cows are exhausted and terrified to begin with. A heavy iron chain is clamped around one of their rear legs, then they are jerked off their feet and hung upside down by a single leg. Now cows are by nature as peaceful a creature as you could ever hope to find, but this situation is too much for even these most mellow of animals. They are provoked into hysteria.

The animal, upside down, with ruptured joints and often a broken leg, twists frantically in pain and terror, so that it must be gripped by the neck or have a clamp inserted in its nostrils to enable the slaughterer to kill the animal with a single stroke, as religious law prescribes.14

In actual practice, kosher deaths have become a hideous perversion of the original intent of the dietary laws; the procedure adds incalculably to the agony they must suffer.

You may think that today, because relatively few people “eat kosher,” only a very small percentage of animals would be “killed kosher.” You may also think that even including the nonreligious people who seek out kosher meat, mistakenly believing it to be better, this still wouldn’t amount to a significant percentage. And finally you are probably quite sure that if you buy meat that isn’t labeled kosher, you are certainly not consuming meat from animals killed in this fashion.

But, I’m sorry to say, you’d be wrong on each account.

You see, for meat to be passed as kosher by Orthodox rabbis, it is not enough for the animal merely to have been conscious when killed and to have its throat slit in the required way. A kosher Jew is also forbidden to consume the blood of an animal, so the veins and arteries must be cut out of kosher meat. In many parts of a cow, however, removing the blood vessels is very costly, and so the meat packers have resolved this difficulty by removing the blood vessels only from those parts of the animal from which they can be cut out inexpensively. Thus, even though the whole animal was killed kosher, only these parts are then sold as kosher meat. In other words, there ‘s a lot of meat left over. This means that a great deal of the meat in our supermarkets and restaurants, while not labeled kosher, is in fact from animals hoisted and slaughtered according to kosher regulations. One authority states:

It has been estimated that over 90 percent of the animals slaughtered in New Jersey—whose slaughterhouses supply New York City as well as their own state—are slaughtered by the ritual method.15

Another report states:

Although less than 5 percent of the flesh in the United States is bought kosher, as much as 50 percent of the animals are slaughtered as such.16

There is a debate going on now among Orthodox Jews as to whether to allow animals killed by more humane methods to be considered as kosher. In Sweden, at least, the Orthodox rabbis have come to allow animals to be stunned before slaughter. I like to think there is some possibility that the American rabbis will follow suit.

No Picnic

Though kosher procedures take the cake when it comes to cruelty, even under the best of conditions slaughtering is no day at the beach. In the past, much of the killing of animals was done at the farms where the animals lived. The creatures were not starved, exhausted, and disoriented from days of travel as they are today. They didn’t have to smell or listen to thousands of their fellow creatures being killed as they waited their turn. And the people who did the job usually tried to minimize the animals’ pain. But, still, it was a disturbing thing to do.

I never saw our farm manager more upset than the day we were getting ready to butcher five pigs. He shot one through the nose rather than through the brain. It ran screaming around the pen and he almost cried. It took two more bullets to finish the animal off, and this good man was shaking when he finished. “I hate that,” he said to me. “I hate to have them in pain. Pigs are so damned hard to kill clean.”17

The more I’ve seen of animals being killed, the more I’ve understood why McDonald’s tells little children that hamburgers grow in little hamburger patches. And why the web of repression is so thick that otherwise intelligent people will say: “Don’t tell me what happens to the animals. It will spoil my dinner.”

The more I’ve learned about what goes on in slaughterhouses, the more I’ve understood why these places are deliberately kept from our sight, and why the workers are under strict instructions not to talk to the press. I can see why the meat industry spends so much money feeding our children a cotton candy story of meat.

Animals do not “give” their lives to us, as the sugar-coated lie would have it. No, we take their lives. They struggle and fight to the last breath, just as we would do if we were in their place. The friendly and intelligent pig whose life we take does not simply accept his death as a necessary step in the production of bacon. And he does not line up for his turn at the slaughterhouse singing about how happy he is to be on the way to becoming an Oscar Mayer wiener. Chickens do not approach the knife that will kill them wanting to dance and sing about how much we will enjoy eating their legs. The gentle and patient cow does not surrender docilely to the knife. She twists and bellows for all she’s worth, even as she hangs upside down by a leg broken from the strain.

The poet Dylan Thomas once admonished us, “Do not go gentle into that dark night.” The animals whose lives we methodically take by the millions day in and day out would have understood his meaning. They do not go gently. They go kicking and screaming, bellowing their protest, fighting for their lives, and calling, to the last, to be saved. Calling for somebody, somewhere, to please hear them.

Hearing Them

The people responsible for today’s slaughterhouses do not find any of this disturbing. They are professionals. To them, the whole business is almost ordinary. They have become so locked into denial that they simply go about their work, which just happens to involve coldly butchering millions of innocent animals. Interviewing them, I’ve seen what Hannah Arendt saw when she probed the minds of the Nazis. She called it the “banality of evil”—human beings matter-of-factly carrying out unspeakable cruelty, then going home and playing with their children.

I asked one manager if the killing ever bothered him. “No,” he said. “Some of the new guys have problems, but I tell them this is the way it’s done. It’s natural.”

I did not particularly want to get into an argument with this man, but neither could I let his remark slide by. So I gestured with my hand toward the machinery and conveyor belts in the main room and shook my head sadly, as if to say, “God help us if this is natural.”

“Do you have some kind of problem?” he asked none too kindly, insinuating that if such were the case I was suffering from a significant defect in character.

My heart felt heavy as I looked into the face of so much denial. What could I say?

Later, I went out to my car and cried. My tears were not only for the animals; they were for this poor man who had become such a stranger to mercy.

Beyond Denial

It is painful to break the shell of repression. It takes courage to see what these poor animals endure. It is painful to see how calloused human beings can become. It can be shattering to see that in our ignorance we have eaten the products of such a system. It takes courage to keep our eyes open to such tragedy, and our hearts open to our deepest human responses.

The feelings that arise when we learn what is being done to today’s animals are not signs of weakness. They are proof that there is still hope for us, that we have not totally succumbed to psychic numbing. In a culture that takes indifference and denial for granted, we may fear that our distress at these developments indicates weakness, a signal that we can’t cope, evidence that we have a problem. But the distress we feel at what is being done is real, valid, and healthy. It speaks of our commitment to stopping this madness. It is a measure of our humanity.

The pain we feel is not ours alone. Many of us, conditioned to take seriously only those feelings that pertain to our individual needs and wants, may not realize that we can suffer on behalf of others. But we can, and we do. We suffer on behalf of the animals when we learn of their plight. We suffer on behalf of the people who in their blindness are the instruments of such cruelty. We suffer on behalf of a society that perpetuates such tragedy. And we suffer on behalf of life itself.

Our pain arises from our kinship with life. We hurt because we are not separate from animals, nor from the people who are the agents of such suffering. We hurt because these animals are our fellow mortals; and because the people administering such cruelty are our fellow human beings. We hurt because we are part, as they are, of the great web of life.

Our pain is not something to fear, for in the heart of our grief we can find our connection to one another, and our power to act. Our power lies in our connection to all life. Our power lies in our deepest human responses. Our power does not lie in looking the other way.
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6. DIFFERENT STROKES FOR DIFFERENT FOLKS



Sit down before fact like a little child, and be prepared to give up
 every preconceived notion, follow humbly wherever and to whatever
 abyss Nature leads, or you shall learn nothing.

—T. H. HUXLEY

The whole justification for the factory farms and slaughterhouses, of course, is that we need their products for our health and happiness.

But do we really?

In the past few decades, there has been a revolution in medicine, a revolution that throws an extremely important light on the significance of our eating habits. As a result of the most exhaustive investigations in medical history of the health consequences of different diet-styles, scientists have now begun to understand for the first time the correlation between human food choices and human health. Very clear guidelines have finally emerged about the relative advantages and disadvantages of eating animal products.

Conventional wisdom has it that animal products constitute two of the four basic food groups and are essential for human health. But the most rigorous, solid, and careful nutritional research on the effects of diet-styles on human health points in a decidedly different direction.

Because the question of what might be the optimum diet is an emotionally charged one for many people, and because many of us have quite a significant emotional investment in believing our opinions and habits to be correct, I want to emphasize that what follows is not merely my own or anyone else’s unfounded opinion. It is the result of the most conscientious research, as reported in established and reputable publications such as the New England Journal of Medicine, the British Medical Journal, the Journal of the National Cancer Institute, the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, the Journal of the American Medical Association, the Journal of Pediatrics, the Canadian Medical Association Journal, the Journal of Immunology, the American Journal of Digestive Diseases, the British medical publication Lancet, and other sources of equal stature.

Of course there are many other factors influencing your health besides the food choices you make. Exercise and laughter are health giving. Smoking and excessive drinking are not. Expressing your feelings is health giving. Stifling and repressing them is not.

And a positive attitude toward life might well be the most important health-giving factor of all. To paraphrase Mark Braunstein: The person who eats beer and franks with cheer and thanks will probably be healthier than the person who eats sprouts and bread with doubts and dread.

This does not mean, however, that there are not sound nutritional guidelines to assist us in living full and joyful lives. Indeed, the findings of modern nutritional scientific research point ever more strongly to the critical role nutrition plays in human welfare and happiness.

Is There a Doctor in the House?

You might think that your doctor would be a reliable guide to your optimum diet and would convey to you any emerging truths of sound nutritional research that significantly affect your health. But actually, most doctors don’t know very much about nutrition. You’d think they would, but they don’t. That’s not their department. They have been trained to treat disease with drugs and surgery. They have not been trained to prevent disease through healthy life- and diet-styles.

Nutritional education is not just inadequate in contemporary medical schools; in most cases it’s nonexistent. At the 69th annual meeting of the American Medical Women’s Association, one doctor drew knowing laughs when she told the audience about her lack of nutritional training. Said Dr. Michelle Harrison:

They had one lecture—on a Saturday morning—and it wasn’t compulsory. I don’t remember what was in the lecture, because I didn’t go.

Only 30 of the nation’s 125 medical schools have a single required course in nutrition.1 A recent Senate investigation revealed that the average physician in the United States received less than three hours of training in nutrition during four years of medical school.2 And few doctors have time for personal research:

The job of the practicing physician is far from easy. He is constantly being faced with situations in which he must make immediate decisions on the basis of too little evidence. He has neither the leisure nor the facilities to base his diagnoses and prescriptions on his own research. To be effective at all, he must rely on those standards, precepts and procedures that he has been so carefully taught.3

Since what today’s doctors have been taught makes virtually no mention of the role of nutrition in building health and preventing disease, they can hardly be blamed for not relaying the emerging truths of nutritional research to their waiting patients. Instead, says Roger Williams, doctors are trained to wait until deformed and mentally retarded babies are born, then give them loving attention; wait until heart attacks come, then, if the patient is still alive, give him or her the best care possible; wait until mental disease strikes, and give considerate treatment; wait until alcoholism strikes, then turn to the task of rehabilitation; wait until cancer growth becomes apparent, then try to cut it out or burn it out with suitable radiation.4

Thirty years ago, when many doctors smoked cigarettes themselves, it would have been pretty hard to elicit sound advice from them on the health consequences of smoking. Many doctors, in fact, recommended smoking to nonsmokers, as a way of dealing with social nervousness. It wasn’t that these doctors were evil people, or lackeys for the tobacco industry. It was, rather, that they hadn’t been told anything in medical school about the relationship between smoking and major health problems. They lived in the same culture as everyone else, in which smoking was seen as totally legitimate. They saw the same advertisements as everyone else, which sold people on the pleasures and social advantages of smoking. In fact, a famous Camel cigarette commercial loudly trumpeted: “More doctors smoke Camels than any other cigarette,” and made a point of linking good health care with smoking their brand of cigarette.

Today, a similar situation exists with respect to the health consequences of a meat habit. Today’s physician is exposed to the same propaganda promoting meat and dairy product consumption as the rest of us, and he hasn’t the nutritional training that would enable him to evaluate these messages any more intelligently than we can. Furthermore, the meat, egg, and dairy industries are particularly keen on “educating” doctors with their biased views of nutrition. The Meat Board, for example, has published a series of extremely expensive full-page color ads in the Journal of the American Medical Association,5 presenting a nutritional slant that one nutritional authority, Dr. Kenneth Buckley, did not find at all impressive. He called it

slick and deceitful propaganda, coloring and twisting the facts in the most manipulative way.6

The very presence of these expensive ads in medical journals shows that the meat industry knows it must now fight for the loyalty of a medical profession whose allegiance it once took for granted.

Not so very long ago ads like this would have been unnecessary. Everybody “knew” meat was a healthy food to eat. But 25 years ago everybody “knew” cigarette smoking was harmless.

Three Million Human Guinea Pigs

The first suspicion by the larger scientific community that traditional assumptions about meat were open to serious doubt came after World War I. During the war, the Allied blockade cut Denmark off from all imports. The Danish government, dreading the possibility of severe food shortages, appointed Dr. Mikkel Hindhede to develop and coordinate a rationing program for the country. Dr. Hindhede’s response, which he later reported in the Journal of the American Medical Association, was to stop feeding the nation’s grain to livestock in order to provide meat and instead to feed the grain directly to the people.7 It was a mass experiment in vegetarianism, with over three million subjects.

Scientists were flabbergasted at the results. When they calculated the death rate in Copenhagen from October 1917 to October 1918, the period when food restrictions were the most severe, they found that the overall mortality rate from disease was by far the lowest in recorded history. It was, in fact, a drop of over 34 percent from the average for the preceding 18 years!8

It was hard to avoid considering the possibility that there might be a connection between the nation’s vegetarian diet and the greatly lowered death rate.

Scientists thinking along these lines received more food for thought from World War II. At that time, Norway was occupied by the Germans, and the Norwegian government was forced to reduce sharply, and in many cases completely eliminate, the availability of meat to its citizens. Once again, scientists were amazed by the results. The death rate from circulatory diseases dropped dramatically. After the war the Norwegians returned to their former diet, and, sure enough, their death rate rose accordingly. Throughout these changing times the correlation between animal fat consumption and deaths from circulatory diseases bordered on true mathematical precision (see figure on page 134).9

Researchers who stumbled across this correlation wondered if it was a coincidence. So they looked at other countries. They knew that the consumption of meat and other animal products had also been cut significantly in Britain and Switzerland during World War II. Now they found that in these countries there had also been significant improvements in health. In Britain, infant and postnatal deaths dropped to their lowest rate ever, and instances of anemia dropped markedly. Children’s growth rates and dental health were demonstrably better than ever before, and there were many other signs of greatly improved general health.10

The possibility that a vegetarian diet might have something to recommend it was becoming increasingly difficult to dismiss.

The Lowest and Highest Life Expectancies in the World

Of course, medical researchers knew these wartime experiments in vegetarianism didn’t constitute scientific proof of anything. But the results were indeed suggestive, and many researchers were moved to study comprehensively the effects of different diet-styles on human health.



IT IS HARD TO MISS THE PATTERN BETWEEN ANIMAL FAT CONSUMPTION AND CIRCULATORY DISEASE DEATHS

(Norway, 1938-1948)
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Scarcity of animal fats during World War II years in Norway resulted in a strikingly lower death rate from circulatory diseases.

Source: Data derived from H. Malmros, “The Relation of Nutrition to Health,” Acta Medica Scandinavia, Supplement No. 246 (1950).



This had never really been done before on anything like the scale that occurred after World War II. For 99.999 percent of history, mankind has eaten whatever it could find or grow or kill or raise. Issues of what might be the optimum diet, and what the health consequences might be of various diets, were never studied in any depth. Such thoughts were a luxury we had not yet attained.

But after World War II, scientists began for the first time to compile comprehensive statistics correlating the diet-styles and health of all the populations in the world.

One fact that emerged consistently was the strong correlation between heavy flesh eating and short life expectancy. The Eskimos, the Laplanders, the Greenlanders, and the Russian Kurgi tribes stood out as the populations with the highest animal flesh consumption in the world—and also as among the populations with the lowest life expectancies, often only about 30 years.11 It was found, further, that this was not due to the severity of their climates alone. Other peoples living in harsh conditions but subsisting with little or no animal flesh had some of the highest life expectancies in the world. World health statistics found, for example, that an unusually large number of the Russian Caucasians, the Yucatan Indians, the East Indian Todas and the Pakistan Hunzakuts have life expectancies of 90 to 100 years.12

The United States has the most sophisticated medical technology in the world, and one of the most temperate climates. One of the highest consumers of meat and animal products in the world, it also has one of the lowest life expectancies of industrialized nations.

The cultures with the very longest life spans in the world are the Vilcambas, who reside in the Andes of Ecuador, the Abkhasians, who live on the Black Sea in the USSR, and the Hunzas, who live in the Himalayas of northern Pakistan.13 Researchers discovered a “striking similarity” in the diets of these groups, scattered though they are in different parts of the planet. All three are either totally vegetarian or close to it.14 The Hunzas, who are the largest of the three groups, eat almost no animal products. Meat and dairy products combined account for only 1½ percent of their total calories.15

Particularly striking to researchers who have visited these cultures is that the people not only live so long but enjoy full, active lives throughout their many years and show no signs of the many degenerative diseases that afflict the elderly in our culture.

They work and play at 80 and beyond; most of those who reach their 100th birthday continue to be active, and retirement is unheard of. The absence of (excess protein) in their diets engenders slower growth and slim, compact body frames. With age, wisdom accumulates, but physical degeneration is limited so the senior citizens of these remote societies have something unique to contribute to the lives of others. They are revered.16

One of the World’s Greatest Labor-Saving Devices

Ignoring the growing weight of worldwide evidence to the contrary, the Beef Council tells us in massive multimillion-dollar advertising campaigns that “beef gives strength.” But since I have seen the results of rigorous scientific research on the subject, I can’t help but be reminded of Laurence Peter’s wonderful remark:

Prejudice is one of the world’s greatest labor-saving devices; it enables you to form an opinion without having to dig up the facts.

It is not, of course, a coincidence that the Beef Council and other meat promoters have fostered the common prejudice that meat-eating brings strength. The meat industry profits in direct proportion to the degree this idea flourishes. As a result, it has conscientiously spent millions of dollars to get us to believe that if we are so foolhardy as to “risk” not eating meat, then we are well on our way to ending up looking like the starving masses of India.

So widely held is the prejudice that meat-eaters as a group are stronger and more fit than vegetarians, that this proposition is not generally recognized for what it is. But then again, prejudices have a way of seeming like truth when enough people agree on them.

The belief that vegetarians are risking their health by not eating meat is deeply ingrained in our collective psyche. It’s as if each would-be vegetarian, as he or she considers or begins to embark upon the adventure, must listen to an incessant droning in the back of the mind—“meat gives strength, you are weakening yourself, meat gives strength, you are weakening yourself…”

Even long-standing and well-informed vegetarians are not immune from the force of this collective thought-form and can become prickly, snobby, and defensive in the face of the prevailing cultural assumptions. They may feel they are in a constant battle to justify their diet-style against the assumptions of this collective agreement even when they are not spoken aloud. It can be like a nagging and constant undertow, pulling in a different direction from which they are going, and against which they feel they must defend themselves.

But what happens if we consult the scientific studies that have not relied on the labor-saving device of prejudice but have actually worked to dig up the facts of the matter?

Numerous studies, published in the most reputable scientific and medical journals, have compared the strength and stamina of people adhering to different diet-styles. According to these studies, all of them rigorous, the common prejudice that meat gives strength and endurance, though plastered on thousands of billboards and drummed into us since childhood, has absolutely no foundation in fact.

The Lab Results Speak

At Yale, Professor Irving Fisher designed a series of tests to compare the stamina and strength of meat-eaters against those of vegetarians. He selected men from three groups: meat-eating athletes, vegetarian athletes, and vegetarian sedentary subjects. Fisher reported the results of his study in the Yale Medical Journal.17 His findings do not seem to lend a great deal of credibility to the popular prejudices that hold meat to be a builder of strength.

Of the three groups compared, the… flesh-eaters showed far less endurance than the abstainers (vegetarians), even when the latter were leading a sedentary life.18

Overall, the average score of the vegetarians was over double the average score of the meat-eaters, even though half of the vegetarians were sedentary people, while all of the meat-eaters tested were athletes. After analyzing all the factors that might have been involved in the results, Fisher concluded:

The difference in endurance between the flesh-eaters and the abstainers (was due) entirely to the difference in their diet… There is strong evidence that a… non-flesh… diet is conducive to endurance.19

A comparable study was done by Dr. J. Ioteyko of the Academie de Medicine of Paris.20 Dr. Ioteyko compared the endurance of vegetarians and meat-eaters from all walks of life in a variety of tests. The vegetarians averaged two to three times more stamina than the meat-eaters. Even more remarkably, they took only one-fifth the time to recover from exhaustion compared to their meat-eating rivals.

In 1968, a Danish team of researchers tested a group of men on a variety of diets, using a stationary bicycle to measure their strength and endurance. The men were fed a mixed diet of meat and vegetables for a period of time, and then tested on the bicycle. The average time they could pedal before muscle failure was 114 minutes. These same men at a later date were fed a diet high in meat, milk, and eggs for a similar period and then retested on the bicycles. On the high-meat diet, their pedaling time before muscle failure dropped dramatically—to an average of only 57 minutes. Later, these same men were switched to a strictly vegetarian diet, composed of grains, vegetables, and fruits, and then tested on the bicycles. The lack of animal products didn’t seem to hurt their performance—they peddled an average of 167 minutes.21

Wherever and whenever tests of this nature have been done, the results have been similar. This does not lend a lot of support to the supposed association of meat with strength and stamina.

Doctors in Belgium systematically compared the number of times vegetarians and meat-eaters could squeeze a grip-meter. The vegetarians won handily with an average of 69, while the meat-eaters averaged only 38. As in all other studies that have measured muscle recovery time, here, too, the vegetarians bounced back from fatigue far more rapidly than did the meateaters.22

I know of many other studies in the medical literature that report similar findings. But I know of not a single one that has arrived at different results. As a result, I confess, it has gotten rather difficult for me to listen seriously to the meat industry proudly proclaiming “meat gives strength” in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary.

World Records

On the athletic field, as in the laboratory, the endurance and accomplishments of vegetarians make me question whether we need animal products for fitness. The achievements of vegetarian athletes are particularly noteworthy considering the relatively small percentage of vegetarian entrants. Athletes, after all, are not immune from the cultural conditioning that meat alone gives the required strength and stamina. Yet some have adopted vegetarian diets and the results invite scrutiny.

Dave Scott, of Davis, California, is a scholar-athlete who is well acquainted with the scientific literature on diet and health. He is also universally recognized as the greatest triathlete in the world. He has won Hawaii’s legendary Ironman Triathlon a record four times, including three years in a row, while no one else has ever won it more than once. In three successive years, Dave has broken his own world’s record for the event, which consists, in succession, of a 2.4-mile ocean swim, a 112-mile cycle, and then a 26.2-mile run. Dave’s college major was exercise physiology, and he says he keeps up on the latest developments in the field by reading “an incredible amount” of books and journals. He calls the idea that people, and especially athletes, need animal protein a “ridiculous fallacy.” There are many people who consider Dave Scott the fittest man who ever lived. Dave Scott is a vegetarian.

I don’t know how you might determine the world’s fittest man. But if it isn’t Dave Scott it might well be Sixto Linares. This remarkable fellow became a vegetarian in high school.

My parents were very very upset that I wouldn’t eat meat… After 14 years, they are finally accepting that it’s good for me. They know it’s not going to kill me.

During the 14 years that Sixto’s parents begrudgingly came to accept that his diet wasn’t killing him, they watched their son set the world’s record for the longest single-day triathlon and display his astounding endurance, speed, and strength in benefits for the American Heart Association, United Way, the Special Children’s Charity, the Leukemia Society of America, and the Muscular Dystrophy Association. So deeply ingrained, however, is the prejudice against vegetarianism that even as their son was showing himself possibly to be the fittest human being alive, his parents only reluctantly came to accept his diet. Sixto says he experimented for a while with a lacto-ovo vegetarian diet (no meat, but some dairy products and eggs) but now eats no eggs or dairy products and feels better for it.

It doesn’t seem to be weakening him too much. In June 1985, at a benefit for the Muscular Dystrophy Association, Sixto broke the world record for the one-day triathlon by swimming 4.8 miles, cycling 185 miles, and then running 52.4 miles.

Robert Sweetgall, of Newark, Delaware, is another fellow who doesn’t just sit around all day. He is the world’s premier ultra–distance walker. In the past three years, Robert has walked a distance greater than the 24,900-mile equatorial circumference of the earth. He says he is a vegetarian for moral reasons.

There’s enough food on earth for us not to have to kill animals to eat.

Though not chosen for its health value alone, Sweetgall’s vegetarian diet doesn’t seem to put him at too much of a disadvantage. After walking a 10,600-mile perimeter around the United States, he set out on a loop that would take him, via about 20 million footsteps, through parts of all 50 states within the next year.

Then there is Edwin Moses. No man in sports history has ever dominated an event as Edwin Moses has dominated the 400-meter hurdles. The Olympic gold medalist went eight years without losing a race, and when Sports Illustrated gave him their 1984 Sportsman of the Year award, the magazine said:

No athlete in any sport is so respected by his peers as Moses is in track and field.

Edwin Moses is a vegetarian.

Paavo Nurmi, the “Flying Finn,” set 20 world records in distance running and won nine Olympic medals. He was a vegetarian.

Bill Pickering of Great Britain set the world record for swimming the English Channel, but that performance of his pales beside the fact that at the age of 48 he set a new world record for swimming the Bristol Channel. Bill Pickering is a vegetarian.

Murray Rose was only 17 when he won three gold medals in the 1956 Olympic games in Melbourne, Australia. Four years later, at the 1960 Olympiad, he became the first man in history to retain his 400-meter freestyle title, and he later broke both his 400-meter and 1,500-meter freestyle world records. Considered by many to be the greatest swimmer of all time, Rose has been a vegetarian since he was two.

You might not expect to find a vegetarian in world championship bodybuilding competitions. But Andreas Cahling, the Swedish bodybuilder who won the 1980 Mr. International title, is a vegetarian, and has been for over 10 years of highest-level international competition. One magazine reported that Cahling’s

showings at the “Mr. Universe” competitions, and at the professional body-building world championships, give insiders the feeling he may be the next Arnold Schwarzenegger.

Another fellow who is not exactly a weakling is Stan Price. He holds the world record for the bench press in his weight class. Stan Price is a vegetarian. Roy Hilligan is another gentleman in whose face you probably wouldn’t want to kick sand. Among his many titles is the coveted Mr. America crown. Roy Hilligan is a vegetarian.

Pierreo Verot holds the world’s record for downhill endurance skiing. He is a vegetarian.

Estelle Gray and Cheryl Marek hold the world’s record for cross-country tandem cycling. They are complete vegetarians, not even consuming eggs or dairy products.

The world’s record for distance butterfly-stroke swimming is held jointly by James and Jonathan deDonato. They are both vegetarians.

If you wanted to be an evangelist for the “meat gives strength” cult and were looking for a 97-pound vegetarian weakling to pick on, you’d probably be better off staying away from Ridgely Abele. He recently won the United States Karate Association World Championship, taking both the Master Division title for fifth-degree black belt and the overall grand championship. Abele, who has won eight national championships, is a complete vegetarian who eats no meat, eggs, or dairy products.

The list goes on and on. Toronto, Canada, is the home of a national fitness institute that tests all the top athletes in that country. For a number of years tennis pro Peter Burwash consistently ranked between 50th and 60th. Then, as an experiment, he switched to a vegetarian diet, though he thought at the time that vegetarians were emaciated, unhealthy creatures. Now, however, he knows better. One year after making the switch, Peter Burwash was tested at the institute and found to have the highest fitness index of any athlete in any sport in the entire country of Canada.

Another man you might have a hard time convincing that a meat dietstyle yields superior physical performance is Marine captain Alan Jones of Quantico, Virginia. I would never have believed that one could be a vegetarian Marine, but Jones is managing to do it, and his health doesn’t seem to be suffering too much for his efforts. Although crippled by polio when he was five years old, Jones is another candidate for world’s fittest man and has amassed a record of physical accomplishments unmatched by any other human being that ever lived. Not only does he hold the world record for continuous sit-ups (17,003), but in one particular 15-month period he accomplished possibly the most remarkable array of physical achievements ever attained by a human being:

September 1974: Lifted a 75-pound barbell over his head 1,600 times in 19 hours

February 1975: Made 3,802 basketball free throws in 12 hours, including 96 out of 100

June 1975: Swam 500 miles in 11 days through the Snake and Columbia Rivers, from Lewiston, Idaho, to the Pacific Ocean

September 1975: Skipped rope 43,000 times in five hours

October 1975: Skipped rope 100,000 times in 23 hours

November 1975: Swam over 68 miles in the University of Oregon swimming pool without a sleeping break

December 1975: Swam ½ mile in 32°F (0°C) water without a wet suit in the Missouri River near Sioux City, Iowa

January 1976: Performed 51,000 sit-ups in 76 hours

Meanwhile, across the Pacific Ocean, the Japanese are every bit as serious and fanatic about baseball as are Americans. So, in October 1981, when Tatsuro Hirooka took over as manager of a professional team that had finished in last place the previous season, he knew some changes had to be made. But the changes he made were not the ones most of us would expect. He told the players on the Siebu Lions that meat and other animal foods increase athletes’ susceptibility to injury and decrease their ability to perform. Therefore, said the new manager, like it or not, they were all going on a vegetarian diet.

The Lions took quite a ribbing during the 1982 season. One rival manager sneered that they were “only eating weeds” and made some rather derogatory remarks about their masculinity. But the sneerer had to eat his words when the Lions beat his team for the Pacific League championship and then went on to defeat the Chunichi Dragons in the equivalent of our World Series. Lest anyone think this was a fluke, the vegetarian Lions came back the next year and once again trounced the opposition, winning again both the league and national championships.

Please note that I have not provided this listing of athletic accomplishments of some vegetarians because I think this in itself proves the vegetarian diet superior. It doesn’t. It proves only that for these given individuals, with their specific biochemical individualities, a vegetarian diet worked superbly at a particular time.

But when we couple the experiences of Dave Scott, Edwin Moses, Murray Rose, Alan Jones, and all the rest with the data from systematic laboratory research published in reputable scientific journals, then, perhaps, we might have serious grounds to doubt the widely held prejudice that assumes greater weakness as an inevitable consequence of a vegetarian diet.

A Self-Fulfilling Prophecy

Although studies show that a vast majority (over 95 percent) of former meat-eaters report that a switch to a vegetarian diet increases their energy, vitality, and overall feeling of well-being, there are a few exceptions. Some don’t. How are we to account for people who report experiencing greater strength when eating meat? Might these cases show there is something to the “meat gives strength” view after all?

First off, assessing the health consequences of any diet, we must not forget the principle of biochemical individuality. We have different concentrations of gastric juices; our stomachs are shaped and function differently; we metabolize our food according to patterns that are unique to us; our digestive processes are as individualized as snowflakes. So, when someone tells me he or she feels better as a meat-eater, I take that seriously.

One possible explanation is that they have made the switch away from meat too abruptly for their particular systems and not allowed enough time for the adjustment. Different people require different transition times. Some can go cold turkey and get along fine. Others have to gradually shed red meat, then chicken, and work their way along slowly.

Another possibility is that the people who report they feel better with meat in their diet have been eating a nutritionally inadequate vegetarian diet. There are many kinds of vegetarian diets. Some are excellent, but others leave plenty to be desired. Just because a diet is vegetarian doesn’t guarantee that it’s healthier. Vegetarian diets that include too many empty calories (calories that supply no nutrients) can be nutritionally deficient. Such foods as white flour products, sugar, refined and processed foods, alcohol, and foods high in fat fill us up and may give us something to burn temporarily, but give us little nurturance. Fruit Loops, Twinkies, and Coca-Cola are all vegetarian foods, but they don’t provide anyone, no matter what his biochemical individuality, with what he needs to be healthy. Some people will show the deficiency sooner than others, but empty calories will eventually take their toll on anyone.

There is yet another little-known but significant way for a vegetarian diet to fall short nutritionally, producing a craving for meat and a sense of strength when it is eaten. Surprisingly, if you consume too many dairy products, be they in the form of milk, cheese, yogurt, butter, ice cream, or whatever, there is a real possibility of iron deficiency. The best sources of iron are most vegetables. Calorie for calorie, kale has 14 times as much iron as a typical sirloin steak. Furthermore, vitamin C in fresh fruits and vegetables greatly increases the body’s ability to absorb and utilize iron.23 But if you consume a lot of dairy products when you give up meat (perhaps haunted by the nagging cultural fear—“are you getting enough protein?”), then the dairy products tend to crowd out some of the needed grains, vegetables, and fruits from your diet. Cow’s milk is so low in iron that you’d have to drink 50 gallons to get the iron available from a single bowl of spinach (see figure below.)

There is another important reason why you can become iron deficient if you overdo milk products. They not only provide no iron but also block its absorption. Breast-fed babies, for example, have a much higher rate of iron absorption than those fed cow’s formulas, even if the formulas are especially fortified with extra iron.24



IRON CONTENT OF COMMON FOODS

(milligrams per 100 calories)
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Although they do not provide as much iron as many vegetables, most meats do provide some. And meats are the iron sources most of us depended on as we grew up. Consequently, iron-deficient vegetarians may well feel an attraction to meat—the well-remembered source of iron—and feel better when they eat it.

Such people are not very likely to consider that the source of the problem might be the overconsumption of dairy products. They don’t know the “nutritional education” materials used in the school systems of the United States—the ones telling us to drink three glasses of milk a day, urging us to drink lots of milk for our health’s sake, and humbly calling milk nature’s most perfect food—were provided to the schools by the National Dairy Council.

Vegetarians who have therefore become convinced that only animal products provide strength sometimes consume more dairy products than their particular biochemical individualities can handle. As a result they do in fact end up weakened and desirous of meat. Should they then replace some of the dairy with meat they may well feel stronger, since they will be adding more iron to their potentially deficient system. Ironically, their belief in the strength-giving attribute of meat has now become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

For many people, almost any dairy products can be too much. At about the age of four, a surprisingly large percentage of people begin to lose the ability to digest lactose, the carbohydrate found in milk, because they no longer synthesize the digestive enzyme lactase. This condition, known as lactose intolerance, results in symptoms of diarrhea, gas, and stomach cramps. Different people have different degrees of lactose intolerance, but it is especially high in adult Blacks and Asians, occurring in as many as 90 percent of these genetic populations. If lactose-intolerant individuals switch to a vegetarian diet and try to substitute dairy products for meat, they may not understand that it is the added dairy products, not the lack of meat, causing the problems.

The Power of Belief

Alexander Pope once said, “All looks yellow to the jaundiced eye.” He was referring, of course, to the power of prejudice to color our perceptions of reality.

In Rhodesia, a white truck driver passed a group of idle natives and muttered, “They’re lazy brutes!” A few hours later he saw natives heaving 200-pound sacks of grain onto a truck, singing in rhythm to their work. “Savages!” he grumbled. “What do you expect?”

—GORDON ALLPORT

Recent medical history provides a particularly striking example of how potently an erroneous belief can color people’s experience. Surgeons tend to look for surgical answers to disease; it’s how they make their living. And sometimes, in their zeal to provide new surgical procedures, they may employ new techniques a bit prematurely, before determining through appropriate experimentation just exactly what value or lack of value the new techniques may have.

In the early 1950s, physicians were hard-pressed to come up with an effective treatment for the pains of angina pectoris.25 But then surgeons hit on a surgical procedure that they thought might solve the problem. The surgery consisted of opening the chest and tying off the internal mammary artery, which supplies blood to the muscles of the inner chest wall. A branch of this vessel brings blood to the pericardium, the sac enclosing the heart. Theoretically, it was supposed that tying off the artery below the branch might increase the blood flow to the heart. (The chest walls, it was known, could find alternative supplies.) And, in fact, a large number of patients who underwent this surgery reported a decrease of angina pain after recovering from the severe trauma of the operation.

The surgeons thought they had come up with a dandy of an operation, and it became the fashionable treatment for angina. However, in 1960, there appeared in the American Journal of Cardiology a remarkable report that shed a completely different light on the reasons why angina sufferers who underwent the surgery experienced decreased pain.26 It seems that a number of surgeons, aware that this particular procedure had never been adequately tested and also aware that angina is notoriously responsive to placebo treatment, had begun to consider the possibility that the patients experienced a decrease in pain only because they believed in the surgery—in other words, that this major operation was, in fact, totally worthless.

Doctors have known for centuries of the placebo effect. You can give patients pills specifically designed to be devoid of any conceivable medical efficacy, and some of these patients, because they believe they are receiving substances with genuine medical value, will report improvement. Now doctors were beginning to consider the staggering possibility that the reported benefits from the angina surgery were the result of a placebo effect.

How were they to find out? It’s relatively easy to test pills for a placebo effect. You simply do a double-blind study, giving some patients the real thing, others placebos, and see what happens. But it’s not so easy to put surgery to the test. The ethics of performing sham surgical operations are sticky, to say the least. In this case, however, the doctors were sure enough of their hunch that they did, in fact, eventually perform a number of sham, or placebo, operations. They then reported the results in the American Journal of Cardiology.27

Amazingly, the patients who underwent the sham surgery reported the same degree of angina relief as those undergoing the real surgery!

The verdict was unavoidable. The fashionable operation had derived its efficacy entirely from the placebo effect.

Surgeons now realized that this operation was no longer ethically justifiable. But they were not so easily to be deprived of a chance to operate on angina sufferers. They conceived an even more intrusive procedure—internal mammary artery implant. This involved poking a hole in the heart muscle, cutting the artery, and then inserting the cut end of the artery into the heart, hoping it would sprout new branches, thus supplementing the coronary arteries and bringing more blood to the heart. Again, patients who underwent the surgery reported decreases in angina pain after recovering from the surgical trauma, and again the surgeons trumpeted their success.

No one ever put this procedure to the test of comparison with sham surgery. However, autopsies later done on patients who received this surgery showed that the implanted arteries had not sprouted new branches or provided any new blood supplies to the heart, as had been hoped. In short, any success this massive intervention had was due, again, to the placebo effect.

So great had been the faith of the patients in surgery as a healing modality, that even though they underwent traumatic surgery that was, in fact, physically worthless, many of them reported symptomatic relief.

It seems we haven’t even begun to scratch the surface of understanding how profound and powerful a thing faith is.

Is it any wonder, then, given the faith we have all been continuously programmed to have in meat, that some people report they feel better when meat is part of their diet? To me, given the extent of our meat habit programming, the amazing thing is that such a great majority of meat-eaters who switch to a vegetarian diet-style actually report more energy, greater vitality, new feelings of lightness and ease in their bodies, and increased well-being. When I see the very high percentage of former meat-eaters who are delighted with the switch in diet-style, in spite of massive cultural conditioning to the contrary, I have to wonder whether those who report they feel stronger eating meat might possibly be a bit more under the influence of the prevailing cultural assumptions than they realize.

That would be understandable. Prejudices are hard to uproot when they are not recognized as such, and even more so when they are still being repeatedly reinforced within the culture at large.

But what would happen if we were simply to consider the possibility that our long-standing belief in meat as the best dietary source of health and fitness might not be the whole story?

Perhaps then it would be time for a new journey to begin.



7. THE RISE AND FALL OF THE PROTEIN EMPIRE



Think of the fierce energy concentrated in an acorn! You bury it in the ground,
 and it explodes into a giant oak! Bury a sheep, and nothing happens but decay!

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

You put a baby in a crib with an apple and a rabbit.
 If it eats the rabbit and plays with the apple, I’ll buy you a new car.

—HARVEY DIAMON

I am sitting in elementary school. The teacher is bringing out a nice colored chart and telling all us kids how important it is to eat meat and drink our milk and get lots of protein. I’m listening to her and looking at the chart, which makes it all seem so simple. I believe my teacher, because I sense that she, herself, believes what she is saying. She is sincere. She is a grown-up. Besides, the chart is decorated and fun to look at. It must be true.

Protein, I hear, that’s what’s important. Protein. Lots of it. And you can only get good-quality protein from meat and eggs and dairy products. That’s why they make up two of the four basic food groups on the chart.

That day at lunch I feel like doing something good for myself and the world, so I spend the 10 cents I have left of my weekly allowance for another carton of milk.

Now I am an adult and, looking back, I know my teacher had all she could handle to keep control of the classroom and teach a few basics. When teaching aids were given to her that helped get the class’s attention and helped ease her burden, she was grateful. Not for a moment did it occur to her to wonder about the political dynamics that led to the development of those aids. Neither she nor any of us little kids could have imagined that the pretty chart was actually the outcome of extensive political lobbying by the huge meat and dairy conglomerates.1 Nor could we have imagined the many millions of dollars that had been poured into the campaigns that produced those pretty charts. My teacher believed what she taught us and never for a moment suspected she was being used to relay industrial propaganda.

Our innocent and captive little minds soaked it all up like sponges. And most of us, as planned, have been willing and unquestioning consumers of vast amounts of meat and dairy products ever since. Even those few of us who have come to experiment with vegetarian diet-styles are often still haunted by the voices of our teachers and the lessons of those charts. When things aren’t going well, a voice in the back of our minds whispers: “Maybe you aren’t getting enough protein…”

Step Right Up, Step Right Up

Of course, just because the concept of the basic four food groups was promoted by the National Egg Board, the National Dairy Council, and the National Livestock and Meat Board, doesn’t mean it is necessarily false. Just because there were hucksters in our classrooms doesn’t mean the hucksters lied.

But it does mean their motives were a little less pure than we thought, and their “concern” for our education a little more self-interested than we knew. It might cast a shadow on the wisdom of unquestioningly accepting the “truths” we were taught. It might mean, for example, that we should consult sources of information less biased than the Egg Board or the Meat Board or the others who applied so much political and economic pressure to get those nice pretty charts to say what they wanted them to say.

Since I’ve discovered that the National Dairy Council is the foremost supplier of “nutritional education” materials to classrooms in the United States, and seen in a thousand other ways how heavily organizations specifically trying to promote the sale of animal products influence our nutritional education, I’ve had to wonder whether we might have been misled about our protein needs. Feeling a little unsure, I’ve turned to the light of recent unbiased scientific research to get a better understanding of what our protein needs might actually be. These are studies produced by groups without a product to sell.

I’ve found that not all authorities agree on a precise figure for our daily needs of protein, but their calculations do fall within a specific range. (See figure on page 154.) It is a range that runs from a low estimate of 2½ percent of our total daily calories up to a high estimate of over 8 percent.2 The figures at the high end include built-in safety margins and are not minimum allowances but rather recommended allowances.

Interestingly, I have found that there is a great deal of controversy in the scientific community about the wisdom of including such safety margins. Not everyone thinks it’s necessary. One passionate nutritional commentator, Dr. David Reuben, spoke for many informed scientists when he was asked who it is who needs the extra 30 percent allowance of protein. He answered:

The people who sell meat, fish, cheese, eggs, chicken, and all the other high prestige and expensive sources of protein. Raising the amount of protein you eat by 30 percent raises their income by 30 percent. It also increases the amount of protein in the sewers and septic tanks of your neighborhood 30 percent as you merrily urinate away everything that you can’t use that very day. It also deprives the starving children of the world the protein that would save their lives. Incidentally, it makes you pay 30 percent of your already bloated food bill for protein that you will never use. If you are an average American family, it will cost you about $40 a month to unnecessarily pump up your protein intake. That puts another $36 billion a year into the pockets of the protein producers.3

Other authorities hold the view that the 30 percent safety margin is important to protect those few individuals whose protein needs are unusually high. But there needn’t be any conflict if we bear biochemical individuality in mind. Clearly, some people, owing to their biochemical individualities, will need the extra 30 percent. But just as clearly, others will need 30 percent less than the norm. Fortunately, we do not have to arrive at a single figure that would ostensibly be best for everyone.

Roger Williams, the biochemist and nutrient researcher who has probably contributed more to our understanding of biochemical individuality than any other scientist alive, suggests that the range of protein needs among people may vary as much as fourfold.10 Interestingly, a fourfold range is just the span covered by the extremes of current scientific thinking. For if we top off the highest figures to make room for the extra protein needs of the most extreme cases, we have a spectrum ranging from 2½ percent at the low end up to 10 percent at the top. Science tells us that the protein needs of the vast majority of people would be easily met within that range.



WHAT ARE OUR PROTEIN NEEDS
 ACCORDING TO IMPARTIAL EXPERTS?
 The answer is a spectrum.
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	2½%
	At the low end of the curve are estimates of human protein needs reported in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition that say we need 2½% of our daily calories from protein.4 Many populations have, in fact, lived in excellent health on this amount.5



	4½%
	The World Health Organization has established a minimum daily requirement of 32 grams of protein for a 150-pound man.6 Since there are four calories in a gram of protein, this means WHO stipulates such a man should get 128 calories of protein a day. This amounts, according to WHO statistics, to 4½% of caloric intake. Official WHO figures for women are similar.



	 
	The Food and Nutrition Board recommends in their official report that we get .213 gram of protein per pound of body weight per day.7 This translates to 4½% of our daily calories from protein.



	6%
	The Food and Nutrition Board takes it a step further. After giving what amounts of a 4½% figure for a minimum daily requirement, they add a 30% safety margin, designed to “meet the needs of 98% of the United States population.”8 This gives them a figure of just under 6%, which they call a recommended daily requirement.



	8%
	The National Research Council also figures in a substantial safety margin and comes up with a figure of just over 8% of our calories needing to be from protein.9 This figure is not a minimum daily requirement but rather is issued as a recommended daily requirement and is presented as more than adequate for 98% of the population.






Nature, it seems, would agree totally. Human mother’s milk provides 5 percent of its calories from protein. Nature seems to be telling us that little babies, whose bodies are growing the fastest they will ever grow, and whose protein needs are therefore at a maximum, are best served by the very modest level of 5 percent protein.11

What If We Need a Whole Lot?

But what if we happen to be one of those people whose biochemical individualities are such that we need a whole lot of protein? What if we are at the high end of the spectrum? Don’t we need to eat meat in order to get enough? And if not meat, don’t we then need eggs or dairy products?

The answers to those questions are shown quite graphically in the chart on page 156, which shows the percentage of calories from protein in various nonmeat, nondairy foods.

Even, in fact, were we at the very top end of the spectrum in terms of our protein needs, needing to derive a full 10 percent of our calories from protein, unless we were trying to live only on fruits and sweet potatoes, vegetarian foodstuffs easily provide for our protein needs. If we ate only brown rice, and if our biochemical individualities required the maximum amount of protein, then, of course, we would fall a little short. But if we do nothing more than include beans or fresh vegetables to complement the rice, then our protein needs are easily and well satisfied without recourse to any animal products. This is true even in the most extreme case, where our protein needs are at the very highest end of the spectrum.

If we ate nothing but wheat (which is 17 percent protein) or oatmeal (15 percent) or pumpkin (15 percent), we would easily have more than enough protein. If we ate nothing but cabbage (22 percent), we’d have over double the maximum we might need.



PERCENTAGE OF CALORIES FROM PROTEIN









	LEGUMES



	Soybean sprouts
	54%



	Mung bean sprouts
	43%



	Soybean curd (tofu)
	43%



	Soy flour
	35%



	Soybeans
	35%



	Soy sauce
	33%



	Broad beans
	32%



	Lentils
	29%



	Split peas
	28%



	Kidney beans
	26%



	Navy beans
	26%



	Lima beans
	26%



	Garbanzo beans
	23%










	VEGETABLES



	Spinach
	49%



	New Zealand spinach
	47%



	Watercress
	46%



	Kale
	45%



	Broccoli
	45%



	Brussels sprouts
	44%



	Turnip greens
	43%



	Collards
	43%



	Cauliflower
	40%



	Mustard greens
	39%



	Mushrooms
	38%



	Chinese cabbage
	34%



	Parsley
	34%



	Lettuce
	34%



	Green peas
	30%



	Zucchini
	28%



	Green beans
	26%



	Cucumbers
	24%



	Dandelion greens
	24%



	Green pepper
	22%



	Artichokes
	22%



	Cabbage
	22%



	Celery
	21%



	Eggplant
	21%



	Tomatoes
	18%



	Onions
	16%



	Beets
	15%



	Pumpkin
	12%



	Potatoes
	11%



	Yams
	8%



	Sweet potatoes
	6%










	GRAINS



	Wheat germ
	31%



	Rye
	20%



	Wheat, hard red
	17%



	Wild rice
	16%



	Buckwheat
	15%



	Oatmeal
	15%



	Millet
	12%



	Barley
	11%



	Brown rice
	8%










	FRUITS



	Lemons
	16%



	Honeydew melons
	10%



	Cantaloupe
	9%



	Strawberries
	8%



	Oranges
	8%



	Blackberries
	8%



	Cherries
	8%



	Apricots
	8%



	Grapes
	8%



	Watermelons
	8%



	Tangerines
	7%



	Papayas
	6%



	Peaches
	6%



	Pears
	5%



	Bananas
	5%



	Grapefruit
	5%



	Pineapple
	3%



	Apples
	1%










	NUTS AND SEEDS



	Pumpkin seeds
	21%



	Peanuts
	18%



	Sunflower seeds
	17%



	Walnuts, black
	13%



	Sesame seeds
	13%



	Almonds
	12%



	Cashews
	12%



	Filberts
	8%




Source: Data obtained from Nutritive Value of American Foods in Common Units, USDA Agriculture Handbook No. 456.





COMPARISON OF THE MILKS OF DIFFERENT SPECIES










	

Species
	Percent of
 Calories
 as Protein
	Time Required to
 Double Birth
 Weight (days)



	Human
	5%
	180 days



	Mare
	11%
	60 days



	Cow
	15%
	47 days



	Goat
	17%
	19 days



	Dog
	30%
	8 days



	Cat
	40%
	7 days



	Rat
	49%
	4 days




Source: Data derived from G. Bell, Textbook of Physiology and Biochemistry, 4th ed. (Williams and Wilkins, Baltimore, 1954), 167–70. Adapted in J. McDougall, The McDougall Plan (New Century Publishers, 1983), 101.



In fact, if we ate nothing but the lowly potato (11 percent protein) we would still be getting enough protein. This fact does not mean potatoes are a particularly high protein source. They are not. Almost all plant foods provide more. What it does show, however, is just how low our protein needs really are.

There have been occasions in which people have been forced to satisfy their entire nutritional needs with potatoes and water alone. I wouldn’t recommend the idea to anyone, but under deprived circumstances it has been done. Individuals who have lived for lengthy periods of time under those conditions showed no signs whatsoever of protein deficiency, though vitamin deficiencies have occurred.12

Learning to Shout Hooray for Meat and Milk

I am back in my elementary school again. The teacher is telling us kids that animal protein is superior to vegetable protein. It’s the only complete protein. That sounds good. I have learned to root for the good guys on television shows, and now I learn that “good” protein comes only from meat and dairy products. Inside I shout “Hooray!” for meat and milk. At lunch I wish my mother had put more bologna on my sandwich, so I could be stronger and better at football.

Since then I have learned that the belief in animal protein as superior to vegetable protein goes back to 1914, when Osborn and Mendel did some of the earliest laboratory research on protein requirements. They were studying rats and (in studies I do not ethically condone) found the rats grew faster on animal protein than they did when the source of protein in their diet was plants.13

It wasn’t long before investigators began to classify meat, eggs, and dairy foods as class A proteins, and to classify plant origin proteins as class B.

Studies in the 1940s clarified the matter further when researchers found the 10 particular amino acids that are essential to the growth of rats. If any of these particular substances were removed from the rats’ diet, they found the rats’ growth was impaired. By laborious experiments, the optimum proportion of amino acids that produced the fastest growth was determined and the amino acid pattern that emerged was similar to that found in animal protein, particularly to that found in eggs.14

There was no way to duplicate these experiments on human subjects. So while we now knew the optimum amino acid pattern for rat growth, we had no equivalent information for human beings.15

Based on what we knew for rats, however, it was assumed by some investigators that the proportion of essential amino acids that promoted the most rapid growth in rats would be the best for human beings as well. No serious investigator took this to be more than a working hypothesis, but it did at least give us something to go on.16 Meanwhile, with less than uncompromising respect for the truth, the National Egg Board took the opportunity to begin actively promoting the idea that eggs were the ideal protein food.

It wasn’t only the Egg Board that saw a chance to jump on the bandwagon. The Dairy Council, the Livestock and Meat Board, and virtually all the other organizations whose purpose it was to promote the sale of animal products joined the campaign, and none of them seemed overly concerned with minor details, such as the fact that the data were known only for rats.

Through their well-funded efforts, the idea that animal protein was superior to vegetable protein became virtually the official nutrition doctrine of the United States. Anyone who thought otherwise came to be seen as some kind of crank, zealot, or nut.

Diet for a Small Planet

Then, in the late 1960s, a woman named Frances Moore Lappé wrote an influential book titled Diet for a Small Planet.17 She accepted the hypothesis that the pattern of amino acids found in animal protein was superior for human nutrition to that found in vegetable protein. And she accepted the pattern of amino acids found in eggs as the ultimate standard against which to measure all other proteins. But then she showed that when plant foods are mixed in certain ways, the result is that the amino acids in the “inferior” vegetable proteins combine to produce proteins that more closely approximate the ideal egg standard. In fact, she showed that in many cases, thanks to the synergistic effect of protein complementarity, mixed vegetable proteins actually outrank meat in their value to the body.

Lappé was delighted to discover that almost all the traditional societies had independently evolved diets that combined vegetable proteins in a way that brought their combined amino acid patterns closer to that of the egg. And since she accepted the egg as the ideal pattern, she saw the workings of a deep inherent wisdom in these traditional diet-styles.

In Latin America, it was corn tortillas with beans, or rice with beans. In the Middle East, it was bulgur wheat with garbanzo beans (chickpeas), or pita bread with hummus (made from garbanzo beans and sesame seeds). In India, it was rice or wheat chapatis with dahl (lentils). In southern China, Japan, and much of Indonesia, it was soy products with rice. In northern China, it was soy products with wheat or millet. In Korea it was soy foods with barley.

Lappé’s enthusiasm for protein combining was contagious. Her book was beautifully written and contained charts and tables that gave the details of how complementary vegetable proteins increased each other’s nutritional value by bringing each other up toward the egg standard. Furthermore, Lappé tapped a deep and powerful spring in the psyche of the times when she showed the terrible waste of a meat-centered diet and how it is part of a pattern of consumption that deprives millions of people the essentials of life. Her book sold over three million copies.

Many people whose nutritional education had hitherto been overseen by the National Dairy Council and the Meat Board now saw, for the first time, scientific evidence that they did not have to eat meat in order to get the “best-quality” protein. Numerous individuals were freed from thinking only animal proteins could meet their dietary needs.

Lappé did not, however, really question the position of the egg at the top of the protein ladder. She was evidently not aware that its placement there derived only from experiments with rats, not human beings. However, Nathan Pritikin, whose Longevity Centers featured diet-style counseling as the basis for dramatic success in treating and preventing heart disease, was one of the many nutritionists who spotted this flaw in Lappé’s work. He could not agree that eggs were the ideal, having seen far too much clinical evidence to the contrary.

Although applauding the spirit in which Lappé had written Diet for a Small Planet, many experts felt, with Pritikin, that because she had proceeded from a wrong premise her conclusions were misleading. In her enthusiasm for protein complementarity, they felt she had unintentionally cast regular old “uncomplemented” vegetable protein in a less favorable light than the truth warranted. Pritikin said:

Unfortunately, the book is one of the most misleading documents in the last few years because everybody now thinks food balancing is essential. [The book] gives the impression that vegetable proteins don’t have sufficient percentages of amino acids.18

Actually, Lappé never really said it was necessary to combine vegetable proteins to get enough. She only said that if you did they came much closer to the level of eggs and usually surpassed meats. It is clear she never meant to cast a shadow over uncombined vegetable proteins. She wrote Diet for a Small Planet specifically to show how wasteful meat habits are, and to show that animal protein isn’t necessary.

But ironically, the very popularity of her work served to reinforce the idea that animal protein was superior, though it was now understood by many that with careful combining, vegetable proteins could be made quite competitive.

Many of her readers inferred that if you don’t eat animal protein, then you need a doctorate in chemistry and had better keep a slide rule in your kitchen. Many felt obligated to check amino acid tables and food-combining charts before preparing a meal.

Meanwhile, Lappé herself was learning more and revising her judgments about the value of uncomplemented vegetable protein. She became convinced that her emphasis in Diet for a Small Planet on protein complementarity had been misplaced. So she rewrote Diet for a Small Planet, and in 1981 reissued an almost completely new 10th anniversary edition.19 Now she said:

In 1971 I stressed protein complementarity because I assumed that the only way to get enough protein… was to create a protein as usable by the body as animal protein. In combating the myth that meat is the only way to get high-quality protein, I reinforced another myth. I gave the impression that in order to get enough protein without meat, considerable care was needed in choosing foods. Actually, it is much easier than I thought… [I] helped create a new myth—that to get the protein you need without meat you have to conscientiously combine nonmeat sources… With a healthy, varied diet, concern about protein complementarity is not necessary for most of us.20

It is very rare that well-known figures are willing to reverse themselves publicly, especially when the issue is the very one that made them famous. I can’t help but admire this kind of integrity. And obviously, Frances Moore Lappé is convinced that her earlier emphasis on protein combining was unwarranted. In the original 1971 edition of Diet for a Small Planet, over 200 of the 280 pages dealt specifically with the ins and outs of protein combining. In the 1981 edition, only about 60 of the 455 pages deal with the matter, and much of this is an explanation of how her thinking has changed. The details of protein complementarity, which made up the bulk of the original book, are relegated in her revised edition to a short appendix at the back of the book.



CAN YOU EASILY GET ENOUGH PROTEIN
 WITHOUT EGGS OR DAIRY PRODUCTS? 
YES! WITHOUT EVEN TRYING 
Hypothetical All-Plant Food Diet










	Meal
	Calories
	Total Protein (grams)



	BREAKFAST
1 cup orange juice
1 cup cooked oatmeal
½ oz. sunflower seeds
1 T. brown sugar
3 T. raisins
	 
111
148
80
52
87
	 
1.7
5.4
3.5
 
0.9



	LUNCH
2 T. peanut butter
2 slices whole wheat bread
1 T. honey
1 apple
2 carrots, small
	 
172
112
64
87
42
	 
7.8
4.8
0.1
0.3
1.1



	DINNER
1 cup cooked beans
1 cup cooked brown rice
2 stalks broccoli (1½ c.)
4 mushrooms
2 T. oil
1 cup apple juice
½ banana



	 
236
178
52
28
248
109
64
	 
15.6
3.8
6.2
2.7
0   
0.3
0.8



	SNACK
1½ cups popcorn, with oil
	 
123
	 
2.7



	TOTAL
	1,993
	57.7



	National Academy of Sciences recommended allowance for a 128-pound woman
	


2,000
	


44.0




Source: From Frances Moore Lappé, Diet for a Small Planet, rev. ed. (New York: Ballantine Books, 1982).



In the new Diet for a Small Planet, the woman who brought the concept of complementing vegetable proteins to the world goes out of her way to show it isn’t necessary. She writes:

If people are getting enough calories, they are virtually certain of getting enough protein… The simplest way to prove the overall point is to propose a diet which most people would consider protein-deprived, and ask, does its protein content add up to the allowance recommended by the National Academy of Sciences?21

She then puts together a day’s menu with no meat, no dairy products, no eggs, and no protein supplements and comments:

Even without accounting for improved protein usability due to combining complementary proteins, this diet has adequate protein without exceeding calorie limits.22

Lappé’s hypothetical menu on page 162 is for a 128-pound woman. It contains 57.7 grams of protein, far more than the 44 grams recommended by the National Academy of Sciences for a woman that size. She points out that even if we were to assume the superiority of animal protein and completely ignore any conceivable benefits that might be gained from vegetable protein combining, her hypothetical menu would still exceed the allowance with ease.

Men might wonder whether they would get enough protein in this fashion. They would indeed, since caloric needs and protein needs rise hand in hand. What matters is the percentage of the total caloric intake derived from protein. Men, eating proportionately more calories than Lappé’s 128-pound woman, would get proportionately more protein and be covered. We saw earlier that a spectrum of 2½ percent to 10 percent would be adequate for just about everybody. Without meat, eggs, or dairy products, Lappé’s hypothetical menu still derives over 11½ percent of its calories from protein.

The Incredible Oversold Egg

It is not only Frances Moore Lappé whose mind is changing as new evidence comes in from protein research; the most rigorous scientific journals are likewise convinced. An editorial in the medical journal Lancet reports:

Formerly, vegetable proteins were classified as second-class, and regarded as inferior to first-class proteins of animal origin, but this distinction has now been generally discarded.23

What are we to make of this turnaround? Is it possible that even if we accept the dubious hypothesis that the egg is the ultimate protein standard for humans, we still do not need meat, eggs or dairy products in order to get adequate protein? Could it be that the whole issue of getting enough protein is actually just a figment of our collective imaginations, with nothing behind it except for the propaganda of the meat, dairy, and egg industries?

That, remarkably, seems to be the case.24 The Food and Nutrition Board of the National Academy of Sciences, hardly a bastion of nutritional radicalism, spoke of people who consume no dairy products, meat, or eggs:

Pure vegetarians from many populations of the world have maintained … excellent health.25

A team of Harvard researchers, investigating the effects of a strictly plant food diet, found:

It is difficult to obtain a mixed vegetable diet which will produce an appreciable loss of body protein without resorting to high levels of sugar, jams and jellies, and other essentially protein-free foods.26

A clinical study reported in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association compared the intake of the essential amino acids for meat-eaters, lacto-ovo vegetarians (those consuming dairy products and eggs), and pure vegetarians (no eggs or dairy products).27 This study raised the protein requirements for each amino acid to a height that would cover even the needs of pregnant women and growing adolescents. They found that not only were all three diet-styles sufficient, but they were all well above sufficient:

Each group exceeded twice its requirement for every essential amino acid and surpassed this amount by large amounts for most of them.28

At an annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, the eminent nutritionist Dr. John Scharffenberg gave a major presentation that was later made into a book. He did not seem to feel that getting enough protein was a major worry:

Let me emphasize, it is difficult to design a reasonable experimental diet that provides an active adult with adequate calories that is deficient in protein.29

Many consider Nathan Pritikin the foremost expert on nutrition in modern times. Thousands of people came to his Longevity Centers. Some came in wheelchairs or preparing for coronary bypass operations. Many went jogging home a month later. Most improved tremendously. The heart of Pritikin’s program was his diet. He said:

Vegetarians always ask about getting enough protein. But I don’t know any nutrition expert that can plan a diet of natural foods resulting in a protein deficiency, so long as you’re not deficient in calories. You need only six percent of total calories in protein… and it’s practically impossible to get below nine percent in ordinary diets.30

It seems Nature must have wanted us to have enough protein, for simply following the instinct of hunger and eating enough natural food of whatever kind, we find it almost impossible to be deficient in this vital nutrient.

And it doesn’t matter very much whether or not we hold one form of protein to be superior. Either way, and whatever the demands of our biological individuality, the evidence forces us to conclude that we will get enough protein, even without meat, dairy products, eggs, or protein complementarity.

I admit that I have sometimes had a hard time accepting these truths. I have been powerfully programmed and have become emotionally attached to the old ideas about protein. But dispassionate appraisal of the evidence virtually forces me to conclude that the “problem” of where vegetarians will get their protein is in actuality a nonproblem, even for those who forgo dairy products and eggs.31

In fact, researchers who purposely want to design diets deficient in protein often have a devil of a time. It is possible, but it’s far from easy. By the same token, it is possible for a vegetarian to be deficient in protein, but it takes some doing. Here’s how it can be done:

The Nonprotein Diet

1. By eating excessive junk food. Such “food”—which includes fatty, highly refined, and processed foods, most sweets, and excess alcohol—gives us only empty calories. These are calories that provide momentary fuel but do not nourish our cells or organs. They provide little in the way of vitamins, minerals, protein, or fiber. A diet with a lot of fat, candy, soda pop, white bread, pastries, and/or fried foods will probably lead to protein deficiency, as well as a deficiency in every other nutrient we need.

2. By trying to live on fruit alone. Of course, most of us wouldn’t consider fruit as a staple for any length of time and so needn’t worry about this. But there are some who try to be “fruitarians.” Usually, their reasons are more spiritual than nutritional, and it is a good thing, because from a nutritional point of view, a fruitarian diet may lack adequate protein.

3. By eating only those few crops whose protein content is unusually low. This would be nearly impossible in the United States. But there are parts of West Africa where the staple food is the cassava root, which provides only about two percent of its calories as protein. Sadly, people there sometimes have little else to eat. Some of them, as a result, encounter protein deficiency.32

4. If an infant were to be fed just grains and vegetables, it might have difficulty absorbing enough protein due to the immaturity of its digestive system. Studies have shown potatoes can supply 100 percent of an infant’s protein needs, but grains may fall short. Of course, if an infant is breast-fed, then there is nothing to worry about.33

5. The only other way vegetarians could fail to fulfill their protein needs would be by starving. If you don’t get enough food, then you aren’t going to get enough protein. Of course, you aren’t going to get enough carbohydrates or vitamins or fiber or minerals or anything else, either. This condition, which tragically occurs among the very poorest of the world, is known as kwashiorkor. But we hardly need a fancy name for someone who is starving to death.34

Growing Up Big and Strong

I’m back in the classroom again. My teacher is telling us kids that if we want to be big and strong we had better eat lots of protein. And when we work hard and play hard, we need even more protein. I’m thinking of my Superman comic books and remembering the pictures of Charles Atlas on the back, with his huge muscles and rippling vitality. Squinting my eyes a little, I resolve to bite the bullet and ignore my intense dislike for meatloaf. Some things are more important than whether they taste good or not.

Most of us, naturally, still believe what our teachers taught us. But one man who doesn’t quite go along with all this, and who would appear to know what he’s talking about, is a man who might be capable of kicking sand in even Charles Atlas’s face. I’m speaking of Arnold Schwarzenegger, the virtual symbol of male muscular development. In his book, Arnold’s Bodybuilding for Men, Schwarzenegger writes:

Kids nowadays… tend to go overboard when they discover body building and eat diets consisting of 50 to 70 percent protein—something I believe to be totally unnecessary…[In] my formula for basic good eating: eat about one gram of protein for every two pounds of body weight.35

This formula is in keeping with the range we have already discovered. To meet Arnold Schwarzenegger’s suggested protein quota, you’d do fine without meat, eggs, or dairy products. If you ate only broccoli, I’d probably wonder whether you had lost your marbles, but you’d get more than four times Schwarzenegger’s suggested requirement.

When it comes to the relationship between protein and physical work, it turns out that once again my teacher, bless her heart, didn’t quite hit the nail on the head. True, we need protein to replace enzymes, rebuild blood cells, grow hair, produce antibodies, and fulfill certain other specific tasks. But there is virtually no greater demand for any of these functions to perform hard physical work. If we are working or playing hard, it is not more protein we need; rather, we require more carbohydrates to burn, because it is carbohydrates that provide our fuel.

Study after study has found that protein combustion is no higher during heavy exercise than under resting conditions. This is why Dave Scott can set world records for the triathlon without consuming lots of protein. And why Sixto Linares can swim 4.8 miles, cycle 185 miles, and run 52.4 miles in a single day without meat, dairy products, eggs, or any kind of protein supplement in his diet.

The popular idea that we need extra protein if we are working hard turns out to be simply another part of the whole mythology of protein, the “beef gives strength” conditioning foisted upon us by those who profit from our meat habit. Such thoughts have been planted in our minds since we were little children and have, for many of us, become so much a part of our psychic landscape that we simply “know” they are true. We have come to take them for granted as given facts, much as people once took for granted that the world was flat.

But today, even the conservative National Academy of Sciences, an organization hardly renowned for going out on a limb and taking controversial positions, says:

There is little evidence that muscular activity increases the need for protein.36

Modern nutritional science tells us clearly that our protein needs are easily met without any fuss. And yet many of us are haunted, somewhere in the back of our minds, by the fear that if we do not eat enough protein we may end up looking like one of the people on a CARE poster. Because we absorbed this fear when we were very young, it has become part of the very foundations of our psyche. We have become living examples of the old German proverb

An old error is always more popular than a new truth.

We have become protein obsessed, and we pay an incalculable price for it. We feed an enormous amount of grain to livestock that could otherwise be fed to the world’s hungry. We cause a great deal of needless suffering to animals. And finally, we seriously compromise our health.

Though we know that almost anything in excess can be harmful, be it aspirin or alcohol, sex, food, or sunshine, we rarely apply this understanding to our protein consumption. We have for the most part been so afraid of not getting enough protein that we have ignored the growing body of scientific research that points to the serious health consequences of ingesting too much.

Osteoporosis and the Protein Connection

By now, if my grade school teacher is still alive, she is probably gray haired and in her sixties. If she is like most women that age in the United States, her “old bones” are probably not quite what they used to be. She may be a little stooped over with age, and she may well have lost significant height from the days when she towered over a classroom of youngsters.

Actually, if she is like most women that age in the United States, her old bones are far indeed from what they once were. They have lost significant amounts of minerals, especially calcium, and as a result are springy, fragile, and weak. It is not at all uncommon for the bone mineral losses in postmenopausal women to cause them chronic back pain while at the same time making them susceptible to frequent fractures. Often they lose height and find themselves increasingly stooped over, for the weakened vertebrae just cannot support the body load. Unfortunately, this crumpling of the body posture is not just an aesthetic misfortune. Increased pressure is put on the inner organs, and they are unable to function as they should.37

I remember my teacher fondly and wouldn’t wish this on her for all the world. But in fully 25 percent of 65-year-old women in the United States, bone mineral losses (called bone resorption) are so severe that the condition is given the clinical name “osteoporosis.”38 For a person technically to qualify for this label, it means she has lost 50 to 75 percent of the original bone material from her skeleton. Fully one out of every four women 65 years old in our culture has lost over half her bone density.39 Today, more deaths are caused by osteoporosis than by cancer of the breast and cervix combined.

Unfortunately, the loss of calcium and other minerals from the bones is a gradual process that goes on steadily for a long time before it becomes evident. There is no flashing red light to warn us that our bodies are losing calcium. And it is usually not apparent until loose teeth, receding gums, or a fractured hip show how brittle and chalky the bones have become. The end result of the skeletal structure’s gradual erosion is calcium-deficient bones that may break with the slightest provocation. Even a mere sneeze may crack a rib.



THE RAVAGES OF OSTEOPOROSIS



On the standard American diet, almost all females suffer significant loss of bone density as they age.

[image: ]

Source: Derived from Morris Notelovitz and Marsha Ware, Stand Tall (Gainesville, FL: Triad Publishing Company, 1982), 32.



One of the reasons the decreasing bone density is hard to detect until it reaches such an unfortunate stage is that even in extreme cases of osteoporosis, the calcium level of the blood is usually normal. In the body’s ranking of needs, the blood level of calcium takes definite priority over the bone level of calcium. The body needs calcium in the blood for vital operations, such as controlling muscular contractions, including the heart’s, blood clotting, and the transmission of nerve impulses. When the body needs to supply calcium to the blood for any reason, it acts as if the bones are a bank of stored calcium, and through a series of biochemical reactions a check is drawn on the calcium bank. Your body draws calcium from your bones to supply calcium to your blood.

I used to believe that bones lost calcium only if there was not enough calcium in our diets. The National Dairy Council is the foremost spokesman for this point of view, and the solution they propose, not all that surprisingly, is for us all to drink more milk and eat more dairy products. In fact, the dairy industry has of late spent a great deal of money promoting this point of view. And it does seem logical. But modern nutritional research clearly indicates a major flaw in this perspective.40 Osteoporosis is, in fact, a disease caused by a number of things, the most important of which is excess dietary protein!41

The correspondence between excess protein intake and bone resorption is direct and consistent. Even with very high calcium intakes, the more excess protein in the diet, the greater the incidence of negative calcium balance, and the greater the loss of calcium from the bones.42

The figure on page 172 shows the results of the independent work of five different research teams studying the effect of low- and high-protein diets on calcium balance. On the chart, a positive calcium balance means the bones are not losing calcium, while a negative calcium balance means they are, and osteoporosis is developing.

One long-term study found that with as little as 75 grams of daily protein (less than three-quarters of what the average meat-eating American consumes) more calcium is lost in the urine than is absorbed by the body from the diet—a negative calcium balance. In every study the same correspondence was found: the more protein that is taken in, the more calcium that is lost.43 This is true even if the dietary calcium intake is as high as 1,400 milligrams per day, far higher than in the standard American diet.

In other words, the more protein in our diet, the more calcium we lose, regardless of how much calcium we take in. The result is that high-protein diets in general, and meat-based diets in particular, lead to a gradual but inexorable decrease in bone density and produce the ongoing development of osteoporosis.44



IS OSTEOPOROSIS DUE TO CALCIUM DEFICIENCY
 OR EXCESS PROTEIN?











	


Study No.
	

Calcium Intake
 (milligrams)
	Change in
 Calcium Balance with
 a Low-Protein Diet
	Change in
 Calcium Balance with
 a High-Protein Diet



	1
2
3
4
5

Average
	500
500
800
1,400
1,400
            
920
	+31
+24
+12
+10
+20
            
+19
	-120
-116
-85
-84
-65
            
-94
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Summarizing the medical research on osteoporosis, one of the nation’s leading medical authorities on dietary associations with disease, Dr. John McDougall, says:

I would like to emphasize that the calcium-losing effect of protein on the human body is not an area of controversy in scientific circles. The many studies performed during the past 55 years consistently show that the most important dietary change that we can make if we want to create a positive calcium balance that will keep our bones solid is to decrease the amount of proteins we eat each day. The important change is not to increase the amount of calcium we take in.45

The National Dairy Council has spent tens of millions of dollars to make us think that osteoporosis can be prevented by drinking more milk and eating more dairy products. But the only research that even begins to suggest that the consumption of dairy products might be helpful has been paid for by the National Dairy Council itself.

Osteoporosis around the World

Throughout the world, the incidence of osteoporosis correlates directly with protein intake. In any given population, the greater the intake of protein, the more common and more severe will be the osteoporosis.46 In fact, world health statistics show that osteoporosis is most common in exactly those countries where dairy products are consumed in the largest quantities—the United States, Finland, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.47

Nathan Pritikin studied the medical research on osteoporosis and found no basis at all for the Dairy Council viewpoint:

African Bantu women take in only 350 mg. of calcium per day. They bear nine children during their lifetime and breast feed them for two years. They never have calcium deficiency, seldom break a bone, rarely lose a tooth. Their children grow up nice and strong. How can they do that on 350 mg. of calcium a day when the (National Dairy Council) recommendation is 1200 mg.? It’s very simple. They’re on a low-protein diet that doesn’t kick the calcium out of the body… In our country, those who can afford it are eating 20 percent of their total calories in protein, which guarantees negative mineral balance, not only of calcium, but of magnesium, zinc, and iron. It’s all directly related to the amount of protein you eat.48

The Bantus consume much less calcium than do Americans. Yet even their oldest women are essentially free of osteoporosis,49 while the disease is epidemic in older American women. The dairy industry has said that the Bantus’ far higher bone densities on much lower calcium intakes may be due to genetic factors. But genetic relatives of the Bantus living in the United States and eating the standard American diet-style have levels of osteoporosis that equal those of their white neighbors.50 Therefore, the only sensible conclusion, in light of all the research, is that the Bantus’ far lower protein consumption has kept their bones healthier.51

At the other end of the scale from the Bantus are the native Eskimos. If osteoporosis were a calcium deficiency disease it would be unheard-of among these people. They have the highest dietary calcium intake of any people in the world—more than 2,000 milligrams a day from fish bones.52 If, however, osteoporosis is caused by excess protein in the diet, they will suffer greatly from the disease, because their diet is also the very highest in the world in protein—250 to 400 grams a day from fish, walrus, and whale.53 As it happens, unfortunately, the native Eskimo people have one of the very highest rates of osteoporosis in the world.54

Studies comparing the bone densities of people with different diet-styles show a pattern completely opposed to the dairy industry’s declarations. The research invariably reveals greater bone resorption and development of osteoporosis with a greater intake of meat and dairy products,55 not the other way around.

On August 22, 1984, the Medical Tribune reported a major study of bone densities in the United States. The conclusion was typical of the many such studies: vegetarians were found to have “significantly stronger bones.”

In March 1983, the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition reported the results of the largest study of this kind ever undertaken.56 Researchers at Michigan State and other major universities found that, by the age of 65 in the United States:

•   Male vegetarians had an average measurable bone loss of 3 percent.

•   Male meat-eaters had an average measurable bone loss of 7 percent.

•   Female vegetarians had an average measurable bone loss of 18 percent.

•   Female meat-eaters had an average measurable bone loss of 35 percent.

By the time she reaches the age of 65, the average meat-eating woman in the United States has lost over a third of her skeletal structure. In contrast, older vegetarian women tend to remain active, maintain erect postures, and are less likely to fracture or break bones even with their increased physical activity. If their bones do break or fracture, they heal faster and more completely.57

Why Are Vegetarians Protected?

You may wonder, since osteoporosis seems to be caused by excessive dietary protein, why vegetarians seem so protected from its ravages. Isn’t it possible to overdose on vegetarian proteins? A United States Department of Agriculture survey found that American vegetarians consume, on the average, 150 percent of their actual protein requirements. The biggest overdose is found among children aged three to eight. These youngsters, many of whom are told to drink three glasses of milk a day, consume, on the average, 209 percent of their actual protein needs.58

I suspect that many of the parents of these vegetarian children, who are no doubt vegetarians themselves, are afraid their children won’t get enough protein. Attempting to appease the protein tyrant in their own minds, they make doubly sure their kids eat lots of milk and cheese and yogurt and eggs, thinking they are doing them a good turn. The kids end up eating far more protein than they actually need, even with all their growing requirements taken into account.

Even haunted by the protein myth, however, vegetarians tend not to overconsume protein to the extent that meat-eaters do, and this is one reason they do not suffer nearly as much osteoporosis. But even if a vegetarian were to consume as much excess protein as a meat-eater, he or she would still have stronger bones because meat, eggs, dairy products, and fish contribute to osteoporosis in yet other ways.

Keeping pHit

Keeping our blood at an essentially neutral pH is a top priority for the body. If our blood were to become too acidic we would die. Accordingly, if the diet contains a lot of acid-forming foods, then the body, in its wisdom, withdraws calcium from the bones and uses this alkaline mineral to balance the pH of the blood. As we can see from the figure on page 177, meat, eggs, and fish are the most acid-forming foods, and hence the ones that cause calcium to be drawn from the bones to restore the pH balance. Most fruits and vegetables, on the other hand, generally yield an alkaline ash and so require no depletion of calcium stores from the bones to maintain the neutrality of the blood.59

There is yet another reason why vegetarians are relatively immune to osteoporosis, even though the Dairy Council keeps telling us that calcium intake is the answer to this disease. What they neglect to mention is that the body’s ability to absorb and utilize calcium depends directly on the amount of phosphorus in the diet.60

In one study, young women maintained a positive calcium balance when their diets provided 1,500 milligrams of calcium and 800 milligrams of phosphorus per day. But when phosphorus intake was raised to 1,400 milligrams a day, the women went into negative calcium balance, even though their calcium intake had not been reduced.61 More important, apparently, than the amount of calcium taken in is the calcium:phosphorus ratio. The lower this ratio, the greater the loss of bone density, and the greater the development of osteoporosis. The higher the calcium:phosphorus ratio, the less bone loss and the stronger the skeleton, assuming the intake of protein is not excessive.

The foods whose calcium is least available, because their calcium: phosphorus ratio is low, are liver, chicken, beef, pork, and fish, in that order. The calcium in vegetables and fruits, in sharp contrast, is much more available, due to their higher calcium:phosphorus ratios. Lettuce, for example, is not particularly high in calcium, but its calcium is readily utilized by the body because its ratio of calcium to phosphorus is comparatively high—70 times higher than that of liver, and 23 times higher than that of beef or pork. The foods whose calcium is best utilized are those with the highest calcium:phosphorus ratios, such as the green leafy vegetables. The calcium in these foods is dramatically more available than that found in animal products. If the calcium:phosphorus ratio for mustard greens, for example, were to be represented by a towering skyscraper, the equivalent ratio for chicken would barely amount to a small doghouse.62



ACID- AND BASE-FORMING CAPACITIES
 OF SELECTED FOODS



[image: ]

Source: R. A. McCance and E. M. Widdowson, The Composition of Foods (London: Her Majesty’s stationery office, 1960), 22, 124.



Fudging the Truth

The claims of the dairy industry are based on the idea that bone loss is due solely to a diminished intake of dietary calcium. So drink your milk. But the only studies in the medical literature to support this contention were sponsored by the National Dairy Council itself.

Remarkably, even those studies funded by the National Dairy Council for the express purpose of showing the benefits of milk for women susceptible to osteoporosis have, in fact, ended up showing something quite different. In one Dairy Council–sponsored study, women who drank an extra three eight-ounce glasses of low-fat milk every day for a year showed no significant increase in calcium balance. Even with all the extra mild-derived calcium, they were still in negative calcium balance after a full year of the regime. The scientists who conducted the test knew why. They said the women continued to have a negative calcium balance, and continued to develop osteoporosis, due to

the average thirty percent increase in protein intake during milk supplementation.63

The additional protein load from the milk tended to wash calcium and other minerals out of the subjects’ bodies and thus throw them into negative calcium balance.

Not surprisingly, the Dairy Council is not keen to have the public know the results of this and the many similar studies.

In 1984, the British Medical Journal published a report indicating that calcium intake is, in fact, completely irrelevant to bone loss. The researchers enlisted postmenopausal women, who agreed to take 500 milligrams of supplemental calcium every day for two years. They were divided into three groups: 1) those whose diets contained less than 550 milligrams of calcium, 2) those who consumed between 550 mg and 1,100 milligrams of calcium daily, and 3) those whose diet provided more than 1,100 milligrams. At the end of two years, there was no difference in bone demineralization among the three groups. In fact, their bone losses were virtually the same as those found in women taking no calcium supplements at all, and whose diets contained less than the recommended daily allowance of calcium. This was true even though some of the women in the test were taking huge amounts of calcium from food and supplemental sources—in some cases, over 2,000 milligrams a day.64

Even the most conservative medical investigators no longer deny the connection between excess protein and osteoporosis. In a report published in Lancet, Drs. Aaron Watchman and Daniel Bernstein commented on work sponsored by the United States Department of Health and Harvard University. They called the association of meat-based diets with the increasing incidence of osteoporosis “inescapable.”65

There are, of course, other factors besides getting lots of protein that contribute to osteoporosis. Small, light-skinned Caucasian women are more susceptible, as are women who bear no children and those who’ve had their ovaries removed. Lack of exercise is a factor, as is the consumption of soft drinks (they are very high in phosphorus), junk food, excess salt, and acidforming foods. Smoking increases the risk, as do certain anticonvulsant medications. Yet though there are a number of factors that can contribute to osteoporosis, excess protein consumption clearly towers above them all as the chief causative influence.

Quite frankly, the more I’ve studied the conclusions of the hundreds of studies in the medical literature, the harder it has gotten for me to abide the National Dairy Council’s promotion of milk for strong bones. In spite of its high calcium content, milk, due to its high protein content, appears actually to contribute to the accelerating development of osteoporosis. The occurrence of this disease in the United States has reached truly epidemic proportions, and the promotion of dairy products as an answer to the suffering of millions seems not only self-serving but absolutely immoral and downright dishonest.

Enough Is Enough

As if osteoporosis weren’t enough, it turns out there are other problems derived from too much protein, particularly too much animal protein. One such problem is kidney stones.

The calcium lost from our bones due to excess protein has to go somewhere after it has served its purpose in our bloodstream. And so does the calcium we have ingested but have not been able to absorb due to low calcium: phosphorus ratios. It all ends up in our urine, producing very high levels of calcium in the kidney system and all too often crystallizing into kidney stones. This is why kidney stones, the most painful of all medical emergencies, occur far more frequently in meat-eaters than in vegetarians.66

Additionally, there is a great deal of evidence implicating excessive protein consumption in the destruction of kidney tissue and the progressive deterioration of kidney function.67 Extra protein doesn’t just trickle out of the body. It takes hard work on the part of the kidneys to get rid of the excess. Many animal studies have shown that the higher the protein in the diet, the greater the incidence and the more severe the cases of kidney hypertrophy and inflammation.68

The same things happen to human kidneys if we overconsume protein. People who have suffered kidney damage or loss are usually able to preserve their remaining kidney function only if they are put on a protein-restricted diet.69 Those kidney patients whose protein intake is not restricted, and particularly those who continue to eat meat, show rapid deterioration of their kidneys, to the point that many become dependent on kidney dialysis machines.70

It is important to stress that the link between kidney disease and excess protein consumption, like the link between osteoporosis and excess protein consumption, is no longer considered merely probable within the informed medical community. Too many tests by too many researchers under too wide a variety of conditions have been too consistent in their implications. It is now considered certain.

As the evidence against too much protein mounts, you may shake your head and wonder just how our protein obsession ever got started in the first place.

Almost all the early nutritional research was done on livestock, at the behest of people raising animals for meat and milk. Their objective was to produce the biggest animals in the shortest length of time. The idea that rapid growth and large size are inherently desirable was implicit in the undertaking. Nutritional research was therefore geared to finding what diets would accomplish this aim.

Early experiments which found that rats grew faster when fed animal protein led to the hypothesis that animal protein was superior. Further research has validated that rats so fed do indeed grow faster. But the “bigger is better” mentality has been dealt quite a blow by other discoveries. It has been found that rats fed animal protein also die sooner, plus they suffer from a multitude of diseases vegetarian rats do not.71

A report aptly titled “Rapid Growth, Short Life” appeared in the Journal of the American Medical Association. It showed that high-animal-protein diets measurably shortened the life spans of a number of different animals.72 These findings corroborate the world health statistics that show human meat-eating populations do not, as a rule, live as long as vegetarian populations.

It has also been discovered that meat-eaters have higher rates of cancer than do vegetarians. Just how excess protein may be linked to cancer is not yet understood, but there is growing evidence that they are indeed linked. The meat and dairy industries like to question the credentials of anyone who suggests their products might not promote optimum health. But it would be hard to doubt the credentials of T. Colin Campbell, a professor in the division of Nutritional Sciences at Cornell University and the senior science adviser to the American Institute for Cancer Research. He said recently that there is

a strong correlation between dietary protein intake and cancer of the breast, prostate, pancreas, and colon.73

Other authorities with equally impeccable credentials agree. Myron Winick, director of Columbia University’s Institute of Human Nutrition, says the data indicate

a relationship between high-protein diets and cancer of the colon.74

It just goes on and on…

Now What?

I’m back in my grade school classroom. The teacher is telling all us little kids about the importance of eating lots of meat and drinking lots of milk. She is pointing to a colorfully decorated chart, which makes it all seem so simple. She is telling us about the importance of getting enough protein and making it clear that animal protein is the only complete protein. Her voice rings with authority, because she believes every word she is saying.

I’m listening, but not completely. I’m thinking about my pet kitten, about how furry and cuddly and playful he is, and about a neighbor’s dog who recently had puppies.

My teacher’s voice drifts over me and slides away. I look outside the window and see a bird who seems to feel my attention, because as I look she begins to sing.

That day at lunch I feel like doing something good for myself and the world. I decide to save my milk money and give it to people who do not have enough to eat.

8. FOOD FOR THE CARING HEART



People often say that humans have always eaten animals,
 as if this is a justification for continuing the practice.
 According to this logic, we should not try to prevent
 people from murdering other people,
 since this has also been done since the earliest of times.

—ISAAC SINGER

The human heart doesn’t actually look very much like a valentine, but it is nevertheless a wondrous and beautiful muscle. About the size of a clenched fist, it begins to beat only a few weeks after conception and thereafter pumps forth the rhythm of our lives through every moment of our uterine and earthly existence. Only at the moment of our death does it cease.

This beating has a definite purpose: to pump blood to all parts of the body. The life of our very cells depends on the oxygen and nutrition brought to them by the flow of our blood. If for some reason any muscle did not receive a fresh flow of blood, it would quickly die.

Since the heart is also a muscle, it, too, must continuously receive a fresh flow of blood, and you might think that receiving a blood supply would never be a problem for the heart, since its chambers are always full of blood. But the heart is not able to directly use any of the blood contained within its pumping chambers, any more than a stereo amplifier can plug into itself. Instead, the heart muscle feeds from the blood supplied to it through two specific vessels, called the coronary arteries.

In a healthy person, the blood flows freely and easily through the coronary arteries, and the well-fed heart keeps pumping away as it should. But if one of the coronary arteries, or one of its branches, should become blocked off and so be unable to supply the heart with blood, then even though the heart’s chambers are full of blood, that part of the heart dependent on the blocked-off artery will die.

In medical terminology, this is called a myocardial infarction. Most of us know it by another name—a heart attack. Heart attacks are by far the largest cause of death in the United States today. Every 25 seconds another person is stricken. Every 45 seconds another person dies.

If a heart attack victim is fortunate, and the part of the heart that dies is small, he or she will survive, and the dead tissue will come gradually to be replaced by scar tissue. But if a larger part of the heart is deprived of blood, there really isn’t very much that can be done to save the person’s life. Many heart attack victims die within minutes of the unexpected seizure.

Heart attack victims often never have the slightest warning anything is wrong. There are no bodily symptoms to signal the oncoming disaster. They may have only that morning heard their physician pronounce them fit as a fiddle. But, then, suddenly, the victims feel a sudden, severe, crushing pain in their chests. Often the pain shoots down the arm, and sometimes it flares up the neck, particularly on the left side. There may be cold sweating, nausea, vomiting, and shortness of breath. The symptoms are accompanied by a feeling of being overwhelmed by enormous terror and dread.

Though heart attacks strike suddenly, and often without forewarning, they do not just happen. A heart attack is the inexorable final step of a slow and lengthy process. You can put cold water in a pot, put the pot on the stove, and turn on the heat. For a while nothing much will seem to change as you watch. But if the heat is high enough, at a certain point bubbles will appear on the surface of the water. You will see very little change all the while the water heats from 32° toward 212°. But then, suddenly, just as it approaches the threshold of 212°, there are dramatic visible changes, and the water boils.

Similarly, the apparent suddenness of a coronary artery closing off and the consequent heart attack is actually quite misleading. In reality, for this final step to occur, our arteries must have been approaching “the boiling point” for some time.

The slow and steady process that takes place in our arteries and inexorably increases our heart attack susceptibility has a name. This process, which is, in fact, the deeper cause of almost all heart attacks, is called atherosclerosis.

Atherosclerosis is often referred to in common speech as hardening of the arteries, and although this is not an entirely inaccurate way of describing what happens, “narrowing of the arteries” would be a better catchphrase, though this, too, would be less than exact.

Atherosclerosis is the process by which arteries gradually accumulate fatty and waxy deposits on their inner walls—thus reducing the size of the openings through which the blood can flow. The foreign deposits that adhere to the inner walls of the arteries are called atheromas or plaques.

When these plaques become advanced enough, the fatty contents of the deposits will rupture into the artery and form a clot. These clots may clog up the already reduced arterial opening and thus entirely prevent the flow of blood through the artery.

If a clot forms in one of the two coronary arteries that supply the heart with its only source of life-giving blood, and the coronary artery becomes blocked by the clot, the heart is deprived of its supply of life-giving blood, and the result is a heart attack.

There could be no heart attack unless the coronary arteries had already become partially closed and irritated by atherosclerotic deposits. Atherosclerosis, the real culprit, is what must be eliminated to prevent heart attacks.

There is another part of the body particularly vulnerable to having its blood supply cut off by an obstructed artery. It is the part of the body whose functioning, or lack of it, has often been the source of wit:

The brain is a wonderful organ; it starts working the moment you get up in the morning and does not stop until you get into the office.

In truth, however, the physical failure of the brain to function is far from a laughing matter. Strokes, like heart attacks, often occur with no prior warning, and, like heart attacks, they often kill. Strokes account for more deaths in the United States today than any other cause except heart attacks and cancer.

In fact, strokes are very similar to heart attacks, except that the two events take place in different body locations. For just as atherosclerotic deposits in the arteries feeding the heart set the stage for heart attacks, atherosclerotic deposits in the arteries feeding the brain set the stage for strokes. And just as the affected part of the heart dies when its blood supply becomes blocked off, so the affected part of the brain dies when its blood supply is compromised by arterial blockage. As with the heart, this can only occur when the arteries have become hardened, narrowed, and encrusted with atherosclerosis.



THE 10 LEADING CAUSES OF DEATH
 IN THE UNITED STATES, 1970
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Source: Roy Walford, MD, Maximum Life Span (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1983), 8.



If we add up the deaths caused by heart attacks, strokes, and other consequences of atherosclerosis, we get a figure larger than all other causes of death in the United States combined. Statistically, you and I each have better than a 50-50 chance of dying from a disease directly caused by the clogging up of our arteries.

Hope

For years it was thought that heart disease and strokes were simply misfortunes we had to somehow learn to accept. But over the past 30 years, this has changed. The most comprehensive research in medical history has discovered something of marvelous and far-reaching consequence: we are not helpless victims of atherosclerosis. It is a disease that, knowingly or unknowingly, we bring upon ourselves and, by the same token, can prevent.

I am reminded of one of Aesop’s fables:

The Eagle and the Arrow

An eagle sat on a lofty rock, watching the movements of a hare whom he sought to make his prey. An archer, who saw the eagle from a place of concealment, took accurate aim and wounded him mortally. The eagle gave one look at the arrow that had entered his heart and saw in that single glance that its feathers had been furnished by himself.

“It is a double grief to me,” he exclaimed woefully, “that I should perish by an arrow feathered from my own wings.”

The most advanced medical knowledge in history is telling us that heart attack and stroke victims—50 percent of us—perish from a disease nurtured by our own hands.

The growth in the medical understanding of heart disease that has taken place in the past 30 years is one of the great stories in medical history. With each passing year, more and more of the most respected medical organizations in the world have come to the same conclusion: Diets high in saturated fat and cholesterol raise the level of cholesterol in the blood, produce atherosclerosis, and lead directly to heart disease and strokes. Diets low in saturated fat and cholesterol lower the level of cholesterol in the blood, decrease atherosclerosis, and lower the likelihood of heart disease and strokes.1

The medical statistics are clear. We can virtually stab ourselves in the heart with our forks by eating a diet that promotes atherosclerosis. Or we can overwhelmingly reduce our potential for heart disease by eating a diet that supports the health of our cardiovascular system.

Many a deeply inspiring story has emerged from the dedicated medical researchers working day in and day out year after year to discover what has been learned. At the same time, however, there are other stories that are anything but inspiring. There are powerful interests who profit from the sale of foods high in saturated fat and cholesterol who recognize that the advances in medical understanding are not to their financial advantage. And though they have not been able to impede the growth of medical knowledge, they have been remarkably successful in preventing the public from having the full benefit of what has been learned, employing ruse after ruse in their efforts to keep our nation hooked on foods high in saturated fat and cholesterol. What the tobacco industry is for lung cancer, these industries have become for the heart attack.

The First Evidence

Some of the first evidence indicating that atherosclerosis was not simply a consequence of growing old but was rooted in our dietary intake of saturated fat and cholesterol came inadvertently from the Korean War. Soldiers who had been killed were autopsied, and medical researchers were stunned by what they found. More than 77 percent of the American soldiers had blood vessels that were already narrowed by atherosclerotic deposits, while the arteries of the equally young soldiers of the opposing forces showed no similar damage.2

At the time, it was thought that the pronounced differences in the conditions of the soldiers’ arteries might be more a consequence of genetic predisposition than of their differing diet-styles. But this idea became quickly untenable when a large group of Korean soldiers were put on the U.S. Army diet. They rapidly developed significant increases in their blood cholesterol levels, an unmistakable sign of developing atherosclerosis.3

Traditional nutritionists had thought highly of meat, dairy products, and eggs ever since the early animal experiments that showed rats grew faster on animal protein. As well, the first vitamin ever discovered, vitamin A, had originally been isolated from butterfat, which also added to the aura of supremacy these foods enjoyed.

But as a result of the autopsies, the possibility that dairy products, meat, and eggs might be seriously involved in heart disease now had to be taken seriously for the first time. Meat, dairy products, and eggs are the chief source of dietary saturated fat. Along with fish, they are the only sources of dietary cholesterol.

Stirred by the results of the Korean War autopsies, medical researchers undertook a major effort to learn more. From 1963 to 1965, a worldwide study of heart disease and stroke patterns was done, called the International Atherosclerotic Project. This truly mammoth undertaking involved examining the arteries of over 20,000 autopsied bodies throughout the world.4 The findings revealed an unmistakable pattern: people who lived in areas where consumption of saturated fat and cholesterol was high had markedly more atherosclerosis, more heart attacks, and more strokes.5

It took a while for medical researchers to grasp the full implications of what was being learned, because the emerging truth required them to do a complete about-face from their well-entrenched assumptions.

The meat, dairy, and egg industries, meanwhile, were not exactly eager to support the researchers’ new findings. They financed numerous studies that attempted to vindicate their products and discredit what they called the saturated fat and cholesterol “theory” of atherosclerosis. Some pointed out that animal foods were not the only products high in saturated fat and attempted to point an accusing finger at plant sources. Directing attention to coconuts, palm kernel oil, and chocolate, which are all high in saturated fat, they loudly proclaimed that meat, dairy products, and eggs should not be singled out and found guilty as the sole suppliers of saturated fats in our diets. But scientists who were not on the payroll of these industries, and who were perhaps a bit more impartial in their motivation, pointed out that coconuts, palm kernel oil, and chocolate are the only plant foods significantly high in saturated fat. They also suggested that meat, eggs, and dairy products probably make up a larger percentage of most people’s diets than do coconuts, palm kernel oil, and chocolate.

Further, they pointed out that cholesterol cannot be found in any plant food. As the figure on page 191 shows, our entire intake of cholesterol is necessarily derived from meat, fish, dairy products, and eggs.

The Mounting Consensus

With each new study the evidence was becoming harder and harder to brush aside. The industries that foresaw their profits seriously threatened by the advancing knowledge, however, managed to overlook much that was being learned, and to insist that hereditary influences were more important than one’s intake of saturated fat and cholesterol. To find out if there could be any truth to this, Dr. M. G. Marmot and his coworkers at the University of California, Berkeley, undertook a major study of the heart disease rates of men of Japanese descent who lived in different parts of the world and ate according to the various local diet-styles. The results stunned a medical world still finding it hard to believe meat, dairy products, and eggs were suspect. The study found an almost exact statistical correlation for all groups between consumption of saturated fat and cholesterol and deaths due to coronary heart disease.6

With each passing year the evidence mounted. In 1970, Dr. Ancel Keys of the University of Minnesota School of Public Health published the results of a massive seven-country study analyzing the role of diet in heart disease.7 The study involved over 12,000 men in Finland, Greece, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, the United States, and Yugoslavia. It found telling correlations between the amount of saturated fat and cholesterol in a people’s diet, the levels of cholesterol in their blood, and their death rate from heart disease. Of these nations, the United States and Finland had the highest consumption of animal products, the highest consumption of saturated fat, the highest consumption of cholesterol—and the highest death rate from heart disease.8



CHOLESTEROL CONTENT OF COMMON FOODS











	ANIMAL FOOD
Cholesterol Content
 (in milligrams per
 100-gram portion)
	PLANT FOOD
Cholesterol Content
 (in milligrams per
 100-gram portion)



	Egg, whole
Kidney, beef
Liver, beef
Butter
Oysters
Cream cheese
Lard
Beefsteak
Lamb
Pork
Chicken
Ice cream
	550
375
300
250
200
120
95
70
70
70
60
45
	All grains
All vegetables
All nuts
All seeds
All fruits
All legumes
All vegetable oils





	0
0
0
0
0
0
0




Source: J. Pennington, Food Values of Portions Commonly Used, 14th ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1985).



It was becoming increasingly difficult to deny the evidence implicating saturated fat and cholesterol, though the industries whose products were being incriminated were trying diligently. Unable to counter the accumulating evidence, they ignored it, continuing to insist that hereditary factors were primary.

Dr. Keys’s massive study and others like it, however, indicated otherwise. It was common knowledge that different groups of the men under study, such as clerks, miners, mechanics, farmers, and doctors, tend to have their own diet-styles, with their corresponding levels of saturated fat intake. And it was also common knowledge that Japanese who lived in the West had diet-styles different from those in Japan. But when the levels of saturated fat in the diets of each of these various groups were compared to their blood cholesterol counts, the results were spectacular. As the figure on page 193 shows, the correlation between saturated fat consumption and blood cholesterol levels could hardly have been more exact.

Even those researchers most attached to traditional ideas were coming to conclude that the more saturated fat and cholesterol there was in a person’s diet, the more cholesterol would be in his blood, the worse shape his arteries would be in, and the more likely a candidate he would be for a heart attack or a stroke.

The meat, dairy, and egg industries were far from pleased with the way things were going.

Increasing Clarity

The evidence implicating the traditional mainstays of the Western diet was not accepted overnight. Because firmly established beliefs were being so seriously threatened, it was subjected to the most rigorous testing in medical history. Though I do not ethically condone most laboratory experiments on animals, the results of such tests were another nail in the coffin for conventional dietary wisdom. At the University of Chicago, Dr. Robert Wissler and his coworkers fed a standard American diet to rhesus monkeys. To a second group of monkeys they fed a diet different only in that it was lower in saturated fat, cholesterol, and calories. After a time, they killed the monkeys and examined their arteries. The monkeys fed the standard American diet had six times as much atherosclerosis as the other monkeys.9

Scientists were not only finding that they could produce atherosclerosis in animals by feeding them diets with saturated fat and cholesterol but also finding that they could then unclog the arteries of the animals by reducing their intake of these particular substances. At the University of Iowa, Dr. Mark Armstrong and his colleagues fed a group of monkeys a diet rich in egg yolk, one of the leading suppliers of saturated fat and cholesterol in the American diet. The coronary arteries of these monkeys rapidly became encrusted with atherosclerosis. After the arteries of the monkeys had become over half closed, the researchers markedly reduced the amount of saturated fat and cholesterol that the monkeys consumed. A year and a half later, the atherosclerosis in the monkeys’ arteries was less than one-third what it had become on the diet high in saturated fat and cholesterol.10 Spokesmen for the meat, dairy, and egg industries tried to discount the experiments, but researchers were increasingly impressed because these and similar experiments were repeated with a variety of different animals and the findings were consistent. The only animals able to handle saturated fat and cholesterol without developing substantial atherosclerosis were the natural carnivores. Dr. William S. Collens wrote of these studies in Medical Counterpoint:



THE MORE SATURATED FAT YOU EAT,
 THE HIGHER YOUR BLOOD CHOLESTEROL WILL BE
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Percentage of calories derived from fat in the diets of 284 Japanese men, and the resulting blood cholesterol levels. Diet-styles are largely determined by income and lifestyle in the given locations.

Source: Data adopted from Ancel Keys, PhD, “Diet and the Epidemiology of Coronary Heart Disease,” Journal of the American Medical Association 164 (1957): 1916.



Recent studies, many of them in my laboratory at the Maiominides Medical Center, appear to indicate that the carnivorous animal has almost unlimited capacity to handle saturated fats and cholesterol, whereas the vegetarian and herbivorous animals have a very restricted capacity to handle these food components. It is virtually impossible to produce atherosclerosis in the dog, for example, even when 120 grams (½ pound) of butter fat are added to his meat ration …On the other hand, adding only two grams of cholesterol daily to a rabbit’s chow for two months produces striking fatty changes in its arterial wall.11

With each passing year and new set of studies, it was becoming increasingly clear that, like the primates who are closest to us biologically, human beings are among the animals unable to handle saturated fat and cholesterol. The more of these we eat, the more we develop atherosclerosis, and the more likely we are to die of heart disease.

More Evidence

In 1964, the heart specialist Dr. Paul Dudley White, renowned for his treatment of President Eisenhower’s heart attack, went to visit the Hunzas of Kashmir, to see for himself whether the claims were true that these people lived to exceedingly old ages without any heart disease. He did blood pressure, blood cholesterol, and electrocardiogram studies, yet found not a trace of coronary heart disease, even in the 25 men he studied who were over the age of 90. In his report, published in the American Heart Journal, Dr. White suggested a causative correlation between the Hunzas’ diet-style, which was almost pure vegetarian, and their astounding lack of heart disease.

Scientists began to reason that if meat, eggs, and dairy products were, in fact, the culprits they were becoming to appear, then it would be expected that lacto-ovo vegetarians, who do not eat meat, would have lower heart attack rates and lower heart disease mortality than meat-eaters. If this theory were correct, pure vegetarians, who consume no eggs, dairy products, or meat, would have even lower rates.

Numerous studies were undertaken to find out if this might be the case. One of the largest studies of this kind was conducted at Loma Linda University in California and involved no less than 24,000 people. Reported in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, this study found the heart disease mortality rates for lacto-ovo vegetarians to be only one-third that of meat-eaters. Pure vegetarians had truly impressive figures—only one-tenth the heart disease death rate of meat-eaters.12

Other studies verified these findings. Lacto-ovo vegetarians suffer much less heart disease than do meat-eaters. And pure vegetarians suffer much less than do lacto-ovo vegetarians.13

The meat, dairy, and egg industries were beginning to panic now and, grasping for straws, suggested that other lifestyle factors, such as smoking, were to blame.

The staff of the Medical Research Center in Cardiff, Wales, took this possibility seriously and decided to check it out. Their major study statistically eliminated other lifestyle factors, including smoking, as variables. The mortality rate from heart disease was still found to be far less for vegetarians than for nonvegetarians.

Even Time magazine got into the act. Never particularly known for taking controversial stands on dietary issues, Time did a cover story on the latest medical findings regarding cholesterol and heart disease and noted:

In regions where…meat is scarce, cardiovascular disease is unknown.14

The medical consensus linking meat, dairy products, and eggs to heart disease was becoming virtually unanimous. An article by cardiologist Dr. Kaare Norum, published in the Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association, left no doubt about the universality of the growing consensus. Dr. Norum polled a large international cross section of scientists who were “actively engaged in arteriosclerosis problems.” Ninety-nine percent of the heart disease researchers affirmed the link between diet and heart disease. The dietary culprits they cited were too many calories, too much saturated fat, and too much cholesterol.15

It was getting to the point that a medical researcher would just about have to bury his head in the sand to avoid seeing the pattern.

Smoke Screen

The growing certainty that saturated fat and cholesterol promote heart disease and strokes was a foreboding omen for the meat, dairy, and egg industries. They found themselves increasingly on the defensive, in a position as embarrassing as the one occupied in recent years by the tobacco industry.

The medical evidence regarding the tragic health consequences of smoking is utterly overwhelming.16 But the tobacco industry does what it can to confuse the issue. One writer caricatured the tobacco industry’s stance toward the latest medical research:

The Tobacco Industry…

1.   …still insists that the three main causes of lung cancer are flat feet, backgammon, and gargling with Top Job.

2.   …considers a scientific test to be inconclusive unless it kills everyone who takes it.

3.   …hopes that enough kids will start smoking to make up for all the older smokers who are dropping dead.

4.   …has warned the Surgeon General that telling everything he knows may be hazardous to his health.

5.   …won’t even concede that inhaling water causes drowning.17

In order to say that the final word isn’t yet in on the “alleged” link between smoking and lung cancer, the tobacco industry funds studies specifically designed to confuse the issues. It then uses these contrived studies in its attempt to convince the public that the question of whether smoking causes cancer is still unanswered. A recent Federal Trade Commission survey discovered that the industry’s advertising campaign calling for an open debate on the “unsubstantiated perils of smoking” is apparently working. Half of all smokers still actually doubt that smoking is dangerous to their health.



THE MOUNTING CONSENSUS
With each passing year more and more expert organizations publicly affirmed the role of saturated fat and cholesterol in heart disease.
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source: Patricia Hausman, Jack Sprat’s Legacy (New York: Richard Marek Publishers, 1981).



In giving the impression that there are legitimate arguments on both sides and that the issues have not yet been resolved, the tobacco industry has succeeded in creating what we might call a smoke screen.

Placed in an increasingly parallel position to that of the tobacco industry by the latest medical research, the saturated fat industries have responded in like fashion. They have actively promoted the illusion that there is still confusion concerning the issues of saturated fat, cholesterol, and heart disease. They have done whatever they could to keep the public from knowing that the evidence incriminating saturated fat and cholesterol is now overwhelming.

The executive director of the Center for Science in the Public Interest, Michael Jacobson, is aware of the tactics of these industries. Says Jacobson:

Despite the massive amount of scientific evidence linking fat to heart disease, a relative handful of researchers has created in many minds the illusion that great controversy surrounds the “theory”… For instance, in June 1980, a committee of the National Academy of Sciences issued a report defending the current fatty diet. The main authors of the report were professors who had for many years received grants from or were paid consultants to the National Dairy Council, the National Livestock and Meat Board, the American Egg Board… and other industries whose profits depend on Americans’ pathogenic diet. One such professor was quoted in the press as being surprised that people thought the $250,000.00 he received as a consultant to the egg and other industries would cloud his objectivity regarding the nutritional value of eggs…

Dietary fat and cholesterol…speed the development of some of the most dreaded diseases and contribute to hundreds of thousands of deaths a year. These diseases include coronary heart disease, peripheral arteriosclerosis, gangrene, hearing loss, cancers of the breast and colon, and cerebral hemorrhage…

While doctors have developed methods to prevent or cure most infectious diseases, they have found the chronic diseases much tougher to eradicate. The bacteria and other microbes that cause infectious diseases have no friends or allies to defend their interests, and can be treated mercilessly as the health menaces they are. However… some of the agents that cause degenerative diseases have powerful allies in the industrial world…

Over the years, the “fat lobby”—the meat, dairy and egg industries, and their academic and political allies—has not only influenced our nation’s food and nutrition policies, it has determined those policies.18

The Battlefield

You might think that with the growing wave of evidence indicating saturated fat and cholesterol as killers of more Americans than all the wars in our nation’s history combined, the meat, dairy, and egg industries would be hard-pressed to maintain control over our food and nutrition policies. But the cards are stacked. They may not have interests of public health on their side, but their lobbying groups and political action committees are well financed, battle-hardened veterans of political in-fighting. Opposing them are scientists and medical researchers whose skills don’t lie in the political sphere and who have little financial backing compared to what the industries provide their representatives. The fight is far from fair.

As a rule, scientists and medical researchers make poor players in the complex game of special-interest politics, although they often think otherwise. They are not well endowed with the stamina, patience, and shrewdness that this game requires, and deep down they view it as an anti-intellectual activity beneath their scholarly dignity. Even when organized into illustrious professional groups they shrink from combat and bloodletting. This is more a reflection of the unsuitedness of their training and temperament to the political arena than it is a mark of weakness of conviction.19

On one side of the battlefield stands a formidable and experienced alliance of meat, egg, and dairy producers, with their purchased political and scientific allies. On the other side stands a relatively unorganized collection of independent medical researchers, underfinanced public interest and consumer groups, and the handful of political leaders who are willing to endure the sizable risk of an unpopular stance.

In this battle, the industries who sell us foods high in saturated fat and cholesterol have produced multimillion-dollar public relations campaigns, telling us brightly of the “incredible, edible egg,” repeating that beef is “nutrition you can sink your teeth into,” and reassuring us that “milk does a body good.” They do not mention that these foods clog our arteries and promote heart disease and strokes.

Of course, no advertising mentions the disadvantages of the products it promotes. But time and time again these industries have drawn the ire of consumer groups, the courts, and medical researchers for their flagrant disregard of fact.

In 1985, the Beef Council had the dubious distinction of being a repeat winner of the Harlan Page Hubbard Memorial Award for the year’s most deceptive and misleading advertising.20 The award, named for a famous charlatan who glowingly advertised a worthless patent medicine, is given by a collection of consumer groups who are used to the distortions and exaggerations that typify Madison Avenue. But even to their weathered eyes the “beef gives strength” campaign took the cake for implying that beef is low in fat. The servings shown in the ads were only three ounces, when, according to USDA data, the average beefsteak serving is double that. By not explaining that the serving shown in the ad is only half the size of the portion most people eat, the industry conveyed the impression that servings of beef are much lower in fat than they actually are. In announcing the award, Bonnie Liebman of the Center for Science in the Public Interest also pointed out that the technicians who did the laboratory analysis that produced the calorie and fat counts referred to in the ads used scalpels to remove every possible bit of fat from the meat samples. Thus the fat and calorie levels reported were not only for a serving size much smaller than viewers understood it to be but also for a serving that had been trimmed of fat with a meticulousness no homemaker could possibly match.21 The industry ads also did not mention that cholesterol is found mostly in lean tissues, not in fat, and so no matter how meticulously you trim away the fat you cannot significantly reduce the level of cholesterol.

The industry ads have to go to such great lengths to give the impression their products are healthy because the truth is so incriminating.

Meanwhile, the California Milk Producers presented a series of expensive television ads in which celebrities such as columnist Abigail Van Buren (“Dear Abby”), swimmer Mark Spitz, baseball player Vida Blue, and dancer Ray Bolger proclaimed: “Everybody needs milk.” The Federal Trade Commission, however, didn’t agree. It took legal steps toward prosecuting the milk producers and their advertising agency, calling the advertising “false, misleading and deceptive.”22 The dairymen quickly changed their tune and came up with a new slogan—“Milk has something for everybody.”

One medical researcher familiar with the matter laughed when he saw their latest deception. Said Dr. Kevin McGrady, “Milk has something for everybody, all right—higher blood cholesterol and increased risk of heart disease and strokes.”

Egg on Their Face

The meat and dairy industries are not alone in their misleading presentations to the public. The egg industry has also produced advertising campaigns designed to deny the saturated fat and cholesterol problems arising from consumption of their product. Of all foods, eggs are the highest in cholesterol, but the egg industry has not been one to stand by and let a fact like that take a bite out of its profits.

In 1971, after the American Heart Association took its stand on dietary cholesterol and heart disease, the egg producers countered by forming the National Commission on Egg Nutrition for the specific purpose of fighting the American Heart Association viewpoint. To accomplish this goal, the newly formed commission presented a series of expensive ads in the Wall Street Journal and elsewhere. These ads attacked what they called the theory that saturated fat and cholesterol promote heart disease. A typical ad stated:

There is absolutely no scientific evidence that eating eggs, even in quantity, will increase the risk of a heart attack.23

On seeing these ads, the American Heart Association immediately asked the Federal Trade Commission to prohibit this “false, deceptive and misleading advertising.”24 The Federal Trade Commission considered both sides of the matter and then filed a formal complaint against the National Commission on Egg Nutrition and its advertising agency, Richard Weiner, Inc.25 Understandably dismayed by this turn of events, the egg industry hired the best legal counsel it could find. The attorneys studied the matter in depth, then turned around and told the egg industry that its “chances of beating the lawsuit on scientific grounds are almost nil.”26

There followed a lengthy court battle, in which the egg producers tried, among other rationalizations, to defend their ad campaign under the First Amendment guarantee of free speech.27 But the judge wasn’t convinced; in his 101-page decision, he called the statements made by the National Commission on Egg Nutrition

false, misleading, deceptive and unfair.28

Ruled Judge Ernest G. Barnes:

There exists a substantial body of competent and reliable scientific evidence that eating eggs increases the risk of heart attacks or heart disease… This evidence is systematic, consistent, strong and congruent.29

The ruling also chastised the egg industry for deceptively camouflaging their intentions by naming their organization the National Commission on Egg Nutrition:

[The name] National Commission on Egg Nutrition implies an impartial, independent, quasi-governmental health commission, when in fact it is an association of persons engaged in the egg industry.30

The National Commission on Egg Nutrition was unable to convince the Federal Trade Commission, the court, and even its own attorneys that eggs do not raise blood cholesterol and promote heart disease. But this did not prevent the egg industry from trying to make the American public believe eggs were not a danger.

In its efforts to scramble the public mind, the egg industry designed and paid for numerous studies they hoped would give the appearance that the cholesterol in eggs is harmless.31 An authority on clinical nutrition research,

Dr. John McDougall, studied the medical literature and noticed something interesting:

Of the six studies in the medical literature that fail to demonstrate a significant rise in blood cholesterol level with the consumption of whole eggs, three were paid for by the American Egg Board, one by the Missouri Egg Merchandising Council, and one by the Egg Program of the California Department of Agriculture. Support for the sixth paper was not identified…

The trick is in knowing how to design your experiment so you will get the results you are looking for. To get little or no increase in cholesterol results, you first saturate your subjects with cholesterol from other sources, because studies show that once people consume more than 400 to 800 milligrams of cholesterol per day, additional cholesterol has only a minor effect on blood cholesterol levels… Well designed studies by investigators, independent of the food industry, clearly demonstrate the detrimental effects of eggs on blood cholesterol levels.32

The studies financed by the egg industry seemed to exonerate eggs. But independent investigators consistently got very different results.33 At the University of Minnesota, scientists found that a diet with 380 milligrams of egg yolk cholesterol per day caused an average blood cholesterol level 16 milligrams higher than a diet with only 50 milligrams cholesterol.34 At the Harvard School of Public Health, Dr. Mark Hegstead achieved similar results, finding that each 100 milligrams of egg yolk cholesterol raised blood cholesterol levels in adult men an average of four to five milligrams.35

Still, the egg industry continued to insist that egg consumption did not raise blood cholesterol, and to claim their studies were valid. In 1984, yet another impartial study was undertaken to resolve the issue. This study, published in the British medical journal Lancet, sought to test the effects of egg consumption on blood cholesterol with as much objectivity as humanly possible.

The experiment was imaginative. A group of subjects was fed an egg daily, disguised in a dessert. Another group of subjects was fed an identical dessert, without the egg. Otherwise their diets were identical and contained no eggs or other high-cholesterol foods. In order to insure the test’s objectivity, the whole thing was done double-blind: neither the researchers nor the subjects knew who had eaten the eggs until the test was completed. The results were convincing and the egg industry’s position was dealt quite a blow when, after only three weeks, the subjects whose desserts contained the egg showed a 12 percent rise in their blood cholesterol levels; the other group showed no such rise.36 It is hard to overestimate the significance of this information. A 12 percent rise in blood cholesterol levels amounts to a 24 percent rise in heart attack risk.

The egg industry, however, was not dismayed. They realized that in any struggle there are bound to be obstacles that must be surmounted. They resolutely continued to deny the link between eggs and heart disease.

When the Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs, under the chairmanship of Senator George McGovern, met to establish guidelines for the nation’s food choices, the egg industry presented five different research studies that they claimed exonerated eggs. These reports, however, were so confusing that McGovern asked the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute for an expert opinion on their validity.

The institute carefully examined each of the five studies, then reported to Congress that the studies seemed deliberately designed to distort the facts. The institute’s impartial appraisal was that the studies were “seriously flawed,… meaningless and should be discarded.”37

Undaunted, the egg industry did the only thing it could. It hired an advertising agency and began a massive publicity campaign based on the very studies that had been so thoroughly discredited. Fliers were inserted into many millions of egg cartons reassuring egg consumers that “eggs don’t raise cholesterol.”38

Through it all the egg industry has remained as dedicated as they could be. They evidently figure that if two wrongs don’t make a right, perhaps three or four might do the trick.

More Shenanigans

The shenanigans continue to this day. The industries profiting from our consumption of saturated fat and cholesterol have had to search desperately for a means to defend their products, but they have been willing to do so. You may have heard that cholesterol is necessary for bodily functioning. This was one of the key features of the National Commission on Egg Nutrition’s advertising campaign that was ruled false, misleading, deceptive, and unfair. The ads headlined the fact that cholesterol plays an essential role in the body’s biochemistry. Featuring “facts about cholesterol,” the ads proclaimed the many bodily functions that are dependent on cholesterol for their operation.

The courts put a stop to this false advertising. But to this day “educational materials” supplied to our nation’s schools by the meat, dairy, and egg industries continue to assert that cholesterol is indispensable to human life processes. At one level, the claims are correct. Cholesterol does play an essential role in the body’s biochemistry. However, the implication is strongly made that there is therefore a value in consuming cholesterol in our diets—an implication with absolutely no basis in fact.

In reviewing the egg industry’s defense of dietary cholesterol on these grounds, the court heard testimony from many of the nation’s top medical researchers. The egg industry, of course, brought in its own experts. After considering all the presentations and arguments, the court found that there is not a single case on record of anyone ever suffering from a deficiency of dietary cholesterol.

As far as we can determine, all of us would do just as well if we had no cholesterol in our diet. Cholesterol can be made by all of the cells in the body so we don’t need to take in any.

—DR. ROBERT LEVY,
 DIRECTOR OF THE NATIONAL HEART, LUNG AND BLOOD INSTITUTE39

There is no known evidence that low-cholesterol diets are harmful, or that dietary cholesterol is an essential nutrient in any human condition.

—TASK FORCE TO THE AMERICAN SOCIETY OF CLINICAL NUTRITION40

Under court order, the egg industry finally had to stop running ads that represented cholesterol as an essential dietary nutrient. And the court told them once again to stop denying the link between cholesterol and heart disease.

Undaunted, however, the egg industry simply reversed its field and carried on its campaign to muddle the issues. It began now to join the meat and dairy industries in their protestations that the body tends to produce less cholesterol as more is consumed in the diet. They implied, therefore, that dietary cholesterol is harmless. We can eat as much as we want, they said, because our bodies will compensate.

To support this, the meat, dairy, and egg industries have repeatedly referred to some of the earliest cholesterol experiments, undismayed by the fact that the results have been retracted by the very people who performed them.41 These early studies were done before it was discovered that the body can absorb cholesterol only if it is accompanied by fat. Not knowing this, the researchers used pure cholesterol crystals. We know now that it was only because the cholesterol was given in crystalline form that blood cholesterol levels didn’t rise in these early experiments.42 The industries that profit from our cholesterol consumption still refer to these early studies, using them as “proof” our bodies compensate for cholesterol intake by producing proportionately less. They have chosen to disregard the public statements made by the researchers themselves that these early experiments have no bearing whatsoever on the health consequences of cholesterol consumption, because, unlike cholesterol crystals, cholesterol in food is always accompanied by sufficient fat to be absorbed by the body.

The industries wanting to keep us hooked on cholesterol have to resort to such shenanigans because current medical research gives them no other place to stand. It is true that as we eat more cholesterol, we produce a bit less. But the decrease in body production is nowhere near equal to the amount consumed. Until we reach dangerous saturation points, every milligram of dietary cholesterol tends to elevate the amount of cholesterol in our blood, cause atherosclerosis, and open the door to heart attacks and strokes.43

The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition reported an impartial study designed to measure the effect of different amounts of dietary cholesterol on blood cholesterol levels. A number of men were put on cholesterol-free diets for 21 days, and their blood cholesterol levels carefully monitored. Then the men were divided into four groups. For the next 42 days, each group was fed a diet with a specific cholesterol level. Then their blood was measured to see how they had fared. The results, shown in the figure on page 207, lived up to the egg industry’s worst fears. The more cholesterol the subjects consumed, the more rapidly and the higher their blood cholesterol counts rose.44



YOUR BLOOD CHOLESTEROL LEVEL IS DIRECTLY AFFECTED
 BY YOUR CHOLESTEROL INTAKE
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A study was done to measure the effect of dietary cholesterol on blood cholesterol. 56 men were put on a cholesterol-free diet for 21 days. They were then divided into four groups. Each group was given a diet with a fixed cholesterol intake for the next 42 days. Then their blood cholesterol levels were measured. The results:









	Number of Men
	Dietary Cholesterol Intake (mg/1,000 cal.)
	Blood Cholesterol Levels (mg%)
	Net Changes



	18
	0
	164.7
	3.4



	11
	106
	174.7
	13.0



	13
	212
	181.4
	23.8



	14
	317
	198.4
	40.5




Source: F. Mattson, “Effect of Dietary Cholesterol on Serum Cholesterol in Man,” American Journal of Clinical Nutrition 25 (1972): 589.



Literally dozens of independent studies have shown the same thing. But the meat, egg, and dairy industries, in their efforts to make the whole thing appear controversial, have managed to ignore them all. They have not always been able to avoid stumbling over the truth, but they seem always to manage to pick themselves up and carry on as if nothing had happened.

Hucksters in the Classroom

Perhaps the most insidious weapon of the saturated fat industries is the deep credibility and legitimacy they have in the public mind. They can count on our loyalty because for decades they have provided schools with much of the materials used for nutritional education.

Dr. Pascal Imperato, former commissioner of health for New York City and chairman of the Department of Medicine at New York’s Downstate Medical Center, notes:

The National Dairy Council, with the government’s permission, [is still] the largest and most important provider of nutrition education in the country… That the Dairy Council can still convincingly promote saturated fat and cholesterol-rich diets reflects…the credibility it built in the days before the link between these elements and atherosclerosis was known.45

Most of us grew up thinking of the National Dairy Council as a benign organization whose purpose was wholesome and pure. Just as the National Commission on Egg Nutrition sounds like an independent health organization concerned with our well-being, the name National Dairy Council seems to imply an impartial group of elders who have come together to provide us their wisdom and counsel. When they told us milk was nature’s most perfect food, we believed them. When they told us to drink a glass of milk with every meal, we did as we were told. Little did we know this was an organization especially organized to sell the American public as much milk, and particularly as much milk fat, as possible.

The trade magazine Dairyman understands that the Dairy Council’s job is to promote the sale of milk. As they explained:

It’s important to understand the unique role the Dairy Council plays in promoting milk. The Dairy Council does no paid consumer advertising. That noncommercial status is important. As a highly respected education entity its programs give the dairy industry entry into areas difficult to penetrate with straight product promotion, especially the schools and medical-dental professions.46

The Dairy Council “penetrates” the school with a nutritional message that is far from unbiased, though they present it as if it were. They do not mention that the research they use to support their position is usually research they have themselves funded. But in a self-profile titled “Milk Still Makes a Difference,” the Dairy Council says of such research:

Research supported through the National Dairy Council’s grant-in-aid program seeks to set the record straight about the influence of diet on heart disease. We cannot rest until our product is completely vindicated and put into proper perspective.47

Frankly, I wonder what sort of objectivity can be found in research sponsored by a National Dairy Council grant given specifically to vindicate their product.

The Center for Science in the Public Interest is not overly taken with the scientific rigor behind the Dairy Council’s message. Says the center’s executive director, Michael Jacobson:

In virtually every school district in the country, the minds of two generations of children have been fed the self-serving pap served up in generous portions by the National Dairy Council.48

With active chapters in 128 U.S. cities, the National Dairy Council has over $14 million to invest each year for the sole purpose of getting the public to spend its money on dairy products. And because milk products are priced by federal law according to a pricing structure that provides the dairymen more profit on higher-fat products, the Dairy Council particularly pushes those dairy products with the highest percentage of fat. It apparently does not concern itself with the fact that these are precisely the dairy products that make the greatest contribution to heart disease and strokes.

A child may be only three or four years old when he or she first gets a taste of National Dairy Council materials, such as “Little Ideas,” a set of food pictures ostensibly designed to help preschoolers identify foods. It starts out with butter and continues on with 16 other milk products, most of which are high in saturated fat.49

As the child progresses, he or she unknowingly continues to receive the Dairy Council message. The Dairy Council provides a sequence of curriculum packages to nursery, elementary, junior high, and senior high schools, called, ironically, “Food: Your Choice.”50 These materials, which are specifically designed to help youngsters choose dairy products, have been the chief source of nutritional information for countless American children.

The package designed for three-to-five-year-old children, called “Food: Early Choices,” cheerfully provides hand puppets, playing cards, posters, puzzles, and records—along with a message that makes high-saturated-fat milk products sound enticingly attractive. 51

The package designed for first graders, called “Food: Your Choice, Level One,” is a large box filled with colorful materials, including bright posters about making milk shakes and pancakes. The recipes call for ice cream and butter. When yogurt and milk are indicated, it is never the low-fat versions that are mentioned. The kit also includes mimeograph supplies to enable the teacher to give handouts to the children. Of the many handouts available, none features low-fat dairy products. Instead, cream cheese, ice cream, whole milk, and butter are pictured and happily recommended.52 These are, of all dairy products, the very highest in saturated fat.

You may never have thought of ice cream as a health food, but in “Ice Cream for You and Me,” the Dairy Council advises its captive subjects that:

Ice cream is a healthful food made from milk and cream along with other good foods.53

Included in the National Dairy Council’s idea of the “healthful milk group,” along with ice cream, is another food you might not have realized is a health food—chocolate pudding.54

The National Dairy Council demonstrates its devotion to milk fat and its unique version of a balanced diet by telling the children:

Drink milk at every meal and have some in foods like these: cheese, ice cream, baked custard, bowl of cream of tomato soup, with a pat of butter on top.55

The Dairy Council likes to reach children when they are youngest and most impressionable, and then to reinforce their ideas of “basic four” nutrition at every age level. All the way up through elementary, junior high, and senior high schools, youngsters are bombarded with the Dairy Council message.

Teenagers are the target for the Dairy Council’s helpful little publications A Boy and His Physique and A Girl and Her Figure.56 What do you imagine overweight teenagers receive as their first suggestion from the Dairy Council?

[Drink] whole milk most of the time, skim milk part of the time, if you need to lose weight.57

Also highly recommended are “stay-slim sundaes,” comprising ice cream with fruit instead of chocolate sauce for a topping.58 Perhaps the most remarkable suggestions offered by the Dairy Council to overweight teenagers are the items listed in the “lower-calorie section.” One bright idea for youngsters with a weight problem is cream cheese, softened with cream, molded into balls, rolled in peanuts, and served with fruit!59 Honest! I’m not making this up! Another helpful “low-calorie” item is angel food cake and ice cream.60

Given these outrageous recommendations, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the Dairy Council is more concerned with getting youngsters hooked on a lifetime pattern of high-fat dairy product consumption than with providing sound nutritional education.

How to Lie with Statistics

Quantifying the amount of fat in a given food is another sensitive area, since there are several ways the fat content of food can be measured. The method generally recognized as the most accurate and reliable is to measure the percentage of calories in a given food that are provided as fat.61 A second method, useful in certain specific cases, is to measure the grams of fat in a serving of a given food. By both these methods, meat, eggs, and almost all dairy products are seen as what they are—high-fat foods.



PERCENTAGE OF CALORIES AS FAT









	MEATS



	Sirloin steak, hipbone, lean w/fat
	83%



	Pork sausage
	83%



	T-bone steak, lean w/fat
	82%



	Porterhouse steak, lean w/fat
	82%



	Bacon, lean
	82%



	Rib roast, lean w/fat
	81%



	Bologna
	81%



	Country-style sausage
	81%



	Spareribs
	80%



	Frankfurters
	80%



	Lamb rib chops, lean w/fat
	79%



	Duck meat, w/skin
	76%



	Salami
	76%



	Liverwurst
	75%



	Rump roast, lean w/fat
	71%



	Ham, lean w/fat
	69%



	Stewing beef, lean w/fat
	66%



	Goose meat, w/skin
	65%



	Ground beef, fairly lean
	64%



	Veal breast, lean w/fat
	64%



	Leg of lamb, lean w/fat
	61%



	Chicken, dark meat w/skin, roasted 56%



	Round steak, lean w/fat
	53%



	Chuck rib roast, lean only
	50%



	Chuck steak, lean only
	50%



	Turkey, dark meat w/skin
	47%



	Sirloin steak, hipbone, lean only
	47%



	Lamb rib chops, lean only
	45%



	Chicken, light meat w/skin, roasted 44%










	FISH



	Tuna, chunk, oil-packed
	63%



	Herring, Pacific
	59%



	Anchovies
	54%



	Bass, black sea
	53%



	Perch, ocean
	53%



	Caviar, sturgeon
	52%



	Mackerel, Pacific
	50%



	Sardines, Atlantic, in oil, drained
	49%



	Salmon, sockeye (red)
	49%










	VEGETABLES



	Mustard greens
	13%



	Kale
	13%



	Beet greens
	12%



	Lettuce
	12%



	Turnip greens
	11%



	Mushrooms
	8%



	Cabbage
	7%



	Cauliflower
	7%



	Eggplant
	7%



	Asparagus
	6%



	Green beans
	6%



	Celery
	6%



	Cucumbers
	6%



	Turnips
	6%



	Zucchini
	6%



	Carrots
	4%



	Green peas
	4%



	Artichokes
	3%



	Onions
	3%



	Beets
	2%



	Chives
	1%



	Potatoes
	1%










	LEGUMES



	Tofu
	49%
	 



	Soybeans
	37%
	 



	Soybean sprouts
	28%
	 



	Garbanzo beans
	11%
	 



	Kidney beans
	4%
	 



	Lima beans
	4%
	 



	Mung bean sprouts
	4%
	 



	Lentils
	3%
	 



	Broad beans
	3%
	 



	Mung beans
	3%
	 



	 
	 
	 




Source: Nutritive Value of American Foods in Common Units, USDA Handbook No. 456.


 


PERCENTAGE OF CALORIES AS FAT









	DAIRY PRODUCTS



	Butter
	100%



	Cream, light whipping
	92%



	Cream cheese
	90%



	Cream, light or coffee
	85%



	Egg yolks
	80%



	Half-and-half
	79%



	Blue cheese
	73%



	Brick cheese
	72%



	Cheddar cheese
	71%



	Swiss cheese
	66%



	Ricotta cheese, whole-milk type
	66%



	Eggs, whole
	65%



	Ice cream, 16%
	64%



	Mozzarella cheese, part-skim type 55%



	Goat’s milk
	54%



	Cow’s milk
	49%



	Yogurt, plain
	49%



	Ice cream, regular
	48%



	Cottage cheese
	35%



	Low-fat milk (2%)
	31%



	Low-fat yogurt (2%)
	31%



	Ice milk
	29%



	Nonfat cottage cheese (1%)
	22%










	MEAT AND FISH PRODUCTS



	Hormel Spam luncheon meat
	77%



	Mrs. Paul’s Buttered Fish Filets
	75%



	Del Monte Bonito
	67%



	Morton Beef Tenderloin
	64%



	Mrs. Paul’s Fried Shrimp
	58%



	Mrs. Paul’s Clam Crepes
	55%



	Hormel Dinty Moore Corned Beef 53%



	Swanson Salisbury Steak
	52%



	Nabisco Chicken in a Biskit
	51%



	Morton House Beef Stew
	49%



	Mrs. Paul’s Flounder
	48%



	Swanson Veal Parmigiana
	48%



	Swanson Fried Chicken
	46%



	Hormel Dinty Moore Beef Stew
	45%



	Morton Beef Pot Pie
	45%



	Mrs. Paul’s Fish Au Gratin
	43%



	Morton Chicken Croquettes
	40%



	 
	 











	FRUITS



	Olives
	91%



	Avocados
	82%



	Grapes
	11%



	Strawberries
	11%



	Apples
	8%



	Blueberries
	7%



	Lemons
	7%



	Pears
	5%



	Apricots
	4%



	Oranges
	4%



	Cherries
	4%



	Bananas
	4%



	Cantaloupe
	3%



	Pineapple
	3%



	Grapefruit
	2%



	Papayas
	2%



	Peaches
	2%



	Prunes
	1%










	GRAINS



	Oatmeal
	16%



	Buckwheat, dark
	7%



	Rye, dark
	7%



	Whole wheat
	5%



	Brown rice
	5%



	Corn flour
	5%



	Bulgar
	4%



	Barley
	3%



	Buckwheat, light
	3%



	Rye, light
	2%



	Wild rice
	2%










	NUTS AND SEEDS



	Coconut
	85%



	Walnuts
	79%



	Sesame seeds
	76%



	Almonds
	76%



	Sunflower seeds
	71%



	Pumpkin seeds
	71%



	Cashews
	70%



	Peanuts
	69%



	Chestnuts
	7%





Source: Nutritive Value of American Foods in Common Units, USDA Handbook No. 456.



The industries who profit from our consumption of saturated fat, however, realize that widespread understanding of this fact would erode their profits. In a classic example of the art of lying with statistics, they have come up with a method of measuring fat that disguises the high-fat levels of meats, dairy products, and eggs: they measure fat as a percentage of weight. Patricia Hausman of the Center for Science in the Public Interest notes:

The method of measuring… the percentage of fat by weight… has been abused as a clever way of deceiving consumers about the fat content of food. When expressed as a percentage of a food’s weight, the fat content of most foods will sound deceptively low. Whole milk, for example, contains only 3 to 3.7 percent fat by weight, simply because milk, like most foods, contains large amounts of water. By weight, whole milk is 87 percent water. Fat supplies half the calories in milk.62

The National Livestock and Meat Board has produced extremely expensive advertising campaigns announcing that hot dogs are “calorie conscious,” and contain only “30 percent fat.” Nowhere in the ads does it mention that this “30 percent” figure is calculated by a method specially chosen for its ability to create a misleadingly low number. Similarly, Oscar Mayer uses the “30 percent” figure in the “nutritional education” materials it supplies free of charge to schools, telling its young audience it is a myth that

sausage products, including wieners and cold cuts, are fatty.63

Oscar Mayer then proceeds to make its products seem like a veritable dream come true when it comes to fat, by comparing them with foods that are the very highest in fat to be found anywhere—margarine, mayonnaise, salad dressing, and cream cheese.64 Similarly, they have found a way for their meats to come out looking absolutely fabulous on their cholesterol charts—they simply compare them to eggs, the highest of all foods in cholesterol.65 In another instance they proudly compare the nutritional value of their wieners to a food item that doesn’t exactly provide the stiffest competition—a 12-ounce can of Coke.66 In fact, the Oscar Mayer company has made an art of making their fatty, unhealthy products look nutritionally attractive to children by comparing them to a competition that couldn’t have been better chosen for the task.

The degree to which meat and dairy products are actually health giving was recently clarified when the Center for Science in the Public Interest officially renamed Wendy’s Triple Cheeseburger “The Coronary Bypass Special.” Tongue in cheek, perhaps, but definitely right on target.

Safe and Sensible

One Dairy Council publication is called The Basic Four Ways to Safe and Sensible Weight Control. Words like “safe” and “sensible” and “basic” portray the feeling most of us grew up having about the Dairy Council, its message, and its products. But this publication turns out, like other Dairy Council materials, to represent something far removed from an objective understanding of weight control. It prescribes a glass of whole milk and a pat of butter at every meal to the dieter. Heading its list of lower-calorie snacks is a product you probably never realized was such a boon to the overweight—ice cream.

It is hard for us to imagine how immense a role the National Dairy Council has played in making us feel we are well fed only when we consume the foods its industry produces. We have been made to feel that to do without these foods would be a severe deprivation, and in the back of most of our minds there lives the belief, planted there unbeknownst to us by the Dairy Council, that milk is nature’s most perfect food. In fact, milk is nature’s most perfect food for a baby calf, an animal who, with its four stomachs, will double its weight in 47 days.

Even vegetarians continue to be heavily influenced by the hidden persuasions of the Dairy Council. In fact, vegetarians are often especially vulnerable to the pull of its message. Having to some extent defied the prevailing cultural norms by giving up meat, they can easily feel attracted to dairy products as a way of paying their dues to the “basic four” concepts. They may not follow the Dairy Council’s specific commandment to drink three glasses of milk a day, but there lingers in their minds a residue that makes cheese, yogurt, and sometimes even ice cream seem desirable, safe, and even necessary for a wholesome diet.

This is not an accident. The Dairy Council has spent enormous amounts of money to create these feelings in you and me and the rest of the American public. Their staff provides workshops in most major cities to train teachers in the Dairy Council’s brand of nutrition. In 1977, Congress began the National Nutritional Education Training Program, designed to educate children, teachers, and school cafeteria personnel about good nutrition. So accustomed have most states become to the National Dairy Council as the source of their nutritional education materials, that over half the states simply used the additional federal money to buy more Dairy Council supplies.67

As I have uncovered the grip that the Dairy Council holds over our schools, I have had to wonder how they ever got such a position within an educational system that is supposed to be noncommercial. The answer is that they have been getting away with it for so long that hardly anyone thinks to question the matter. It was back in 1915 that the dairy farmers founded the National Dairy Council, for the expressed purpose of “educating the public about the importance of drinking milk and consuming dairy products.”68 At that time, nutritionists and teachers knew the Dairy Council had a vested interest in getting children to drink their milk, but they didn’t mind. Nothing was known back then, in the early infancy of nutritional science, to contraindicate the use of dairy products, and the teachers were glad to have the materials. The result was that the Dairy Council became the nation’s de facto nutrition educator.

Over the years, the Dairy Council has been able continually to strengthen its foothold in our school systems because it would be impossible at this point for any private company to compete with them in supplying educational materials. Their prices are extremely low because they receive many millions of dollars a year in subsidies from the milk producers who profit from our continued consumption of dairy products, particularly those high in fat.

The dairy industry is also one of the nation’s largest advertisers, producing TV commercials and putting up billboards across the country promoting milk, cheese, and butter consumption. Using catchy slogans like “Milk, the fresher refresher” and “Every body needs milk,” it spends many millions of dollars every year on an advertising budget whose purpose is the same as any other advertising budget’s—to get us to buy their products. The only difference is that when we see an ad for Marlboro cigarettes, we know the Marlboro company paid a lot of money for the chance to grab our attention and sway our habits. But because we were educated by National Dairy Council materials, and because their programming has gone so deeply into our psyches as to seem like the given truth, when we see ads for milk and dairy products we tend to think we are seeing a public service message. The dairy industry is not terribly unhappy about this and in fact has been known to end their messages with an announcement, in a sincere and sober voice, that the “preceding announcement has been brought to you as a public service by the National Dairy Council.”

Keeping Us Hooked

In its battle to keep Americans consuming high levels of saturated fat and cholesterol, the dairy industry has many friends. McDonald’s donates a “Nutrition Action Pack” to classrooms across the country. The material comes complete with the Golden Arches trademark at the bottom of each page and is something less than the unbiased nutritional presentation it pretends to be. The coverage of the four basic food groups represents the Bread and Cereal group with hamburger buns.

On September 21, 1983, McDonald’s ran a 16-page color insert in the Chicago Tribune that extolled the virtues of what it called a “properly balanced diet.” It was an interesting version of a properly balanced diet, in that it basically amounted to Big Macs, fries, and shakes. Extra copies of the insert were then distributed in the schools through the Chicago Board of Education. It was, in the words of the Aaron Cushman Public Relations Agency, “a combination textbook and advertisement.”

Another organization devoted to keeping us hooked on saturated fat and cholesterol is the National Livestock and Meat Board. After the American Heart Association came on record publicly indicting saturated fat and cholesterol as agents of heart disease, the Meat Board promptly began an extensive advertising campaign designed to discredit the American Heart Association. They actually tried to make it seem as if the vast majority of reputable scientists had never even heard of this “supposed” connection between saturated fat, cholesterol, and heart disease. As Patricia Hausman of the Center for Science in the Public Interest noted:

To anyone who relied on the Meat Board for information, it looked like the American Heart Association had a few maniacs running its show, while the vast majority of scientists thought the diet-heart connection was hopelessly off base.69

In its ongoing effort to discredit the “theory” that saturated fat and cholesterol promote heart disease, the Meat Board has come up with one argument that has been particularly effective because it actually sounds eminently reasonable. You are supposed to believe that there is no reason to be concerned about your intake of saturated fat and cholesterol as long as your blood cholesterol count is normal.

But what is a normal blood cholesterol level? And furthermore, what is the advantage of being normal if that means an average that is already too high?

You see, if you go to a physician to have your blood cholesterol level tested, he or she will send a sample of your blood to a lab. The lab will then send the results back to your doctor. Your blood cholesterol level, usually called serum cholesterol or plasma cholesterol, will be expressed in units of milligrams per 100 milliliters (mg/ml), which is commonly called “milligram percent” (mg%). Usually, along with the actual figures, the lab will mark in the right-hand column whether each specific blood parameter for which they tested was found to be normal or abnormal. Most busy doctors simply run down the right-hand column looking for abnormalities. Many labs consider values up to 330 mg% to be normal, while other labs may set the cutoff point as low as 290 mg%.70

The problem, however, is that though a man with a blood cholesterol count of 290 mg% will often be considered normal, he has more than 10 times the likelihood of dying from a heart attack as a man of similar age with a count of 190 mg%!71 Even smaller differences are of tremendous importance. A person with a blood cholesterol level of 260 mg% is at least five times more likely to die from a heart attack than a person with a level of 200 mg%.72

The problem with being normal is that the normal population of our country is suffering from severe atherosclerosis that is getting worse with every passing meal. As one authority put it:

The average male in [our] society has a greater than 50 percent chance of dying from a heart attack. Under these circumstances, no consolation should be gained from being average.73

Nathan Pritikin, who probably knew as much about preventing heart disease as any man who ever lived, dismissed the myth of normal blood cholesterol levels:

If your blood cholesterol level is more than 100 plus your age, up to a maximum of 160, you have closed arteries. [But] anyone with cholesterol below 160 is considered “abnormal” or “subnormal” in our country. “Normal” cholesterol levels are 160–330…

Every so-called “normal” level in our country is guaranteed to close arteries. “Normal” in our country simply means that you can walk from one room to another. Our cholesterol levels are not normal. They are averages for asymptomatic people, but the next day those people could drop dead from a heart attack.74

The meat, dairy, and egg industries tell us not to worry unless our blood cholesterol levels are abnormal. But people with normal levels are dying, literally by the millions, from the high levels of saturated fat and cholesterol in the meat, dairy products, and eggs they eat.75

The Battle Continues

In its ongoing struggle to convince us that normal cholesterol counts are fine and dandy, the industry has resorted to all sorts of chicanery. When the British Journal of Nutrition reported a study that measured the blood cholesterol levels of a group of men known for high consumption of saturated fat, the Meat Board triumphantly announced to the public that these men’s

serum cholesterol levels were within reasonable limits.76

It depends on what you call reasonable. The blood cholesterol counts of the studied group were high enough to give them 10 times the probability of suffering a fatal heart attack compared to what would otherwise be expected.77

Recently, in an effort to confuse you even more, the saturated fat sellers have begun to talk a great deal about high-density lipoproteins and low- density lipoproteins. They are eager to point out that in cases where most of the cholesterol in the blood is carried by high-density lipoproteins, the risk of heart disease is much less than when it is carried by low-density lipoproteins. This, they imply, is the key factor, not blood cholesterol levels. They are not so eager to point out that less than 10 percent of people with high blood cholesterol fall into the fortunate high-density lipoprotein category.78 Nor do they seem all that enthusiastic about informing the public that low- fiber diets lower high-density lipoprotein levels, thereby raising the risk of heart attacks. Perhaps their lack of enthusiasm has something to do with the fact that meat, dairy products, and eggs provide no fiber, and so the more of these we eat, the less likely we are to be one of the lucky few protected by high-density lipoproteins.

In their ongoing campaign to make their products look good no matter what, the meat, dairy, and egg industries have often pointed out that people sometimes die of heart attacks even after they have lowered their blood cholesterol counts. It is true that lowering your blood cholesterol after a lifetime of high levels cannot guarantee freedom from a heart attack. But studies have shown that atherosclerosis can definitely be reversed, and a great many heart attacks and strokes prevented, when a lowered blood cholesterol level is maintained over a period of time.79 Researchers at the University of California studied subjects ranging in age from 29 to 65. Those who dropped their blood cholesterol levels by an average of 65 mg% and maintained the lower figures through reduced intake of saturated fat and cholesterol showed marked decreases in atherosclerotic deposits.80

Even in the most advanced cases of atherosclerosis, diet-style changes can be of enormous benefit. In a major study in Montclair, New Jersey, 100 patients with confirmed coronary artery disease who had suffered previous heart attacks were put on a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol. Over a 10-year period, 16 of them suffered fatal heart attacks. In a control group of 100 other men in similar conditions whose diet was not reduced in saturated fat and cholesterol, 28 men died from heart attacks.81

Other studies have gotten similar results. Patricia Hausman reports:

Dr. Thomas Lyon and his colleagues reported that recurrence of heart attack and death was four times as common in patients who admitted they were not adhering to the very low-fat diet prescribed by the doctors…

Dr. A. Koranyi reported a study of 125 patients asked to follow a diet very low in fat. The death rate in the low-fat group was 9 percent, compared to 19 percent among patients not asked to restrict their fat intake.82

Such studies raise the interesting moral dilemma of whether, with our present state of knowledge, it is even ethical for doctors not to ask heart patients to restrict their fat consumption.

Remarkably, diet-style changes have sometimes produced spectacular results in even the most advanced cases. Writing in Lancet and the American Heart Journal, two British doctors reported treating cases of severe angina pectoris with a pure vegetarian diet. All the patients had suffered severe chest pain due to a restriction of blood supply to the heart, were unable to exercise, and were considered most likely candidates for fatal heart attacks. After six months on a pure vegetarian diet, they were all free of angina pain and “able to engage in strenuous activities.” Five years later, the patients were all still alive, still adhering to the pure vegetarian diet, and still free of angina symptoms.83

The Fight Gets Rough

Though the meat, egg, and dairy industries have not been successful in their attempts to impede the growing medical understanding regarding diet and heart disease, they have been remarkably successful in maintaining control of our nation’s food policies. In 1982, the Department of Agriculture was about to publish an article in its magazine Food/2 that was mildly critical of diets high in saturated fat and cholesterol. The meat, dairy, and egg lobbies, however, got wind of this and brought the matter to the attention of Deputy Secretary of Agriculture Richard Lyng. A former president of the American Meat Institute, Lyng dutifully vowed the article would be “published over my dead body.”84

The article was deleted,85 and Mr. Lyng is not only still with us but has now become the secretary of agriculture, placing him in an even better position to oversee what the government tells the public, and what it does not.

The political power of the saturated fat industries is remarkable. In 1961, when the American Heart Association first publicly and officially urged Americans to substitute polyunsaturated fat for some of the saturated fat in their diets, the dairy industry did not find this turn of events to their liking and quickly got the FDA to prohibit margarine and vegetable oil companies from calling attention to the fact that their products were polyunsaturated. So successful was the immense pressure exerted by the dairy industry that the word “polyunsaturated” was virtually made taboo. By law, no product could be labeled polyunsaturated, even if it was 100 percent polyunsaturated.86

For many years, the American Heart Association and many other public health groups have asked that foods containing saturated fat be so labeled. But the saturated fat lobby has thwarted every effort in that direction, thereby keeping the vast majority of Americans unaware of which of their food choices expose them to this danger.

The lengths to which the saturated fat industries are willing to go to defend their profits speaks of how shaky they know the ground to be on which they stand. When the American Heart Association publicly announced its massively documented position condemning saturated fat and cholesterol as agents of heart disease, the dairy industry countered by threatening them with multimillion-dollar lawsuits unless they stopped giving “misleading” advice to the public. Though not particularly delighted by the prospect of a drawn-out and costly court battle, the American Heart Association bravely stood its ground and would not retract its position.

The dairy industry then went to work on the various state chapters of the Heart Association, seeking to undermine its foundations. In Wisconsin, the state known as America’s Dairyland, dairy farmers exerted tremendous pressure on the local chapter, threatening they would never raise another cent if the state chapter went along with the diet recommendations of the national Heart Association. When the state chapter protested that it was not in their legal power to differ from the national guidelines and set their own course, the dairy interests were less than sympathetic. They promised a multimillion-dollar lawsuit unless the state chapter repudiated the national policy.

Frightened by the prospect of a costly legal battle that would break them financially, intimidated by the prospect of dwindling donations, and aware that the dairymen had the money to carry out their threats, the Wisconsin chapter of the American Heart Association capitulated.87 They formed a Task Force on Nutrition and Cardiovascular Disease to review the matter and make recommendations. Membership on the task force included such legendary champions of science in the public interest as the executive director of the Dairy Council of Wisconsin.88

The task force recommended a policy that came as no surprise to anyone who knew its membership. It recommended that the Wisconsin chapter of the American Heart Association repudiate the official position of the national organization.

The dairy industry was ecstatic, and the Dairy Council’s national office sent a letter of congratulations. The Wisconsin Dairy Council passed a formal resolution commending the Wisconsin chapter of the American Heart Association for its “wisdom” in recognizing that

diets to lower blood cholesterol… are not warranted by the general public.89

The American Heart Association was appalled. But there was little they could do, because by now the Wisconsin chapter had been virtually taken over by the dairy interests. The public health messages of the Wisconsin Heart Association, instead of drawing attention to the role of saturated fat and cholesterol in producing heart disease, acted as if there were no connection. In fact, if people requested this information, what they received was a copy of the task force’s statement, written under the watchful eye of the executive director of the Dairy Council. In case that wasn’t enough to discredit the saturated fat and cholesterol “theory,” they also received a statement from the Dairy Council, reassuring the inquirers they could put their full faith in dairy products.90

You might wonder how on earth the Wisconsin chapter of the American Heart Association could justify not informing the public that diets high in saturated fat and cholesterol lead to heart disease. One high-ranking official of the state chapter explained:

We don’t aggressively promote it [the message that saturated fat and cholesterol promote heart disease] any more than a tobacco state would promote the tobacco [link with cancer] message.91

But on closer inspection, that statement is telling, for every day, the meat, dairy, and egg industries are finding themselves more and more in a posture as medically untenable as that held by the tobacco industry. Every year the research incriminating these foods becomes more incontrovertible.

The Clincher

In 1984, the United States federal government announced the results of the broadest and most expensive research project in medical history.92 It took over 10 years of systematic research and cost over $150,000,000. The project director of the study, Basil Rifkind, concluded that the mammoth undertaking

strongly indicates that the more you lower cholesterol and fat in your diet, the more you reduce your risk of heart disease.93

George Lundberg, editor of the Journal of the American Medical Association, which first published the results of this gargantuan study, said that 25 years from now this study would be looked upon as the one

that secured the cholesterol theory in heart disease.94

The study not only demonstrated that our blood cholesterol levels directly determine our risk of heart disease but also proved that even very small changes in our blood cholesterol levels produce considerable changes in heart disease rates.95

Dr. Charles Glueck, director of the University of Cincinnati Lipid Research Center, one of the 12 major centers participating in the project, noted:

For every one percent reduction in total cholesterol level, there is a two percent reduction of heart disease risk.96

Columbia University cardiologist Robert Levy, who directed the entire project, agreed:

If we can get everyone to lower his cholesterol by ten to fifteen percent by cutting down on fat and cholesterol in the diet, heart attack deaths in this country will decrease by twenty to thirty percent.97

Even that small reduction would save more lives in a year than are lost to motor vehicle accidents in a decade!

Finally

The meat, dairy, and egg industries to this day maintain that we shouldn’t jump to any conclusions, because all the facts aren’t in. When asked what kind of study would be adequate, their demands have been so prohibitive as to be utterly absurd, in one case demanding a study involving at least 50,000 people, lasting a minimum of 30 years, and costing over a billion dollars.98

As time has gone along, however, and study after study after study has pointed an ever more accusatory finger at saturated fat and cholesterol, some industry spokespeople have finally been forced to admit that their products promote atherosclerosis. Even then, however, they declare:

Consumers have an inalienable right to clog up their arteries if they want to.99

But in the past 30 years scientists have learned for the first time how we can stop clogging up our arteries. And we are now certain that of all the factors involved in heart disease—including obesity, lack of exercise, sugar consumption, total fat consumption, caffeine consumption, smoking, high blood pressure, lack of fiber in the diet, and chlorinated drinking and cooking water100—there is one culprit that towers mightily above the rest. We now know that culprit is saturated fat and cholesterol.

Now

We know today how to prevent heart attacks and strokes. We know how to prevent the killers that account for more than half of the deaths in the United States every year. But most of us, thanks to the dedicated endeavors of the meat, dairy, and egg industries, have not gotten the good news. We still think we must eat animal products in order to be healthy. We still think heart attacks and strokes are a regrettable but more or less inevitable byproduct that comes with living well and growing old. The heart attack has become so much a part of American life as to virtually be an institution. We take it for granted.

Few of us know that our passive attitude is perpetuated by the deliberate efforts of those who profit from our staying hooked on the foods that cause heart disease.

As long as we remain passive we cannot make the real choices that empower us. Although there are people who do not want us to make such choices and are willing to do almost anything to confuse us, we now have for the first time in history sufficient knowledge to take control over our bodies and our lives. Now we can make food choices that we know will dramatically improve the health of our cardiovascular system, prevent heart disease and strokes, and at the same time reduce the suffering in the world.

A well-known publication editorialized:

A vegetarian diet can prevent 97 percent of our coronary occlusions.101

This publication was not the Vegetarian Times, nor was it the New Age Journal. It was the Journal of the American Medical Association.


9. LOSING A WAR WE COULD PREVENT



When Health is absent
Wisdom cannot reveal itself,
Art cannot become manifest,
Strength cannot be exerted,
Wealth is useless and
Reason is powerless.

—HEROPHILES, 300 B.C.

In 1971, President Nixon signed the Conquest of Cancer Act, thereby officially inaugurating what has become known as the war on cancer. Today, the war continues. Every day the National Cancer Institute spends over three million dollars. They are joined in the fray by organizations such as the American Cancer Society, which spend another million dollars a day.1

You might think that with so much money being spent, we’d be making progress. But the war on cancer isn’t going very well. We aren’t massacring the enemy; it’s massacring us.

Everyone should know the war on cancer is largely a fraud.2

—DR. LINUS PAULING, TWO-TIME NOBEL PRIZE WINNER

The most common cancers—cancers of the lung, colon, breast, prostate, pancreas, and ovary—together account for most cancer deaths. The death rate from these cancers has either stayed the same or increased during the past 50 years.3 And the statistics for the less common cancers are equally bleak.


The three cancer treatments most fashionable today are surgery, radiation, and chemotherapy. Each is invasive; each has devastating side effects; each treats only symptoms. And their rate of success is thoroughly underwhelming.

Halfway Where?

Organizations like the National Cancer Institute and the American Cancer Society appeal for funds by pleading: “Don’t quit on us now, we’re halfway there.” But they have had a hard time documenting their progress.

One man who knows to what lengths these organizations are sometimes forced to go in their effort to retain public confidence is John Bailar, former editor of the Journal of the National Cancer Institute. Bailar, who worked for the institute for 25 years, told the 1985 annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science that today more people with benign or mild diseases are being included in the statistics, in order to make it seem like more cancer victims are being cured.4

Another tactic, which makes it appear things are getting better than they are, is to define a cancer patient as cured if he or she has survived for five years after being diagnosed and is free of obvious symptoms. With early enough detection, many cancer victims will indeed fit this criteria of “cured.” However, in many cases, this early detection does not change the date of death, but only the length of time the person is aware he or she has cancer.5 One prominent physician who has seen more than enough of modern cancer treatment has grown very cynical:

The real beneficiaries of early detection are the providers of health care, who now have a longer time in which to treat the victims before they die. This means they can charge more for doctor’s visits, more procedures, more tests, and longer hospital stays. The American Cancer Society…has put hope up for sale. Unfortunately to date, it has been selling mostly false hope.6

Today, treating cancer is a huge business. Every 30 seconds another American is diagnosed as having the disease. Typical cancer patients spend over $25,000 to try to treat their condition, often exhausting savings that took a lifetime to accumulate. Sadly, they don’t get very much today for their money. Every 55 seconds, another American dies of cancer.


Two Searches

There is a tragedy here. Billions upon billions of dollars are being poured into the search for the magic bullet that will cure cancer, a search that has thus far been utterly unsuccessful. And yet, at the same time, another search that has borne great fruit has been under way. Unbeknownst to the public, we have been learning more and more about how to prevent the disease in the first place.

The tragedy is that the American people have been continually cajoled into putting their trust and their money into the thus-far-futile search for a cure and have not been told what has been learned about prevention. Without this information, Americans every day unknowingly choose to eat foods that contribute heavily to their risk of cancer.

In 1976, the United States Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs, under the chairmanship of Senator George McGovern, convened public hearings on the health effects of the modern American diet. After listening to the testimony of the nation’s leading cancer experts, McGovern was not particularly delighted with the war on cancer, calling it a “multi-billion dollar medical failure.”7

At one point in the proceedings, McGovern pointedly asked National Cancer Institute director Arthur Upton how many cancers are caused by diet. The head of the largest cancer organization in the world replied “up to 50 percent.”8

McGovern was dumbfounded. “How can you assert the vital relationship between diet and cancer,” he demanded, “and then submit a preliminary budget that only allocates a little more than one percent [of National Cancer Institute funds] to this problem?”

Dr. Upton responded sheepishly: “That question is one which I am indeed concerned about myself.”

The problem is that diet is not a magic bullet. It is a way of preventing cancer, but only in rare cases a way of cure. Organizations like the National Cancer Institute are not encouraged to focus much attention on prevention because there is vastly more money to be made in treatment, and far more glamour in the possibility, however remote, of a cure. Attention is further drawn away from prevention by food industries whose products are known to be involved. They apply immense pressure on government and public health organizations to keep them from informing the public as to what is known about dietary prevention. The result is that you and I are continually being told to put our faith and our money into cancer treatment, and into the hope for an eventual cure. We are not told how to keep cancer from happening in the first place.


The tragic result is that we are losing a war we could prevent.

Prevention

Meanwhile, with 1,400 Americans dying of cancer every day, cancer researchers have investigated just which lifestyle factors produce high rates of cancer.9 In the prestigious Advances in Cancer Research, they conclude:

At present, we have overwhelming evidence…[that] none of the risk factors for cancer is…more significant than diet and nutrition.10

Conducting hearings on the health effects of the modern American diet, the Senate Select Committee wanted an expert opinion on what medical science now understands about diet and cancer. They summoned Dr. Gio B. Gori, the deputy director of the National Cancer Institute’s Division of Cancer Cause and Prevention. Dr. Gori’s credentials are indeed impressive: he is also the director of the National Cancer Institute’s Diet, Nutrition and Cancer Program. He testified:

Nutritional science is coming of age…No other field of research seems to hold better promise for the prevention and control of cancer and other illnesses, and for securing and maintaining human health.11

Of course, the Senate wanted to know just what the dietary influences are that promote cancer. Most of us think of chemical additives, such as preservatives and artificial colors and flavors. But bad as these are, it turns out they are not the chief culprits. Dr. Gori told Congress:


Until recently, many eyebrows would have been raised by suggesting that an imbalance of normal dietary components could lead to cancer and cardiovascular disease…Today, the accumulation of…evidence…makes this notion not only possible but certain.…[The] dietary factors responsible [are] principally meat and fat intake.12

You will recall that the meat, dairy, and egg industries didn’t open their arms wide to welcome the news that saturated fat and cholesterol cause heart disease. Nor have they been all that pleased about what has been learned about the causes of cancer, for once again, meat and fat intake have been increasingly implicated.13

The Federal Trade Commission wanted an impartial expert witness to assist their efforts in determining whether the same diets that cause heart disease could also cause cancer. They called in a nutritional scientist from Harvard University, Dr. Mark Hegstead. He testified:

I think it is clear that the American diet is indicted as a cause of coronary heart disease. And it is pertinent, I think, to point out the same diet is now found [guilty] in terms of many forms of cancer: breast cancer, cancer of the colon, and others.14

In light of this, the meat, dairy, and egg industries have done the only thing they could. They have joined hands with the tobacco industry to do whatever they can to confuse the issue and make the public think “anything can cause cancer.” The more people feel anything can cause cancer, the less they will focus attention on those specific things that, in fact, are known to cause cancer. The more confused and powerless people feel, the less likely they are to make the choices that would actually decrease their risk of cancer. It’s not that these industries want people to get cancer; it’s just that they want us to continue buying their products. The fact that their products do, in fact, cause cancer is, to their minds, a deeply unfortunate public relations issue.

Colon Cancer

Most of the medical researchers who have done the work investigating dietary causes of cancer are people who were, along with the rest of us, unknowingly schooled in the National Dairy Council brand of nutritional education. Accordingly, most of them became members in good standing of the Great American Steak Religion. But then, in the 1970s, a number of studies were published in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute that reported what was then startling news. Researchers were finding that the incidence of colon cancer was high in precisely those regions where meat consumption was high, and low where meat consumption was low.15

It was found, in fact, that there is not a single population in the world with a high meat intake that does not have a high rate of colon cancer.

The meat industry, true to form, did what it could to deny the emerging truths, but the more studies that were done, the clearer the correlation became. With each succeeding year, it became harder for even the meat industry’s paid scientific consultants to avoid the conclusion that meat-eating is involved in the production of a killer that affects over 20 percent of the families in the United States. Even the conservative journal of the Association for the Advancement of Science concluded:

Populations on a high-meat, high-fat diet are more likely to develop colon cancer than individuals on vegetarian or similar low-meat diets.16

The meat industry countered by saying that genetic factors were responsible. They couldn’t deny that those populations who eat the most meat get the most cancer; the evidence was too strong. But they said it was only a coincidence, and the real reason was that such populations were hereditarily disposed toward the disease.

Dr. John Berg and his associates at the National Cancer Institute decided to find out. It was known that the Japanese had lower rates of colon cancer than Americans, and that they ate less meat. Dr. Berg and his coworkers undertook a major study to see what happened to Japanese who immigrated to the United States and adopted the standard American diet-style. If the industry point of view were correct, these people would maintain their lower colon cancer rates, even though they now ate more meat.

One more sacred cow toppled with the results of this rigorous study. The colon cancer rates of the Japanese immigrants had, in fact, risen to match the colon cancer rates of their American neighbors.17


The meat industry now found itself decidedly on the defensive but countered by protesting that it could be anything in the American diet-style that was responsible. To single out meat as the culprit, they avowed, was unscientific.

In an effort to isolate precisely which dietary factors were responsible, Dr. Berg and his colleagues at the National Cancer Institute now undertook a major study that correlated colon cancer rates with intake patterns for no less than 119 specific foods. Dr. Berg then reported the results in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute. Meat didn’t fare very well. In fact, of all foods studied, it was by far the most strongly associated with colon cancer. Wrote Dr. Berg:

Risks of beef, pork and chicken all rose with frequency of use, and the composite picture suggests an underlying dose-response relationship.18

Faced with rigorous data that told us what we could do to prevent colon cancer, spokesmen for the meat industry now parried by saying more studies needed to be done. They were confident, they said, that meat would be vindicated.

As more research was indeed done over the following years, things didn’t work out the way the industry hoped. Further research discovered that another dietary factor involved in colon cancer is fat consumption. It became increasingly apparent that the more fat people consume, the greater their risk of colon cancer.19

Then another factor was isolated—fiber consumption. Researchers discovered that the less fiber in a person’s diet, the more likely he or she is to get colon cancer.20 These were not the results the meat industry had hoped for, either, because meats, like eggs and most dairy products, are high in fat and provide absolutely no fiber whatsoever.

Until very recently of course, most of us didn’t know that a lack of fiber in our diets was a problem. In fact, most of us didn’t even know what fiber was, and for years National Dairy Council nutritional education materials ignored fiber altogether. But medical research is increasingly finding fiber to be a most important dietary component.


Fiber acts like a broom in your intestines, sweeping things along. Without it, waste gets blocked up, and the length of time your food takes to pass through your colon is greatly increased. This is particularly true if your diet contains animal fat, because animal fats are solid at body temperature. They clog up your intestines just as grease clogs up drains.


THE MORE FAT YOU CONSUME
THE GREATER YOUR RISK OF COLON CANCER




[image: image]

Source: Data adapted from K. Carroll, “Experimental Evidence of Dietary Factors and Hormone-Dependent Cancers,” Cancer Research 35 (1975): 3374.



One of the functions of the bowel walls is to absorb moisture from the bowel contents. If, for some reason such as bacterial or amoebic contamination, the body discharges the bowel contents in a rush, without allowing time for the bowel walls to absorb moisture, what comes out will be watery. Victims of dysentery often become extremely dehydrated and can, in extreme cases, die from the dehydration that results from diarrhea.


But without enough fiber the problem is the opposite. The waste material remains in the colon longer, and more moisture is absorbed by the colon walls. The longer it takes for the contents of the colon to complete their transit, the drier and harder will be the stools that finally emerge.

Researchers have found that the stools of people whose diets are low in fiber tend to be harder, drier, and smaller than the stools of people whose diets are higher in fiber. On a low-fiber diet, people typically have to strain to evacuate. People whose diets are high in natural fiber, in contrast, have been found to produce large, soft, moist, and plentiful stools—and these are the same people who show low rates of colon cancer.

There seem to be a number of reasons why high-fiber diets protect against colon cancer, and fiber-deficient diets promote the disease. The longer transit times produced by low-fiber diets provide more opportunity for the bowel walls to reabsorb the toxins the body is trying to eliminate. In other words, the material hangs around longer, the toxicity in the colon increases, and the colon walls absorb more toxins. In addition, fiber helps to dilute, bind, and deactivate many carcinogens.21


FIBER CONTENT OF COMMON FOODS












	FOOD ITEM
	FIBER
 (g/kg)



	Blueberries
	15.2



	Brussels sprouts
	13.5



	Oat flakes
	13.5



	Pumpkin
	12.0



	Cooked carrots
	9.6



	Brown rice
	8.1



	Swiss chard
	6.8



	Lettuce
	6.3



	Cucumbers
	5.7



	Applesauce
	5.3



	Ground beef
	0



	Sirloin steak
	0



	Lamb chops
	0



	Pork chops
	0



	Chicken
	0



	Ocean perch
	0



	Salmon
	0



	Cheddar cheese
	0



	Whole milk
	0



	Eggs
	0




Source: John D. Kirshman, Nutritional Almanac (Revised), Nutritional Research, Inc. (New York: McGraw Hill Book Co., 1979).




With the growing awareness of the importance of dietary fiber, many meat-eaters are beginning to add bran or other fibers to their diets. This, in fact, is now the belated recommendation of the National Dairy Council, which manages to get in a plug for dairy products as it recommends

bran flakes with milk, or cream, if you are concerned with fiber.

Adding fiber to your diet will speed up transit time, which is good. And the extra fiber will help to absorb some of the toxins in the colon, which is also good. But just adding fiber to a meat-based diet may not help all that much in reducing the risk of colon cancer.

You see, the digestion of meat itself produces strong carcinogenic substances in the colon, and meat-eaters must produce extensive bile acids in their intestines to deal with the meat they eat, particularly deoxycholic acid. This is extremely significant, because deoxycholic acid is converted by clostridia bacteria in our intestines into powerful carcinogens. The fact that meat-eaters invariably have far more deoxycholic acid in their intestines than do vegetarians is one of the reasons they have so much higher rates of colon cancer.22

Researchers who analyze and test human feces can distinguish the feces of meat-eaters from those of vegetarians by their smell.23 They report that the eliminations of meat-eaters smell far stronger and more noxious than those of non-meat-eaters. There is a serious reason. Putrefying animal products are far more toxic than rotting plant products, and meat-eaters’ colons are continually subjected to these toxins.

The human intestine has a very hard time handling the putrefying bacteria, high levels of fat, and lack of fiber that characterize meat, dairy products, and eggs. There are other animals, though, whose intestines seem designed for the task.

The human intestine is anatomically very different from that of the natural carnivores, such as dogs and cats. Because of the design of their intestines, these animals are virtually guaranteed short transit times.



THE BOWELS OF HUMANS AND CARNIVORES
 ARE STRIKINGLY DIFFERENT
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PORTION OF A TYPICAL CARNIVORE BOWEL
(Note the smooth, stovepipe shape)

[image: image]

PORTION OF A TYPICAL HUMAN BOWEL
(Note the puckering and pouching)

The human bowel twines back and forth along a convoluted pathway, with many twists and hairpin turns. Carnivores’ bowels, in contrast, take a relatively direct and straightforward route. As a result, their transition times are much shorter than ours. They can handle cholesterol and fat and have much less need for fiber to move things along.



Our bowel walls are deeply puckered; theirs are smooth. Ours are full of pouches; theirs have none. Our colons are long, complex pathways, like a winding mountain road full of hairpin turns; theirs are short, straight chutes, like wide-open freeways. The toxins from putrefying flesh are not the problem for them that they are for us because everything passes through them so much more quickly. Dogs, cats, and the other natural carnivores do not get colon cancer from high-fat, low-fiber, flesh-based diets. But we do.


Statistics show clearly that the more fat we eat, the more likely we are to die of colon cancer. The more meat we eat, the more likely we are to die of colon cancer. The less fiber we eat, the more likely we are to die of colon cancer.24 It’s as simple as that.

Faced with an ever-increasing preponderance of medical evidence indicting their products as agents of colon cancer, the meat, dairy, and egg industries have found it difficult to defend their products. But they have time and again shown remarkable ingenuity and dedication in attempting to rise to the challenge.

With their backs to the wall, these industries have made much of several studies that seem to associate low blood cholesterol levels with colon cancer.25 They have claimed these studies prove that low blood cholesterol promotes colon cancer. If this were true, it would make meat, dairy products, and eggs look pretty good, because they are well known for raising blood cholesterol levels.

Spokesmen for the saturated fat lobby have even tried to persuade the public, governmental agencies, and even cancer researchers that if your blood cholesterol is high you might tend to get heart disease, but if your blood cholesterol is low you may very well get colon cancer. The more likely you are to get one, the less likely you are to get the other. So it balances out in the long run, and there’s no point worrying.

But as the figure on page 239 shows, the mortality pattern for these two diseases is far indeed from opposite. In fact, they often run quite parallel, and both correlate explicitly with meat consumption.

The real reason why some people with low blood cholesterol levels have higher rates of colon cancer is actually quite simple. While most people carry diet-derived cholesterol in their blood and deposit it in their arteries, thus causing heart disease, there are some people who instead send the excess cholesterol to their bowels. Accordingly, these people show low levels of blood cholesterol, even if their diets are high in saturated fat and cholesterol. But they have very high levels of cholesterol in their stools and in their intestines—and very high rates of colon cancer.26

On the other hand, people whose blood cholesterol is low because their intake of saturated fats and cholesterol is low do not show high levels of cholesterol in their stools and intestines, and their rates for colon cancer are, in fact, very low.



THE PATTERN IS REMARKABLY PARALLEL
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Source: Data adapted from Journal of the National Cancer Institute 51 (Dec. 1973); and Foreign Agricultural Circular—Livestock and Meat (Washington, DC: USDA, 1976).




But the saturated fat lobby has a point in all this, even if it is not the one they wish to make. When it was first found that high blood cholesterol causes heart disease, there was a rush to find ways to lower it. When it was discovered that the intake of polyunsaturated fats could accomplish this purpose to some extent, many felt an answer was to replace saturated fats in the diet with polyunsaturated fats. It wasn’t known yet that polyunsaturated fats lower the levels of cholesterol in the blood by driving it out of the blood and into the colon.27

The answer isn’t simply to replace saturated fats in the diet with polyunsaturated fats, as was once thought. The answer is to lower the intake of fats, per se, in order to be protected across the board. Replacing saturated fats with polyunsaturated fats will help some, because saturated fats are far and away the worst offenders, guilty of producing heart disease, strokes, cancer, and just about every other degenerative disease known to man. But too much fat of any kind is not good.

Vegetarians need to be aware that not only meat, eggs, and dairy fats are harmful to health. Vegetable fats such as salad oils and margarines need to be used in moderation. And much the same is true for nuts, seeds, olives, and avocados.

We know today with remarkable accuracy which diet-styles promote colon cancer. But you wouldn’t know it from the statements of the meat, dairy, and egg industries. On May 7, 1976, John Morgan, president of Riverside Meat Packers, announced:

We shouldn’t jump to any conclusions and do something foolish just because some study seems to say something that we know from common sense isn’t true. Beef is the backbone of the American diet and it always has been. To think that meat of all things causes cancer is ridiculous.28

On March 13, 1982, John Morgan died of cancer of the colon.29

Breast Cancer

In the time it takes you to read this chapter, 100 women in the United States will be told by their doctors that they have breast cancer. Very few of them will ever have been told that the higher the percentage of fat in a woman’s diet, particularly animal fat, the greater the risk she runs of getting the disease. Nor will any of them likely have been told that the prognosis for a woman with breast cancer varies statistically according to her fat intake. The less fat she has eaten in her lifetime, the greater hope she has, statistically, of beating the disease, and the longer time she will, on the average, survive.30



SEE THE PATTERN?
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Source: Data adapted from K. Carroll, “Experimental Evidence of Dietary Factors and Hormone-Dependent Cancers,” Cancer Research 35 (1975): 3374.



Sadly, one out of every 10 women in the United States will eventually develop breast cancer, while billions of dollars continue to be poured into surgical techniques, sophisticated methods of radiotherapy, and the widespread use of chemotherapy. Yet the death rate for breast cancer has hardly changed since the days before the automobile was invented. It is a classic and truly tragic case of losing a war we could prevent.


The largest cancer studies in medical history have been headed by Dr. Takeshi Hirayama, at the National Cancer Research Institute in Tokyo, where as many as 122,000 people have been monitored for decades.

In one study, Dr. Hirayama and his coworkers investigated the risk of breast cancer for women according to their intake of meat, eggs, butter, and cheese.31 The findings were not easy for the meat, dairy, and egg industries to swallow. Those who consume meat daily face an almost four times greater risk of getting breast cancer than those who eat little or no meat. Similarly, the more eggs consumed, the greater the risk of breast cancer. The more butter and cheese consumed, the greater the risk of breast cancer. (See figure on page 243.) Interestingly, an examination of Dr. Hirayama’s report makes it appear initially that the incidence of breast cancer rises with a rising intake of butter and cheese up to a certain point but then drops off. The explanation for this seeming deviation in the pattern is that many lacto-ovo vegetarians consume butter and cheese daily, and yet, because they do not eat meat, their breast cancer rates are lower than those for meat-eating women who eat less cheese and butter.

This and other studies reveal the same pattern for breast cancer as has been found true for heart disease, strokes, and colon cancer:

Breast Cancer Mortality

(highest incidence ranked first)

1.   Meat-eating women

2.   Lacto-ovo vegetarians

3.   Pure vegetarians

A number of studies have found that vegetarian girls have later menarche (onset of menses) than meat-eating girls. In Japan, as diets have become less traditional and more Western, with increasing amounts of animal fat, one result for Japanese girls has been earlier and earlier menarches. Dr. Hirayama and his colleagues at the National Cancer Research Institute have found that women who have an earlier menarche (under 13 years of age) have over four times the incidence of breast cancer as women who have a later menarche (over 17 years of age).32



A WOMAN’S RISK OF BREAST CANCER RISES DRAMATICALLY
 WITH HER INTAKE OF MEAT, EGGS, CHEESE, AND BUTTER
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Source: Data derived from paper presented by Takeshi Hirayama at the Conference on Breast Cancer and Diet, U.S.–Japan Cooperative Cancer Research Program, Fred Hutchinson Cancer Center, Seattle, WA, March 14–15, 1977.



Studies from other parts of the world corroborate the Japanese findings. The more fat in a young girl’s diet, the earlier her menses will begin, and the higher will be her risk of breast cancer.33


Studies have also shown that as animal fat consumption rises, menstrual periods become heavier, further apart, longer, and more painful, with greater premenstrual difficulties.

Diets high in meats, dairy products, and eggs not only force an early menarche but also delay menopause.34 A report published in the British Medical Journal found that women whose diets are high in fat and protein reach menopause at an average age of 50. They stand in marked contrast to women whose diets are low in or void of animal fat, who reach menopause at an average age of 46. Sadly for meat-eating women, there is a distinct correlation between later menopause and breast cancer.35

Cervical Cancer

Cervical cancer is frequently linked to injuries sustained by the cervix during childbirth; however, like breast cancer, it is highest among women who consume diets high in fat, particularly animal fat.36

Studies show the incidence of cervical cancer in women in developed countries who began intercourse before age 17 is two to three times higher than for those who began later. Poignantly, those girls who have the earliest sexual encounters in these countries are typically the same ones who have the earliest menarches. They are thus more susceptible to both breast and cervical cancer. Both their difficulties have repeatedly been correlated to diets high in protein and fat, most notably animal protein and animal fat.37

Cancer of the Endometrium (Uterus)

Many women today take estrogen pills to prevent osteoporosis. They don’t know they could accomplish the same purpose by simply not eating concentrated animal proteins.38 Nor do they know they are greatly increasing their risk of developing uterine cancer.39

The relationship between fat consumption and uterine cancer is the same as it is for the other female cancers: the more fat eaten, the more cancers. In fact, almost every single one of the factors currently acknowledged as a risk indicator for uterine cancer—obesity, early puberty, late menopause, estrogen pills, high blood pressure, and diabetic tendencies—occur disproportionately in women whose diets are high in fat.


THE MORE ANIMAL FAT EATEN, THE EARLIER THE ONSET
 OF PUBERTY (AND THE MORE CANCER)
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Japanese girls are reaching puberty four years earlier than their ancestors did, due to dietary changes. Since World War II their traditional rice and vegetable fare has been replaced by a diet much higher in animal fat.

Source: Data adapted from Y. Kagawa, “Impact of Westernization on the Nutrition of Japan: Changes in Physique, Cancer…” Preventative Medicine 7 (1978): 205.



Those countries with the lowest consumption of fat, such as Japan and Nigeria, have the lowest rates of uterine cancer. Those countries with the highest consumption of fat, such as the United States and other meat-eating countries, have the highest rates of uterine cancer.40



WHICH ARE REALLY THE HIGH-FAT FOODS?
Percentage of Calories as Fat













	VIRTUALLY ALL FAT (80–100%)



	Butter
	100%



	Salad oils
	100%



	Cream, light
	92%



	Coconut
	85%



	Pork sausage
	83%



	Sirloin steak
	83%



	Avocados
	82%



	Bologna
	81%



	Frankfurters
	80%










	VERY HIGH FAT (60–79%)



	Half-and-half
	79%



	Brick cheese
	72%



	Cheddar cheese
	71%



	Sunflower seeds
	71%



	Peanuts
	69%



	Swiss cheese
	66%



	Eggs
	65%



	Ground beef, lean
	64%



	Tuna, oil packed
	63%










	HIGH FAT (40–59%)



	Chicken, dark w/skin, roasted
	56%



	Mozzarella, part skim
	55%



	Bass, black sea
	53%



	Salmon, sockeye
	49%



	Yogurt
	49%



	Milk
	49%



	Ice cream
	48%



	Sirloin steak, lean
	47%



	Chicken, light w/skin, roasted
	44%










	MEDIUM FAT (20–39%)



	Soybeans
	37%



	Cottage cheese
	35%



	Low-fat milk
	31%



	Low-fat yogurt
	31%



	Nonfat cottage cheese
	22%










	LOW FAT (0–19%)



	Oatmeal
	16%



	Garbanzo beans
	11%



	Cabbage
	7%



	Green beans
	6%



	Macaroni
	5%



	Whole wheat
	5%



	Spaghetti
	5%



	Brown rice
	5%



	Apricots
	4%



	Artichokes
	3%



	Peaches
	2%



	Potatoes
	1%




Source: Nutritive Value of American Foods in Common Units, USDA Handbook No. 456.




Ovarian Cancer

The July 19, 1985, issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association contained a report by Dr. John Snowden, an epidemiologist at the University of Minnesota’s School of Public Health, summarizing a 20-year study of diet and ovarian cancer. The results were a tremendous blow to an already-reeling egg industry:

Women who ate eggs…three or more days each week had a three times greater risk of fatal ovarian cancer than did women who ate eggs less than one day per week.

As with the other female cancers, the incidence of ovarian cancer rises not only with egg consumption but with the consumption of any form of animal fat. Dr. Ronald Phillips concluded a report in Cancer Research by saying the evidence is now overwhelming: vegetarian diets strongly reduce the incidence of breast, uterine, ovarian, colon, and many other cancers.41

Prostate Cancer

Prostate cancer is one of the most virulent forms of a virulent disease. It has usually spread before it is detected and is usually fatal.

Prostate cancer is highly correlated to fat consumption.42 The figure on page 248 shows why the meat, dairy, and egg industries do not particularly want to publicize the worldwide pattern. Nor are they encouraged by studies such as the one done at California’s Loma Linda University. This 20-year undertaking involved over 6,500 men and found that those who consumed large amounts of meat, cheese, eggs, and milk had 3.6 times the incidence of prostate cancer as men who ate those foods sparingly or not at all.

Even for men who do not develop prostate cancer, the effects of different diet-styles on the health of their prostates can be considerable. By the age of 60, 40 percent of U.S. males have enlarged prostates. While most of these are not malignant, they can be forerunners of cancer and are often quite uncomfortable.

Worldwide, autopsies reveal that wherever the diet-style is similar to the American fare—with high animal fat consumption—close to 25 percent of all men develop latent cancer of the prostate by their old age.43


The hormonal changes that high-fat diets cause in men are not as easily observable as those produced in women, because men do not have such obvious milestones in their sexual evolution as menarche and menopause. But there are strong indications that high-fat (and particularly high-animal-fat) diet-styles stimulate the early development of sexuality in boys as much as they do in girls. And just as girls with early menarche run into the most trouble later on with breast cancer, boys with early onset of puberty later find themselves the most susceptible to prostate enlargement and prostate cancer—particularly if they continue this diet-style throughout their lives, as they usually do.



AGAIN AND AGAIN,
THE SAME PATTERN
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Source: Data adapted from B. S. Reddy, et al., “Nutrition and Its Relationship to Cancer,” Advances in Cancer Research 32 (1980): 237.




Diets high in saturated fat and cholesterol tend to clog up our arteries, thereby reducing the blood flow to our hearts and brains and sometimes, tragically, obstructing them altogether. Atherosclerosis also tends to reduce the flow of blood to our other organs, including our reproductive ones, thus producing impotence in men.44 Painfully, the same diet that induces atherosclerosis also tends to produce high levels of androgens, the male sex hormones, which may lead to a greater need for sexual release.45 Thus some authorities feel these diets produce in older men, not only heart attacks and strokes, but the unfortunate situation of chronic sexual pressure that cannot be expressed in a satisfying manner. The resulting frustration may lead to enlarged prostates, and often to prostate cancer.

Lung Cancer

The Marlboro Man may not know this, but vegetarians have much lower rates of lung cancer than the general population.46 The meat industry would like us to believe this is only because vegetarians smoke less than meat-eaters. But many studies have consistently shown that the higher the blood cholesterol count of a smoker, the greater his or her risk of lung cancer.47 Vegetarian smokers have distinctly lower rates of lung cancer than do meat-eating smokers.48

The tobacco industry capitalizes on the link between smoking and meat, particularly in their ads aimed at men. The Marlboro Man is a cowboy, and a veritable embodiment of the Great American Steak Religion. I sometimes wonder which will get him first, a heart attack or lung cancer.

Whatever Happened to the War on Cancer?

The war on cancer is a tragedy. Billions upon billions of dollars are being spent to develop and apply treatments that are invasive, expensive, painful, often mutilating, and in many cases of little benefit.

Meanwhile, most of us are unknowingly increasing the probability of cancer with our every meal.

The more I’ve learned about diet and cancer, the more stunned I’ve been at our ignorance of their close relationship. We do not have to quake helplessly in the face of cancer, hoping to escape its clutches.


We do not have to sit by passively, watching our loved ones succumb to this disease. We do not have to spend our life savings, undergoing painful and devastating treatments that do little or no good. We are blessed now with the knowledge that enables us to make clear, life-giving choices. We need only make them in time.


10. AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION



Loyalty to a petrified opinion never yet broke
a chain or freed a human soul.

—MARK TWAIN

Over the past 25 years, there have been unprecedented breakthroughs in our understanding of food choices and health. However, there is an enormous gap between what has been discovered and what the public has learned of it. As a result, tens of millions of American men, women, and children are suffering needlessly.

We have been given an extraordinary opportunity. We now hold an infinitely precious gift in our hands—our health, the health of our children, the possibility of a truly healthy world. These are no longer mere dreams; they could be our destiny.

The time is at hand when heart disease, atherosclerosis, strokes, and cancer could be things of the past. And I can see a future when people will hardly be able to believe the ancient legend that once, before they knew better, human beings sickened themselves by eating the corpses of animals whose lives had been hell.

With a diet-style that is compassionate and healthy, we can become something far healthier and greater than we have yet been. Compared to what is possible, our present physical bodies are like lightbulbs without current, waiting to be lit.

The more I’ve learned about the diet-health connection, the more amazed I’ve been by how much is already known. Not only heart disease and cancer but many other diseases have been traced directly to today’s dietary blindness. Scientific studies have shown not only that these diseases and the immense suffering they entail can often be prevented by intelligent food choices but that in many cases they can be treated by diet-style changes with direct, consistent, and powerful benefits.


Diabetes

Diabetes is a good example. Millions of Americans suffering enormously from this disease do not know their agony could be greatly relieved by different food choices.

One of the reasons diabetes is the eighth-leading cause of death in the United States is that diabetics are extremely vulnerable to atherosclerosis.1 Highly prone to heart attacks and strokes, their life expectancies are much shorter than normal.2 But it is not just that their lives are shortened; the damage atherosclerosis does to their cardiovascular system has profound consequences to the quality of their lives. Degeneration in the arteries bringing blood to their eyes is so severe that 80 percent of diabetics suffer serious eye damage, and diabetes is the leading cause of new cases of blindness in the country. The blood supply to their kidneys is often compromised, and as a result diabetics have 18 times the average rate of serious kidney failure. Many spend the last years of their lives tied to the ordeal of a kidney machine. Circulation to their extremities is cut down to such an extent that an infection in a toe which for most of us would be minor can, for a diabetic, easily lead to gangrene, may require amputation of a foot or a leg, and can even be life threatening. As if this weren’t enough, since atherosclerosis decreases circulation to the reproductive organs, diabetic males have a much higher rate of impotence than the general population.3

Yet, with all the terrible damage atherosclerosis does to diabetics, most of them do not know which diets promote atherosclerosis and which diets reduce it. Most eat the standard American diet. As a result, within 17 years of the onset of their illness, most diabetics today suffer a major health catastrophe, such as heart attack, kidney failure, stroke, or blindness.4

This is especially tragic because it is so needless. Different diet-styles produce very different results.


In Lancet, Dr. Inder Singh reported a remarkable study in which 80 diabetic patients were restricted to very-low-fat diets—20 to 30 grams a day—and forbidden any sugar consumption.5 Within six weeks, over 60 percent of the patients no longer required insulin. In the weeks that followed, the figure rose to over 70 percent, and those who still needed insulin therapy needed only a small fraction of what they had required before the diet change. All 80 cases were monitored for periods ranging from six months to five years, and the success of the dietary changes was confirmed over time.

There’s a reason why the low-fat diet helped so much. The pancreas operates according to a kind of thermostat. Just as a heater governed by a thermostat will switch on and off as the temperature changes in the room, the pancreas secretes insulin in response to sugar in the blood in order to keep blood sugar levels within a certain range. Many diabetics need to give themselves insulin shots, but this is not, as commonly thought, because the pancreas is not secreting enough insulin. In fact, many diabetics produce more insulin than a normal person, yet still need these injections.6 The reason is that their insulin is not able to do its job, and their blood sugar levels skyrocket out of control unless medication is given.

It turns out that a common cause for the malfunction of the diabetic’s own insulin is the high level of fat in their blood.7 Thus the reduction of dietary fat, particularly saturated fat, can be of greatest significance to diabetics, for it lowers the concentration of fat in the blood and thus allows their own insulin to do its job.

The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition reported a study in which 20 diabetics, all of whom needed insulin, were put on a high-fiber, very-low-fat diet. After only 16 days, 45 percent of these patients were able to discontinue the insulin injections.8

Other studies have produced similar results.9 Approximately 75 percent of diabetics who have needed insulin therapy and 90 percent of diabetics who have needed diabetic pills (sulphonylureas) can be freed from their need for medication in a matter of weeks on a low-fat, high-fiber diet.

For a diabetic to be freed from his or her need for medication is a great blessing, for compared to the pancreas’s function, medications are a vastly inferior means of controlling blood sugar levels. Furthermore, they have serious side effects. The pills more than double the risk of heart attack and sometimes cause jaundice, skin rashes, and anemia.10 Overdoses of medication are common because the body’s needs change all the time and are impossible for patients to monitor with anything remotely resembling the accuracy of the pancreas. Insufficient food intake can easily precipitate disorienting bouts of hypoglycemia (low blood sugar). The insulin pump is a recent, sophisticated improvement, but it is expensive, must be worn at all times, produces infections at the injection site a third of the time, and markedly worsens the eye diseases so common to diabetics.11 Additionally, the pumps are machines; machines can malfunction, and a malfunctioning insulin pump can be fatal.


Low-fat diets, particularly those without any saturated fat, have demonstrated a remarkable success rate in allowing diabetics to dispense with their pills, shots, and pumps.12 Happily, these are the very same diets that protect against the ravages of atherosclerosis to which diabetics are otherwise so terribly prone.

There is a rare and very serious form of diabetes called childhoodonset diabetes that is in many ways a different disease. It is not the result of the body’s own insulin being rendered ineffective but is rather a situation in which the pancreas has been seriously injured and either cannot secrete insulin at all or does not secrete enough. Even for victims of this singularly destructive form of diabetes, however, wise food choices are of enormous value. Those who omit meat and other high-fat, low-fiber foods need 30 percent less insulin, have more stable blood sugar levels, are (in medical terms) less “brittle,” and are significantly protected from the complications of atherosclerosis that otherwise would cause them such immense suffering.13

The scientific breakthroughs of the past 25 years have found that the same diet-styles that can do so very much to help diabetics are the very ones that prevent the disease in the first place. Worldwide, the disease is rare or nonexistent among peoples whose diets are primarily grains, vegetables, and fruits. If these same people switch to rich meat-based diets, however, their incidence of diabetes balloons.14

In Micronesia there is a small island called Nauru, near the equator, just west of the Gilbert Islands. Before World War II, the native Polynesians lived here in isolation and were such a healthy and happy people that the island used to be known as Pleasant Island. On this island there are enormous deposits of bird dung that have accumulated over the centuries. After the war, the phosphates from this bird dung were coveted by the industrialized nations. As a result, the Nauruans became very wealthy and began to emulate the West—gorging themselves on rich foods, canned and frozen meats, fish, oils, white rice, soft drinks. Their consumption of fiber plummeted and their consumption of fat skyrocketed. Now the island is not so pleasant. Tragically, over one-third of these people have developed diabetes.15


An enormous scientific project, which studied more than 25,000 people for 21 years, found that vegetarians have a much lower risk of diabetes than meat-eaters. One of the authors of the study, University of Minnesota epidemiologist Dr. David Snowden, summarized the findings:

We suspect it is the absence of meat that may explain our findings. In this study we looked at various levels of meat consumption, and as those levels got lower and lower, the risk of diabetes also decreased.16

In a more personal vein, Dr. Snowden confided:

My meat consumption has dropped significantly…since completing the diabetes study.17

Hypoglycemia

The disorientation caused by mild cases of hypoglycemia is so common in the United States today that most people think it’s normal. They do not realize the sense of weakness, dizziness, or confusion they sometimes experience is the result of a drop in their blood sugar level. And they also do not realize this is a product of their food choices. Hypoglycemia is found wherever people consume significant amounts of meat, sugar, and fats.18

In its mildest form, hypoglycemia causes feelings of confusion, uncertainty, and a lack of confidence in oneself. In more difficult cases, victims may temporarily not know who or where they are. The result in extreme cases can be coma and death.

You may assume that moderating your sugar consumption is the chief factor in preventing hypoglycemia; but decreasing fat consumption is also greatly involved.

Dr. J. Shirley Sweeney fed young healthy medical students a very-high-fat diet for two days. Then he gave them a glucose tolerance test. All of the subjects showed signs that their blood sugar metabolism had been driven completely out of whack by the excess fat. On another occasion, Dr. Sweeney fed the same students a diet consisting of sugar, candy, pastry, white bread, baked potatoes, syrup, bananas, rice, and oatmeal. After two days of this high-sugar, high-starch fare, he administered another glucose tolerance test. The blood sugar metabolism of the subjects was not nearly as off balance as it had been from the high-fat diet.19


If you want to get hypoglycemia, or if you already have it and want to make it worse, eat lots of fat, sugar, animal protein, dairy products, and processed foods. Stay away from fresh vegetables and whole grains. Don’t believe all that stuff you hear about smoking and meat being dangerous to your health. And don’t worry about getting your vitamins and minerals from your food—you can always pop a vitamin pill anytime you want. There is no need for regular meals, as long as you really load up when you have the chance. Remember that coffee is the key to mental alertness, and alcohol is the path to relaxation and freedom from your fears. And, God forbid, don’t exercise. Such a regime is guaranteed to make your pancreas forget it ever knew health and alter your consciousness in a decidedly unpleasant direction.20

Multiple Sclerosis

Today’s doctors have been taught in medical school that nothing can be done to prevent multiple sclerosis, and that nothing can be done to treat it. They tell their patients that this terrible disease is incurable. This represents one of the most profound examples of needless suffering perpetuated by an ignorance of what has been learned about diet and health. If you know anyone who suffers from multiple sclerosis, please share this information with him or her.

The onset of MS usually occurs in the mid-30s. Women have a slightly higher incidence than men. It is the most common disease of the central nervous system in Americans aged 20 to 50 years. Over 250,000 Americans are afflicted with this devastating disease, and the numbers are rising daily.

Multiple sclerosis is a disease that attacks the brain, spinal cord, and nervous system over a period of years. According to conventional medical doctrine, the attacks just keep coming, and the patient can only look forward to getting ever worse. There is no way to predict when the next attack might occur, or what might set it off. Today’s doctors tell their MS patients nothing can be done to prevent the attacks from seriously injuring their nervous system, causing weakness, dizziness, numbness, and/or blindness. Modern orthodox medical opinion says that within 10 years of most MS victims’ first attack they will be permanently and seriously disabled.


The pessimism of conventional medicine is indeed warranted—for MS victims who consume the standard American diet. For those on a different diet, however, another outcome is possible.

During World War II, when the diets of people in occupied western European countries were dramatically reduced in animal fat consumption, researchers noticed that MS victims in these areas suddenly had fewer attacks, less frequent hospitalizations, and fewer deaths. This observation gave rise to studies which revealed that there is a great variation in the worldwide incidence of the disease. It is most common where consumption of animal fats is high, and least common where such consumption is low or nonexistent. Per capita fat intake in the nine nations with the greatest prevalence of MS ranges from 105 to 151 grams per day; per capita fat intake in the nine nations with the least incidence of MS ranges from 24 to 60 grams per day.

Investigators also did brain tissue analysis of persons with MS and found a higher saturated fat content than in people without the disease.21

The next piece of the puzzle fell into place when it was discovered that children who are fed cow’s-milk formulas grow up into adults with a higher susceptibility to MS than children who are breast-fed.22 Cow’s milk contains only one-fifth the linoleic acid of human milk, and skim cow’s milk is utterly void of this important nutrient.23 Linoleic acid is an essential nutrient for human nervous systems, which is just where MS strikes. Researchers suspect that the nervous system of children raised on a diet that derived its fat from animal sources such as cow’s milk might be deprived of sufficient linoleic acid at a critical juncture in the development of their nervous systems and so become more susceptible to MS in later life.

Ironically, one of the arguments put forth by the meat, dairy, and egg industries to justify consumption of saturated fats is that fats contain essential nutrients. In fact, the only nutrient we must get from fat is linoleic acid, and animal fats are very poor sources. One tablespoon of safflower oil, for example, provides as much linoleic acid as a cup and a half of butter, and more than two whole cups of beef fat.


The standard American diet—beginning with the substitution of cow’s milk for breast milk and continuing on with high levels of animal fat—is thus a breeding ground for multiple sclerosis. Different diet-styles, however, not only serve to prevent MS, but have actually been shown to be of great benefit in treating it. In fact, most people would be astounded if they became familiar with the nutritional research on this supposedly incurable disease.

Dr. Roy Swank, head of the Department of Neurology at the University of Oregon, began treating “incurable” MS patients with a very-low-fat diet.24 In one instance he put 146 MS patients on a diet that was very low in fat (30–40 grams a day), low in protein, and supplemented with moderate doses of vitamins A, C, D, and B complex. Then he carefully monitored their progress over a period of 20 years.

The results Dr. Swank obtained in this experiment and those of many other studies border on the miraculous.

About 90 percent of the MS patients who began the low-fat diet during the early stages of the disease not only arrested the disease process but actually improved over the next 20 years. Of those MS victims who began the diet when their disease had already reached an intermediate stage, over 65 percent were able to prevent further damage and even after seven years on the diet had suffered no further deterioration. Perhaps most amazing were the results for those MS victims who entered Dr. Swank’s care and began the low-fat diet when their disease had already progressed to an advanced stage of severe disability. Over 30 percent were able to arrest the inexorable devastation of the disease and showed no further decline.

In this and many other studies, a very-low-fat diet for multiple sclerosis produced a profound reduction in the frequency of attacks, the severity of attacks, the damage done by the attacks, and the death rate.25

Dr. Swank has now treated several thousand MS patients with a low-fat diet over a period of 35 years. His results have met every challenge presented by the medical community and are enormously superior to those achieved by any other known form of treatment for this otherwise crippling and usually fatal disease.26


Dr. Swank has found that if MS is caught early enough, then MS victims stand a 95 percent chance of arresting the disease and not getting any worse. For many, there is the very real possibility of a cure.27

Other physicians have followed up on Dr. Swank’s work and achieved results comparable to his. One clinic found that a pure vegetarian diet, very low in fat, has been of significant benefit even to the most advanced cases of multiple sclerosis.28

Ulcers

Peptic (digestive) ulcers occur as a result of the mucous membranes of the stomach and/or duodenum being literally eaten away by gastric secretions. This happens when the gastric secretions become extremely acidic.

With stomach ulcers as common and as painful as they have become today, a great deal of work has naturally been done to determine the effect of different diet-styles on ulcers.29 But the public, by and large, has not learned the results of these studies. There are powerful economic interests who’d prefer we not know that ulcers occur most frequently, and most seriously, in people whose diets are acid forming, low in fiber, and high in fat. Meats, fish, and eggs are the most acid forming of all foods. Meats, fish, dairy products, and eggs contain no fiber. With few exceptions, these foods are all high in fat.

Orthodox Western medicine traditionally prescribed dairy products and antacids to treat digestive ulcers—a treatment approach called the “Sippy diet.” This treatment originated when doctors noticed that ulcer patients obtained immediate pain relief by drinking milk and taking antacids. However, investigators who sought to find out whether this treatment actually does any good, beyond the temporary relief of pain, found that dairy products produce no improvement in ulcer disease and, in fact, often make things worse. Milk does contain calcium, which tends to neutralize stomach acids, providing temporary relief. But they found that milk actually increases natural acid production, which further erodes the linings of the duodenum and stomach.30


Researchers also found another excellent reason for staying away from milk. Ulcer disease patients treated with dairy products were found to have two to six times the number of heart attacks as ulcer patients treated without dairy products.31

Fortunately for ulcer sufferers, there are foods that tend to neutralize excess stomach acids that do not stimulate the body to produce more of them and do not increase the risk of heart attacks. Members of the cabbage family—cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, and, even more potently, mustard greens, turnip greens, kale, and collards—contain a substance so effective in treating ulcers it has sometimes been called vitamin U.32 This substance is not stored in the body, however, so ulcer patients would be advised to eat these foods regularly.

Chewing one’s food well is also quite important in the treatment and prevention of ulcers because human saliva is highly alkaline. It acts as a buffering agent in the duodenum and stomach, protecting the linings of the digestive organs from becoming too acidic. People who don’t chew their food well, who wolf it down, are unknowingly courting ulcers.

Wolves and other natural carnivores, by the way, can wolf down their food without getting ulcers because their digestive systems (unlike ours) are anatomically designed to be highly acidic environments. Their saliva is highly acidic, while ours is highly alkaline. Their digestive secretions are far more highly acidic than ours, so highly acidic, in fact, that they can dissolve the bones of their prey. The natural carnivores are designed to wolf down their food. Their teeth are long and pointed, suited for seizing prey and ripping off chunks of flesh. Our teeth, in contrast, are designed for the grinding of grains, vegetables, and fruits. Without the aid of steak knives and cooking, we’d be hard-pressed indeed to handle flesh.

That we tend to get ulcers if we wolf down our food is an example of how eating habits that are anatomically unnatural to our species create disease. Heart attacks and strokes are other examples, because, as we have seen, the natural carnivores can tolerate any amount of cholesterol without their arteries suffering. Fortunately, the suffering caused by ulcers, like that caused by atherosclerosis, is entirely preventable and in many cases can be cured by a natural vegetarian, low-fat diet.


Constipation and Other Intestinal Problems

A good reliable set of bowels is worth more to a man than any quantity of brains.

—HENRY WHEELER SHAW

We aren’t what we eat. We are what we don’t shit.

—HUGH ROMNEY

With diets that are low in fiber, there is little in the intestines to form a stool, except bacteria. It is not uncommon for the feces that ensue from low-fiber, meat-based diets to be as high as 75 percent bacteria.33 On the average American diet, the average American turd is actually half bacteria!

This creates problems. With little roughage to stimulate peristaltic action, the material takes a long time to transit through the colon. The longer it takes, the drier it gets, and old dry feces do not gently plop from the body but have to be pushed out by force.

Laxatives are often employed to move the bowels when the stools have become stuck, but in the long run these only make things worse because they irritate the bowel walls. The real answer is a diet low in fat and high in fiber. People who choose foods such as sprouts, whole grains, vegetables, and fruits tend to have large, soft, moist, well-formed stools that glide along easily through the intestines.34

Hemorrhoids, commonly known as piles, also result from diets that are low in fiber and high in fat. South African whites consume one of the highest-fat and lowest-fiber diets in the world and have one of the highest hemorrhoid rates in the world. The diet of South African blacks, in contrast, is much lower in fat and higher in fiber, and these people suffer virtually no hemorrhoids.35

Researchers once thought that this striking contrast might be due to heredity. But those blacks in South Africa who do eat meat have higher hemorrhoid rates than the other blacks; and American blacks have the same incidence of hemorrhoids as American Caucasians.


In the United States, millions of people buy over-the-counter preparations that they are told will shrink their hemorrhoids. Sadly, these people are rarely told the real causes of their suffering and the road to its healing. Straining to eliminate hard, dry stools increases the pressure of blood in the veins of the rectum and legs. Over a period of time this leads to the formation of hemorrhoids, which are actually varicose veins of the rectum.36 Varicose veins of the legs also commonly result from the same mechanism.

Diets high in fiber and low in fat yield soft, moist, plentiful stools, eliminate the need for straining, and are of great help in preventing and treating not only constipation but hemorrhoids and varicose veins.37

There are additional problems that arise from straining to push hard, compact stools out of the colon. Such effort forces the stomach up against the diaphragm. Eventually, this repeated pressure enlarges the diaphragm opening, and part of the stomach may be pushed through the opening. This is called a hiatal hernia and results in chest pains, indigestion, and belching. This discomfort can be extremely intense and is entirely preventable with low-fat, high-fiber diets.38

A very high percentage of elderly people in the United States experience intractable constipation, bleeding, and abdominal pain. What has happened is that the continual presence of old, dry material in their intestines has pushed the colon out of shape, forcing the formation of little pockets called diverticula.

Though this condition, called diverticulosis, is very rare in countries where fiber intake is high and fat intake is low, it is so common as to be considered almost inevitable in countries where the consumption of meats, dairy products, and other high-fat foods is the norm.39 In the United States, over 75 percent of those over the age of 75 suffer from diverticulosis.

These people experience repeated attacks, during which the intestines become inflamed and bleeding increases. Not knowing what’s really going on, many turn to laxatives, which unfortunately further irritate the intestinal linings. Eventually, in many cases, relief can only be obtained by undergoing major surgery in which segments of the colon are removed.

The good news is that none of this is necessary. Not only can diverticulosis be prevented by a diet that is high in fiber and low in fat, but it can often be successfully treated with such a diet as well.40


A report in the American Journal of Digestive Disorders tells of 62 diverticulosis patients who were put on a high-fiber diet. Fully 85 percent of the patients reported complete disappearance of their symptoms.41

In another study, 70 diverticulosis patients were put on a high-fiber diet. In this case, 88 percent of their symptoms were relieved or eliminated. And the number of patients requiring laxatives was reduced from 49 to seven.42

If you wish to add fiber to your diet in a supplementary form, psyllium husks are a better choice than wheat bran. They are milder, smoother, and less abrasive in their intestinal action. Take them with plenty of water, an hour or more before a meal. However, a health-supporting, high-fiber diet is not achieved by merely adding fiber to a low-fiber diet. Studies in which such shortcuts have been employed do not show nearly as much success as when fiber-deficient and high-fat foods are eliminated, particularly those high in saturated fat.

The most common gastrointestinal disease seen by physicians in general practice in the United States today is known as irritable colon syndrome, or spastic colon. The chief symptoms are usually pain in the lower abdomen, alternating constipation and diarrhea, and mucus appearing in small-caliber stools. Today’s doctors have been taught that this condition is caused by emotional disturbances, but doctors who have switched their patients to a high-fiber, low-fat diet have consistently seen this “psychological” problem cured.43

Appendectomies are the most frequent emergency operation in the United States today. They are needed when the opening of the appendix becomes blocked. In such an occurrence the appendix cannot drain properly, bacteria multiply, and the appendix swells painfully. The appendicitis victim experiences acute pain, usually in the right lower quadrant of the abdomen.

The culprit that blocks the appendix and creates all these problems is very often a small piece of hard, dry feces. The underlying reason behind most appendicitis is a diet-style that produces slow moving, fiber-deficient stools. This results in the small, dry concretions of fecal matter called fecaliths, which lodge in and block the opening to the appendix.44

The incidence of constipation, hemorrhoids, hiatal hernias, diverticulosis, spastic colons, and appendicitis corresponds very closely to the amount of fiber and fat in people’s food choices. Unfortunately, many people who do not understand the enormous impact our food choices have on the health of our intestines end up requiring surgery and undergoing constant pain. This is particularly sad because it is so unnecessary. It is hard to exaggerate the amount of suffering from these diseases that could be prevented by highfiber, low-fat diets.


Obesity

Yankee Stadium was originally built in the 1920s to accommodate the great crowds who wanted to see Babe Ruth play baseball. When it was renovated in the 1970s, the seating capacity had to be reduced by 9,000 seats. The seating reduction was necessary because, in the 50 years since the Babe swung his bat, the average American fanny had increased in width by four inches. And so the ballpark seats had to be widened from 15 to 19 inches.45

Television ads tell us why beef is great if you’re watching your weight. In other ads, we are shown feasts of beef fit for the bulging banquet tables of a king. The decorations are lavish, the music elegant, the furnishings posh, and the people gorgeous, and the costumes speak of great wealth. All of this, we are told, for only 300 calories.

We are never told it is actually an undersized, surgically defatted sliver of beef that has only 300 calories.

The meat and dairy industries have spent many millions of dollars to promote the belief that carbohydrates, such as potatoes, bread, and pasta, are the real culprits that cause excess weight gain. But literally thousands of impartial studies have shown this to have no basis in fact. Due to their high fat content, meats are far indeed from calorie conscious.

The renowned Harvard nutritionist Dr. Jean Mayer explained the matter this way:

In becoming a vegetarian, you will eat a greater percentage of your calories from cereal grains, dried beans and peas, potatoes and pasta—the very foods most dieters avoid with zeal. And you will lose weight.46

Because people eating the standard American diet eat such a very high percentage of their calories as fat, most of them fight a never-ending “battle of the bulge.” But obesity is not merely an aesthetic issue. It has been found to be a significant cofactor in all the degenerative diseases that kill and cripple modern man. The obese, and to a lesser but still significant extent the overweight, have higher rates of heart disease, diabetes, liver disorders, gallbladder disease, cancer, arthritis, and virtually every other degenerative disease.47 Infant mortality rates are far higher for babies born to obese mothers. Obese teenagers have a life expectancy that is 15 years shorter than normal.



WHICH ARE REALY THE FATTENING FOODS?
Calorie Concentration (calories per gram)




[image: image]

Source: Nutritive Value of American Foods in Common Units, USDA Handbook No. 456.



Clinically, the term “obesity” refers to excessive levels of body fat. It is, quite literally, a case of being fat.

From a clinical standpoint, the body weight most of us think of as normal is anything but healthy. As one authority wrote:


A teenager who remains 20 percent under the normal weight enjoys a 15 year increase over and above normal life expectancy. Lower than normal weight is also associated with marked reductions in the incidence of cancer, cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and other degenerative diseases. In a very real sense, then, U.S. and European weight standards are excessive, and the overwhelming majority of Americans and Europeans are detrimentally overweight…

The U.S. Public Health Service estimates 60 million Americans are overweight. In reality, the number of Americans who are above optimal weight may be three times the government estimate.48

When we realize that so-called normal weights are actually too high for optimum health, and a very high percentage of Americans are above even these weights, a picture emerges that is neither flattering nor healthy. What is considered normal in our culture is actually a moderate form of obesity.

Major studies published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, the New England Journal of Medicine, and elsewhere have found that vegetarians suffer far less from being overweight than do meat-eaters.49 And pure vegetarians tip the scales in an even healthier fashion.

Almost everyone has observed that the more body fat people have, the less they are likely to exercise. We all know people whose only exercise seems to be moving the food from their plate to their palate. Usually, we tend to think their weight problem is caused by a lack of exercise. But research is showing that it works the other way around, too.

The higher a person’s percentage of body fat, the less he or she typically wants to exercise. Obese individuals tend to spend more time in bed and remain otherwise sluggish. Studies of people playing tennis showed that the higher their percentage of body fat, the fewer calories they burned per minute, even though with their additional weight to move around they burned more calories per movement.50 Their movements were less frequent, smaller, and slower.

Thus the overweight person tends to be caught in a classical dilemma, where lack of exercise increases the weight problem, which in turn lowers the willingness to exercise—an unfortunate vicious circle, which can’t help but contribute significantly to a speeding up of the system’s degeneration.


Arthritis

Many of the elderly in the United States—and quite a few of the not so elderly—experience terrible pain in their joints. Their fingers may become twisted and swollen, and they may be unable even to button a coat without large doses of anti-inflammatory drugs such as aspirin. Many come to feel crippled and useless.

By the age of 35, 35 percent of Americans have diagnosable arthritis in their knees. At least 85 percent of those over the age of 70 have it, and many have it severely. There are 180,000 people in the country today who are bedridden or confined to a wheelchair because of this disease.51

The official position of the Arthritis Foundation is that diet and arthritis are not related. But, astoundingly, there has been very little research done to justify this assertion.52 Up until now, virtually all arthritis research money has gone to test drugs.

At Wayne State University Medical School, however, there were a few medical researchers willing to investigate the heresy that diet might have something to do with arthritis. They put six rheumatoid arthritis patients on a fat-free diet. The results were startling. In seven weeks, all of the subjects showed total disappearance of their symptoms. When fats were reintroduced into their diets, it took only three days for the symptoms to reappear.53

In 1981, the British Medical Journal reported another instance that suggests the Arthritis Foundation’s conclusions might be premature.54 It involved a 38-year-old woman who for 11 years had been suffering from steadily worsening rheumatoid arthritis. Three weeks after doctors removed all dairy products from her diet she showed signs of improvement. In four months, her arthritic symptoms had completely disappeared. She remained free of symptoms until, in the interests of scientific curiosity, she once again ate some cheese and milk. The next day her joints were swollen, stiff, and painful. Fortunately, her symptoms again disappeared as she resumed her abstinence from dairy products.

In parts of the world where the diets are low in fats and cholesterol and moderate in protein, and where the consumption of processed and junk foods is minimal, even old people who have done hard physical work their whole lives are essentially free of arthritis.55 This presents quite a contrast to the United States, where so many are crippled by the disease that it is rare to find an older person who is not affected.


One study found not a single case of rheumatoid arthritis in a rural black South African community of over 800 people who ate no meats or dairy products.56 Another study found that black South Africans who ate significant amounts of meat and other high-fat foods had almost four times the incidence of arthritis as those whose diet was very low in meat and fat.57

Arthritis patients characteristically suffer severely from atherosclerosis, and their blood cholesterol levels tend to be higher than normal. There is evidence that the fat and cholesterol that accumulates on the linings of the blood vessels in atherosclerosis prevent the normal transfer of oxygen to the joint tissues. Joint tissues that are thus deprived of oxygen become inflamed and arthritic. As well, nodes or knots made up primarily of cholesterol are frequently found near arthritic joints. And arthritis patients often have severe atherosclerosis in the body’s main artery, the aorta.58

Gouty arthritis is acknowledged even by the Arthritis Foundation as being diet related. In fact, gout is one of the most easily controlled of all diseases when proper dietary guidelines are followed.59

Gout occurs when uric acid in the body forms needle-like crystals that become deposited in a joint. When that happens, there is severe pain and swelling in a joint, often the big toe.

Avoiding foods that are high in either purines or protein has been shown to be of enormous benefit to gouty arthritis sufferers.60 Shellfish, fish, poultry, beef, pork and legumes are all high in purines.

Some people, particularly Filipinos, are especially susceptible to gout.61 But on a low-purine, low-protein diet, gout is almost nonexistent, even among those people most genetically disposed toward it. During World War II, when gout sufferers in occupied European countries were suddenly forced to consume fewer meats and dairy products, the incidence of gouty arthritis plummeted.

There are many kinds of arthritis, including osteoarthritis, rheumatoid arthritis, gout, lupus erythematosus, and ankylosing spondylitis. The connection with diet and gout is crystal clear, but far more work needs to be done for the other forms of arthritis. The evidence strongly suggests that diets very low in saturated fat, low in protein, high in fiber, and without any cholesterol would be best for the prevention of arthritis and as an important element in treatment.


Kidney Stones

Kidney stones cause indescribable pain and have been referred to as one of the most painful ordeals known to medicine. The severe pain they cause is completely unnecessary and preventable. Over 99 percent of all kidney stones can be prevented by low-protein, high-fiber, low-fat diets that contain no cholesterol, saturated fat, or empty calories.62

Kidney stones vary according to their chemical composition. Some are made up chiefly of calcium oxalate, others of calcium phosphate, and others of uric acid. The formation of all of these types of kidney stones is directly attributable to diets high in animal protein. The more animal protein we eat, the more calcium our kidneys have to excrete. When our urine is high in calcium, it tends to precipitate out little crystals of calcium in the urinary system. It is around these crystals that kidney stones grow. So sensitive are our urine calcium levels to protein intake that the concentrations of calcium in our urine can be lowered in a matter of hours by decreased protein consumption.

Vegetarians in the United States have fewer than half the kidney stones of the general population.63 Pure vegetarians have almost none.

Gallstones

The main ingredient in almost all gallstones is cholesterol. The more cholesterol there is in the diet, the more will be present in the gallbladder fluids, and the more readily gallstones will form.64

Dietary fiber also influences gallstone incidence, but in the other direction. Fiber tends to bind cholesterol and carry it out in the stool. Diets high in fiber produce lower rates of cholesterol gallstones. Worldwide, the greatest incidence of gallbladder disease, gallstones, and gallbladder cancer is found in people whose food choices are low in fiber, high in cholesterol, and high in fat, such as the average American.65

Gallstone sufferers usually turn to surgery to relieve the intense pain. But low-fat, high-fiber diets not only prevent gallstones; they have been clinically shown to often relieve the pain of gallstones so significantly as to make surgery unnecessary.66


Hypertension (High Blood Pressure)

Each year Americans make 275 million visits to their doctors. The most common of all reasons, accounting for one out of every 11 visits, is high blood pressure. Nine times out of 10, patients leave with a prescription for a drug. More prescriptions are written in this country for hypertension than for any other disease.67 Hypertension is so common in America today that, like heart attacks, we tend to think of it as an inevitable price we must pay for growing old.

Doctors prescribe so many drugs for hypertension because they know how dangerous the disease can be. If your blood pressure is high, compared to that of a person your age whose blood pressure is normal, you have

•   Double the risk of dying in the next year

•   Triple the risk of dying from a heart attack

•   QuadrupIe the risk of heart failure

•   Seven times the risk of a stroke68

Studies of people whose blood pressure remains low as they age, however, have revealed that these people share certain characteristics.69 Their diets are low in fats, cholesterol, and salt and high in fiber. They eat whole grains, fresh vegetables, and fruits, and their intake of processed and refined foods is minimal. Their body fat levels are low, and they get plenty of exercise.

In countries where the intake of salt, fats, and cholesterol is low, hypertension is unknown.70 In many cases, people in their 80s have the same blood pressure as teenagers. These are the same countries where strokes and heart attacks are few and far between.

This is not because these people are genetically favored. When people from these lands move to other countries and take on diets high in saturated fat, cholesterol, and salt, their blood pressure levels shoot right up alongside ours.

Salt increases blood pressure by drawing water into the blood, increasing the pressure on the arterial walls. But salt is not the only cause of high blood pressure. If you partially block the end of a hose with your thumb, thereby increasing the resistance against which the water flows, it will shoot out under greater pressure. This is akin to what happens in our bloodstreams if we suffer from atherosclerosis. The deposits clogging our arteries narrow the channels, thereby increasing the resistance against which our blood flows, raising our blood pressure.71


Hypertension is an announcement that the circulatory system is not well. When the blood pressure is very high, this announcement should be construed as a veritable fire alarm, calling for immediate attention to serious trouble in the cardiovascular system.

Sadly, the conventional medical response is all too often simply to prescribe drugs to silence the alarm, while doing nothing about the problem the alarm is trying to draw to our attention.72 Lowering blood pressure without doing something to improve the health of the cardiovascular system is like turning off the fire alarm and going back to sleep without fixing what set it off in the first place.

In addition, these drugs have disturbing side effects. The beta blockers (propanolol, metoprolol, nadolol, atenolol, etc.) often make patients feel fatigued and listless.73 The diuretics (hydrochlorothiazide, other thiazides, chlorthalidone, furosemide, spironolactone, etc.) raise blood cholesterol levels, and double the risk of fatal heart attacks.74 And the blood vessel dilators (apresoline, hydralizine, etc.) have a wide range of common and unpleasant side effects, most commonly producing impotence in males.75 The blood vessels are expanded to the point that the blood supply simply cannot engorge the penis and produce an erection. Females experience a decrease or total loss of sexual interest with blood vessel dilators.

These drugs do have a part to play in hypertension treatment, since they do bring down the blood pressure, which can be lifesaving. But would it not be a far greater service to show patients that by changing their diets they can accomplish the same results without all the disturbing side effects? Then these drugs could be used with discretion in the transition period, as a temporary bridge to a healthier life.

And it’s not hard to know what the proper diet should be, for the same food choices that raise blood cholesterol levels also raise blood pressure levels. In fact, high blood pressure is almost invariably accompanied by high blood cholesterol.76


You may recall that the dairy industry greeted the news that saturated fat and cholesterol promote heart disease with something less than humble respect for the truth. They have responded similarly with regard to high blood pressure, for the same reason: their products are deeply implicated, this time on two counts. Cheese is among the foods highest in salt content, and the dairy industry is America’s second-leading seller of saturated fat, tipping its hat only to the meat industry.

But as you know by now, the dairy industry has not felt shy about taking profound liberties with the truth in order to defend its products. True to form, the National Dairy Council has issued reports saying drinking milk and eating cheese lower blood pressure, and that eating salt does not raise it.

Impartial scientists have been amazed at such audacity. The association between foods high in saturated fat and cholesterol, such as dairy products, and high blood pressure has been established and documented in literally hundreds of rigorous studies.77

The Dairy Council claims that the increased calcium from dairy products will lower blood pressure, but the truth is that such a decrease is minimal at best, and if obtained via dairy products, any such temporary benefits are more than outweighed by the increased development of atherosclerosis.

Their claim that eating salt does not raise blood pressure testifies profoundly to a lack of respect both for the truth and for the health of the American public.

Hypertension patients can get almost immediate relief from some of the problems of high blood pressure when they cease to consume saturated fats and cholesterol. Saturated fats cause blood-clotting elements in the blood, called platelets, to stick together, forming clumps that slow down the flow of blood. These dumpings cause the blood pressure to rise sharply within hours of a meal rich in saturated fat and account for the many heart attacks that occur within hours of rich meals.78

Many studies have compared the blood pressure levels of people who have different diet-styles.79 Even when the data have been adjusted to eliminate salt as a variable, the following pattern is consistent:


Blood Pressure Levels

(highest ranked first)

1.   Meat-eaters

2.   Lacto-ovo vegetarians

3.   Pure vegetarians

One study, reported in the American Journal of Epidemiology, found the blood pressure levels of vegetarians to be significantly less than the levels found in meat-eaters, even when the data had been adjusted to compensate for any conceivable advantage the vegetarians might have had from their generally lesser intake of salt, alcohol, tobacco, tea, and coffee.80 The study’s author attributed the difference in blood pressure readings to “intake of animal protein and animal fat.”

This information is not having an easy time finding its way into the public awareness. The meat and dairy industries do not like what has been learned and are up to their usual shenanigans to prevent people from knowing.

But it is not only the meat and dairy industries. The incentive for those who would educate the public is small. In a drug-oriented culture fond of instant results with a minimum of effort, it’s an uphill battle all the way. If you come up with a drug that lowers blood pressure, you can make millions of dollars. But if you want to show people how to eat so their blood pressure won’t become elevated in the first place, enthusiasm dwindles.

There are millions of Americans at this very moment suffering profoundly from the consequences of high blood pressure. This is especially tragic because it is so thoroughly needless.

Anemia

The belief that vegetarians tend to be anemic is common among people who have been unknowingly schooled according to the “basic four” nutritional propaganda. This is a classic example of how ignorance can cause needless suffering. Such people may very well sense that dropping meat is a good idea, yet still find themselves reluctant to do so because they have been so deeply conditioned to believe that they will become iron deficient.



IRON CONTENT OF FOODS
(milligrams per 100 calories)












	VEGETABLES



	Spinach
	11.3



	Beet greens
	11.2



	Mustard greens
	8.3



	Turnip greens
	6.5



	Cucumbers
	6.0



	Cauliflower
	4.2



	Kale
	4.0



	Chinese cabbage
	4.0



	Iceberg lettuce
	3.8



	Collards
	3.4



	Bell peppers
	3.3



	Broccoli
	3.1



	Mushrooms
	3.0



	Zucchini
	2.7



	Peas
	2.7



	Green beans
	2.7



	Tomatoes
	2.4



	Red cabbage
	2.4



	Celery
	2.4



	Green cabbage
	2.4



	Carrots
	1.8



	Beets
	1.6



	Onions
	1.4



	Sweet potatoes
	0.6












	MEATS AND FISH



	Sirloin steak, lean only
	1.9



	Pot roast, lean only
	1.2



	Ground beef, lean only
	1.1



	Tuna, canned and drained
	0.9



	Ham roast
	0.9



	Pork chop
	0.9



	Salami
	0.9



	Sirloin steak
	0.8



	Chicken breast
	0.8



	Turkey, light meat
	0.7



	Ocean perch
	0.6



	Salmon
	0.6



	Bacon
	0.6



	Rib roast
	0.6



	Leg of lamb
	0.6



	Bologna
	0.6



	Frankfurter
	0.5



	Lamb chop
	0.3










	DAIRY PRODUCTS



	Cheddar cheese
	< 0.1



	Bleu cheese
	< 0.1



	Cottage cheese
	< 0.1



	Mozzarella cheese
	< 0.1



	Low-fat (2%) milk
	< 0.1



	Ice milk
	< 0.1



	Low-fat yogurt
	< 0.1



	Whole milk
	< 0.1



	Ice cream
	< 0.1



	Whipping cream
	0.0



	Butter
	0.0










	FRUITS



	Strawberries
	2.7



	Dried apricots
	2.3



	Lemons
	2.0



	Blueberries
	1.7



	Raspberries
	1.6



	Blackberries
	1.5



	Peaches
	1.3



	Cantaloupe
	1.3



	Grapefruit
	1.1



	Plums
	1.0



	Pineapple
	1.0



	Bananas
	0.8



	Oranges
	0.8










	GRAINS, SEEDS, LEGUMES



	Lima beans
	2.3



	Navy beans
	2.3



	Lentils
	2.0



	Pumpkin seeds
	2.0



	Sunflower seeds
	1.4



	Split peas
	1.4



	Oats
	1.1



	Rye
	1.1



	Wheat
	1.0



	Walnuts
	0.9



	Almonds
	0.8




Source: Consumer and Food Economics Institute, USDA, Nutritive Value of Foods (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1977).





It turns out, however, that hardly anything could be further from the truth. Impartial and rigorous studies have consistently shown that vegetarians suffer less anemia than do meat-eaters.

The figure on page 274 shows the iron content of various foods, according to official U.S. government figures. Popeye wasn’t far off the mark. Calorie per calorie, spinach has 14 times the iron of a typical sirloin steak. Although meat is a decent source of iron, vegetables are actually better. The only iron-deficient foods are dairy products, sugar, fats, and processed foods. So iron deficient are dairy products that you’d have to eat a hunk of butter as big as your refrigerator to get as much iron as you would get from a bowl of broccoli.

For years our schools have been provided nutritional education materials by the Dairy Council and meat industry which compare the iron levels of different foods according to their weight. Intentionally or not, this has served to make meat appear unfairly advantageous when compared to vegetables and fruits, because the latter are high in water content, and the weight of the water in the plant foods dilutes their figures when so calculated.

Iron absorption is greatly assisted by the presence of vitamin C.81 In fact, a lack of this vitamin can prevent the body from effectively using the iron it is given. Fresh vegetables, sprouts, and fruits are the best sources of vitamin C, whereas meats, dairy products, eggs, fats, and sugar provide none.

At least 20 percent of all women of child-bearing age in the United States are iron deficient. This is primarily due to the monthly loss of iron in their menstrual flow, coupled with their intake of sugar, dairy products, and fats, none of which provide any iron to replace that which is lost. And meat-eaters consistently have a heavier buildup of tissue on the inside lining of the uterus. The bleeding from these thickened tissues is heavier and longer, so more iron is lost per period than would be the case with a lighter diet. Vegetarian women, as a rule, have less estrogen in their bodies, lighter, shorter, and easier periods, and so less iron loss.

Vegetarian women who do become anemic have frequently been so cowed by National Dairy Council propaganda that they fear something dreadful will surely happen if they don’t get enough protein. Not wishing to eat meat, they overconsume dairy products just to be sure. Because dairy products are woefully iron deficient, these well-meaning women may unknowingly be eating their way into anemia.


Young children sometimes become anemic due to significant iron loss from intestinal bleeding. This problem has been the subject of very thorough study. The results of exceedingly conscientious and painstaking studies show that over half the intestinal bleeding in children is a reaction to dairy products.82

The misguided belief that vegetarians tend to be anemic is sadly ironic in light of the many studies that have measured the hemoglobin levels (which reflect the amount of iron in the blood) of people with different diet-styles. Vegetarians consistently fare better in these tests than do meat-eaters. Long-term studies show no iron deficiencies arising from lacto-ovo or pure vegetarian diets. The only people who run into trouble are the ones who eat a lot of dairy products, fatty foods, sugar, and junk foods.

A deficiency of vitamin B12 can result in a serious disease called pernicious anemia. Since only animal products reliantly contain appreciable amounts of this vitamin, it is possible that abstaining from all eggs and dairy products, as well as meat, may produce this serious condition. Accordingly, I advise all strict vegetarians to take supplementary B12. Such supplements are readily available from plant sources and are very inexpensive. The sublingual form is far better absorbed by the body than the swallowed tablet form.

It is especially important for nursing mothers on a pure vegetarian diet to take supplementary B12. This is necessary because the vitamin B12 stored in the mother’s body will not go into her breast milk, thus exposing the infant to possible danger unless the mother takes B12 through a supplement.

Asthma

Researchers at the University Hospital in Linkoping, Sweden, put bronchial asthma patients whose condition was so severe that they required cortisone or other medication on a pure vegetarian diet, without any eggs or dairy products. The results were extremely promising.

After one year of the diet, more than 90 percent of the patients who completed the project reported a major improvement in the severity and frequency of asthma attacks. Also, levels of medication dosages dropped an average of 50 to 90 percent. A number of the patients were so improved that they were able to discontinue medication altogether with the pure vegetarian diet.83


Salmonellosis

Salmonellosis is a bacterial infection derived from contaminated animal products. The disease is, at best, a miserable nuisance; people experience nausea, diarrhea, abdominal cramps, fever, and sometimes vomiting and chills. For the aged, the ill, and infants, however, and for those whose immune systems are compromised, it’s another story: the disease can be fatal.

Over four million cases of salmonellosis poisoning are known to occur annually in the United States. Many more than that are taken to be bad cases of the flu. But salmonellosis is far more than a flu. The National Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences evaluated the salmonellosis problem and stated:

Salmonellosis is one of the most important communicable disease problems in the United States today.84

You may assume the meat you buy has been inspected for salmonellosis. But inspection for this disease is not required by USDA regulations, and the meatpacking plants are hardly eager to provide this or any other extra service when not required to by law. There is, in fact, not a single meatpacking plant in the entire country today that inspects its products for salmonellosis.

Knowing this, the American Public Health Association (composed of federal, state, and local public health officials) feels the public is woefully misled by meat inspection seals that seem to imply safety and wholesomeness. So upset was the American Public Health Association by this flagrant deceit that they filed a suit demanding a court order requiring meat labels to read:

Caution—Improper handling and inadequate cooking of this product may be hazardous to your health.85


A frowning meat industry responded that it would be “unfair” to “stigmatize” meat by “warning consumers of the hazards associated with flesh eating.” One meat industry spokesman pointed out that life is full of risks, as if that somehow justified keeping the public in the dark. He declared:

Sure, you can get food poisoning from contaminated meat, but you can get it from unclean vegetables, too.86

Ironically, the man had a point, though I’m not entirely sure it was the one he wanted to make. Utensils, cutting boards, and human hands that come into contact with salmonellosis-infected meat can spread the disease. In a kitchen where meat is prepared, it can easily spread to salad vegetables. Since these foods are not cooked, the salad eater may get salmonellosis. And even cooked foods are placed in bowls and on plates and eaten with cutlery that have been touched by hands that may have touched the contaminated meat. Thus the disease is liable to be spread in any kitchen that it enters, be it in a home, a restaurant, or a public service institution.

Congress wanted to know just how commonly meat in the United States today is infected with salmonellosis. They summoned Dr. Richard Novick, of the Public Health Research Institute, and asked for his expert testimony. The authority didn’t mince his words:

The meat we buy is grossly contaminated with both coliform bacteria and salmonella.87

One of the reasons our meat supply is so heavily contaminated with these disease agents is the way the animals are handled today. To begin with, they are sick creatures, due to how they are kept, and thus susceptible to just about any disease that comes down the pike. Then they are fed contaminated byproducts from the slaughterhouse and crowded into cages, feedlots, trucks, and holding pens that are perfect environments for diseases to spread. And as if that weren’t enough, the slaughterhouses themselves could hardly be better designed for the spread of disease.

It is not just food reformers and vegetarians who are concerned. The Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association surveyed a cattle slaughterhouse and found a very high percentage of the carcasses were contaminated with salmonellosis.88 When 60 Minutes asked the head of the USDA Inspection Service, Dr. Donald Houston, about salmonella contamination, he answered (in March 1987) that if you go into a supermarket anywhere in the United States and buy a chicken, the odds are better than one in three that it will be contaminated. Alarmed, 60 Minutes conducted its own test, and the results brought no peace of mind. Over half the birds they purchased were found to be contaminated with salmonellosis. Amazed, they interviewed a number of meat inspectors who publicly acknowledged, on national television, that the inspection system provides no protection to the consumer.


Even the industry acknowledges this is the case. Poultry Science, a journal of the poultry trade, reported that 90 percent of the dressed product from a poultry processing plant was contaminated with salmonellosis.89 The National Research Council, evidently not believing things could be this bad, conducted its own survey and found out things were worse. No less than 90 percent of the poultry from a federally inspected plant they examined was contaminated with salmonellosis.90

Good-Bye Antibiotics

At the same time, salmonella poisoning is becoming harder and harder to treat. The continuous feeding of antibiotics to livestock could hardly have been better designed to breed strains of bacteria, including salmonella, that are resistant to the drugs. Antibiotic-resistant bacteria flourish inside the animals as organisms vulnerable to antibiotics are killed off. As a result, diseases (including salmonellosis) that used to be treatable with antibiotics are becoming increasingly dangerous, and much more often fatal.

Tragically, salmonella bacteria are only one of many disease-producing organisms that are becoming increasingly resistant to antibiotics, due to the continuous feeding of these drugs to livestock. For example, only a few years ago, less than 10 percent of staphylococci bacteria (notorious for causing skin, bone, and wound infections as well as pneumonia and food poisoning) were resistant to penicillin. But today over 90 percent of staphylococci are resistant to penicillin.

Ominously, a major 1987 study by the Federal Center for Disease Control reported in the New England Journal of Medicine that the extremely hardy salmonella bacteria thriving in today’s factory farms are not only increasingly resistant to antibiotics but also not all killed by most forms of cooking.91 As a result, scientists predict that we will be seeing more and more cases of salmonella poisoning in the days to come, and that the cases will be increasingly serious. The chronic use of antibiotics in factory farms has created the likelihood (some say inevitability) of an epidemic of untreatable salmonella food poisoning.


It is no exaggeration to say that the indiscriminate use of antibiotics in factory farms is systematically producing disease-causing agents that are invulnerable to the modern wonder drugs. To keep the animals alive under such horrid conditions, antibiotics are, as a matter of course, placed in their feed. This use of the substances that are responsible for so many medical miracles is creating an “anti-miracle.” It is a situation that could hardly have been better designed to breed and develop bacteria that are resistant to the medicines that have saved countless millions of lives from the epidemic scourges of the past. Unless we restrict the habitual use of antibiotics in livestock feed, these lifesavers are well on their way to becoming utterly ineffective, and physicians will find themselves as helpless in the treatment of many infectious diseases as they were in the pre-antibiotic Middle Ages.

Already, many of us who have eaten the products of factory farms have resistant organisms residing as members of our intestinal flora. We remain reasonably healthy, however, because their numbers are held in check by the many kinds of normal bacteria residing in our intestines. But as Dr. Kenneth Stoller, vice president and public health affairs director for the American Association for Science and Public Policy, has explained, if we should require antibiotic treatment for any reason, “all hell can break loose.” The normal organisms, which have not developed immunity to the medicines, are killed, and the resistant bugs can now multiply unchecked.92

The consequences can be severe. A recent review in Science revealed that over 4 percent of infections caused by strains of salmonella that have become resistant to antibiotics are now fatal. For other infectious diseases also, our wonder drugs are rapidly losing their wonder.

This is why, in the 1970s, Great Britain and the European Economic Community (EEC) forbade the chronic use of antibiotics in livestock feed. But the pharmaceutical and livestock industries have to this day demonstrated something less than the utmost commitment to public welfare by successfully defeating every single attempt to follow suit in the United States.


And Now

We live in a crazy time, when people who make food choices that are healthy and compassionate are often considered weird, while people are considered normal whose eating habits promote disease and are dependent on enormous suffering.

Yet we are also living in a time of great discoveries, when every day we learn more about the consequences of our food choices and so gradually grow more able to make our choices wisely.

The more I’ve studied the findings of the past few decades of medical research, the more I’ve realized that it is now really in our hands. Something is possible now that’s never been possible before. We are learning how to create a truly healthy world.

I believe that each of us, at heart, wants to use our brief time in these bodies and on this planet to contribute something of value. I believe that each of us, at heart, wants to help make the world a better, safer place, a more loving and beautiful place. The healthier we are, the more able we will be to make whatever contribution we can.

We all know our world needs healing. Each of us experiences the planetary anguish of our time in our own way, but all of us know that not only our own lives but the very existence of life on earth is hanging in the balance.

I have discovered that our eating habits affect the world we share far more profoundly than I had ever dreamed. They have an impact that extends far beyond issues of our own health. I have found that there are repercussions to our eating habits that are so immense and far-reaching as to make the matters of human health, as profound as they are, seem relatively trivial.

In the next two chapters, we will turn to how our food choices affect, not only our health, but our children, the gene pool, and the very possibility of life continuing to exist on earth. And we will explore the recent developments that speak in one voice, saying that never before in the history of mankind has a new direction in diet-style been needed with such aching urgency.
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11. AMERICA THE POISONED



There are those who want to set fire to our world;
We are in danger;
There is only time to work slowly;
There is no time not to love.

—DEENA METZGER

There is a major problem with the medical research we have been discussing. It takes time for degenerative diseases to develop, and so the medical research that has correlated cancer, heart disease, and virtually every other degenerative disease of our time with conventional diet-styles is actually out-of-date. The cases of these diseases that modern medical research has studied actually developed, for the most part, on the meats, dairy products, and eggs of the early and middle part of this century.

But today’s meats, dairy products, and eggs are vastly different commodities from those of even 30 years ago.1

For one thing, they are no longer the products of traditional farming methods. They are instead the products of assembly-line, mass-production factory farming. Factory farm animals are much higher in fat than pasture-raised animals, because they get little or no exercise and their feeds are intentionally designed to fatten them as rapidly and cheaply as possible. Further, their fat is far more highly saturated than that of free-range livestock.

The 1975 World Conference on Animal Production issued a report titled “A Re-evaluation of the Nutrient Role in Animal Products,” which revealed the remarkable fact that factory-farmed animals have as much as 30 times more saturated fat than yesterday’s pasture-raised creatures!2


While touted as suppliers of protein for the American public, today’s factory farms are actually suppliers of saturated fat.

But as startling as this increase in saturated fat is, it is actually small potatoes compared to far more ominous changes that have occurred in today’s meats, dairy products, and eggs. Today’s factory farm livestock are subject to vast quantities of toxic chemicals and artificial hormones. Residues are then transmitted to the people who eat their flesh and partake of their milk. Hardly any of these chemicals even existed before World War II, and so we have yet to witness the longer-term health consequences of eating the products of factory farms, which invariably contain residues from pesticides, hormones, growth stimulants, insecticides, tranquilizers, radioactive isotopes, herbicides, antibiotics, appetite stimulants, and larvicides.

We have some important knowledge, though, about the long-range consequences of ingesting these substances, and I am not exaggerating when I say they are profoundly terrifying.

The Sexual Nightmare

The author of Modern Meat, Orville Schell, interviewed Dr. Carmen A. Saenz:

“For years I have been encountering periodic cases of precocious puberty,” Dr. Saenz tells me when she is finished seeing the last of that morning’s young patients. “But in 1980, when I started finding one or two children like this in my waiting room every day, I knew that something quite serious was wrong. From the symptoms they were exhibiting, I was sure that they are being contaminated with some kind of estrogen.”

I ask Dr. Saenz to describe the symptoms. Without replying, she picks up a handful of Polaroid photos from the top of her desk and hands them to me. Each shows the small body of a naked young girl. As I slowly thumb through them, Dr. Saenz gives me a case-by-case commentary in a tone of voice that matches the expression on her face—a mixture of outrage, sadness, and determination.

In the first photo, a four-and-a-half-year-old girl with delicate coffee-colored skin, doelike brown eyes and almost fully developed breasts lies on an examining table. She smiles with a sweet innocence at the camera, seemingly unaware of the dramatic changes that have gone on in her body.

“She had an ovarian cyst,” says Dr. Saenz tersely.

A twelve-year-old boy stands against a white wall looking with blank bewilderment into the camera. He wears a silver crucifix around his neck, which dangles down between two grossly swollen breasts.

“We’ve had to schedule him for surgery,” says Dr. Saenz matter-of-factly. “The emotional stress on him is incredible.”

A one-year-old girl, whose teeth have not even completely come in, lies on the examining table with a ruler stretched across her chest to measure the diameter of her enlarged breasts. She has a pacifier in one of her hands. Dr. Saenz says nothing. She just shakes her head.

A five-year-old girl, looking wild-eyed into the camera as if a weapon were being aimed at her, lies on the examining table. Her breasts are as large and well-developed as a fourteen-year-old’s. Her mons veneris is covered with a scraggly tangle of pubic hair.

“This one had a well-developed uterus and had begun to have some vaginal bleeding,” says Dr. Saenz. “These are developments that we would not usually expect until eight or nine years of age at the very earliest…I have seen hundreds of children like this, and I am certain that there are thousands more going undiagnosed because this problem has become so widespread that even many doctors are no longer getting alarmed about it.”3

Dr. Saenz explained the cause of this epidemic of premature sexual development in the February 1982 Journal of the Puerto Rico Medical Association:

The detailed analysis of histories on all of our patients discards their use of medications or creams containing estrogens [as a cause], and none had neurological or other adrenal disorders…It was clearly observed in 97 percent of the cases that the appearance of abnormal breast tissue was…related to local whole milk in the infant group. At a later age [the culprit was]…consumption of local whole milk, poultry and beef.4

When Dr. Saenz was asked how she could be sure the children were contaminated with hormones from meat and milk rather than from some other source, she replied simply:


When we take our patients off meat and fresh milk, their symptoms usually regress.5

Regulations regarding hormone use in livestock are not enforced as well in Puerto Rico as they are in the United States, and this partially explains the epidemic there of premature sexual development. But U.S. regulations are often laughed at in the rough-and-tumble world of the American “cowboy,” who tends to figure that if a little is good, more is probably better. As a result, doctors in the United States are seeing earlier and earlier puberties in both boys and girls, more and more frequent cases of small children developing sexual characteristics, and an ever-expanding assortment of sexual aberrations. Other countries are also experiencing the same trend. An English medical journal reported that hormone traces in the meat of chemically fattened livestock are causing British schoolgirls to mature sexually at least three years earlier than in the past.6

There is no telling how many such cases occur.

Meanwhile, both adults and children in our society are experiencing a plethora of behavior disorders connected to uncertain and confused sexual identities. The evidence that these arise at least in part from hormonal imbalances is mounting steadily. We are also seeing a startling increase in sexual abuse of children and other tragic indications that human hormonal systems have gone haywire.

When hormones were first introduced into livestock production, after World War II, the meat industry was virtually ecstatic. The manufacturer of diethylstilbestrol, known as DES, humbly hailed the event as the most important moment in the history of food production. Because it produced more fat and more weight on the animals, and thus more profit for the meat industry, DES came to be used on more than 90 percent of America’s cattle. It was called a miracle.

Meanwhile, farmers who accidentally absorbed, inhaled, or ingested even minute amounts of this “miracle” were not always fully able to appreciate its wonders.

They exhibited symptoms of impotence, infertility, gynecomastia [elevated and tender breasts], or changes in voice register.7


Both adults and children were affected. The breast enlargement of a number of young children was directly traced to their having accidentally absorbed DES.8 Nevertheless, literally tons of this hormone continued to be administered routinely to animals whose flesh and milk were destined for human consumption.

Then it was discovered that DES causes cancer even in the smallest doses imaginable. Lab animals developed cancer from daily doses of the hormone of as little as one-quarter of a hundred-millionth of an ounce.9 FDA biochemist Jacqueline Verret reported:

Researchers from the National Cancer Institute assured Congressmen that it might be possible for only one molecule of DES in the 340,000,000,000,000 present in a quarter pound of beef liver to trigger human cancer.10

After a fiercely fought political battle, it was finally made illegal to administer DES to livestock. But the meat industry simply shrugged its shoulders and carried on as usual. Several years after the ban went into effect, the FDA discovered how much respect the industry had for the law of the land. No less than half a million cattle were found to have been illegally implanted with DES.11

Today, many factory farms in the country continue to use DES illegally. Others have simply switched to the other sex hormones on the market, which have the same effects and contain many of the same substances as DES. These hormones, such as Steer-oid, Ralgro, Compudose, and Synovex, are used in virtually every feedlot in the country.12

Silent Spring

The loose-handed use of hormones in today’s factory farms is sufficiently disturbing. But there is actually a far more ominous kind of contamination that people eating today’s meats, dairy products, and eggs unknowingly consume.

In 1962, Rachel Carson issued an epic warning to humanity in her prophetic book, Silent Spring.13 She showed how pesticides were killing off birds, fish, and other wildlife at an alarming rate, in some cases to the point of extinction after only a few years’ use. The book drew its title from the fact that DDT and other pesticides were drastically reducing the populations of many bird species. Carson cautioned that the day was fast arriving when spring would come but no bird songs would be heard:

Over increasingly large areas of the United States, spring now comes unheralded by the return of birds, and the early mornings are strangely silent where once they were filled with the beauty of bird song. This sudden silencing of the song of birds, this obliteration of the color and beauty and interest they lend to our world have come about swiftly, insidiously, and unnoticed by those whose communities are as yet unaffected.14

This is not what most of us would wish for our planet. But we have not heeded her warning about these lethal poisons.

We produce pesticides today at a rate more than 13,000 times faster than we did only 35 years ago.15 Our environment and food chains are being inundated by a virtual avalanche of pesticides. What three decades ago took us six years to produce, we now produce every couple of hours.

It is hard for us to imagine how destructive these substances are. Pesticides are extraordinarily concentrated and powerful chemicals that have been intentionally developed to kill living creatures. In fact, some of them were originally developed to kill human beings. Phosgene, used today to produce chemical herbicides and insecticides, was originally developed for use in chemical warfare and was, in fact, the agent of almost all deaths due to poison gas in World War I.16 Zyklon-B, another modern pesticide, is the substance that the Nazis used to produce deadly hydrogen cyanide gas, used to kill millions upon millions at Auschwitz, Dachau, and other concentration camps.17

Many of today’s most widely used pesticides—including malathion and parathion—are members of the nerve gas family. So lethal is parathion that a chemist who swallowed an infinitesimal dose, amounting to 0.00424 of an ounce, was instantaneously paralyzed and died before he could take an antidote he had prepared in advance and had at hand.18

Pesticides are not the kind of substances you’d want to have hanging around in your environment. But hang around many of them do. In fact, the chlorinated hydrocarbon pesticides—DDT, aldrin, kepone, dieldrin, chlordane, heptachlor, endrin, mirex, PCBs, toxaphene, lindane, etc.—are extremely stable compounds. Ominously, they do not break down for decades or in some cases, centuries.


The Food Chain

Rachel Carson titled her book Silent Spring in memory of the songbirds who have begun to disappear from our world. The reason it is birds, of all animals, who are the first to go, is that many of them are predators at the top of long food chains and thus receive extremely concentrated doses of these chemicals.

You see, pesticides don’t just affect the creature who ingests them first. They accumulate in the tissues of animals, and then, as one organism is eaten by another, they build up in ever higher concentrations at each successively higher rung on the food chain.

A worm living in the soil will store in its tissues all the pesticides it ever accumulates both from what it eats and what it absorbs through its skin. A bird that eats worms will thus ingest all the pesticides ever eaten or contacted by all the tens of thousands of worms it eats. At each successive stage up the food chain, the concentration of toxic chemicals is greatly increased. Thus, a fish will accumulate in its body the total amount of poisons accumulated by all the thousands of smaller fish it eats. And each of these smaller fish will have collected in their flesh the total amount of toxic chemicals ever ingested by all the thousands of still smaller fish they have eaten. It’s an exponential progression. Predator birds who eat fish often ingest extremely high concentrations of these deadly substances.

By the same token, a cow or chicken or pig will retain in its flesh all the pesticides it has ever consumed or absorbed, and factory farm animals build up especially high concentrations of chemical toxins for several reasons. 1) They are fed great quantities of fish meal. 2) Their other feeds are often grown on land heavily sprayed with the most dangerous pesticides. 3) They are dipped in, sprayed with, and intentionally fed many toxic compounds never encountered by animals raised in a more natural way.

These poisons are retained in the fat of the animals. With each inevitable step up the food chain, animals become ever more concentrated carriers of the most deadly chemicals ever known. Man, of course, sits at the very top of the chain whenever he eats fish, meats, eggs, or dairy products.


The Pesticides Monitoring Journal, published by the EPA, chronicles scientific studies and research findings regarding these toxins. The journal confirmed what numerous studies have discovered:

Foods of animal origin [are] the major source of…pesticide residues in the diet.19

Recent studies indicate that of all the toxic chemical residues in the American diet, almost all, 95 percent to 99 percent, come from meat, fish, dairy products, and eggs.20 If you want to include pesticides in your diet, these are the foods to eat. Fortunately, you can overwhelmingly reduce your intake of these poisons by eating lower on the food chain and not choosing foods of animal origin.

What’s Good for Dow Chemical Company

Because the chlorinated hydrocarbon pesticides have such an extremely poisonous and persistent nature, environmentally aware people have urged and pleaded and demanded and begged that this entire chemical family be outlawed. But the very poisonous and persistent qualities of these toxic chemicals have made them big moneymakers for the chemical companies who market them aggressively. These corporations have applied enormous political and economic pressure to keep their products in use. The tragic result is that millions of pounds of these lethal agents continue to be used every year.

In the 1970s, mounting public concern overrode pressures from the chemical companies and forced the passage of the Toxic Substances Control Act. But this act has not in practice turned out to be the boon to environmental health it was intended to be. More than three years after the act became law, the agency responsible for its administration had not yet ordered testing for a single one of the more than 50,000 toxic chemicals on the market.21

The Reagan administration was particularly instrumental in preventing the Toxic Substances Control Act from being enforced. Evidently believing what’s good for Dow Chemical Company is good for America, the Reagan administration abolished or crippled many of the country’s most important health and environmental laws, including those regulations designed to protect the public from the misuse of pesticides.22


The current philosophy of toxic chemical management is to let the chemical companies regulate themselves. The chemical companies think this is a grand idea, though they know they must remain ever watchful lest the public become too concerned and require toxic pesticides to be legitimately assessed for their environmental impact. To prevent such a potentially embarrassing occurrence, they have come up with an ingenious and effective strategy: they have promoted the idea that dangerous chemicals have all been banned, and the government can be trusted to protect us, so there’s nothing to worry about.

By and large the public has bought their story. President Reagan did. In fact, he publicly complained:

The world is experiencing a resurgence of deadly diseases spread by insects because pesticides like DDT have been prematurely outlawed.23

But Reagan couldn’t be more wrong.

The Truth

One reporter who uncovered the shocking truth regarding chemicals and our environment is the outstanding environmentalist Lewis Regenstein. In How to Survive in America the Poisoned, his superbly documented report on the use and effect of deadly chemicals, he writes that although the chemical industry wants us to believe that the really dangerous pesticides have been banned, this is not at all what has actually occurred:

Despite the overwhelming evidence that pesticides cause cancer and are extremely dangerous to humans and the environment, almost none of these chemicals has ever been “banned” by the government in the true sense of that word. In the very few cases where pesticides have been the subject of suspensions, cancellation proceedings, and/or court actions, the results have usually been restrictions or bans placed on some or most uses, while other applications have been allowed to continue.24



PESTICIDE RESIDUES IN THE U.S. DIET
1964–68 Levels of DDT, DDE, and TDE
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Source: Data derived from P. E. Cornellussen, Pesticide Residues in Total Diet,” Pesticides Monitoring Journal 2 (1969): 140–52.



Even in the few cases in which the use of a pesticide has been restricted, the poison does not simply disappear from the environment. Quite the contrary; toxic chemicals like DDT take decades or even centuries to degrade. Even if by some miracle we stopped all pesticide use today, these chemicals would remain with us, contaminating our environment and our food chains for the foreseeable future.

DDT, one of the earliest pesticides, is one of a mere handful of these poisons that has actually been banned. Yet four years after the moratorium on DDT had been declared, the government tested soils in Arizona that had once been treated with DDT and found no measurable decrease in the amount in the soil.25 Twelve years after the chemical was banned in the United States, researchers checked 27 bottle-nosed dolphins found dead off the coast of California. They found “extremely high” concentrations of DDT in every one.26 So persistent is DDT in the environment that even now it continues to be found in the bodies of penguins and seals in Antarctica, seals in the Arctic Ocean, and frogs living at very high altitudes in remote regions of the Sierra Nevada mountains.27


The Tip of the Iceberg

While DDT has gotten most of the publicity, there are unfortunately many other toxic chemicals that are equally widespread in the environment and actually more poisonous. The pesticide dieldrin, for example, is five times more poisonous than DDT when swallowed, and 40 times more so when absorbed by the skin.28 Yet, by the time dieldrin was finally banned in 1974, the FDA found it in 96 percent of all the meat, fish, and poultry in the country, in 85 percent of all dairy products, and in the flesh of 99.5 percent of the American people!29 Sadly, dieldrin will remain with us for a long time; it is one of the most biologically stable of all pesticides, taking many decades to break down.

Dieldrin is also one of the most potent carcinogens ever known.30 It causes cancer in lab animals at every dosage tested, down to the most infinitesimal concentrations measurable by modern, sophisticated equipment. In humans, low levels of exposure cause convulsions, severe liver damage, and rapid destruction of the central nervous system.31 After a World Health Organization antimalarial program used dieldrin, workers foamed at the mouth, went into convulsions, and died. Others, who had only the most minimal exposure to the substance, suffered convulsions for months after-ward.32

This doesn’t sound like a substance you’d particularly want in your food. But for many years, dieldrin was applied to virtually all the acreage in the United States still used to grow corn, oats, barley, soybeans, and alfalfa for livestock feed.33


In March 1974, the USDA discovered that almost 10 million chickens in Mississippi were heavily contaminated with dieldrin, from feed grown on land to which the pesticide had been applied.34 The chickens were destroyed, but the Agriculture Department admits it has no way of knowing how often this kind of incident occurs and acknowledges that we are fortunate if we become aware of even the tiniest fraction of such occurrences. On June 26, 1980, the USDA revealed that turkey products from Banquet Foods Corporation contained intolerable levels of dieldrin. Eventually two million packages of frozen turkey dinners, turkey pies, and other turkey products were recalled.35

While dieldrin is no longer being applied to our soils as it once was, it remains in the soils to which it was once applied. These are the soils that grow the grains that are fed to the animals whose flesh, milk, and eggs Americans consume. For the foreseeable future, dieldrin will continue to work its poisonous way up the food chain, collecting in the fatty tissues of the animals. The only bright side to this is that you can do a great deal to avoid consuming dieldrin by eating low on the food chain.

Dioxin

During the Vietnam War, Agent Orange was sprayed by U.S. air forces over Vietnamese jungles and farmlands. The pilots who flew these missions were assured of the safety of the substance and had a motto that expressed their flippant attitude toward their missions: “Only we can prevent forests.” On some occasions they would engage in playful spray fights with Agent Orange, their cavalier attitude unfortunately exemplifying our national point of view toward toxic chemicals.36

Many Vietnam veterans no longer have a casual attitude toward these poisons. They have suffered grievously for their exposure to Agent Orange and watched in dismay as their children were born with extremely high rates of birth defects.37 One veteran, Michael Ryan of Long Island, testified before congressional hearings on Agent Orange and brought with him his daughter Kerrie, who was born with severe deformities, although neither of her parents had any family history of birth defects. A Washington Post reporter, Margot Hornblower, described the scene:


During the emotion-laden hearing, Kerrie, a frail child with short brown hair, sat in her wheelchair gazing wide-eyed at the television cameras, the Congressmen high on the wood-paneled dais and the roomful of lobbyists and reporters.

“She’s a dynamite little kid,” said her mother to the committee.

Kerrie was born eight years ago with 18 birth defects: missing bones, twisted limbs, a hole in her heart, deformed intestines, a partial spine, shrunken fingers, no rectum. During surgery, a blood clot developed and she suffered brain damage. Doctors say she will never walk.38

It may seem to you and me that Agent Orange is a horrible weapon of war, and certainly not something to spray on land used to grow food. But its two active ingredients—2,4-D and 2,4,5-T—are, in fact, sprayed today on land used to grow food for livestock.39 Millions of pounds continue to be used, even though 2,4,5-T contains a particular substance that is so toxic it makes DDT look like a glass of champagne. 2,4,5-T contains dioxin.

The head of the Toxic Effects Branch of the EPA’s National Environmental Research Center, Dr. Diane Courtney, called dioxin

by far the most toxic chemical known to mankind.40

She also testified that dioxin is present in beef and dairy products from cattle that have grazed on land treated with 2,4,5-T.

The EPA has officially recognized the fact that cattle that graze on land sprayed with 2,4,5-T accumulate dioxin in their fat.41 But Dow Chemical Company, which profits greatly from the sale of 2,4,5-T, would rather the public not be concerned. According to them:

2,4,5-T is about as toxic as aspirin.42

It would be a good thing if it were, because millions of pounds of this lethal chemical have been sprayed on land in the United States. And since dioxin is stored and concentrated as it moves up the food chain, cows, pigs, and chickens contain in their flesh the dioxin residues from all the plants they have ever eaten. Pesticide authority Lewis Regenstein warns:

Humans who eat beef…can get a concentrated dose of dioxin that has built up over several years.43


Dioxin causes cancer, birth defects, miscarriages and death in lab animals at the lowest levels possible to test—in some cases as low as one part per trillion. In fact, dioxin’s toxicity makes it difficult to use in conducting cancer research; it tends to kill the test animals before they have a chance to produce tumors, even when given in the lowest possible doses, such as a few parts per trillion.44

A single drop of dioxin can kill 1,000 people. To kill a million people would take only an ounce.45 Yet it could be in the meat, dairy products, and eggs sold in your supermarket.

Heptachlor

When Rachel Carson first alerted the nation to the enormous dangers of the toxic chemicals we were flooding into the environment, and to the fact that these poisons tended to collect and concentrate in the food chain, the chemical companies were disturbed. Their response, however, did not demonstrate the most enlightened regard for the public welfare.

Before Silent Spring was published in book form, segments were serialized in the New Yorker. The secretary and general counsel of Velsicol Chemical Corporation, Louis A. McLean, responded by sending a threatening and intimidating letter to Carson’s publisher, Houghton Mifflin Inc., attempting to prevent the book from being published. The letter charged that Carson had made “inaccurate and disparaging” statements about one of Velsicol’s biggest moneymakers, a pesticide named heptachlor.46

To their credit, Houghton Mifflin decided to print the book anyway, knowing the truth of Rachel Carson’s dire warning that heptachlor accumulates in the food chain and has disastrous effects on living tissue. Velsicol Chemical did not give up its efforts to keep the substance in widespread use, however, and heptachlor continued to be sprayed on millions of acres of land used to grow corn for animal feed.47 Finally, in October 1974, the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) petitioned the EPA to ban heptachlor (and the associated compound chlordane), on the grounds that it posed “an imminent health hazard to man.”48 The EDF pointed out:

The incidence of heptachlor in human food is currently very high in the United States, especially in meat, poultry, fish and dairy products…Heptachlor is carcinogenic at the lowest levels tested (one-half part per million) in laboratory experiments.49


In November 1974, the EPA finally began hearings and appeals to determine if the chemical should be banned. But heptachlor was such a huge moneymaker for Velsicol Chemical Corporation that the company spent literally tens of millions of dollars on legal maneuvers to fight a possible ban at every step of the way.50 The company’s tactics included withholding lab reports from the EPA that showed malignant tumors had been produced in animals exposed to heptachlor. When this “accidental oversight” was discovered, several company officials were indicted by a federal grand jury.51

In the meantime, Velsicol continued to manufacture and sell millions of pounds of heptachlor, and the poison is still used today for many applications. As a result, it will continue to accumulate in the food chain for years to come, slowly poisoning unknowing consumers of the foods highest on the food chain—meats, dairy products, and eggs.52

Poisoned Pork

Several years after heptachlor was finally restricted, the Department of Agriculture discovered that, as part of its school lunch program, it had sent 40,000 pounds of heptachlor-contaminated ground pork to school systems in Louisiana and Arkansas. By the time they realized what had been done, over 14,000 pounds of poisoned pork had been consumed by the children.53

When we hear a phrase like “poisoned pork,” most of us think of someone immediately getting sick, perhaps with stomach cramps, diarrhea, fever, and so on, because these are the usual symptoms for bacterial poisons that are carried in pork and other meats. But with pesticides, there is considerable lag time between the ingestion of these compounds and the eventual manifestation of cancer, birth defects, and other devastation. Of course, if the dosage is high enough, there are immediate repercussions, including death. But for most of us, the problem is the gradual accumulation of these substances over a period of time. And it is a problem whose occurrence we have no way of recognizing until a deformed baby is born, a miscarriage or stillbirth happens, or a tumor appears. By that time we have virtually no way of tracing the mental and emotional disorders we experience to the toxic chemicals we have ingested.


In instances like the contaminated ground pork being sent to the children in the South, we were very fortunate indeed to discover the high concentrations of heptachlor in these foods. But there is no way we can be aware of more than the tiniest percentage of such incidents. The tests to determine the existence of these chemicals in foods are expensive and time-consuming and require sophisticated equipment. As a result, they are rarely performed.

Heptachlor disasters will be with us for some time. In December 1986, Banquet Foods admitted that 200,000 chickens in Arkansas had to be destroyed because they were found to be contaminated with a variety of heptachlor known as chlordane. In April 1986, milk contaminated with dangerously high levels of heptachlor had to be recalled in Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana, Kansas, Missouri, and Oklahoma.54 At the same time, beef supplied by the USDA Donated Food Program to California elementary and high schools had to be recalled due to heptachlor contamination.55

Most frightening of all, Arkansas authorities found heptachlor contamination in the breast milk of 70 percent of nursing mothers.56 Nevertheless, we are told not to be alarmed, even though a Hawaii study of 120 infants whose supply of breast milk was discovered to be contaminated with heptachlor found the development of the infants’ brains to be significantly retarded.57

It is hard to avoid the feeling that we have seen only the barest glimmer of the top of the toxic chemical iceberg.

There Goes Michigan

One of the saddest features of the pesticide story is that there are people who have been consistently successful in knowingly covering up the dangers. As a result, the public is still, for the most part, unaware of the gravity of what is happening.

It is not only the chemical companies who would like to keep us ignorant of the hazards of pesticides. Some government officials have also come to think we would be better off not knowing. A particularly dramatic instance of such a misguided attitude occurred in Michigan in 1973 and 1974 and involved one of the worst cases of pesticide poisoning yet to come to light.58


Here, the poison involved was PBBs (polybrominated biphenyls). When the U.S. Congress finally investigated the fiasco six years later, they asked expert witnesses about PBBs. The answers were not reassuring. Impartial experts testified:

PBB’s are persistent and can be passed on for generations. PBB’s are stored in the body fat, where they can remain indefinitely. During pregnancy, they can cross the placenta to the developing fetus…PBB is…capable of producing physical defects in offspring in utero.59

Not substances you’d particularly want in your hamburgers. Yet in 1976 alone, several years after the PBB contamination occurred, Michigan residents ate over five million pounds of hamburger contaminated with PBBs.60

What had happened was that this toxic chemical had somehow gotten mixed into livestock feed that was dispersed throughout the state. When the PBBs were first discovered in virtually all of Michigan’s meat and dairy products, state officials tried in every way to cover up the incident. Had the public been notified of the extreme urgency of the situation, a great deal of tragedy could have been avoided. But as it is, according to testimony before Michigan’s Senate Commerce Subcommittee on March 29, 1977, nearly all of Michigan’s residents now have unacceptable levels of PBBs in their bodies.61 It is quite likely that every single person who consumed meats, dairy products, or eggs in the state of Michigan during 1976 or 1977 now has significant amounts of these carcinogens in his or her organs. Tests in 1976 found that 96 percent of nursing mothers in Michigan had PBBs in their milk.62

It is very difficult for us to grasp the magnitude of today’s toxic chemical pollution, and the degree to which our food choices can expose us to such dangers. And especially tragic is the fact that there are people who don’t want the public to know, people who perceive it to be in their own interests to keep the public ignorant. There are industries that are profiting from our use of these chemicals, and from our continuing to make our food choices high on the food chain. They tell us all the bad pesticides have been banned, and the government is on top of things. They tell us there’s nothing to worry about. But they lie!

Even in the few cases, such as with DDT, in which a pesticide has actually been banned, we are far indeed from off the hook. The Library of Congress estimates that over 2.2 million tons of DDT have been used worldwide, more than a pound for every human being on earth.63 The Environmental Defense Fund estimates that the American people today have, collectively, some 20 tons of DDT in their bodies—which works out to one and a half grams per person.64


In the face of such mind-boggling statistics there is a tremendous temptation to go blank, to feel powerless and numb. We may want to erect a wall of denial, to retreat back into ignorance. But one thing is certain: in this case, ignorance is not bliss, though the companies that profit from our ignorance would like us to believe it is. They see no problem at all in the continuing use of these poisons, nor in you and me unknowingly making food choices that daily expose us to residues from the most toxic substances ever known to mankind.

Our Immune Systems Aren’t Immune

We are presently seeing an enormous outbreak of immune system diseases that weren’t a problem years ago—diseases like cancer, AIDS, and herpes. Some immune system diseases, such as chlamydia trachomatis are so new that most people have never heard of them. Chlamydia struck close to four million Americans in 1985, and the numbers are mounting rapidly.65 In the early stages, women usually don’t know they have chlamydia. Untreated, however, it moves into the uterus and fallopian tubes, causing pelvic inflammatory disease, chronic pain, fever, and in many cases sterility.

In 1900, cancer was the 10th-leading cause of death in the United States and was responsible for only 3 percent of all deaths. Today, it ranks second and causes about 20 percent of all deaths. More Americans will die of cancer this year than died in World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnamese War combined.66

Many scientists now feel that the presence of toxic chemicals in our bodies is largely responsible for these epidemics. A case in point is a substance that was once considered among the safest of germ-killing compounds—hexachlorophene. Routinely used as an antiseptic in hospitals, clinics, and doctor’s offices, hexachlorophene was never imagined to be a menace. Newborn infants were bathed in it, and to this day hospital personnel sometimes wash their hands in it. The compound was widely used in baby creams, oil, and powders. It was routinely incorporated into many common household products, including mouthwashes, antiperspirant deodorants, shaving cream, first-aid kits, and over-the-counter medications for acne and psoriasis. In fact, hexachlorophene became practically a household word when Dial soap commercials brightly announced the good news that Dial soap now contained this wonderfully effective germ killer.


But it turns out that hexachlorophene is not the boon its manufacturers would like the public to believe.

In 1972, 35 healthy newborn infants in Paris, France, died after being dusted with talcum powder high in hexachlorophene.67 In 1978, a Swedish study showed that nurses in Swedish hospitals who had regularly washed their hands in a hexachlorophene solution had given birth to an extraordinarily large number of deformed children.68

Hexachlorophene, it was discovered, contains trace amounts of dioxin.

The manufacturers of hexachlorophene still maintain the substance is safe. But there is growing evidence that the dioxin it contains severely damages the human immune system.

The April 18, 1986, issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association contained a major report by joint researchers from the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta, the Missouri State Health Department, and St. Louis Medical School.69 To keep down dust in a Missouri mobile home park, sludge mixed with oil had once been sprayed on a dirt road. This is a fairly common occurrence, but in this case the sludge had come from a plant that made hexachlorophene. Researchers painstakingly studied the people who lived in the mobile home park over the years and compared them to a control group of men, women, and children living in another mobile home park where the sludge had not been used. The text was exhaustively scrupulous. The two groups were virtually identical in race, employment, history of illness, use of pesticides, and use of tobacco and alcohol.

The results suggest why so many scientists today associate toxic chemicals with the current epidemic of immune system diseases. The researchers found

significant damage to the immune systems of the exposed people.70


AIDS and More

There is evidence that dioxin and other toxic chemicals damage the thymus gland, which plays a vital role in the body’s immune system. Thus, people suffering from toxic chemical poisoning may be more susceptible to bacterial and viral infections of all kinds. They may experience the symptoms of common ailments and have no way of tracking their impaired health to the pesticides they have slowly accumulated. And worst of all, with impaired immune systems, they may also become more susceptible to the frightening prospect of diseases such as AIDS and cancer.

Current estimates are that 25 to 75 percent of the people who are exposed to the AIDS virus (human T-cell lymphotropic virus-III, also known as HTVL-III) are eventually stricken by this deadly disease of the immune system. There is much we don’t know yet about AIDS. And while it is homosexuals and intravenous drug users who are especially at risk, the disease is unfortunately spreading rapidly into other segments of the populations. The presence of this disease, which could produce the most devastating epidemic in human history, makes the strength and health of your immune system particularly significant today.

We know that the accumulation of toxic chemicals in the body compromises the immune system. And we know that among people who are exposed to the AIDS virus it is those with weakened immune systems who are most likely to contract the disease. Many scientists see the spreading of the AIDS epidemic as a consequence, therefore, at least in part, of the toxic chemical pollution of our environment, food chains, and bodies.

In today’s world, anything we can do to strengthen our immune systems is especially important. In this light it is particularly sad how often people are ignorant of the role their food choices play. Not knowing the consequences of eating high on the food chain, they may expose themselves unnecessarily to the worst enemies our immune systems have ever known.

Given the immense quantity of these poisons we have spewed into the environment, you may wonder why there are not more glaring birth defects, and why there is not an even greater epidemic of cancers. Part of the answer lies in the lag time necessary before the most conspicuous problems arise.71 A lab animal with a life span measured in months will develop cancer within months when exposed to these substances, whereas humans are on a much slower timetable, so it often takes decades for the damage to show up. It is only comparatively recently that the deluge of pesticides has occurred, though already the lamentable consequences are beginning to appear in our children. Forty years ago, cancer in children was a medical rarity. Today, more children die of cancer than from any other cause.


In lab tests, the offspring of animals exposed to pesticides can be killed and autopsied for evidence of internal birth defects. As a result of such tests, we know these substances cause birth defects in animals in even the most infinitesimal concentrations. It is not so easy, however, to determine the number of human children being born with birth defects, since most birth defects are not glaring external deformities of the kind suffered by thalidomide babies. Most are internal and not immediately apparent at birth. Children with learning disabilities, hyperactivity, lowered I.Q.s, lessened resistance to disease, weakened immune systems, damaged livers or kidneys, chronic ailments that resist diagnosis, and/or emotional problems are rarely studied to see if contamination by toxic chemicals in utero may have done the damage. I’m sure that if they were, the results would be very interesting.

There is no telling how many of us suffer from dullness of spirit, frazzled nervous systems, confusion, irritability, emotional instability, or some other form of unease due to toxic chemical pollution. And there is no way of measuring or tracing most of the damage that has been done. As a result, most people are unaware of the ominous dangers these poisons represent, and of the correspondingly crucial importance of our food choices.

This problem is particularly distressing because it is so needless and avoidable. A new direction for America’s agriculture and diet-style might yet mean that our immune systems could be strengthened and our children grow up to live healthy lives and bear healthy children in a world increasingly safe from pollution.

PCBs

Time and again I’ve been amazed to learn how widespread in the environment are the toxic chemicals that collect and concentrate in the food chains. Probably the most widespread of all are the notorious PCBs. In the United States alone, nearly a million tons of PCBs have been produced—over five pounds for every man, woman, and child.


Because of its biological longevity, almost all of this poison still persists in the environment. PCBs have been found in significant concentrations in wild polar bears and in fish from the deepest and most remote parts of the world’s oceans. It is now likely that there is not a single human being anywhere on this planet who does not carry PCBs in his or her flesh.72

This does not bode particularly well for the health of our species or our world, for if there were a competition for the world’s most toxic substance, PCBs would be right in there along with DDT, dieldrin, dioxin, and the others. A few parts per billion can cause birth defects and cancer in lab animals.73 Primates have developed fatal cancers and given birth to deformed children after ingesting doses as low as one part per million.74

Ominously, a recent government study found PCBs present in 100 percent of the human sperm samples tested.75 They also found a correlation between high PCB levels and low sperm count.76 PCBs are considered one of the chief reasons for the staggering fact that the average sperm count of the American male is today only 70 percent of what it was only 30 years ago.77

Tests done at several major universities have found that nearly 25 percent of today’s college students are sterile.78 This is a terrifying trend. Only 35 years ago, the sterility rate was less than one-half of 1 percent.79

Perhaps the leading researcher in the country in this field is Dr. Ralph Dougherty of Florida State University. He blames the drastic increase in sterility on the chlorinated hydrocarbons, such as PCBs, that have collected in the food chain.80

PCBs were first introduced by Monsanto, a company whose motto, “Without chemicals, life itself would be impossible,” seems ludicrous in view of what PCBs are doing to human fertility. It wasn’t long after Monsanto began producing PCBs that it became apparent that these chemicals posed major problems for human beings. Three years after production began, the faces and bodies of 23 out of 24 workers in the Monsanto plant had become disfigured.81 But that didn’t stop Monsanto. Since then, more than 750,000 tons of these deadly poisons have been produced. They can be found today in every river in America, in the snows of the Arctic and Antarctic, and probably in the tissues of every single fish in the waters of this planet.


Something Smells Fishy

Toxic chemical authorities agree that human contamination with PCBs comes mainly from eating fish from waters in which PCB levels are high.82 Fish have a remarkable ability to absorb and concentrate toxic chemicals from their watery environments. For one thing, their food chains are extremely long, with phytoplankton being eaten by zooplankton, who are in turn eaten by tiny fish, who are then eaten by larger fish, and so on. More significantly, fish literally breathe the water they swim in, so they are also continually accumulating more and more contaminants in this manner. The net effect is almost as if they were underwater magnets for toxic chemicals. The EPA estimates fish can accumulate up to nine million times the level of PCBs in the waters in which they live!83

By the food chain effect, fish may thus become loaded with enormous concentrations of these toxic chemicals.

Shellfish that filter water, such as oysters, clams, mussels, scallops, and other mollusks, are especially vulnerable to pesticide saturation. An oyster will filter up to 10 gallons of water every hour. In only a month, an oyster will accumulate toxic chemicals at concentrations 70,000 times the amount in the water.84

While it is our lakes, rivers, and other inland waterways that are the most polluted with toxic chemicals, the oceans, regrettably, have not been spared. Over 110 million pounds of DDT alone have ended up in the oceans of North America.85 Tragically, there is substantial evidence that DDT levels in the oceans have damaged a major source of the world’s oxygen supply—the microscopic phytoplankton.86

Livestock in today’s factory farms are fed huge quantities of fish meal. Half of the world’s fish catch is fed to livestock.87 In fact, more fish are consumed by U.S. livestock than by the entire human populations of all the countries of western Europe combined.88 But don’t bet too heavily on the meat or dairy industries voluntarily spending the amount of money it would require to test the fish meal they feed their animals for toxic chemicals.

When they do test, the results can be hard to stomach. Ritewood Farms in Idaho is one of the world’s largest chicken factories. In 1979, the concentrations of PCBs in their chickens were found to be so high that one poultry sample could not even be measured.89 Almost three million dollars worth of egg and poultry products had to be destroyed. It remains anyone’s guess how many Americans will never have children or will give birth to deformed children, or will get cancer as a result of eating products from the eggs and chickens that were not tracked down and destroyed. We have yet to see the impact of what has already been done. And the future is rapidly approaching.


Whenever cases like this are discovered, the chemical, meat, and dairy industries often become extremely concerned about the public’s response. One poultry executive justified his company’s commitment to covering up the matter by saying:

There’s no point in scaring people. We have a duty to protect the public’s peace of mind.90

These industries had a hard time doing their self-appointed duty in 1970, when 146,000 chickens in New York had to be destroyed because high levels of PCBs were found by the Campbell Soup Company.91 And again in 1971, when 88,000 chickens and 123,000 pounds of egg products from North Carolina met a similar fate.92 The chickens had eaten fish meal disastrously high in PCBs. In 1978, Ralston Purina had to recall 2,500,000 pounds of animal feed they had sold that was made from fish meal which they discovered, belatedly, to be heavily contaminated with PCBs.93 Millions of eggs and almost half a million chickens were destroyed because the birds had already eaten the feed. It must have been hard for the companies involved to maintain the public’s peace of mind when the FDA admitted it had no idea how many contaminated chickens and eggs were consumed.

Pesticide authority Lewis Regenstein writes of such occurrences:

It can be assumed that such examples represent a tiny fraction of the number of actual incidents, and that most cases of PCB contamination go undetected and/or unreported. Thus, most of the PCBs that contaminate our food end up being consumed by the public.94

Keep It Down…Someone Might Be Listening

It is remarkable how indifferent the companies that profit from these substances can be, not only to public health, but to the welfare of their own employees. In 1974, a Virginia plant began manufacturing the pesticide kepone. Within three weeks, workers became sick with tremors, dizziness, and nervousness. When they sought medical help, what they received left a little bit to be desired. Many were given tranquilizers. One was referred to a psychiatrist.95


A year later, Virginia state officials found out that over 70 workers, plus 10 spouses and children, had been seriously poisoned by kepone. Many had become sterile.96

This did not stop Life Sciences Inc., a subsidiary of Allied Chemical Corporation, from dumping great quantities of kepone into the James River in Virginia in the 1970s.97 They did this despite knowing that this deadly chemical causes cancer, birth defects, and neurological disorders; and despite knowing that the James River is the seedbed for one-quarter of the country’s oysters.98 Predictably, the kepone spread into Chesapeake Bay, which produces 90 percent of America’s soft-shell crabs, 40 percent of all commercial oysters, and 15 percent of all soft-shell clams, besides a significant percentage of the nation’s commercial fishing catch.

Eventually the pollution was discovered and traced to Allied Chemical. Their crimes discovered, Allied Chemical stubbornly refused to repent.

According to Senator Patrick Leahy, who chaired a Senate committee investigating the matter:

Allied Chemical took a position that makes Pontius Pilate look like Mother Theresa of Calcutta. That is giving them the benefit of the doubt.99

As a result of the contamination, the entire area had to be closed to commercial fishing. Within a few years, however, pressures from the fishing industry caused the area to be reopened, even though kepone levels remained dangerously high.100 Today, many of us eat fish from the James River and Chesapeake Bay, even though experts say these waters will remain seriously contaminated with kepone for another two centuries!101

The least likely of all places in the world to find an uncontaminated fish is in the United States. We have the dubious distinction of being the world’s largest producer of pesticides. We use 1.1 billion pounds of pesticides a year—about five pounds for every member of the population. This amounts to 30 percent of the entire world’s use.102 You may be wondering if any fish are safe. Unfortunately, even for research purposes, it is almost impossible now for scientists to find fish anywhere in U.S. waters that do not carry toxic chemicals in their flesh. Lewis Regenstein writes:

From a health standpoint, the least dangerous fish to eat are smaller, deep-ocean fish that do not live or spawn near the coast, such as cod, halibut, and pollack, or freshwater fish from high-altitude streams that are not contaminated from industrial or agricultural runoffs or dumping. But even these fish will carry some pollutants. Unfortunately, uncontaminated fish and other animal products may simply no longer exist.103


A major study reported in Tufts University’s Diet and Nutrition Letter compared the offspring of 242 women who ate varying amounts of fish from Lake Michigan. The study found that the more fish the mothers had eaten, the more their babies showed abnormal reflexes, general weaknesses, slower response to stimuli, and various signs of depression. Even mothers eating the fish only two or three times a month produced babies weighing seven to nine ounces less at birth, with smaller heads.104

A 1986 follow-up study cast an even less favorable light on Lake Michigan fish. A definite correlation was found between the amount of fish the mothers had eaten, even if it was only once a month, and the children’s subsequent brain development. The youngsters were given the “fixation to novelty” test, which is recognized as an accurate indicator of future verbal I.Q. Their scores were inversely proportional to the amount of fish their mothers had eaten. The more fish their mothers had eaten, the poorer they did.105

We are again and again told not to be alarmed. This is ridiculous because it is not too late to begin to reverse the damage. Our grandchildren might yet live in a healthy world, where people gather joyfully at night around crackling campfires, laughing about times in the distant past when human beings were so foolish as to spread such poisons into the environment. “It’s a good thing,” they might yet say happily, “that we learned better in time.”

The Pharmaceutical Farm

We won’t arrive at such a happy future eating the products of today’s factory farms. These animals are not only fed huge quantities of often-contaminated fish but are subject to a distressing array of toxic chemicals. Cattle, pigs, sheep, and other livestock are often routinely doused with a chemical called toxaphene to kill the parasites that breed in the crowded and grossly unsanitary conditions of modern factory farms.106 This substance is a chlorinated hydrocarbon, a member of the deadly family that includes DDT, kepone, dieldrin, heptachlor and PCBs. Like other members of its chemical family, toxaphene is biologically stable, fat soluble, and a deadly poison. In the most microscopic doses it produces cancer and birth defects and causes bones to dissolve in lab animals.107 Even a few parts per trillion disturb the reproduction of fish, and a few parts per billion turn their backbones to chalk.108 Yet every day in the United States this chemical is routinely administered by untrained factory farm workers to the animals whose flesh and milk the public eats.


If there were a competition for the world’s most deadly substance, toxaphene would definitely have its supporters, including, perhaps, Dr. Adrian Goss, the chief scientist for the EPA’s Hazards Evaluation Division. A world-renowned expert on toxic chemicals, he was formerly associate director of the FDA’s scientific investigations office. His opinion of toxaphene is unequivocal:

[It is] abundantly clear that toxaphene is an extremely potent carcinogen…I have never encountered an agent purposefully introduced into the environment…which had a carcinogenic propensity as clearly marked and as pervasive.109

Yet each year in the United States over a million cattle are dipped in or sprayed with several million gallons of toxaphene solution to kill parasites that thrive in factory farm environments.110 This is done despite the fact that toxaphene, like the other chlorinated hydrocarbons, can be absorbed through the skin of animals and is retained in their flesh.

In December 1978, veterinarians for the California Department of Food and Agriculture were concerned about mange in the 850-head herd of Chico, California, farmer George Neary. Neary pleaded with them not to use toxaphene, but they assured him they knew what they were doing, and insisted. Within a few weeks, nearly 100 cows had died. Five hundred others either aborted their fetuses or gave birth to calves that died soon after birth. A dog that ate some flesh from one of the dead cows evidently did not find it to his liking. He dropped dead seconds later.111


The administrators of the toxaphene program concluded they had used too concentrated a solution. Sorry, George!

As if that’s not enough, modern factory farms often swarm so thickly with flies that farmhands have to turn on their windshield wipers in order to be able to make it home from work. The flies can just about drive the men crazy, and workers will go to great lengths to kill them. Many of the sprays commonly used to kill flies around livestock (including Fly-Die, Duo-Kill, Vapona, and others) have as their primary ingredient a substance that would also have some supporters in a competition for the world’s worst poison—a chemical called dichlorvos.112

So toxic is dichlorvos that the World Health Organization has set its acceptable daily intake at only 0.004 mg/kg, an amount exceeded by someone who merely stays in the same room with a small No-Pest strip containing the chemical for nine hours.113

But this doesn’t prevent the decision makers in the meat industry from giving the cows, chickens, pigs, and steers in today’s animal factories a continuing stream of dichlorvos products.

In their never-ending battle against flies, factory farm workers will often mix toxic larvicides into the animals’ feed. The poisons go in the animals’ mouths, through their stomachs and intestines, and out the other end—in so doing rendering the manure chemically toxic to the flies that will breed there.

One farmer told me these larvicides are a nifty idea. He laughed when I told him that the most popular of the larvicides, Rabon, has as its principal ingredient a substance that can cause extreme damage to the human nervous system and send people into convulsions, even in minute doses. He quickly pulled out an advertisement in which Rabon’s manufacturer, Diamond Shamrock, says there is no need to worry about residues showing up in the meats and milk from animals fed Rabon. Indeed, they recommend feeding the poison to dairy cows while they are being milked, and to beef cattle right up to slaughter.

How trustworthy are the reassurances of such companies? When the manager of technical services and development at Diamond Shamrock was asked about problems with Rabon, he replied that the only problem was “getting the compound approved by the EPA.”114


The Government as Protector

Twenty years ago, the amount of toxic substances used in animal farming was only a trickle compared to the torrent it has become today. Yet even then, when the USDA tested 2,600 poultry samples from every federally inspected plant in the nation, they could not find a single sample that was not contaminated with toxic pesticides.115 In 1966, it was admitted in congressional hearings that:

No milk available on the market, today, in any part of the United States, is free of pesticide residues.116

Unfortunately, the situation has grown steadily worse since then.

Most of us are deeply conditioned to believe that the government’s meat inspection system takes good care of us and would never allow unhealthy animals to reach the public. But in reality that is hardly the case. The animals often whiz by the inspectors faster than one per second, giving them only the briefest possible glimpse for the most glaring of problems. Detection of toxic chemicals requires complex laboratory equipment and a great deal of time and expense.

In fact, the USDA tests only one out of every quarter million slaughtered animals for toxic chemical residues.117 And even then, it tests for less than 10 percent of the toxic chemicals known to be present in the country’s meat supply.118 In 1976, less than 150 animals in the United States were condemned for drug residues, 57 for pesticidal residues, and 29 for miscellaneous residues. That’s a grand total of less than 300 animals out of 119 million—not counting poultry.119

So low are our meat inspection standards that inspectors from the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1984 declared 11 of America’s largest meat packers ineligible to export their products through the Common Market.120

The chemical companies would like us to believe that we are protected from harmful chemical residues and that the problem is under control. But impartial scientists don’t see it that way. Lewis Regenstein writes:


A review of the government’s policy in setting and enforcing tolerance levels for toxic pesticides leads to the inescapable conclusion that the program exists primarily to reassure the public that it is being protected from harmful chemical residues. In fact, the program, as currently administered, does little to minimize or even monitor the amount of poisons in our food, and serves the interests of the users and producers of pesticides rather than those of the public…

The prime source of toxic pesticides and other chemicals for most Americans is in the consumption of food high in fat content, such as meat and dairy products. A vegetarian diet, or one that minimizes animal products, can substantially reduce one’s exposure to most of these cancer-causing chemicals.121

The relationship between toxic chemicals and meat was ironically dramatized on April 5, 1973. On that day, the FDA finally banned the artificial coloring agent Violet No. 1 as a carcinogen. Up until then, the Department of Agriculture had been using the dye to stamp meats with the grades of “Choice,” “Prime,” and “U.S. No. 1 USDA.” For over 20 years, the USDA had been reassuring customers their meat was healthy by stamping the meat with a cancer-causing dye.122

The Good News

Fortunately, there are alternatives to pesticides. Agricultural techniques such as organic farming and integrated pest management (IPM) are decidedly on the upswing today. These utilize natural insect controls, such as predatory insects, weather, crop rotation, pest-resistant varieties, soil tillage, insect traps, and other environmentally sound practices. IPM systems use chemicals when necessary but recognize that tolerable quantities of pest insects may actually be desirable, because they provide food for beneficial insects.

Organic and IPM systems realize that “controlling” insects by poisoning them is not the best strategy. Even speaking strictly in terms of short-term output and crop losses due to pests, pesticides are not the blessing the companies who sell them would like us to believe. Of the 25 most serious agricultural pests in 1970, 24 were either pesticide-aggravated or pesticide-induced pests.123 Despite staggering increases in pesticide use, the percentage of U.S. crops lost to insects doubled between 1950 and 1974—mostly because the ecological balance has been so severely disturbed by the chemicals.


The chemical companies would like us to believe that the chemicals increase food production. But in their penetrating study of the causes of world hunger, Food First, Frances Moore Lappé and Joseph Collins found quite otherwise:

In country after country, there is a regular progression of events. For the first few years [after pesticides are introduced] insects are controlled at reasonable cost and yields are higher than before. The growers, seeing the bugs literally drop from the plants, feel the pesticides give them power over forces that have always been beyond their control. Gradually, however, the pest species develop resistant strains through a survival-of-the-fittest selection.

It is not true that the only good bug is a dead bug. Some bugs are parasites or flesh-eating predators that live off the insect species doing the plant damage. Some eat only very specific parts of the crop plant. Studies show that the vast majority of insect species never cause sufficient damage to justify the cost of insecticide treatment. Their numbers are restricted below injury levels by the action of these parasites and predators. But, when an insecticide kills some of these parasites and predators, many ordinarily insignificant pests are able to multiply faster.124

A case in point is the spider mite:

Only 25 years ago, the spider mite was a minor pest. Repeated use of pesticides supposedly aimed at other pests has decimated the natural enemies and competitors of the mite. Today, the mite is the pest most seriously threatening agriculture worldwide…

The irony…is that the more effective an insecticide is in killing susceptible individuals of a pest population, the faster resistant individuals evolve.125

Fortunately, pesticides are not necessary. Organic and IPM techniques not only work but often work even in cases where the most powerful pesticides won’t. One of the worst pests corn growers face is the corn rootworm, and chemicals have not been much help in this battle. The worm has developed almost total resistance to the major pesticides. Integrated pest management systems solved the problem by simply rotating crops. The corn rootworm cannot eat the soybean plant. So, when soybeans are planted alternately with corn, the rootworm has nothing to eat and cannot survive. The soybean plants have the added benefit of supplying nitrogen to the soil and so reducing the need for fertilizer for the ensuing corn crop.126


Unfortunately for pesticide-addicted agriculture, however, simply switching to crop rotation after years of pesticide use can run into a few difficulties. Some of the weed killers used today on corn crops persist in the soil and kill noncorn plants. Soybean plants die if planted in soil to which these chemicals have been applied. Farmers who have been led to rely on pesticides can find themselves in a vicious circle. They may have created soil in which nothing will grow except corn. So they must plant corn year after year, thereby virtually inviting insects, disease, and weed problems.

Earl Butz, secretary of agriculture under Nixon, used to say that before the United States could consider organic farming, it would have to decide which 50 or 60 million Americans were going to be allowed to starve. His attitude exemplified the stance that government and agribusiness have taken in the past: that organic farming is a luxury we can ill afford, and we need these chemicals to feed ourselves. The chemical companies, as you might imagine, have spent millions to reinforce this way of thinking.

But it could hardly be less true.

Up until World War II, American farmers grew huge harvests without relying on pesticides. And happily we could now do even better, thanks to our greatly increased understanding of IPM techniques. For example, it is now possible to rear large numbers of sterilized male insects and then release them into an area in which this particular insect has become a problem. They mate with the females in the wild, and soon there is a drastic reduction in the population of the problem insect. It is also now possible to rear large numbers of beneficial insects and release them to prey on the insect pests in an infested area.127

We could now do even better than ever without pesticides because our understanding of environmental systems is so much more sophisticated than it was before World War II, and because we can learn from the mistakes we have made. We know enough now to appreciate that while insects often become resistant to pesticides, no insect ever becomes resistant to a bird. And birds handle themselves pretty well around insects. A brown thrasher can eat 6,180 insects in a day. A swallow will devour 1,000 leafhoppers in 12 hours. A house wren will feed 500 spiders and caterpillars to its young during one summer afternoon. A pair of flickers consider 5,000 ants a mere snack. A Baltimore oriole eats 17 caterpillars a minute.128


In fact, government studies on the feasibility of organic types of farming have been extremely encouraging. A 1979 Agriculture Department task force of scientists and economists formed to study the matter came to

positive conclusions on the importance of organic farming and its potential contributions to agriculture and society.129

The USDA task force found that some farmers actually experienced no reduction at all in yields when they gave up the use of chemicals. And those who did lose some production still made more money because they didn’t have to pay for expensive chemicals.

Probably the most complete research project ever undertaken to assess the feasibility of organic agriculture was conducted by the Center for the Study of Biological Systems at Washington University in St. Louis. This study matched a group of farms with similar soil conditions, crops, and acreage, half of which used chemicals, half of which did not. At the end of the study, the center director concluded:

A five-year average shows that the organic farms yielded, in dollars per acre, exactly the same returns. In terms of yield, the organic farms were down about 10 percent. The reason why the economics came out is that the savings in chemicals made up for the difference.130

You might think that a 10 percent reduction in yield would mean food shortages. But it is important to realize that the vast majority of American agriculture does not grow food for people. It grows food for animals, whose flesh, milk, and eggs we then consume. Most of it, actually, gets turned into manure, which cannot be recycled because it does not fall onto the land itself but instead is concentrated in unbelievable quantities at feedlots and confinement sheds and ends up in our already amply polluted water.


If we were simply to grow food for people, we would need less than 30 percent of the yield we now require from our agricultural acreage. We could cut our yield in half and still have far more than enough food to feed ourselves. And since the switch to IPM and other organic-type methods does not actually entail much loss of production, we could, in fact, feed the entire world if we grew food directly for people instead of supplying what are really manure and saturated fat factories.

In doing so, we would also stop flooding the environment with lethal poisons. Our children might yet live in an increasingly safe and clean world.

Reducing Your Intake of Pesticides

The most effective way to reduce your intake of toxic chemicals is to minimize or eliminate your intake of meats, fish, dairy products, and eggs. Choosing organic or unsprayed produce would be the next step. It also helps to reduce your intake of imported foods such as coffee, sugar, tea, and bananas, because farmers in countries such as Ecuador, Mexico, Guatemala, and Costa Rica use much greater concentrations of pesticides than even American agriculture is allowed to use. Pesticides, incidentally, which they often buy from U.S. chemical companies, and which are usually manufactured in this country.131 It is likewise a good idea to beware of imported fruits and vegetables. You’re safest if you stick with in-season, locally grown fruits and vegetables. U.S. regulations for pesticide use make many exceptions for Hawaii, with the result that fruit from Hawaii can be as heavily contaminated as that from Latin America. Among the worst of all foods are fast-food hamburgers, because they are often made from beef imported from Central America.

Some people feel that eating “organically raised” beef and poultry is a good way to limit their intake of pesticides. It is important to realize, though, that while meat products labeled “natural” or “organic” may be better than the typical factory farm commercial products, they still will include the concentrated toxins from all the foods the livestock ate. These lethal chemicals accumulate in the fatty tissues of animals in much greater concentrations than are found in fruits and vegetables. Pesticide authority Lewis Regenstein writes:


Meat contains approximately 14 times more pesticides than do plant foods; dairy products 5 1/2 times more. Thus, by eating foods of animal origin, one ingests greatly concentrated amounts of hazardous chemicals. Analysis of various foods by the FDA shows that meat, poultry, fish, cheese and other dairy products contain levels of these pesticides more often and in greater amount than other foods.132

In 1975, the Council on Environmental Quality concluded a lengthy analysis of the problem of pesticide residues in food by stating that dairy and meat products account for over 95 percent of the population’s intake of DDT.133 The same percentage holds true for the other pesticides. Sadly, people who have not been told this fact continue to eat high on the food chain, thus unknowingly exposing themselves day after day to large amounts of some of the most virulent poisons known to man. The bright side is that, knowing this, we can do something about it. A new direction for America’s agriculture and diet-styles would mean that our children and their children might yet have healthy bodies and a healthy environment in which to live.

Contaminated Mother’s Milk

You might think that any way toxic chemicals could possibly be eliminated from the human body would be a good thing. But, disturbingly, the most common way these stored-up poisons are released is in the breast milk of nursing mothers.

Just as dairy cows tend to excrete into their milk the stores of lethal chemicals they have absorbed, so, too, does human milk become contaminated from the stores of these poisons in the mother’s body fat. The tragic results have been portrayed by the Ecology Action Center in a poster that shows a nude pregnant woman. On her effulgent breasts there is a label: “Caution—Keep Out of Reach of Children.”134

Unfortunately, this poster is not intended as a joke. A nursing woman’s body draws on its body fat reservoirs to make milk. Stored in her body fat reservoirs are virtually all the toxic chemicals she has ever ingested, inhaled, or absorbed through her skin. These poisons are thus incorporated into her milk. Breast-fed babies thereby may consume extraordinarily large amounts of the most toxic substances ever known to man.135


So high is most mother’s milk in DDT, PCBs, dieldrin, heptachlor, dioxin, and so on that it would be subject to confiscation and destruction by the FDA were it to be sold across state lines.136

In 1976, the EPA found significant concentrations of DDT and PCBs in over 99 percent of mother’s milk from every part of the country.137 Other studies have confirmed these levels of saturation.138 In 1975, the President’s Council on Environmental Quality found DDT in 100 percent of the breast milk it sampled.139 The other poisons that work their way up the food chain were similarly ubiquitous.

The EPA has concluded that the average American breast-fed infant ingests nine times the permissible level of dieldrin, one of the most potent of all cancer-causing agents known to modern science.140 As if that weren’t enough, the EPA concludes that the average American breast-fed infant also consumes 10 times the FDA’s maximum allowable daily intake level of PCBs.141 In 1981, the breast milk of over 1,000 Michigan mothers was tested for PCBs. Every single case showed residues of a chemical so toxic it causes birth defects and cancer in lab animals in doses as low as a few parts per billion.142

Some women are so alarmed by these terrifying facts that they decide not to breast-feed their young. But this is not usually the best decision for a number of important reasons: 1) Human breast milk is nutritionally vastly superior for a human infant to any cow’s-milk formula. 2) The formulas are also likely to be contaminated with toxic chemicals. 3) Human breast milk contains antibodies that are crucial for the newborn. 4) Breast-feeding provides the bonding and emotional nurturance that are tremendously important to the well-being of both mother and baby.

Fortunately, there are ways a woman of childbearing age can minimize the risk to her young. Many studies have shown direct correlations between the amount of animal fat in a woman’s diet and the amount of residues in her milk. The less meat, butter, eggs, cheese, milk, poultry, and fish in a woman’s diet, the fewer toxic chemicals will be found in the milk that flows from her breast to her young.143

In 1976, the EPA analyzed the breast milk of vegetarian women and discovered the levels of pesticides in their milk to be far less than the average.144


A study published in the New England Journal of Medicine made a similar comparison and found:

The highest levels of contamination in the breast milk of the vegetarians was lower than the lowest level of contamination…[in] non-vegetarian women…The mean vegetarian levels were only one or two percent as high as the average levels in the United States.145

This is a tremendously important statistic. The breast milk of the average vegetarian nursing mother in the United States contains only 1 or 2 percent of the pesticide contamination experienced in the national average. If the national average for breast milk contamination were to be represented by the weight of a compact automobile (1,600 pounds), the comparable vegetarian average would be equivalent to the weight of only a very small suitcase (16 to 32 pounds). No studies to my knowledge have been done on the breast milk of pure vegetarian women, but there is every indication their milk would be again many times safer.

Women, and even little girls, who think they may wish to have and breast-feed a baby in the future would do well to realize that the diet they eat today will greatly affect the health of their young. Any chemicals they ingest now will be stored in their tissues until released in their milk. And because mother’s milk is often an infant’s only source of food, the concentrations of pesticides in its milk are crucial indeed. The Environmental Defense Fund has shown that the average American nursing infant receives 100 times more PCBs, on a body-weight basis, than the average adult.146 Further, the effective dose is yet more toxic, since the infant’s immature liver is completely incapable of detoxifying these chemicals. It is extremely important that young women know that by eating wisely today, they will be creating better breast milk for their babies tomorrow.

We know enough now to take the right path. The mothers of the future might yet nurse their babies, grateful in the knowledge that their milk is safe and pure. They might yet feed their young, with only a distant memory of the time when breast milk was a danger.

Men who think they may someday wish to father a child would do well to realize that the toxic chemicals they ingest today, including those especially damaging to sperm cells, tend to collect and concentrate in the male reproductive tract.147 The result is that a very high number of birth defects stem from the male’s absorption of these chemicals. This is why the offspring of Vietnam veterans who were involved with Agent Orange have such a high rate of birth defects, and why a University of Southern California Medical School study found distinct correlations between brain tumors in children and their fathers’ exposure to toxic chemicals.148

Even if a man does not father a child, he should be concerned. His sperm will still collect these chemicals. And, during intercourse, they will be transmitted to the female.149 She will absorb them through her vaginal mucosa and then store them in her womb, like the worst kind of biological time bomb, waiting to cause birth defects and cancer.

Fortunately, wise food choices today can do a great deal to protect the health of the as-yet unborn.

The Gene Pool

It is almost impossible to exaggerate the profound threat toxic chemicals present to the human species. They can damage the very blueprint of life itself—the DNA molecule.150 Hence the epidemic of the runaway cellular growth process we know as cancer; hence the epidemic of sterility; hence the epidemic of birth defects.

What is happening is that the human gene pool itself is in danger of being irreparably harmed. This gene pool is the culmination of at least three billion years of evolution and is the primary resource of the human species. Defects in the DNA blueprint cause diseases that henceforth become hereditary. These tragedies will then persist for untold generations in the future. Scientists tell us:

Changes in the chromosomes of sperm or our precursor cells may be transmitted to all future generations of humans. The heredity of man, his greatest treasure, is thereby at stake. Once irreversibly injured, the chromosomes cannot be repaired by any process known to man.151

The mutagenic effect of these chemicals takes at least a generation to manifest. It is only in this generation that the biosphere and the food chains have been inundated with toxic chemicals that represent the highest summation of technological expertise at killing living creatures.

We have not yet seen the impact of what has already been done. But as Red Skelton used to say, “If we don’t change the direction in which we are going, we will end up where we are headed.”

Now What?

Facing this ominous future, I’ve been filled with many emotions. I’ve felt overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of these substances that have been produced; overwhelmed by such great damage that can be done by such infinitesimal amounts; and overwhelmed with rage at those who lie and profit from such abominations. It is not easy to see a man like Paul Oreffice, the president of Dow Chemical Company, appear on NBC’s Today show and tell us that “there’s absolutely no evidence of dioxin doing any damage to humans.” He said this despite knowing that the amount of dioxin sufficient to kill 10 million people could fit in a space smaller than a human hand.

I don’t think anyone could become aware of the immensity of what is involved and not feel pain for our world and our collective future. This pain goes beyond the personal, beyond any of our individual lives. It is the human journey itself that is now at stake.

Sometimes I’ve wished I could cover my eyes and it would all go away; I’ve wanted to believe that when the chips are down “they” would never allow our whole world to be poisoned. Other times, when my attempts to psychically numb myself have failed and the reality of the situation has sunk in, I’ve felt other forms of grief. I’ve felt angry that we must see our lives and the lives of our children darkened by such avoidable tragedy. I’ve felt guilty, because as part of this society I can’t help but feel implicated in this great misfortune. I’ve felt scared for what may yet lie in store. Mostly, though, there has been sorrow. Confronting what is happening can bring a sadness beyond telling.

This sorrow belongs to us all, and I have learned it is not something to fear. For in the depths of our shared pain, we also experience our shared caring, our mutual prayers, and our common capacity to act. The pain we feel is the cracking of the shell that encloses our power to respond. Something precious can be born in times like these. In our shared pain we labor together to bring it to birth.

The pain we feel is not ours alone. It is rooted in caring, not just for ourselves and our children, but for all of humanity and all of life. Our distress is a statement of our interconnectedness with all beings. Something much larger than our individual selves and destinies is at work here. Our distress is an urgent statement from the depths of our being that this horrible pollution must not be allowed to continue. It is the awakening within our individual and collective conscience of the most profoundly transforming human responses. It is the source of the courage to redirect our lives.

Obviously the work of healing our world and ourselves is not a separate or passing chapter in our lives. The changes that are necessary won’t come about simply because we stop eating meat, or simply because, on occasion, we meet or march or donate or lobby. It will take everything we are, and it will take all of us, and in forms we cannot yet even begin to imagine.

We will meet this challenge that asks so much because there is something inside us that is sacred, our conscience, that says this is what we are here to do.

I look out into the world and I see a deep night of unthinkable cruelty and blindness. Undaunted, however, I look within the human heart and find something of love there, something that cares and shines out into the dark universe like a bright beacon. And in the shining of that light within, I feel the dreams and prayers of all beings. In the shining of that beacon I feel all of our hopes for a better future. In the shining of the human heartlight there is the strength to do what must be done.


12. ALL THINGS ARE CONNECTED



Destiny, or karma, depends upon what the soul
 has done about what it has become aware of.

—EDGAR CAYCE

Each of us is the last frontier.

—MERLE SHAIN

There is an old story that tells of a man who lived a long and worthy life. When he died, the Lord said to him, “Come, I will show you hell.” He was taken to a room where a group of people sat around a huge pot of stew. Each held a spoon that reached the pot, but had a handle so long it couldn’t be used to reach their mouths. Everyone was famished and desperate; the suffering was terrible.

After a while, the Lord said, “Come, now I will show you heaven.” They came to another room. To the man’s surprise, it was identical to the first room—a group of people sat around a huge pot of stew, and each held the same long-handled spoon. But here everyone was nourished and happy and the room was full of joy and laughter.

“I don’t understand,” said the man. “Everything is the same, yet they are so happy here, and they were so miserable in the other place. What’s going on?”

The Lord smiled. “Ah, but don’t you see—here they have learned to feed each other.”


Wasting the Food We Have

The livestock population of the United States today consumes enough grain and soybeans to feed over five times the entire human population of the country.1 We feed these animals over 80 percent of the corn we grow, and over 95 percent of the oats.2

It is hard to grasp how immensely wasteful is a meat-oriented diet-style. By cycling our grain through livestock, we end up with only 10 percent as many calories available to feed human mouths as would be available if we ate the grain directly.3

Less than half the harvested agricultural acreage in the United States is used to grow food for people. Most of it is used to grow livestock feed. This is a drastically inefficient use of our acreage. For every 16 pounds of grain and soybeans fed to beef cattle, we get back only one pound as meat on our plates. The other 15 are inaccessible to us. Most of it is turned into manure.

The developing nations are copying us. They associate meat-eating with the economic status of the developed nations and strive to emulate it. The tiny minority who can afford meat in those countries eat it even while many of their people go to bed hungry at night, and mothers watch their children starve.

Love is feeding everybody.

—JOHN DENVER

To understand the return on the food investment we get through cattle feeding, imagine you took $1,000 of your money and put it into a bank. A year later, you go to withdraw your money, expecting as well to collect the interest it has earned over the 12 months. But instead the bank teller hands you only $100 and says that is all you get. All the rest is gone. Not only do you not get any interest on your investment, but you have lost 90 percent of it.

That is better than the protein efficiency of a meat-based diet. We lose over 90 percent of the protein we invest as feed in our livestock. Beef is the least efficient—we lose 94 percent of the protein we feed beef cattle. Dairy cattle are the most efficient—but here, too, we still lose 78 percent of our protein investment. With pigs and chickens our losses are in between. We lose 88 percent of the protein we feed pigs and 83 percent of our protein investment in poultry.4


Forty thousand children starve to death on this planet every day.

—INSTITUTE FOR FOOD AND DEVELOPMENT POLICY

To supply one person with a meat habit food for a year requires three and a quarter acres. To supply one lacto-ovo vegetarian with food for a year requires one-half acre. To supply one pure vegetarian requires only one-sixth of an acre. In other words, a given acreage can feed 20 times as many people eating a pure vegetarian diet-style as it could people eating the standard American diet-style.5

Lester Brown of the Overseas Development Council has estimated that if Americans were to reduce their meat consumption by only 10 percent, it would free over 12 million tons of grain annually for human consumption. That, all by itself, would be enough to adequately feed every one of the 60 million human beings who will starve to death on the planet this year.6

I’ve known what it is to be hungry, but I always went right to a restaurant.

—RING LARDNER

By cycling our grain through livestock, we not only waste 90 percent of its protein; in addition, we sadly waste 96 percent of its calories, 100 percent of its fiber, and 100 percent of its carbohydrates.

Meanwhile, malnutrition is the principal cause of infant and child mortality in developing nations. In many of them, over 25 percent of the population die before reaching the age of four. In Guatemala, 75 percent of the children under five years of age are undernourished. Yet every year Guatemala exports 40 million pounds of meat to the United States.7 It borders on the criminal!

Many of us believe that hunger exists because there’s not enough food to go around. But as Frances Moore Lappé and the antihunger organization Food First have shown, the real cause of hunger is a scarcity of justice, not a scarcity of food. Enough grain is squandered every day in raising American livestock for meat to provide every human being on earth with two loaves of bread.


Hunger is really a social disease caused by the unjust, inefficient, and wasteful control of food. In Costa Rica, beef production quadrupled between 1960 and 1980. But almost all this beef is exported to the United States, and what does stay in the country is eaten by a tiny minority. Though more and more Costa Rican land is being turned over to meat production, the population is not eating more meat for the change. The average family in Costa Rica eats less meat than the average American housecat.

The law, in its majestic equality, forbids the rich as well as the poor to sleep under bridges, to beg in the streets, and to steal bread.

—ANATOLE FRANCE

The world’s cattle alone, not to mention pigs and chickens, consume a quantity of food equal to the caloric needs of 8.7 billion people—nearly double the entire human population of the planet.8

He would daily throw out crumbs for the sparrows in the neighborhood. He noticed that one sparrow was injured, so that it had difficulty getting about. But he was interested to discover that the other sparrows, apparently by mutual agreement, would leave the crumbs which lay nearest their crippled comrade, so that he could get his share, undisturbed.

—ALBERT SCHWEITZER

According to Department of Agriculture statistics, one acre of land can grow 20,000 pounds of potatoes. That same acre of land, if used to grow cattle feed, can produce less than 165 pounds of beef.9

In a world in which a child dies of starvation every two seconds, an agricultural system designed to feed our meat habit is a blasphemy. Yet it continues, because we continue to support it. Those who profit from this system do not need us to condone what they are doing. The only support they need from us is our money. As long as enough people continue to purchase their products they will have the resources to fight reforms, pump millions of dollars of “educational” propaganda into our schools, and defend themselves against medical and ethical truths.

A rapidly growing number of Americans are withdrawing support from this insane system by refusing to consume meat. For them, this new direction in diet-style is a way of joining hands with others and saying we will not support a system that wastes such vast amounts of food while people in this world do not have enough to eat.

The day that hunger is eradicated from the earth there will be the greatest spiritual explosion the world has ever known. Humanity cannot imagine the joy that will burst into the world on the day of that great revolution.


—FEDERICO LORCA

War Is Hell

Because the raising of livestock requires a much greater use of resources, it puts us in a situation in which there is not enough to go around. In this kind of a dilemma there lurks a fear in us all that we will be the one who won’t get enough. Thus, as long as there are people on this planet who are starving, we must all live in fear.

It is out of such fears that war arises. Conflicts stemming from territorial disputes become more frequent and more intense. Basic human needs become less important than property rights. We are set off against each other.

Fear is the real disease. The nuclear bombs are only symptoms. Is it not fear that makes us build and stockpile such terrible weapons? Whatever we can do to reduce fear reduces the possibility of war. We’ve already begun when we realize that our daily lives have a genuine impact on the level of fear in the world.

The understanding that meat-eating makes food scarce and puts us at odds with each other, so promoting war, is not new. The Bible is full of examples of conflicts arising from the competing needs of livestock raisers.10 World history is full of battles that were fought because meat-eating societies needed more land to feed their stock.

In our century, we have had Gandhi urging us to “live simply so others might simply live.” But his message was not new. Over 2,000 years ago, another wise man—Socrates—said much the same thing. In Plato’s Republic, he extols the peace and happiness that come to people eating a vegetarian diet. Speaking to Glaucon, Socrates says:


And with such a [vegetarian] diet they may be expected to live in peace and health to a good old age, and bequeath a similar life to their children after them.11

But Glaucon is skeptical. He tells Socrates that he doesn’t think people will be satisfied with so simple a life; they will want to eat “pig’s flesh.” Socrates answers that this would not be good, for people should avoid things “not required by any natural want.” In fact, in describing the woes that will befall mankind if it eats animal flesh, Socrates seems uncannily prophetic—predicting both the medical consequences of meat-eating, which we are only now discovering, and the wars that throughout history it has brought in its wake:









	Socrates:
	And there will be animals of many other kinds, if people eat them?



	Glaucon:
	Certainly.



	Socrates:
	And living in this way we shall have much greater need of physicians than before?



	Glaucon:
	Much greater.



	Socrates:
	And the country which was enough to support the original inhabitants will be too small now, and not enough?



	Glaucon:
	Quite true.



	Socrates:
	Then a slice of our neighbors’ land will be wanted by us for pasture and tillage, and they will want a slice of ours, if, like ourselves, they exceed the limit of necessity, and give themselves up to the unlimited accumulation of wealth?



	Glaucon:
	That, Socrates, will be inevitable.



	Socrates:
	And so we shall go to war, Glaucon, shall we not?12




Socrates spoke in a time when wars were ugly and vicious, but when the weapons of destruction were as nothing compared to today’s nuclear stockpiles. Never before has it been so important as it is now to distinguish between basic human needs and excessive cravings. Never has it been more important to understand and defuse the fears that drive men to war. If any human being on the planet is starving, we all feel it.


Meat-eating contributes to the fear in the world by putting us in a position in which there is not enough to go around. But that’s not all. Meat-eaters ingest residues of the animals’ biochemical response to the horror of the slaughterhouse. Programmed by millions of years of evolution to fight or flee when in danger for their lives, the animals react to the slaughterhouse in sheer terror. Powerful biochemical agents are secreted that pump through their bloodstreams and into their flesh, energizing them to fight or flee for their lives. Like screaming air raid sirens, these chemical agents produce instinctual panic. Today’s slaughterhouses virtually guarantee that the animals will die in terror.

Certain Indian tribes would not eat the flesh of an animal who died in fear, because they did not want to take into themselves the terror of such an animal. When we eat animals who have died violent deaths we literally eat their fear. We take in biochemical agents designed by nature to tell an animal that its life is in the gravest danger, and it must either fight or flee for its life. And then, in our wars and daily lives, we give expression to the panic in which the animals we have eaten died.

A new direction for America’s diet-style would be a significant step toward a nonviolent world. It is a way of saying: “Let there be peace on earth, and let it begin with me.” A nonviolent world has roots in a nonviolent diet.

The Ground beneath Our Feet

From dust we came and to dust we return. Archaeologists tell us that soil erosion played a determining role in the decline and demise of many great civilizations, including those of ancient Egypt, Greece, and the Mayans. In Topsoil and Civilization, Vernon Carter and Tom Dale point out that wherever soil erosion has destroyed the fertility base on which civilizations have been built, these civilizations have perished.13

Topsoil is the dark, nutrient-rich soil that holds moisture and feeds us by feeding our plants. It is the most basic foundation of our sustenance upon this earth.

Two hundred years ago, most of America’s croplands had at least 21 inches of topsoil. Today, most of it is down to around six inches of topsoil, and the rate of topsoil loss is accelerating.14 We have already lost 75 percent of what may well be our most precious natural resource.15 As a result, the U.S. Department of Agriculture says that the productivity of the nation’s cropland is down 70 percent, with much of it on the brink of becoming barren wasteland.16


The USDA admits this is an unparalleled disaster but claims that

halting soil erosion and degradation would be prohibitively expensive.17

As long as we require our agriculture to feed our meat habit, this is no doubt true. But with a change in diet-style, we would need far less from our land. We would not have to force it artificially to supply the hyped-up demands we require to feed huge numbers of livestock. With a change in diet-style, halting soil erosion would cost us nothing. It would occur naturally, as part of sound soil management practices. Up until now we have resembled a sick man taking more and more pills to disguise his symptoms, even though the medications make him sicker. We have managed to mask the decline in our soil’s fertility by saturating it with ever-increasing amounts of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. American farmers now apply more than 20 million tons of chemical fertilizers to our farmlands every year, more than the combined weight of the entire human population of the country.

Although we have been virtually mainlining chemical fertilizers, our chemical “fixes” have done nothing to stop the erosion of our topsoil. In fact, they have made it far worse.

It takes nature 500 years to build an inch of topsoil.18 Currently, we lose an inch of topsoil every 16 years.19 It takes nature a century to create 50 tons of topsoil on an acre of cropland. Today, thanks to the agricultural techniques we employ to produce massive amounts of livestock feed, one hard rainfall or one strong wind can erode that much topsoil from an acre of land in a couple of hours.20

Food shortages will be to the 1990s what energy shortages have been to the 1970s and 1980s.

—ARMAND HAMMER, CHAIRMAN, OCCIDENTAL PETROLEUM


The U.S. Soil Conservation Service reports that over four million acres of cropland are being lost to erosion in this country every year.21 That’s an area the size of Connecticut. Our annual topsoil loss amounts to 7,000,000,000 tons. That is 60,000 pounds for each member of the population.

Of this staggering topsoil loss, 85 percent is directly associated with livestock raising.22

I never give them hell. I just tell the truth and they think it’s hell.

—HARRY S. TRUMAN

Without a diet-style change, we are well on our way to losing what many scientists feel has always been the basis of our strength as a nation. If the present pace of soil erosion continues, it is just a matter of time until the people of the United States, the inheritors of the world’s richest farmlands, will be forced to depend on foreign imports for food. That is, if there’s any available.

Already, our agricultural practices are utterly dependent on foreign imports for the massive injections of chemical fertilizers on which our meat habit depends. We now import 85 percent of our potash and significantly increasing amounts of nitrogen and phosphorus.23

A new direction for America’s diet-style would reverse this pattern, making us far less dependent on foreign fertilizers and thus less likely to be forced into intervening militarily in the affairs of other nations. It would allow us to feed ourselves, and help others, without destroying our land in the process. It would give us a chance to halt the erosion of our topsoil and regain our footing in a sound and renewable agriculture.

We don’t inherit the land from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children.

—PENNSYLVANIA DUTCH SAYING

It is really quite astounding how much is to be gained from a shift in diet-style. Pure vegetarian food choices make less than 5 percent of the demand on the soil of meat-oriented choices.24 By drastically reducing the demands on our soil, a new direction for America’s diet-style would enable us to break our addiction to chemical fertilizers and pesticides. It would mean we could halt the horrendous overuse of nitrogenous fertilizers that are contributing to the destruction of the earth’s ozone layer. It would mean we could stop raping the earth that sustains us. It would mean our children might yet have good rich soil in which to grow their food.


Mother Earth

Over 100 years ago, the great Indian chief Seattle was faced with the loss of his tribe’s land. He responded out of his love and respect for the land, with utter honesty and heartbreaking eloquence:

We are part of the earth and it is part of us.

The perfumed flowers are our sisters;
the deer, the horse, the great eagle,
these are our brothers.
The rocky crests, the juices of the meadows,
the body heat of the pony, and man—
all belong to the same family.

So, when the Great Chief in Washington sends word

that he wishes to buy our land, he asks much of us…

If we decide to accept, I will make one condition: The white man must

treat the beasts of this land as his brothers.
I am a savage and do not understand any other way.

I have seen a thousand rotting buffalos on the prairie, left by the white

man who shot them from a passing train. I am a savage and I do
not understand how the smoking iron horse can be more important
than the buffalo that we kill only to stay alive.

Where is man without the beasts?
If the beasts were gone, men would die
from a great loneliness of spirit.
For whatever happens to the beasts
soon happens to man.
All things are connected.
This we know.
The earth does not belong to man;
man belongs to the earth.
This we know.


All things are connected

like the blood which unites one family.

All things are connected.

Whatever befalls the earth befalls the sons of the earth.
Man did not weave the web of life,
he is merely a strand in it.
Whatever he does to the web,
he does to himself.25

Timber!

The current agricultural system, designed to supply America’s meat habit, wastes almost all the food it grows by feeding it to livestock rather than people. This creates a constant pressure to get the highest possible immediate yields out of the land, at whatever ecological cost. As a result, we have lost hundreds of millions of acres to soil erosion.

In trying to replace it, we have spawned another major ecological catastrophe: we are destroying our forests. In fact, the United States has converted approximately 260 million acres of forest into land that is now needed to produce the wasteful diet-style most Americans take for granted.26

Since 1967, the rate of deforestation in this country has been one acre every five seconds.

They took all the trees,

and put them in a tree museum.

Then they charged all the people

a dollar and a half just to see them.

They paved paradise, and put up a parking lot.

—FROM A SONG BY JONI MITCHELL

Although Joni Mitchell rightly sensed the rapid deforestation of our land, she was wrong in attributing the destruction of our trees to urban development. For each acre of American forest that is cleared to make room for parking lots, roads, houses, shopping centers, and so on, seven acres of forest are converted into land for grazing livestock and/or growing livestock feed.27


Deforestation is occurring to make land for meat production. In fact, researchers who have studied the uses to which deforested land are put concluded:

More than three times as much meat is derived from formerly-forested …land as is derived from range land. That ratio is climbing each year as erosion and soil degradation claim more and more of the nation’s range land and ever more forest land is converted to…land [for meat production].28

It doesn’t help matters that the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management do whatever they can to assist the meat industry. Enormous amounts of federal forest lands are leased each year to cattle ranchers at a tenth the price they would have to pay to graze their cattle on private land. And the cattlemen are allowed to clear-cut the forests on federal land to boot.

Forests, by the way, are one of the few places in the country where topsoil erosion isn’t occurring. But after being cleared for use in livestock production, ex-forestland begins to lose topsoil rapidly.

Builders and people wishing to buy firewood have seen the price of wood skyrocket in the past few decades. But we have seen only the beginning if present trends continue. America’s most important wood product is softwood lumber, yet our national resources of this essential natural resource fell 41 percent from 1952 to 1977. We have been importing more and more softwood from Canada, with the result that even Canada, with its seemingly limitless forests, is feeling the pinch. According to United Nations and Canadian Forest Service statistics, Canada’s softwood reservoir could be exhausted in 40 years.29

The editor of World Wood Review, Herbert Lambert, tells us that we “will be unable to look northward beyond the year 2000” for our lumber.30 The fact is that if present trends continue, we are fast approaching the time when there will be nowhere at all to look for lumber or any other wood products.

I think that I shall never see
a poem lovely as a tree.

—JOYCE KILMER


At the present rate of deforestation in the United States, it won’t be long before we never see a tree, period. I was stunned to learn that at the rate we are going, the United States will be stripped completely bare of all its forests in 50 years!31

Our Oxygen Partners

We need our forests. They are vital sources of oxygen. They moderate our climates, prevent floods, and are our best defense against soil erosion. Forests recycle and purify our water. They are homes for millions of plants and animals. They are a source of beauty, inspiration, and solace to millions of people.

The Bureau of Land Management and the Forest Service say there is nothing we can do to stem the tragic destruction of our forests. “People have to eat,” said one agency official, shaking his head. And he’s right—assuming the present meat habit, there is nothing we can do to save our forests. But diet-style changes could not only halt the process of deforestation but actually reverse it. Of the 260 million acres of American forest that have been converted into land now used to produce the standard American high-fat, low-fiber diet-style, well over 200 million acres could be returned to forest if Americans were to stop raising food to feed livestock and instead raise food directly for people.32 Indeed, so direct is the relationship between meat production and deforestation that Cornell economist David Fields and his associate Robin Hur estimate that for every person who switches to a pure vegetarian diet, an acre of trees is spared every year.33 A lacto-ovo vegetarian diet-style is also helpful, particularly if dairy and egg product consumption is low.

A new direction for Americans’ diet-style would go a long way beyond just saving our forests and rebuilding the ones we have destroyed. It would mean that our children could yet have wood with which to build and could yet live in a world rich with trees. It is probably the most potent single act most individuals can take at the present time in the effort to halt the destruction of our environment and preserve our precious natural resources.


Half of All Species on Earth

It is not only American forests that are being cut down to support our meat habit. An ever-increasing amount of beef eaten in the United States is imported from Central and South America. To provide pasture for cattle, these countries have been clearing their priceless tropical rain forests.

It stretches the imagination to conceive how fast the timeless rain forests of Central America are being destroyed so Americans can have seemingly cheap hamburgers. In 1960, when the United States first began to import beef, Central America was blessed with 130,000 square miles of virgin rain forest. But now, only 25 years later, less than 80,000 square miles remain.34 At this rate, all of the tropical rain forests of Central America will be gone in another 40 years.

These tropical rain forests are among the world’s most precious natural resources. Amounting to only 30 percent of the world’s forests, the rain forests contain 80 percent of the earth’s land vegetation and account for a substantial percentage of the earth’s oxygen supplies. These forests are the oldest ecosystems on earth and have developed extreme ecological richness. Half of all species on earth live in the moist tropical rain forests.

But these jewels of nature are being rapidly destroyed to provide land on which cattle can be grazed for the American fast-food market. According to the Meat Importers Council of America, we now import 10 percent of our beef consumption, and over 90 percent of that is from Central and Latin America.35 In 1985, we imported over 100,000 tons of meat from Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama. The Meat Importers Council reports that almost all of this meat ends up as fast-food restaurant hamburgers.

Interestingly, the rapidly growing trees and plants of the ageless Central and Latin American rain forests have consumed virtually all the minerals from the soil. Far more than in northern forests, tropical rain forests store their nutrients in their trees and plants, and not in the soil. As a result, when these forests are cleared, the grazing land that is produced is not the same as, say, Texas grazing land. It is so poor in minerals that vegetation has a hard time growing back at all. Further, without a plant cover the heavy rains cause extremely rapid soil erosion. Immediately after clearing, two and a half acres of ex–rain forest land can support a steer. But within a few years the land becomes so eroded that a single steer needs 12 acres. In 10 years, so barren has the land become that a steer may now require 20 acres.


America’s meat habit is turning the lush tropical rain forests into deserts useless even for cattle grazing.

Meanwhile, the native people suffer increasingly. As valuable farmland is used to grow food for cattle, the price and availability of native foods is pushed beyond the reach of many of the local people. The result is that many of them are starving to death. In addition, there is increased flooding and firewood scarcity. And, tragically, native rain forest tribes are being wiped out completely by the destruction of their environment.

What is left of the rain forests still contains much of the world’s greatest treasures. Though a third of Costa Rica is today given over to cattle raising, the remainder of this tiny country still houses more bird species than all of the United States combined.36 But the continuing destruction of the rain forests jeopardizes the very existence of the animals, plants, and peoples whose natural habitats are being rapidly hacked out of existence.

With the decimation of the Central American rain forests, many of our migratory birds are losing their winter homes. As a result, they are dying. This is tragic not merely because these birds provide so much beauty to our lives. They also play a major role in keeping down the populations of insect pests in the United States. The destruction of the rain forests in Central America is thus producing a substantial increase in pesticide use in this country.

This destruction is occurring just as integrated pest management programs that entail selected breeding of adapted species of insects are showing great promise to supplant pesticides as a method of controlling insect pests. “Ironically, many of the most promising biological control programs involve importing beneficial insects from the tropical rainforests.”37 At the present pace of our meat habit, however, many of the potentially beneficial insect species will be destroyed, along with their habitats, before we get a chance to use them to replace pesticides.

It is truly frightening to note that the current rate of species extinction in the world is 1,000 species a year, and most of that is due to the destruction of rain forests and related habitats in the tropics.38 And as these environments continue to be destroyed, the rate of extinction is rising rapidly. If present trends continue, in the 1990s the figure will reach 10,000 a year (that’s over one species every hour). In the next 30 years, over a million species will become extinct.


We still know very little about the natural treasures of the tropical rain forests, although it is clear that their preservation is essential to the ecology, not only of our hemisphere, but of the world. One-quarter of our medicines derive from raw materials found in these forests. Indeed, a child suffering from leukemia now has an 80 percent chance of survival instead of only a 20 percent chance, thanks to the alkaloidal drugs vincristine and vinblastine, which are derived from a rain forest plant called the rosy periwinkle. Since less than 1 percent of the plant species of the tropical rain forests have been tested for medicinal benefits, researchers feel that here lie what could be the medicines of the future.

So damning is the evidence against U.S. hamburger chains in the destruction of the rain forests that the Rainforest Action Network has called for a national campaign to boycott Burger King. Calling the company “a driving force behind this environmental disaster,” the Rainforest Action Network has purchased a series of ads in major newsmagazines to inform the public of the hidden price we pay for such meat:

Before the rainforest was bulldozed and burned, it was home to thousands of rare and exotic species. After the cattle have come and gone, it’s an eroded wasteland, practically empty of life…Activists in more than a dozen nations are fighting back—for the jaguars, orchids and howler monkeys. And for the millions of human beings who directly depend on the living rainforests for physical and cultural survival.

A new direction for America’s eating habits would go a long way toward saving the remaining tropical rain forests and the countless species that will otherwise become extinct. The rain forests also produce extremely significant amounts of the world’s oxygen supply. A new direction for America’s diet-style would mean our children could yet have plentiful oxygen to breathe.

The Fountain of Life

Life on earth began in water and has always depended for its very existence on water. With water, life can thrive and bloom, and deserts can be transformed into gardens, lush forests, or thriving metropolises like Tel Aviv or Los Angeles. Without water, we die.


Yet most of us are so used to having this precious resource at our fingertips that we have come to take it for granted. Sadly, we are fast approaching the time when we will be forced to learn the inestimable value of this natural treasure the hard way. Our supply of good water is disappearing at a terrifying rate.

The source of this ominous trend can be traced directly to our meat habit.

Over half the total amount of water consumed in the United States goes to irrigate land growing feed and fodder for livestock.39 Enormous additional quantities of water must also be used to wash away the animals’ excrement. It would be hard to design a less water-efficient diet-style than the one we have come to think of as normal.

To produce a single pound of meat takes an average of 2,500 gallons of water—as much as a typical family uses for all its combined household purposes in a month.40

To produce a day’s food for one meat-eater takes over 4,000 gallons; for a lacto-ovo vegetarian, only 1,200 gallons; for a pure vegetarian, only 300 gallons. It takes less water to produce a year’s food for a pure vegetarian than to produce a month’s food for a meat-eater.41

The amount of water consumed by America’s meat habit is staggering.

It takes up to 100 times more water to produce a pound of meat than it does to produce a pound of wheat.42 Rice takes more water than any other grain, but even rice requires only a tenth as much water per pound of production as meat.

It’s not easy to conceive how huge are the quantities of water consumed in the production of meat. Newsweek magazine, with an eye to the picturesque phrase, portrayed the situation this way:

The water that goes into a 1,000 pound steer would float a destroyer.43

Consumption of so much water has serious economic, as well as ecological, consequences. The economic costs are hidden from us, though, because our federal and state governments subsidize the meat industry’s water consumption at every stage of the process. If these costs were not borne unknowingly by the taxpayer, but instead showed up at the supermarket cash register, the industry would long ago have gone bankrupt. If the cost of water needed to produce a pound of meat were not subsidized, the cheapest hamburger meat would cost more than $35 a pound!


Cornell economist David Fields and his associate Robin Hur have studied the fiscal consequences of water subsidies to the meat industry:

Reports by the General Accounting Office, the Rand Corporation, and the Water Resources Council have made it clear that irrigation water subsidies to livestock producers are economically counterproductive. Every dollar that state governments dole out to livestock producers, in the form of irrigation subsidies, actually costs tax payers over seven dollars in lost wages, higher living costs, and reduced business income…

The 17 Western states receive limited precipitation, yet their water supplies could support an economy and population twice the size of their present ones. But most of the water goes to produce livestock, either directly or indirectly. Thus, current water use practices now threaten to undermine the economies of every state in the region.44

When I first heard statements like these, I was flabbergasted. I could not understand how water subsidies to livestock producers could be undermining the economies of every western state. I thought these economists must be exaggerating, to make a point. But the more I’ve learned, the more I’ve seen how severe indeed are the fiscal ramifications of pouring away such prodigious quantities of water to support our meat habit.

For example, in the Pacific Northwest (Oregon, Washington, and Idaho), meat production accounts for over half the water consumed in the entire region.45 And yet, even though the meat producers of the Pacific Northwest use such a disproportionate share of the area’s water, they aren’t all that productive. These states have to import most of their meat.

You may think the Pacific Northwest is amply supplied with rain and rivers. But the people of this area are paying an onerous price for spending so much water to produce so little meat, a price concealed in the region’s soaring electrical costs. These states get over 80 percent of their electricity from hydropower plants, many of which are located along the Snake River in Idaho and the Columbia River in Washington.46 The water flowing in these rivers is the source of much of the state’s electrical power. But the water used for livestock production in the Pacific Northwest also comes mainly from these same rivers, and it is taken from the rivers at points upstream from the power plants. The quantity of water taken from these rivers to grow livestock feed and otherwise produce meat is so huge that the amount of water left in the rivers to generate electricity is substantially reduced. Thus, electricity becomes more expensive to produce, the price rises, and the government must look elsewhere for sources of electricity. Hence the need for nuclear power plants in the area.


Not only do livestock producers deplete the state’s electrical power capacities through siphoning off water that would otherwise generate power, but they also use enormous amounts of electricity to pump the water from the rivers to the point of use. All in all, economists calculate that the three-state area loses 17 billion kilowatt hours of electricity a year to the gluttonous water use of livestock production.47 That’s enough to light every house in the entire nation for a month and a half.

The enormous loss of electrical power to the meat industry in the Pacific Northwest is one of the main reasons the region has had to continue the construction of the two nuclear power plants near Hanover, Washington, despite the fact that the cost overruns on these plants have been ludicrous, and hardly anyone is convinced they are safe.48 Area residents have already had to pay $4,000 per household for the privilege of living in the shadow of these nuclear plants, and current estimates are that by the time the nuclear plants are in operation, each household will have to pay another $3,000. Those who cannot pay will have to go into debt. Many already have.

Due to their outrageous water consumption, the livestock industries of the Pacific Northwest account for more energy loss than will be gained by the nuclear plants.

Farther south, we have the sunny state of California. California is known for its great grape vineyards, its lush fields of strawberries and artichokes, its vast acreages of lettuce and broccoli, its immense orange, lemon, and avocado orchards. Yet livestock producers are California’s biggest water consumer.

You might think that all this water consumption would at least create jobs. But no other industry in the country even comes close to the meat industry when it comes to the paucity of jobs created per gallon of water consumed. For every job created by livestock production in California, it uses 30 million gallons of water a year, far more than any other industry.49


Economist Douglas McDonald estimates that if water subsidies were withdrawn from California livestock producers, the income of the state’s other businesses and workers would rise over $10 billion annually.50 Other economists have exposed the cost of water subsidies to the meat industry that are hidden in the state’s rising prices for water rights and thus housing. Economists Fields and Hur calculate the overall price of subsidizing the California meat industry’s water to be $24 billion. That’s $1,000 for every man, woman, and child in the nation’s most populous state—a state that imports most of its meat.

Though the economic consequences of water subsidies to livestock producers are not always apparent to the uninformed public, they are felt by every citizen in every part of the country. Fields and Hur have concluded that while the meat industry likes to portray itself as the backbone of the American economy, in truth it is more of a back-breaking burden.

Half of the nation’s grain-fed beef is produced in the High Plains regions of Kansas, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Colorado, and New Mexico. The enormous amount of water needed for what amounts to the lion’s share of the nation’s meat production comes from a single source—the Ogallala Aquifer.

Fifty years ago, the great Ogallala Aquifer remained virtually inviolate, hardly touched by the amount of water being pumped out of her enormous reservoirs. But with the advent of factory farming and feedlot beef, the amount of water drawn from the Ogallala has risen dramatically. At the present time, over 13 trillion gallons of water are being taken from this enormous aquifer every year, and the vast majority of that is used to produce meat. More water is withdrawn from the Ogallala Aquifer every year than is used to grow all the fruits and vegetables in the entire country.51

It took nature millions of years to form the great Ogallala Aquifer. And she still contains as much water as any of the Great Lakes. But the American meat habit is taking its toll on this priceless wonder of nature. Water tables are dropping precipitously. Wells are going dry. And water resource experts are estimating that at the current rate of water consumption, the Ogallala Aquifer may be exhausted in 35 years.52 If this happens, the High Plains of the United States will be completely uninhabitable to human beings.


The frog does not drink up
the pond in which he lives.

—BUDDHIST PROVERB

All over the country, the utterly disproportionate share of our water resources being used by the meat industry is creating shortages requiring deeper wells, which are more expensive to drill and more expensive to pump. In many areas, people and industries are being forced to settle for water of poorer and poorer quality, at higher and higher costs.

Just in the past 20 years alone, Texas has used up one-quarter of its entire supply of groundwater. Most of that water was used to grow sorghum to feed cattle. A new direction for America’s diet-style would plug the drain through which our nation’s water is being lost. It would enable us to conserve this most precious of natural resources. It would mean that our children could yet have ample water to drink.

Quite a Pile

The standard American diet of today not only wastes prodigious amounts of water; it pollutes much of what is left.

Fifty years ago, most of the manure from livestock returned to enrich the soil. But today, with huge numbers of animals concentrated in feedlots, confinement buildings, and other factory farm locations, there is no economically feasible way to return their wastes to the soil. As a result there is a continuing decline in soil humus and soil fertility, an increasing dependence on chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and an accelerating loss of topsoil. It is far removed indeed from the natural ecological cycle, in which animal wastes return to the soil and provide the nutrients for next year’s crops.

Sadly, instead of being returned to the soil, the wastes from today’s animals often end up in our water. This is extremely significant, because the quantity of waste is so immense. It is a real challenge to our imaginations to conceive how much manure is produced by the animals in this country being raised for meats, dairy products, and eggs. Every 24 hours, the animals destined for America’s dinner tables produce 20 billion pounds of waste. That is 250,000 pounds of excrement a second.


The livestock of the United States produce 20 times as much excrement as the entire human population of the country!53 Over half this staggering production—over a billion tons a year—comes from confinement operations from which it cannot be recycled.

A typical egg factory, with 60,000 hens, produces 165,000 pounds of excrement every week.54 But that’s chicken feed, so to speak, compared to a relatively small pork operation, with, say, 2,000 pigs. Here an average day’s production includes four tons of manure and five tons of urine.55

When you start talking about cows, however, you really get into the big time.

One cow produces as much waste as 16 humans. With 20,000 animals in our pens, we have a problem equal to a city of 320,000 people.

—HARRY J. WEBB, PRESIDENT,
BLAIR CATTLE COMPANY, BLAIR, NEBRASKA

The largest feedlots, with 100,000 cattle, have a problem equal to that of the most populous American cities. Unlike the residents of New York, Los Angeles, or Chicago, however, the residents of feedlots do not pay taxes out of which sewage systems can be constructed.

The result is that their waste tends to end up in our water.

Animal waste is high in nitrogen, which is one of the chief reasons it makes such good fertilizer if it’s returned to the soil. But unreturned, much of the nitrogen converts to ammonia and nitrates. The dumping of livestock wastes into our water is one of the reasons more and more rural wells are encountering dangerously high nitrate levels. Even city water supplies are increasingly high in nitrates. This is an ominous trend, because levels of nitrates in water that do no harm to adults cause serious brain damage, and even death, to infants.

It may not seem to you or me that dumping vast amounts of livestock wastes into our nation’s streams, rivers, and lakes makes ecological sense. But the U.S. Department of Agriculture used to encourage beef producers to locate their feedlots on hillsides near streams to make it easier to channel the wastes into the water.56


Feedlots are no longer encouraged simply to dump their wastes into our waterways, but a lot of it still ends up there. The result is algae overgrowth and oxygen depletion. As a consequence, many of our rivers, streams, and lakes can now barely support fish or any other animal life.

When Newsweek asked Dr. Harold Bernard about the runoffs from U.S. feedlots, the EPA agricultural expert did not mince words. He said feedlot wastes are

ten to several hundred times more concentrated than raw domestic sewage…When the highly concentrated wastes in a runoff flow into a stream or river, the results can be, and frequently are, catastrophic. The amount of dissolved oxygen in the waterway will be sharply reduced, while levels of ammonia, nitrates, phosphates and bacteria soar.57

I must admit that I have had a hard time comprehending the overwhelming quantity of water pollution in the United States that ensues directly from livestock production. But animal wastes account for more than 10 times as much water pollution as the total amount attributable to the entire human population!58 Astoundingly, the meat industry single-handedly accounts for more than three times as much harmful organic waste water pollution as the rest of the nation’s industries combined!59

A new direction for America’s diet-style would do more to conserve and clean up our nation’s water than any other single action. Indeed, each family that stops eating meat spares our waterways ever more pollution. A new direction for America’s diet-style would mean that the water in our children’s lives might yet be clean.

The Energy Crisis and Nuclear Power

When most of us think of the energy crisis, we think of lowering thermostats, weather-stripping doors and windows, and remembering to turn off the lights. We think of driving compact instead of luxury cars. We think of OPEC and the volatile price of oil. Some of us remember long gas lines and the very real threat of oil shortages that could cripple the economy and devastate our lives. Some of us fear that our dependence on foreign oil may force us to become militarily involved in the Persian Gulf.


Very few of us realize how much our food choices have to do with all this.

Growing any kind of food, and getting it to our homes and restaurants, takes energy. But some foods take considerably more than others. Turning an amber field of wheat into Twinkies uses up a lot more energy than turning it into whole-wheat bread. Refining and processing foods uses up more energy than consuming these foods in their more natural states. A regular-size box of Wheaties costs $1.65 at my local market; yet it contains only $0.06 worth of wheat. The box itself costs more than that.

When it comes to resource and energy wastage, however, meat products are in a class by themselves.

Scientists compute the energy costs of foods by the value of the raw materials consumed in the production of that food. Frances Moore Lappé reports:

A detailed 1978 study sponsored by the Departments of Interior and Commerce produced startling figures showing that the value of raw materials consumed to produce food from livestock is greater than the value of all oil, gas, and coal consumed in this country.60

The same study revealed the equally startling fact that the production of meats, dairy products, and eggs accounts for one-third of the total amount of all raw materials used for all purposes in the United States.

In contrast, growing grains, vegetables, and fruits is a model of efficiency, using less than 5 percent of the raw material consumption of the production of meat.

A new direction for America’s diet-style would mean a savings of over 30 percent of all the raw materials presently consumed in the country for all purposes.

Another way scientists compute the energy costs of various foods is to assess the amount of fossil fuel needed to produce them. An American scientist, David Pimentel, calculates that if the whole world were to eat according to U.S. agricultural practices, the planet’s entire petroleum reserves would be exhausted in 13 years.61

It is actually quite astounding how much energy is wasted by the standard American diet-style. Even driving many gas-guzzling luxury cars can conserve energy over walking—that is, when the calories you burn walking come from the standard American diet!62 This is because the energy needed to produce the food you would burn in walking a given distance is greater than the energy needed to fuel your car to travel the same distance, assuming that the car gets 24 miles per gallon or better. This remarkable fact does not arise because our cars deserve a gold medal for energy efficiency. They don’t. They burn up enough energy to blow up a bridge every four miles.63 But today’s meat production systems are an energy conservationist’s worst nightmare come true.


On a traditional farm, pigs and chickens kept warm in the winter by nestling in bedding. And in the summer they would cool off in shady, damp soil. In today’s factory farms, however, there is no bedding and no shady, damp soil. In order to maximize the animals’ weight gain under these conditions, temperatures must be artificially controlled, and that takes energy.

Further heat is needed because the young animals are separated from the warmth of their mothers’ bodies. Baby animals by nature are vulnerable to chills, and their situation is more precarious when they are taken from their mothers and put on cold concrete or drafty metal-slat floors.

More energy is needed to bring feed to the animals. And more is needed to move their wastes away. In fact, the whole assembly-line factory farming system is explicitly designed at every step to minimize human labor and instead use machines that consume energy.

As a result, these factories provide hardly any jobs, considering the size of the operations. And they tend to use up our limited stores of fossil fuels as if there were no tomorrow. At the rate they’re going, there won’t be.

Agricultural engineers at Ohio State University compared the energy costs of producing poultry, pork, and other meats with the energy costs of producing soybeans, corn, and other plant foods. They found that even the least energy-efficient plant food is nearly 10 times as efficient as the most energy-efficient animal food:

Even the best of the animal enterprises examined returns only 34.5 percent of the investment of fossil energy to us in food energy, whereas the poorest of five crop enterprises examined returns 328 percent.64


Other studies show the same pattern. Corn and wheat provide 22 times more protein per calorie of fossil fuel expended than does feedlot beef. Soybeans are even better—40 times more efficient than feedlot beef!65

We can see why a feature article in Scientific American devoted to the energy crisis warned:

The trends in meat consumption and energy consumption are on a collision course.66

A new direction to America’s diet-style would save an immense amount of energy. If we kicked the meat habit there would be no need for nuclear power plants. Our electric bills would be far lower than they are now. Our dependence on foreign oil would be greatly reduced. We would have the time and resources to develop solar and other environmentally sound energy sources. Our children might yet live in a world abundant with energy resources.

Hard-Nosed Businessmen

Over and over again, as I’ve envisioned the possibilities ensuing from a new direction for America’s diet-style, I’ve been struck by what might be gained by such a move. I’ve seen how helpful it could be toward reducing world hunger, toward reducing the fear in the world that leads to wars, toward preserving our precious topsoil and forests, toward saving thousands of species in the tropical rain forests from extinction, toward cleaning up and preserving our water. And I’ve been moved by how much animal suffering would be alleviated, how our health would improve, and how greatly we could diminish our use and intake of toxic chemicals that threaten so seriously the future of our species.

But there is yet another factor pointing in the same direction, one that might turn the heads of even the most hard-nosed American businessmen: it is actually quite astounding how good a new American diet would be for the economy.

Economists Fields and Hur report:

A nationwide switch to a diet emphasizing whole grains, fresh fruits and vegetables—plus limits on export of nonessential fatty foods—would save enough money to cut our imported oil requirements by over 60 percent. And, the supply of renewable energy, such as wood and hydroelectric, would increase 120 to 150 percent.67


Extrapolating from these energy savings, these economists have analyzed the impact such a diet-style switch would have on the economy. The impact they see is formidable.

They see substantial increases in personal savings accruing from reduced expenditures for food, prescription drugs, medical care, and insurance. And within a short time, they see even more personal savings accruing from savings on housing, energy, transportation, and clothing. As a result, they say:

A typical household of three could expect to save $4,000 a year in the short run. And, if they put aside 30 percent of those savings—and it is quite possible they could put aside up to half—the supply of lendable funds from personal savings would rise 50 percent.68

Such a rise in lendable funds from personal savings would be extremely important to the economy. Personal savings are the economy’s main source of funds for expansion. As the supply of such funds rose, the price of these funds—otherwise known as interest rates—would come down.

Interest rates would be brought down from another angle as well. Savings on energy imports would ease the pressure on the national debt. This, in turn, would substantially reduce government borrowing needs. Currently, to finance the ungodly growth of the national debt, the government has to siphon off half the reservoir of funds, mainly personal savings that are the fuel for the nation’s economic growth. But the combination of increased personal savings and lowered government borrowing, say economists Fields and Hur, would be a

double-barreled blast at high interest rates.69

As interest rates dropped, the snowball of economic benefits to the country would really get rolling. And meanwhile, a meatless diet-style would be saving enormous amounts of money presently spent on medical care and person-hours lost to sickness. Say these economists:

Savings on health care alone could be expected to reach $100 billion within five years.70

As the economy began to really hum with the decreased energy expenditures, savings would come from every direction, including reduced interest on the national debt as the government’s borrowing needs continued to diminish. The savings on water subsidies to meat producers alone would be worth billions of dollars a year. Within five years, calculate Fields and Hur, total savings would reach $80 billion a year. In 20 years, according to their estimates, savings would reach $200 billion a year.


At present, the hideous growth of the federal deficit amounts to the mortgaging of our children’s future. The legacy we are now leaving them is a debt so large many economists foresee no way they could ever hope to repay it. But if the economic scenario of Fields and Hur is correct, the savings deriving from a new direction in America’s diet-style would enable the United States government to eliminate the federal deficit.

Perhaps our children might yet live in a sane and prosperous world.

The Unforgettable Dream

At the present time, when most of us sit down to eat, we aren’t very aware of how our food choices affect the world. We don’t realize that in every Big Mac there is a piece of the tropical rain forests, and with every billion burgers sold another 100 species become extinct. We don’t realize that in the sizzle of our steaks there is the suffering of animals, the mining of our topsoil, the slashing of our forests, the harming of our economy, and the eroding of our health. We don’t hear in the sizzle the cry of the hungry millions who might otherwise be fed. We don’t see the toxic poisons accumulating in the food chains, poisoning our children and our earth for generations to come.

But once we become aware of the impact of our food choices, we can never really forget. Of course we can push it all to the back of our minds, and we may need to do this, at times, to endure the enormity of what is involved.

But the earth itself will remind us, as will our children, and the animals and the forests and the sky and the rivers, that we are part of this earth, and it is part of us. All things are deeply connected, and so the choices we make in our daily lives have enormous influence, not only on our own health and vitality, but also on the lives of other beings, and indeed on the destiny of life on earth.


Thankfully, we have cause to be grateful—what’s best for us personally is also best for other forms of life, and for the life-support systems on which we all depend.

The Indians who dwelt for countless centuries in what we now call the United States lived in harmony with the land and with nature. Their societies were each unique, yet all were founded on a reverence for life that conserved nature rather than destroying it, and that lived in balance with what we today call the ecosystem. To them, it was all the work of God. Every shining pine needle, every sandy shore, every mist in the dark woods, every humming insect was holy.

When the white man forced them to make the ultimate sacrifice and sell their land, the great Chief Seattle spoke for his people and asked one thing in return. He did not ask something for himself, or for his tribe, or even for the Indian people. There were, of course, many things of immense importance he must have wanted at such a time. He could have asked for more blankets, horses, or food. He could have asked that the ancestral burial grounds be respected. He could have asked many things for himself or for his people. But what stood above all else in importance had to do with the relationship between humans and other animals. His one request was as prophetic as it was plain:

I will make one condition.

The white man must treat the beasts of this land

as his brothers….

For whatever happens to the beasts

soon happens to man.

All things are connected.

Chief Seattle spoke for a people whose bond with the natural world was unimaginably profound. Yet the white man called them savages and utterly disregarded his plea. The factory farms that produce today’s meats, dairy products, and eggs are living testimony to how totally we have disdained the one condition he made.

The white man thought Chief Seattle an ignorant savage. But he was a prophet whose wisdom and eloquence arose from living contact with Creation. And his words are astoundingly similar to those of a book written long, long ago. The Bible, too, tells us that the fates of humans and animals are intimately intertwined.


For that which befalleth the sons of men befalleth the beasts.

Even one thing befalleth them:

as the one dieth, so dieth the other;

yea, they have all one breath,

so that a man hath no pre-eminence above a beast.

—ECCLESIASTES 3:19

Chief Seattle did not know that centuries before a book called the Bible had spoken in words almost identical to his own. But he spoke on behalf of life itself, and the wisdom of the ages poured through him. Today, when we have strayed so very far from an ethical relationship to other creatures and to the welfare of the world we share, his message remains with us as a light of immeasurable brilliance. Never before has the truth of his words been so apparent:

One thing we know:
Our God is the same.
This earth is precious to Him…
This we know:

The earth does not belong to man:

Man belongs to the earth.

This we know:

All things are connected

Like the blood which unites one family.

All things are connected.

Whatever befalls the earth

Befalls the sons of the earth.

Man did not weave the web of life.

He is merely a strand in it.

Whatever he does to the web,

He does to himself.


EPILOGUE TO THE 25TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

There have been a tremendous number of important developments since Diet for a New America was first published in 1987. Some of what has happened and continues to happen is bright and promising. But it is in the nature of our times that some of what is taking place, unfortunately, is much darker and more foreboding.

Animals

On the bright side on the animal front, we’ve seen an emerging recognition that all beings are related, and that how we treat animals says something important about who we are as people. There has also been a growing understanding that the confinement of animals in factory farms is a crime against nature, a violation of the ancient bond between humans and animals, and produces food that is damaging to the health of our bodies, our world, and our spirits.

As the awareness of the intense cruelty involved in factory farms and feedlots has increased, a market has emerged for grass-fed beef, free-range eggs, and organic dairy products. But with no actual certification by third parties, agribusiness corporations have taken advantage of the situation to promote their products as humanely produced when in fact their practices are often barely, if at all, better than the industry norm.


A case in point is the multimillion-dollar “Great cheese comes from happy cows—happy cows come from California” ad campaign. Featuring talking cows and extolling California cheese, the ads (which feature lush green pastures but were actually filmed in New Zealand) make a mockery of genuine consumer concerns for animal welfare. In fact, conditions in large California dairies are among the worst in the nation, which is why I have joined PETA in suing the California Milk Producers Association, which is responsible for the ads, for false advertising.

When Oprah Winfrey learned about the unnatural feeds given to U.S. beef cattle, including the ground-up remains of dead cows, she declared on her popular TV show that she would never eat another hamburger. The cattlemen responded in 1996 by suing her for $20 million, claiming her actions unfairly stigmatized their business and, worst of all, reduced consumer demand for their products. They said they would drop the suit if she would, on air, eat a hamburger. She wouldn’t, they didn’t, and a landmark trial was held in Amarillo, Texas.

It was a long and drawn-out battle, but Oprah ended up winning. Immediately after the verdict was rendered, she declared, “Free speech not only lives; it rocks.” Then she added, “I’m still off hamburgers.”1

The cattlemen weren’t able to silence Oprah, but their efforts to stifle criticism continued. In 2006, the industry managed to get passed the Animal Enterprise Terrorism Act. Under this federal legislation, according to Congressman Robert Scott of Virginia, people “who conscientiously believe that it is their duty to peacefully protest” through civil disobedience could be labeled terrorists.2 Penalties for convictions can include “terrorism enhancements,” which may add decades to sentences. What is the real purpose of such legislation if not to silence dissent?

Nonviolent civil disobedience has a long and proud place in our nation’s history, from early economic resistance to British rule, to Martin Luther King Jr. and the civil rights movement, and even the recent Occupy Wall Street protests. Laws that treat civil disobedience as terrorism threaten the rights of everyone.


I’ve often thought that if people really knew how animals were treated in today’s factory farms and slaughterhouses there would be a tremendous outcry. The livestock industry’s need to keep the public blind to what actually takes place has led to bills being proposed in many states, including Florida, Iowa, Minnesota, and New York, that would specifically outlaw photographing and videotaping animal enterprises. Even taking a photograph of a factory farm from a public road would be punishable by jail time. A bill in Utah would treat videotaping a factory farm the same as assaulting a police officer. These ag-gag bills, as they are called, would turn factory farms into safe havens not only for animal abuse but also for environmental and food safety violations, dangerous working conditions, and other illegal behavior.

On the one hand, recent decades have seen a growing public awareness of the intense abuse of animals that takes place every day in the meat, dairy, and egg industries. On the other hand, the livestock industry has been making a concerted effort to deflect public scrutiny from its practices. It remains to be seen which will prevail—the public’s right to know or the industry’s desire to conceal and deceive.

Health

On the health front, there has been a lot of bright news since the initial publication of Diet for a New America. The brilliant work of doctors like T. Colin Campbell, Caldwell Esselstyn, Dean Ornish, and Joel Fuhrman, along with many other dedicated health professionals, has made it increasingly clear that for the vast majority of people, a plant-strong diet is indeed a path to health and vitality.

Dr. Campbell and his son Thomas wrote the bestseller The China Study, describing the groundbreaking research that led them to conclude that the more nutrients we get from plants and the fewer from animal products, the healthier we are likely to be. The New York Times called Dr. Campbell’s original work “the most comprehensive large study ever undertaken of the relationship between diet and the risk of developing disease.”3

Meanwhile, Dean Ornish, MD, president of the Preventive Medicine Research Institute, promotes a program focused on a low-fat, whole foods, near-vegan diet. Dr. Ornish has published a long series of peer-reviewed studies in the most prestigious medical journals, demonstrating that three-quarters of the patients who follow his program are able to not just arrest but actually reverse heart disease without surgery. Medicare has joined many insurance companies that now pay for patients to adopt the Ornish program. Nearly 80 percent of patients with severely clogged arteries are able to avoid bypass or angioplasty through the program.4


Caldwell B. Esselstyn, MD, director of the cardiovascular prevention and reversal program at the Cleveland Clinic Wellness Institute, reported in the American Journal of Cardiology that in his study, “Patients became virtually heart-attack proof.”5

Dr. Esselstyn’s results were phenomenal. All the patients in his study had severe heart disease at the outset, and most were expected to live less than a year. Yet after 12 years on the program, 95 percent of them were alive and well. At the core of his program is a diet nearly identical to that advocated by Drs. Campbell and Ornish—a nutrient-dense, whole foods, low-fat, near-vegan diet.

Even Bill Clinton was impressed. When he became president, his appetite was legendary and his waistline showed it. He loved hamburgers and doughnuts and was never known to turn down food on health grounds.

But unbeknownst to Clinton, and undetected by White House doctors, plaque was building up in the arteries leading to his heart. In 2004, less than four years after leaving office, the 58-year-old Clinton underwent quadruple bypass surgery to restore blood flow to his heart. “I was lucky I did not die of a heart attack,” he told CNN’s Dr. Sanjay Gupta.6

In 2010, Clinton underwent another heart procedure. Two stents were placed inside one of his coronary arteries that had once again become clogged. Then Clinton made a decision that transformed his life and made him the world’s most famous vegan. He lost more than 25 pounds and felt healthier than ever. He proudly told the press that he was now following the guidance of Drs. Campbell, Ornish, and Esselstyn.

Some say that this kind of a diet is too radical, but Bill Clinton obviously doesn’t think so. And neither does Dr. Esselstyn. He writes:

Some criticize this exclusively plant-based diet as extreme or draconian. Webster’s dictionary defines draconian as “inhumanly cruel.” A closer look reveals that “extreme” or “inhumanly cruel” describes not plant-based nutrition, but the consequences of our present Western diet. Having a sternum divided for bypass surgery or a stroke that renders one an aphasic invalid can be construed as extreme; and having a breast, prostate, colon, or rectum removed to treat cancer may seem inhumanly cruel. These diseases are rarely seen in populations consuming a plant-based diet.7

Dr. Ornish speaks similarly:

I don’t understand why asking people to eat a well-balanced vegetarian diet is considered drastic, while it’s medically conservative to cut people open or put them on powerful cholesterol-lowering drugs for the rest of their lives…Animal products are the main culprit in what is killing us. We can absolutely live better lives without them.8

The growing awareness of the health value of a plant-strong diet is inspiring. So, too, is the movement toward food that is organic, sustainable, locally grown, minimally processed, and produced with respect for human rights.

On the darker side, though, recent years have seen the widespread application of genetically engineered foods (also known as genetically modified organisms, or GMOs). As the agricultural biotechnology corporation Monsanto and its allies have sought to control the world’s food supplies, they have ferociously fought every attempt to require labeling of foods made from their genetically modified seeds. They recognize, correctly, that if people knew, many wouldn’t buy these “Frankenfood” products.

Monsanto says there is no reason to be concerned, but I think there is. Genetically modified foods have been linked to toxic and allergic reactions in humans; sickness, sterility, and fatalities in livestock; and damage to virtually every organ studied in lab animals.

Although it is difficult to be certain to what extent there is a causal connection, the spread of GMOs has exactly coincided with a substantial increase in food allergy rates, particularly in children.

Genetically modified crops such as Bt corn and Bt cotton produce pesticides in every cell of the plant. This kills or deters insects, but the plants themselves are living pesticide factories. They are toxic, and not just to insects. Farmers in India who let their sheep graze on Bt cotton plants after the harvest saw thousands of sheep inexplicably die.


Currently, the primary genetically engineered crops in the United States are soy, cotton, canola, corn, sugar beets, and Hawaiian papayas. Products derived from these crops are widely found in processed foods that include corn, soy, canola or cottonseed oil; soy protein; soy lecithin; cornstarch; corn syrup; high fructose corn syrup; and many other ingredients made from these plants. If you want to avoid GMOs, a great resource is www.nongmoshoppingguide.com. And if you want more information about GMOs and the effort to get them labeled, a terrific source is www.responsibletechnology.org.

The Environment

For the past few decades, there has been a growing awareness that what we do to the earth, we do to ourselves, and that we can’t continue to inflict harm on the planet without endangering all that we love. In 1989, two years after the original Diet for a New America was published, Bill McKibben wrote The End of Nature, the first book for a general audience about something then called the greenhouse effect. It’s now called global warming, and many scientists say it is becoming the most dangerous threat ever experienced by human civilization. Ed Ayres, the former editorial director of the Worldwatch Institute, called it “the most world-changing event in the history of our species—more world-changing than World War II, or the advent of the nuclear age, or the computer revolution.”9

Summarizing our current predicament, the Worldwatch Institute says that if we do not radically change course,

Children born today will find their lives preoccupied with a host of hardships created by an inexorably warming world. Food supplies will be diminished and many of the world’s forests will be destroyed.10

It’s taken us a while to grasp the significance of global warming, and I’m not sure we have even now. The idea that a species could irreversibly alter the planetary climate system is extremely new. Many of us have found it difficult to believe that the way we go about our daily lives could have such a tremendous impact.


Events with enormous consequences are happening so rapidly that even the most well informed of us are having trouble keeping up. As recently as 1989, when NASA scientist James Hansen first told Congress that global warming had, in fact, begun, it was news even to most climatologists.

Three years later, the United Nations held a landmark world summit on the environment in Rio de Janeiro. Nearly every government on earth participated, and more than 100 sent their heads of state. It was the largest gathering in world history devoted to the state of the earth. But the declaration issued at its conclusion made no mention of climate change. It still wasn’t on the radar even of most environmentalists.

Even today, many news-watching and otherwise educated people have only the haziest awareness of the significance of what is taking place. But the fact is, we have unbalanced the composition of gases in our atmosphere so dramatically that we are already seeing the consequences.

In 2009, Bill McKibben, the author who first alerted the public to the treacherous waters ahead if we did nothing to avert global warming, spoke of how we have already altered, among many other things, the planet’s hydrological cycles:

One of the key facts of the twenty-first century turns out to be that warm air holds more water vapor than cold: in arid areas this means increased evaporation and hence drought. And once that water is in the atmosphere, it will come down, which in most areas…means increased deluge and flood. Total rainfall across our continent is up 7 percent, and that huge change is accelerating. Worse, more and more of it comes in downpours…across the planet, flood damage is increasing by 5 percent a year.11

That same year, Oxfam released an epic report titled “Suffering the Science.” Even if we were now to put into practice all “the strictest possible curbs” on carbon emissions, the report concluded, “the prospects are very bleak for hundreds of millions of people, most of them among the world’s poorest.”12

Things are changing so fast it’s hard to stay oriented. Even most oceanographers have been shocked at the speed with which the world’s seas are acidifying. The oceans have been absorbing some of the excessive carbon dioxide we’ve been spewing into the atmosphere, and they’ve already become more acidic than at any time in the past 800,000 years. At current rates, by 2050 they will be more corrosive than at any time in the past 20 million years.13 Since most life in the oceans is extremely sensitive to even small changes in acidity, what may this bode for the future of our oceans?


Certain species play such critical roles in the healthy functioning of natural systems that it’s no exaggeration to say we depend on them for our very survival. Microscopic phytoplankton in the oceans, for example, produce half of the earth’s oxygen. Rising ocean acidity has already led to a dramatic decline in the global population of these one-celled plants. If we reach a point where there is a sudden phytoplankton die-off, the consequences for all oxygen-dependent species could be catastrophic.

The truth is that our actions are causing changes that are of enormous import to life on this planet. They are happening now. And they are happening fast.

At this moment, every major glacier on earth is shrinking. In 20 years, those in Montana’s Glacier National Park will be gone entirely.14 By the end of this century, it is virtually certain that the earth will be the hottest it has been in more than two million years.15

Within a decade or two, at the North Pole in the summer there will be no ice—just open ocean. There will still be ice on Greenland but much less than there is now. In just the past five years, more than a trillion tons of the island’s ice has melted.16

The Greenland ice sheet is still vast, containing 8 percent of the freshwater on earth. But it is melting at an ever-accelerating rate, and if someday it melts entirely, low-lying coastal areas including New York, Miami, Tokyo, Shanghai, Venice, Mumbai, Dhaka, and Singapore would be flooded. And not only would many of the world’s coastal cities be completely underwater, but so would the rice-growing river deltas of Asia, upon which a large portion of the human race depends for food. Climate refugees would number in the billions.

The fossil fuel industries and others profiting from business as usual are not overly fond of the data about global warming. They have responded by doing everything they can to deflect responsibility and to confuse both the public and our elected officials. Their goal has been to “reposition global warming as theory rather than fact,” according to an internal strategy memo unearthed by journalist Ross Gelbspan.17


Their motives are transparent. ExxonMobil made more money in 2006, 2007, and 2008 than any other company in the history of the world. Chevron was close behind.

To some extent, this disinformation campaign has been successful. Many of us believe that considerable controversy about global warming still exists. Are scientists sure it is a reality? And even if the planet is warming, is the trend being caused by human activities or by natural events?

But the consensus seems quite clear. In 2010, a study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences found that 97 percent of scientific experts agree that it is “very likely that anthropogenic [human-caused] greenhouse gases have been responsible for most of the unequivocal warming of the Earth’s average global temperature in the second half of the twentieth century.”18 What about the 3 percent who remain unconvinced? The study found their average expertise to be far below that of their colleagues, as measured by publication and citation rates.

Every day, we hear politicians speak of global warming in the future tense, as something that we should heed, if at all, out of concern for our grandchildren. As Senator Joe Lieberman recently said:

Shame on us if 100 or 200 years from now our grandchildren and greatgrandchildren are living on a planet that has been irreparably damaged by global warming, and they ask, “How could those who came before us, who saw this coming, have let this happen?”19

But the truth we are struggling to face is that the problem is not something that will need to be reckoned with in 100 or 200 years. The more disturbing reality is that, during the past 20 years, while U.S. politicians have achieved a perfect bipartisan record of doing nothing about the threat, both the scale and the pace of the peril have been increasing exponentially.

One of the most alarming aspects of climate change is that the warming caused by greenhouse gas emissions generates self-reinforcing feedback loops. For example, ice is white and reflects the sun’s warmth. Land and ocean surfaces, in contrast, absorb more of the sun’s warmth. Warming temperatures melt ice, which leads to more heat absorption, which leads to warmer temperatures, which melts more ice. It’s a vicious circle.


Enormous amounts of methane, to give another example, have been locked in Arctic permafrost for countless centuries. As the planet warms and the permafrost thaws, methane begins to escape into the atmosphere, where it causes more warming, which leads to more melting permafrost, which leads to more warming. There are so many such feedback mechanisms, in which the consequences of warming cause more warming, that a new and disconcerting phrase has entered the vocabulary of climatologists—“runaway climate change.”

It’s tempting, when faced with such catastrophic scenarios, to want to close our eyes, to retreat behind a wall of denial, to escape, deflect, and distract. Our capacity for denial is part of our humanity and at times helps us to cope with overwhelming pressures. But in this case it also makes us receptive to the efforts of ExxonMobil and its allies, who would have us believe that there is a great deal of controversy in scientific circles, and that many scientists think man-made global warming is a myth.

In 2012, the Union of Concerned Scientists declared:

There is no longer any doubt in the expert scientific community…The Earth is warming and human activity is the primary cause. Climate disruptions put our food and water supply at risk, endanger our health, jeopardize our national security, and threaten other basic human needs. Some impacts—such as record high temperatures, melting glaciers, and severe flooding and droughts—are already becoming increasingly common.20

Many of us, of course, fervently hope the scientists are wrong. Would that they were, for it would be a source of tremendous relief if it turned out that the overwhelming consensus of the world’s scientific community was completely mistaken. But for hope to be meaningful it must embrace reality and be grounded in the world as it is, not merely the world as we would like it to be.

Real hope, mature hope, is predicated on understanding one of the defining realities of our time: The climate of our planet, the climate on which life as we know it utterly depends, is being dramatically altered by the way we live our lives.


Under such circumstances, it is clear that if there is anything we can do to change course and help avert catastrophe, it is imperative that we know what this change is, and make it.

Thankfully, there is.

A Step We Can Take

In late 2006, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations released a seminal report, titled “Livestock’s Long Shadow.” Stunningly, the report found that “livestock are responsible for 18 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, a bigger share than that of transport.”21 That is, the production of meat and other animal food products accounts for a far greater share of global warming gases than all the cars, trucks, ships, and airplanes in the world.

The study found compelling evidence that “livestock are one of the most significant contributors to today’s most serious environmental problems.”22 Industrial livestock production, researchers found, is shrinking the earth’s forests, eroding its soils, depleting its aquifers, collapsing its fisheries, elevating its temperatures, and melting its ice sheets. Strikingly, every single one of the serious ecological problems threatening to undercut human civilization would be made dramatically and rapidly better by a shift to a plant-strong diet. This is true, most centrally, of global warming.

The costs of truly addressing the implications of what we are doing to the climate have been seen as insurmountable. But a follow-up study was published in the journal Earth and Environmental Science, titled “Climate Benefits of a Changing Diet.” Researchers came to the spectacular conclusion that a “global transition to a low-meat diet” would by itself reduce by 50 percent the anticipated costs of stabilizing the climate.23 They found that cutting back on industrial meat from feedlots and factory farms could save a staggering amount of money, wiping “$20 trillion off the cost of fighting climate change.”24

The research has kept coming. Scientists at the University of Chicago calculated that switching from a standard American diet to a vegan one would have a greater impact than trading in a gas guzzler for a Toyota Prius.25 A study out of Carnegie Mellon University found that going meatless one day a week would do more for the climate than eating a totally locally grown diet.26 A 2009 study in Scientific American found that beef contributes 13 times the greenhouse gas impact of chicken and 57 times that of potatoes.27

The meat industry, of course, would like us to believe that the issue is far from settled and so it would be rash to take action. But if you wanted to make such a case, you probably wouldn’t want to debate the issue with Rajendra Pachauri, who is probably as knowledgeable about climate change as anyone on earth. He is the head of Yale University’s Climate and Energy Institute and is the twice-elected chairperson of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize during his tenure. He stresses repeatedly that the production of modern meat is causing a stunningly high percentage of the problem, so much so that the best way to combat global warming is to eat less meat. “In terms of…the feasibility of bringing about reductions [in greenhouse gas emissions] in a short period of time, it clearly is the most attractive opportunity,” he says. “Give up meat for one day [a week] at least initially, and decrease it from there.”28

If people gave up meat for one day a week, would it really do any good? The Centre for Agriculture and Environment in the Netherlands found that if the people of the U.S. were to make one day a week meatless for a year, it would save the greenhouse gas emissions equivalent to 90 million passenger airplane flights between New York and Los Angeles.29

A 2007 study by the National Institute of Livestock and Grassland Science in Japan found that a single kilogram of beef is responsible for the equivalent amount of carbon dioxide emitted by the average European car every 155 miles and burns enough energy to light a 100-watt lightbulb for nearly 20 days.30 The take-home message? It’s far more important to change your diet than to change your lightbulbs.

Not too many people read the reports of the National Institute of Livestock and Grassland Science, but many do read the mainstream press. A feature article in Time magazine asked the provocative question, “Which is responsible for more global warming: your BMW or your Big Mac?” The answer: “Believe it or not, it’s the burger.”31

In such articles the mainstream press has echoed the ever-increasing chorus of scientific studies that say that if you want to do something about global warming, if you want see our society lower its greenhouse gas emissions, one of the most important things you can do is to eat a plant-strong diet. This means getting more of your nutrients from plant foods and less from meat, dairy products, and eggs. It means eating mostly, if not exclusively, plants.


These studies show us where our power lies and how we can really be effective. Of course, reversing global warming will require far more than a change in our diets. We need to replace fossil fuels with solar, wind, geothermal, and other renewable and nonpolluting sources of energy. We need to create economic policies that take into account the ecosystem on which all economic life depends. We need to invest our genius and our resources less in making war and more in reforestation, soil conservation, education, and family planning. We need to halt the liquidation of the planet’s natural assets. We need to develop food systems with a lower carbon footprint that are more local and more organic.

And while we’re doing these things, we need to heed the avalanche of studies telling us that shifting to a plant-strong diet is clearly one of the most effective things we can do if we want to protect the climate.

Not surprisingly, the U.S. meat industry has tried to counter these studies and has protested that livestock production isn’t to blame for global warming. In particular, livestock interests have tried to persuade the public, opinion leaders, and government officials that the FAO indictment of meat titled “Livestock’s Long Shadow” is overstated. But in 2009, the prestigious Worldwatch Institute published a landmark report that made the FAO report seem understated in comparison.

This meticulously thorough study, written by World Bank agricultural scientists Robert Goodland, who spent 23 years as the World Bank’s lead environmental adviser, and Jeff Anhang, an environmental specialist for the World Bank, came to a staggering conclusion: Animals raised for food actually account for more than half of all human-caused greenhouse gases. Eating plants instead of animals, the authors conclude, would be by far the most effective strategy to reverse climate change, because it “would have far more rapid effects on greenhouse gas emissions and their atmospheric concentrations—and thus on the rate the climate is warming—than actions to replace fossil fuels with renewable energy.”32

Whether the percentage of greenhouse gas emissions attributable to livestock is 18 percent, as the FAO found, or more than 50 percent, as the World Bank scientists’ research indicates, or perhaps somewhere in between, it is without question a staggering amount. And because changing our diets is something we all can do today, it is almost certainly the single most important key any individual holds to stabilizing our climate before it is too late.


Writing in the Washington Post, Ezra Klein spoke of why eating less meat is so clearly the best option:

Eating pasta…doesn’t require a long commute on the bus or the disposable income to trade up to a Prius. It doesn’t mean you have to scrounge for change to buy a carbon offset. In fact, it saves money. It’s healthful. And it can be done immediately. A Montanan who drives 40 miles to work might not have the option to take public transportation. But he or she can probably pull off a veggie stew. A cash-strapped family might not be able to buy a [more efficient] new dishwasher. But it might be able to replace meatballs with mac-and-cheese…That is the whole point behind the cheery [peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich] campaign, which reminds that “you can fight global warming by having a PB&J for lunch.” Given that a PB&J is delicious, it’s not the world’s most onerous commitment.

It’s also worth saying that this is not a call for asceticism. It’s not a value judgment on anyone’s choices. Going vegetarian might not be as effective as going vegan, but it’s better than eating meat, and eating meat less is better than eating meat more. It would be a whole lot better for the planet if everyone eliminated one meat meal a week than if a small core of die-hards developed perfectly virtuous diets…If we’re going to take global warming seriously…there’s no reason to ignore the impact of what we put on our plates.33

Unlike shifting to hydrogen-powered vehicles or setting up electrical grids whose energy source is wind power, eating a plant-strong diet takes no new expensive infrastructure. Unlike putting solar panels on your roof, it requires no up-front investment of money. Shifting to a plant-strong diet actually saves you money (while also improving your health and sparing animals needless suffering).

I often see very well-intentioned people spending significant amounts of money and going to all sorts of lengths to live a greener lifestyle. It’s sadly ironic that they sometimes ignore what would be the most effective thing they could be doing. If we are really committed to saving the environment, we need to know where our leverage is. We need to know which of the actions we can take will be the most effective, and we need to focus where we can get the most benefit. Eating a plant-strong diet is a potent and profound point of leverage for everyone who longs to make a positive difference in this world. It is probably the single most immediately effective thing you can do to take a stand for life on earth.


Taking a Stand

In the past half century, the human relationship with the earth has fundamentally transformed. We have become a defining planetary force, massively impacting the soil, air, water, and climate of the entire world. In the nearly 4 billion years that life has existed on earth, no other species has ever attained anything resembling this kind of power. We have assumed this capacity at a mind-boggling speed.

In a microsecond of geological time, we are now reshaping the biological and physical features on the planet. We are genetically engineering entirely new life-forms and releasing them, fundamentally untested, into the world and into our food supply on a vast scale. We are making choices that determine which species will survive and which will go extinct. And we are altering the chemistry of the atmosphere with potentially catastrophic effects.

It is not easy to accept the notion that if we continue with business as usual we will bring about our own demise. But it isn’t just the earth, or the animals with whom we share this planet, whose fate now hangs in the balance. It is also our own. Humanity, some might say, is facing its final test.

Will we retreat into ever-narrower and more destructive forms of selfindulgence? Or will we finally learn to cooperate with our highest possibilities and fashion an effective response?

I do not know the outcome. But I do know that every single effort that each of us makes is needed and important. I thank you for everything you have done, and everything you yet will do, to live with respect for yourself, for others, and for the web of life on our precious and endangered planet. May we find a way of life that enriches rather than depletes our world.


May All Be Fed,
May All Be Healed,
May All Be Loved.
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