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Foreword

T WAS ONCE DESCRIBED TO ME as the Mangetout Moment: the

rush of guilt that tells you that what you’re doing — buying,
say, a small pack of mangetout that’s been air-freighted out of
season from a field in Kenya to the supermarket shelf before
you — is somehow a negative force on the world. But it quickly
passes when you realize that, hell, you've got half an hour to
shop, get home, have a shower and start rustling up something
impressive before the in-laws arrive for dinner. Concerns about
‘food miles), the exploitations of cheap-labour and excessive
plastic packaging can wait till tomorrow.

But tomorrow never comes. Not in my household anyway.
The good intentions and empathy with the world’s problems
are there, but if acting on them means interrupting or chan-
ging my habits then it’s likely to play second fiddle to doing the
laundry, commuting to work, paying the bills, changing
nappies, going shopping, having a beer and all the other things
that consume my days. In recent years the guilt has started to
nag at me increasingly, but I can’t seem to transform that
caring instinct somewhere inside me into any kind of
meaningful action.

We are all struck at some point in our lives — for me when



I had my first child — by the urge to answer some of life’s Big
Questions: Who am I? What am I doing with my life? Is this it?
Am I a good person? And what is it, I have wondered, that
blocks me from getting up out of my chair and doing some-
thing that might actually prove to be a positive force — however
insignificant — on the world?

The irony of our Western lifestyle, of course, is not that we
are blissfully ignorant of the negative impact it has on our-
selves, our neighbours and the environment, but that we
choose to journey on regardless, blinded by a convenient fog of
inertia and apathy. I can’t get through a day, it seems, without
reading stories about mercury-filled salmon, deodorants being
linked to cancer, increasing levels of social exclusion and
inequality, or landfill sites reaching full capacity. I gasp at the
saddening and maddening facts about our wasteful and self-
obsessed lives: that globally, US$33 billion is spent on make-up
and perfume annually, whereas just US$29 billion a year would
be required to eliminate hunger and provide clean water to all;
or that the US has more private vehicles on the road than
people licensed to drive them; or that half the world’s popu-
lation survive on the equivalent of two dollars a day — less than
I spend on a coffee on the way into work. ‘

But I prefer to turn to Ceefax for the football results or take
my daughter out for a walk round the park rather than dwell
too long on all that nasty, negative stuff. Besides, what can I do
about it all, anyway? That’s why we vote, isn’t it?

It was against this backdrop that I was set a challenge by the
Guardian, where 1 work as a journalist. Could I — someone
living a typically comfortable and routine life in a city suburb
— take a step back from my daily habits and consumer choices,



and try to understand their true impact? Could I, over the
course of a few months, start to lead a more ‘ethical’ life, in
which I reduced, to use a popular idiom, my “footprint on the
earth;, as well as being a more positive force both to myself and
those around me? Could I join the small but growing pro-
portion of society striving to live more thoughtfully and less
wastefully; those who, according to the Ethical Consumerism
Report 2004, pushed sales of organic food well over the billion-
pound mark, up from £390 million in 1999, and which in 2003
spent £24.7 billion on a wide range of ethical purchases, from
free-range eggs to A-rated energy-efficient appliances?

This wasn’t to be an exercise in dropping out and taking up
life as a hermit on a croft in the Scottish Highlands. Nor was it
to be an attempt to replicate Tom and Barbara’s stab at Good
Life self-sufficiency in the suburbs. I wouldn’t have a manifesto as
such pinned to my fridge for constant reference; the idea was
simply to see where the journey would lead me. There
was certainly no anticipation of a day when I would, like a Weight
Watchers champion, proudly crack open the organic champagne .
and declare, Tve done it. My life is completely guilt-free.

But I spotted a problem immediately. I was going to need -
some help — someone to kick my weak-willed, unethical butt
whenever 1 wavered and started to show signs of giving up.
However, I wasn’t interested in having some Zenned-out, love-
bead-wearing hippy who eats only tofu burgers and is in touch
with their chi telling me what to do. I'm cynical enough at the
best of times. If I was to connect with this experiment, I wanted
serious professionals who could explain with reason — and

 preferably some hard science — why I needed to make changes
to my life. i



Upon reflection, I felt that I needed help in three key areas:
the food 1 eat, the environmental damage I'm responsible
for, and understanding more about the power that' big
corporations and government hold over us all.

Three people answered my call: Renée Elliott, council
member of the Soil Association and founder of the Planet
Organic shops in London; Mike Childs, campaigns director at
Friends of the Earth; and Hannah Berry, writer and researcher

_at Ethical Consumer magazine. Between them, I hoped they
would provide the spur I required.

However, a second — and probably more fearsome — hurdle
I faced was my family. If I wasn’t to give up after the first week-
end, I was going to have to bring my wife Jane and our baby
daughter Esme along too. Jane, it has to be said, needed some
convincing, especially after I explained how the challenge would
commence, with the three ‘ethical auditors’ visiting us and asking
us a series of probing, personal questions about our lifestyle. The
thought, she said, of anyone rummaging through our kitchen
cupboards or asking us what loo paper we use was abhorrent. I
agreed, but managed to sign her up with the promise that the
experiment might lead me to take more of an interest in how the
house got cleaned. - ‘ -

Next, we had to define what we meant by a more ethical
lifestyle. The intention wasn’t to create a diet-like set of rules
that we would fret about if we broke. (‘If you enter that
McDonald’s, you won'’t just be letting me down, youw'll be
letting yourself down.’) Rather, it was to be about living out a
daily battle where we fought to establish priorities and tackle
dilemmas: if you have to choose, is fair-trade coffee better than
organic? Are disposable nappies OK to use at night if washable



ones leak? Should I always give loose change to someone hold-
ing a collection box in their hand? In terms of pollution, is it
better to get the bus or the train to work? Should I let my child
watch television adverts?

I also knew early on that I wanted to hear from as many
other people as possible about their thoughts and experiences
of going through a similar life experiment — if only to act as
further motivation. So I placed a plea on the Guardian’s web-
site for help and set about writing a web diary for others to
follow my family’s progress, a diary that was later to transmute
into a year-long series of articles for the Guardian. But I soon
got requests for further information about my personal
circumstances, because people wanted to offer me ever more
detailed and tailored advice. So, in one particularly self-
exposing early website posting, I attempted to answer as many
of the queries as possible: |

Some of you have asked for more details about my
life in order to help issue further tips and
recommendations. So, with as much honesty as |
can muster, and in no intended order of
importance or apparent impact on the planet or
those around me, here goes . ..

| eat meat

| don’t smoke

I don’t own a car

I live in a Victorian three-bedroom terraced house

in south London with my partner Jane and our
_young daughter, Esme



| heat my house using a gas combination boiler
| commute to work by train (a twenty-minute
journey)

I don’t exercise regularly

| am signed up to the green tariff with the
electricity supplier

| work in an open-plan office sitting in front of a
computer all day

| shower once a day

| watch TV - quite a bit

| favour fly/drive holidays

| donate a small amount each month to charity
through my payslip, thus avoiding the taxman .
| vote when asked to

| shop at Sainsbury’s once a fortnight, getting a
taxi home afterwards

| top-up shop at local convenience stores every
few days '

| drink about three units of alcohol a week

I am not politically active '

| don’t eat ready meals, but try to prepare meals
from scratch

| know my immediate neighbours; but do not know
anyone else on my street

| don’t do any voluntary work

| bank with a high-street bank

I wasn’t too sure what people would take away from this list
— probably that I was a middle-class white-collar worker living
out a somewhat predictable and safe life in the suburbs.



Whatever people thought, many said they recognized a lot of
their own lives in my checklist. In fact, I was staggered by the
scale of the response. I received well over six hundred letters
and emails from people across the world, all with their own
stories about how they too often felt a similar feeling of inertia
and guilt about not being able to lead a more ethical life. Some
felt they had made a successful switch in their lives, whereas
others felt that their efforts had been a miserable, even worth-
less, failure. Either way, all their words were welcome and,
whether inspiring, dispiriting or even downright insulting,
they proved in combination to be my greatest catalyst for
change. This is the story of my struggle to make that change.
The story, if you like, of how I turned my own Mangetout

Moment into a Mangetout Momentum. '





