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Unpopular vegan 
By Carly Pender 

 
I moved halfway across Canada during a sticky, end-of-summer heat wave.  
Mid-journey, while sitting on the floor of a cramped hotel room in rural New 
Brunswick, I said goodbye to meat, dairy, and eggs.  
 
My “last meal” was anything but glamorous. Most of my worldly possessions 
were piled on my right. On my left, a snake named Effrum was lounging in a 
Tupperware. Effrum, a feisty red wonder, stared intently in my direction as if to 
ask, “Are you sure you want to be vegan?” 
 
Unwilling to take dietary advice from someone who swallows rats in one gulp, I 
brandished my plastic cutlery and began working through a grocery-store salad 
smothered with feta cheese. Between bites I took greedy gulps from a carton of 
chocolate milk.  
 
Over a year later I count veganism as my greatest food adventure. Like I’d 
hoped, I’m feeling healthier than ever. I’ve learned how to marinate tofu, bake an 
eggless cake, and mask the chalky taste of protein powder. I never thought I 
would say this, but some of the best meals I’ve ever had were made with (get 
this) fake cheese.  
 
Not everyone is this excited about my transition. Veganism is quickly moving 
from marginal to mainstream, but to many people I’m still a rebel, an outcast, or 
(at the very least) an annoyance.  
 
For starters, there are encounters with the diehard carnivores, a category that 
includes most of my family. Last Christmas, just as I’m sitting down to dinner my 
uncle reveals that he hid turkey in my vegan casserole. A few hours later I 
mentioned that I was a bit chilly. Another uncle replied: “You wouldn’t be cold if 
you just ate some meat.” I whimpered.  
 
My mom is also vocal, but hilariously so. I think I’ve finally convinced her that I’m 
not malnourished, but in the early days she didn’t think the human body could 
function without steak, eggs, or cheese. She once tried to coax my vegan 
boyfriend back into the meat-eating world. After barbequing a steak she 
presented it to him, whispering: “It’s okay! Carly will never find out!” 

 
There are also people who aren’t sure what “vegan” is. They might think I only 
eat salad or that eating chicken doesn’t count if it’s in broth form. They might 
think I’m lactose intolerant, gluten-free, or maybe just a raging hippie. At a local 



Italian café I asked if there were any options for me. With a completely straight 
face the server gushed, “Why yes! The fresh salmon is vegan!”  

 
My waiter at a far less hospitable establishment wasn’t as peppy. After I read the 
menu, which prominently featured ribs and chicken wings, it became clear we 
weren’t going to get along.   
 

Me: Is the veggie burger vegan? 
Him: It’s vegetarian. 
Me: Yes, but is it vegan? 
Him: Same thing. 
Me: Um, not really. Does it contain eggs, milk, or 
cheese? 
Him: Hmmm, no one knows. You gonna order the 
burger or what? 

 
I sighed heavily and ordered the burger.    
 
I don’t like to be difficult, but sometimes it’s painfully obvious that I’m a high-
maintenance eater. Even ordering a simple veggie sandwich can be tough. I 
might ask about the bread. It could contain whey powder, butter, milk, or eggs, so 
I want to be careful. In no time the manager has ordered every employee to find 
me a suitable bread product. When the sandwich minions start looking weary and 
oppressed I start worrying that they’ll banish me from the store. Or hang my 
photo beside the cash register next to mug shots of thieves and perverts.  
 
I typically like to make friends, not enemies, so my pre-emptive damage control 
involves bringing food with me wherever I go. If I were mugged my assailant 
would discover that my purse only contains granola bars and apples. I’ll be the 
one munching on trail mix in class, eating a brown bag lunch at a catered affair, 
and packing a homemade tofurkey for Thanksgiving dinner.  
 
Despite these trials, I’m not discouraged. My fierce competitive streak is one 
thing stopping me from re-joining Team Carnivore. It’s kind of embarrassing, but 
when faced with my burgeoning unpopularity I cook like I’m in the Food 
Olympics. Put more bluntly: I use food to wrestle my way into people’s hearts.  
 
See, if you can convince someone to let you do the cooking you’re halfway there. 
It’s a matter of finding a meal worthy of even the most adamant adversaries, 
including lumberjacks, fishermen, and overprotective motherly types. Then, when 
you least expect it, your wizard-like skills with beans or quinoa will take hold. 
You’ll present the meal. Soon time and all chewing will stop and from the silence 
you’ll hear: “Wait, are you sure this is vegan?” 
 
Those words, hard-fought and genuine, are sweeter than vegan sugar – and 
maybe better than bacon. 



 
“Yes, it’s vegan” jambalaya 

Adapted from the Vegan Chef 
 
Serves: 6 to 8 
Time: 1 hour 
 
Ingredients 
 
 1 8-ounce package tempeh 
 2 tablespoons olive oil (divided) 
 2 tablespoons Creole or Cajun seasoning (divided) 
 2 tablespoons tamari or soy sauce 
 2 small onions, diced 
 1 cup celery, diced 
 1 red pepper, seeded and diced 
 1 green pepper, seeded and diced 
 1 jalapeno, seeded and diced 
 1 and 1/2 cups basmati rice 
 5 cloves garlic, minced 
 2 cups vegetable stock or water 
 1 28-ounce can of diced tomatoes, mostly drained 
 2 bay leaves 
 1 teaspoon salt 
 1 can red kidney beans, drained and rinsed 
 1/2 cup green onion, thinly sliced 
 1/4 cup freshly chopped parsley 
  
Method 
  
Heat one tablespoon of oil in a large pot over medium heat. Using your fingers, 
crumble the tempeh into the pot and cook for two minutes. Sprinkle half of the 
seasoning over the tempeh and sauté for an additional minute. Add the tamari. 
Stir well to coat the tempeh, and continue to cook for two to three minutes (or 
until the liquid has evaporated). Transfer the tempeh to a plate and set aside. 
 
In the same pot over medium heat, sauté the onion, celery, red pepper, and 
jalapeno in one tablespoon of oil until they’re slightly softened (about five 
minutes). Add the rice and garlic. Stir well to combine, and continue to cook until 
the rice turns opaque. 
 
Add the vegetable stock, tomatoes, remaining seasoning, bay leaves, and salt. 
Cover the mixture and bring it to a boil. Reduce the heat to medium-low and let 
the mixture simmer for 20 to 25 minutes, or until the rice is tender and most of 
the liquid has been absorbed.  
 



Add the reserved tempeh and remaining ingredients. Stir well to combine, and 
leave the pot covered. Remove the pot from the heat and let sit for 10 minutes to 
allow the flavors to blend. 
 
Enjoy! 
 


