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Subverting Traditions  Returning to Nature (I)
 —The Awakening of an 4th Generation Rancher, Howard Lyman

A TALK GIVEN BY HOWARD LYMAN IN THE CTTB BUDDHA HALL ON MARCH 15, 2008

CHINESE TRANSLATED BY YVONNE CHU

Dr. Yeh: Venerable Master, Dharma
Masters, all wise advisors: This evening
we have a most distinguished speaker,
Howard Lyman, coming all the way down
from Washington State. Howard is a most
famous person starting a revolution in
this country. During dinner, I asked
Howard, “What would you like me to say
about you?”

His answer was that he is the most
unconventional rancher that you will ever
meet. But he is much more than that. I
think that he has a prediction, he believes
that in his lifetime most people in this
country will become vegetarians.
However, it is not a matter of  whether
they become vegetarians; it is a matter
of  whether they become vegetarians early
enough to save this earth and themselves.
So without further ado, I would like to
give the microphone to our speaker
tonight, Mr. Howard Lyman. [Applause]

Howard Lyman: You  should  never
applaud for somebody until you hear
what they have to say. I’m a 4th genera-
tion rancher, farmer, feedlot operator. I
now travel around the world about
100,000 miles a year. I talk to people
about the proper amount of animal prod-
ucts to have in their diet as being zero.

We as a species today are traveling to-
wards a cliff  at a 100 miles an hour. If
we do not change the path that we are
on, this species, the homo sapiens, will be
at the bottom of  the cliff  and it would
be too late for the future generations. You
are the most opportunistic generation
that has ever lived on the face of  the earth
because you have the opportunity of
turning the road. So we do not need to

go to the bottom of  the cliff  but we can
go in a direction that is good for us, the
animals, and the planet.

When I was a young child, I lived on
the farm. We have lots of  animals, I knew
them all, I knew them with names, I knew
them when you would look them in the
eye. It was the most important thing in
the world when I was growing up how
we treated animals. There was no doubt
in my mind that the only thing I ever
wanted to be in my entire life was a
farmer. I made a mistake of  deciding that
I would like to be an agri-businessman.
And so I went to Montana State
University. I was indoctrinated in the idea
of  better living through chemistry; for-
got all about the humane treatment of
animals; forgot all about looking them
in the eye; forgot all about treating them
knowing that they have families. I came
home from Montana State University
with the degree in agriculture but was
more interested in the financial return
from animals than I ever was in the ani-
mals’ well-being.

When I came back to the farm, full
of  all the information that I had learned
in the university, I took a small ordinary
farm and turned it into an operation over
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a period of  years where I had 7,000 cows,
12,000 acres of  crops, 30 employees. I
can’t tell you what a thrill it was first time
I wrote a check for a million dollars and

it didn’t bounce. I thought: I have arrived
as the Donald Trump of  agriculture. Just
when I was on top of  the world, in 1979
when I thought I was the Donald Trump
of  agriculture, I ended up with a wake
up call. I ended up paralyzed from the
waist down.

I can’t tell you what it was like for
someone who has been active all his life
not to be able to put his feet on the floor.
The reason I became a farmer was be-
cause of  birds, trees and living soil. Af-
ter taking my practices that I’d learned at
Montana State College, using the chemi-
cals that had acquired, I saw the birds
die, the trees die, I saw the soil change.
And it was not until I was paralyzed that
I was willing to admit that I was the
problem, not the solution. While I was
on my back in the hospital, the doctor
told me that the tumor was on the inside
of  my spinal cord and that I had less than
one chance in a million that I would ever
walk again. When somebody gives you
the odds of one in a million, they are
saying to you pick out the wheelchair of
your life, that you will be in it for the rest
of  your life.

The night before the operation, a lot
of  things went through my mind. It was

not about owning seven combines of  a
hundred thousand dollars a piece, or 20
tractors and 30 trucks. What went
through my mind was: why did I become

a farmer? Birds,
trees, living soil.
I was convinced
that with odds
of one in a mil-
l i o n  t h a t  I
would be in the
wheelchair for
the rest of  my
life.I wondered:
what kind of
life I am going
to have? Am I
going to sit in a

wheelchair and feel sorry for myself? Or
could I make my l ife amount to
something? And if  I do that, what would
that something be? I decided that night
whether I was in a wheelchair or not for
the rest of  my life, I would do everything
that I knew how to do to try and bring
the farm back to what it was when I was
a kid with birds, trees and living soil and
just because I was paralyzed, this would
not detour me from that journey.

When I woke up in the hospital after
the operation, I could feel the foot of
the bed. There was another person in the
room with me when I was recovering. It
was the most joyous I ever been in my
life because I could feel the foot of the
bed. But the individual in the room with
me was dying and all day I looked at this
individual little by little and saw the life
draining out of that person. At the same
time, I had the great joy knowing that I
would probably walk again. I think that
we need to understand things happen for
a reason. Did I go through this so I could
own more cattle? So I could make more
money?  So  I  cou ld  have  more
equipment? Or was this a gift that was
given to me to open my eyes to share the
knowledge with people about the im-

pending disaster? Time would tell which
path I would take.

Recovering from the operation took
a couple of  years. Having 7,000 head
cattle and 30 employees, the financial
shape of  my farm was not good. I had
asked the doctor what caused the tumor
on my spinal cord? He said they were
adolescent cells stimulated to grow prob-
ably by the chemicals I used on farm. The
light came on, I thought what I need to
do is become an organic farmer. I went
to see my banker, and I said to my banker
that I need to borrow some money. We
need to start farming with nature. My
banker leaned back in his chair. He said,
what does that mean? I said that I think
we need to become organic farmers. My
banker looked at me and he laughed. He
said, “You want me to lend you money
and you are not going to spend it with
my other customers? The chemical
dealers? The pharmaceutical dealer? The
fertilizer dealer?” He said there would
never be a day like that. And so 1983, I
sold my farm. I paid my debts. But I did
not forget the commitments I had made
to myself.

Although I no longer owned the
farm or owned cattle, I had the commit-
ment that I had made that I would spend
the rest of  my life trying to bring the farm
back to what it was when I was a kid with
birds, trees, and living soil. I had started
working with other farmers, to help them
not make the mistakes that I had made. I
received a phone call, they said to me how
would you like to go to Washington, DC.
and work on Capitol Hill? I thought wow!
535 members of  Congress! I absolutely
knew they wanted to do what was right.
I went to Washington, DC. I spent five
years of  my life working on Capitol Hill.
I learned a thing there that was called the
Golden Rule: “Them that got the gold,
make the rules.” After five years of  work-
ing in Washington, DC, I said to my
friends, I said this game is rigged, the deck
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is marked. We would never win in
Washington, DC. My friends looked at
me and said what are you going to do?
Go talk to the people? And I said yes.
And they said that you will never get half
of  the people to do anything. I said we
don’t need half; 80% of the people in
the United States of America are
braindead. They are part of  the herd, fol-
lowing nose to tail. And when you fol-
low nose to tail, there is only one thing
you ever see in front of  you. Our job is
not to talk to the braindead, our job is to
talk to the people that are still thinking.

I left Washington, DC, I started trav-
eling around talking to small groups of
people. I spent 300 days a year on the
road, sleeping on people’s floors, talking
to them about a problem that I thought
had the potential to be devastating to the
people living in the United States of
America. I knew we were grinding up
cows and feeding them back to cows. A
cow is an absolute herbivore. They were
never designed to eat another cow. But
for our quest for making a lot of money,
we took a plant-eating being and started
feeding them the ground-up remains of
other cows. The problem was a thing
called Mad Cow Disease. Back in the
1990, no one had ever heard of  Mad Cow
Disease, something that eats holes in your
brain that will incubate from 10 to 40
years. And it was 100% fatal. Back in
1990, people thought that I was the per-
son that had holes in my brain. But I
continued to travel around and speak
until I had an opportunity to go to En-
gland in 1996 and testified in a trial of a
group of  activists that were handing out
brochures about McDonald’s outside of
their restaurants. They were being sued
by one of  the largest corporations in the
world. They had no money. I went over
to testify in their favor. One of  the most
interest thing that has ever happened in
my life. To be continued
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