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Increasing numbers of professional athletes 

are opting for vegan diets. Vegan nutritionist 

TJ Waterfall explains how they can still excel 

on meat-free diets. By Ryan Herman.

O
ne of the first sports stars to 

actively promote a meat-free diet 

was British tennis player Eustace 

Miles. During the late 1800s and 

early 1900s, he won a string of titles, an Olympic 

silver medal, and was amateur world champion 

in real tennis several times. 

But it was thanks to his ideas on meat-free 

diets that he became most famous. He wrote 

books and published magazines on the subject, 

launched a chain of vegetarian restaurants and 

health food shops, and sold food products such 

as Emprote (Eustace Miles protein), aimed at 

improving sporting performance. 

Unfortunately, though, Miles had limited 

scientific evidence to back up his claims. 

Emprote was largely made up of dried milk and 

cereal. While it claimed to have “three times  

the body-building value of meat,” back then 

nobody knew precisely how much protein we 

needed. Ultimately, going vegetarian failed to 

catch on and Miles eventually went bankrupt. 

Yet, in many respects, he was a pioneer of  

meat-free diets. 

Today there is an ever-growing list of 

famous sports stars championing plant-based 

diets (see overleaf): There are American 

footballers such as Derrick Morgan and Colin 

Kaepernick; soccer players Alex Morgan, 

Chris Smalling and Hector Bellerin; boxer 

Mike Tyson and tennis player Venus Williams; 

Formula One champion Lewis Hamilton has 

co-founded a chain of vegan burger joints; 

endurance runner Scott Jurek swears by the 

power of plants; NBA basketballer Shaquille 

O’Neal promotes vegan brand Beyond Meat. 

For professional athletes, a key moment 

in this shift to veganism was the 2018 

documentary film The Game Changers, which 

set out to prove you don’t need animal-

based protein to build muscle. It starred 

James Wilks, a former British mixed martial 

arts champion who smashed his vertebrae 

competing, and later claimed his recovery was 

aided by a vegan diet. Critics say the movie 

was selective in its source material but it was 

nevertheless hugely effective.

Wilks recently endorsed a book called The 

Plant-Based Power Plan: Increase Strength, 

Boost Energy, Perform at Your Best by TJ 

Waterfall, a vegan nutritionist who works 

with top British Olympians, footballers 

and rugby players. Waterfall’s approach to 

veganism is firmly rooted in science. He has 

a degree in human biology and psychology, 

as well as a master’s degree in nutrition at 

University College London. “What my studies 

taught me is how to interpret the science,” 

he told Populous magazine. “There’s so much 

misinformation and misinterpretation, which 
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makes it really difficult for anyone to know 

what to believe.”

His dietary recommendations are supported 

by peer-reviewed studies and reports. To give 

one example, beetroot juice is exceptionally 

high in nitrates. “Consuming beetroot juice a 

couple of hours before exercise can significantly 

improve performance,” he says. “They contain 

nitrates which help your body to produce nitric 

oxide – a vasodilator which delivers oxygen 

and nutrients to hard-working muscles more 

effectively. When it comes to elite sport, it’s 

often about where to find those marginal gains.”

Waterfall says that multiple studies carried 

out over the past decade also show that a plant-

based diet gives athletes all the protein they 

need. Indeed, a generation ago, who would have 

dreamt that a top NFL team like the Tennessee 

Titans would have 15 of their players on a plant-

based diet?

Carbohydrates are a key nutrient, too. 

“There are some really interesting reports 

that show at least half of all professional 

athletes don’t consume the optimal amount of 

carbohydrates,” Waterfall adds. “The science is 

conclusive: optimising your carbohydrate intake 

significantly improves performance and delays 

the onset of fatigue. That’s where a plant-based 

diet is a huge advantage because carbohydrates 

come almost exclusively from plants such  

as legumes, grains, or fruits and starchy 

vegetables like bananas and sweet potatoes.”

Waterfall says we are only at the tip of 

the iceberg in learning how plant-based 

foods affect sporting performance. Sports 

coaches in Russia, for example, spent years 

studying the impact of certain types of herbs 

and mushrooms – known as adaptogens – 

considering whether they could have a positive 

impact on wellbeing. Waterfall believes 

adaptogens could be the next big trend in 

sports nutrition. “They are typically plant-

based and include mushrooms, like lion’s  

mane, and ashwagandha. There are some  

really promising studies around on how they 

can help reduce anxiety or stress.”

As Waterfall concludes: “There is so much 

still to learn. Just watch the science and see.” 

A generation ago, who 
would have dreamt 
that a top NFL team 
like the Tennessee 
Titans would have 15 of 
their players on a plant-
based diet?

Vegan victory

Vegan diets have helped these 
professional athletes to success.

Lewis Hamilton 
The British seven-times Formula 
One champion said the reason 
for changing his diet in 2017 was 
as much about the environment 
and the impact of carbon dioxide 
emissions from cattle farming.

Hector Bellerin 
The Arsenal FC soccer player 
struggled with inflammation of  
the ankles until he turned vegan. 
Since then the Spaniard has 
enjoyed an injury-free spell on  
loan at Real Betis.

Mike Tyson 
The American boxer made his 
return to the ring at 55 years of 
age, attributing his fitness to a 
vegan diet. “I don’t eat anything 
that has a mother and father,”  
he once said.

Kyrie Irving 
The Brooklyn Nets basketballer 
decided to follow a strict vegan 
diet after watching the Netflix 
documentary What The Health. 

Dotsie Bausch 
A silver medalist in cycling at the 
2012 Olympics, this American is 
director of dairy-free campaign 
group Switch4Good.

Alex Morgan (pictured)
A prolific goalscorer in the USA’s 
World Cup-winning soccer team, 
Morgan said changing her diet has 
improved recovery after training.

Chris Smalling 
This English soccer player at AS 
Roma was converted to veganism 
by his wife. In 2021, he invested in 
plant-based food company Heura.

Venus Williams 
The American tennis player  
turned vegan in 2011 (although  
she occasionally lapses) after  
being diagnosed with Sjogren’s 
syndrome, which causes extreme 
fatigue, and muscle and joint pain.

Colin Kaepernick 
The former San Francisco 49ers 
quarterback has been vegan  
since 2015. He endorses Ben & 
Jerry’s new vegan ice cream  
Change The Whirled.

Derrick Morgan 
Thanks to his wife, a professional 
chef, this former Tennessee Titans 
linebacker turn vegan. More than 
a dozen teammates followed suit.

Tennessee Titans Derrick Morgan (#91), Wesley Woodyard (#59) and Jurrell Casey (#99) are all vegans.
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