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Kicking up a fight
James Southwood is the new World Champion in Savate (French Kickboxing)
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J
ames Southwood won the Savate (French Kickboxing) world 
championships for Great Britain on World Vegan Day. A vegan 
since the age of 17, James told Vegan Life that the words ‘world          

  champion’ were only just sinking in.

How long have you been vegan? 

Like a lot of vegans, I started as a vegetarian. I’ve been vegetarian 
since December 1980, when John Lennon was shot – which might 
seem an odd way of explaining it but that was a pivotal moment for 
my father, who turned the whole family vegetarian. So that’s pretty 
much my whole life, I was just two years old at the time. When I was 

17, I found Juliet Gellatley’s book, The Silent Ark. I remember having a 
dinner party conversation one weekend and defending vegetarianism, 
saying that I thought veganism was unnecessary. Two weeks later, I 
saw the same person and argued the full vegan case, after reading 
that book. 

You won your world title on World Vegan Day. What’s the 

importance of that for you? 

I’ve been doing Savate since I was 20, which means that I’ve been 
vegan across my whole sporting career. When I saw that the finals 
would be held on World Vegan Day, I did wonder whether I would 

be able to bring the two things together. I used to work for the 

Vegan Society and was involved in organising the 60th anniversary 
celebrations in 2004, so winning on the 70th anniversary is very 
meaningful. Everything seemed to fit together.

Do you eat healthily even when you’re not training?

There are still people who say that you can’t be healthy or you can’t 

reach the highest athletic level on this diet. I’ve proved them wrong. I’m 
not one of those yoyo dieters who trains for a competition and then 

eats unhealthily after that. Even in my most self-indulgent moments, 
all I really want to eat is fresh fruit and veg, nuts, seeds, oats. I don’t 
process it very much, I don’t cook with oil very much. In the morning, I 
have fruit, oats and protein powder with soya milk. For lunch, a whole 
load of vegetables with beans and sometimes quinoa. As the afternoon 
progresses, I might eat nuts and seeds. I tend to train and teach in the 

evenings, so after that something simple and small: lentils, more oats, 
maybe some dried fruit or some beans.

Some people might think that being vegan and being a fighter 
is a bit of a contradiction. How does it fit together for you? 
Savate isn’t violent, it’s a competition, it’s an engagement with 
someone else when you’re fighting and an engagement with yourself 
when you’re training. You win through inventive technique, knowing 
the angles, the rhythm, the psychology, knowing yourself. I want to 

improve my body rather than destroy it and I don’t want to hurt other 
people. 

You have a blog about the psychology of the competitive 

encounter. Can you explain a bit about your views in this 

area?

Savate is a Western fighting art and as such, doesn’t have the 
philosophy or the psychology that comes with Japanese or oriental 

martial arts which have Zen or Taoism or other spiritual paths 
associated with them. So, I was able to find my own way. I’ve read 
Western psychology: Freud, the existentialists, Kierkegaard, Camus, 

Sartre. I’m interested in the psychological aspects of being, of 

expressing yourself, of fear of death, finitude, fear of being oneself. 
All of these ideas come into play when you’re trying to perform at the 

highest level.  

Your blog’s called Dying to win. Why dying? How, if at all, does 

that tie back to veganism?

I like to trace a lot of human anxieties and the human condition back 

to death anxiety. It needn’t be as morbid as it sounds. A lot of the 

construction of our lives and personalities, our culture, has a lot to 
do with how we interpret and react to the fear of death. Fighting is a 

microcosm of life, so all of the problems I encounter in the ring have 
some sort of analogy outside, and vice versa. I think death anxiety 
has a huge place in vegan psychology as well. There’s some aspect 
of death, or an approach to death, that makes us more or less 

compassionate, or more or less drawn to eating animal products. I’m 

very interested in how that plays out so that’s covered in my blog, 
DyingToWin.net.

How do you train physically?

My sport has quite a large skill element to it, rather than simply a 

physical element, so I make sure I work out quite frequently to keep 

developing that skill. That means a lot of bag work, punching and 
kicking a heavy or light bag, and shadow boxing. I train people three 
or four times a week, so I get to spar with people or trade techniques 

with them. When I’m on my own, I quite enjoy doing strength training. I 

usually limit myself to body weight training. But above all, it’s working 
as a fighter for those three two-minute rounds: compressing all of your 
training into being able to explode and put as much work as possible 

into that short space of time.  

So now you’ve won the World Championships. What’s next for 

you? 

Now I guess I’ve got to think about defending my title! I want to take 
my training and the students I teach in London (LondonSavate.co.uk)
to a new level. I also want to broaden and develop my psychology to 
make it useful for other athletes.

A student went to his teacher and said,“My meditation practice is 
not going well. I feel distracted, I ache, I cannot concentrate. What 

can I do?”
“It will pass,” said the teacher.
A week later, the student came back.“You were right. My meditation 
is much improved. I feel good, my practice is great, my body 
doesn’t ache.”
“It will pass,” said the teacher.
(Zen koan)

Interview by Mia Forbes Pirie (FoodForTheJourney.com)


