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Praise for The Compassionate Carnivore:

“[Friend’s] words give hope to those of us who crave meat, but are sickened by some modern farming practices.”

—Curve

 

“Friend is a refreshing voice in the eat-better movement. . . . her book [is] both human and accessible. . . . mostly her book is about the history of the modern American farm: how it went from small to big and then to enormous. . . . Yes, much of this is as grim as it is familiar—but Friend manages to make it lively and even funny without burying her essential moral seriousness.”

—culinate.com

 

“Full of interesting facts . . .”

—The Guardian

 

“Friend has a unique and intimate perspective on the morals, economics and practicalities of raising and eating meat humanely. . . . her suggestions are so reasonable that even the most rampant, mainstream meat-eater might consider trying them.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Friend’s direct, yet tactful approach will educate without making the reader feel judged for their decision to be a carnivore. It’s an informative and at times funny approach to get people to think about what they eat and the process meat goes through before it gets to your freezer. Our choices have an effect not just on the animals, but on our health and environment. If you have been struggling with eating meat for health reasons or personal convictions, The Compassionate Carnivore will help you.”

—Blogcritics

 

“. . . filled with insightful and often humorous anecdotes. When not horrifying me with various practices of making meat ready for market . . . Friend had me roaring with laughter. . . . Backed by research, practical experience, and the desire to improve standards, Friend offers many sound suggestions. If more carnivores demand humanely raised meat, the supply will hopefully follow.”

—Story Circle Book Reviews

 

“Three carnivores live in our house. And if you eat meat, there will be blood.  The Compassionate Carnivore will help you face the ugly slaughterhouse facts. She’ll also help you make the right choices for your body and soul. There’s no better guide through this moral thicket than a grass-farmer who eats her own meat.”

—Nina Planck, author of Real Food: What to Eat & Why

 

“In this deeply personal account of her involvement in the humane raising of sheep, self-described shepherd, animal lover, and committed carnivore Catherine Friend leads us through the lives of meat animals—in our industrial food system, and on her farm—with metaphor, compassion, and wit. Acknowledging how complex the ethical choices have become, her goal is to show us how important it is to ‘remain at the table,’ helping support those farmers who raise animals humanely. A rich and enjoyable read.”

—Joan Dye Gussow, author of This Organic Life
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To the farmers  
who raise animals humanely  
and the consumers who seek them out






Part One

What’s a Carnivore to Do?
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Just as boats of various designs leave very different wakes in the water behind them, so too do various approaches to living send out different waves of reverberating influence on the world.

—DUANE ELGIN

Life as a carnivore used to be simple. Our choices were straightforward: Original Recipe or Extra Crispy? Pork ribs or beef ribs? Chicken pot pie or turkey pot pie? Today, however, in the brave new world of increased awareness of environmental impact, health concerns, and animal welfare, the choices are no longer just between specific dishes, but between different ways to raise, feed, and butcher the animals that become the meat in  those dishes. The choices are so dizzying that, to paraphrase Dr. Emilio Lazardo in The Adventures of Buckaroo Bonzai, it’s enough to make the ganglia twitch.

At the grocery store, do I pay ninety-nine cents for the regular eggs, or four dollars for the cage-free eggs? How can I eat out if I can’t find a restaurant that serves meat raised the way I want it raised? Do I spend time finding farmers who raise meat animals humanely, or do I close my eyes and buy the stuff at the store that’s been raised in a factory because I don’t have time to look for anything else? Should I buy grass-fed or  grass-finished meat? Corn-fed? Pasture-raised or feedlot-raised? No antibiotics? No growth hormones? Do I buy organic meat shipped one thousand miles, or nonorganic meat shipped sixty miles? Should I buy meat from a small but conventional farm? Heck, should I even be eating meat at all?

Unfortunately, I don’t believe there are clear answers to any of these questions. For example, researchers have found that most of the food we eat has traveled at least fifteen hundred miles before it reaches our plate, and because that transportation consumes a great deal of fossil fuel and emits plenty of carbon dioxide, the conclusion is that we should all eat locally. But an op-ed piece in the New York Times raised the opposite idea. New Zealand researchers now claim that the process of raising lamb on a clover-rich New Zealand pasture and shipping it eleven thousand miles to Great Britain emits much less carbon dioxide than the process of raising a lamb on grain in England itself.1

I can feel my ganglia starting to twitch already. On my cynical days I wonder if there are any truths I can trust about becoming a more compassionate carnivore.

On my less cynical days, I know there are. As I waded through what it means to be a carnivore today, I kept coming back to the one thing that I know to be true: the animals themselves matter. Treating animals with respect and consideration is an act that sends out ever-widening ripples into the world. To begin down this path, all we need to do is pull our heads up out of the sand.





Pulling My Head Out of the Sand
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FOR ME, IT’S all about the animals, because I am a farmer and I raise animals for meat. I wasn’t raised on a farm and had no dreams of farming, but in the mid-1990s, my partner, Melissa, confessed she’d always wanted to be a farmer and asked if I would help her start a farm.

What happened when I said yes is a long story, but the short version is that today we run a small sustainable farm and raise sheep. We have three guard llamas for protecting the flock, and we sometimes have goats. We sell lamb, duck, and chicken eggs. Melissa is in her element, repairing the tractor, fixing fences, and taking care of the animals. I tend to resist getting my hands dirty (an endearing phobia that apparently began when I was a toddler and refused to finger-paint), but I provide valuable backup when the sheep get out (and chaos ensues), and I help with the farm’s management and planning. Over the last fifteen years my perspective has shifted from city to rural, from consumer to producer, from livestock-ignorant to livestock-familiar. I am fiercely proud of the farm we’ve created and how we raise our animals.

Until Melissa and I started our farm, I’d lived in the city, where I happily wore clean clothes, kept a tidy house, paid no attention to the changing seasons, and was content to completely ignore the fact that my meat used to be an animal’s muscles. While ostriches don’t really stick their heads in the sand to hide (they stretch out flat against the ground), the whole head-in-the-sand thing beautifully described my approach to eating meat. Meat came from Styrofoam trays covered in cellophane, all traces of skin and blood and guts removed, so I could easily forget that the meat used to be an animal. I didn’t want to know that Bessie in the barn had become the burger on my bun.

But now I do know. And as I’ve learned more about farming, and about eating meat, and about raising animals humanely, I’ve learned there is no right way to become a more compassionate carnivore. I love meat and am not going to give it up. There’ll be no 100-mile or 250-mile local diet for this chick, although I commend those who are willing to take on the challenge. No feeding myself entirely from my garden, which I do not have and do not intend to plant, because, truth be told, I’m not all that wild about vegetables, only eating them because my mother tells me I must. I don’t enjoy cooking. As comedian Carrie Snow said: “I prefer Hostess fruit pies to pop-up toaster tarts, because they don’t require as much cooking.”

Because of my concern for the environment, the lives of animals, and my own health, I’ve spent the last ten years exploring how to make better choices in the meat I buy. Hopefully my experiences will help you bridge the yawning gap between the ideal and the real, since our realistic choices may be very different from our philosophical choices. This book is not a declaration of war against farmers, since I am one. It’s not a plea for everyone to become a vegetarian, since I will never be one.

This will not be one of those cheerful self-help books that makes change sound so ridiculously easy—“Become a Compassionate  Carnivore in Just Ten Days!”—that you feel like a total loser when you’re not able to pull it off. At the other extreme, it’s not intended to be one of those books about factory farming that’s so depressing that you can’t get out of bed for a week. There’s only one rule you need to keep in mind as you approach the idea of becoming a more conscientious, compassionate carnivore, and here it is: the first being on whom you must practice compassion is yourself.

So what’s a compassionate carnivore to do when faced with new choices and conflicting information? We can learn more about our choices, then decide what’s important for us and for our families. Scattered throughout the book are ideas for steps you can take, and when I’ve herded them all together at the end, you’ll have a good range of choices from which to select.

Here’s a heads-up, though: becoming a more compassionate carnivore requires change, and change requires time, the one thing most of us lack. How can we possibly change how we eat when we barely have enough time to eat?

Carl Honoré said this about today’s fast pace of life: “The more everyone else bangs on about how fast the world is, the more we assume that slowing down is impossible.” Yet by the end of his book In Praise of Slowness, we learn that slowing down isn’t impossible: “The Slow philosophy delivers the things that really make us happy: good health, a thriving environment, strong communities and relationships, freedom from perpetual hurry.”2  I’m hoping that by the end of this book, you’ll want to slow down a bit. You’ll want to pay more attention to where your meat comes from and how it was raised.

Most of us have distanced ourselves from our meat, protecting ourselves from the truth that we are eating animals. Yet we don’t need to protect ourselves. Ignorance is not bliss. Being a carnivore who’s asleep at the wheel means someone else is driving. Being a carnivore who wakes up, looks around, and engages means you’re in charge. Being in charge is good.

So in this book I’ll explore some of the basic issues—why it might be hard to change how we eat meat, and what it means to pay more attention to the animals we eat. Next will be a brief look at our current meat-eating habits, and whether that’s a good place in which to be.

There’s no avoiding a discussion of some of the nasty effects of factory farming, both on animals and the environment, and some of you will feel so guilty you’ll put the book down and be done with the whole thing. Enough with the guilt. I’ve struggled with it for years and have finally accepted that it’s a total waste of time. Instead of giving in to guilt, resolve to stay awake and accept that you can do nothing about what’s happened up to this point. We start from here, from today.

I’ll discuss sustainable and organic alternatives to factory meat, and how what an animal is fed will affect meat taste and quality. I’ll cover what we all want to avoid, and that’s the process of how animals become meat. For a break, I’ll take you on a relaxing pasture walk, then we’ll get creative about finding sources for the kind of meat you want to buy.

This is an exciting time to be both a carnivore and a farmer, and I’m optimistic we’re approaching a tipping point when it comes to buying meat from animals raised humanely. Of course, I might just be the optimist Gretel Erhlich once described, the guy who fell off a ten-story building, and as he passed each floor, said, “Well, I’m all right so far.”

Let’s hope not.

Farmers and consumers have finally found each other. Thanks to farmers markets, the Internet, and other methods, you and I can connect more easily than ever before. We can support one another by totally bypassing today’s food distribution system, and in doing so, I’m positive we can create better lives for meat animals, farmers, and consumers alike.






Pork-Chop-on-a-Stick
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THE ONLY TIME I really connected the food on my plate with an animal in the barn was as a child, when my sheep-raising Montana grandmother came to visit and cooked a beef dish so tasty that my sister and I had a fork fight over the last piece. Turned out Grandma, whom I thought had loved us, had fed us beef tongue. I had a tongue. A cow had a tongue, and I’d just eaten it. Lordy. That was enough reality for this girl, so I quickly built a nice tall wall around the truth, and life was once again good.

But then Melissa and I took the plunge into farming and that wall came tumbling down. The sheep and chickens knocked it over. Suddenly not only was I surrounded by animals, but they were animals whose only reason for being there was to be killed and eaten. I met my meat, looked it in the eye, patted it on the head, and even kissed it on the nose now and then. (Not chickens, however. I had standards.) I could no longer ignore the fact that my food had a face.

During those first few years as a farmer, my carnivorous consciousness sprang to life. I liked the idea of raising meat animals  humanely on a small farm. Farm animals should have good lives, I believed, even if they didn’t live all that long. In fact, the motto for our animals’ lives became “quality, not quantity.”

We moved the sheep to fresh pasture every day so that they could harvest the grass and distribute their own manure. We raised the chickens in moveable pens that kept them safe from predators but allowed them to graze and eat bugs. Within a year, tucked away in our big freezer we had lamb, which we’d raised, and chicken, which we’d raised. I bought some pork from a guy named Dennis who let his hogs graze outside, and I was set.

Over the next few years, working on the farm consumed my life as we built buildings, put up fences, ran water lines throughout the pasture, and mowed. Because I had little energy for cooking, I stopped paying attention to what I was cooking. While we still ate our own lamb, we stopped raising chickens, because we were losing money at it and found moving the pens exhausting. I started buying chicken from the grocery store again. When we ran out of Dennis’s pork, I never seemed to find the time to call him and order more, so I started buying pork from the grocery store again. I never considered the environmental implications of my purchases nor the impact on animals’ lives or my own. Without intending to, I’d built up that wall again. I’d stuck my ostrich head back into the sand. But then I went to the Minnesota State Fair and got knocked flat on my faux-compassionate carnivore butt.

The Minnesota State Fair, which can best be described as a food orgy, is known for its food on a stick—cheeseburger-on-a-stick, Bananas-Foster-on-a-stick, Puff-Daddy-on-a-stick (spiced sausage), deep-fried-cheesecake-on-a-stick, mocha-on-a-stick. If a stick can be stuck into a food, someone has done so at the Minnesota State Fair. Fried foods are another favorite—deep-fried candy bars, deep-fried fruit, deep-fried Spam cubes.

The state fair is also a huge party that celebrates agriculture. There’s the cooled booth where a sculptor carves ninety-pound  blocks of butter into the likenesses of each of the Princess Kay of the Milky Way candidates, young women competing to be the goodwill ambassador for the Minnesota dairy industry. The candidates wear thick parkas to stay warm as they model.

There’s the crop art, where artists use thousands of crop seeds to create likenesses of everyone from Elvis, to Lucy and Desi, to the Pope, to Garrison Keillor. The artists are amazing, actually.

And although the fair has shifted its focus enough from rural to urban that Machinery Hill is gone—not many city dwellers are interested in combines or balers—the agricultural attraction that remains is the animals. At the west end of the fairgrounds you’ll find huge concrete buildings for cattle, swine, poultry, sheep, and goats. In the cattle building there are beef and dairy animals bedded down on thick pads of straw. Teenage FFA and 4-H members scoop up manure, wash their cows, sit in bunches and talk, or stretch out next to their cows and grab some sleep. It’s a jaw-dropping sight to see a one-hundred-pound teenage girl curled up back-to-back with her fifteen-hundred-pound Holstein cow, the girl sound asleep, the cow calmly chewing its cud.

As I walked through the animal barns, seeing goats, sheep, swine, poultry, and llamas, I was struck by what an amazing opportunity this was for city kids. I passed a young boy sitting on his haunches, gazing through the pen bars into the eyes of a Toggenburg dairy goat. Outside another pen, young fingers reached for their first feel of wool. Unless kids get out of the city and visit farms such as ours, the state fair is one of the few places where urban children have the opportunity to see and touch living, breathing farm animals.

One of the most popular buildings the last few years has been the Miracle of Birth barn—a crowded spot where fairgoers can watch pregnant ewes, sows, and cows give birth. If the crowds were too great to get close to the birth in progress, large TV screens overhead shared the births. Newborn lambs slept in one  pen. A wobbly-legged calf stood next to Mama in another. The crowd was thick around a farrowing pen, and I looked up at the TV just in time to see a tiny piglet come squirting out. The crowd oohed and aahed.

The cozy “Mama and baby in the straw” scenes in the newly remodeled and updated Miracle of Birth barn touched everyone’s hearts. But that day at the fair, when the crowd around the piglets parted, I could neither understand nor believe what I saw.

Stretched out on her side in a raised pen was a massive white sow, her two rows of swollen teats exposed so that the piglets could easily feed. Days-old piglets either slept in piles alongside the sow or nursed energetically. I wondered why the sow was so still. She must have been sleeping. Then I realized there were three more pens just like this one, and none of the sows were moving, not a twitch. Good lord, were they dead?

I kept changing position, trying to see through the crowds. The blue bars of the pen were attractive and clean and new. They seemed so narrow. Could the sow even stand up? How could she possibly interact with and nuzzle her babies? Her head was barely visible, so close to the silver metal panel by her head that I couldn’t see her face.

It hit me in the gut. For the first time I was seeing what I’d only vaguely heard about—the industrial practice of raising pigs. Instead of letting the sow live naturally, agriculture had turned her into nothing more than a milk machine for piglets. As people pushed past me to get a closer look at the piglets, my eyes flickered to the sign overhead, which proudly proclaimed that vets had developed this pen to ensure that sows wouldn’t lie down and crush their own piglets, and that the sows were kept in these pens for twenty-one days.

Talk about blaming the victim. A sow’s natural behavior is to build a nest of straw or sticks, give birth, and tend her babies. When given adequate room in which to do this, sows know  perfectly well where their babies are and don’t squash them. However, when industrial agriculture put sows in pens so narrow they couldn’t turn around, sows, sadly, crushed their babies. Yet this sign over my head implied that it was necessary for the sow to be restrained for three weeks because it was her natural behavior to sit on her babies.

I rushed over to one of the attendants in blue polo shirts to confront her, but she was busy, and I was too upset to speak anyway. I rushed back to the nearest farrowing pen, literally shaking with anger. The sows didn’t even look like animals. They looked like long, white milk bladders. That not one of them even twitched struck me as unnatural. How could they lie there all day and not move?

The crowd adored the piglets. “Aren’t they cute?” “Look at their little tails.” “That one’s hungry.” I didn’t know which was more upsetting: that the sows’ restraints were presented as perfectly natural, or that no one else around me seemed to have noticed.

I ended up leaving without speaking to any of the attendants, so I would have to wait until next year to ask my questions. But my resolve to no longer support this sort of agricultural practice had been reignited. Instead, I would seek out other farmers who raised pork more naturally, who gave them bedding material and the room to make nests, who let them give birth and care for their piglets. I would become Super-Compassionate Carnivore, able to leap over inhumanely raised meat in a single bound.

After we left the Miracle of Birth barn in the early afternoon, we pressed on, visiting the shops beneath the grandstand, eating an elephant ear (a flat round pastry slathered in melted butter and powdered sugar), key-lime-pie-on-a-stick, fried cheese curds, garlic french fries, Tom Thumb mini doughnuts, freshly pulled saltwater taffy, and just watching the thousands of people milling about.

By 7:00 P.M. my feet ached, my back burned, I’d had it with the crowds, and it was time to go home. Quick—what last treats could we squeeze in before we left? Melissa loves the malts in the Empire Commons, which had a line as long as the Mississippi snaking through it, so she headed for the line, and I headed for my absolute favorite food on a stick.

Halfway down the block from the Empire Commons sat the pork-chop-on-a-stick booth. The pork chop is marinated in a great blend of spices, grilled to perfection, then jammed onto a stick. I waited in line patiently, knowing it would be worth the wait. Armed with my pork-chop-on-a-stick, a drink, and a handful of napkins, I headed back to our meeting place, found a bare square of grass, sat down, and ate every last bit of that pork chop, leaving only the bone. I think I might have actually sucked on that, too, my eyes closed in gluttonous bliss.

Not until I was halfway home did I realize what I had done. That pork chop had come from a pig raised in a factory.

Damn it.






Can a Carnivore Be Compassionate?
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HUMANS ARE OMNIVORES, meaning we eat both plants and animals. Not to be insensitive to the lives of carrots, but I’m just not that concerned with the plant part of my diet. I don’t feel guilty eating a carrot. What concerns me is the meat, or animal, part of my diet, which is why I use the word carnivore to describe myself. I also just like the word better because it gives me a bit of a jolt. It brings to mind lions and tigers and alligators. We humans aren’t the only carnivores on the planet; we’re just the ones who use forks or chopsticks.

When I mentioned the phrase “compassionate carnivore” to an outspoken vegetarian acquaintance of mine, she snorted and said, “Now there’s an oxymoron.” In her world, the only way to show compassion for an animal is not to eat it. If that’s the only definition of compassionate allowed, then the discussion ends and nothing changes.

But in my world, a mixed bag of farm economics and loving animals and loving meat, I believe it’s possible to show compassion for animals yet still eat them. For me, this means paying  attention. It means learning more about the animals I eat and taking some responsibility for their quality of life. It means becoming a more aware, more awake carnivore who tries to alter her meat purchases to support her personal philosophies.

That said, as my pork-chop-on-a-stick debacle illustrates, I often fail miserably to do any of the above. What is wrong with me?

As an adult, I’m worried about tsunami victims and poverty in Africa and those people in New Orleans who still don’t have any libraries. The polar ice caps are melting, so I must cut my fossil fuel use even more than I already have. The environment is constantly under attack, so I do my best to reduce, reuse, recycle. Politics is such a mess that sometimes I wonder if anything I do, including vote, will make any difference whatsoever. I haven’t had my daily servings of fruits and vegetables for weeks, and I desperately wish there was a company that could inject all of my daily nutritional requirements into a bag of Cheetos. And that’s on a good day.

Perhaps that’s why making better choices in how I eat meat—how much, and from where—is so difficult for me. I’m overworked, overwhelmed, and, if truth be told, a tad lazy. If something’s too hard, or takes too much time, I’m likely to give up. My path to becoming a compassionate carnivore has been paved with good intentions, but littered with the bones of pork-chop-on-a-stick.

After my state fair screw-up, I tried to figure out why change was such a challenge for me, and at first had more questions than answers. What did I need to become a more compassionate carnivore? What were the pitfalls to avoid? If I really paid more attention to meat animals—how they’re raised, their habits, their emotional lives—could I still eat them? Would my food choices help animals, since they’d already been killed for meat?

I wish there were a neat and tidy way to corral each of these issues into its own chapter, but as fat runs through meat, these  issues are marbled throughout the entire experience of eating meat. Making better choices, facing where our meat comes from, and understanding the impact of our purchases are all fibers of the same muscle.

I have learned that animal lovers who want to pay more attention to how meat animals are raised face two obstacles. The first is our tendency to view animals as a faceless group. Until I started farming, I honestly hadn’t known that livestock animals had individual personalities, and that they had definite likes and dislikes. I tended to lump animals all together and rely on the anonymity that comes from talking about “sheep” and “beef cattle” and “hogs.” It’s hard to care about some faceless group of cattle or hogs. But as Jonathan Balcombe writes in Pleasurable Kingdom,  “pleasures and pains are felt by individuals, not populations.”3

As I became more comfortable with myself as a farmer, I began seeing animals as individuals, and therefore started caring deeply about the well-being of each of them. “Cattle” was an anonymous group, but “cow” had a face. Lamb #203 was a playful guy; #279 ran away if I even looked at him. Ewe #85 learned to jump fences and taught her twin lambs to do the same. We have a white hen who knows there are sunflower seeds in the shed, so whenever I head for the shed, she’s right behind me, insistently stalking me until I give in and sprinkle some seeds on the ground.

A flock of sheep might contain one ewe who’s cranky, one that’ll do anything for a grain of corn, and another with wool dreadlocks dangling provocatively in her eyes. Living and working on a small farm forces me to see animals as individuals. There’s no running away from the truth, no sticking my cute little ostrich head back into the sand. I now know that every piece of meat I eat comes from an animal with an ear tag number, a face, a history, a personality, a life. But when I race through the grocery store, already late for a meeting, or plan a day’s meals  when I’m facing a writing deadline, it can be very difficult to remember that meat used to be an animal and to buy accordingly. A 2004 Ohio State University survey found that 81 percent of respondents felt that the well-being of livestock is as important as that of pets.4 If that’s true, why do so few people actually pay attention to this well-being?

The answer might be found in the second obstacle to being more compassionate, which is compassion itself. It turns out there is a limit to human compassion, which makes me uncomfortable. Journalist Nicholas Kristof wrote about a phenomenon psychologists have discovered: that good, conscientious people often aren’t moved by genocide or famines.5 The idea of so many people in distress is hard for humans to get their minds around, so the horrible events fail to spark emotions that would lead to action. Samantha Power, author of A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide, says that when this happens, bystanders to genocides or other large disasters are able to “retreat to the ‘twilight between knowing and not knowing.’”6 A sort of numbing results from our inability to appreciate losses as they become larger.

Research scientist Paul Slovic wrote: “Confronted with knowledge of dozens of apparently random disasters each day, what can a human heart do but slam its doors? No mortal can grieve that much. We didn’t evolve to cope with tragedy on a global scale. Our defense is to pretend there’s no thread of event that connects us, and that those lives are somehow not precious and real like our own. It’s a practical strategy . . . but the loss of empathy is also the loss of humanity, and that’s no small tradeoff.”7

Studies show that people tend to react more strongly to the distress of one individual: people would contribute more money to one child in Mali than to 21 million starving Africans. The same is true of animals. After a severe outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in Great Britain, standard policy was to destroy all the healthy animals within a certain distance from the diseased animals. As a  result, millions of animals were slaughtered—600,000 cattle, 3.2 million sheep, and thousands of pigs, goats, and other animals—and they continued to be slaughtered even as the disease waned.8

Yet the plight of one animal touched the public more than the plight of all the thousands already killed. Just after a white calf had been born in Devon, England, an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease on a neighboring farm required that all the animals on the calf ’s farm be killed, even if healthy. Employees of the Ministry of Agriculture showed up and administered lethal injections to fifteen cows and thirty sheep, then closed the doors of the barn. Five days later more ministry employees returned to disinfect the carcasses. They opened up the barn to find the white calf very much alive, standing next to its dead mother.

The farmers, delighted the animal was alive but horrified they hadn’t known this so that they could have cared for it, quickly fed the animal, named her Phoenix, and called the press. The ministry still insisted the white calf be killed. But as the story circulated, public outcry was deafening, and the slaughter policy was quickly changed so that healthy animals on neighboring farms would no longer automatically be killed.9

I don’t consider the deaths of livestock animals tragedies like famines or earthquakes or violent civil wars, because these animals are being raised for the purpose of feeding us. But because factory farms have grown so large and have become the predominant source of meat in this country, to think about the millions of animals living in this system every day creates, in me, such emotional numbing I find it almost impossible to care.

The irony, of course, is that most of us care deeply about wildlife animals. We care about the lives of wolves and deer and spotted owls and African elephants and panda bears. For some reason, Mother Nature in her wild state is noble and to be protected, but when it comes to Mother Nature’s creatures that we enjoy eating, we have looked away.

As a result of looking away, I have allowed myself to become a baby barn swallow.

Barn swallows are considered good luck, so we happily let them build their mud nests in the rafters of our small barn. Every spring five or six baby birds peek over the sides of the nest to watch us work, looking clownish with their impossibly wide beaks and goofy tufts of feathers sticking up like baby Mohawks.

We watch when the babies are being fed. It’s both hilarious and a little gross. The baby chirps impatiently until a parent returns to the nest, then the baby throws back its head, opens its mouth wide, and lets the parent stuff it full of regurgitated food, food that has been, well, processed.

When it comes to my food, meat or otherwise, for most of my life I’ve been a baby bird, tossing my head back, opening wide, and letting corporate agriculture—Cargill and ADM (Archer Daniels Midland) and ConAgra—feed me whatever they want. The baby bird doesn’t know what Papa Bird is jamming down its throat, and it doesn’t care. It just wants to be fed and will accept any level of processing for the convenience. Because I’ve paid corporations to feed me, I’ve sent the constant signal that whatever they put in the food and however they raise the animals is okay with me.

It’s not okay anymore. Becoming a farmer has ruined my ability to ignore the impact modern agriculture has on animals, the environment, and me. I can no longer just throw back my head and let Papa Bird feed me.

In the 1930s and 1940s my grandmother on her Montana sheep ranch waited until the temperatures dropped below freezing in the fall and then butchered a sheep, gutted it, skinned it, and hung it out in the shed for the winter. Whenever she needed meat, she trudged out through the snow with a meat cleaver, hacked off enough frozen meat to feed her husband and  three daughters, then, huddled against the bitter cold, returned to the house. I think of this whenever I resent standing in line at the grocery store.

To resist the whole Papa Bird thing, to change how I eat, means to take more responsibility for feeding myself. It doesn’t mean I want to return to my grandmother’s life. It doesn’t mean I want to raise all of my own food. It just means I’m going to open my eyes and be more critical of what Papa Bird is stuffing in my mouth, and where it came from.

That’s probably the first step anyone can take toward eating meat: pay more attention. To what? To everything: farms—how they work and don’t work, and farm animals—how they live and how they die.






I Learn a Few F-Words

[image: 006]

IT WAS HARD for me to learn more about farming without feeling a little bit stupid. When Melissa and I started our farm, I struggled to learn the differences between the types of farms. Were factory farms really farms? What the heck was a farm supposed to look like? Our farm doesn’t have a big red barn; our buildings are tan metal with green metal roofs. Our farm doesn’t have a quaint farmhouse reassuringly decorated with geese or rooster art. Instead, we live in a cedar-sided, fourteen-year-old house that has developed cracks in the drywall, dings in the doors, and the carpeting has lost that “just laid” look. (Hmmm, haven’t we all. . . .)

I needed to learn more about farming without exposing my city-girl ignorance to other farmers, a tricky business. Take, for instance, the time I was mingling at a meeting of mostly male farmers who were wearing seed caps and overalls. I was actively pretending I belonged when a guy started talking to me about sheep. Since Melissa and I had just purchased a flock of fifty sheep, I figured I could easily talk sheep.

“So, you got any fat lambs?” the guy asked.

As a woman with curves, I was a bit sensitive to this F-word, but the guy wasn’t laughing. The fact that he was deadly serious meant I didn’t have a clue as to what “fat lamb” meant, and since Melissa wasn’t nearby I had no choice but to jam my hands into my jean pockets and say, “Sure, doesn’t everyone?”

The guy nodded, satisfied, and kept going. “I hear you lamb on pasture. Does that mean you also finish on grass?”

Finish? Did he mean finish as in “finish them off,” killing the animals on the lawn instead of on the driveway? I jammed my hands deeper into those pockets and in a panic scanned the room for Melissa again, but she was too far away to help. “Sure, doesn’t everyone?” I finally said.

The guy’s eyebrow shot up. “Hardly anyone does,” he said, and I made a mental note to find out what “finish” meant.

On my path to becoming a farmer, I had to learn more about animals—how to care for them, how to feed them, and how to make sure they’re given what they need to lead what I would call a normal, natural life. What diseases could they get living in a barn? What diseases could they get living outside a barn? Why did farmers drench sheep and worm cattle and dust chickens? When were antibiotics good, and when were they bad?

I had to learn more about meat and the language that surrounds it. The first time we took a lamb into the butcher’s, the butcher called the next day to get cutting instructions. I was stunned—he was asking me how to cut up the lamb carcass? Wasn’t that his job? He rattled off a bunch of questions using mostly words I didn’t recognize, or words in combinations I’d never heard before, like “Do you want the sirloin rolled with the roast?” I clenched my teeth, and in a panic once again scanned for Melissa, but she was outside doing chores. “Sure, doesn’t everyone?” I finally said.

I eventually learned that to finish an animal means to raise it to market weight, the weight at which it is butchered. When some farmers refer to fat lambs or fat steers, they are talking about animals that have been fattened up to their market weight. An animal may spend its entire life on one farm. For example, some hog farms are farrow to finish, meaning the pigs are farrowed (born), then finished on the farm. Other farmers may buy animals that have been born on another farm and finish them.

How an animal has been finished will be a key factor in some of the decisions you’ll make, since what the animal eats affects the taste of the meat. A farmer can finish an animal on grain, on grass, or on some combination of the two.

As we continued to build our farm, I ran smack up against another F-word: feedlot. Feedlot was a farming practice to be avoided at all costs. We were pasture-based. We were sustainable. No feedlots on this responsible little farm, since a feedlot is a fenced-in area where cattle or sheep or hogs stand around waiting to be fed. The grass is gone because the animals have trampled it or eaten it. On dry days they are standing around or lying down on dirt and manure. On wet days they are standing around or lying down in mud and manure. I’ve seen cattle up to their knees in something black and wet, and I know it wasn’t just mud.

Then a few years into our farming career, Melissa informed me she was heading up to the county office to register our feedlot.

“Register our what?”

Melissa explained that the area where we winter our sheep is technically a feedlot, and since regulations had recently changed, she had to register the feedlot with the county. In the late fall the grass stops growing on our farm, so the food’s gone. We bring the animals in closer to the barn and set up big round bales of hay, each weighing about eight hundred pounds, for them to eat. Before they start on the bales, however, animals will graze the  vegetation down to nothing, and that’s what creates a feedlot—bare soil. There is no vegetation to stop wind or water erosion, or to absorb the nutrients from the manure.

However, we make sure the area is large enough that there is still vegetation on the ground, that the animals aren’t standing in manure, and that they have plenty of room to spread out if they want. Although there are muddy trails in the spring, the sheep have plenty of room to find dry ground, and their manure isn’t that heavily concentrated.

I should also mention that many farmers who graze animals might call their feedlot a “sacrifice lot.” I didn’t realize how deeply I’d absorbed the jargon I was learning as a farmer until I took some friends on a tour of our relatively new farm and pointed out the sacrifice lot. They grew very quiet, and then one of them asked, “What do you sacrifice here?” They thought I meant sacrifice as in putting an animal on an altar and killing it. When you bring animals in from the pasture and set up hay bales for them to eat, the grass around those bales becomes overgrazed, trampled upon, and often doesn’t grow back the next year. A farmer is sacrificing grass, not animals.

I was incensed to think a sustainable farm could have a feedlot. “Absolutely not,” I sputtered at Melissa. “We are not calling that area a feedlot.” Melissa gave me one of those “here we go again” looks, and since she prefers to follow rules and I prefer to break them, she registered our feedlot.

It turns out that most farms, especially northern farms, have feedlots and must be inspected to make sure concentrated manure isn’t draining into a nearby watershed. I know now that feedlot isn’t necessarily always a bad word, but is a reality on many farms. It’s when those feedlots grow too large that problems begin.

It’s difficult for me to remember that not everyone wants to know everything I know about farming, which is why it’s hard  for me not to share fascinating facts such as that feeding kelp to sheep keeps them healthy or that ducks have curly penises. So for now I’ll stick to just finish and feedlot, because you’ll need these concepts when you begin exploring different sources for meat. By the time you’re through with this book, you’ll be able to impress a room full of farmers with your knowledge of farming jargon, which I’m sure is everyone’s secret desire.






Meet Fluffy—She’ll Be Your Lamb Chop Tonight
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I AM A FARMER and a carnivore, and some days neither rests easily on my shoulders. I’ve always assumed that farmers were totally comfortable with the idea of raising animals and then killing them for meat, yet for me, as a relatively new farmer, it’s difficult to load up our animals and drive them to the butcher. We’ve been doing this for more than ten years now, and even though it certainly has become a normal part of my life, the act of paying someone to kill our animals never ceases to briefly—and sharply—take my breath away.

When Melissa and I started hanging around other farmers in southeastern Minnesota as newbie shepherds, one question formed in my head but never made it out of my lips: “Is it hard for you to have your animals killed and turned into meat?” To this day, I’ve never asked that question.

Farmers talk about the weather and its impact on crops or pasture regrowth. We talk about the high prices we pay for corn and the low prices we receive for wool and meat. We talk about  fencing woes and fatal sheep diseases and vet bills. We don’t talk about how it feels to raise an animal, have it killed, and then eat it.

I suppose that’s because most farmers around here were raised on farms where killing and eating the animals they raised was such a natural part of life that it makes no sense to discuss it, sort of like discussing why grass is green or why the sun rises in the east. But for me the whole thing was mind-bogglingly intense.

Take the first time we gathered up our chickens for butchering the next day. Sixty chickens were living in a moveable, two-foot-high pen, so to reach them we removed part of the pen’s lid and then Melissa crawled inside, slipping on the wet manure and mud. On her hands and knees, she caught each bird and handed it, flapping and squawking, up to me. I put the chickens into crates that held ten birds, struggling to keep the wings down so they wouldn’t hurt themselves, yet trying to save myself from their nail-sharp claws.

After I put the chickens into the crates, they immediately quieted down. Finally the pens were empty and our crates were full. In silence we loaded the heavy crates into the pickup truck and headed for the butcher. The sunset shot orange and purple across the building thunderclouds.

We arrived at dusk, the wind whipping up as a thunderstorm crashed overhead, the lightning flashing closer as we transferred the chickens from our crates to the butcher’s crates. My arms stung with scratches from their claws. White manure splattered across my sweatshirt and down my overalls. Finally our birds sat quietly in the new crates, ready to sleep now that night had fallen. Tucked under a wide roof overhang, they would be protected from the storm.

The ride home was just as quiet, but I felt an odd mix of pride and relief. We had done it. We had raised a batch of chickens, transported them to the butcher’s, and tomorrow Melissa would return to pick them up. Except for the few moments when they’d  been crated and re-crated, the chickens lived a calm life on our farm, a life free of chemicals, a life of sunshine and wind and bugs and grass.

At one point on the drive home Melissa reached over and took my hand. “You know, because we’ve done this tonight, our friends and family will have safe, good-tasting chicken to put in their freezers.”

I squeezed her hand. “I know. I just didn’t think it would be so hard.”

“Me neither,” she replied.

The chickens were the warm-up for the truly difficult task of taking lambs to the butcher. I don’t want to hurt any poultry-lovers’ feelings, but chickens just aren’t that attractive, with their beady little eyes and pointed beaks. Mammals, on the other hand, are darned cute.

I learned this the first winter we had lambs on the farm. One blustery morning I was filling the lambs’ water trough, my back hunched against the frigid January wind. While we had sold most of the lambs that had been born in the spring to other farmers to raise, enough family and friends had asked to buy lamb to eat that we decided to finish—or raise to market weight—a few lambs. One of those lambs, now seven months old, approached me at the water trough. I waited, incredulous. Unless they’ve been raised on a bottle, lambs usually want little to do with humans. But this one, his black pupils wide, his ears perked forward, touched my extended mitten.

“Hi, Cutie,” I said, lightly tapping his wooly head. But instead of running away, he ducked his head shyly, then looked me in the eye. I tapped him again and he ducked again, moving closer. We played our game for a few minutes while the four other lambs in the pen hung back, nervous. But then my hands froze in midair. What was I doing? This lamb was almost ready for market. In one week this living, breathing, playful lamb would be dead—on  purpose. I turned away to shut off the water hydrant. “No, no, no,” I muttered. “Leave me alone.”

But the lamb, now bold, tugged on my barn coat, tentatively tasting the brown cotton. I watched, horrified, as he presented his head for another tap. He couldn’t be a pet. He was already slated to be meat. I suddenly noticed his heart-shaped face, the black spots gently splashed across one ear, his perky tail. How could I pay someone to kill him? I tapped the lamb’s head one more time, then fled.

While I knew on an intellectual level that as a farmer I’d be doing this, when you nuzzle baby lamb noses, when you give them shots, when you bury your fingers into wool slick with lanolin, when you know the animals, meat takes on a whole new meaning. As the playful lamb’s processing date neared, I searched frantically for alternatives, but could find none.

On the scheduled morning we loaded the five sheep into the pickup, a fairly easy task because Mr. Playful followed me up the ramp and the others followed him. We drove the fifteen miles in silence. Melissa backed up to the loading dock and we shooed the sheep into the building’s nearest open pen. The holding pens seemed calm enough, but my heart raced nonetheless. A huge cow in the next stall sniffed through the rails. Another sheep, freshly shorn, waited in the pen ahead. I wanted to tap the lamb’s head one more time but was too embarrassed to show such affection in front of the man who would kill the lamb. I imagined it would make his job even harder. We closed the heavy wooden door behind us and climbed back into the pickup. Melissa drove around front and went inside to handle the paperwork.

I sat in the pickup and cried. My contacts blurred, my nose filled. Why did I have to face death so directly? Why did everyone else get off free, blissfully ignorant of the death that preceded their meat? I couldn’t stop crying. Huge, shuddering sobs. I was  still crying when Melissa came out. She held my hand while she drove, and I cried all the way home.

It’s easier now, because I’ve learned so much about being a farmer, and I’ve given a great deal of thought to why I’m still a carnivore. Before I became a farmer, eating meat was something I did without thought or consideration. It was just food on my plate. Now, however, I’m very conscious that the meat I eat is many things: it’s an animal, it’s the man or woman who killed and processed the animal, and it’s the farmer, or the corporation, who owned and raised the animal.

Also, when I bit into that first bite of lamb from our farm, I was overwhelmed with gratitude . . . gratitude that I’d been able to witness the lamb’s life and ensure it was a good one . . . gratitude that the end of its life had come swiftly and without fear . . . gratitude that we had ended up on this piece of land and were feeding people from it.

If raising an animal and taking it to the butcher’s is such a hard thing to do, the obvious question is: why raise animals for meat at all? First, I love meat, and the only way most of us are able to eat meat is because a farmer, or a corporation, raised animals. Not to get all noble, but I believe raising food is an important responsibility, one that I can fulfill. I can’t fight in the military or be a spiritual leader or an investigative reporter exposing corruption, but I can feed people.

A second reason to raise livestock is that not all land is suited for growing crops. Our land is rolling hills and steep slopes. Drive a tractor long enough on this land, and you and the tractor will end up taking a tumble down the hill. Also, planting most crops disturbs the soil and exposes it to erosion. Wind picks up the soil and swirls it off into the next township. Rain sweeps it down to the bottom of the hill, where it does no one any good. The best way to keep the soil where it belongs is to plant grass. But what’s a farmer going to do with hill after hill of grass?  Humans can’t digest grass, but grazing animals can, so we put sheep into the pastures and they convert the grass into flesh, which eventually becomes meat.

The third reason might strike people as the oddest, but I continue to farm because I love animals. The irony of this isn’t lost on me. You’d think people who raise animals then actually eat them must not like animals very much, but most of the time the exact opposite is true. It’s why we do what we do. But unless a landowner can afford to keep animals around just to look at (this is called a hobby farm, by the way), the rest of us animal lovers must find a way for the animals to earn their keep and contribute to the economic health of the farm. One of the best ways to do this is to keep sheep or cattle or hogs, get ’em pregnant, then sell the offspring for meat.

As I write this, I am literally surrounded by animals in a grove of box elders that sprang up in the middle of our east pasture. The sheep love this grove, hanging out in the shade or scratching an itch against a tree trunk. Sun filters weakly through the leaves, creating a special haven. One year Melissa suddenly reached up, pulled down a branch, and the ewes came running to munch on the succulent leaves. Now we do it all the time—tree treats.

Not today, though, because I don’t want to disturb them, so I sit quietly in my camp chair, ruminating on being a farmer while they ruminate on their cuds of masticated grass. There are about 125 animals within one hundred feet of me, and the only sounds I hear are the traffic from the highway and wind rustling the trees overhead. The ewes are lying down, some lambs stretched out at their sides sound asleep, others chewing their cud. They are content and quiet.

The two-month-old lambs are no longer skinny little things; everything about them is round—round bellies, round thighs, round faces. The farmer in me is proud that we raise such fine animals.

The carnivore in me tries to imagine what will happen in six more months to the lamb standing nearest me, a black-faced guy with long legs and tawny wool. When that lamb is about 120 pounds, a man will stun the lamb into unconsciousness, slit its throat, hang it up by its back legs, peel off its skin, remove its internal organs, cut the carcass up into small pieces, wrap those pieces in clear plastic, label the pieces “chops” and “kabob” and “roast,” then I will put the packages in my freezer, eventually thaw one, throw it on the grill with some garlic and rosemary, and I will consume the flesh of the animal before me.

When people find out I farm and raise animals for meat, many smile, shake their heads, and throw their hands up in mock horror. “Just don’t remind me that meat’s an animal. I don’t want to know that.”

“Why not?” the farmer in me sputters as I think, Don’t we owe the animals that much?

The ewes around me stand now, and the lambs also pop to their feet, stretching luxuriantly, then dash over to Mom for a quick milk snack. The families stroll past, eyeing me warily as they head out into the sun to convert more grass into something I can eat: them. These animals are content, calm, and happy. A friend calls the meat she buys from us “happy meat.” If I’m going to eat animals, these are the ones I want to eat.

When we started farming, we knew it would be very hard to eat an animal we’d named, so we resisted the impulse to name our fifty ewes, but just referred to them by the numbers on their ear tags. All the lambs have only ear tag numbers, not names. Many years later, however, when Melissa calls to ewe “Number 66,” that sounds an awful lot like a name. But that’s okay, since we don’t eat the ewes. We eat their offspring.

People’s eyes widen when they learn I eat the lamb meat we raise. I tell them I can eat the animals because the lambs are wild, not pets, and the lambs aren’t specifically named individuals.  There are enough of them that when I put my forty pounds of meat in the freezer, it could have been any one of a hundred animals.

Not so with our calf. About the same time we got the wild idea to try raising beef, a four-month-old dairy calf at a friend’s farm needed a home. We brought the calf home before we had time to come to our senses. He was a little dark brown cutie, about two hundred pounds, a manageable size if he pushed against you so that you’d scratch his neck. Widen your stance and you could keep your footing.

“Don’t name him,” I warned Melissa.

“Of course not,” she said. We weren’t sure if we could actually butcher and eat this guy, but I decided that if we couldn’t, we’d keep him around for show. Maybe we’d spray-paint the typical meat cuts on him and use him for educational purposes. We had our bases covered—we wouldn’t give him a name, and we had a plan if we couldn’t bear to butcher him.

Now, months later, when Melissa approaches the calf ’s pasture and yells, “Hey, calf!” both I and the calf hear “Calf,” not “calf.” He comes thundering toward the fence, kicking his heels and tossing his head, totally enamored with Melissa. Tipping the scales at nine hundred pounds, he’s a steer now instead of a calf, yet he still wants to push against me for a scratch. I’ve made the frightening discovery that there is no stance wide enough to withstand the attentions of a nine-hundred-pound steer. Thank god Melissa was there to divert him long enough so that I could flee. Melissa recently confessed that a few times she’s even had to scramble over the fence to escape getting hurt. When she brings visitors out to his pasture, he kicks up his heels and whirls in a circle, totally excited. Just our luck to be raising an endearing, dancing steer.

Here’s the problem: He’s approaching butchering weight. He’ll be there in another two months. He has a name. He loves Melissa  and she loves him. He cannot stay on the farm, with white dotted lines on his flank showing where steaks and roasts come from, because he’s too big, too friendly, and therefore too dangerous. I’m afraid to go into his pen. We can’t ask farm-sitters to do this either. He must go for meat.

So when his butcher date arrives, we’ll kick ourselves for raising only one steer and becoming attached to him. We’ll remember watching him grow and play with the sheep. We’ll feel good about the life he’s led here—seventeen months of sun and rain and fresh pasture. Then we will load him into the trailer and make that drive.

No matter how much you love your job, I’m sure there are parts of it that are more difficult than others. A livestock farmer’s job is to feed people, and part of that job is seeing the process through by killing an animal to make meat. A few weeks after our steer is butchered, ten families will each take home forty pounds of meat, raised with respect and compassion. They won’t have met the steer, nor scratched his head, nor watched his happy dances, but that’s okay. We’ve done all that for them, which is why we’re farmers in the first place.
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