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Introduction






[image: The author carrying a pair of defeathered chickens]






“A chicken in every pot” was touted during the late 1920s as the aspiration for Sunday dinners across the United States. American meat production has come a long way since this statement was made. Today, Americans eat a lot of chicken — more than any other species of livestock, and by a long shot. (In fact, it almost averages out to a whole chicken in every Sunday pot across the country!) Because of increased awareness of how meat is produced, astute modern poultry consumers often ask questions like “Where was that chicken raised?” and “What was that chicken fed?” and “How was that chicken killed?” You can easily answer these questions for yourself when you raise your own animals.


Raising animals for meat is no easy task, whether it is a backyard operation or a sizable pastured-poultry enterprise with rotating flocks. Immense consideration should be taken to ensure that the animals’ environment follows their need for natural behavior and positive socialization while spurring the regenerative impact a flock’s presence can have on the land. The outcome of these efforts is well worth it: succulent and wholesome meat that has been responsibly raised.


For many, the hardest part of raising meat birds is the final step of the process — the slaughter — and for a good reason. The killing of an animal is a responsibility that shouldn’t be taken lightly. I derive no pleasure from the kill, yet the moments where life and death transition inspire me, transforming an animal I care for into sustenance for my own continuity. I don’t rush through these raw moments in life. I am fully prepared for the day. I have considered a process that revolves around reducing animal discomfort and duress. I am confident that the method of slaughter, when under my control and according to my priorities, will create superior outcomes — the death, the life, and the meat.


A day of processing chickens is also an excellent opportunity to connect with your community. There’s no need to go it alone! In fact, the process is far more efficient when stations are separated and the process has a flow. So, invite those you know who are intrigued and ready to support better food grown locally.


The final day isn’t the only one to consider, though. Every day of an animal’s life is either improving or degrading the quality of products that come from it. It’s not a romantic notion that a well-lived animal — a bird that lives among its peers, with an abundance of food, and secure in its conditions — results in more exceptional meat; it’s science. The circumstances that are conducive to the very best meat are those same conditions that animals strive to exist in — freedom to move, diverse diets, slow growth, and living to a prime age. (These are the exact opposite conditions provided by industrial operations, which promote confinement, commercial feeds, accelerated growth, and juvenile slaughter age as the keys to successfully raising meat.) The outcome of a happy chicken is not just a boastful hashtag for locavores. It’s meat exhibiting flavors from the territory the animal lived in — terroir at its purest form. It’s an eating experience that will spur emotions and cement memories when shared with those around you, reinforcing the value of all the efforts made to get this humble bird to your table. Remember these tenets during your daily chores tending to a flock.




When the deed is done, you are left with an abundance of incredible poultry. Newcomers to the process will notice that the meat is vastly superior to any they have had before. After reading this book, you will know how to make the most of that meat, by learning all the options for breaking down carcasses and being able to create your own cut sheet. Learning how to package meat well will ensure that it stays fresh and that your efforts do not go to waste.


Working with whole carcasses also provides an opportunity to expand your creativity in the kitchen. I will outline alternatives to the standard whole-roast bird in step-by-step detail, as well as new ways to debone and prepare for delectably stuffed cuts. Furthermore, chickens can provide far more than just the meat off their bones; their organs, feet, fats, and bones can be turned into homemade stocks and rendered fat. Once you start cooking with your homemade products, you won’t want to buy another box of bouillon or tub of shortening.


Animals destined to nourish and sustain us deserve to exist in conditions that minimize discomfort, support instinctual behavior, and steward the health of the land. On that account, raising animals for meat is indeed a way to opt out of the prevailing system, which most often fails to uphold these obligations. Reclaim control over the meat you eat and transform animals’ conditions from awful to uplifting. Given the immensity of industrial poultry production, you can see how the most influential decision you make toward food sovereignty may just be raising chickens. This book will help you get there.
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Gathering Tools & Equipment






[image: An assortment of knives and tools for preparing a chicken]






Raising your own livestock is one of the elemental steps to empowerment through food sovereignty, and chickens are the perfect place to start. Fortunately, the space, setup, and equipment required to begin raising and processing poultry are minimal compared to many other species of livestock. The main tools for slaughter and butchery are basic, modestly priced items that will be the foundation for developing a skill set that you can apply to any other species of livestock in the future. As your flock grows, so will your needs for more specialized equipment, but don’t let that future threshold prevent you from starting small and growing with experience under your belt.








Choosing Knives




Knives are available in many designs and are marketed under many names, so choosing the right knife can be a daunting task. When beginning to shop for a knife, do so in person in a store that will allow you to handle the knives prior to purchase. The knife you choose should feel good in your hand since you will be gripping it tightly for long periods. Test it out using both of the grips described on Holding a Boning Knife. Make sure it is easy to grip and feels balanced when you hold it.


Also make sure that the handle is made of a material that is easily sanitized. Wooden handles often benefit from a quick sanding with a high-grit sand­paper to remove finishes and provide a textured surface for easier gripping, especially because they inevitably get covered with fat and other slippery residues. Knife blades made from a high-carbon stainless steel will resist rust and staining while maintaining a moderately sharp edge; maintenance of these knives is low. Knife blades made from carbon steel will be sharper with a longer-lasting edge, but maintenance is higher as they are prone to rust and staining without proper care (and generally come at a higher cost).






Shape
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Curved blades are best for accessing the small spaces in joints or skinning.


Straight blades are better for precision cutting, trimming, and portioning.








Blade Characteristics


Knife blades are available as flex, semi-stiff (sometimes known as semi-flex), or stiff. Semi-stiff and stiff blades are the two most common options for butchery and are best for those beginning to learn the nuances of cutting, following the curvature of bones, and making their way through joints. Flex blades, with their tendency to wander and change angles with less force, require deft handwork and are more often found on the blocks of experienced butchers. Although it may take more practice to get comfortable using flex blades, they do offer some benefits when butchering birds: the flexibility allows for effective tracking of rib curvature when removing breast cuts; the soft knife tip can help joint smaller bone connections; and small avian bones can be more flexible themselves, so following them with a flexible blade requires less force.


Semi-stiff blades allow for enough bend to keep the edge close to a bone or table, which is especially helpful when performing tasks like jointing and boning a large capon leg or scraping fat off skin. Stiff blades allow for the most efficient transfer of effort and energy into cutting, as none is lost in blade flexibility. The lack of flex also makes them more precise overall; there is no risk of wandering when trying to make straight cuts. This is especially helpful during bleeding (exsanguination) for slaughter or when needing to cut through back, neck, and rib bones (though shears may be even better for that latter task).


Most knives are available in two shapes: straight and curved. Both shapes perform well, so the decision of which to use is going to be largely one of personal preference. Straight knives can feel like a more natural extension of your hand and tend to be better for precision cutting. Curved knives have a spine that slopes away from the edge. The point of the curved blade is also accentuated and designed to allow for access to small spaces, which is helpful for tasks like jointing smaller birds or separating vertebrae.






Flexibility


Flex blades allow for more nuanced cutting; they are great for shaping, denuding, and seaming. They are ideal for work with breast cuts, smaller birds, and detail work.




[image: The author demonstrating how a flex blade bends against a cutting board]






Semi-stiff (semi-flex) blades allow for enough bend to keep the edge close to a bone or table, which is especially helpful when boning larger cuts with stiff bones. They are great for jointing.
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Stiff blades allow for the most efficient transfer of energy into cutting. They are precise overall; there is no risk of wandering when trying to make straight cuts. They are great for bleeding during slaughter and portioning.
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Essential Knives and Other Tools


Knives come in myriad shapes and sizes, with specialized designs intended to improve performance for various tasks. Having a small arsenal of knives at your disposal is great, but for slaughtering and processing you need only two or three of the right knives, and a good place to start is to choose from the list below. All knives should be recently sharpened, and the handles should be made of a material that is easy to sanitize (see Methods of Sanitizing).


A small, thin-bladed knife or scalpel is preferred for bleeding and pithing poultry.


A 4- to 5-inch knife will be best for evisceration — the removal of the digestive tract and other organs. (This may also be your main knife for butchering.)


A pinning knife or dull paring knife can help remove stubborn pinfeathers.


A 5- to 6-inch boning knife will be your go-to option for all butchery and processing tasks.




Boning Knife


Thin-bladed boning knives range from 4 to 7 inches. Boning knives will be your main tools, used for everything from jointing carcasses to trimming connective tissue, removing backs, and possibly even evisceration. The most common boning knife for poultry processing is 5 to 6 inches long, semi-stiff, and curved. Once you’ve become comfortable with the semi-stiff blade, have a good understanding of the relationship between your knife and non-knife hand, and have committed some of the anatomical conformations to memory, add a longer flex blade to your butchering routine.




Shears


A good set of shears is an essential aid in processing poultry. Look for a pair that has blades made from high-carbon stainless steel and a comfortable grip that is easily sanitized. Two-piece constructions that separate handily are easier to clean. The more heavy-duty shears, like handheld bolt cutters or those sold for pruning and cutting through small branches, usually include a notch that makes a cleaner cut through round bones than standard poultry shears do.




Cleaver


Cleavers are traditional butchery tools that are especially valuable for processing poultry. Given the hollow and softer structure of avian bones, cleavers are effective at breaking down necks, vertebrae, and whole carcasses for stocks and broths.


Cleaver options run the full gamut of style, size, weight, and cost, but the most important factors are weight and comfort in your hand. You want a cleaver that has heft, because its job has to do with impact, not precision. It should be top-heavy, like an ax, so that when you swing it the weight of its broad blade, not your exertion, creates the momentum. In contrast to many other tools of the trade, antique cleavers can be just as effective as new ones and often are more affordable for the weight.







Butchering Essentials
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Keeping Knives Sharp


A knife is a beguilingly simple tool with a single sharp edge that enables us to do the myriad tasks that turn living animals into delectable dishes. This instrument’s efficacy relies on basic care and upkeep — namely honing and sharpening. Don’t confuse the two! Honing is the frequent upkeep of a delicate cutting edge (realigning microserrations in the blade); sharpening is the intermittent restoration of it (removal of metal from the blade edge). These two tasks underpin your success in butchering. Simply put, honed knives cut more easily, demand less physical effort to do the job, and last longer in your knife roll.
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Aligning the edge of your blade while honing requires very little force.






Honing Rods


Honing rods (also called knife steels) are made from many different materials: polished steel, grooved steel, ceramic, borosilicate (Pyrex), and steel with an embedded diamond surface. Grooved rods, while wildly popular, can deform, rather than align, microserrations on the blade edge. Ceramic, borosilicate, and diamond rods all hone while also removing small amounts of material, due to their extreme hardness. Thus, these materials allow for minor sharpening and upkeep along with honing. The only one that won’t remove material from your edge is polished steel.


For the price, a ceramic rod with a fine grit (1,000 grit or greater) is your best bet, but for pure honing without the risk of edge damage through minor sharpening, a polished steel rod is ideal. You may also want to consider owning multiple rods in different materials: a polished steel for daily use and a fine- or coarse-grit rod for minor upkeep. Look for a rod that is at least 10 inches long; the longer length will make it easier to use with your longest knife. If you plan on attaching it to your scabbard chain (described below), make sure it has a metal ring on the end of the handle.




Sharpening


When honing no longer produces a sharp blade edge, it is time to sharpen your knife. Ask your favorite restaurant where they sharpen their knives or find a professional in your area who offers sharpening services to reputable culinary establishments. You can also sharpen knives at home with great results using diamond, oil, or water stones. (I recommend any of the sharpening systems made by Edge Pro; see Resources.)
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Sharpening with the Edge Pro ensures a consistent angle every time.










Keep Knives Safely at Hand with a Scabbard


Working with multiple knives during slaughter or on a tabletop can be dangerous. While butchering, it’s common for a loose knife to fall out of sight within a pile of meat, presenting a serious danger when you try to move the meat and find yourself gripping a blade. Furthermore, loose knives may fall on the floor, damaging blade edges while becoming contaminated. Using a scabbard is one easy way to keep your knives accessible while protecting yourself and those working around you. It will also help keep your knives sharp and clean.


Scabbards, and the chains that hold them up, are available in two materials: plastic and aluminum. Plastic scabbards are made in one piece and hold up to three knives and a meat hook. They are heat resistant and therefore easy to sanitize when working with knife sterilization boxes (see Quick Dip). Aluminum scabbards are multipiece constructions that come apart for easy cleaning and sanitizing. The soft metal helps prevent knife edges from dulling, and the large size allows for up to five knives. Either plastic or aluminum will do the job just fine, but choose aluminum if you expect to regularly want more than three knives at your disposal.
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A scabbard protects your blades while helping prevent accidental injuries from misplaced knives.












Techniques 101




Using a Honing Rod


Use a honing rod frequently to maintain knife sharpness and ensure clean cuts. The honing rod realigns the misshapen edge of the blade; this requires only light pressure (just a bit more than touching) and only a few good passes. If you find that you need to use more pressure to garner results, then the knife needs to be sharpened, not honed. There are two approaches to using a honing rod: tabletop or freehand.




Find Your Angle


Start by placing the rod tip down and perpendicular to the table. (You can place a towel underneath the tip to prevent the rod from slipping or forming divots in wooden work surfaces.) Place the heel of the knife, the part nearest the handle, at the top of the rod. Aim to hone an angle around 22 degrees. This is easiest to achieve by starting at 90 degrees, directly perpendicular to the rod. Split that in half, giving you 45 degrees, and then split that in half again, giving you about 22 degrees. (If you know the specific angle of your knife edge, estimate that instead.)






[image: Running a blade against a honing rod at 90 degrees, 45 degrees, and 22 degrees]






Tabletop Method




For beginning butchers, the tabletop method is a great way to start. The rod is secure on the table, eliminating one of the variables (rod movement); this allows you to focus on factors like angle and pressure.






[image: A series of images demonstrating the tabletop method]






While maintaining your angle, draw the knife toward you while moving down the rod. Repeat with the opposite side.




Freehand Use


Once you’ve become comfortable with honing, integrating freehand use of the rod will be much easier than using the tabletop. This method uses the same angle and pressure, but the motion is performed while holding the rod in one hand.






[image: A series of images demonstrating freehand use]






Hold the rod in the hand opposite your knife, at a slightly upward angle. Place the heel of the knife, near the handle, at the tip of the rod, choosing an angle near 20 degrees. Draw the knife toward you, moving down the rod while curving your hand motion inward, ensuring that the entire edge makes contact with the rod. Maintain the angle and a light pressure throughout. Repeat with the opposite side of the knife, working on either the top or underside of the rod, moving the knife away from you (as shown) or drawing it toward you.








Holding a Boning Knife


You’ll hold the boning knife using two grips: the reverse grip and the handle grip.




Reverse Grip


The reverse knife grip is the primary grip you’ll use with the boning knife. Invert the knife blade downward (hence, reverse) and hold the handle with a closed fist, the same way you would hold a hammer. (Hold the knife with the blade facing up and this method is called a hammer grip, primarily used with cleavers.) The knife edge may face in either direction — edge in or edge out — depending on whether you’re drawing the knife toward you or pushing it away from you, respectively. The reverse grip allows you to hold on to the knife tightly, so that you can use greater force to make your way through cartilage, fragile bone, ligaments, and other materials with resistance. Be especially careful when drawing the knife toward you: after cutting through some parts of a carcass, it’s not uncommon to accidentally jerk the knife toward your body, hence the need for protective aprons (see here). In most cases in this book, when I suggest that you use a boning knife, this is the grip you should use.




Handle Grip


The handle grip is how most folks hold a knife when they pick it up. Any knife in your arsenal can be held this way: boning, butcher, cleaver, you name it. The handle grip is used for cuts requiring accuracy and finesse, like navigating the shape of vertebrae while boning a loin. To further increase control, extend your forefinger onto the spine of the knife (called a point grip). Switch to this grip when the reverse grip feels crude or prevents the right angle of approach.






[image: Demonstrations of reverse grip and handle/point grip]







Setting Up for Slaughtering


You should lay out your plan for slaughter well in advance. You’ll need some equipment, and several tools and machines are optional but can aid in the process. (Additional information about sources for equipment is available in Resources.) The more birds you process, the more advantages you’ll gain by using specialized equipment, but the basic premise of slaughtering poultry is the same no matter what your volume is. You can effectively slaughter poultry on your own, but many would say that it’s best experienced as a group activity, so that you can separate the processes into specialized stations for efficiency and flow.
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Choose a workspace for slaughtering that will have plenty of room for all your equipment and stations. When working in an outdoor space, pick a location where the ground is flat and clean, has good drainage, and isn’t prone to excessive dust. Within that space, it’s helpful to have one distinct area reserved for the stunning, killing, and plucking process (the dirty part) and another defined area for the evisceration, cleaning, and cooling (the clean part). Keeping these two phases of slaughter apart will help you maintain sanitary conditions.


You will need access to potable water. Running water is helpful for spraying carcasses prior to cooling and cleaning offal. To keep yourself and the carcass clean during slaughtering, you’ll need to wash your hands repeatedly, so plan ahead and have a hands-free solution. Options include two buckets, one with soapy water and one with clean rinse water; a foot-operated faucet; or even a secured hose with a ball valve. Stainless steel and wood are ideal food-safe materials for containers and surfaces. Otherwise, try to get plastics — buckets, cutting boards, cooling containers, and hoses — that are food grade.







Equipment Overview


The basic equipment requirements for slaughtering are simple, though if you’re routinely processing greater numbers of birds, you will most likely find that investing in some time- and effort-saving equipment will be invaluable. I’ve listed the items below in order from bare bones to ideal.


Stunning: Small sharp knife or scalpel for pithing, stunning knife, or low-voltage head stunner


Bleeding: Small (about 3-inch) sharp knife


Hanging: Homemade or industrially fabricated kill cones


Scalding: Large pot, turkey fryer, scalding tank, or combination dunker/scalder


Plucking: By hand or with a tabletop plucker or tub plucker


Evisceration surface: Cutting board, butcher-block table, or stainless steel water table


Chilling: Ice-filled cooler or temperature-regulated stainless steel tubs


Aging: Refrigerator, blast chiller, or walk-in cooler







Methods and Tools for Stunning


For on-farm poultry processing, there are two main methods for stunning: pithing and electrical. Make sure you have a highly effective approach to stunning, which may include primary and secondary methods, before day-of-slaughter activity commences. Test the equipment far ahead to make sure it works, and provide time for repairs if needed. It’s critical that your aim and placement be accurate; if you miss, you will likely just maim the bird, causing incredible distress and pain in a terrified and unpredictable animal.




Pithing (Debraining)


Pithing is a method of puncturing the bird’s brain, leaving it unconscious and essentially brain-dead but with a pumping heart. It is an economical method for minimizing a bird’s distress before you drain its blood, but it is a challenge to ensure success routinely and is thus not as reliable as electrical stunning. Proper pithing will also relax the muscles and follicles around the feathers, allowing you to dry-pluck or scald at lower temperatures. Turn to Stun and Bleed the Bird, step 3, for instructions on pithing.




Electrical Stunning


New products have made individual electrical stunning a reliable and affordable option for on-farm processing. (“Affordable” is certainly going to depend on the volume of birds you process; consider purchasing a unit and sharing the cost with other farmers who are in the meat bird business as well.) The two main options are a low-voltage probe stunner and a stunning knife. A probe stunner delivers an electric current through the brain of the animal using two probes placed on either side of the head. A stunning knife is a poultry-sticking knife attached to a current, allowing you to first deliver an electric shock to stun the bird before bleeding the animal, all while using the same tool. The probe stunner is far more affordable, better supported by research and development, and avoids the need to replace costly knife blades over time.




Hanging and Bleeding Setup


When hanging the birds during bleeding, you should have an easy way to restrain the bird and a way to minimize struggling. The most common method is to use killing cones, and for good reason, as they are highly effective for handling and restraint. Whatever hanging method you employ, be sure that you can easily remove a slaughtered bird and insert a live chicken that may be flapping its wings and struggling a bit, even when handled correctly.
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Killing cones are the ideal way to restrain poultry while they’re bleeding out.






Killing Cones


Cones are a convenient and highly effective option. Inserting the bird is simple, and the shape of the cone restrains the wings from flapping, thus minimizing potential bruising. (Attaching a short bungee cord around the legs of the inverted bird will reduce kicking, flapping, and potential for escape, while further minimizing wing bruising and fractures.) The cone also keeps the bird inverted during stunning and bleeding. Manufactured killing cones are widely available, but with relatively little effort you can make your own killing cones using modified construction cones or by securing sheets of any sanitary material — galvanized steel, aluminum flashing, foldable plastic cutting boards — into a cone shape.
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