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While my interest in natural history has added very little to my sum of achievement, it has added immeasurably to my sum of enjoyment of life.


—Theodore Roosevelt, “My Life as a Naturalist,”
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Introduction


I’m not trying to turn anyone into a hunter, but I am hoping I can broaden some perspectives as to what being environmentally and animal friendly looks like. I hope the science, history, economics, and passion for animals that drove my personal journey from anti-hunting to hunter can provide you with a new perspective in less time than it took me to earn mine. Glad to have you.


To those both curious and ambivalent about hunting: If you compost, drive a hybrid or electric car, enjoy being outdoors, get your groceries from a farmers market, pride yourself on buying regeneratively raised, 100-percent-grass-fed beef or bison and sustainably sourced wild-caught Alaskan seafood, want to be more self-sufficient, and love animals, then you’re in the right place. You are primed to become a hunter or hunting advocate. You give a shit about the environment, and you want your ­personal actions to reflect that. You’re ready for the pinnacle in environmentally friendly protein sourcing—procuring your own sustainable wild meat. I think wild meat tastes better, but that’s subjective. What’s not subjective is how the environments it comes from are better too. Welcome.


To those who hate hunting: It’s okay if you do, but I don’t think you would if you knew more about it. I hated hunting for much of my life, and it wasn’t a potion or spell or cult leader who changed my mind—it was me. I changed my mind about something that I thought was a core belief. You probably hate certain people who hunt because they’re either gross to you in one way or another or they’re terrible representatives of the lifestyle (and most likely the only members of the community you hear about—because who ever hears about nice people doing things by the book?). But why do you hate hunting? Because someone killed an animal and you like animals? That’s basically how I felt, but I learned that the math of caring about animals and the environment isn’t so easy. And I still love animals.


To those who hate hunting and hunters and also eat meat: I was like that once. But the sheer crushing weight of the hypocrisy finally became too much for me. I loved animals, but I was eating them; I had heard commercially produced meats were terrible for the environment, but I still bought them—somehow, I saw the duck hunter as flawed, while my basket of twenty-five-cent wings ranneth over. It’s important to remember that just because you didn’t shoot the rotisserie chicken at the grocery store, you’re not any less culpable for its death. In hunting, I discovered (in this thing that’s been around for forever) a way to eat meat and give back to the earth while becoming more connected to it at the same time. It’s not that I wanted to shoot chickens myself, it’s that I didn’t want anything to do with farmed chickens or the system that created them. I wanted to upgrade my diet to the most environmentally friendly foods I could get my hands on, which meant I had to start looking outside the grocery store.


To those who hate hunting and are vegan or vegetarian: You’ve made a conscious choice not to support the meat and dairy industry with your dollar. I’m glad you care about animals and the environment enough to change your habits for them. But you have to join me in the real world for just a moment and acknowledge that you aren’t going to turn everyone vegetarian. Veganism and vegetarianism are not options for most people living outside of wealthy, industrialized urban areas. What you can do is be supportive of people who spend their money on more humane and environmentally friendly meat sources—and hunting in the United States is a part of that. If you want to help animals and the environments they thrive in, then hunters aren’t your enemy. They should be your closest allies, because all they want is to expand habitats and make sure they’re filled with wildlife. I would urge you to picket the grocery store meat aisle instead of the Fish and Game Department or your neighborhood’s butcher. In the meantime, please stick around. Most people who find themselves opposed to hunting haven’t had the opportunity to dive into wildlife economics or study how conservation funding structures work in the United States and abroad or have forgotten how focusing on individual animals can mean losing sight of larger environmental issues at stake—the ol’ forest for the trees bit. We’re going to look at both. Thanks for reading.


To those who are already hunters: You don’t really need this book, but there’s a reason you should read it. You represent hunting. That’s a bigger deal than a tennis player representing tennis. If John McEnroe throws a fit and the public doesn’t like it, they don’t abolish all of tennis. But that is closer to the case with hunting. Hunters are the minority, and the public, regardless of how educated they are on the topic, are increasingly the ones making the rules about hunting.


Hunters like to talk about R3, the commitment to recruit, retain, and reactivate fellow hunters. But where is educate? It may not start with R, but it’s just as vital. We’d have much higher attendance at weekend Learn How programs if Learn Why received more emphasis. How else to change the hearts and minds of people who may never even go hunting? It’s not just new hunters that need to be brought into the community—it’s new hunting allies. Frankly, they’re even more important. Shrinking landscapes can only support so many hunters, but with more educated allies and everybody working together, efforts like habitat restoration could reach new heights of success. There’s a massive untapped resource of potential advocates out there, people who love the outdoors and wildlife and want to see wildlands flourish. They might never take to the field, but they need to be included when we think about recruitment. A positive public perception might be worth more than the extra Pittman dollars when hunting issues end up in legislation, and it can only come from greater literacy about why people hunt and why hunting is valuable. As more issues are taken out of the hands of wildlife experts and handed over to John Q. Public, it behooves us to step up as educators. Adopt a non-hunter. The key talking points are the same ones that bring new hunters to the table: conservation funding, valuing the outdoors, habitat preservation, and environmentally sustainable (I argue beneficial) meat sourcing. Thanks for being so welcoming; let’s keep it up.


At different points in my life, I’ve been a member of every group I just listed. I hated hunting as a kid and have pages in my childhood journals to prove it (reading them today, they sound like the furious ravings you’ll find on social media). One year during archery practice at summer camp, I refused to shoot at a paper target with the outline of a deer on it. The counselor had to stop practice so he could walk out to where the targets were and flip mine over to a plain bullseye. I was a vegetarian for a brief amount of time—so brief it doesn’t even count—imagine declaring you’re a vegetarian after lunch, then taking it back before dinner. Though I continued to eat meat, I still hated hunting. I could not for the life of me understand why anyone would want to seek out animals just so they could kill them. I divided hunters into two camps in my mind: those who sought out trophy animals to display on their walls as part of some primitive machismo pissing match and those who hunted for “sport” and food, though I imagined the food part was just a bonus and a thinly veiled excuse to justify bloodlust. Why wouldn’t you just buy your meat from the grocery store?


Thankfully, I’ve always been a curious person. This sometimes conflicts with my stubborn nature. Exposing yourself to new information is a great way to change your mind—but I hate changing my mind. Stubborn as I am though, I’ve always believed the adage that if you’re the smartest one in the room, you’re in the wrong room. This desire to constantly be learning new things has led me to a jack-of-all-trades lifestyle, which can be a blessing or a curse, depending on your attitude. But everything I’ve ever been curious about has always had a common thread: animals. I’ve followed them through art, history, economics, food, ecology, and philosophy. I never expected my obsession to foster a fascination and love of, first taxidermy, then hunting—though in retrospect it’s not hard to see how all my passions would intersect there. Over the years, I became fascinated by how animals fit into the puzzle of our human-built environments, food systems, and our inability to extricate ourselves from the natural world. I learned that attempting to remove myself from nature was not always the best way to protect it.


If I had to boil down the themes of my personal journey to becoming a hunter, I’d name them value, visibility, and nuance. I’m hoping that because of who I am, a city-dwelling, animal-loving, left-of-center, locavore environmentalist, the messages I have might be more readily received by those who consider themselves similar. Though I hope the content of the message is the greater takeaway, I recognize that, for many, the messenger is often part of the message. Can we out-think our emotions or politics? I’m generally inclined to say no. But I was able to change my mind about something I never thought I could, let alone would. So, at the very least, I know it’s possible.
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The Butcher


Meat, Animals, and the Environment




    When we arrived at the butcher, it was clear I wasn’t the only one finding success in the early days of New Jersey’s archery season. I filled out a form with my hunting license information and what I wanted done with the meat from my deer. It was like meat-Christmas.* I asked for predominantly whole cuts and ground but couldn’t stop myself from requesting some specialty items like kielbasa, landjager, and hot dogs (I really love sausages). Before leaving, I asked the butcher if I could keep my deer’s head. I planned to clean and keep the skull as a memento of my first successful hunt. He strolled over to my deer and, with one swift and butter-soft knife motion at the base of the skull, removed the head. Luckily, I had another bag on me, and, after wrapping it up, I slipped my deer’s head into my backpack next to his heart.





If you’d told me as a kid that I’d grow up to be a hunter, I would never have believed you. It would have been such a stretch of the imagination as to not warrant a second thought (though looking back now, I see all the signs were there). When I was a kid, all my opinions about hunting were shaped by my unconditional love of animals and my politician-level commitment to avoiding the investigation of something I was sure I was right about. I was so emotionally invested in animals that I was unable to, even momentarily, entertain the thought that there might be anything else at play in the mind of a hunter beyond a monstrous desire to kill.


Other kids, knowing my affinity for all creatures great and small, quickly found the best way to torment me was to torment animals. As my mother would say, I have a memory like a sieve, but I have vivid and haunting recollections of kids at camp trying to swat and kill all the dragonflies I was coaxing to land on me, an older boy taking the leopard frogs I had caught to show him and putting them in hard to escape places I couldn’t reach to save them, or the time a few kids stomped on the head of a glass lizard I was following through the grass. Surely these horrid little sociopaths were tomorrow’s hunters? Now I look back and see that childhood adoration for animals was what made me more likely to start hunting, not less.


When I used to think about my relationship to meat, I often felt like one of those drug addicts in recovery who’d visit our school and try to scare us kids straight. Only I’d never kicked it. Around the fifth grade, I truly faced the fact that the meat I was eating came from an animal that had to die because I wanted to eat it. I was practical about how I would handle this uncomfortable truth and simply told my parents that I was a vegetarian now and would no longer be eating any meat. They sort of shrugged their shoulders and dinner went on. Sitting at our kitchen banquette, I was left with the decidedly unsavory realization that my decision meant dinner now consisted of just potatoes and broccoli. I knew my parents would never adjust their cooking to suit my new dietary restrictions, and a cursory mental scroll of all my favorite things to eat revealed that every one of them was meat—hot dogs over cake 100 percent of the time. Or as Anthony Bourdain put it, “All my happiest moments seem to revolve around meat in tube form.” My stint as a vegetarian lasted the pathetic minutes between my declaration and the point at which the smell of caramelized rotisserie chicken skin became too great for me. Perhaps six minutes if I’m being generous.


I did my best not to think about it. I felt bad about the animals but used my perfectly good kid-logic to temporarily assuage my guilt. Lions rip apart little helpless frightened baby antelope and I wasn’t doing that, so that was something, right? But as I got older and learned more about meat, how it was produced and its broader relationship to the environment beyond the animals themselves, I became more conflicted.


Factory farms are so worried about people seeing inside their industrial meat monoliths, full of noisy uncomfortable animals all squashed together, that they have lobbied for and successfully passed “Ag-gag” laws at the state level, which prohibit the undercover filming of slaughterhouses and other agricultural related industries. They’re afraid that if you see the reality of where your meat comes from, you’ll be so disgusted and heartbroken you might never eat meat (or at least their meat) again. I like the idea that this might be true. I hope it is. I hope people would be so distressed over disturbing images of factory “farming” that they would give up their cheap, nondescript grocery store meat in favor of something better. But hasn’t everyone heard the factory-farm horror stories at this point? Haven’t there been enough “shocking reports, tonight at nine”? I’ve seen PETA hand out flyers with graphic slaughterhouse images on them to unphased New Yorkers in Union Square who take one glance before tossing them in the closest trash bin on their way into the market. (To be fair, New Yorkers might not be the best audience, as we’re nearly impossible to unsettle. We have seen too much.)


When I was younger, the known and the unknown of large-scale meat-production industries made it difficult for me to reconcile my own meat-forward diet. I felt like I needed it more than I wanted it, and that was confusing. Vegetarians became a big turn on for me. I dated four of them (and to this day they represent a substantial portion of my friend group). I liked that they had made a conscious choice to not eat meat. They had thought about their eating habits and adjusted their diets accordingly. I practically considered them a more evolved people. The same way some folks are born without wisdom teeth, there were some people out there who were physically and mentally capable of being vegetarians—unlike myself, a hairy, club-dragging troglodyte. I think most people who eat meat don’t think about it at all, it’s just part of the meal, something on the menu. I’ve heard people who are far less meat obsessed than I am say things like “I can’t stand vegetarians. Not eating meat is weird.” And while it might very well be weird in our evolutionary history, I wondered why they cared so much. Had they missed all that media coverage of the environmental toll modern meat production was taking on the earth? I felt like we should all be kissing the asses of every vegetarian or vegan we met, for taking even the tiniest strain off the very planet we were all living on.


A 2017 study published in the journal Science calculated that, “eating no meat cuts an individual’s carbon footprint by 820 kilograms of carbon dioxide (CO2) each year, on average, about four times the reduction they’d get by recycling as much as possible. (Emissions generated by eating meat result, in large part, from the large amounts of energy needed to grow, harvest, and process feed crops.)”


I don’t know what meat they were calculating. There are big differences between how cattle are raised and where they are coming from. A 100-percent-grass-fed steer that lives on a regenerative grazing ranch close to home is a world away from the environmental impact of cattle fed on lots that used to be rainforest and shipped overseas (the blanket term “recycling” is also unclear, as only 8–9 percent of plastic, 25–27 percent of glass, and 65 percent paper actually gets recycled). Still, as an average media consumer trying to make informed choices, I found myself inundated with reports on the environmental impacts of meat, from the land and water used to grow livestock feed to the land and water needed for the animals themselves.


The study in Science went on to reveal a more significant data point: “By choosing to have one fewer child in their family, a person would trim their carbon footprint by a whopping 58.6 metric tons—about the same emissions savings as having nearly 700 teenagers recycle as much as possible for the rest of their lives.” In The Climate Diet: 50 Simple Ways to Trim Your Carbon Footprint, Paul Greenberg cites the amount as “sixteen tons of CO2 per year for the rest of their life,” for a kid born in the United States.


It made sense to me that fewer people meant less pressure on the planet and its resources, but I hadn’t ever considered adding my child-free lifestyle to my arsenal of environmentally conscious actions, because I wasn’t making that decision based solely on my concern for the planet. I just didn’t want kids.


Tamar Haspel, Washington Post journalist and author of To Boldly Grow made my freewheeling lifestyle sound downright heroic when she wrote, “No amount of bean eating or Prius-driving will compensate for reproducing, and it’s the childless, not the vegetarians, who are more likely to save the planet. Which doesn’t mean that we should ignore the benefits of beans and Prii (plural of Prius) or that we shouldn’t have kids—it just means that we should acknowledge that human survival takes a climatic toll. Our obligation isn’t to minimize our carbon footprint at the expense of all other considerations; it’s to try to be prudent, taking those considerations into account.” Craig Chandler doubled down in 2019 for the Yale School of the Environment, saying, “No responsible series discussing finite global resources or long-term sustainability—and certainly not one on the challenges posed by a human-caused warming of the atmosphere—can ignore what many consider the best-left-unmentioned ‘elephant in the room’: global population. Simply put, it is for many an issue too sensitive to be raised, too divisive to be considered . . . but yet too important to be ignored.”


Studies that quantify the environmental impact of certain behaviors rarely include the consequences of reproduction—tell people they should have one fewer kid for any reason (ecological collapse of our planet included), and they’re liable to flip out. I find it strange when I hear proponents of veganism argue personal responsibility and sacrifice for the benefit of the earth only to discover they’ve produced a bunch of offspring. It’s hard to take an impassioned message of “you must change this core behavior of yours for the good of our earth” from anyone who chooses to have multiple children rather than adopt multiple children. But the fact that people can’t quite explain their reasons for “wanting their own” kid versus adopting one is enough of a statement about our limbic system lizard brain versus the rational prefrontal cortex we like to give all the behavioral credit to. We’re animals, and animal behavior doesn’t get more basic than wanting to eat meat and make babies.


Okay, no kids for me—that was my ecofriendly ace in the hole. I didn’t want that to make me complacent about my eating habits though. This was about my relationship to animals, not people. And I knew my love of vegetarians (in or out of the bedroom) didn’t count as an actionable measure or personal responsibility when it came to being a conscious consumer.


As I researched further, I realized that the alternatives that would have become my norm as a vegetarian didn’t necessarily solve the issues of land use and animal deaths that concerned me either. In The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Michael Pollan says, “Killing animals is probably unavoidable no matter what we choose to eat.” And “If our goal is to kill as few animals as possible people should probably try to eat the largest possible animal that can live on the least cultivated land: grass-finished steaks for everyone. . . . The vegan utopia would also condemn people in many parts of the country to importing all their food from distant places. . . . The world is full of places where the best, if not the only, way to obtain food from the land is by grazing (and hunting) animals on it—especially ruminants, which alone can transform grass into protein.”


Industry and their brands try their best to make us feel good about their environmental impacts and our choices. Most are designed to make you feel better rather than do better. It reminds me of the 1990s, when “fat” became the bad guy. We were eating processed crap and the companies that made it didn’t want to take the blame and change their business, so instead they leaned in, rolling out fat-free everything. In order to make up for the lost fat, they used cocktails of sugar to improve taste, making their products much unhealthier. Today, many of those same corporations have invested in “plant-based” products. Plants are much easier to manage than animals and are therefore preferred by suit-wearing conglomerates. New industry has been built within the economy of “greenwashing” in the same way the fat-free health movement was in the 90s. They’re still nudging us toward processed junk food, but this time with greener marketing, feeding off our limited understanding of the natural world that’s compounded by our peculiar human views toward other animals. No doubt we are headed for a similar reconning with processed plant-based foods. Imitation meat is not an environmental panacea, and it’s certainly not a less harmful food choice than meat. Once we start shipping beans to and from energy-intensive processing factories so they can look and taste like chicken nuggets, we enter a state of diminishing environmental returns. If a concern for animals and habitat were the prompts for someone’s vegetarian diet, then they should just eat the beans. As much as people might question the motives of hunters, I question the motives of some vegetarians. Why choose something meant to look and taste like meat if you don’t want to eat meat? If your goal is a lower environmental impact, choosing the nugget because it’s tastier than its vegetable source is hypocritical. And a goal of simply reducing farm animal slaughter, without considering the impacts on wild animals and their environments, seems like a narrowminded motivation to me. A plant-based nugget may be marketed to those concerned about farm animal welfare, but this obscures the environmental impacts of the monoculture industry that produced the nugget, the wild animals displaced or killed in service to the land needed for its raw materials, and the factories needed to change it into its final nugget form.* In a piece for the Center for Humans and Nature, Mary Zeiss Stange, author, environmental activist, and conservation scholar, wrote, “By opting out of meat-eating, we cannot ignore the blood that is still, inevitably, on our collective hands. Mechanized farming is lethal to animals and their habitat, and a farmer harvesting a field of soybeans wreaks more carnage in a single sunny afternoon than your average hunter could accomplish in an entire lifetime.”


These days, I like to compare the vegan “hot dogs” at the grocery store to the venison ones in my freezer. I’d pit my venison dogs against them in a battle of the environmentally, ethically, and nutritionally superior any day of the week. Tamar Haspel, author of the James Beard–winning Washington Post column “Unearthed,” had a similar revelation when she wrote about her experience crafting her book To Boldly Grow, “I spent eight months writing a book about the good things that happen when you put down your phone, roll up your sleeves and go outside to find something to eat, so I naturally also gave some thought to the environmental implications of those foods. Turns out, one of them absolutely tops the environmental charts. It’s unequivocally the single most ecologically friendly food you can eat. A food that actually makes the environment better rather than worse. Seriously. Literally. The food is venison. The catch, of course, is that you have to kill a deer.”
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For years, I existed as a guilty meat eater, thinking it could only be done one way, and that way was bad for the earth. So, if I wasn’t going to stop eating meat, then I wanted to do all in my power to eat as responsibly and ethically as I could. Once I started to earn enough money, I was able to buy the more expensive meat that came with labels like organic, grass fed, local, certified humane, and animal welfare approved. The changes in our food system that are needed the most to combat the climate emergency and animal cruelty really have to come from larger government regulations, but even if it was just a drop in the bucket, and even though I wasn’t sure if I could trust the labels, I felt good about voting with my dollar. My newfound pride in purchasing the most environmentally friendly meat I could afford coincided nicely with the farm-to-table movement hitting the mainstream. Suddenly people seemed to care about where their meat came from. They wanted heritage breeds of animals from local farms they could theoretically drive to. Farmers markets became chic, and having the name of the farm your pre-pork-chop pig came from was the latest trend on menus. Restaurants started to offer offal. I was giddy when I saw beef heart on the menu at a restaurant in Chicago. As better and more diverse meat became readily available, I started to feel a little less guilty when I bought it.


There’s a good deal of myth surrounding the birth of the farm-to-table movement in America. A generally agreed upon milestone, however, is the 1971 opening of Chez Panisse in Berkley, California, which is regarded as the first farm-to-table restaurant in the United States. According to the Farmers Market Coalition, in 1994, the USDA Farmers Market Directory had under 2,000 listings of registered markets—that number was over 8,600 in 2022. Michael Pollan wrote The Omnivore’s Dilemma in 2006, and it continues to be the apogee of revolutionary food writing for a generation. My personal meat revolution started when Camas Davis started the Portland Meat Collective in 2009, a program focused on teaching whole-animal butchery classes and educating students (including kids) on what responsible meat consumption looks like. I lived in New York at the time, but the story of the writer turned butcher who was teaching butchery classes to anyone who wanted to learn spread to meat connoisseurs and conscious eaters quickly. Here was someone who not only believed people wanted more transparency in meat production but also the opportunity to have a hand in it themselves (the Good Meat Project, the nationwide program The Portland Meat Collective gave rise to, is still going strong today). I was eager to learn whole-animal butchery, but classes like those at PMC didn’t exist in New York yet, not that I could find. So, I did what had been successful for me in the past, door-to-door cold calling. I walked into butcher shops that I liked but didn’t frequent and asked if they’d take an apprentice. Most of these places were run by old men who knew better than to waste their time with a slow-learning novice, but I found one place so new that the appeal of free labor must have clouded their better judgment.


Ben Turley was one of the two owners of The Meat Hook butcher shop in Brooklyn (he left the shop in 2022 for new meaty pursuits). He is also one of the kindest, most generous people I’ve ever met. The moment I set foot inside the shop, I was delighted by what a bright, spotless, shrine to meat it was. I felt like Charlie meeting Willy Wonka and immediately asked if I could apprentice with him. My interview went like this:


Ben: Have you ever worked in a butcher shop?


Me: No.


Ben: Have you ever worked in a kitchen?


Me: No.


Ben: Have you ever worked in food services at all?


Me: No.


Ben:


Me:


Ben: Okay. Can you be here Monday?


I had no illusions about disassembling a pig myself for the foreseeable future and was perfectly happy to do all the lowest jobs on the totem pole while I learned how the shop ran and how the literal sausage got made. To that end, I started with untangling bags and bags of pig guts. Imagine twenty pairs of corded ear buds are thrown into a plastic bag full of thick brine and tossed around by a paint mixer, but instead of ear buds they’re pig intestines. I would open the bags and separate each length of pig gut, wrapping it around the widest part of my hand. Seven or so inches before reaching the end, I’d slip them off my palm and use the last dangling bit to wrap up the center and make a tidy little pig-gut bow tie. This made it easy to grab a length for the next batch of sausages. It was a cathartic process, and I enjoyed seeing myself get faster and faster at it—pretty soon I was blowing through two bags in the time it used to take me to do one.


Look at me, bragging about my pig-gut untangling prowess; apologies.


The shop received beef, pork, lamb, and chicken. And the way everything looked when it came into the shop gave me the reminders I had been searching for: that meat did, in fact, come from animals; it wasn’t just amorphous plastic-wrapped chunks—it was part of a once-living body.


Pig day was always especially meaningful to me. The pigs hang in the delivery truck and are split nose to tail. One by one we (the four to five people working that day) would line up at the truck and each take a cold side of swine on our shoulder into the shop and pile it on the main cutting table. They’re very heavy, and between the weight and the awkward angle you have to carry them, my back was usually spent after three. They looked like pigs too. On the one side, they had skin and a face and one of those wonderfully spade-shaped ears, and on the other, they were a beautiful, pink, 3D anatomical specimen. Pig and pork in one.


Most of the butchers at the Meat Hook said they didn’t eat much meat themselves because they had become so finicky about its sourcing. I began to hope that this ceaseless parade of animals coming in one door and meat leaving the other would curb my own desire to eat meat, perhaps turn me off it completely, but it didn’t. I just became more dug into my personal quest for meat perfection. I was having a real hand in the production of my meat, and when I bought meat, I knew how it had gotten to me—more than any meat I’d ever eaten prior. I didn’t even have to purchase much at all, as meat was the currency with which I was compensated for my work (a deal you should be suspect of unless you’re working at a butcher shop).


Another job reserved for me was carrying the five-gallon chore bucket full of pigs’ blood from the delivery truck to the meat locker. The sides of the bucket were often wet, and blood would smudge the bottom half of my apron and drip onto the toes of my topsiders. One day I was carrying the blood bucket in after taking three pigs off the truck, and the top wasn’t affixed all that well. Blood sloshed from side to side, spilling out from under the lid. I tried to carry it gingerly, but the bucket seemed to get heavier and heavier, and, holding it with two hands, I couldn’t help but swing it a little. Blood is not only thicker than water in a metaphorical sense—it also weighs more. For some reason, I chose to walk through the picturesque event room that was used for cooking classes, instead of through the main grocery door.


A few little stumbles caused by the bucket smacking into my shins were enough to ensure a thick steady stream of blood trailed me through the event space, into the butcher shop and meat locker. After putting the bucket away, I rushed to clean up the mess but wasn’t entirely sure how to begin. I started to use paper towels, hoping to sop up as much liquid as possible. Then I brought out the mop. This led to smearing blood all over the floor of the usually Instagram-worthy event room, making it look more like a David Cronenberg film than a Nancy Myers one. Ben seemed unfazed by my melee with the bloody mop and newly red floor. Eventually I cleaned up the mess, and the incident was never spoken of. The Meat Hook offers their own butchery classes now—no more random recruits.
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Kris De la Torre, a sustainability fellow at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and an expert in the intersection of food, people, and the environment, describes the industrialized food system “as a mechanism for obscuring relationships.” She declares it criminal that “we get away with paying so little for farm or ranch-raised meat,” and explains, “after working on a few different livestock operations [including Dan Barber’s two-Michelin-starred Blue Hill at Stone Barns, chosen as one of the World’s 50 Best Restaurants in 2015’s industry-coveted William Reed List], it isn’t only the physical labor of feeding, cleaning, and moving animals that overwhelms me. It’s that the average consumer has no idea, could not even imagine, the dedication it takes to raise animals.” In her experience, “the act of harvesting farm animals starts with the intentional care you give them for months ahead of the slaughter. Knowing all along that these animals are being raised, essentially in service of feeding people, made me acutely aware of how I took care of them and the kind of life they were able to lead up to the moment of harvest.”*


The further we get from the farm, the water, or the woods, the more foreign our connection to food becomes. In her nature-based education work, Kris cares deeply about and tries to emphasize “the importance of fostering a personal connection to the outdoors, both wild and cultivated,” acknowledging that for many people, it’s hard to “know the difference [between wild and cultivated areas] when it all feels abstract, inaccessible, or even scary.” Visiting a butcher shop (rather than the prepackaged meat aisle) might require more comfort with larger cuts of meat or knowledge of animal anatomy than the average urban or suburbanite possesses. People who don’t know how to ask for or cook less-common cuts of meat might not be able to make the connection between animals and food.


The language we use to talk about meat can also create distance. When I saw that beef heart on the menu in Chicago, I wanted to order it but was asked not to by my vegetarian then-girlfriend—heart was too recognizable in name, with too many poetic connotations. Words like “New York strip” or “chop,” were vague enough for her to psychologically stomach sitting across from me while I ate. Plenty of meat-eaters hide behind this kind of language too. Divorcing the meat we eat from the live animals it comes from makes it easier to see hunting as further from food rather than closer to it, but in reality, there is no closer relationship to meat than what the hunter pulls from the woods or the angler reels in from the water. You have to be on the land to hunt it, you have to see the animal alive in front of you before you can kill it, and you have to take the meat from the bone to eat it. If you make yourself a part of this cycle, then each aspect of it becomes personal. And we care about what’s personal to us.


While I was working at the Meat Hook, I became a regular at my favorite restaurant. It was a short walk from the shop and on the way to my train home. This cozy haunt has a short chef’s counter, which is the best seating option when dining alone or with one other person. Perched up on the barstool, I could watch the three chefs deftly navigate their minuscule cooking space and savor all the sights, sounds, and smells of ingredients becoming meals. One night, a couple on a date (let’s call them Brad and Cora) was sitting at the only two-top next to me, beyond the end of the chef’s counter. I’m not entirely sure how many dates in they were—more than one, less than four—and their giggling flirtations were tough to ignore, so I looked over occasionally to spy on what drinks and appetizers they were ordering. Then their entrees came out. Everything is à la carte at this place and is best when shared, so you can try more things on the menu, but the steak went down in front of Brad and the chicken was put in front of Cora.


There are a few steaks on the menu at this place, and while they’re all good, the hanger steak is a fan favorite—first, because of its reasonable price (considering its source and trendy locale), and second, because hanger steak is a damn fine cut of meat that most people don’t even know exists. There’s only one on every cow, and it gets its name because it hangs from the diaphragm along the lower part of the belly. Back in the day, it was just easier for a butcher to take it home for himself than bother to explain what the hell it was. Hence the oft-used nickname “butcher’s steak.” No trouble there, Brad was foaming at the mouth ready to cut into the salty, buttery, medium-rare delight before him. But Cora was visibly upset.


You see, the chicken at this friendly little restaurant, with the names of all the local farmers they work with scribbled out on the blackboard, is a whole chicken. And perhaps when I say “whole chicken” you think of what a rotisserie chicken looks like. But at this restaurant they actually mean whole. It has a neck, a head, legs, and feet. Cora was positivity beside herself. Her mouth went from partially agape with shock to clenched shut in abject horror and disgust. She couldn’t even look at it let alone start carving it up. Brad looked on, not knowing what to say or do. They were both quiet. And he didn’t touch his steak in solidarity.


I went from feeling a flash of bemusement to full-on, red-faced fury. I wanted so badly to get up from my stool, pick up her chicken, hold its charred little head right in front of her face, move its roasted feet around her plate like a marionette, and say, “This is a chicken. This is what a chicken looks like. When you eat chicken, the meat comes from a little bird that looks just like this one. A couple days ago this bird was walking around a farm, and now it’s on your plate. That’s how meat works. Is this news to you? Were you unaware that animals become meat? Or did you just never ever want to be reminded of it? If you can’t even look at this chicken, then you sure as hell shouldn’t eat it. Nor should you ever be allowed to eat any meat ever again!” Instead of this fantastical self-righteous outburst, I waited for the waitress to top off my water and suggested she might portion the chicken out before Cora had a stroke.


I think of those two a lot. And how important that chicken’s head was. It doesn’t matter to the chicken if it’s served with or without its head. It doesn’t matter to the buffalo if you use every part of it. It’s dead. It doesn’t care. But what does matter is how your acknowledgment of the animal’s life informs the way of its death. We’ve removed ourselves from the environments our food comes from (vegetables included) to such a degree that people really do seem think it all just comes from the grocery store. If you don’t see your meat as former animals, then why would you care about how they lived or died? Acknowledging they were animals seems so much more productive to me than just respecting them postmortem. I hate terms and phrases like “respect its sacrifice” and “gave its life.” I promise you the animal did not give its life to you. A steer did not walk onto your grill and say, “I understand you need burgers for the Fourth of July weekend, I volunteer as tribute.”


I’m still not a perfect meat eater. I’ll get an In-N-Out burger if I’m in California, and I’ll order meat dishes at restaurants even if they don’t provide a full “Colin the Chicken” style dossier on the provenance of said bird (see Portlandia season 1, episode 1). But I prefer and strive to eat at places that do. These days, I look back on my vegetarian exes and realize it wasn’t their diets that was doing it for me, it was that they were thoughtful people. Today, I see the same care, thoughtfulness, and consideration in my hunting pals. People who are adamant about getting meat right—and for them that means wild habitats, natural diets, and a fair chance at escaping the dinner table.


The Omnivore’s Dilemma brought the farm-to-table movement to the mainstream. It might be responsible for the earliest iterations of the field-to-table movement as well. You didn’t have to eat at a specialty restaurant, or take a cooking class, or live near a farmers market, you could just bring that 450-page book home and learn about where your food was coming from and how you fit into the food chain. Because, regardless of what you eat, you are a part of the food chain (I think that came as a shock to some readers). There’s one chapter about eating animals in general (Chapter 17) and one on hunting (Chapter 18), and in those fifty-nine pages, Pollan eloquently sums up what so many books (including this one) take cover to cover to analyze. (Talented bastard.) Nearly two decades later, it’s still a must read for the curious and concerned eater.


With the publication of Omnivore, people began to examine what we eat under the stronger lens of food’s broader implications for the earth, not just one’s health. Shortly after, a flood of new works hit the market, specifically about starting to hunt for your own food as a rebellion from the ecologically destructive and cruel conventions that made up your average store-bought meat. In 2011, there was Girl Hunter by chef Georgia Pellegrini, Hunt, Gather, Cook by chef Hank Shaw, and The Beginner’s Guide to Hunting Deer for Food by Jackson Landers. All three included recipes. The year after that saw publication of The Mindful Carnivore by Tovar Cerulli, and maybe my favorite of the new hunter series, Call of the Mild by Lily Raff McCaulou. Tim Ferriss, known for The 4-Hour Workweek and The 4-Hour Body, discusses his turn to hunting after a childhood of despising the slob hunters he saw while growing up on Long Island, in his 2012 book The 4-Hour Chef. It includes six pages of fifty-one color photos illustrating Tim’s journey from his first grip ‘n grin photo, through the process of gutting and butchering, to cooking and wrapping meat for the freezer, including his final presentation of a handsome doe-skull “trophy,” the only physical memento that remains of that experience now the meat has long since been eaten. Nature Wars by Jim Sterba was also published in 2012, but it’s less food specific and more about the complexity of modern wildlife management strategy and conservation among growing human populations.


Emma Marris (whose work has been compared to that of Rachel Carson and Aldo Leopold) writes about the changing relationships between people, land, and animals. She saw these hunting related books fill the shelves and, in a 2012 article for Slate, listed “the evolution of the new lefty urban hunter” with surgical accuracy, laying out the progression like this:


2006: Reads Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma, about the ickyness of the industrial food complex. Starts shopping at a farmers market.


2008: Puts in own vegetable garden. Tries to go vegetarian but falls off the wagon.


2009: Decides to only eat “happy meat” that has been treated humanely.


2010: Gets a chicken coop and a flock of chickens.


2011: Dabbles in backyard butchery of chickens. Reads that Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg decided to only eat meat he killed himself for a year.


2012: Gets a hunting permit.


I live in an apartment, so I’ve never had a vegetable garden or chickens, but the rest of Marris’s list checks out (for me as well as many other hunters I know). My half-assed stint as a vegetarian, the commitment to only buy “happy meat,” showering myself in books on the topics of conscious eating and sustainable foods, going to farmers markets, working at a butcher shop, learning to hunt—it’s eerily accurate.


I spoke with Marris about what changes she might make to her list for its ten-year anniversary. She didn’t have any sizable edits—perhaps the addition of an attempt at eating less meat overall and the occasional sampling or adoption of “imitation meat”—and neither did I (thankfully, since me “editing” Emma Marris’ writing would be like my fifth-grade soccer team critiquing Pele’s footwork). She was, however, a little dispirited that after all the writing on the subject and the momentum it generated, the farm-to-table movement still hadn’t transitioned to a more mainstream awareness and embrace of the field-to-table movement. I’m more optimistic (maybe because I’ve only spent half as much time dwelling on the topic). If those books and articles represented the trend pieces of the day, then maybe we are now, ten years later, ready to see the ideas they fostered become more widespread.


For myself, I was proud I was working at the butcher shop and proud I could look my pork and chicken in the face, but I knew I was still a step removed from the process of an animal becoming meat. The unfortunate middle business of killing and dying was something I’d have to take part in if I really wanted to practice what I was so sanctimoniously preaching: If you can’t kill it, then you shouldn’t eat it. I firmly believed that. I had outlandish fantasies of implementing meat-eating licenses that would require anyone desiring to eat or buy chicken, pork, or beef to first kill or bear witness to the death of one chicken, pig, or cow personally. My environmental, animal-centric tyrannical rule would unfortunately render my friend Jenn, who loves to cook and cannot stomach the sight of blood, a vegetarian. But then. . . she was more than excited to cook the venison roast I gifted to her and her husband Steve—maybe I’d add a game meat addendum? I admit I have not fully explored the logistics of my dictatorship.


Sophie Egan, an author whose work focuses on food’s intersection with personal and planetary health, knows what it means to eat sustainably these days: the misconceptions, the trends, and the sneaky way the food industry can take advantage of those things. She spent five years as editorial director and director of health and sustainability leadership for the Strategic Initiatives Group at The Culinary Institute of America, and she’s a food writer who has made her career studying and reporting on almost every aspect of the industry for just about any publication you could name. Her first book, Devoured, is a bit of a food-related Freakonomics, and, in 2020, she published her second book, How to Be a Conscious Eater, a thoughtful guide that tackles subjects like understanding food labels (which can be bizarrely complicated), how to cut back on plastic, knowing the difference between types of fats, and how to eat meat and seafood with a more critical eye for nature’s benefit. She knows her shit.


We both tend to break food down into three categories: 1) is it good for the earth, 2) is it good for me, 3) is it good for (I say) animals or (she says) others (while my focus was always animal and environmental welfare, Egan reminds me that food is not just the strawberry or the chicken breast but also the many people responsible for getting them to you). We also both agree that “plant-based foods are not automatically healthier,” and that “being a conscious eater relies on a nuanced assessment of what you’re putting in your body.” And perhaps most importantly, that the cost of meat in this country is too artificially low and that it would be better for people, animals, and the environment if buying meat reflected the true cost of its production.


I wondered if Egan had ever given any thought to the health and environmental benefits of hunting in her food-centric career, and she was kind enough to chat with me about it. About 87 percent of Americans support hunting for food when questioned, but how many actually consider it a source of food without being prompted? Egan was gracious enough to tell me, “Hunting hadn’t ever really crossed my mind before, and I write about this stuff for a living.”


She had, however, broached the topic once with her cousin Riley in Montana, who’s an avid hunter. Riley hunts deer, elk, bear, and birds and does all his own butchering and processing. “He hasn’t bought beef or chicken in at least four years.” Listening to him, she was in awe of how he hunts with a bow and spends months carefully planning for the upcoming season, including taking long hikes into the mountains for on-foot scouting. Then, if he’s successful, how he has to “pack over 100 pounds of meat out of the backcountry on foot, amid potential predators like wolves and grizzlies.”


When asked about the ethics of hunting, Riley echoed a lot of hunters’ feelings about the hypocrisy inherent in that question. “People who are like, ‘How can you do that? Hunting is cruel’ and that night are having a burger for dinner—all you’ve done is paid several people to pay other people to do that [kill and prepare your meat]. And you don’t realize you’re eating a collection of twenty different lives.” He’s referencing the fact that ground beef burger patties are made up of meat from multiple cattle, not just one—but 20 is an absurd number. Absurdly low. Some estimates say the average burger patty from a large-scale producer can have bits of as many as 100 or more cattle in it. But not Riley’s elk burger—there’s just one elk in there, and he knows exactly where it came from. Sophie was impressed, calling this the “ultimate transparency.” There’s no better way to know where your food came from than getting it right out of the woods (or river, or sea, or sky) yourself. That plus butchering it on your own means the meat has only ever passed through one set of hands, yours. It doesn’t get more transparent than that.


All the research I was doing in my quest to be a more responsible and environmentally friendly meat eater kept leading me toward hunting. The clues I found were big ones—whole loaves of bread, not crumbs. I began to change my mind about it the more I learned and had to consider, which made me realize that my blind emotional devotion to my childhood anti-hunting views had been the death of investigation into my adulthood. Science, which I’ve always looked to as the only impartial judge, will tell you, “Yeah we have an opinion, but we can change that opinion based on new information.” Ethics, I believed, were best served when they contained a base of fact and reason, with only a finishing sprinkle of one’s personal mores. What’s funny is that if we were discussing, say, best medical practices instead of animals, I would have applied these principles without a second thought. All my other strong opinions (and there are many) were based on a near-robotic level of devotion to facts, logic, and reason, but when it came to animals, emotion ruled. As I started to change my mind about hunting, I worried that I had let my opinions on the one thing I cared about most be shaped by uneducated, emotionally driven feelings instead of sound scientific education and reason. I could tell you every fact about bears but nothing about the non-environmental systems at play needed to keep them on this earth into the future. I felt like a doctor who had been operating on family members this whole time.


While I had fond memories of catching trout in the Pocono mountains with my dad and trapping crabs for my mom to boil in South Carolina, that was the extent of my own personal experience dispatching creatures so I could eat them. I figured my first hunt would be the last test. Either I would be able to kill something myself and eat it, or I’d be so distraught from the event I’d never want to eat meat again, and I was okay with that as a possible outcome. It was about time I learned to hunt.




    WHICH WOULD MOTHER NATURE CHOOSE?
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* mmmm, Meat-Christmas.


* The pescatarian and casual fish eater can suffer from the same out-of-sight-out-of-mind philosophy as the grocery store patron buying cheap ground beef or a plant-based substitute, but to a potentially more environmentally calamitous degree. It’s much easier to see drone footage of a forest cleared for cattle grazing or corn growing and clutch your pearls in horror, but all that fish stuff is happening underwater and far away from the eyes of landlubbers. If you want cheap fish for lunch, you’re responsible for all the bycatch (unintentionally caught animals) that come up with the net. Unless you’re fishing for yourself, you can’t pick and choose. There are sustainable ways to eat seafood (bivalves baby!) but just like meat, if you’re not going to catch it yourself, then it requires more work to seek out, more money to spend on responsible sources, and more homework to know what those responsible sources are.


Ret Talbot is a datacentric writer and photographer who’s spent over twenty years reporting on marine ecosystems and their intersections with the seafood and aquarium industry. His wife Karen is a talented scientific illustrator and wildlife artist—the majority of her subjects are fish too. They live on the coast of Maine with a bunch of entertaining ducks and eat seafood around four times per week. They’re an oceanic power couple, tireless educators, and evangelists for our aquatic friends.


When prompted, Talbot’s succinct but difficult-to-execute answer to sustainable seafood is “know your fisherman.” The same sentiment is applicable to farmers on land, and he recognizes this is easier said than done but also emphasizes that that’s the point. Maybe it should be more difficult or more expensive to buy swordfish period, but it should be especially difficult in a place like Colorado. It’s the same message I push when it comes to meat—but even I have trouble with seafood labels sometimes. Talbot says to buy “US-produced seafood and stick to state waters over federal waters if you can.” He was quick to say how that can be a tricky prospect when so much seafood is caught in the United States but then shipped out to China for processing then shipped back to the United States for sale. When I asked him about seafood pricing, the answers continued to mirror the issues we see in terrestrial meats. “People are so used to food being cheap.” None of us wants to spend an arm and a leg for a filet or a ham, but the artificially low prices of meat and seafood only perpetuate the most damaging and unsustainable aspects of these industries. Talbot advises to “buy local and buy in season. That goes for any food system.”


But beyond knowing your fisherman or buying local, my biggest takeaway from Talbot was “define what sustainability is.” Thinking about my own definition, I realized it had a lot to do with where money was going and how populations and environments would rebound year after year. But there was always some outlying factor that would lead me to boiling down my definition to that of Supreme Court Justice Potter Stuart’s—I know it when I see it. Short of inspecting every fishery on earth personally, it behooves the conscientious seafood lover to put a little effort into the food they buy, both for their own health and the health of the sea. The ocean is not bottomless.


* This accountability is a theme in Kris’s farm-based work. She describes harvesting chickens, turkeys, and rabbits as “an intimate experience,” explaining, “the tools involved in slaughtering small, farm-raised animals significantly increase your proximity to the animal. The operations where I was tasked with harvesting birds and rabbits were small enough that the tools on hand mainly consisted of a sharp knife, in some cases a cone in which to place the bird, and the assistance of another farmer who would hold the animal. I always felt an extreme responsibility not to fuck it up, to cause the least amount of pain, in the shortest amount of time.


“What I loved about working with livestock is how attuned you become to their cues. It astounded me how observable it was that my energy affected the animals, even just during feeding time. During a harvest, I was aware that every move I made had a direct impact on the animal’s (hopefully brief) experience of what was happening to them. I always felt accountable to the animal, down to the pace of my breath and the weight and steadiness of my hands. I don’t think this is something specific to who I am. I worked with high school students two seasons in a row on a farm where I was able to take them through the rabbit harvest. Most participated by holding a rabbit or using a harvest knife to slice the throat and spinal cord of the rabbit. During both seasons, young people who struggled to demonstrate even the smallest amount of self-control instinctively approached our work with composure they hadn’t shown at any other point in the trip.”
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party. The system successfully obscures its
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