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FOREWORD


BY MIKE LEVENTINI, PRESIDENT OF PETALUMA POULTRY


Poultry. It’s a mainstay of the American diet. It’s the low fat, nutritious, versatile and familiar protein that we all know and love. It’s rich in protein, niacin, vitamin B6 and selenium, helps fight against bone loss, contribute to healthy circulation, support immunity, and even offer protection against cancer and heart disease. Although the mass production of poultry was developed in America, it was only less than a century ago that chickens were bred more for exhibition than consumption. The bird, today well known as a dinner table centerpiece, was once little more than a prized showpiece. It wasn’t until around 1910 that raising chicken for eggs and meat began to trump raising them for show.


In 1928 when Herbert Hoover claimed that if he won the presidential campaign there would be “a chicken in every pot,” Americans were eating an average of only a half-pound of chicken a year. It wasn’t until after World War II that the tides began to change. Food production became more industrialized, and the growing demand and need for affordability led to the implementation of large scale production methods. The farms and processing facilities became bigger and more efficient and the product more affordable to the consumer—keeping the cost of chicken down even in today’s high-priced economy. Houses and cars cost fourteen times what they did fifty years prior, but the price of chicken hasn’t even doubled. As Joel Stein with Time magazine wrote, that helps explain why we eat 150 times as many chickens a year as we did eighty years ago. In fact, according to the National Chicken Council, current chicken consumption per capita is around ninety pounds a year, over half a bird a week. And while chicken was more expensive than steak or lobster one hundred years ago in the United States, it may now be cheaper than the potatoes it’s served with.


I came to learn the impact of free range, vegetarian feed, and antibiotic-free husbandry practices on the quality and taste of poultry...‘you are what you eat,’ began to make a whole lot of sense, as you can taste that adage in every bite.


The low-cost production system came with benefits, such as making poultry more accessible to the average consumer, but it also led to significant issues. Animals were raised in crowded environments, farms became reliant on growth promotants, antibiotics were used as a preventative means to keep livestock healthy, and low-cost feed formulations including animal byproducts became the standard. Unfortunately, animal welfare considerations took a back seat to saving money at what were seen as “factory farms” in the eyes of some consumers, and waterway pollution and employee welfare became issues needing to be addressed.


Not only did the farming methods change, but the form of poultry changed as well. As little as thirty years ago, the majority of poultry was sold as bulk, either whole or cut up. Now, you can buy your poultry in a tray or box, raw or cooked, chopped, formed, sliced or diced. While there have always been birds raised on small farms or in backyards by farmers who have shunned these large-scale methods and kept old fashioned breeds and flavor profiles, it was certainly hard to find them other than at your local farmer’s market.


Numerous food safety issues and a mad cow outbreak later, consumers were forced to care more about how their animals are raised, what happens from the farm to the fork, and what’s behind terms such as free range, organic, antibiotic free, and vegetarian fed.


Similar to John Ash, I grew up around livestock and was involved in 4H and the FFA (Future Farmers of America). My dad is a retired high school agriculture teacher and his small farm is a place of fond memories for me and my children. I’ve been raising poultry for twenty-three years, but it wasn’t until about eight years ago, when I joined the team at Petaluma Poultry, that I learned the saying “a chicken is chicken” is by no means valid.


My career in poultry began with a conventional poultry company that I joined out of college, and I worked there for fifteen years. In the fall of 2003, I received an invitation to move over to Petaluma Poultry. I was married with three young children and I wanted to make sure that the change and tough transition would be worth it. Before I accepted the offer, I came home with a Rocky Free-Range Chicken and a conventional bird. We baked both birds side by side and served them to the family. My reaction to the Rocky bird: Wow! It made me immediately curious to understand the reasons why the flavor and texture were so different.


I’ll give my kids credit. They picked the conventional bird. Of course, they knew that if they picked the Rocky, they would have to move. The winning candidate was more than obvious. I quickly came to learn the impact of free range, vegetarian feed, and antibiotic-free husbandry practices on the quality and taste of poultry. My mom’s motto, “you are what you eat,” began to make a whole lot of sense, as you can taste that adage in every bite.


Our chicken taste test made the decision easy, and the family and I moved to Sonoma County in Northern California. I joined Petaluma Poultry shortly after its founder, Allen Shainsky, had passed away. Chicken husbandry and working the land had been part of Shainsky’s daily life for sixty-nine years until his passing in 2000. His legacy and guiding principles continue to be the foundation for Petaluma Poultry, which still operates much like when it began as a small farm and processing company. I quickly grew an understanding and passion for the way we raise our animals.


In John’s chapter, In Honor of Chickens, he mentions that the best chicken he ever ate was in France and that it had a distinctive flavor. Coincidentally, in the 1980s, Shainsky actually began his quest for developing a bird that had what Bay Area chefs described as the French-style flavor they experienced in their schooling in Europe. Shainsky spent months in Loire Valley in France to learn how to raise poultry the artisanal way.


Upon returning to Petaluma, he and his partner Dick Krengel developed a balanced vegetarian feed without animal by-products and stopped using antibiotics. Instead, they relied on raising birds in roomy, well-ventilated houses with access to free range and applying sound animal husbandry to build immune systems naturally.


In 1999, Rocky the Range Chicken was introduced in the local, Northern California marketplace as the first USDA approved free-range chicken. Shainsky then followed up with Rosie, the first USDA approved organic chicken. Today these birds are sold in all western states, although they still have the strongest following in the local, Northern California market. Produced under the watchful eye of third-party animal welfare certifiers, not only are these chickens raised without antibiotics and animal byproducts and allowed to roam freely outside, they are also provided an “enriched” environment where they can express natural behaviors. It is the attention to detail, ranging from balanced feed rations, bird-focused animal husbandry practices, and welfare prioritized over low-cost that produces a healthy, happy, tasty chicken.


Until recently, your local natural food store, butcher shop, or farmers market was the only place to find animals raised to these standards. However, with the recent consumer awareness of what we are eating and how it was reared, more and more retail chains and club stores are not only carrying these products but enjoying rapid growth.


In addition, there are numerous companies working to adhere to these production methods—not only across the nation, but also across other species of poultry. You can find organic turkeys, ducks, squab, and other game birds at your local market.


There is a Sonoma County/Northern California perspective on agriculture and an appreciation for food that I share closely with John Ash. John represents the mindset of Sonoma County. He appreciates good food, good flavor, organic poultry, and sustainable farming methods.


When I moved to Sonoma County, I too became a foodie. My wife makes her own beer and cheese; we have a garden in the back, and on my cell phone I not only have pictures of my kids, but also of my killer Brandywine tomatoes. What I’ve learned is that once you start eating fresh, good-quality food, you can’t go back. Once you’ve eaten fresh fish, enjoyed fine wine, picked a fresh mushroom under an oak tree, once you’ve eaten organic chicken . . . you’ve crossed over. You can’t eat fast food anymore; you can’t go back to bulk wine in a box.


I’m heartened and happy that John is helping to educate consumers about sustainable farming, and what safety, quality, and good taste mean in regard to poultry—a protein that has become a standard and expected part of the American diet. With the efforts of companies like Petaluma Poultry and the support of chefs like John Ash, I hope there will be an organic chicken in every pot—on every plate—in every kitchen. Life’s simply too short to drink bad wine and eat ordinary chicken.
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INTRODUCTION


Poultry History & Health Benefits


Poultry History


More than three thousand years ago in China, farmers were breeding for food various types of poultry such as ducks, geese, and pigeons. Around the same time, chickens, descendents of the wild red junglefowl in southeast Asia, were being domesticated after people discovered they were quite delicious. Other species such as guinea fowl, partridge, pheasant and quail have similar histories. Guinea hens (or fowl), which originated in Africa, were successfully domesticated and introduced elsewhere as game birds, enjoyed by hunters for both sport and dining pleasure. The same with partridge and quail, which are native to Europe, Asia, and Africa. And the same with the popular ring-necked pheasant, which is native to Asia and Europe, and which was once hunted by cavemen in prehistoric times like other birds that prefer to forage on the ground, such as grouse, partridges, and junglefowl.


In medieval times geese, pheasant, and quail were popular game birds. And the chicken was being raised primarily for cockfighting, particularly in Greece. Cockfighting excited warriors and got them ready for battle. It wasn’t until the arrival of early explorers to the New World that chickens finally made their way to North America.


In the early 1600s, the Native American Wampanoag tribe introduced the turkey to newly arrived Pilgrims. Because many of the Pilgrims were malnourished from their harrowing trip to America, the Indians encouraged the hungry settlers to sample America’s native foods, which included turkey. The first Thanksgiving meal was celebrated in 1621. However, it wasn’t until October 3, 1863, that President Abraham Lincoln declared Thanksgiving an official holiday in the United States, thanks to the beckoning of American writer and editor Sarah Josephea Hale.


Prior to the 1800s, American farms didn’t raise many domesticated birds due to the large amount of wild game available. Farmers didn’t need to spend the money and put in the time raising birds when there were plenty of wild animals to feed upon. But as the United States grew and become more populated, the consumption of some wild birds began to decline as domesticated birds increased in popularity.


During the nineteenth century, around the time cockfighting was outlawed across the United States, more families found themselves raising birds such as chickens, ducks, geese, turkey, and pheasant. Chickens were the dominate domesticated birds because of their consistent egg production. The Dominique variety—a medium-size chicken with black-and-white feathers and yellow legs—was the most popular chicken at the time. The Dominique, also known as Pilgrim Fowl, was a descendant of early colonial chickens. At the turn of the century, though, many farmers were losing interest in the Dominique variety. New Asiatic breeds and strains were being developed by scientists. Naturally, these experiments and discoveries by early scientists drove the expansion of the breeding industry, and bird consumption continued to rise as a result. Meanwhile, around the 1870s, game birds such as the Pekin duck found their way to America from China. It’s believed the Pekin was first introduced in San Francisco before making its way to the East coast.


Scientists were also discovering around this time that red meat was high in LDL cholesterol, which increases the risk of heart disease, due to large amounts of saturated fats and the use of preservatives in processed meat. Naturally, poultry was soon evaluated as a healthy and safe alternative to red meat, which remains true to this day. This is because poultry is loaded with essential vitamins and minerals, including the cancer-preventative B vitamin, niacin. A four-ounce serving of chicken, for example, provides more than 70 percent of the daily value for niacin. A five-ounce serving of turkey provides about half the recommended daily allowance of folic acid and is a good source of potassium, vitamin B, B1, B6, and zinc, which helps keep the bad cholesterol down, strengthens the immune system, and aids in fighting off disease. Studies show that niacin-rich foods, like poultry, also help to protect against Alzheimer’s. Other essential vitamins and minerals found in poultry include vitamin A, vitamin D, calcium, iron, potassium, and phosphorous.


Meat from duck and geese were also studied and the results were positive. Such birds are healthy for the human body and loaded with essential vitamins and minerals, but they do need more prep work in the kitchen. For example, most duck meat, which is low in sodium and high in protein, comes from the breast and legs, which tend to be fattier than chicken. This is because ducks are waterfowl, and to keep warm, their bodies have developed an insulating layer of thick fat between the skin and the meat. For healthy dishes, and to reduce the amount of saturated fat in your diet, both the skin and fat from a duck should be removed prior to eating. The same principle applies to goose meat, which is also low in sodium and high in protein. The skin is high in saturated fats and should be removed prior to consumption.


Early studies also proved birds like pheasant to be low in sodium and a good source of protein and vitamins and minerals including niacin, phosphorous, selenium, vitamin B6, and B12. However, unlike other poultry, pheasant is high in LDL cholesterol. The same holds true for guinea fowl and quail meat, which are also packed with essential vitamins and minerals but are high in the bad cholesterol. Of course, wild game meat is better for you than processed meats, as wild birds have not been injected with any hormones, steroids, or artificial preservatives. But just because it’s wild doesn’t mean you have to stop paying close attention to what you’re eating.


[image: The ring-necked pheasant is a colorful and delicious game bird.]
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With “white meat” being touted as a better alternative to red meat, poultry marketing campaigns began encouraging Americans, who were becoming more health conscious, to make the switch. Better home appliances also made preparing a variety of poultry at home relatively easy. This new “white meat” movement led to a rapid rise in poultry production. In 1954, the National Broiler Council (now the National Chicken Council) formed to increase consumer demand for chicken poultry. Five years later, the federal inspection of poultry meat became mandatory. As Americans were now consuming chicken at such a high rate, new safety standards and production guidelines had to be implemented to ensure that what was being fed to Americans was safe and was being inspected before it reached the consumer. When environmental pioneers during the ’60s questioned the negative aspects of factory-farmed poultry, federal inspections were even more important, especially when it involved the public’s—and the birds’—well being. While the government was doing its part, poultry continued to be produced in mass numbers.


According to D’Artagnan, a specialty company raising all-natural and organic game birds, the Muscovy duck has less fat and less calories per pound than turkey.


With the invention of the popular “buffalo wings” in the mid-1960s and more fast food chains adding chicken to their menus, poultry rapidly grew into a billion-dollar industry. Throughout the 1970s, fast food chains like Kentucky Fried Chicken and Popeye’s encouraged Americans to keep eating poultry, primarily chicken. In the ’80s, animal activists knew little about poultry and how the birds were raised and processed, so consumption trumped what was going on behind the scenes. Today, the poultry industry continues to increase as the United States’—and the world’s—population continues to expand and consume more poultry at the table.


Presently, only a few strains of birds dominate today’s market, and only a handful of companies are responsible for the majority of the broiler chickens, laying hens, and turkey production in the world. Flocks are now as large as 350,000 hens or more, and, according to the American Meat Institute, the average American consumes almost ninety pounds of poultry per year. Popular duck species include the Pekin (the most consumed in the United States), the Muscovy (originating from South America and considered the leanest duck breed), and the Moulard (a cross between a Pekin and Muscovy, not to be confused with the Mallard). According to the USDA, nearly thirty million ducks were eaten in the United States in 2010. The rich foie gras, or “fattened liver,” typically comes from the Moulard duck.


The leading producers of poultry are China, the Russian Federation, the United States, Brazil, Japan, and Mexico.









Did you Know?


Humans and animals need protein to maintain adequate health and strength. Our cell structure is built on protein. We derive our amino acids from protein. Poultry meat, primarily the breast, that has been properly skinned is very lean, low in fat, and contains high-quality protein. Just four ounces of chicken, for instance, provides almost 70 percent of the daily value for protein for the average person.


Studies have found that skinless poultry plays a vital role in human growth and development, can help overweight and obese people lose weight fast, and can even help slow the aging process. Scientists have found in poultry the anti-aging mineral selenium, which works as an antioxidant to help strengthen the immune system. In older people, protein from poultry can help prevent bone loss, particularly in the hip and spine.










Poultry has long been a staple in people’s diets and today we continue to discover and learn how healthy it is for us. Because we live in a country that cares about the environment and the well-being of the animals we produce, there is no shortage of organic, free-range, and chemical-free poultry on the market. The next time you are craving a steak, give your heart a break and consider a nice piece of juicy poultry. You’ll feel better knowing you’re fueling your body with essential proteins while reducing your saturated fat and cholesterol intake.


The Sustainable Poultry Movement


Free range, pasture raised, cage free, vegetarian fed, antibiotic free, non-factory farmed, organic, air chilled—a trip through today’s meat section at the supermarket seems to require a degree in agriculture and maybe experience working on a poultry farm. What are these terms? Are they important? Do I need to alter my cooking methods? Most importantly, which poultry should I really be eating?


With enthusiasm for poultry dishes at an all-time high and overnight airfreight shrinking the globe, professionals and home cooks are faced with an array of choices like never before. It is no longer a world of generic chicken and eggs and generic poultry recipes. In today’s environmental and health conscious world, chefs and consumers would like to know more about what they are eating, while making it look and taste delicious on the plate.


What is the “best” poultry one can buy?


In order to explore this all-important question, we must first understand the terms that help define the word “best.”


Organic Poultry


Organic foods are not limited to just fruits and vegetables. You can also buy organic poultry.


Organic-certified poultry are birds that are not treated with growth hormones or other non-veterinary medicine on a regular and consistent basis, which is often the case with non-organic poultry. Organic poultry are fed an organic diet, consisting of cereals, vegetable proteins, vitamins and minerals, and a small amount of fish meal. To be completely organic, birds must be fed a diet containing ingredients that have been grown or produced organically, without any artificial fertilizers or pesticides. Vegetarian feed often falls into this category.


Organic poultry, like free-range or pasture-raised poultry, must have access to the outdoors so the birds are able to freely roam outside, and not be contained or restrained indoors.


National Organic Standards Board


Poultry producers who meet the standards set by the USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) National Organic Program are entitled to label their products as “USDA Certified Organic.”









Sustainability


According to Sustainable Table (www.sustainabletable.org), a product can be considered sustainable if its production enables the resources from which it was made to continue to be available for future generations. A sustainable product can thus be created repeatedly without generating negative environmental effects, without causing waste products to accumulate as pollution, and without compromising the well-being of workers or communities. Many different agricultural techniques can be utilized to help make food production more sustainable. The drawback of the term sustainable is that the term lacks a clear-cut, universally-accepted, enforceable definition—thus it can be interpreted in different ways. It is more of a philosophy or way of life than a label.
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backyard poultry: Traditional, Sustainable and Environmentally-Friendly.
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According to the World’s Healthiest Foods, skinned chicken breast has less than half the fat of a trimmed T-bone steak. The fat in chicken is also less saturated than beef fat.


According to the USDA, “Organic food is produced by farmers who emphasize the use of renewable resources and the conservation of soil and water to enhance environmental quality for future generations. Organic poultry and egg products come from birds that are given no antibiotics or growth hormones. Organic food is produced without using most conventional pesticides; fertilizers made with synthetic ingredients or sewage sludge; bioengineering; or ionizing radiation. Before a product can be labeled ‘organic,’ a Government-approved certifier inspects the farm where the food is grown to make sure the farmer is following all the rules necessary to meet USDA organic standards. Companies that handle or process organic food before it gets to your local supermarket or restaurant must be certified, too.”


Free Range and Pasture Raised


According to the USDA, free-range and pasture-raised poultry, including cage-free hens raised for egg production, must have access to the outside to receive a “Free Range” certification.


“Free Range” means the birds are able to roam freely outdoors and are not contained or restrained without the ability to nest, roost, and share space according to their natural behavior. The definition of the free roaming space is somewhat limited because of commonly used perimeter fencing that is necessary to keep birds from wandering off the property. In addition, the USDA does not define the size of the freely roaming space, nor does it specify a particular amount of time the birds are allowed outside. There’s also no definition for “outside,” which means a free-range environment could include thousands of birds crowded inside a shed with a single exit leading to an outdoor strip of dirt or gravel, and not the grassy range we all picture on our grandfather’s farm or ranch.


“Pasture Raised” is similar to Free Range, but the birds are free to roam outside on an ongoing basis throughout their lives—similar to what you would find on a rural farm. Notable author Joel Salatin created the term “Pastured Poultry,” which simply means the poultry (in his case broiler chickens) are raised outside on grass pastures all of their lives, helping to reduce the carbon footprint.


Factory-Farmed Poultry


“Factory-farmed” poultry is what most Americans are eating today. Because the United States—and the world—purchases and consumes so much poultry, primarily chicken and turkey, supply must be able to keep up with the high demand. Introduce the factory farm. These modern-day, large-scale farming facilities produce the highest output of poultry at the lowest cost because they rely on a system that includes raising the most animals as quick as possible in the smallest area to maximize space and profit. The problem is, as many might agree, such birds are devoid of a healthy way of life.


Factory-farmed poultry, like much of the mass-produced chicken and turkey available on the market today, are kept indoors in a densely populated shed under artificial lights to encourage them to eat more and sleep less. They are placed in cramped conditions with less than half a square foot of space for each bird (three square feet for turkey). After hatching, the birds often have part of their beaks removed (turkeys also have their toes clipped) without anesthesia to minimize injury due to aggression with other birds. The birds are never allowed outdoors and are unable to roam, scratch, or coexist with other birds like the organic and free-range birds.


[image: The average weight for turkeys purchased for Thanksgiving is sixteen pounds.]
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Today’s mass produced birds like “broiler” chickens (chickens raised for their flesh) are bred to gain weight as fast as possible. They are fed inexpensive food along with supplements to prevent illness and encourage rapid growth. In fact, such birds have been genetically altered to grow twice as fast as they would in their natural environment. Because these birds grow so rapidly, their internal organs are under a lot of strain, resulting in congestive heart failure and a high mortality rate. Many of these birds have leg disorders, as their limbs are unable to support their abnormally heavy bodies. The same holds true for turkeys, which have been genetically manipulated to produce extraordinarily large breasts to meet today’s demand. Many birds raised in these unfortunate conditions also die from dehydration, heat stroke, and infectious disease. Because of the high volume of accumulated waste, ammonia levels are also high, which burns the birds’ skin and eyes. To control the spread of diseases in such crowded living conditions, factory-farmed birds are given antibiotics and pesticides to ward off attacks.


A healthy barn will typically have one-fourth of the chickens eating, one-fourth drinking, one-fourth sleeping, and one-fourth walking around and exploring.


Today, many Americans, particularly animal activists, agree that factory-farmed poultry is cruel and inhumane. Factory farms, on the other hand, believe their highly efficient system saves land and food resources while the birds are looked after in state-of-the-art facilities.


Without question, visiting a farm and slaughterhouse is the only surefire way to know exactly how the birds are being raised and processed before they hit your plate.


Air-Chilled Poultry


Air-chilling poultry is a practice that is slowly catching on in the American poultry industry. The words “Air-Chilled Poultry” are appearing on packaged poultry like chicken at various supermarkets. This term refers to an improved process for rapidly reducing the internal temperature of slaughtered birds after they come out of hot water tanks which are used to remove the feathers. Instead of being plunged in ice-water baths after they’ve been plucked (also a contributing factor to the meat retaining water as often noted on packaging), birds are quickly chilled in air chambers—similar to giant refrigerators—to reduce the growth of bacteria; hence the name air-chilled poultry. With less retained water and less chance for salmonella transmission, air-chilled poultry is a step in the right direction.


Behind the Poultry Processing Scene


Presently, there are about three hundred companies with a combined annual revenue of $50 billion that make up the US poultry processing industry. Fifty of the top companies account for more than 90 percent of the revenue.


Once factory-farmed poultry is ready for market, the birds are trucked in crates from the facility to the slaughterhouse regardless of weather conditions. Many birds are injured en route or die from the stress of the journey. At the slaughterhouse, the birds become part of an assembly line. They are shackled upside down by their feet and electrically stunned. Their throats are cut, and they are plunged into scalding-hot water to remove their feathers.


Recently, some slaughterhouses have switched to a more humane way of dispatching the birds: gassing. They use carbon dioxide to gently render the birds unconscious before enduring the conventional slaughter methods. Gassing the birds also protects the meat as there is less stress, bruising, and breaking of wings. According to Petaluma Poultry, the nation’s leading natural chicken producer, gassing is a great system.


Perhaps one day other slaughterhouses will update their methods, forcing the poultry industry to gradually switch over so flocks are raised, transported, and processed as humanely as possible.


New Animal Welfare Rating System


Recently, Whole Foods Market implemented a new animal welfare system for its meats and other livestock products to help improve the lives of farm animals. In coordination with the nonprofit Global Animal Partnership, Whole Foods’s five-step rating system ranges from step 1 (animals aren’t crowded in cages or crates) to the highest tier (step 5+), where animals spend their entire lives on the same farm. Color coded tags let shoppers know how various products are rated.


How Does Global Animal Partnership’s 5-Step Animal Welfare Rating Standards Program Work?


Each Step builds on the previous one for ever-higher welfare for the animals. In essence, Step 1 prohibits cages and crates. Step 2 requires environmental enrichment; Step 3, meaningful outdoor access; Step 4, pasture-centered production; Step 5, an animal-centered approach with all physical alterations prohibited; and, finally, Step 5+, animals spend their lives on an integrated farm.


Following is a snapshot of some of the Step-differentiated requirements:


[image: Reprinted with permission from Global Animal Partnership, www.globalanimalpartnership.org]
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Game Birds


There are also farms in America that specialize in raising all-natural and organic game birds for our culinary pleasure, including duck, goose, guinea hen, pheasant, quail, squab, and others. One such company is D’Artagnan from New Jersey. This company, like other sustainable poultry farms, raises its birds on natural foods and fresh clean water, and in open environments that offer protection from poor weather conditions. D’Artagnan does not use antibiotics, growth hormones, artificial preservatives, or animal byproducts. They firmly believe that small farms owned and operated by single families who believe in sustainable farming methods lead to better care and management of their animals.


Some culinary game species such as grouse, partridge, and wood pigeon are truly wild and can be found foraging in natural environments. Through estate hunts organized exclusively for farms like D’Artagnan, these wild game birds are obtained and processed at food inspector–supervised facilities. The birds are then shipped immediately, ensuring the freshest game birds possible.


Well-Raised Game Birds


Ducks should be raised in a large, clean, well-ventilated and well-lit barn, be fed vegetarian diets, and be given fresh, clean water. They should not be individually caged but allowed to roam free-range outdoors. They should also not be given any antibiotics, steroids, or growth hormones, and they should be allowed the opportunity to fully mature.


[image: Domestic geese are grown commercially for meat due to their large size and fast growth.]
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Geese should be raised in small flocks in a large, clean, well-ventilated and well-lit barn before being released to free-range outdoors with access to fresh, clean water. Like ducks, geese should be fed a vegetarian-based diet and should not be given any growth stimulants or antibiotics. They should also not be de-beaked or de-toed.


Guinea Hen should be able to roam and nest on the ground, in a free-flight environment, just like they do in their native habitat. They should be given a vegetarian-based diet with fresh, clean water and no antibiotics, steroids, or growth hormones.


Pheasant, like their relative the Guinea Hen, should be raised in an outdoor free-flight environment while being naturally fed on a vegetarian diet with fresh, clean water available.


Similar to the birds above, quail like a large, clean, well-ventilated and well-lit barn as well as being able to free-range/free-fly. They should be given a vegetarian based diet with fresh, clean water and no antibiotics, steroids, or growth hormones.


Squab, also referred to as baby pigeons, should be farm raised in an all-natural environment, be fed an all-natural vegetarian diet with fresh, clean water, and be given no antibiotics, steroids, or growth hormones.


Wild Turkey, similar to geese, should be raised in a large, clean, well-ventilated and well-lit barn. They should also be able to free-range outdoors, allowing them to grow at their own pace, and they should be given a vegetarian-based diet with fresh, clean water and no antibiotics, steroids, or growth hormones.


Selecting Your Poultry


We ask again, what is the “best” poultry you can buy?


Organic versus Nonorganic. Free range versus factory farmed. Conventional versus air chilled. Vegetarian fed versus non-vegetarian fed. As you can see there are many determining factors that need to be considered. For those who prefer to eat meat that is humanely and sustainably farmed, the answer seems clear—select a bird that is organic and free range as opposed to factory farmed.


But what about quality and taste? If home cooks are being encouraged to change their buying patterns with the hope that consumer demand will support more ecological sound and humane poultry practices, shouldn’t there be a noticeable difference in the quality and taste of the birds? Especially when these more environmentally-friendly options are considerably more expensive?


Simple At-Home Taste Test


Curious if one can actually taste the difference between environmentally friendly poultry and poultry that is factory-farmed, we conducted a simple, at-home taste test using average boneless skinless fryer breasts chosen at random from various supermarkets. We chose this cut because this is one of the most widely consumed poultry products on the market.


The Chicken Breast Participants:


1. Sweetwater Creek Air-Chilled Organic Chicken distributed by Pitman Family Farms. No added water, no antibiotics, free-range and a vegetarian diet. Price per pound: $11.00.


2. Metropolitan Market 100% Natural Free Range Chicken. No animal by-products, no antibiotics, no growth hormones, no artificial ingredients, minimally processed with a natural all-vegetarian diet. Price per pound: $8.00.


3. Whole Foods Market Fresh Organic Chicken distributed by Draper Valley Farms. Produced exclusively for Whole Foods Market. No antibiotics, no preservatives, vegetarian diet. May contain up to 4 percent retained water. Price per pound: $8.00.


4. Foster Farms All Natural Chicken. No added hormones, no added steroids, no added salt (although it is not a sodium-free food), minimally processed, no preservatives or additives, and may contain up to 2 percent retained water. Foster Farms says they are committed to producing the safest, most wholesome, highest quality and delicious poultry on the market. The fine print on their website, however, reveals their poultry are not fed an all-vegetarian diet; they are neither “caged” nor “free-range”; and antibiotics are being used. Price per pound: $6.50.


5. Albertson’s Signature All Natural Premium Best Cuts Chicken. No artificial ingredients, no preservatives, no added hormones, minimally processed but may contain up to 3 percent retained water. Price per pound: $5.00.


Here we have five different fresh boneless, skinless fryer breasts ranging from $5.00 per pound to $11.00. Is the $11.00 chicken really the “best” because it’s the most expensive? We thought we’d taste and see.


All five breasts were cooked on a hot grill without any salt, pepper, flavoring, or seasonings. All were cooked at the same temperature and removed when properly cooked.


The results are on the following page.


[image: ]


Our home cooks rated the fresh boneless, skinless fryer breasts, from best tasting to least favorite, and the information was calculated. The top three “best tasting” according to our home cooks are:


• Metropolitan Market


• Whole Foods Market


• Foster Farm


The adage “you get what you pay for” seems to hold up to a certain degree. The least expensive chicken breast, Albertson’s in this case, did not make the top three, while the Metropolitan Market, second in price, ranked the highest. The most expensive of the four, Sweetwater Creek Air-Chilled Organic Chicken, didn’t make the top three, while the second-lowest-price chicken, from Foster Farms, came in third.


Granted, this was a simple “backyard” test with no lab, test tubes, or microscopes. It was far from scientific, but for the average home cook returning home from a long day’s work and stopping at the supermarket to purchase some quick and easy boneless, skinless chicken breasts to cook for dinner, the test proved useful. It proves—from an average home cook’s point of view—that paying the most per pound for boneless skinless chicken breasts does not necessarily translate to better tasting poultry. In fact, during our taste test, none of the home cooks were able to visually differentiate between which breast came from a free-range bird and which one did not.


Unlike seafood where there are visual and taste differences between certain farm-raised and wild-caught species, there do not seem to be clear indicators in our example (other than price) to help differentiate between various kinds of boneless skinless chicken breasts.


In regards to taste, the price per pound does not appear to be an issue. However, some consumers are more concerned for the birds and are willing to pay a premium to encourage humane treatment. The same holds true for healthier products we put into our bodies. Preferring to avoid poultry that may be laden with antibiotics, steroids, or growth hormones, which may have a negative impact on one’s health, consumers find it is worth a little extra money to pay for birds that roam free outside and are fed a better diet, rather than birds injected with chemicals. But does this translate to better-tasting poultry? Perhaps.


Micro-Flocks and Backyard Poultry


For home cooks who are interested in taking “organic, free-range, non-factory–farmed poultry” one step further, consider raising your own “micro-flock,” or “backyard poultry.” These terms describe the practice of raising a small number of hens (a dozen or fewer) in suburban or urban residential communities. Today, thousands of people across the country are starting their very own backyard flocks (primarily chickens). Even celebrities like Martha Stewart are getting in on the action. Backyard poultry provides families with fresh, nutritious eggs and meat, while poultry manure feeds the soil and is excellent in gardens. Domesticated birds can also help control the insect population around your home, and birds such as chickens will often consume most table scraps and leftover food. There’s even a magazine devoted to the subject (Backyard Poultry), so you can learn everything you need to know about breed selection, housing, management, health and nutrition, and other topics of interest to better raise poultry on a small scale.


Of course, backyard poultry isn’t for everyone, but for those who love to watch their birds forage in the grass, roam outside, bask in the sun and take in fresh air, you cannot get any more traditional, sustainable, and environmentally friendly than eating fresh eggs and meat from poultry you raised yourself.









Closer Inspection: Organic Pioneers


Petaluma Poultry is the nation’s leading natural chicken producer and the first certified organic chicken producer. They’ve been called the “purest, cleanest, antibiotic-free, humanely-raised chicken available today,” by San Francisco’s Bay Area food press. Their mission: offering healthier chicken choices to consumers.


Founded in 1920, Petaluma Poultry is the brainchild of Allen Shainsky, who grew up in the chicken business and started working on his family’s chicken ranch at age six. Taking a break only to attend college and receive a degree in poultry husbandry from the University of California at Berkley, Allen returned to the family farm and eventually grew the backyard company into Petaluma Poultry. During the building of a feed mill to provide the highest quality feed for his chickens, Shainsky and Petaluma Poultry faced stiff competition from rivals Foster Farms and Zackey Farms. But Petaluma prevailed. Allen and his dedicated team were visionaries and far ahead of their time. It’s no surprise Allen was a self-proclaimed “poultry king” with a passion for poultry. He spent fifteen years working on an organic chicken farm. He always believed in growing the best tasting poultry by implementing 100 percent organic practices: no antibiotics, no pesticides, and no animal by-products in the feed, and only high-quality animal husbandry—free range, sustainable farming, and a stress free environment. According to Allen, “It’s not important to me how much quantity we’re putting out. What gets me excited is our flavor and quality.” Today, Petaluma Poultry, believing it’s their corn-based vegetarian feed that produces the exceptional flavor of its prized chickens, continues to operate just like Allen would want, producing the highest quality and best tasting organic and natural chicken on the market.


“Mom always said you are what you eat, so it makes sense that chickens taste like what they eat,” Petaluma Poultry










Proper Handling & Storage


We’ve all seen the cooking programs on television where the chef is preparing a poultry dish and he or she is washing everything in sight—the knife, the cutting board, the kitchen counter, their hands. Are these chefs germophobes? No, they’re simply demonstrating the proper handling of poultry in the kitchen.


Because raw poultry can produce harmful bacteria, such as salmonella, any contact with raw poultry or anything it has touched—the knife, the cutting board, the kitchen counter, other foods, even your hands—can result in cross contaminations, or the transfer of harmful bacteria. The end result can be food poisoning. And anyone who has ever experienced food poisoning will tell you it is not a pleasant experience.


Washing everything that comes in contact with raw poultry with hot soapy water is a must to keep your kitchen area clean and safe from food-borne illness. For example, let’s say you’re making a chicken stir-fry. You just cut up your raw chicken on a cutting board. It’s now time to chop the vegetables. Do not chop on the same cutting board using the same knife without washing them (and your hands) with hot soapy water first.


Just as you should be concerned with handling raw poultry, the same is true of cooking and consuming raw poultry. Unlike other meats, such as beef or seafood, there is no such thing as “chicken or turkey tartare.” Poultry should never be undercooked or consumed raw because salmonella can still be present. Always cook your poultry completely before eating (internal temperatures should be at least 165°F), and never partially cook poultry with the plan to finish cooking it later.


Here are some other important tips when handling and preparing poultry:


• Do not baste poultry with any marinade the raw poultry was sitting in. After marinating the meat, discard the marinade and do not reuse.


• Do not put cooked poultry on any plate or serving dish that contained raw poultry, unless the plate or platter has been washed with hot soapy water.


• Do not freeze poultry that has been stuffed.


• Do not refrigerate or freeze hot poultry. The meat should cool completely then be wrapped or placed in an airtight container.


It is very important to use good judgment and get yourself into a routine when it comes to handling, storing, and cooking poultry at home. Such efforts will help reduce the growth of bacteria, such as salmonella, keeping your friends and family safe and healthy while enjoying your delicious meal.


If you’re like many Americans, you will buy more poultry than you will need for that night’s meal. You will plan to prepare some that night while freezing the rest for later. Let’s first look at the best ways to freeze poultry.


Freezing Poultry


Packaged poultry, such as boneless, skinless chicken breasts, tenders, or drumsticks, can be frozen in the package. You should do this immediately after unpacking the groceries, or at least forty-eight hours from when you purchase the chicken. If you have a family-size package and live alone, you may want to divide the meat into smaller serving amounts to make thawing more convenient for later meals. There’s nothing worse than deciding to defrost some poultry for two, but when you go to retrieve the meat from the freezer, you realized you had frozen the entire family pack of two dozen breasts. And trying to chip off two or three pieces from the frozen block isn’t the most efficient method.


Before you portion the poultry, make sure your work area is ready. Have several large pieces of plastic wrap cut and at the ready and have some sealable freezer bags open and ready. (You don’t want to have to fumble with the plastic wrap and freezer bags with chicken-y hands.) Portion out the meat on a large cutting board. Tightly wrap as much as you think you’ll need for a later meal in plastic wrap. Place the wrapped chicken in a freezer bag. It’s best to double wrap for added protection. Make sure all the air is pressed out of the bag. You can roll the bag, use a straw to suck out the air, or you can submerge the bag containing the poultry in water to help “push out the air” before sealing, just make sure no water gets in the bag. It is important you remove as much air as you can, giving your freezer bag a “vacuum sealed” look. The air causes ice crystals to form on the meat, which results in freezer burn and discolored and tasteless poultry. Most freezer bags also have a place where you can write the date, reminding you of when you froze the poultry. Generally, poultry holds up in the freezer for about two months.


Defrosting Poultry


When it comes to defrosting poultry, rushing the process can result in harmful bacteria-riddled meat.


The safest defrosting method is to transfer the poultry to the refrigerator and wait for a day. The cold temperatures (below 40°F) reduce the threat of bacteria while the poultry defrosts at a constant temperature. If you are like most home cooks, though, you may have decided to cook poultry at the last minute. So what can you do if you do not have the time to defrost the meat in the refrigerator?


For starters, never defrost poultry in hot water, in the sun, or on the counter for more than two hours. These methods are unsafe and can result in salmonella poisoning.


When the meat begins to thaw, the internal temperature rises. According to the USDA, anything warmer than 40°F can cause bacteria that may have been present in the poultry before freezing to multiply rapidly.


Instead, the best ways to defrost poultry at the last minute are:


Cold Water Defrosting


Place the frozen poultry in a sealed, watertight plastic bag. If you’re cooking a small piece, you can place it under cold running water. Otherwise, submerge the bag in cold water, changing the water about every thirty minutes to ensure the water stays cold. The water must be kept cold at all times. When defrosted, cook the poultry immediately, and do not refreeze.


Microwave Defrosting


Thanks to modern technology, many of the new microwaves on the market have a “poultry defrost” setting. Use the defrost setting if you have one because you want to do exactly that—defrost—and not cook your poultry. Sometimes, areas of the poultry will get excessively warm or even cook during the defrost stage. Because of this, it is important to cook the poultry immediately, and do not refreeze.


Cooking Without Defrosting


This is your last ditch effort if you must cook poultry, and you didn’t have time to properly defrost the meat. It is safe, according to the USDA, to cook poultry from the frozen state, but obviously it will take longer.


Fresh Poultry


According to the USDA, fresh poultry is defined as any raw poultry product that has never been subject to temperatures below 26°F. If it has, then the label “frozen” or “previously frozen” must be applied.


Look for the “USDA Grade A” seal or label. It means the poultry was governmentally inspected. The packaging should be unbroken or unsealed.


When purchasing fresh poultry, the package should always feel cold to the touch. When removed from any packaging, the poultry should smell fresh and not feel slimy at all. If your poultry just feels slimy, it may have spoiled. If it feels slimy and smells bad, throw it away.


For poultry you don’t intend to freeze, simply store the meat in its original packaging in the refrigerator. If you prefer to remove the poultry from the packaging, tightly wrap the poultry in plastic wrap or place in an airtight container before putting it into the fridge. Also, don’t forget to keep an eye on the expiration date.


Helpful Hint: Store the poultry on the bottom shelf of the refrigerator. If any drips of water or juices leak from the package, they won’t contaminate other foods. Better yet, store the poultry in a separate drawer in the refrigerator, especially if you have an empty drawer that’s not being used for, say, fruit or vegetables.


The Expiration Date


When purchasing poultry from the supermarket, make a point to observe the expiration date on the package. The date is often accompanied by the words “Sell By” or “Use Before.” Markets often like to move poultry with the earliest expiration dates to the front of the counter or shelf while placing the later expiration dated poultry in the back. The theory is the hurried shopper will whisk by the poultry aisle, grab some chicken, for example, and move on, never stopping to check the date. If you don’t plan on cooking the poultry that night, it’s best to take a moment and select a package with a later expiration date, allowing you more time to store the meat before it expires. If you plan on freezing the poultry right away, you don’t have to worry so much about the expiration date, as long as it hasn’t passed.


Poultry Cooking Methods in This Book


With deliciously photographed food magazines whetting our appetites and television channels devoting themselves to the subject, we’re living in a world where cooking is applauded not as a household chore but as a fun and enjoyable event in the kitchen shared by the entire family. That also translates to many exciting methods to use for food preparation. For those of you who have always relied on the microwave or oven, it’s time to spread your wings and try some other forms for cooking your bird.


HOME STORAGE OF CHICKEN PRODUCTS


[image: ]


Braising and Stewing


Braising is when you cook a large piece of poultry (such as a breast or half a chicken) over low heat in a sizable pot with enough liquid to partially cover. To add flavor to the food, chopped vegetables such as carrots, celery, and onion (known as mirepoix) are often used. While cooking using this method, the pot is covered so the liquid doesn’t evaporate. With stewing, the only difference is the meat is cut in smaller pieces and cooked in enough liquid to cover the poultry.


Grilling, Barbecuing, and Broiling


These are very popular cooking methods that use intense direct heat to cook tender cuts of poultry. When grilling or barbecuing, the heat source (often charcoal or briquettes) comes from below, and is considered a somewhat healthy way of cooking since the fat drips off the meat and into the fire. Be careful of flare-ups however, and make sure the cuts of poultry are not too thick or they will char on the outside before the center has a chance to fully cook. One way to avoid flare-ups and charring is to use indirect heat, in which the coals or fire are moved to one side of the grill and the meat is placed on the grate on the opposite side of the grill. This eliminates flare-ups, and the indirect heat allows the meat to cook evenly without the exterior getting burned to a crisp in the process. Although grilling and barbecue are often used interchangeably, a traditional barbecue uses low heat and a lot of smoke and cooks for a much longer period of time than grilling. Broiling, like grilling, uses a high heat, but the primary difference is that the heat source comes directly from above. A broiling pan is a special pan with a grill pan that fits inside. The grill pan has holes in it to allow the fat drippings to fall into the pan below, and, like grilling, you need to continually monitor the poultry as you cook to avoid burning.
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