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There is not enough darkness in all the world to put out the light of even one small candle.

—Robert Alden






Introduction

Opening the Gate




About eight miles along Route 23, just west of the village of Watkins Glen in the Finger Lakes region of New York State, you crest the brow of a hill and see a glistening lake and green valleys spread before you. A county road sign directs you to turn left onto Aikens Road, which soon becomes a dirt lane bordered by trees that lead to the ten-thousand-acre Sugar Hill State Forest. This forest was cleared to create farmland in the 1800s, but by the Depression of the 1930s farmers could no longer make a living—partly because the valuable topsoil had eroded or washed away—so New York State repurchased the land and replanted it with the trees you see there today.

Following that dirt road around a corner, you leave the forest and the land opens to reveal red barns of various sizes, one white house, and grassy fields. Walking from the parking lot up the rutted path to the entrance, you’ll see what you imagine a farm should look like—the kind many of us thought of as we sang “Old McDonald Had a Farm” as children. There are pastures and haybines and balers, manure spreaders and tractors, parked in covered barns or being pulled or driven by farmhands. Much of the year, you can see cows and sheep grazing on the hillsides, while nearer to the barns you can spot pigs rooting in the soil and wallowing in mud holes. The roosters keep a careful eye on the hens as they peck at the soil, groom, cluck, and enjoy the sun. The smell of cut grass and the aroma of wildflowers from the meadows are in the air. There’s something unusual about this farm. It differs from most “modern” farms in the United States. For one thing, this farm welcomes visitors. Not far from the main entrance are three bed-and-breakfast cabins where guests can stay and a large building nearby that’s called the People Barn.

But the surest indication that this farm is different is a sign by the gate: YOU ARE NOW ENTERING THE ANIMALS’ SANCTUARY. PLEASE REMEMBER THAT YOU ARE A GUEST IN THEIR HOME. This is the way into Farm Sanctuary, which I co-founded in 1986, and which has since grown from an idea into a national organization and, I hope, into a growing movement of conscience.

A New Kind of Farm

Our idea was to help prevent “factory farming” and give refuge to its victims, especially the animals so weak or sickly that even the slaughterhouses did not want them. Over the last two decades, Farm Sanctuary has rescued and cared for thousands of animals. Most were sick, abused, or left for dead. Others were abandoned by farmers unable to cope with the demands of their business. Some were rescued after a hurricane or a tornado, while several escaped from slaughterhouses and needed a place of safety. Goats, pigs, sheep, cows, chickens, turkeys, geese, ducks, and the occasional donkey and rabbit have found their way to our sanctuaries in rural New York, about twenty miles from the city of Ithaca, and in Orland, California, north of Sacramento.

With over a dozen barns at each shelter, hundreds of acres of pasture, and round-the-clock attention, every sanctuary animal receives the best of care. For the first time in their lives, animals who have known only the worst of the world—fear and isolation and pain—suddenly find themselves in clean, spacious, straw-filled barns, getting their first taste of nourishing food, veterinary care, and human compassion.

Farm Sanctuary is unusual not only because the animals who live there have been removed from the food chain—they’re no longer being fed and raised for profit or shipped to slaughter once they’ve reached a certain weight or age. We’re unusual because at the shelter the animals are free to come and go from the barns and the pastures as they please. Almost all of what you’ll see on a typical day at Farm Sanctuary has vanished from the American landscape, just like most traditional family farms. Although it’s been a while since most Americans had any real connection with farm life, many of us still have romantic notions of how our food is made. We think of small family farms where hardworking people plow the fields, care for animals in barnyards and pastures, and scratch out a difficult but honorable livelihood.

Early on we realized that our role as a refuge could be only a small part of what had to be done. We knew we could rescue or house only a tiny fraction of the billions of animals killed for food in the United States. We knew we had to go “upstream” and stop the cruelty at its source, to reduce the number of abused, injured, or sick animals who came our way. As a result of Farm Sanctuary’s efforts over two decades, stockyards and slaughterhouses have been convicted of cruelty to animals, laws have been passed banning abusive factory farming practices, and national news stories have begun to expose the cruelty of industrialized animal agriculture. At the same time, thousands of suffering animals have been rescued from abuse, and given a decent life.

The reality is that over the past fifty years farming has become a mega-industry worth hundreds of billions of dollars each year. Today animals raised for food are confined indoors, away from the fields and the sun, into concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), or more accurately factory farms. What makes them factories is that the animals are kept in vast sheds akin to warehouses. Their lives are highly controlled, and the processes of feeding, watering, treatment, and waste removal are heavily mechanized. Far from being treated as individuals with needs, feelings, and desires, as countless researchers and centuries of firsthand experience have demonstrated, the animals have become merely like so many car parts, units of production. Cows, pigs, sheep, chickens, ducks, and turkeys are confined by the hundreds and thousands in cages, crates, or crowded pens. They are fattened with antibiotic-laced feed and bred to grow big and fast or to pump out milk or their young until they are killed and sent to slaughter, too. The most marketable parts of their bodies—breasts on broiler chickens, rear ends on pigs—are now so outsized that many of the animals have trouble standing, let alone walking. Millions are starved, mutilated, or even discarded. The vast majority don’t reach adulthood. This is the reality of the nearly ten billion animals who are raised and slaughtered for food in the United States every year. Their lives are filled with pain, confusion, and loneliness. They go to their deaths having never once experienced anything resembling human kindness.

Abused and bullied at every turn, animals in factory farms are denied the opportunity to express the natural behaviors you see every day at Farm Sanctuary. In this book, I’ll describe the roots of factory farming, why I believe it is representative of so much that is wrong with the way we view the natural world and other animals, and why it is an affront to decent and honorable farming. I am well aware that since the dawn of agriculture, roughly ten thousand years ago, people have been raising and slaughtering animals for food, clothing, and other purposes. For nearly all of that time, most of the population was involved in raising animals and tending crops. We understood where our food came from, worked with the land and the animals, and often lived closely connected to cows, pigs, sheep, goats, and chickens (and sometimes in the same quarters with them).

I also want to introduce you to some of the remarkable individual animals who have passed through the gates of Farm Sanctuary’s shelters. For some of you, the word individuals applied to farm animals may seem strange. We may be comfortable with the idea that the cats and dogs in our homes have personalities or preferences and are part of our family, with their own inherent worth and needs. But we may wonder whether chickens or cows or sheep are the same. We tend to think of them in generalities—herds and flocks—and find it hard to imagine that one chicken may be docile while another is sociable, or one turkey is shy and another showy. In part through the influence of the factory farming mind-set, we no longer see the animals as the individual beings they are—let alone allow them to live the lives nature meant for them.

Some of those who have suffered the most from the industrialization of farming over the last two generations have been the farmers themselves. For so many of them, farm work has become factory work. They have been forced into following an economic paradigm that has increased the already considerable pressures of agriculture, sometimes to the breaking point. I have been saddened by the desperation of family farmers as they struggle to do the right thing by the animals they raise in the face of a system that treats both humans and animals as expendable commodities. I know that many of them do not like what has happened to their profession and culture, and I understand the constraints under which they operate. This book will give you a window into the problems they are up against and offer some ideas of how farming and our food system could be different.

Some of what you read in this book will be disturbing, perhaps even depressing. Once you learn about what happens in factory farms, the knowledge can seem so horrific or overwhelming that you want to turn away or pretend not to know. I can understand that, and often myself have wished I didn’t have to think about the horrific violence done to animals. I’ve witnessed staggering brutality to animals and to people, and I’ve been threatened on many occasions. But bad situations don’t simply resolve themselves when we look away. When we face issues, remarkable things can happen. That’s why, in spite of the appalling things that I have seen with my own eyes, I remain optimistic that the situation will change.

In an ideal world, there would be no need for Farm Sanctuary. There would be no factory farms or stockyards, and cattle, pigs, chickens, and other farmed animals would not be abused. They would be free to feel the sun and the breeze, scratch at the earth, and generally enjoy life. Human beings have a great capacity to act with sensitivity and compassion, as well as a frightening ability to disregard the feelings of others. The more we act with indifference and cruelty, the more pervasive and defining these qualities become in our world. But when we behave with understanding and kindness, these qualities can spread and flourish.

This, then, is a book of hope. A book of Hope the pig. And Hilda the sheep, Opie the steer, Marmalade the hen, and all the other extraordinary animals from whom I’ve learned so much over the years. They all came through our front gates and in their own way transformed us by sharing their resilience, their spirit, and their varied and distinctive personalities. Even though we cannot rescue every farmed animal in need, we feel that every animal at Farm Sanctuary is an ambassador for millions, indeed billions, of others. Being in their company allows us to acknowledge our relationship with them, and with all of the animals with whom we share the earth.

This is their story, as it is ours. Just as Farm Sanctuary opened its gates and our hearts to them, I hope you, too, will open your heart and follow where your conscience leads.








PART ONE

From the Ground Up










CHAPTER ONE

The Road to Lancaster




You know when it’s morning on the farm: the roosters tell you. Usually well before dawn they welcome the new day, as if saying, “We’re here.” At daybreak, staff workers open all the barn doors, more than a dozen at each shelter. Everybody gets fresh food and water, and health care rounds begin soon after. Any of the animals on a treatment regimen receives his or her shots or pills, has a foot wrap or splints changed, IVs attended to or wounds dressed.

By eight o’clock, the cleaning crews are getting to work. Barn by barn they shovel out old straw into barrels and empty them in the manure spreader, which will be busy later in the fields. Then, as the sun gets higher overhead, the day-to-day work of the farm begins: fixing tractors if they’ve broken down, reattaching barn doors that have come off their hinges, ordering feed or fencing, and, in season, cutting hay. Pasture by pasture, the animals are monitored to make sure they’re all doing well. Those with special needs—fears, diseases, or discomfort from aging, wounds, or illnesses from which they’re recovering—get checked individually. If a pasture has been eaten down, a gate is opened and the sheep or cows or goats move into a new one. Their excitement is palpable.

Midmorning to afternoon, school groups, families, and individuals arrive to visit with the animals. As the day progresses, calls come in about cases of farm animal cruelty or requests to take in rescued animals. While the shelter staff manage the farm, the office staff work on legislative initiatives, answer questions from our members and other concerned citizens, research and produce educational and campaign materials, and manage advocacy campaigns around the country.

Around dusk, the animals come back to their barns and settle into the new straw. Once it’s clear that everyone is inside, the main doors are closed. Smaller doors that give the larger animals access to the outside aren’t closed unless it’s a frigid week in Watkins Glen. On warm nights, the bigger barn doors remain open so the cattle, sheep, and pigs can come and go as they please. Since the birds need to be protected from predators when evening comes, their barns are closed. In the summer, sundown can be very late in the day, around nine o’clock. On nights such as these, the cows and the pigs may lounge at the base of trees as the heat of the day subsides. Often, they’ll sleep under the stars until the roosters let them know that dawn is about to return.

The Family Business

I wasn’t raised on a farm. In fact, I spent my childhood almost as far from the culture of farming as you can get in the United States. I was born in Los Angeles and grew up in the Hollywood hills, in the shadow of the famous Hollywood sign, the oldest of six kids. Like many children, I was drawn to animals. In the hills surrounding Griffith Park (four thousand acres of oak trees and wild sage that’s the largest municipal park in the country), which was near our family’s house, I saw many wild animals, including deer, coyotes, skunks, raccoons, gophers, and snakes. I remember finding a coyote den on a hillside covered with brush, seeing the antlers shed by deer in our backyard, and visiting frogs in a nearby pond in Canyon Park. In the way of children, I was curious about these other creatures and wanted to know more about them. I would collect the frogs and bring them home and place them carefully in a small pond I had dug in the backyard. Unfortunately, the frogs all died, and I learned my first lesson about wild animals—that it’s usually best to let them be.

My mother, like her mother, always had a tender spot for animals. Over the years, my family cared for several companion animals as well as various dogs who wandered around the neighborhood. The first to capture my heart was Tiger, a kitten I adopted when I was about ten, who became one of my best friends. I wanted him to come into the house, while my parents, without much success, wanted him to stay outside. I loved hugging Tiger and was awed by his ability to leap and climb. I was especially happy when he jumped to the top of the bunk bed to sleep with me. Then Tiger got sick. I remember my mother talking on the phone to the veterinarian about me: “He’s got an emotional attachment to this cat, so we’ve got to try to save it.” Even though the vet did his best, it was Tiger’s time. When he died, I was devastated.

I think everyone has the capacity to experience compassion and empathy for animals, but most of us have it “adulterated,” as my friend Jim Mason, an attorney and animal rights pioneer who was raised on a farm in Missouri, calls growing older. But some people remain particularly sensitive to animals, and I am one of them. Even then, I felt Tiger’s loss particularly keenly.

It wasn’t only the animals who enchanted me, it was also where they lived. As a child, I loved running through the hills in the shade of the tall trees. I wasn’t very old, however, when houses around us expanded, as did their driveways, and the stately trees that used to stand in our neighborhood were cut down. The neighbors built walls, and then built them higher, which kept any “undesirables” out. But it also disrupted the natural habitats of the animals who called those hills home. One of my first memories is of an injured deer caught in a fence in a neighbor’s backyard.

What happened in my parents’ neighborhood near Griffith Park happened all over the country. Not only did we decide to take up more space, but there were many tens of millions more of us to do it. Suburban homes and subdivisions overtook farmland and wilderness areas, confining both humans and animals in artificial ecosystems, where one could be isolated from the other.

Even though I loved my cat and enjoyed the wild animals I encountered, I did not give a thought to the animals on my plate, and my family ate a standard American meat-centered diet. This was the case until a conversation I had as a teenager with my mother’s mother. I often visited my grandmother’s house in the Eagle Rock section of Los Angeles, about ten minutes away from my family’s home, to help her around the house and with her garden. My grandmother shared my interest in animals and used to feed and take care of strays in her neighborhood. One day, she told me about how veal calves were taken from their mothers soon after birth and chained in crates for their whole lives, unable even to turn around. I was stunned. I thought of the wild animals near my home. Even though they were themselves being hemmed in by human development, at least they had some degree of freedom. I hated to be boxed in, and I felt for those who did not have that freedom, too. It seemed wrong and an affront to common decency to take away the calves’ ability even to walk, let alone run.

After I learned how veal was produced, I returned one day from school and found my mother had made chicken for dinner. Suddenly, instead of “meat,” I saw the body of a headless bird on a plate, on his or her back. Instead of a tasty meal, I saw an animal with wings and legs who had been killed, plucked, and broiled for me. For a time I stopped eating meat, but later I returned to the omnivorous diet of the rest of my family and friends. I also had a connection to animals through my father’s family. My last name means “farmer” or “peasant” in German, and my father’s mother grew up on a farm in Germany. My father talked about how she would milk the cows every morning, and it clearly lay deep within her consciousness. When she succumbed to Alzheimer’s disease in later years, she would suddenly shout that she needed to go out and milk the cows.

My father was the youngest child of German immigrants, and the only one born in the United States. He grew up in L.A. and attended Loyola Marymount University on a baseball scholarship, where he also enrolled in the air force ROTC program. After my father returned from the air force, he and my mother got married, and my father joined his family’s business, which was hotel management. My mother also grew up in L.A. and first met my father when they attended grammar school together. She had a full-time job raising me and my five siblings. My mother impressed upon me that there are two primary human motivators—fear and love—and the lesson has stuck.

Family businesses such as my father’s were modeled after family farms. A large number of children provided on-site labor for the enterprise as they got older, and that was what happened in our family. As a teenager, I would help my father in the hotel by cleaning or moving furniture. I often think that hotel work prepared me for running a sanctuary—and not only because I moved from cleaning toilets to shoveling manure out of barns and from moving beds to preparing bedding! A family working together and the discipline of looking after guests every day could apply as well to an animal sanctuary as to a hotel.

My father was a smoker. For decades after World War II, catchy commercials and the ubiquity of cigarettes in movies and on television helped romanticize and sell them to a public that associated smoking with sophistication, glamour, and relaxation. The tobacco industry was only too happy to use the media to create positive feelings about cigarettes, and employed doctors and even Ronald Reagan, then an actor, to promote them. But even before I became a teenager, I knew that cigarettes weren’t good for you, and my first attempt at activism was to gather my siblings together to try to prevent our father from smoking. We hid his cigarettes and urged him to quit. It worked. He was motivated to be there for us, which certainly benefited his health and well-being, as well as ours.

Decades later, as he approached his seventieth birthday, my father had a heart attack and ended up in the hospital. His arteries were clogged with plaque as a result of all the animal fat he had eaten over the course of his life, and they needed to be opened up. I called the hospital to check on how my father was doing and was shocked and upset to learn that he was being fed bacon and eggs for breakfast. I asked to talk to the doctor, but in spite of my repeated requests, he wouldn’t get on the phone. I was angry. “Is this the ‘come back and see us’ diet?” I asked the nurse who spoke to me. How could a heart patient in the hospital be given foods known to increase the risk of heart disease? It seemed ignorant and irresponsible, and the doctor’s refusal to provide an explanation was disconcerting.

After his heart attack, my father picked up a book by Dr. Dean Ornish, who directs the Preventive Medicine Research Institute in Sausalito, California. After reading through it, my father followed Dr. Ornish’s suggestions. He stopped eating meat and started eating more grains, vegetables, and other plant foods. One year later, he walked and completed the Los Angeles Marathon. (Since then, he’s gone back to eating a more standard American diet—but I’m still working on him!) His heart attack was the wake-up call he needed to live a healthier lifestyle…and thank goodness that call didn’t come too late.

From Family Farm to Big Agriculture

Just as big tobacco spends billions of dollars to sell us its products, big agriculture (the meat, dairy, and egg industries) is spending untold sums to create positive feelings about its products. Consumers are subjected to relentless advertising campaigns featuring actors, musicians, sports stars, and even people in the government eating and promoting various animal food products. However, as with the cigarette industry, health risks and other problems associated with fast-food hamburgers and other unhealthy animal products are becoming apparent. Unease over industrialized animal agriculture is growing, much as concern over the impacts of tobacco on our health emerged in recent decades. And factory farming is a huge part of the problem.

Industrial farming is now the dominant model of raising animals for food in the United States, Europe, and other developed countries—and, increasingly, in poorer regions as well. How did the United States—whose agrarian identity Thomas Jefferson and other Founding Fathers championed and whose “embattled farmers,” as Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in “Concord Hymn,” “stood / And fired the shot heard round the world”—become the hegemonic agribusiness juggernaut it is today?

It was the beef industry that pioneered industrial farming, specifically the five large meatpacking companies—Armour, Swift, Morris, Wilson, and Cudahy—in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Around the same time, the completion of the railroad network from the Atlantic to the Midwest and beyond allowed cattle (an industry term that includes males, both bulls and steers, as well as females) to be transported to, and beef delivered from, Chicago’s Union Stock Yards to cities throughout the country for the first time. The Union Stock Yards, which opened at the end of the Civil War in 1865, towered over all previous livestock operations. By 1900, four hundred million animals had been slaughtered and processed in a vast complex containing not only meatpacking facilities and slaughterhouses but also hotels and restaurants, and which covered a full square mile in downtown Chicago. Inside the slaughterhouses, workers turned live animals into meat using the conveyor-belt, factory-line model that inspired Henry Ford when he began making cars in mass quantities. This is one point where farm work became factory work. Each employee was responsible for only one facet of the processing—for example, slicing a particular body part for a specific cut of meat. He would repeat this motion over and over, thousands of times a day. In this way, a highly skilled profession, butchering, became a disassembly line job.

The dangerous and inhumane conditions at the Union Stock Yards inspired Upton Sinclair’s 1905 classic novel, The Jungle, which depicted the daily grind of workers inside the slaughterhouses and packing facilities. So vividly did it describe the widespread filth and disease at the stockyards that the book led to the enactment of the federal Meat Inspection Act of 1906. Sinclair had hoped to touch readers about the wretched treatment of the workers he brought to life in The Jungle. But, as he said, “I aimed at the public’s heart, and by accident I hit it in the stomach.” His description of the doomed pigs seemed to be aimed at both, and affords a glimpse of industrial farming at the beginning:

It was pork-making by machinery, pork-making by applied mathematics. And yet somehow the most matter of fact person could not help thinking of the hogs; they were so innocent, they came so very trustingly; and they were so very human in their protests—and so perfectly within their rights. They had done nothing to deserve it; and it was adding insult to injury, as the thing was done here, swinging them up in this cold-blooded, impersonal way, without a pretense at apology, without the homage of a tear. Now and then a visitor wept, to be sure; but this slaughtering-machine ran on, visitors or no visitors. It was like some horrible crime committed in a dungeon, all unseen and unheeded, buried out of sight and out of memory.


Accelerating production with methods like these, the five major meatpacking companies had by the second decade of the twentieth century formed the huge Beef Trust. It dominated the means of production and colluded in fixing prices so that ranchers raising beef cattle received very little for their animals. Presented with these abuses, the Federal Trade Commission broke up the trust in 1920, and in 1921 the Packers and Stockyards Administration (P&SA) was created to prevent unfair practices in the industry. Even as the beef industry consolidated and adopted factory-style production methods, up until the late 1930s, most of American agriculture remained much as it had for many decades. Farmers used a mixed crop system, not only producing grains and vegetables for sale in their communities or to local markets but also allowing their cattle and horses, who were used for transportation and to work the land, to obtain much of their own food by grazing. The ranging animals naturally spread their manure, helping to fertilize the fields.

It was during the period after World War II that U.S. agriculture changed almost beyond recognition. When the war ended, both government and industry sought to turn the technology developed for military purposes to civilian uses. This could be described idealistically as turning swords into plowshares, or cynically as looking to expand markets and global influence. One postwar innovation in chemistry was chemical fertilizer, which made it no longer necessary or profitable to use animal manure on crops. Tractors were already replacing workhorses, and livestock and poultry were moved indoors, where they could be raised intensively in controlled conditions (and the weather would have far less influence over production). Crop farmers dedicated themselves to raising ever larger fields of a few, fast-growing varieties of corn and soybeans, much of which was fed to the animals confined inside. Yields, of both animals and crops, increased significantly.

In the 1950s, the call went out from Ezra Taft Benson, secretary of agriculture under President Eisenhower, that farmers had to “get big or get out.” Government planners and those involved in the business of agriculture assumed that bigger farms were both more efficient and more productive. For the next fifty-plus years their vision became the dominant reality. In 1950 the United States had 3 million pig farms and 55 million pigs. That’s an average of nineteen animals per farm. By 2005, the number of pig-producing farms had dropped to 67,000, less than 3 percent of what existed in 1950. These farms housed 60 million pigs, with some massive industrial production facilities confining many thousands. Over the same period, the number of farms or ranches with beef cattle fell from 4 million to less than 1 million, even as the number of cattle in the United States rose from 77 million to 95 million. Also over the past half century, the number of dairy farms has dropped substantially, from 3.6 million to 78,000, along with the number of dairy cows—from 21 million to 9 million. But because each cow is being pushed harder, we are producing more milk today than fifty years ago.

With chickens the numbers are even more dramatic. The poultry industry was first consolidated on farms in three states, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia (an area referred to as Delmarva), immediately before and after World War II, and it has been, in sheer volume, the most intensive segment of animal agriculture. In 1950, 50,000 farms produced 630 million meat chickens. That’s an average of 12,630 birds per farm. By 2005, the United States had 20,000 fewer farms, but the average number of birds per farm had risen to nearly 300,000, for an astonishing total of 8.7 billion meat chickens. The increase is in part due to consumer trends—Americans simply began eating more chicken, and fast-food chains, recognizing the shift, began to promote chicken products on their menus. Since 1959, the number of egg farms has declined from over 800,000 to less than 100,000 in 2005, while the number of egg-laying hens has fallen to around 340 million from more than 450 million. Like dairy cows, layer hens are vastly more productive than their forebears, together pumping out an extraordinary 90 billion eggs in 2005.

Along with the increase in volume and the concentration of animals, the value of each one has declined, another outcome of the economics of supply and demand. If a farmer has, say, thousands of pigs in a shed, he can afford and even expects to lose a certain percentage to injury, illness, or the stresses of overproduction. As long as he maintains his profit margins, the farmer can dismiss the loss as the cost of doing business. As the number of farms has shrunk, so has the number of farmers. In the late nineteenth century, one in four people in the United States lived on a farm. Now it’s estimated that only 0.7 percent of the U.S. population are full-time farmers, although many more are involved in the food processing and distribution industry, whose products we see arranged on our supermarket shelves, and whose multimillion-dollar advertising campaigns persuade us to buy and consume those products.

As the animals vanished from the land, the feedlots, slaughterhouses, and factory farms also retreated from view. Chicago’s Union Stock Yards has closed, and the facilities of the meat and dairy industry are now mainly seen, smelled, and staffed by the poorest or most unfortunate among us in rural parts of the United States. As in many other sectors of American business, agriculture has come to be defined by huge corporations as smaller producers have been squeezed out. One of the agribusiness giants, ConAgra, produces Armour products, Butterball turkeys, Country Pride, Egg Beaters, Texas BBQ, Swift Premium, and other branded animal products. In 2005, it reported revenues of more than $14 billion and 38,000 employees in more than 130 manufacturing facilities throughout the United States (along with more than twenty plants around the world). Another, Smithfield, grossed $11.84 billion in 2005 and has 50,000 employees in more than forty slaughterhouses and production facilities in the United States and worldwide. Biggest of all are Arkansas-based Tyson, which owns IBP, Madison Foods, and Tyson Poultry, among other brands, and in 2005 had revenues of $26.02 billion and 114,000 employees, and Cargill, whose brands Excel Fresh Meats, Angus Pride, Shady Brook Farms, and Tender Choice, among others, bring in an extraordinary $71 billion a year. As they have expanded in size, these corporations have increased their power in the marketplace. For example, the top four cattle processors, IBP, Monfort (owned by ConAgra), Excel (owned by Cargill), and Farmland National, together control about 80 percent of the market.

Guided by the sternest laws of supply and demand, and protected by immense political influence, factory farming is now the norm, and few working in the industry today can recall a time when things were different. The amount of animal protein produced and consumed in the United States has skyrocketed. In 1950, just over 1 billion farmed animals were killed for food in the United States. By 1975, that number exceeded 3 billion, and in the late 1980s it was more than 6 billion. By 2005 the number neared 10 billion. Along with almost 9 billion chickens, this includes 100 million pigs, 35 million cows and calves, and more than 250 million turkeys.

The Education of a Young Activist

In the 1970s and early 1980s, I knew very little about the vast reach of factory farming and how it was in the process of completely transforming the culture of farming and food in the United States. My mother encouraged me and my siblings to work in the film and television industry to earn college money, and ironically, I ended up in commercials for McDonald’s and other fast-food restaurants. Yet I was increasingly impatient and uneasy with what was happening. I began to question some basic assumptions about how I lived and how my actions affected others. And in this, of course, I was not alone.

As a teenager, I hung out on the hillside surrounding the Greek Theater below the Griffith Observatory in the Hollywood hills and listened to the musicians, many of whom were peace activists opposed to America’s involvement in the Vietnam War. Peter, Paul and Mary, Joan Baez, Pete Seeger, and others passed through the Greek Theater, and they left their mark on me.

In the late seventies and early eighties, I took an active interest in the conflicts in Latin America and became familiar with the teachings of liberation theology, which—at its best—stood for the idea that the message of the gospels was one of solidarity with the poor and suffering. We’re called to answer their need in this life, in the here and now. While I valued what I had learned at Catholic school—and especially Catholicism’s basic moral teachings about the strong protecting the weak, and doing unto others as you would have them do unto you—it was hard to avoid noticing a disconnect between what was taught and what was practiced. One had only to walk the streets of downtown Los Angeles to see homeless people wandering about and animals astray and forgotten. Of course, adolescence is a time of idealism, and it’s not uncommon for a teenager to believe they’re the first to see such wrongs or care about them. It’s easy to fault others for not doing their best. But you learn after a while to be more measured in your judgments, more charitable in assessing the motives and efforts of others. And if you look closely enough, wherever there is great need—human or animal—there are always good people rising to answer it.

The most important thing of all, in any case, is to recognize that you can’t control others, only yourself. You can be a demanding judge of your own behavior, and I was. I began to ask myself what I was contributing to make the world a kinder place. I did not want to march blindly along, get the right degrees, take the right job, and take my assigned place as a cog in the system. I could not ignore the problems around me.

Throughout high school and college, I looked for ways to make a difference—for instance, by volunteering to spend time with hospitalized children. Even here, however, I felt that everything was too technical, sterile, and inhuman. Adding plants or animals would have improved the atmosphere in the hospital and the quality of the patients’ lives. I am pleased that today there is a growing awareness of how animals help people heal, and animal-assisted therapy programs are on the rise. One of my colleagues at Farm Sanctuary and her dog are involved in this kind of work.

I graduated from Loyola High School in 1980, and in those days eighteen-year-old men had to register for the draft. It was a big decision for me, and in the end I registered as a conscientious objector. A year previously, the movie Hair had been released, and I was inspired by its story of a farm boy drafted into the Vietnam War who meets up with a group of flower children in New York City. During my senior year, my class staged Hair and a lot of my friends were in it.

After graduation, I attended Los Angeles Valley College, a community college in the San Fernando Valley. I took an environmental class there in which I first learned about how quickly the human population was growing and the stresses we were putting on the earth. I later enrolled at California State University, Northridge, and majored in sociology. Soon, though, I found myself wanting to get out and explore the world beyond Los Angeles. So in 1984 I enrolled in a one-year exchange program at the University of Rhode Island. On the East Coast, I loved seeing older buildings and communities—such a contrast from suburban Southern California.

It was at the University of Rhode Island that I heard several people speak who made an impact on me, including the 1960s counterculture activists Jerry Rubin and Abbie Hoffman. In the early 1980s, Rubin had joined “the system,” as mainstream society was often referred to then, while Hoffman remained staunchly anti-establishment, and they were staging debates about their different approaches. I also attended a talk by Ralph Nader, the consumer advocate, who at that time was best known for his campaign for automobile safety. He told the students that while we Americans had learned to produce things and were experts at marketing and selling them, we had not really learned how to be responsible consumers. He recalled how resistant the automobile industry had been to making their vehicles safer because, the industry claimed, the changes would compromise the design. He said that “we sacrifice engineering integrity for stylistic pornography,” and that concept stuck with me. I thought he was right: we do, all too often, accept something—whether it’s a product, a piece of information, or food—because it taps into superficial desires or familiar habits and assumptions that are neither healthy, smart, nor in our or others’ best interests.

During the second semester of my program, I moved to Washington, D.C., where I worked as an intern at one of the organizations Nader founded, the U.S. Public Interest Research Group (USPIRG). It was during my time in D.C. that I attended a talk by the astronomer Carl Sagan, who was then renowned for his public television series Cosmos. Carl’s passion for his subject attracted a huge viewing audience. Sagan told the assembly how Homo sapiens sapiens (us) is just one of many millions of species, that we are all “star stuff,” and that no species is guaranteed its tenure on the planet. Just as Copernicus and Galileo had discovered that the earth was not the center of the universe, we humans, Sagan said, needed to realize that not everything revolved around us. Sagan was asking us to recognize that we were part of our environment rather than apart from it, and that if we weren’t careful, the consequences of our shortsighted, species-centric actions would be catastrophic for many species, including our own. We were, he said, unraveling the very web of life itself. While our intelligence allowed us to solve problems, we’d created many of those problems for ourselves, and sometimes our “solutions” simply created more difficulties.

During my year away from L.A. and through the summer of 1985, I hitchhiked around the country, trying to keep an open mind and looking for a way of life that would match my values. I traveled from New England to Disney World and Key West, from North Carolina to upstate New York. It was while I was sitting in the back of a pickup truck on my way from Albany to Buffalo, New York, that I first noticed the beauty of upstate New York. Even then I had a feeling about it. The area where I found myself is called the Burned-Over District, a region where many individuals over the years have gone to experience a different form of community or even a kind of enlightenment. Abolitionists such as Harriet Tubman settled there, and the U.S. women’s rights movement was born in the district in the nineteenth century. It was home to the Oneida Community, a communalist group that was established in 1848 and closed some years later with mixed results. Many Amish also had settled there. So it’s fitting that this part of the world later became home to Farm Sanctuary.

As I traveled and met different people, the subject of factory farming came up again and again. I had first heard serious talk about it at USPIRG, and from friends who had read Frances Moore Lappé’s groundbreaking book, Diet for a Small Planet. What she documented was new to me. I learned how wasteful factory farming was, how many resources were used to produce meat. Having grain that could be used to feed the world’s hungry people fed instead to farm animals struck me as transparently wrong and unjust. I began thinking more seriously about farming—about how we produce our food and how fundamental food is to our existence. It was during that summer that I worked at Greenpeace in Chicago, where I met Lorri, whom I later married and started Farm Sanctuary with, and became a vegetarian. (Some years later, with many shared achievements to remember, Lorri and I went our separate ways.)

The Amish intrigued me in those years, and I found myself trying to understand them. Amish life is defined by values deeper than simply the acquisition of material goods. The goal is to live with integrity, connected to the community and to the earth. I had learned about the Amish in my college sociology classes and how they were known as the “gentle people.” Like me, they were opposed to war and violence, and since I was also interested in farming and farm culture (perhaps as a result of my farming ancestors), it seemed to me I needed to pay them a call. So I traveled to Lancaster County in Pennsylvania Dutch country, which, like upstate New York, was home to a large Amish community. I ended up staying in a hotel across the street from the New Holland stockyard, where cows, sheep, and other farm animals were sold. Everyone I met in town seemed to be very proud of it. “This is a historic livestock market,” they told me. “It’s really interesting. You should see it.”

I passed on the invitation at the time, and at the end of that summer I hitchhiked back to California and finished up my sociology degree. But I remembered Lancaster County and the farming it was home to. What I didn’t know then was that I would return to the town of Lancaster one year later and meet a sheep who would change my life forever.
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Marmalade

PROFILE: MARMALADE

Marmalade is a small bird with a big personality who makes her presence felt around the Watkins Glen farm. She’s curious and very gregarious with other hens, roosters, and people. In fact, she wants to know everything her human caretakers are doing. Even before you enter the yard and barn, Marmalade is at the gate and follows you as you check each bird’s health, give them food and water, and move their small wooden enclosures so they can get at the worms and grubs they love underneath the soil.

Marmalade got her name from the color of her feathers, tawny orange with flecks of white, common to the Rhode Island Red breed. When she arrived at Farm Sanctuary, Marmalade was in bad shape, suffering from pneumonia and a condition called air sacculitis, and she could hardly breathe. Her face was swollen and her eyes weren’t even visible. When you touched her she screamed, because she couldn’t see anything.

The conditions Marmalade had been living in were shocking. On a property in the upstate New York town of Prattsburgh, SPCA officers found dozens of sick, injured, and emaciated animals, all outdoors and none with shelter. Many others had already died. All the survivors were malnourished and suffering from exposure (temperatures in upstate New York can get very cold in the winter). The SPCA took in thirty chickens, mainly roosters, a guinea fowl, and a duck, and called Farm Sanctuary. We agreed to take them all. We were worried that neither Marmalade nor many of the other birds rescued with her would survive. None of them had been cared for adequately, and many of the roosters had severe frostbite.

Once Marmalade and the others arrived at Farm Sanctuary, we kept them all inside so they could stay warm as we nursed them. We gave her and the other birds numerous treatments with antibiotics and provided round-the-clock care. Sadly, we lost one rooster, but the rest made it. Like Marmalade, all the birds from that farm are very sweet-natured. When you help sick animals, they seem to understand. They’re grateful, and they don’t forgot.

Marmalade remembers the people who nursed her during her recovery, and she shows it every day. Chickens can be extremely friendly and social. In a large flock they are not as interest ed in people, but in smaller groups the hens and roosters can get very close to you because they get to see you one-on-one, and will often follow you around. Marmalade lives happily with several other hens who were rescued with her as well as a rooster, all of whom got together and formed a flock. The rest of the Prattsburgh roosters share their own private bachelor pad.








CHAPTER TWO

Saving Hilda




Near the end of my last year of college I bought a used 1977 Volkswagen Westphalia van with a pop-top for $3,700. It had a bed on top, another pullout bed on the bottom, a small refrigerator (which never worked very well), a stove powered by a propane tank, and a tiny sink. At the end of the year, Lorri came out to Los Angeles, and in January 1986, the two of us drove across the country to Washington, D.C., to work in the animal advocacy movement.

We were young, fired up, and ready to take on the world. We wanted to make the cruelties of factory farming and its dangers to human health and the environment better known to the public. We also got involved in other aspects of the animal rights movement. That winter, four of us living in D.C. decided to attend an anti-fur demonstration at Macy’s, which then sold and continues to sell fur. The protest was organized by a very active group in New York City, Trans-Species Unlimited, which held a number of highly visible and successful animal rights protests in the mid- to late 1980s.

On the four-hour drive up to New York, we began batting around ideas for other ways of documenting and letting the public know about what life was like for the billions of animals caught up in the industrialized farm system in the United States. We agreed we could reach many more people if we got on the road than we could from our office in Washington, D.C. By the end of the trip, Lorri and I had settled on a plan to start Farm Sanctuary. No one had a clear idea of what it was going to be, except that somehow it would combat factory farming and do so through some form of education and outreach. Back then, we didn’t know what we’d be doing in the next five hours, never mind the next five years. We hit on a word that resonated with all of us—sanctuary—though we really had no clear idea that we would create an actual farm that would rescue farmed animals, take care of them, and encourage people to visit. We simply latched on to the idea of an oasis and decided to see where it led.

One of our fellow activists was so enthusiastic about the idea that he told us we could live and work in a row house he owned at 224 Stroud Street in the Browntown area of Wilmington, Delaware. Rent-free and available sounded good to us, so a couple of weeks later we left D.C. and moved in to begin Farm Sanctuary—whatever that meant. The house was not luxurious. In fact, it was a mess (read: close to uninhabitable). The previous tenant had died suddenly and unexpectedly, and the house had quickly fallen into disrepair. The water pipes leaked into the kitchen ceiling, which eventually collapsed, and that was just the start of a long list of needed repairs. For the next few months we had our work cut out for us.

In April 1986, Farm Sanctuary was incorporated and we began producing advocacy literature. We knew, generally speaking, the conditions for animals on factory farms and in slaughterhouses, but little about the specifics and had never visited a factory farm. We felt that in order to be credible advocates we should have firsthand knowledge. Despite the publication in 1980 of Animal Factories, Jim Mason and Peter Singer’s seminal work, relatively little documentation was publicly available on American industrialized animal agriculture.

Life Inside the Stockyards

It was the historian and activist Bernard Unti, then working at the American Anti-Vivisection Society, who first suggested we investigate the conditions at the stockyard in nearby Lancaster, Pennsylvania. I would soon confront the sights, smells, and otherworldly sounds of the modern livestock trade.

Lancaster Stockyards was one of the oldest in the United States, incorporated in 1895. By 1908, the stockyard was dealing with 170,000 cattle a year and still growing. At its peak in the 1940s, 450,000 animals a year were brought to market there. It was at Lancaster that livestock was sold and then slaughtered for meat for the growing populations of cities such as Baltimore and Philadelphia. Lancaster was known as a terminal market, similar to the Union Stock Yards in Chicago and the South St. Paul Stockyards in Minnesota—and as the name suggests, a terminal market is the last stop for an animal before he or she is killed.

When we first visited in the mid-1980s, Lancaster was still handling over 300,000 animals a year from as far away as Montana and Texas, but it was no longer the economic powerhouse it once had been. Increasingly, it was serving niche markets, such as sheep and goat meat for ethnic communities on the East Coast, as well as marketing animals from Amish and Mennonite farms in the region. Both the Amish and Mennonites, who prided themselves on their resistance to the mores of American industrial society, were accommodating themselves to the modern world. Some were driving motorized vehicles rather than horse-drawn buggies, including the “black bumper Mennonites,” who’d painted their cars’ chrome bumpers black so they wouldn’t appear too ostentatious. Because the law required that milk be refrigerated, many of the farmers had begun using electricity. And since banks tended to provide loans only if you adopted the latest technology and intensified operations, Amish and Mennonite farmers were beginning to practice aspects of factory farming, such as confining their hens in small “battery” cages and male calves in tiny crates to produce veal.

Lancaster Stockyards was huge, stretching across twenty-two acres to the north of the town. It was shaped like a grid and consisted of outdoor wooden pens with large gates, “long-legged barns” for the adult cattle, and “short-legged barns” for calves, pigs, sheep, and goats. These areas were bisected with alleyways, loading docks, and auction rings, where animals were paraded and then sold to the highest bidder. Trucks would travel from farms to the stockyard and back up to the loading dock, which was usually about four or so feet off the ground, and the animals would be herded down a ramp and through the alleyways into the holding pens.

Much of the stockyard was paved with cobblestones, which a stockyard worker once told me had been brought to America as ballast in empty ships that sailed from Europe. These ships would then return heavy with food and other products from the New World. I spent countless hours walking on those cobblestones and through the alleyways that connected the pens with the auction rings.

Lancaster was the first stockyard I ever visited, and over the spring and summer of 1986, I went there often. It was completely different from anything I’d experienced before. The smells of manure and death were everywhere. On sale days the market bustled—sheep and goats bleated, cows mooed, truck engines rumbled as they backed up to the loading dock, and ramps clanked as they were put into place. You could hear banging as the animals shifted their weight inside the trucks and as their hoofs struck the hard metal floors. And always there was the squealing of pigs. The very buildings of Lancaster Stockyards seemed to groan. Because the wooden corrals were covered in sheet metal, which expanded and contracted in the heat and cold, the roofs creaked constantly. In summer the stockyard was wretchedly humid; in winter everything, including the water in the troughs for the animals, froze.

I quickly found there was little room for sentimentality inside the stockyard. Men yelled at the animals as they herded them through the alleyways, hitting them with whips and canes and shocking them with electric prods to get them to move as quickly as possible to their pens or the auction ring. The animals looked terrified and often scrambled over each other to avoid being hit. During our earliest visits we spent most of our time taking photographs and then, later, shooting video footage. We also kept a lookout for stockyard workers and tried to avoid trouble, but because the stockyard was a public market, it was hard for its management to deny us the right to be there.

Almost as soon as we began to visit Lancaster Stockyards, we would come across animals lying dead or injured in the alleyways or the holding pens. Either they had been hurt in the stockyard during handling or unloading, or they had arrived injured or sick and were unable to stand. Those who were dead on arrival or who’d died soon after were picked up and moved to what was unsentimentally called the dead pile. At Lancaster, the dead pile was a concrete slab with cinder-block walls on three sides located at the back of one of the buildings near the railroad tracks. (Trains had been the main method of transporting animals to the stockyard until the 1960s, when trucks became the sole form of delivery.)

The carcasses on the dead pile would stay there until the renderer came around. Depending on the level of the animals’ decay, the renderer would skin the bodies of their hides for leather, boil them and siphon off the fat for soap, or use the flesh to feed other animals. The rest would be turned into fertilizer. Disposing of dead or dying animals at the dead pile was a service the stockyard provided to farmers, and it saved the renderer from making trips to individual farms to gather up the bodies.

One hot and humid Sunday in August 1986, as we walked by the dead pile, we saw carcasses of a cow, a couple of pigs, and some sheep decaying in the heat—nothing unusual. The body of a calf had decomposed enough for us to see his rib cage. The stench was overpowering. A swarm of thick, fat maggots, inches deep, was burrowing into the calf’s flesh, buzzing as they did so. To the side of the pile near one of the walls, we saw a sheep lying on her side. As we approached, something remarkable happened: the sheep lifted up her head and looked at us.

I was stunned. Lorri and I looked at each other in horror. Without exchanging a word we both knew that we couldn’t let the animal stay where she was. Our first, overpowering thought was that somehow we had to get this sheep out of there.

Technically, though, we did not own the sheep and therefore had no right to remove her. We were in no state of mind to ask for permission to take the sheep, and it was Sunday, so there was no one around to ask even if we’d thought to do so. Industrial stockyards such as Lancaster are often very big. While a worker called a checker might be at the front gate twenty-four hours a day to account for animals when they arrived and were shipped out, we often walked the property without seeing any staff. Besides, we were in a part of the stockyard that no one had any interest in investigating. We were essentially picking through trash.

Because of where we’d found her and the state she was in, we had little hope that the sheep would survive. She likely would need to be euthanized. But we knew we couldn’t leave her on the dead pile to linger, possibly for days. We got the van, lifted her into the space behind the front seats, and started driving around town, looking for a veterinarian to treat her. We didn’t stop to think about what we were doing. We just knew it had to be done.

Finally we found one. The vet came out to the van and started palpating the sheep’s body. The sheep, who was about six months old, barely more than a lamb, started showing signs of life. She began to breathe more easily and move. Even though she remained remarkably quiet, within twenty minutes she was standing up, right there in the van. Far from needing to be euthanized, the sheep was on her way to a full recovery. We took the sheep, whom we named Hilda after Farm Sanctuary’s first volunteer intern, back to the house in Wilmington, placed her in a little shed in our backyard, gave her water and food, shade and care, and she recovered quickly. A day or so later we had her shorn of her coat, which was uncomfortable in the summer heat.

Our decision to take Hilda had been immediate. This was the first time we’d come across a live animal on the stockyard’s dead pile, and we were stunned that there was a living, breathing, feeling being amid the rotting remains. What callousness, what carelessness and disrespect for a live animal, to write her off as dead and throw her away like garbage! We were there to affirm that she was not garbage—she was a living creature, and she deserved better than this.
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Hilda at the stockyards
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Hilda at Farm Sanctuary

After Hilda’s rescue, we pieced together how she could have ended up where she did. Most likely Hilda had been packed into a standard livestock truck coming from a farm in New York along with hundreds of other sheep and inadequate ventilation. She had probably collapsed from heat exhaustion during the long journey before she reached the stockyard. It seemed obvious she’d been on the floor of the truck for some time, since her full wool coat was caked with excrement, most likely from other sheep. When the truck arrived at Lancaster Stockyards, the sheep who’d survived the trip had walked off, but several, including Hilda, were motionless and presumed dead. So all of them were dumped on the dead pile. Hilda was the lone survivor. She was lucky in other ways, too. It had rained the previous day, and that perhaps had cooled her down and given her a little water to drink so she didn’t die of thirst. Hilda was also slightly to the side of the pile rather than on the top or, worse, at the bottom, where she could have suffocated. This had left her relatively free of maggots.

We informed the local humane society about what had happened to Hilda to see if they would prosecute, assuming there was a legal statute that applied to this situation. Their reply shocked us. They told us they wouldn’t pursue the case. Indeed, they appeared indifferent and were uninterested in prosecuting those responsible for discarding Hilda. Still, we pushed for an investigation and discovered the identity of the trucker. Regarding who “owned” her: all the evidence pointed to the president of the stockyards himself, Bill McCoy. When we asked the humane society to look at the case again in light of this new information, they replied that the trucker had said he was sorry for what had happened to Hilda and that we shouldn’t take the issue any further—they certainly didn’t plan to.

But an apology didn’t seem like enough. Here was a clear case of neglect and liability. Perhaps I was naive, but I was surprised, first that such a thing could happen and, second, that those charged with preventing cruelty to animals would do nothing about it. We felt we had a responsibility to pursue the matter since those who should have been looking out for the animals’ welfare wouldn’t. We had no interest in a vendetta against the person who’d abandoned Hilda for dead, but somebody or something had to be made accountable so that it wouldn’t happen again.

To our dismay, we discovered that it wasn’t entirely clear there was anything illegal about what had taken place. In Pennsylvania, normal agricultural operations are exempted from state prosecution, and as we were to find out many times in the coming years, sick and dying animals in stockyards were all too “normal.” In fact, it was we who were at risk of prosecution! Because Hilda had recovered and stood up, she became valuable again and suitable for slaughter. We could have been charged with property theft.

Downers

The decision to help that first animal in need was momentous. Hilda became a symbol of the larger problem of indifference to farmed animals in general and sick animals in particular, and it was her rescue that launched Farm Sanctuary’s first major advocacy effort. Hilda made us into an organization—as well as an actual, physical sanctuary.

Factory farms and stockyards have words to describe animals in Hilda’s condition: they are called downed animals or downers. Although the terms have come into more general use in the last few years, particularly because of the emergence of mad cow disease, in those days the terms were used only by the industry and referred to animals down on the ground, unable to move on their own because they were sick, injured, or dying.

It wasn’t long before we found other downed animals at Lancaster in the alleyways and pens. We had identified a clear problem—incapacitated animals left to suffer with no treatment or care. It was a problem with a clear solution—a no-downer policy, whereby downed animals would not be sold through the stockyard. If farmers had to take responsibility for the cost of providing veterinary care or humanely euthanizing downed animals, rather than being financially rewarded for selling them, we believed their behavior would change. We hoped they would treat their animals better before sending them to slaughter to keep them from becoming downed in the first place, or insist on better conditions during transport to slaughterhouses. With this as our objective, we initiated the no-downer campaign at Lancaster Stockyards.

I made it clear to Bill McCoy, the stockyard’s president, that ultimately he had to take responsibility for the animals in the stockyard’s custody. It was in the stockyard’s best interest, I argued, to care for the animals or euthanize them, because it meant that healthier animals were going to go into the food chain, lessening the risk of disease. We’d also discovered that it’s impossible to move large downed animals compassionately. They are often dragged with chains or pushed with tractors and forklifts. I have documented many instances of this, and it’s always heartbreaking. It also takes considerable time and labor. Clearly, it was preferable for the stockyard, and the animals, to put downers out of their misery quickly.

The stockyard was cautious in its response. Company officials told us they agreed with our position that downed animals should not be marketed, but were reluctant to institute a no-downer policy because other stockyards—like the one nearby in New Holland—were selling downed animals who arrived on the premises still alive, and if Lancaster didn’t also, it would lose that business. Since the stockyard refused to take concrete action, we continued documenting the inhumane conditions inside the facility and then shared it with the public, media, and other activists. In 1987 and 1988 we organized public meetings that brought further media and community attention to the issue of downers at Lancaster Stockyards and brought us volunteers who went into the stockyard to both document and rescue downed animals.

It came as no surprise to me that the abuse of downed animals sparked outrage in the community. Even though we were in the middle of farm country and were ruffling the industry’s feathers, people could see that there was something fundamentally wrong in how sick or injured “food” animals were being treated.

At times, the atmosphere could get pretty heated. The workers, as well as McCoy, were very resistant to any change in the way things were done. Their attitude was that they’d been running a stockyard for nearly a century, they knew what they were doing, and nobody had any right to question them. On one occasion, I was at the stockyard with a local newspaper reporter, talking about the downed animal issue, when we saw a downed pig near the unloading dock. At that point, Bill McCoy showed up and we had a tense exchange that almost came to blows. That afternoon, though, McCoy did the right thing and agreed to allow the suffering animal to be euthanized.

Even though Lancaster’s officials initially dismissed our concerns about animal welfare, we continued to pursue the matter and eventually reached an agreement. The stockyard would call us when sick or dying animals arrived at the facility, and we would provide them with veterinary care or, if the situation was hopeless, humane euthanasia. In practice, however, we didn’t receive any calls, so we began to visit the stockyard again. Not surprisingly, nothing had really changed, and we found more downed animals. After more efforts on our behalf to raise public awareness, McCoy eventually assured us that he would honor our agreement, and we did begin receiving calls. Over the next several months, we made numerous trips to Lancaster Stockyards to rescue downed animals or have those who could not be saved euthanized.

We had made our offer to the stockyard to care for downed animals on the understanding that it would be an interim measure, but the stockyard seemed to be making no real effort to develop a longer-term policy. In fact, I believe that in a calculated ploy, they tried to overwhelm us emotionally, logistically, and financially to crush our spirits. They called us to come to the stockyard repeatedly to euthanize suffering animals. Perhaps they wanted us to feel that the task was too enormous to make any difference. Maybe they wanted to close us down before, as they feared, we could find a way to close down the stockyard—something we weren’t even thinking about. While we could perhaps dream that the animals’ suffering at the stockyard would end, the day-to-day rescue efforts were all we could handle. Farm Sanctuary then was still a very new, all-volunteer organization, with limited funds, and calling vets to euthanize the animals was not cheap.

The stockyard’s cynicism was made clear to me one day when I got a call that more than twenty pigs needed to be euthanized. Such a large number of downed animals at one time was very unusual. When I arrived at the stockyard with the veterinarian, I had to hold the pigs, one by one, as the vet administered lethal injections. It was one of the most difficult and painful things I’ve ever had to do. I later heard that the stockyard management had told farmers to bring in their “junk” so that we would have to deal with it. Apparently they hoped to break our will. Ironically, the effort had only confirmed what we were saying: that the stockyard was serving as a dumping ground for sick animals who shouldn’t have been entering the food chain anyway.
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