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This book is for my father, George Edward Leonard, the finest man whom I have ever known. As they used to say back in the day, Dad: Come now, let us argue it out.



AUTHOR’S NOTE

Only quotations that can be confirmed through the author’s own notes and observations, or through direct transcripts of an event, are contained within quotation marks. Quotations and dialogue that are recreated from the memory of one or more sources are set aside by a hyphen rather than quotation marks. One name has been changed to protect a source: “Perry Edwards” is a pseudonym for a source who requested to remain anonymous for fear of retaliation.


“Agriculture is our wisest pursuit, because it will in the end contribute most to real wealth, good morals and happiness.”

THOMAS JEFFERSON, 1787

“Just keep it simple. Kill the chickens, sell ’em, and make some money.”

DON TYSON, 2009

“If a (poultry) industry of many firms could only look forward to chronic instability, there might be good reason to accept some concentration. But concentration exacts its price. It has its own consequences. In any honest assessment of the future . . . those consequences must be taken into account.”

HAROLD BREIMYER, 1965

“They’re doomed.”

JERRY YANDELL, 2008, COMMENTING ON HIS NEIGHBORS



PROLOGUE




The Hidden King

NOBODY EVER visits the stranded little community of Waldron, Arkansas. But even if they did, a tourist would never see the place for what it really is. Most outsiders would be fooled into thinking it was an actual small town.

On any given morning, the residents awaken and begin their routines along Main Street. Old men park their pickup trucks by the curb in front of the Rock Café, which opens early for breakfast. As the café’s booths and tables fill up, a congregation of old-timers in cowboy hats gathers in a loose ring of aluminum chairs out front, smoking and talking and stubbing out their cigarette butts in a bucket full of sand. Later in the morning, Chambers Bank on the south end of town opens up and the tellers cheerfully greet customers by name. On Thursday at noon, the livestock auction opens in a cavernous barn on the north side of town, drawing crowds of ranchers who haul steel trailers behind their trucks, with cows staring out between the horizontal slats. In the late afternoon, teenagers park their cars by the gazebo south of the auction barn, proudly displaying their Mustangs and Broncos like big game trophies.

These events have a rhythm of their own, the clockwork functioning of a small-town economy. But it’s just window dressing. All of it could cease to exist in a moment and have no impact whatsoever on the true Waldron, or its true economic reason for being. The real tempo of the town’s economic pulse is measured by the coming and going of semitrucks that roll down Main Street at periodic intervals, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. In the middle of the night tanker trucks full of animal feed rumble past the empty stores and out onto country roads that lead into the hilly terrain that surrounds town. At dawn, other trucks trundle in from the hills, heaped high with battered metal crates full of chickens that exude clouds of white feathers along the highway. The tempo can be measured in the regular arrival of train cars full of grains and oilseeds that dump their loads at a feed mill that clanks and hums and churns all night, and in the parade of refrigerated trucks that pull up to a slaughterhouse near the feed mill and get loaded with pallets of frozen meat. This is the real functioning of Waldron, Arkansas, and its true reason for being. This is the heartbeat of Tyson Foods, the nation’s biggest meat company.

The Tyson plant on the north end of Waldron is the only thing that keeps the town on the map. Appropriately, many residents simply refer to it as “the complex.” That’s because the Tyson plant isn’t just a factory; it’s more like an entire small-town economy consolidated into one property. The complex contains its own feed mill and hatchery, its own trucking line and a slaughterhouse that covers several acres of land and processes about one million dead chickens a week. The complex is like an economic dark star that has drawn into itself all the independent businesses that used to define a small town like Waldron, the kinds of businesses that were once the economic pillars of rural America.

Of course, tourists to Waldron would never see the Tyson plant, and not just because it sits on the northern fringe of town and away from Main Street. Visitors are stopped at its front gate and forbidden from exploring the grounds. So a tourist would have to be content to stroll along the sidewalks downtown, observing the fake Main Street, the deceptive array of little businesses that make it seem like a community.

This illusory appearance cloaks Tyson’s existence all the way from its roots in rural America to the grocery store shelves and restaurant menus where its products finally reach consumers. The average shopper is usually fooled when he or she peruses the meat aisle, seeing what appears to be an abundance of choices and products. The Tyson brand name wouldn’t necessarily stand out, with its logo gracing just a handful of products. But the rotisserie chicken slowly turning in its oven, the Bonici brand pepperoni, the Lady Aster brand chicken cordon bleu, the frozen chicken pot pie and the Wright Brand bacon all come from the same company: Tyson. And then there is all the unlabeled meat that Tyson floods into the U.S. food system every day: the meat served in cafeterias, nursing homes, fast-food restaurants, and suburban eateries where more and more Americans eat their meals. There is a very good chance any of the meat purchased in these places was made by Tyson. Even if Tyson did not produce a given piece of meat, the consumer is really only picking between different versions of the same commoditized beef, chicken, and pork that is produced through a system Tyson pioneered. Tyson’s few competitors have resorted to imitating the company’s business model just to survive.

This book aims to explore the vast, hidden territory between the remote farms and towns like Waldron where Tyson raises millions of animals, and the final point of contact where consumers buy the company’s meat. Unseen between these two poles is a hidden power structure that has quietly reshaped U.S. rural economies while gaining unprecedented control over the nation’s meat supply. Just a handful of companies produce nearly all the meat consumed in the United States, and Tyson is the king among them. The company sits atop a powerful oligarchy of corporations that determines how animals are raised, how much farmers get paid, and how meat is processed, all while reaping massive profits and remaining almost entirely opaque to the consumer. Because Tyson and its imitators are based in the geographic and economic fringes of America, in forgotten places like Waldron, the company has managed to escape the scrutiny it deserves.

While Tyson’s operations are remote, the company’s business practices affect virtually everyone. About 95 percent of Americans eat chicken, which means they almost certainly eat chicken produced by Tyson. Because of this, American consumers are using their money to support a system that keeps farmers in a state of indebted servitude, living like modern-day sharecroppers on the ragged edge of bankruptcy. The system extracts its costs from consumers as well. There is so little competition in the meat industry today that companies like Tyson can virtually raise the price of meat at will. And these companies have been raising prices more and more in recent years, even as the wages of U.S. households have stagnated.

This situation is nothing new. When companies gain power over a market, they use it. Back in the early 1900s, a similar oligarchy of meat companies controlled the industry and earned the nickname the Meat Trust. These companies depressed the prices they paid farmers for meat, while raising the prices they charged consumers—just like Tyson Foods is doing today. But unlike the last time around, the modern Meat Trust isn’t facing significant resistance from government officials. There is no Teddy Roosevelt in sight, no president willing to fight corporate power on behalf of consumers and farmers. The Obama administration launched a halting attempt to reform the industry in 2010, and its failure to do anything meaningful only entrenched the power of Tyson and its allies. If change is to come, it will have to originate with the people who buy meat and those who raise it.

The first barrier to change is the fact that everything about Tyson Foods seems hidden, from its industrial farms behind locked gates to the company’s pristine headquarters in Springdale, Arkansas. Until very recently the only way to get to the company’s main offices was to drive down a winding country highway, past dilapidated old chicken farms and feed mills until the road crested a hill, suddenly bringing into view a pristine campus of black steel-and-glass buildings. Even in its splendor, Tyson seeks obscurity. Examining the company is all the more difficult because of the apparent code of silence of its employees, and fear of retaliation on the part of virtually anyone who works with it.

But there is no way to better understand the way our food is produced than to understand Tyson Foods. Tyson hasn’t just insinuated itself into virtually every corner of the modern food system; Tyson helped invent the very system itself. The company was founded in the depths of the Great Depression, just as American agriculture was undergoing the greatest upheaval in its history. The company helped redraw the new system that emerged. By doing so, it wrote the blueprint for modern meat production.

At the core of Tyson’s strategy is an economic principle called vertical integration. In a nutshell, this refers to the way companies buy up the outside firms that supply them (picture what would happen if Apple Inc. bought the company that sold it microchips). When a company becomes vertically integrated, it takes under its control and ownership all the independent businesses that once supported it. In Tyson’s case, the company has swallowed up all the businesses that used to make up a small-town economy. It owns the feed mill, the slaughterhouse, and the hatchery. It owns the trucking line and the food-processing plant where raw meat is packaged and cooked into ready-to-eat meals. While Tyson doesn’t directly own most of the farms that supply it with animals, it controls them through the use of restrictive contracts. It’s as if the broad-based network of small businesses that were once the backbone of rural America had been sucked into a single, towering silo called Tyson Foods. The company controls and owns everything that happens inside it. There is no competition among the various entities, no free market to determine the price at which baby chicks are sold to farmers or at what price grown chickens are sold back to a slaughterhouse. It all happens within the walls of Tyson’s corporate structure.

Tyson first pioneered this model in the poultry business. Then the company expanded into raising hogs. Within two short decades America’s independent hog industry was wiped out and replaced with a vertically integrated, corporate-controlled model. Ninety percent of all hog farms disappeared. The amount of money spent at grocery stores went up, but the amount of money farmers received went down. Companies like Tyson keep much of the difference. The cattle industry is the last holdout against vertical integration, but even the cowboys are starting to buckle under the pressure to surrender their independence. Tyson and three other companies so dominate the beef industry that they have been able to short-circuit the once vibrant cash market for buying cattle in the United States, giving them power to control the nation’s ranches and feedlots even if they can’t own them outright.

From the 1960s through the 1990s, this industrial meat machine provided tremendous benefit to American consumers. By industrializing animal production, Tyson’s system rewrote the stubborn biological equations that once constrained the meat industry. Between 1955 and 1982, the amount of time it took to raise a full-grown chicken fell from 73 days to 52 days. And the chickens got bigger during that time, expanding from an average 3.1 pounds to 4 pounds. Perhaps most impressive of all, it took less and less chicken feed each year to accomplish this feat. In 1955 it took about 285 pounds of feed to grow 100 pounds of chicken. By 1982 it took less than 208 pounds. A similar trend held for pigs and, to a lesser degree, cattle during that time.

The benefits of this transformation were passed from the farms to the consumers as Tyson aggressively competed to win a bigger share of the U.S. market. People didn’t see the radical transformation that was taking place on American farms, but the benefit invisibly accrued to their food budgets with each pound of Tyson chicken, beef, and pork they brought home. But this benefit wasn’t free. Consumers got savings up front, but they paid for it over time. Essentially, consumers traded away the U.S. farming system in order to get the up-front savings from industrial meat. Each new Tyson farm, and each new Tyson meat factory, ate away at the fabric of a profitable sector of Middle America’s economy.

Ironically, just as consumers traded away control over the way meat is produced, the meteoric production gains of industrialized animal production started to fade away. After realizing the huge boost of savings that came from raising animals in factories, the growth curve started to flatten in the 1990s. It seems that the genetics of the poor chicken have been pushed about as far as they can go. Today, no matter what Tyson or its competitors do, they seem to have run up against a wall of just how cheaply you can raise a bird on a given amount of food. The same thing is happening with the hog and the cow, who appear to be getting as fat as the laws of biology will allow on their given rations of feed.

The cost-savings from factory farming are slowing down, but Tyson’s control over the marketplace has not loosened. Once the broad-based meat industry was traded away for a vertically integrated one, the deal could not be easily undone. The economies of scale now make it almost impossible for new competitors to enter the field and compete head-to-head with Tyson and its imitators. The tallest ramparts that protect Tyson’s rule are its network of meat factories in places like Waldron. To compete against those facilities, a new company would need to invest hundreds of millions of dollars up front, before the first day of business. It would need animals, of course, and Tyson has much of that supply locked down with its contracts. And a competitor would surely know that even if it built a plant and secured supplies of chickens or hogs, Tyson and its few competitors have the ability to flood the market with product and make prices collapse in the short term, a hardship they could surely endure while an upstart struggled. The competitor would need to surmount these obstacles for the relatively lousy promise of just a one to three percent profit margin. Needless to say, upstarts are hard to find.

This makes the oligarchy of meat companies virtually impregnable, and as a result they don’t have to compete too fiercely with one another on price. That’s another key reason why the economic gains of the industrial meat machine’s early years have disappeared. Since the mid-1980s, when consolidation among Tyson and its peers really began, the price of meat has risen steadily, even as farmers have been getting paid less out of every dollar spent on food. In translation, that means companies like Tyson are extracting savings from the farmer without passing them on to the consumer. In 2008, food prices jumped 6.4 percent. After falling during the Great Recession, prices are climbing once again, and only the tepid competition between Tyson and two or three other companies can be expected to bring them down.

Not only does Tyson have control over how meat is priced, it also sets the rules for how meat is produced. To take just one example: At the feedlots where cattle are raised for Tyson’s slaughterhouses, Tyson was among the first companies to aggressively use a little-known growth drug called Zilmax. The drug causes cattle to put on weight much faster than they would naturally, but it reduces the quality of beef. Because Tyson tightly controls production at vast feedlots, it can use such drugs on an industrial scale without most consumers ever knowing about it. Other companies started using Zilmax to keep up with Tyson, and the drug quietly became the industry standard. Tyson Foods has similar discretion in deciding how much antibiotic drugs called ionophores it will feed to its chickens, or what kind of chemicals it will spray on chicken carcasses at its slaughterhouses to fight food-borne illness.

The standards Tyson uses to raise one out of every five chickens eaten in the United States are its proprietary secret. Consumers can’t cast a vote at the grocery store, choosing chicken with a lighter or heavier dose of antibiotics in its feed, for example, because the recipe for producing that chicken remains entirely hidden to them. Consumers would not even know if Tyson itself raised the bird because most of the company’s meat is unlabeled.

For all its power over the meat supply, Tyson escapes the news coverage it deserves because from a Wall Street–centric perspective, Tyson looks pretty boring. There’s no such thing as a day when Tyson Foods delivers an earnings surprise and moves the markets. No one is waiting for the company to introduce the next iPad, or make some sort of stunning merger or acquisition (itself a sad testament to the fact that Tyson has no one left to buy). Tyson is a Fortune 100 company that feeds most families, but that’s the single thing that it does day after day, in a quite predictable fashion. There’s nothing especially innovative happening, and no expectation that there ever will be. The company’s stock ticker symbol, TSN, just slowly crawls around and around each day at the bottom ring of everyone’s circle of concern. It hovers near the same level where it’s been for years, with a value that neatly mirrors the nexus between the price of corn and the price of wholesale meat at the butcher shop.

But the view of Tyson looks different when you’re at the bottom, looking up. And that view provides the more accurate picture. Because Tyson doesn’t really exist on Wall Street. It doesn’t exist in the studios of CNBC or even at Tyson’s own headquarters in Springdale. Tyson exists within its footprint of slaughterhouses, feed mills, and farms. It lives in the widely dispersed network of industrial fortresses, like the Tyson complex in Waldron and other isolated towns like Berryville, Arkansas; Dexter, Missouri, and Broken Bow, Oklahoma. In these places, Tyson is the center of economic gravity. In these places, it is revered and feared. It provides the jobs. It provides the tax base. If Tyson ever closed up shop, the town itself would evaporate.

This is power, very real power, and it can be felt only by visiting the far-flung places Tyson calls home. The power is etched into the fretful face of men like Edwin, who once tended to the industrial-sized flocks of birds that Tyson owns. Edwin is a polite man, a country man, and so was willing to sit on a bench in his front yard and entertain questions from a reporter. But Edwin was too scared to give his name, too scared to share his phone number. And that was back in 2004, when things were good for Edwin and his wife and kids, well before the fainting spells that Edwin blamed on the fumes in the chicken houses where he worked every day. Well before Edwin lost his farm and got divorced. This was before all that, when Edwin’s life was about as stable as it was going to be. Edwin was willing to talk anonymously about the diseased birds Tyson gave him to try and raise, and how they died en masse and left him losing money with each new flock. But he was mortified at the thought that his story might end up in a newspaper.

Tyson’s power could be felt several miles down winding country roads from Edwin’s farm, at a small house where an elderly woman answered the door. She was also polite, and she stood out on her front porch to entertain questions. But her face zipped closed when Tyson’s name was brought up. Her son worked at the Tyson plant. She didn’t want to talk about the company. There wasn’t anything around but green hillsides and fresh country air, not a person to overhear what she might say. But it was as if a Tyson field technician were sitting right there on her porch, in his trademark khaki uniform. She’d talk about anything in town except Tyson, insistently fending off any questions about the company until the painful encounter was over and she went back inside.

When a reporter knocked on the door of a Tyson field veterinarian in a small town in rural Missouri in 2009, the man came outside to talk. His wife joined him, then his children. The reporter might as well have been a federal agent in the age of Prohibition, poking around rural enclaves and asking residents how they made their money. The message was clear, from both the field tech and frigid stares of his family: Go away. Get off this property. Stop asking questions.

At its heart, Tyson’s power is economic, and it has used this power to redraw the laws of wealth and income in rural America. The way the company is structured has done more than revolutionize how meat is produced. It has also fundamentally altered the way money is distributed in America’s Heartland. This fact is difficult to discern by simply visiting the towns where Tyson operates. The run-down streets of Waldron and the shabby farms in surrounding rural Scott County help perpetuate a peculiar American stereotype about farming: that it is a hardscrabble business defined by thin profits and economic volatility. The financial decline of farming towns has become an accepted fact of American life, and the economic plight of farmers (who seem to complain incessantly about their low prices, high debt, and the ever-present threat of bad weather) is now considered a kind of inescapable destiny. The American farm and the small towns it once supported, the thinking goes, have died over the last fifty years because there’s no money to be made in a largely backward-looking business.

This would be a sad thing, if it was in any way true, but it is not. Farming is immensely profitable. The agriculture sector is one of the richest, most productive moneymaking machines in American life. After all, a lot of the business simply involves sitting around and letting plants grow and letting animals get fat. Mother Nature does the heavy lifting. Then the farmer harvests the plants, kills the animals, and watches the money roll in. In 2010 alone Tyson Foods sold $28.43 billion worth of meat and cleared $780 million in pure profit. And that was during a tough year, when consumers were dining out less and scrimping on steaks and the precooked meals that are Tyson’s real moneymakers. Other agriculture companies did just as well.

The critical question isn’t whether there is money in agriculture, but rather where the money goes. It certainly doesn’t go to places like Waldron. On Saturday night, Waldron’s Main Street is quiet to the point of abandonment. The new strip mall at the southern end of downtown is vacant, with lumpy black garbage bags peppering its empty parking lot. The sole locus of activity is the renovated Scott County Movie Theater, which draws a crowd for its single screening of the night. A young woman named Frankie Watson takes tickets, chatting with the clientele. Watson takes cash from a young couple, no older than teenagers, and the shy blond girl mutters something toward the window.

“What?” Frankie asks.

“I found out I’m pregnant,” the blond girl says louder, no note of particular urgency in her face. The boy with her smiles faintly.

“I knew it!” Frankie exclaims.

“I didn’t know it,” the girl says over her shoulder as she walks inside the theater. Moments like this have kept Watson and her husband in Waldron, even though they probably should have done the sensible thing and moved out of town to find a job, as many of her grade-school friends have done. Instead, they renovated the city’s theater, gutting the moldy insides that had been empty for years. The weekend shows make enough money to pay the bills. The Watsons thought of Waldron as home, and so they wanted to stay there, even if it meant earning far less than they could easily find just an hour north in Fort Smith. The people are so poor in Waldron, Watson said, that the Great Recession of 2007 and 2008 largely passed them over, unnoticed.

If the money isn’t circulating in places like Waldron, if it isn’t in the hands of Frankie Watson or the teenagers who visit her theater, then where is it?

The money is riding on a one-way current. It is generated in the churning machinery of Tyson’s slaughterhouse: Cash is minted along the conveyor belts carrying chicken carcasses and in the industrial ovens where chicken patties are cooked and breaded. But the money exists for only a moment or two within Waldron City limits. Almost as soon as it’s created, it rides a current north to Springdale, to the treasury of Tyson Foods. It stops there temporarily and some of it is doled out to workers in the black steel-and-glass office buildings. Then the current carries the cash to Wall Street, which acts as a post office address for Tyson’s owners. These owners are mostly big institutions and shareholders, and Tyson’s profits stay with them.

Tyson’s structure, and its dominance over all aspects of the rural economy, has delinked the corporation’s well-being from the fortunes of the towns in which it operates. The average per capita income in Waldron and surrounding Scott County has stagnated in Tyson’s shadow, growing just 1.4 percent over the last decade, to about $22,000. During that time, Tyson’s annual income rose 245 percent. The same pattern is writ large across other communities where the company operates. While Tyson profits, rural America treads water and consumers pay more for their food.

Tyson’s power has become entrenched over decades, as Democratic and Republican administrations traded places in Washington. But the economic malaise of rural America caught the attention of a young presidential candidate named Barack Obama as he spent months campaigning in Iowa during 2007 and 2008. In towns like Council Bluffs and Storm Lake, Tyson’s economic power is a fierce and partisan political issue, a fact that did not escape the Harvard-trained lawyer from Chicago. When Obama was elected, he named Iowa’s governor, Tom Vilsack, to the post of secretary of agriculture, and he told Vilsack to take action on the concentration of power among a few giant agribusiness companies. Unlike a parade of agriculture secretaries before him, Vilsack actually took up the challenge. The U.S. Department of Agriculture proposed the toughest antitrust rules over meat companies since the Great Depression. The USDA has held a series of workshops with the U.S. Department of Justice, with Vilsack and Attorney General Eric Holder traveling to places like Normal, Alabama, and Ankeny, Iowa, to learn more about Tyson’s power. The workshops were the biggest effort in decades to find a legislative prescription for the ills of highly concentrated corporate power over the U.S. food supply.

In retrospect, the Obama administration seems almost naive in the way it attempted to reform the meat industry. The series of workshops were launched with soaring rhetoric about the creation of a new food system and new rural economy. What the administration did not seem to anticipate was the organized resistance it would face from Tyson Foods and other multinational meat corporations. The companies were not enthralled by the promises of change. Instead, the corporations marshaled millions of dollars and teams of lobbyists to help turn back the biggest effort to reform the meat industry since the 1930s.

The system that Tyson pioneered is now entrenched in the American economy and American way of life. Tyson’s corporate culture became small-town America’s corporate culture while no one was paying attention. There have been benefits to this but also deep costs. If America’s consumers and farmers cannot rid themselves of the system that Tyson has imposed on them, they are at least entitled to understand the company, and to see it from the inside.



PART 1




“THINGS ARE BORN. THINGS DIE.”




CHAPTER 1




How Jerry Yandell Lost the Farm1

(2003–2004)

KANITA YANDELL was waiting for the men to come and clean out the carcasses so her family’s farm could die in peace. And the men showed up, eventually, arriving in a caravan of trucks emblazoned with the red oval TYSON logo. The men got out and milled around next to the long chicken houses that had been emptied out earlier. Kanita didn’t become afraid until she saw them donning the blue plastic suits: big, baggy plastic suits with bulging helmets that swallowed their heads. They were dressed like men who handle nuclear waste. And they did this to enter the chicken houses where Kanita had worked with her sons just days before, laboring long hours shuttling in and out with wheelbarrows and buckets full of rotting chickens. Days and days her family had worked in there, breathing the air, grabbing the piles of hot dead birds and gathering them up to take outside.

When Kanita saw the men wearing blue moon suits, she returned to her house to grab her camera, and she photographed the men as they worked.

The chicken houses sat side by side on a grassy plateau, just east of Waldron, Arkansas. The Ouachita Mountains rose up behind them like a green wall. The houses were long and squat and their walls were studded at regular intervals with round silver fans that ventilated them during the summer months. At the back end of each house was a big bay door that could slide open like a loading dock. These doors were where the men in blue moon suits entered and left.

Kanita had called the Tyson plant again and again, for months, begging them to come, demanding help, asking for explanations. She and her husband, Jerry, had been raising chickens for two decades, since they were teenagers, and they’d never been through anything like the last six months. It was a strange disease, or an industrial accident, or both. It was something gone wrong on a grand scale, something that got worse and worse, and something they didn’t understand and couldn’t stop. The birds were simply dying. Dying just hours after they arrived by the hundreds, and not from some ordinary flu. It seemed like they had started rotting even while they were still alive. She and Jerry worked ten-hour days, seven days a week, and even enlisted their sons to help. Their labor seemed to do nothing but dig them deeper and deeper into debt. But the Yandells had no choice but to continue working. Their home, their farm, and their livelihood depended on whether the birds lived or not.



About every eight weeks, a Tyson truck delivered birds to the Yandell farm. A crew of men unloaded crates of baby chicks, each worker filing into the barn and dumping the birds in neat rows on a fresh bed of litter. Jerry’s and Kanita’s job was to raise the tens of thousands of birds, keeping them fed and watered and warm and fattening them up until Tyson returned six weeks later to collect them for slaughter. It was a routine the couple knew well, one that defined the rhythm of their twenty-six-year marriage and the lives of their three boys.

It was a routine that collapsed in the fall of 2003, when the birds started dying overnight in great piles. Jerry and Kanita hadn’t seen anything like it. Tyson field technicians visited the farm and looked inside the plastic freezers full of limp white carcasses. They told the Yandells to turn up the heat, turn on the fans, and give the birds more water.

Kanita walked through the houses and picked the rotten birds off each other. Their bodies were like soft, purple balloons by the time she gathered them. They fell apart to the touch, legs sloughing off the body when she tried to pick them up. It was like they were unraveling from the inside at a heated speed. She walked along the floors of the cavernous barns and put the gelatinous pieces of the dead chickens into buckets, looking at the pink featherless chests that were blooming with the colors of a violent bruise, like fruit in the sun. She started wearing gloves, and she made her sons wear masks. She kept calling the Tyson field men, asking them to come and inspect the buckets full of liquefying birds.

But the Tyson men never had answers, only more instructions. Turn up the fans; keep the heat higher. Salt the ground between flocks and clean out the litter. It’s got to be a problem with your chicken houses, they said. But Kanita knew different. Rumors spread in town; she heard secondhand from other farmers that they were seeing the same strange disease in their own chicken houses. The birds all came from the same Tyson hatchery, so there must be a problem there, the neighbors speculated. But the field techs would never say.

Around Christmas, Kanita and Jerry realized it didn’t matter. Whatever it was that burned through the chickens, it had eaten their livelihood as well. They had taken on more than $260,000 in debt to build the chicken houses and they had borrowed thousands more to buy propane to heat them this winter. Still, the sickness wiped out the birds. And the dead birds wiped out their paycheck. This would be the last flock and the end of their farm. The end of their home.

So the crew of Tyson men came to gather the last flock. They only picked up the birds that were still alive, birds that Kanita knew would be dead in a few hours anyway. They loaded them onto the truck to ship to the slaughterhouse where they’d be quickly transformed into chicken nuggets and frozen breasts. But the crew left a litter of carcasses behind, and freezers still stuffed with dead birds. So Kanita called the plant and demanded they come clean out the houses. She was still naive enough then to hope that she and Jerry might be able to stave off bankruptcy and sell the farm. So she wanted the chicken houses to be clean.

And that’s when the men in blue suits arrived and terrified her. She and her sons had worn gloves, and many times facemasks, when they were cleaning out the houses. But not always. The hours were too long; the work was hot and sweaty. Sometimes they’d slipped off the masks, dropped the gloves, and kept working. Now she wondered what they had been breathing, and what they’d held in their hands.

The Tyson field men had told her it was safe. They told her it was nothing to worry about.2

And now here they were in plastic suits, as if fending off a plague.



The struggles on Jerry Yandell’s farm could be observed on blinking computer screens inside the offices of Tyson Foods. Employees inside Tyson can look at operations on the farms that supply the company as if with an X-ray. Tyson can measure the profitability of every square foot of space under a farmer’s control, gauging how much weight the birds gained given the precisely measured amount of feed, water, and medicine Tyson provided. Tyson employees create graphs of each farm’s profitability to see in real time how efficiently the farmer transforms feed into fatter chickens. The information is aggregated on computer servers at Tyson Foods’ headquarters in Springdale, Arkansas, where engineers search through the vital statistics from farms stretching through Georgia to Delaware to Arkansas. Tyson’s headquarters is the real seat of power in the new, vertically integrated meat industry.

To understand how vertical integration works, and how it controls the livelihoods of people like Jerry and Kanita Yandell, it is helpful to tour the wide expanse of concrete on the north side of town in Waldron, Arkansas. This concrete plain is the Tyson Foods plant. It is the heart of the city, its economic lifeblood and the reason for Waldron’s existence.

The Tyson plant is a self-contained rural economy. Within its fenced confines are a slaughterhouse, a feed mill, a food-processing factory, a trucking lot and maintenance shop, administrative offices, a railroad spur, and a sewage plant. Decades ago, a big meat-producing town like Waldron—which pumps out millions of pounds of chicken products each week—might have contained a small network of businesses that supported and thrived from the local meat industry. There might have been several hatcheries that provided baby chicks to farmers, one or two slaughterhouses to kill the birds when they were grown. Feed mills would have mixed raw grains into chicken food to sell to local farmers, and local trucking companies would have hauled the feed and the birds between factories and the scattered farms where chickens were raised.

Under Tyson, all these businesses have been drawn onto one property. The company controls every step of meat production, with each aspect being centrally directed from the company’s headquarters in Springdale. The company’s control spans the lifetime of the animals it raises. Before there is a chicken or an egg, there is Tyson. The company’s geneticists select which kinds of birds will be grown. They breed and crossbreed the avian bloodlines to engineer meaty breasts and rapid metabolism in the same way automobiles are first cut from clay, then engineered on a drafting board before they’re built. The birds begin their brief life at the Tyson plant, within the heated hive of its industrial hatchery. The company produces more than two billion eggs a year, but none of them are sold to consumers. They are all hatched inside the company’s buildings and the chicks are transported in Tyson trucks to Tyson farms. The Tyson trucks retrieve the birds six weeks later, bringing them back to the plant, where the chickens are funneled into chutes in the side of the slaughterhouses and hung upside down on hooks and decapitated before they travel down a disassembly line, where workers in hairnets and white aprons cut them apart by hand. The meat is battered, cooked, and frozen, then sealed inside airtight bags and piled in vast freezing rooms. The bags are loaded onto Tyson trucks and taken to grocery stores, cafeterias, hospitals, and restaurants around the country. From its conception until its consumption, the bird never travels outside of Tyson’s ownership and control. The company collects every penny of profit to be made along the way because it owns every step in the process. The feed dealer or local trucker or slaughterhouse owner doesn’t complain about the arrangement because he simply doesn’t exist anymore. The money stays inside the system, with the surplus handed over to the company’s shareholders.

There is one link in the chain that Tyson has decided not to own, one part of the rural economy that the company has pushed far outside the limits of its property. While most businesses are drawn steadily into the integrator’s body, the force of gravity has been reversed when it comes to the farms. The farms are exiled, shoved away, and dumped from the balance sheet.

The reason for this is simple, even if it has been kept secret from people like Jerry Yandell. During the 1960s, Tyson Foods realized that chicken farming was a losing game. When Tyson executives examined operations at the company, they saw that farming was the least profitable, and most risky, side of the business. When they looked to invest in the future, they decided not to invest in farms. One of the people privy to those discussions was Jim Blair, who for decades was one of the company’s top attorneys.

“You need to allocate whatever capital you have where it produces the most return on your investment. Owning the land itself wasn’t in that category,” Blair explained. The company was more interested in the new equipment being developed for slaughterhouses. Buying just one of the big steel machines could cut out the need for hundreds of hours of labor. Other contraptions could automatically turn raw chicken meat into sliced and breaded chicken tenders, which magically doubled or tripled the product’s profit margin.

“That isn’t true, of course, in a four-hundred-by-forty-foot-wide chicken house. You can’t crowd the chickens in. [When] there’s too much chickens you create disease and you lose efficiency. You can’t keep a curve on the growth of production in the chicken house,” Blair recalled.

The economics of chicken farming was stubborn, and new technology wasn’t changing it. Companies were inventing new ventilation systems, new vaccines, new feed lines that whirred automatically to deliver food around the clock. But this was just an incremental boost of efficiency and profitability.

“There were never any huge leaps,” Blair said.

So Tyson plowed its capital into the slaughterhouses, where new dollars bought new machines that cut production time and fattened profit margins. The least profitable part of the business was left to the contract chicken farmers, who quickly learn how much of their money it takes to do the job.

Modern chicken houses are the length of several football fields and as wide across as a gymnasium. They are wired with automatic feeders, ventilation systems, watering lines, and thermostats, all of them controlled from a centralized computer system and command room off the side of the chicken house. Each house costs hundreds of thousands of dollars to build, and acres of property are needed to dispose of the waste they produce each month. Between the industrial barns and the land, a single complex can cost north of two million dollars to build. And hundreds of complexes must be in continual operation to support a single Tyson plant.

Farmers take out bank loans to finance the operations, and rural banks have become proficient at helping the farmers become indebted. The banks have learned to break down a farmer’s debt payments into a schedule that perfectly coincides with the life cycle of a flock of chickens. The farmer pays the bank every six weeks or so, just when his paycheck arrives from Tyson. In many cases Tyson cooperates with the bank and draws the loan payment from the farmer’s pay, directly depositing it into the bank. So with every flock, the farmer is racing against his debt, hoping the birds Tyson delivers will gain enough weight to earn a payment that will cover the mortgage and bills for electricity, heating fuel, and water.

Tyson has offloaded ownership to the farms, but it maintains control. The company always owns the chickens, even after it drops them off at the farm; it doesn’t sell baby chicks to the farmer and buy them back when they’re grown. So the farmer never owns his business’s most important asset. Tyson also owns the feed the birds eat, which is mixed at the Tyson plant according to the company’s recipe and then delivered to the farm on Tyson’s trucks according to a schedule that Tyson dictates. Farmers are accustomed to the big white feed trucks with the TYSON logo on their side arriving unannounced to refill the steel feed tanks that jut from the top of the houses like blunt horns. Tyson dictates which medicine the birds receive to stave off disease and gain weight, and Tyson field veterinarians travel from farm to farm to check the birds’ health.

Tyson also sets the prices for its birds. When the chickens arrive at the slaughterhouse, Tyson weighs them and tallies up how much it owes the farmer on a per-pound basis. When that price is determined, Tyson subtracts the value of the feed it delivered to grow the birds. This determines a rough payment for the farmer. But the farmer isn’t paid this flat fee. Instead, final payment is based on a ranking system, which farmers call the “tournament.” Tyson compares how well each farmer was able to fatten the chickens, compared to his neighbors who also delivered chickens that week.

The terms and conditions of Tyson’s relationship with its farmers are laid out in a contract the farmer signs with Tyson. This contract is the single most important document for a farmer’s livelihood. It ensures the steady flow of birds a farmer needs to pay off utility bills and bank debt. But for all their importance, the contracts are usually short and simple documents. While a farmer’s debt is measured in decades, the contracts are often viable for a matter of weeks and signed on a flock-to-flock basis. Farmers certainly have the right to negotiate terms when the contract is laid out on the hood of a Tyson truck that has arrived to deliver birds, but most often they do not. They accept the terms and sign. The contracts reserve Tyson’s right to cancel the arrangement at any time.

Farmers like Jerry Yandell, who are only called “farmers” for lack of a better word, don’t usually pay attention to the fine print of their contracts. They know it doesn’t matter anyway. The power arrangement is set by Tyson, and the farmer learns the rules quickly enough, whatever the documents might say. Vertical integration gives companies like Tyson the kind of power that feudal lords once held. The company can cancel a farmer’s contract and put him out of business. And with its control over all aspects of farming, Tyson Foods can ensure that it gets as much profit as possible out of the process, squeezing farmers who know they can’t fight back.



Jerry Yandell knew how to work.

He grew up in the wooded hills of Scott County, Arkansas, outside the town of Waldron, where daily life was directed by the hungry task of finding work. Men found jobs in town when they could, or out in the countryside, where they hauled timber or raised cattle or grew whatever crops they could in the sparse red soil. Jerry’s dad made a living hopscotching from one job to the next. Mostly he hewed raw timber from the endless acres of the Ouachita national forest surrounding their small home. The Yandell family had a small sawmill on their property. It almost paid the bills.

Jerry Yandell spent his childhood summers as a migrant farm worker, traveling to Oregon with his family to work in the orchards there. His mom and dad rigged a tarp over the rust-pocked flatbed of his father’s pickup truck, and Jerry and his seven siblings crawled beneath it, finding a seat among the packed baggage as the family drove west. The trip took at least five days. The Yandells went to the same fruit orchard every summer, where the family worked six days a week picking fruit—mostly strawberries. They lived in small cabins with other families who came looking for work, families with big broods of kids from small towns like Waldron, out-of-the-way places in the woods where kids knew how to split wood and prayed at the supper table. After work, Jerry Yandell played with the other kids in the dirt-packed yard outside the barracks. They slept on the floor. When he got back home and enrolled in Waldron Elementary School, his hands were as tough and gnarly as fresh-dug potatoes. His dad returned to the daily pursuit of a paycheck, logging in the national forestland or hewing timber in the mill behind their home.

One year his dad built a big long barn with wooden beams and a tin-looking roof. He grew chickens there for a new slaughterhouse in town. The birds yielded just about as much cash as the pulpy softwood tree trunks.

Jerry Yandell’s life was a chain of long days spent at labor, in the hope of good pay, with little concern about cheap pleasures or entertainment. That was life in Scott County. He grew up into a thin and rangy man, with eyes set deep in his face, who doesn’t talk for fun. He parts with his words slowly, as if they were saved-up coins.

Jerry bought his first chicken house from his father, just after he graduated high school. The birds didn’t yield much money, but the pay was steady. Jerry married a slight and pretty girl named Kanita who lived a few miles down the road. Just after his wedding, Jerry brought Kanita home to live with him and help with the new chicken house. She was almost seventeen years old. After the couple was married, it wasn’t unusual for Jerry to leave the house before dawn and start the long drive out to the chicken houses he owned.

The chicken business in Waldron picked up in the mid-1980s when Tyson Foods bought the local processing plant. Tyson was big, one of the biggest in the business, and it started to pump money into every corner of Scott County. Bankers were hot to extend loans on poultry houses. Tyson field men visited local ranchers and landowners with brochures and cash-flow sheets, enticing them to borrow outsized mortgages that could have financed mansions no one in Waldron had ever dreamed of owning. Jerry and Kanita signed contracts with Tyson, took on loans with the local Chambers Bank, and built more chicken houses. By 1997 the Yandells had seven houses spread around on plots of land within a few miles of their home, with clusters of the barns hidden up by a bend in Lick Skillet Road and a few more on wide, flat pastureland near the lonely hutch of homes called Hale Town. Jerry and Kanita had three sons, and by the time they were teenagers, each boy had his own truck and helped out in the chicken houses after school. Jerry thought he had given his boys a prosperous and stable life he had never known.



The Yandells received their first flock of diseased chickens in the winter of 2003. Shortly after the birds were delivered, Jerry opened a small door in the side of the chicken house and entered the dim space inside, making his way through the floating feathers and the heavy stink of ammonia. Big round steel lamps hung from the ceiling, suspended just a few feet above the carpet of wood chips where piles of white chicks clustered together. The brooding lamps hissed and emitted blue discs of propane flame that gave the young chicks their warmth.

When Jerry looked at the floor his stomach went cold. The birds were piled on top of each other in white mounds. They were sick, feverish, climbing on each other to survive. Jerry had been running the heat lamps full bore, pouring propane into the houses to keep the birds warm. But they had huddled there in piles and died overnight. He got the wheelbarrow and pushed it through the flock of birds, shooing them away from each other and trying to break up the piles where they smothered. But they just waved their wings listlessly as he passed. He dug into the piles of dead birds, where they were rotting like hot fruit. He tried to pull them away and their legs slipped off the body.

He started another hard day of work, piling the birds and parts into a wheelbarrow, taking it out to an overflowing freezer unit full of carcasses, and wondering how he was going to keep his family from going broke.



By the time the Tyson trucks arrived at Jerry Yandell’s farm to pick up the first flock of sick chickens, just about half of the birds were still alive. The chickens were dropping dead in the hours before they were gathered up for slaughter. That’s the sorriest flock of birds I ever seen, Jerry told the Tyson field man as he watched the birds get loaded onto Tyson’s truck. He was promised the next batch would be better.

Later that fall, the Tyson trucks arrived with the new flock, and they were unloaded as always. The truck pulled up to the open doors of his barn, where a fresh bed of litter was laid for the birds to rest on. A long row of brooding lamps hanging low from the ceiling glowed orange as they burned off propane. It was near a hundred degrees inside the house. Men unloaded crates of chicks from the trucks and walked down the row of hot lamps, flipping the crates upside down to dump the loads of downy yellow chicks on the fresh litter. The chicks sat stunned for a moment, then began flapping their wings, skittering around in startled circles. The birds looked healthy enough then. The next day, Jerry drove between his chicken houses, monitoring the new chicks, keeping the lamps hot and ensuring there was ample water.

As the birds were unloaded, Jerry had probed the truck driver for clues.

— I hope these are good, Jerry said.

— We don’t know nothing about them, the driver replied.

On the second day after Jerry’s newest flock was delivered, the birds began to form rings around the brooding lamps. It was a hundred degrees beneath the lamps, so the birds were scalded when they drew too close. But still they pressed in as tightly as they could. Even then, they seemed to be freezing. They piled on top of one another and died and began to rot. Jerry walked along the row of lamps and used a rake to pull them away from each other and spread them apart. But as soon as he walked past, the birds recircled and pressed into the heat. Within hours they were bloated and black like little balloons. He spent the days wheeling pile after pile of dead birds out of his chicken houses and into the overstuffed freezers outside. It had only been a couple of months since the first batch of sick birds arrived, but Jerry knew his farm was already sinking dangerously into debt.

He called the field techs, trying to control the anger in his voice. He drove between his properties and when he got home at night he sometimes found the reports the field men had delivered while he was gone.

Temperature: adequate. Water level: adequate. Feed system: adequate.

He called the field techs on their cell phones and they gave him the same suggestions as before. He kept his heat high. He scattered the birds with rakes. He carted the dead away.

Jerry kept calling the field techs and telling them what he saw. And he kept hoping that during one of those calls, a field tech might actually give him some answers.



One of Jerry Yandell’s field technicians over the years was a man named Tommy Brown. Brown didn’t work with Yandell during the time when Yandell’s flocks were dying, so Brown couldn’t help him understand what was happening. But because Brown worked on the inside of Tyson’s system, with the managers rather than the farmers, he understood deeper truths about how things worked. He knew about fundamental problems on the Yandell farm that had nothing to do with sick birds.

On any given workday, Brown had roughly one million chickens under his watch. As a Tyson field veterinarian, Brown spent most of his day driving a truck down winding back roads in the Ouachita Mountains, traveling to the secluded farms in his territory, some as far as eighty-five miles away from his home in Waldron. Brown was a babysitter of sorts, checking on the flocks of chickens that Tyson placed in its network of farms. He was part of the fleet of Tyson trucks that busily pass each other on the country roads outside Waldron, the red TYSON logo on their doors carrying the air of absolute authority that ends conversations when they arrive on a farm.

Brown knew the farms on his route well. He knew the setup of the houses and knew the owners. When he stopped at a farm, he donned tall rubber boots that prevented him from spreading disease as he went from barn to barn. He always entered barns by the same door. It was the door where the farmer kept his mortality chart, the worn paper showing daily hatch-marks that counted dead chickens. Ten a day wasn’t bad. More than that, and Brown started asking questions.

After counting the dead, Brown would sometimes walk through the barn, looking over the downy white floor of birds with practiced eyes. The chickens seemed as delicate as a crop of indoor snow being grown in the Ozark summer. With just the slightest glitch, a broken fan or feed line or dirty water tank, the birds would expire fast as melting ice. More than anything, he thought, it took vigilance to raise chickens. This is what he preached to farmers. This was his solution when he entered a barn and saw that the feeder was broken and the birds were pecking each other to death. Vigilance, above all.

In many cases, that is about all the farmers could offer: attention. Most didn’t know a thing about the business when they got into it. They borrowed the money to build or buy the houses and entered a contract with a huge corporation that could cut them off at any moment, all without ever having even fed a single chicken in their lives. They did it to hold on to a way of life, most of them, to stay in the countryside where they were born and make a living that paid slightly more than cutting timber or digging ditches.

Even Brown didn’t know that much about birds when he became a field veterinarian in the 1970s. He was a truck driver at the time, and his brother worked at the feed mill. He heard the company needed field men, so he applied. He learned everything he knew by following another field man from farm to farm.

And so he told the farmers what he could: how to arrange fans and keep water lines clean, or how to open the side vents of a barn during certain hours to cool the birds.

But he also knew what farmers didn’t: that no matter what they did, no matter how many hours they worked or what new equipment they bought or innovations they tried, it wouldn’t affect their profitability at the end of the day. That profitability was determined before the loads of baby chicks were placed on the bed of fresh litter. It depended on how healthy the birds were at birth, and whether Tyson delivered good feed or the dregs from the bottom of the feed mill silos. That was it. Good chicks. Good feed. Good profit. The dice were loaded from the minute the baby chicks and feed were delivered.

Just before he retired in the early 1990s, Brown attended a meeting that changed Waldron’s economic destiny.

A memo arrived from Springdale. The field techs were told that the Waldron plant was going to be put to a new use. It was part of a new strategy that the bosses in Springdale were pushing. Each plant would concentrate on making and selling specialty products rather than providing standardized birds for the grocery store. Waldron was going to sell smaller chickens to be used by fast-food restaurants like Wendy’s and Kentucky Fried Chicken. The idea was to sell a three-and-a-half-pound bird rather than a four-and-a-half-pound bird. The chickens would yield smaller breast patties that were ideal for fast-food consumption. The change would be immediate and easy to implement. The field techs would schedule the chickens to get picked up earlier than usual, giving them less time to grow.

Brown was uncomfortable. He knew that growing smaller birds would mean less money for the farmers, and all of the farmers had fixed mortgages to pay on the chicken houses. The farmers paid a fixed cost to raise each flock, and they needed to sell as many pounds as possible to cover their bills. Cutting down the size of the bird was a pay cut for all of them.

Brown raised his hand during the meeting.

— When are we going to tell the farmers about the change? he asked.

— We’re not going to, he was told.

The field techs seemed uneasy at the answer.

— Don’t worry, the manager said, the farmers will figure it out. They’ll notice that you’re there two weeks early to pick up the birds.

And so the new regime was put into place. The Waldron plant would serve up smaller chickens for fast-food restaurants. Farmers might or might not figure it out, depending on how closely they watched the calendar of their bird deliveries and pickups.

For farmers around Waldron, it was the beginning of a fifteen-year bleed on their bank accounts. Each flock that was taken away was smaller, and so was the paycheck, if only slightly. But the mortgage payments continued at the same level. So each flock chipped away, payment after payment, at the profit and equity farmers had invested in their farms.

Brown often visited Jerry Yandell. They didn’t have too many disagreements. Jerry was all right in Brown’s book. Jerry was willing to work hard, he didn’t gripe any more than most. He was willing to try new things and knew the chicken business like someone who had done it his whole life, which, of course, he had. Yandell was willing to put in the seven-day workweek required for chicken farming. Brown chatted with him on the farm and walked with him through the chicken houses. But Brown knew that with each new flock, Yandell was working hard to put himself just one step farther behind.



By December of 2003, Jerry and Kanita Yandell were sinking into a financial hole. The couple was behind on paying their farm loan and gas and electric bills. This was in the middle of raising the second flock of sick birds. Day after day, they hauled loads of chicken carcasses out of the houses and stuffed them into the plastic freezers provided by Tyson. Kanita called Tyson. The field techs came to the farm and emptied the freezers, then they returned a few days later to do it again.

The Tyson field technicians suggested the Yandells circulate the air more to cool the chicks. So Kanita and Jerry spent three thousand dollars on new industrial fans. They hauled the fans into the houses and stood on ladders and drilled them into the ceiling. The fans roared to life and kept the warm air circulating. The money they borrowed to install them would surely make this flock a loss.

The birds kept dying. The field men suggested that Jerry turn on the fans on the side of the house to vent the air outside. This was an extraordinary, and seemingly stupid, thing to do in December. The side fans were meant to run in spring and summer to push hot air out of the barns. But the field men said it might help, so Jerry did it. He turned on the side vents and blew out the air he was paying to heat and circulate with new ceiling fans.

The Yandells’ son Jeremy lived on one of their farm properties with his wife. He spent his days in the houses, helping his parents haul out the dead birds. Kanita and Jeremy wore facemasks and gloves as they walked the long length of the barns, trying to gather the dead birds before the survivors began to pick away at them for food.



Perry Edwards arrived for work before dawn. He drove north from downtown Waldron on a side road that leads to the Tyson plant’s front gate. He arrived when the sky was still dark and the town still sleeping. Edwards drove over a set of railroad tracks and onto a broad parking lot near the base of the towering feed mill. Trains brought loads of grain to the mill, where it was mixed with vitamins and medicine and funneled into a waiting line of Tyson feed trucks that hauled it to farms throughout the countryside. Just beyond the feed mill was the slaughterhouse, a short, broad building with smokestacks that sent up white wisps of steam in the morning. Tyson’s “live haul” trucks came into the gate, their beds piled high with steel crates full of white chickens. These trucks rolled onto metal platforms that recorded the weight of the birds they carried. Then they drove alongside the building where their live cargo was loaded into the slaughtering line inside.

Edwards had an office job in the complex, where he had a view into the vortex of paperwork that spun between the trucks being loaded with feed and trucks hauling birds to the slaughterhouse.

This paper trail was critical for the office at the Tyson Plant that was alternately called the Live Grow Division, or simply the Broiler Office. This was the nerve center of the network of farms around Waldron, where the daily functions of an ecosystem of a million growing birds is coordinated. It’s where the flow charts were printed that determined the number of eggs to be hatched in a given week, and where the schedule was written for the trucks to haul new chicks out to farms. It’s where the weight of the birds at slaughter was tallied and scored against the amount of feed delivered to a farm. This office determined the farmer’s payment, based on Tyson’s ranking system.

During Edwards’s tenure at Tyson, the Broiler Office was run by Gary Roper, an affable Texan who moved to Waldron for the job with Tyson. Roper was not well known in town. He was a young and good-looking man with a trim physique and short brown hair. The farmers knew Roper was in good with the big wheels at Tyson headquarters in Springdale. He had no problem dispatching orders and dismissing complaints. He had a remarkably easy feel for authority. Gary Roper called the shots, but he rarely visited the farmers. There were multiple layers of power between his office and the farms, leagues of field technicians, truck drivers, office clerks, and managers insulating him from people like Jerry Yandell. Roper commanded the fleet of Tyson trucks that perpetually crisscrossed Waldron and surrounding Scott County: the beige pickup trucks with the TYSON emblem on their door that the field techs drove, and the big white feed tankers with TYSON printed on their side that arrived in the middle of the night to refill feed bins. The farmers talked to the men in these trucks and asked that they pass the comments on to Roper.

Edwards knew the power that Roper had, seemed to know it even better than Roper himself. Edwards had grown up around the chicken industry in Waldron. In the 1970s, the money was good. But by 2000, chicken farmers weren’t getting paid much more than they earned three decades earlier. And the cost of fuel and electricity and all the other necessities had risen so much that there was little or no profit left over for shopping or nice houses. Rather than go into farming, Edwards got a job at the Tyson plant in town. He was making a decent hourly wage, and he had health insurance. Not a fortune maybe, but it was steady.

When Edwards arrived at the office, trucks were rolling into the plant with live birds and others were leaving empty. Other trucks sat scattered in a parking lot, still heaped with crates of chickens after being weighed and waiting for their turn to unload. Edwards sometimes noticed mistakes on the trucking logs. That was to be expected, considering that about forty or fifty trucks came through the plant during a full shift. Tyson Foods kept track of which farms the trucks had visited so the company could credit the weight of the chickens back to the right farmer. But as Edwards looked through the logs left over from the night shift, he noticed the numbers didn’t always add up. Truck number 549, for example, was recorded in the logs to have delivered chickens from a certain farm just west of town. But a separate log said chickens hadn’t even been picked up yet from that farm, and empty trucks were just now heading there to get a load. That meant that a load of chickens had been weighed and credited to the wrong farm.

It was a small mistake, but Edwards knew what that kind of error meant to farmers. It meant a farmer had been assigned a completely arbitrary weight for the chickens he just spent six weeks raising, a discrepancy that would directly affect how much he got paid. Correcting the mistake meant calling busy truckers as they sat parked on farms with crews of workers piling crates of squawking birds onto their flatbeds, and asking them to retrace their steps and recite the other farms they visited. Some office workers wouldn’t bother with such corrections because they were too much of a hassle. They would have to correct the weigh-in tickets and fix the logs, even as more trucks rolled in with chickens and others were loaded with feed for delivery, piling up yet more paper on their desk.1 When the mistakes were pointed out to Tyson managers, the response might be just a shrug. To Edwards, it did not seem anyone was too worried about financial damages for the farmers.

Edwards often answered the phone when farmers called with questions. They called after getting their paychecks and weigh-in receipts, wondering how the average weight of their birds could have possibly been three pounds when the farmer himself had seen the birds were no smaller than three and a half pounds when they were picked up. Farmers like Bill Bethel could hardly control the anger in their voice.

Bethel was an older farmer who’d been in the business for decades. So he’d seen the industry’s good times come and go. He had too much historical perspective on the business, and he seemed perpetually upset that he hadn’t gotten a pay raise in twenty years, even though Tyson was bigger and more profitable than ever. He quibbled over the weights, and he argued about the volume of feed Tyson claimed to have delivered. He railed on the phone when he was convinced there had been a mistake on his weigh-in ticket. Edwards listened, but he always came to the same conclusion: There was nothing Edwards could do. The scales didn’t lie, he would say. So Bethel would ask him to put a plant manager on the phone; he wanted to talk to someone who could do something about it.

One afternoon, Edwards heard the dispatchers talking back and forth after a trucker tipped over his load of feed out on a country highway. After hours of cleanup, they managed to get the feed into the trailer and the truck up and running again. But the trucker called to say the feed was filled with gravel and asphalt and dirt from the road. It was a total loss, and it would have been insane to pour the feed into a bin on a farm and expect it to run properly through the automated feed lines into a chicken house. It was even crazier to think birds would eat it. The driver asked what to do and where he should dump it.

Edwards heard a plant manager give the reply.

— Send it to Bill Bethel.

The incident gave Perry Edwards a queasy feeling that stuck with him for years. He knew that what was happening at the Tyson plant wasn’t right.4



Over the years, Edwards made it a habit to look over Tyson’s delivery logs, tracking which baby chicks were delivered to which farms.

It was an open secret that any Tyson hatchery would produce a certain number of chicks that were unhealthy. As industrialized as the whole farming process had become, that simple fact remained unchanged. Some of the birds were good. Some were bad. And it was clear, almost from the moment they were hatched, which birds were which. Whole batches of yellow chicks rolled off the line at the hatchery and were deemed “culls,” too weak and spindly to ever gain weight at a healthy pace. But even these birds must be delivered to farms because the pace of the machine could never slow. There was never a time-out available to Tyson, when a day’s worth of production could be omitted and the plant shut down because a flock or two of birds was sub-optimal. So the culls went out, the farms stayed full, and the slaughterhouse kept running at full capacity.

Tyson could roughly predict which chicks would be healthy based on the age of the hens that laid the eggs. Older hens produced weaker chicks, while younger hens laid more vigorous broods. Edwards noticed that some farmers were consistently receiving chicks produced by the healthiest, youngest hens. Whoever was setting up the deliveries in the Broiler Office was giving these farmers the cream off the top. And he noticed something else: Other farmers were consistently getting the batches of culls.

As Perry Edwards pored over the shipping logs, he saw that the pattern was the same. When there were bad batches of birds, they went to the same group of farms. And the healthiest birds also went to a select group of farms that, not coincidentally, always ranked as the highest paid farms in the network.

Tyson Foods insists that such accusations are the stuff of “urban myth.” The company says that plant managers cannot determine which baby chicks are likely to be healthy and which are not, because so many chicks are born at each hatchery—875,000 a week in the case of Waldron’s hatchery. But Edwards’s observations seem to be validated by sworn testimony in a 2010 lawsuit. In that case, Tyson Foods employee Geraldine Henson testified to observing what Perry Edwards had seen. Henson had been secretly taped by two Tyson Foods chicken farmers who had been trying to form an organization for poultry growers. The farmers confronted Henson at her home, and she told them that Tyson Foods had been giving the farmers chicks from older hens. She told the farmers she had seen paperwork showing the ages of the hens. She stood by the story under oath in court. Cynthia Johnson, an attorney who has represented chicken farmers for decades, said that depositions in many lawsuits against poultry companies show that plant managers can determine the health of baby chicks based on the age of the hens that lay them, a metric that most companies track to a great level of detail.

The pattern Perry Edwards saw at the Waldron plant looked unmistakable to him, and so was the reason behind it. As he looked through the figures, Edwards wasn’t surprised to see which farmers were at the bottom of the ladder and which consistently got delivered bad chicks. The latter were the Bill Bethels of the world. The complainers. It was understood within the office that those who complained would be marked. And it was as obvious as a list of names on a bulletin board who was who. Some farmers went with the program and ensured the system ran smoothly. And others, he believed, posed a threat by complaining, calling the office, or demanding more money.

Edwards did not see any evidence that Tyson Foods delivered sick birds to Jerry and Kanita Yandell to retaliate against them for any perceived bad behavior. But what he observed was that the company had the ability to do so if it wanted to. Farmers around Waldron did not have the front-row view of this power that Edwards was afforded. But they knew it existed. They felt it. They perpetually feared it. And for that reason, they often stifled their complaints and took what Tyson gave them.



After New Year’s Day of 2004, Jerry Yandell sat in the office at Chambers Bank in downtown Waldron. He was speaking with a loan officer who had driven an hour down from Fort Smith to visit the bank’s small branch and talk over Jerry’s troubling debt of $260,000. The bankers had started calling Jerry that winter. He’d been able to make only half of his mortgage payment each month and was barely keeping up with the interest on his loan. When the bankers called, he explained what was happening clear and simple. They hung up, only to call back a few days later to ask if he possibly had extra money he could put toward the note. He didn’t.

According to the Yandells, by January they had received three batches of sick birds from Tyson, and they’d lost money with each flock. So there Jerry sat in the glassed-in office just off the bank lobby by the front door. Customers who filed in and out of the lobby saw him sitting there, speaking with the well-dressed banker on the other side of the desk. It must have been obvious to everyone that Jerry Yandell was a man on the edge of ruin.
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