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PROLOGUE


THE START OF A JOURNEY


A MATERIALISTIC INVESTMENT BANKER


Growing up, I seemed almost earmarked for the financial world, as I was both studious and materialistic. I was a small mass of seriousness—a little librarian—completing my assignments early and happily. I preferred class to recess, homework to hopscotch. In middle school, I would for hours paint still lifes—a bowl of apples or a vase of flowers—feeling that my own life was a still life—a cantaloupe compressed into a teacup. My core longed for more, mentally, materially.


My wallet was wide enough to fill the well of my needs—food, school, shoes—but not the valley of my whims and wishes. I craved more clothes, more books, more boxes—dainty little tins in which to cherish my dainty little things. My mother occasionally said, “You like having things for the sake of having them; you have the joy of possession.” I interpreted her comments as compliments: how sophisticated I was, I thought, to be possessed with the joy of possession.


After high school, I attended Dartmouth College, a small, liberal arts university with a campus dotted with trees. Each of its classes was an ingredient you were supposed to select, slice, and stir in the pot of your mind, toward the aim of not merely faring but flourishing. Dartmouth urged that for “bonding” purposes, its students hike together in small groups for five days before the start of school. I’d never hiked before—because I’d never wanted to, and I’d grown up in city apartments—but I decided to participate because everybody else did. Two hours into my outdoor excursion, however, I realized that it was, as I termed it then, “the biggest mistake I’ve ever made.”


My backpack felt like a rock strapped to my back, despite the fact that I’d reluctantly unloaded my makeup and chocolates at the insistence of trip leaders. Worse, there was nothing for me to eat: I ate only meat—shunning fruits and vegetables since childhood—and there was no meat, as it would have spoiled over the course of the trip. I decided to stop eating. An even more pressing issue than food was facilities. There were no toilets; we were supposed to go in the woods like chest-pounding cavemen. I decided to hold it for days. (And I did.)


Finally, there was the wildlife: I felt sure a bear would attack me as I slept. One night, I thought I heard an animal panting and salivating right beside my ear. “GIVE ME YOUR FLASHLIGHT!” I yelled at the snoring, sleeping bag–encased form next to me, rattling him awake. I flashed his light everywhere. But there was no bear; there were only my trip members, awake and annoyed. I resolutely avoided the outdoors after that. The rugged life clearly did not suit me.


I graduated from Dartmouth College with a major in economics and public policy, and a minor in government. Degree in hand, I joined my classmates in a stampede to Wall Street. Wall Street was the money business, the fast track, a meal ready to eat, without the costly condiment of a graduate degree. I felt pleased and fulfilled when an investment bank offered me employment.


Investment banks had just one requirement of their young employees. They required that, as the moon revolves around earth, employees revolve around work. As an investment banker, I did not work to live, I lived to work. I did not eat to live, I ate to work—and I ate at work. All of my meals—breakfast, lunch, and dinner—I consumed in my cubicle, gobbling them up rapidly so that I could continue typing, calculating, working: a machine in the form of a woman.


But I enjoyed it. I liked feeling important. I liked having a paycheck. I liked wearing a suit every day. I liked strutting across the office carpet in high heels, papers under my arm. I liked my Upper East Side apartment, only a short walk from Central Park. I liked racing my fingers across my keyboard and my eyes across my computer screen. Every morning, I awoke like a golden retriever puppy salivating to start the day, unfazed by my seventy-hour work weeks. Wall Street was where I was meant to be, I felt.


Until I was let go.


The American economy began hemorrhaging immediately after I joined, starting with the subprime mortgage sector. The pain spread outward, until the entire financial system convulsed in its throes. Investment banks decreed that it was no longer profitable for them to continue to feed the small fry they’d lured into their nets with baits of bonuses. So they cut the nets. They laid off hundreds of thousands of employees. After two years of living in my cubicle, I was forced to leave it.


I planned to apply for roles at other financial firms. I would continue to burn with the same fire, only its cinders would be raked by another bank. My life would remain the same gift basket of enjoyment, tied with the green ribbon of Excel, adorned with the red bow of PowerPoint, but would shift to a new cubicle. After a break, though. I’d worked nonstop on Wall Street, taking not even one sick day, and I thought a break would recharge my battery and help me recommence with renewed intensity.


During my break, I read books. I contemplated life. And I moved from New York to Toronto.


Since I had plenty of time on my hands, I decided to volunteer at a farm, imagining that the experience would be an adventure. I contacted a dozen organic and small farms with an enthusiastic offer of free assistance toward the production of their food. I was sure they’d be thrilled and grateful. They weren’t. Most of them were cold and uninterested. Only one—an organic dairy farm—accepted my ambiguous offer, and only under one condition: that I volunteer with them not for a week at the most, as I’d hoped, but for two weeks at the least.


I reluctantly agreed to the duration. The dairy farm reluctantly agreed to supply accommodation.


I’d devoured the Little House on the Prairie books as a girl, and my mental image of organic farms resembled the pastoral, prairie-like setting of the books. I imagined that my farm stay would be both an education and a vacation, and that, shortly after, I would return to the prosperous world of suits, spreadsheets, and skyscrapers.


I had no idea what I was getting myself into.




PART I
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CHAPTER ONE


ORGANIC DAIRY COWS


TETHERED, TRAINED BUTTERCUPS


Michael and Irene Miller were baffled to learn that I did not know how to drive a car, let alone a truck or tractor.


“You’re how old?” Irene asked me.


“Twenty-five.”


“So how come you can’t drive?”


“I take the subway.”


Michael and Irene looked dissatisfied with my response. They were also confused to learn that I did not know anything about farms—not even the difference between hay and straw. They claimed that this was like not knowing the difference between bread and bed. Hay was like bread—to eat—and straw was like a bed—to sleep. Would I ever sleep on a slab of bread or eat my bed?


I would not, I assured them, embarrassed.


I was further embarrassed by my appearance. Irene Miller wore not a spot of makeup or jewelry, whereas I was wearing dangling earrings, bright blush, and a colorful top. I looked dressed for a party.


Irene seemed desperately eager to say something. “Everyone around here is white,” she told me in her Dutch accent, staring at my brown skin and black hair. “A few years ago, a black family moved in. Not to our village, but to a nearby one. We never saw them, but we heard a lot about them because everyone stared at them and followed them. No one liked them. They stayed for only a little time. Since then, no other black family—or Jewish or Chinese or Indian, like you—has come to our community. Everyone here is white.”


I did not correct Irene that my background is Pakistani, not Indian. I lived in downtown Toronto only three hours away from the Millers, but I felt like I’d arrived in a foreign country.


For a time, the only sounds at the table were the scrapes of forks and knives against plates. Eventually, Michael informed me, “We have a hundred and thirty dairy cows and calves.”


“I don’t like animals,” Irene rushed to contribute. She took a long, slow sip of wine directly from her wine bottle—her nightly routine, I would soon learn—and then glanced at the speckled, cinnamon Australian Shepherd to the other side of the room. “I didn’t want to get a dog. Michael did, so we have one.”


The dog had been hand-selected by Michael out of a litter of six puppies based on only one criterion: “He was the quietest one.” The canine hush suited Michael because he was himself the quietest of his brood of brothers, growing only more silent over the years, becoming so taciturn that one had to wonder whether he’d taken an oath of silence. He was tall and gaunt, with an angular face lit by overcast, sky-blue eyes and etched with a cloud-white beard.


Like all of his ancestors in the Netherlands, Michael was a dairy farmer, though he’d once thought he might choose a different path. He’d studied tropical agriculture to “save the world.” He never ended up working in the plantations of tropical nations, but he did make it out of the thirty-mile patch of the Netherlands in which his forefathers had passed the last four centuries, and in which Michael predicted that his four brothers and their descendants may pass the next four centuries, anchored there on that spot of land like mountains until eternity.


A few years into their marriage, Michael and Irene Miller* moved to Canada, to the two-story brick-and-wood house they continued to reside in today. They farmed the conventional way for their first ten years in the country, until Irene—whose hair had then, in winters, roared red like saffron, and in summers melted into the coral color of a setting sun—had an idea that radically altered their circumstances. She noticed that organic, a movement that started sputteringly after World War II as a counter-effort to agricultural industrialization, was climbing in sales, buoyed by consumer interest in health, sustainability, and animal welfare. Spotting a gap between organic demand and supply, she suggested to her husband that they get their dairy farm certified organic.


Certification was expensive, but Irene’s decision was more lucrative than she’d ever imagined. In the twenty-plus years since the Millers had obtained organic certification, the organic sector had lifted off into the sky like a hot-air balloon, its sales reaching $35 billion in the United States in 2013. Today, organic products can be found in three quarters of American and Canadian grocery stores. Surveys show that almost half of Americans actively try to include organic foods in their diet, and two out of five Canadians buy organic products every week.


But Irene—whose hair was now the aged, flaxen yellow of scorched sand—was no longer glad about the success of her organic plan. She was sad, beset by pangs of regret and resentment.


As soon as he finished dinner, Michael stood up and, without a word, strode out the back door of the house. Irene, who was still chewing the (non-organic) lettuce salad and ham-and-bean chili she’d prepared for dinner, leaned closer to me. “It’s my fault,” she whispered, her face defeated. “It’s all my fault. I wish I hadn’t had the idea for organic. I want to get out of dairy farming, but now we’re stuck with the farm. It’s harder to sell an organic farm than a regular farm.”


“Why do you want to get out of dairy farming?” I asked, surprised and uncomfortable at the personal nature of the confession.


“Because I hate it. I am completely sick of it. We’ve had it for thirty years. Michael promised me he would sell the farm, or give it to our daughter Annie, before we became fifty-one. Then, when we became fifty-one, he promised me he would sell the farm before we became fifty-three. Then, when we became fifty-three, he said fifty-five. Then he said fifty-seven. But he will become fifty-seven next week, and he told me to give him two more years to sell the farm. But I can’t wait two more years. I’m thinking of leaving without him. I hate this dairy farm.”


Irene and I cleaned up after dinner without a further word; then I retired to my room upstairs. The room was rusty, dusty, and musty, furnished with an ancient television and stereo, two bookcases colonized by long-legged spiders, and a bed of worn, unwashed blankets. The season was winter, but the room was unheated, offering little insulation from the wind whistling outside. I’d been thinking it at dinner, but as I tossed and turned in bed, I felt certain that coming here was a mistake.
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I’d rarely seen cows up close before, and so I visited the cowshed eagerly on my first morning with the Millers.


Sixty-five cows lived in the shed. Most of them were collages of black splashed with white. They were giants, weighing 1,300 pounds on average, and standing nearly six feet tall, their hooves, elevated at the back, creating the effect of high-heeled shoes. Their pink udders looked like bulbous balloons, veined with weight. Even their eyelashes were large, arching an inch around dark eyes.


As I entered, the cows stood up one by one, like saluting soldiers. When I extended a hand to them, some treated it like wilted hay, taking a whiff then turning away. A few perceived it as dewy grass, giving it a swift sniff and lick. Others regarded it as a cumbersome fly and shook it off. Many viewed it as an encroaching weapon. They leapt to their feet in a great flurry of flesh and attempted to vault back. But they couldn’t: they were shackled to stalls by neck chains. I could still have touched the cows, or punched them, or poked their eyes, and their chains would have arrested them instead of me.


Each cow lived as cramped in her stall as a big foot in a small shoe. She spent her hours engaging in one of four activities. She would eat, her mouth rotating in a slow, circular motion as she chewed through the pile of corn and hay dumped daily before her. She would drink, from a soup-sized blue bowl that, when touched with her mouth, filled automatically with water from a labyrinth of overhead pipes. She would nuzzle—passing her head through from underneath the bar separating her from her neighbor—and she would lick her neighbor or else rest her head on her neighbor’s neck. Finally, she would groom—rather, try to groom.


Though every cow’s hindquarters were caked with a crusty layer of excrement, she was helpless to clean them. Her neck chain held her in place. In addition, just behind her back hooves lay a “manure gutter,” a low channel that lined the rear of her stall, and into which she feared falling. If that weren’t enough to quell all movement, directly above her shoulders dangled a device that Michael Miller called a “shit trainer.”


A shit trainer is a zigzag-edged metal rod that punishes the cow underneath with a jolt of electricity whenever she does not position herself precisely at the stall-gutter boundary as she defecates. Trainers are painful and restrict movement severely, causing stress and nervousness in cows, for which reason they are banned in Sweden and parts of Germany.


Defecation was tedious for the Miller dairy cows. A cow would drag her back legs out of her muck in the manure gutter and would heave herself up until she was standing. She would then raise her tail and lift her shoulders, but zing!—her shoulders would brush the trainer. She would comply with the trainer’s electric warning that, in her present position, her excrement would fall into her stall, and she would carefully step back a hoof-width. Her hind hooves now perching precariously at the very edge of her stall, she would defecate, fearing the whole time that she would lose her footing and fall.


None of this was what I’d expected of an organic farm. The Miller website was merry, with its colorful pictures of cartoon cows, but the cowshed was melancholy, with its two rows of feces-smudged cows in gray stalls facing gray walls. The neck tether, the cow trainer, and the manure gutter together trapped the cows, subduing them from ahead, from above, from behind. Cows could not even turn their heads around fully. They were numbered, ordered milk machines.


Danielle and Ken liked to call them “cattle beasts.”
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Blond, blue-eyed, eighteen-year-old Danielle was a minimum-wage worker at the Miller milk plant. She was a high school graduate, but a grudging one, for all she’d ever learned in classrooms was “School is so boring.” In retrospect, Danielle wished she’d spent her formative years wielding her gun instead of her pen. “My funnest thing to do is take my gun and shoot pigeons,” she told me cheerfully.


Ken was a good-looking, green-eyed, brown-haired, twenty-nine-year-old father of two boys. He regretted his high school years even more than Danielle did. “The piece of paper you get when you graduate doesn’t help you make money or anything,” he said. Money was also Ken’s complaint against his current job, for the wage he now earned was less than the eighteen dollars per hour he’d earned as a night janitor at his previous place of employment, Campbell Soup Company.


As a volunteer at the Miller farm, I assisted Ken and Danielle whenever they requested, attired, like them, in a black shirt, hairnet, and green gloves. Guided by their congenial tutelage, I stamped containers with expiration dates, placed them in cardboard boxes, and taped and stacked the boxes. I’d never done such repetitive, mindless work before, and I much preferred spending time in the cowshed. So did Annie Miller, who became my favorite person at the farm.


Thirty-one-year-old Annie was the only one of Michael and Irene’s four children to work at the family dairy. She had a soft voice and whole-hearted smile, and was a mother to two children. Their names were tattooed onto one of her sinewy biceps, the other bicep reserved for a sprawling tree before a sizzling sunset in a turquoise sky. Annie’s affection for animals set her apart from her parents and from most in her community.


Annie, for instance, named all the cows. “Every cow has her own personality,” she told me, “but I’d say that most of them are gentle and friendly. They form friendships just like we do. Socializing is very important to them. I don’t like the idea of identifying them just by their ear tag numbers, so when they’re born, I write down names for all of them in my book, next to their numbers. No one knows their names except for me.”


Miller milk plant workers Ken and Danielle, in contrast, viewed cows as just numbers. Both came from beef-cattle farming families, and neither had ever known anyone except Annie to name their cows. “Unless maybe,” mused Danielle jokingly, “farmers call their cattle beasts Buttercup-one, Buttercup-two, Buttercup-three, until a hundred, just to say they name them!”


Danielle and Ken both believed that their “cattle beasts” did not recognize them. “If they’re too stupid to recognize each other,” Danielle reasoned, “how can they recognize people?”


Annie, in contrast, was confident that cows recognize one another, and also people. “I’ve noticed that when cows line up in stalls, they prefer lining up next to certain other cows. That shows they recognize each other and make friends—they like being next to their friends. Also, I’m not usually the one to milk them, but when I do milk them, I can tell they’re surprised. That shows they recognize people.”


I agreed with Annie. With every afternoon that I visited the cowshed, fewer cows stared at me, more of them started to ignore me. The rapid alteration in their reaction indicated that they recognized me as the same dawdling individual strolling among them every day.


To my delight, calves recognized me, too.
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The seven youngest calves at the Miller farm had pink noses, inky eyes, and dappled designs of night skies suffused with white clouds.


Each calf was restricted to an individual five-by-six-foot enclosure called a hutch. The walls of the hutches were marked with long, dark, lightning-like streaks of excrement. The straw on their floors was stained by manure from the yellow of a banana to the brown of a potato peel. The knees and hooves of calves—and, in a few cases, even their bellies and necks and faces—were smudged and spotted with sticky dabs of feces. The calves looked dirty and unhappy.


The hutches stood in a row outside the cowshed. The first time I stopped by, all seven calves continued to lie idly in their lairs. As I walked to and fro in front of them, they stared at me warily, like I was trespassing on their terrain. Eventually, 307, an ebony-faced calf with a white triangle blazoned across her forehead, rose and stepped out into the small outdoor area at the front of her hutch. Her knees knobby, her eyes steady, she inched toward me tremulously. She sniffed my hand—then licked it. Surprised, I returned my hand to my pocket. Undeterred, she licked my pocket.


The other calves remained timid and placid that first day, but they became bold and brazen over the next days. They started calling out to me like flea market vendors, sauntering and sashaying to persuade their one visitor to arrive, or to return, or to stay. My favorite calf was 310 because she was the youngest and prettiest, her hair pattern that of a snow field sprinkled with pebbles, her eyelashes white around the left eye and black around the right. Even timid little 310 would step out of her hutch eagerly for a pat.


Calves were “more friendly and playful than puppies,” as Michael himself said, and they craved companionship like sunflowers crave sunshine, but in their hutches they were permitted only flies for fellowship.


Hutches are the standard form of calf housing in the United States and Canada, but are less so in Europe. In 1998, the European Union banned the individual confinement of calves over eight weeks of age. The European directive “laying down minimum standards for the protection of calves” offered as explanation: “[I]t is recognized scientifically that calves should benefit from an environment corresponding to their needs as a herd-living species; whereas, for that reason, they should be reared in groups.”


Organic dairy farms in Europe do not wait until calves are eight weeks old to house them in groups. They require that calves be housed in groups by no later than one week of age. In stark contrast, organic dairy farms in Canada (including the Millers’) tend to house calves alone for a full three months. In the United States, it’s worse: organic dairy farms are legally permitted to house calves alone until they’re six months old—even though, at that age, a calf would fit into a hutch little better than a six-year-old child into a toddler’s crib.


At non-organic dairy farms in the United States and Canada—often called “conventional” farms, because they’re the norm, constituting all but one or two percent of agriculture—calf housing is entirely unregulated. Conventional farms can confine calves as long as they wish, in any manner they wish. When it comes to calves, organic farms in North America are a step up from conventional farms, but they’re still a step down from conventional farms in Europe, and they’re several steps down from organic farms in Europe.
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“Damn you!” Irene cursed Michael one afternoon over lunch. “You promised me you would sell the farm, but you still haven’t sold it! You’re a LIAR!”


She stomped upstairs and slammed her bedroom door. Michael, imitating her demeanor if not her diction, strode out of the house and slammed the front door.


“The local paper we get here is pretty bad,” Annie told me, looking up from her newspaper, “but I read it when I eat with my parents. You should, too. It’s a life-saver.”


Irene believed freedom from the farm could be won by eating Michael’s soul. Michael believed freedom could be won by eschewing his house and spouse. Far from being the rural vacation I’d sought, the Miller farm was a land of altercation, pulsing and palpitating with tension. I regretted having committed to a two-week duration.


Like Michael, I whiled my hours away anywhere outside the house. It was during one of my whiled-away hours that I met Arthur the Artificial Inseminator.
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Friendly, stocky, about forty, Arthur appeared dressed for a “Harry Potter Meets Agriculture” costume party. He wore gray coveralls and his left hand was enveloped in a bubble-gum pink glove that stretched all the way to his shoulder, his fingers clutching what looked to be a wand.


Arthur unplugged the wire electrifying the shit trainers. He then approached a cow Michael had marked for his attention with a blue string. He swept her tail aside. She jerked her head back, the movement forming the extent of her shackled resistance. Arthur thrust his arm into her rear. She blared and wrestled against her chain, striking the jagged-edged trainer above her repeatedly until it swung from side to side like a manic pendulum. Arthur remained unfazed—he’d unplugged the trainer wire earlier precisely because he’d anticipated the struggle. His arm surged farther, past his elbow, eventually entering “all the way into the rectum to straighten the cervix.”


Arthur was too absorbed in the cow’s rectum to notice that I was squirming. With his glove and wand, his manner alternated between that of a magician in the midst of a trick and a specialized technician giving a scientific demonstration. He seemed flattered to have an audience in me, and he described his rear-end activity with a cheerful, skipping-along joviality—even when the cow defecated.


Soupy brown torrents gushed out a gasp away from Arthur’s face. I leapt back, but Arthur remained impressively unflustered, his hand still embroiled in the cow’s defecating backside. He’d had more encounters with cow excrement than he could count, and they no longer held any power to repulse him.


Arthur waited for the deluge of dung to dwindle to a drip, then he penetrated the cow with his wand, which was embedded with a four-inch straw of frozen bull semen. When he extricated his arm, his glove was no longer pink but black. He flung the glove into the manure gutter, then plugged in the shit trainer wire he’d disconnected earlier. I told him I was both curious and scared to touch a shit trainer. “Should I touch one?” Arthur shook his head wildly, warning, “The power’s strong!”


“This time, I’m doing just this one cow,” he continued, “but I usually do more. If this cow doesn’t get pregnant, I’ll come back with more semen for her. I come here once or twice a week. I stay very busy. I have ten more dairy farms to service just this afternoon!”


Arthur showed me his agenda for the day on his phone. It was packed from morning to evening. But Arthur was in no hurry to get to his remaining farms; it was rare for him to have human company during his insemination endeavors, and he was loath to relinquish it. Bull semen is an enormous worldwide industry, he told me proudly, with its own corporations and corporate alliances, and acronyms of corporations and corporate alliances. He worked for Gencor (Genetics Corporation), which had just merged with EBI (Eastern Breeders Inc.) to create EastGen, which had then partnered with WestGen of British Columbia and the insemination center of Quebec to form an immense insemination entity called Semex (Semen Exchange).


“Canadian bulls have the best semen in the world,” Arthur claimed patriotically.


Semex offers cow insemination every day of the week, every week of the year, everywhere in Canada, and also everywhere else in the world. The company consists of 1,600 bulls, 1,800 people, and semen distributors in 80 countries, ranging from Sweden to Sudan, Sri Lanka to Slovenia, India to Indonesia, and Australia to Argentina. Regarding itself as “world renown [sic] for delivering high quality bovine genetics,” Semex describes its bulls like software products. They are “new releases” and they form parts of “series.” They are alphabetized and codified in spreadsheet-like catalogues, each bull listed with a row of twenty numbers.


Artificial insemination has had a greater impact on the dairy industry than on any other area of animal agriculture, being used today in more than nine tenths of American and Canadian dairy cows. The stringent genetic selection that goes into artificial insemination has led to an extreme aggrandizement of the dairy cow’s udder, which is today fleshy, busty, barely fitting between the back legs, veins popping—like a balloon about to burst. The average Holstein dairy cow produces about 20,000 pounds of milk per year.


Artificial insemination is not only unnatural, but harmful. Millions of dairy cows today all over the world are the descendants of only a few dozen bulls. This is equivalent to passing a complex, swirling pot of genes through a needle pinhole. Such narrow genetic limitation never occurs in nature, because the long-term survival of any species depends on genetic diversity. Also, the traits selected by insemination corporations are severely short-term, focusing on milk production at the expense of leg strength and structural balance. The dairy industry today deems milk to be more important than the cow, forgetting that there can be no milk without the cow.


“All children were to be begotten by artificial insemination . . . and brought up in public institutions,” wrote George Orwell in 1984. “One egg, one embryo, one adult—normality,” wrote Aldous Huxley in Brave New World. “. . . Making ninety-six human beings grow where only one grew before. Progress. . . . The principle of mass production at last applied to biology.”


Orwell’s and Huxley’s dystopian predictions never came true for humanity, but they did for animal agriculture. This is surprising, given the fact that the prospects of artificial insemination were once viewed to be so dim that in a 400-page animal breeding textbook published in 1943, the practice was mentioned only once—in a single, cursory paragraph close to the end. “Artificial insemination is sometimes useful in overcoming sterility but has yet found only limited use,” wrote Jay Lush in Animal Breeding Plans.


Only a few years later, American scientists discovered how to extract bull semen and impregnate cows with it. The initial challenge—how to keep semen fresh long enough for transport and use—was overcome by adding chemicals and antibiotics to the semen, and by freezing it.


Artificial insemination is today employed for different reasons in different areas of animal agriculture. In turkeys, it is used because male turkeys are genetically bred to reach a weight of 30 to 40 pounds, double that of females, and they cannot mount females without harming them. In fish, it is used because some fish species, such as trout and salmon, lay eggs only in gravel, and land-based fish farms find it easier to inseminate fish than to haul in gravel.


The rate at which artificial insemination is replacing natural reproduction is startling. In the one decade from 1991 to 2000, the proportion of American sows bred by artificial insemination exploded from less than 8 percent to nearly 70 percent (and today to more than 90 percent).


Artificial inseminators like Arthur, employed by corporations like Semex, regularly roam the countryside with tanks of frozen semen.
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As I was striding past the hutches one evening, I noticed that the calves, normally quiet, were howling, bellowing to the full extent permitted by their lungs, their chorus shattering the still night air.


I went to the Miller house and asked Irene why. “They’re bawling because they’re hungry,” she said. “They haven’t eaten since the morning. I was supposed to feed them two hours ago.”


“So . . . can you feed them?”


She shrugged. She arranged pots in the kitchen. She swigged her daily bottle of wine. She opened her mail. She informed me, yet again, of her myriad ideas for escaping the farm—becoming a translator, carving animal bones into pendants, selling art in Europe. “I don’t care what I do or where I go,” she concluded glumly. “I just want to leave.”


Only when Irene could think of nothing more to say or do did she relieve the hunger of her charges. I realized then that catering to the calves and cows, themselves hutched and tethered, was, to Irene’s mind, synonymous with starving her spirit. They were tying her to her barren life and preventing her from roaming the faraway gardens she wished to roam.


But they, too, wished to roam. Enough to escape.
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Ten cows tore across the snow, pulverizing it into powdery flakes and cotton balls that rose in clouds around their feet. The black-and-white stampede was a photographer’s fantasy, except for Michael—red, angry, out of breath, chasing them. “Help me bring them back in!” he yelled at me. “Move and stand in front of them!”


I did not.


“MOOOVVVE!!! STAND IN FRONT OF THEMMM!!!”


I jogged toward the cows, but haltingly, terrified of becoming a casualty of their stampede. In the cowshed, shackled by chains, the cows were still and silent like trees, and I felt safe among them. I did not envision their running any more than I would have envisioned trees running. But here, on this wide, white expanse of snow, the cows were barreling toward me with the weight and velocity of cars, brimming with the pent-up energy of their inactivity. One hit of the head, one kick of the leg—from just one of them—and I would be done for, stamped into the snow for eternity.


When the cows saw me blocking their path with my 105-pound frame, they slowed. Then . . . stopped. They were waiting for me to get out of the way, I realized, just as cars wait for pedestrians to cross the street. This was what Michael had in mind; he was able to catch up with them.


The cows were not milking cows but heifers, who had not yet given birth to their first calf. Every morning, when the cow shed was cleaned, the milking cows were moved to the heifer barn in order to ensure that their legs and tails did not get trapped in the churning manure gutter. To make room for the milking cows in the heifer barn, the heifers were shifted to the fenced area outside their barn. All the shifting was straightforward, routine as the sunrise, and there were never any accidents—except that morning.


That morning, as Michael was stepping out of the milk plant, he was shocked to discover that almost half of his heifers—ten of twenty-one—had walked out through the fence gate, which was mysteriously wide open. It had either been pushed open by the wind, or, more likely, unlatched by a long, wily cow tongue. He started chasing the heifers, and they bolted through the trees. He was annoyed, but not surprised, for he knew that cows enjoyed being outdoors, to the extent of even dreaming about it.


“All mammals dream,” he’d told me earlier. “Dreams are a way for the mind to process things. Sometimes, you’ll see a cow suddenly get up in her stall, or you’ll see her moving her legs while she’s lying down. That means she’s dreaming. I think she’s dreaming about being outdoors.”


Dreaming or not, cold is no impediment to a cow, I learned. “Cows don’t really get cold because they have their thick skin and thick hair,” Michael had continued. “It’s the same way with other farm animals. They don’t like rain—they get sick if they’re wet all the time—but they don’t mind cold too much. Sheep have their wool for warmth. Chickens and turkeys have their feathers. Farm animals are fine outdoors for at least three-quarters of the year, even in places like Canada. Many are fine outdoors all year. Our calves are in hutches outdoors all year.”


He was right; the heifers didn’t even seem to notice the winter chill. Looking at them, I realized for the first time that farm animals can be outdoors for most of the year. Judging from their excited state, the heifers seemed to prefer the outdoors to the indoors no matter the weather.


With my help and his daughter Annie’s help, Michael was eventually able to herd the heifers back through the gate. He locked the gate behind them.
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Michael, who was stoically opposed to surprises, received not one, but two surprises, on his fifty-seventh birthday.


The first surprise was a snowstorm, and it forced Michael to spend most of the day at home with Irene. A snowstorm would have been unpleasant on any day, but it was especially unpleasant on his fifty-seventh birthday because the day marked his fourth missed deadline to sell the farm, and Irene was alternating between sulking and scolding.


The second surprise began with an urgent phone call from Annie. “Can you fix a pipe in my kitchen right now?” she implored her father. He would normally have pounced on any reason to escape Irene’s tirades, but on this night, the tempest raging outside the house was more terrifying than that whirling within. “I’ll fix your kitchen pipe tomorrow,” he promised.


Annie insisted. He succumbed. She then asked to speak with me. After our brief conversation, I informed him that I would accompany him to her house.


Michael’s car was buried under a hilly heap of snow like the fluffy white of a bride’s dress. He managed to clear its windshield but not its windows. The drive to Annie’s house felt like an action movie, for the opaque windows meant that to watch for other vehicles, we had to open our car doors and peek out—with the car still in motion.


We reached Annie’s house trembling but alive, and Michael then learned what I already knew: there was no broken kitchen pipe. The pipe was merely a pretext Annie had invented to get her father to her house for the surprise birthday party she’d organized for him. Annie had asked me to accompany him because Irene had declined the honor. I’d agreed because I sought a change from my lackluster evening routine of trying to blend into the furniture as Michael and Irene fought, or else counting cobwebs and staring at the walls of my room.


Annie’s house was small and simple, with daffodil-yellow kitchen walls. But on this stormy evening, the cheery color of the walls could not lighten the leaden mood of the five individuals Annie had convened around her kitchen table to pay their respects to her father. They were: her elder sister, her brother-in-law, a gardener, a car saleswoman, and Brick Roberts.


Brick looked as farmerly as a man could. Standing at medium height, he had a flushed face, and his belly pouted like a pear even as his back tapered like a pepper. His incessant chatter, his scarlet sweater, and his bird’s-nest beard made him reminiscent of Santa Claus. The likeness became complete when he handed Michael two bottles of wine he’d tucked into long gray socks to imitate reindeer antlers.


Brick stood very close to me as we spoke, his billowing belly grazing mine, his aura of cigarettes accosting my senses. I could see the white hairs in his charcoal-gray moustache and beard, the bloodshot streaks in his dark blue eyes, the mottled veins in his cheeks.


“What do you do?” I asked him.


“I have a few hens for eggs,” he replied.


“How many hens do you have?”


“A few.”


“Like how many?”


“A few.”


“I see,” I said, though I didn’t see at all. “Can I visit your hen farm?”


“Hmm. . . .” Brick frowned at length. He eventually reached into his pocket and handed me his business card.


“I’m very surprised Brick gave you his card,” Michael told me when we returned to his house. “Farms like his never let people in.”


“Why?”


“Why! Why do you think? Because the egg-laying hens are in cages. Cages are extremely inhumane. You can call the number on Brick’s card if you want, but you’ll be wasting your time. You’ll get a lot of bullshit, and Brick won’t let you see his hens. I’ve known Brick for twenty-five years—the length of your whole life—and I’ve never seen his hens.”


I would call Brick soon, I decided.
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“Your calves are cute,” I complimented Michael and Irene over dinner the next evening, in an attempt to make conversation.


Michael set down his fork and knife, his face reddening. “Calves are not ‘cute,’” he said with a glower. “Animals convert what we feed them into products we can use. They digest food we can’t to make something for us. As long as we give them food and water, we’re doing everything we need to do. Animals are never ‘cute.’ We can’t think of them like that. If you don’t understand something so basic, you shouldn’t have come here.”


Whether or not I should have come, it was increasingly evident that I should not remain. I packed up and departed the next morning, shearing my residence with the Millers from the two weeks originally planned to nine days. Every day with the Millers had dispelled my sing-song notion that life on an organic farm is like Little House on the Prairie. Michael and Irene were not married happily. They did not dine organically. They did not view their animals favorably. They did not tend to them compassionately. They did not even feed their calves regularly.


The Miller mindset that we owe animals no more than food, water, and shelter is flawed. After all, if we give our cats and dogs food, water, and shelter, but keep them chained by the neck under electric trainers, that’s considered inhumane and unacceptable. The physical needs of food, water, and shelter are only basic, beginning needs. Another important physical need shared by all animals is movement. The word “animal” shares a root with “animation” because it is animation—the affinity and proclivity for movement—that differentiates an animal from a plant, the latter of which is planted in one place. For social animals, there is also a need to interact with others, and for many animals, including cows, who have evolved as grass-eaters, there is a need to graze outdoors.


The Miller decision to go organic had had more to do with profit incentives than philosophy. Even had it not, however, Canadian organic standards are flimsy. Canada’s guiding organic document states, “Use natural methods of reproduction; however, artificial insemination is permitted,” and “Except for lactating [dairy] cows, the continuous tethering of livestock is not permitted.”


Consequently, both artificial insemination and the “continuous tethering” of dairy cows were the mode of practice at the Miller dairy farm. A history of organic aids understanding.
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The word “organic” started being applied to food in the 1940s, coined in reaction to the creation of artificial fertilizers and pesticides. The concept of organic didn’t catch on until the 1960s, however, and it wasn’t until the 1970s that organic started being certified by independent certifiers. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) had little to do with organic at that stage, getting involved only long after that.


The USDA initiated the National Organic Program in 2000 by publishing a proposed rule about it in the Federal Register. After a review process—the proposed rule received 40,000 comments from the public—the USDA published a final rule on the National Organic Program, which went into implementation in 2002. The comments that the USDA received on its proposed rule highlight consumer concerns about organic animal farms.


The USDA’s proposed rule mentioned “access to shade, shelter, exercise areas, fresh air, and direct sunlight,” but it did not directly mention “access to the outdoors.” Commenters complained that USDA’s language suffered from a lack of clarity. One commenter expounded astutely that “the requirement that animals receive direct sunlight could be interpreted to simply require windows in livestock confinement facilities.” The USDA conceded by adding an “access to the outdoors” provision to its final rule.


The public noted another issue with the proposed rule: “access to pasture versus pasture-based.” The proposed rule mentioned “access to pasture,” but commenters stated that this term did not “sufficiently characterize the relationship that should exist between ruminants and the land they graze.” The term “access to pasture” suggests being able to access pasture, whereas “pasture-based” connotes living on pasture, or at least grazing on it at length.


The National Organic Standards Board (NOSB)—a federal advisory committee of fifteen individuals appointed by the Secretary of Agriculture to advise on the National Organic Program—agreed with commenters. The USDA still declined to alter the language in the final rule to “pasture-based.”


The proposed rule also contained a provision for “stage of production.” Commenters worried that dairy producers could argue that lactation is a “stage of production,” and wrongly use that provision to deny dairy cows access to pasture. The NOSB again agreed with commenters, but the USDA again declined to make the change. NOSB and commenter fears were precisely realized when organic dairy producers denied cows access to pasture.


The NOSB, however, persisted in both the “access to pasture” and “stage of production” provisions, voicing their recommendations again in 2005. “Lactation of dairy animals is not a stage of production that justifies confinement and keeping animals off pasture,” they argued. This time, the USDA heeded their counsel and defined “stage of production” to exclude lactating dairy cows. This new provision became part of USDA’s final rule on Organic Access to Pasture, which went into implementation five years later, in 2010. The practice of continuously tethering cows by neck chains, as at the Miller dairy farm in Canada, effectively became prohibited on American organic dairy farms in 2010.


This updated “stage of production” provision regarding dairy cows created one of the few differences in organic regulations between the United States and Canada. Organic standards in the two countries have almost everything else in common, including the fact that they mandate access to pasture for a minimum of 120 days of the year. This translates to one out of every three days. At many organic farms, including the Miller farm, the minimum is also treated as the maximum. Miller dairy cows stepped outside on exactly 120 days of the year, not one more or one less.


I returned to the Miller farm in the fall to witness the cows’ outdoor days.
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I was delighted to see that the farm landscape was a meadow—melted, mellowed, unrecognizable from the white desert it was in winter. The cows’ lives were also unrecognizable. They strolled on fields of dewy green grass lined with orange pumpkins and scarlet carpets of leaves. The panoramic sight before me meant that I was wrong before my first visit, and I was wrong also after it.


I was wrong before my first visit to assume organic meant excellent, and I was wrong after it to infer, as Miller milk plant workers Ken and Danielle did, that “There’s no difference between organic and non-organic farms in terms of how you treat animals.”


Had the Miller farm not been organic, the dairy cows would have spent not two-thirds of the year, but all of the year in stalls and chains. As such, the 120 days outdoor requirement did form a crucial difference between organic and conventional farms.


To be more meaningful, the organic outdoor requirement for animals should be stronger, as it is in Europe. Austrian organic standards require animals to be outdoors for at least 180 days of the year: every other day. Swiss organic standards require animals to have access to pasture on at least twenty-six days per month in the summer, and thirteen days per month in the winter.


If the Miller farm was organic, what was a conventional farm, I wondered.


Brick Roberts would know.





* Names of individuals have been changed to protect personal privacy.
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CHAPTER TWO


EGG AGONY


CANNIBALISM AMONG CRIMSON COMBS


The aluminum walls of Brick Roberts’s office were plastered with papers, all of them crinkled and yellowed except one: an outdated calendar of a topless woman cavorting on a beach. His feet up on his messy desk, the soles of his big, brown boots facing me, a steaming mug of black coffee in his left hand and a dwindling cigarette in his right hand, Brick opined on everything. And more.


“Laws against drinking and driving ruin lives out here in the country. ’Cause people can’t drink outside and drive home, they drink at home. Then husbands beat their wives. Wives beat their husbands. People commit suicide! We live in a Communist country. It’s not right I can’t smoke in restaurants—it’s Communist. People have lost all common sense. . . .


“I always carry a lighter. It’s not just for cigarettes; I burn my trash with it, too, ’cause I don’t want it ending up in a landfill. There’s too much stuff in the world to fit into landfills. I can let ya burn some of my trash, too, if yer interested. I’m an environmentalist. And I’m a liberal. I don’t like war. . . .


“I’m scared of the dentist, but ya know what’s even worse than getting a root canal done? Girl stuff. Like shopping. I buy twenty-four pairs of socks when I go shopping, so I never have to buy socks again. I hate shopping. But I like girls. My favorite city in the world’s Vegas. I’ve been to Vegas thirty-five or maybe forty times. I got a bitch of a hangover every time I went there. I chased wild women and gambled and did all that good stuff when I was younger. I don’t see anything wrong with liking young women. . . .”


Perhaps it was because I was a young woman that Brick had agreed to my visit. He’d taken me for younger than I was, though, his jaw dropping to learn that I was not eighteen, as he’d assumed at Michael Miller’s birthday party. It had taken me four phone calls to arrange my visit with him.


“I’m real busy today,” Brick had sighed over the phone two days earlier. “Gimme a ding tomorrow.”


“Bad day today,” he’d grumbled the day before. “Gimme a ding tomorrow.”


“Good day today,” he’d chirped earlier that morning. “Gimme a ding later to see what I’m doing.”


“I might have a little time for ya,” he’d ventured during my last ding.


I’d hurried to Brick’s office before he could change his mind, and now, after listening to his miscellaneous opinions for more than an hour, after even being apprised of the intricacies of his socks-purchasing preferences, I asked him for a tour of his egg farm.


“Sure thing,” Brick said.
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We climbed into his dusty jeep and drove past long rows of spruce and cedar trees, and snow-cloaked fields that in the summer grew corn for Brick’s birds and soybeans and wheat for the market as cash crops. After a slow, half-hour meander around the property, Brick drove us back to his office. I felt a surge of disappointment that he hadn’t stopped at his egg farm.


I didn’t know it then, but fourth-generation farmer Brick had stopped at his egg farm. He’d also started there. Brick’s egg-laying hens were housed directly behind the papered-up aluminum wall behind his desk, in the endless, windowless section of the rust-brown building we were in. We’d been at the egg farm the whole time.


“You can call the number on Brick’s card if you want,” I remembered Michael Miller telling me, “but you’ll be wasting your time. You’ll get a lot of bullshit, and Brick won’t let you see his hens.” Michael had been friends with Brick for a quarter-century, and he’d never seen Brick’s hens. I’d known Brick for only a few hours, in contrast; what were the chances I’d succeed where Michael had failed?


Time flew by as Brick and I continued to talk. We were in most manners opposites—I was quiet and reserved; he was warm and funny, bellicose and opinionated—but conversation between us flowed like water. Before I knew it, it was five o’clock, and Brick was hauling his feet off his desk to return home. His secrecy about his egg farm had only enhanced my curiosity about it, however, and I made a last-ditch effort to see it. “Do you like animals?” I asked him.


“I sure do,” Brick answered, his eyebrows ascending in surprise, for the question was unrelated to the story he’d just recounted, of his chagrin at having failed the sixth grade. “I make a living off them. . . . Ya do what ya have to do to make a living.”


“Can I see your hens?”


Brick’s expression became illegible, the creases of his countenance ordering themselves into a closed configuration underscored by the straight streak of lips finally united. He sat perfectly still for a moment, then he pushed back his leather chair, jumped to his feet, bounded out of his office, and pushed open the adjacent door.
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The reek.


It was rancid and repulsive, spitting us out, but also swallowing us into its monstrous metal machine belly, whose bowels were thousands of cages arranged in three endless columns. Like the shelves of a storeroom, each column was horizontally divided into four rows of cages. Each row consisted of two sets of adjoining cages, just as grocery store shelves are stocked from both sides of the aisle. Each cage was the size of a microwave but confined four or five hens. There were 13,000 hens in the factory.


The hens’ crimson combs, august like crowns, contrasted against the encompassing slabs of steel like painted red lips against a desiccated face. All the hens were crowned with combs, but not all wore the auburn feathers of their Rhode Island Red breed. Many wore only a meager under-layer of down feathers, which looked like a coat filling without a coat—impoverished, unkempt. Other hens were entirely pink and bald across the breast and back, and especially across the neck. When destitute of all but a few spike-like plumes, the neck was frighteningly thin—the diameter of a quarter—and resembled a leafless seedling languishing in a pot its owner had forgotten to pick up and place in the sun.


And there was no sun. There were no windows, and sunlight could not sidle in even through exhaust fans, for their blades whirled under a carpet-thick moss of dust, dirt, and feathers. Yellow bulbs dangled on long wires from the ceiling, but they were dim and dwarfish and deficient, their jaundiced glow an insufficient substitute for sunlight.


Cages were the epitome of cold, steely efficiency. Hens drank water from a dripper at the back of their cage, and they ate yellow-brown pellets off a feed belt at the outside front of their cage. They lived underneath a manure belt that sagged under the waste of the hens above, and they stood on a wire floor that was slanted so their eggs would roll automatically onto the egg belt running parallel to the feed belt outside their cage. Each cage was a small, self-sufficient, automated black box.


Such cages are called battery cages because of their vast numbers, as in a “battery” of tests. The term “battery” also has military implications—an “artillery battery” refers to a row of guns or missiles. The term’s association with war is appropriate because, first, battery cages came into commercial use in North America after World War II, and, second, the very concept behind battery cages is control and incarceration.


Before the invention of battery cages, hens lived in small backyard flocks. Cages were developed to make it easier for egg producers to identify and eliminate “passenger” hens—those hens whose egg output did not financially justify their continued existence. The materials required to construct cages were expensive, however, and the egg industry soon realized that it could save money by confining more than one hen to a cage, even if this meant being unable to get rid of passenger hens. The number of hens per cage consequently increased to two, and then three, and, today, four to ten. As for cages, they are today stacked anywhere from four to eight levels.


Seeing Brick and me striding down an aisle, the hens squawked wildly, their sharp, shrill shrieks amplifying as they reverberated off the metal. They stampeded all of one step to the dark rears of their cages, where they trampled one another in an effort to conceal themselves.


I’d judged Michael Miller’s dairy farm severely—with its neck tethers, cow trainers, and manure gutters—but it seemed like a slice of heaven in comparison to Brick Roberts’s stacked, stinking warehouse. Michael’s cows at least stepped out on pasture one out of three days of the year; Brick’s hens, in contrast, would live in cramped cages until the day they were slaughtered. Michael was right to describe Brick’s egg operation as “extremely inhumane.”


Brick wanted us to leave as soon as we entered. I wanted to return as soon as I left. I wanted—needed—to understand what I’d just seen.


I lived close to three hours away from Brick, and so repeated day trips were not a viable option. As I saw it, the only way for me to learn more about Brick’s profession would be to live with him in his house. The prospect made me nervous, though, for I hardly knew him—except that he liked young women—and my stay with the Millers had been disastrous.
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I mustered up the courage to call Brick two weeks later.


He no longer remembered me, speaking to me as skeptically as if I were a telemarketer.


I reminded him of our hours of conversation in his office. “Do you remember?!”


“Hmm, kinda. . . .” he replied.


Given Brick’s hazy memory, I knew I was being pushy and presumptuous, but I still asked, my voice a whisper, “Can I come stay with you?”


I thought Brick would ask me why; anyone else would. He didn’t. It was almost as if he’d expected the request. “I’m real busy this week,” he sighed. “Gimme a ding next week.”


Next week: “My wife’s at her uncle’s funeral. Gimme a ding next week.”


Next week: “I’m having trouble with the chimney. But, sure thing, ya can come on over in a week.”


In a week, when I arrived at the bus stop in his village, I was afraid Brick would fail to recognize me. Instead, he enveloped me in the sort of squeeze-embrace reserved for family members. Lifting my suitcase as effortlessly as if it were a pillow, he invited me to dine with him at the only restaurant within three miles of his house: The Truck Stop.


At the appropriately named diner, among heavy customers and hairy owners, in a booth with cracked seats, Brick ate almost as much as Michael Miller’s dairy cows. He devoured two mugs of hot chocolate, a bowl of ham and vegetable soup, and a staggering platter of ribs, wings, and fries, over which he first dragged the salt-shaker methodically, meticulously, like a satellite.


I’d never seen anyone eat as much food or as much salt in one sitting. “I know salt’s not good for ya,” Brick said with a shrug when he noticed my open-mouthed stare. After he’d eaten every morsel on his plate, Brick also dispatched the two lollipops that appeared with the check. (He had his and eyed mine; I offered it to him, and he accepted it gladly.) He then drove us home in his jeep. His house was impressive, to my surprise—I’d been nervously prepared to be slumming it, given the derelict state of his office. Brick lived in a two-story, red-brick residence with a three-truck garage. His wife greeted us at the door.


Jane Roberts was blond, round, and, as Michael Miller once described her, a “nice lady,” with a motherly manner and tranquil tone. Whereas Brick’s face was leathered and furrowed like a canyon—its ridges carved by caffeine, its trenches cut by nicotine—Jane’s was traced with a faint patchwork of cobweb-thin threads. Brick and Jane, by their appearance and personalities, were an unlikely couple, and their first meeting had also been unlikely. They’d “clicked” when Brick had hired Jane and her friends to load his egg-laying hens onto trucks for slaughter. A few years later, after Brick had pared down his Vegas “wild women” chases, he and Jane, both thirty, had read their vows before four guests.


Jane was a sprinkle of sugar on Brick’s salt, though she ate little sugar, and also little salt. Even when she dined at The Truck Stop, she ordered a salad, usually a Caesar salad. In recent months, however, she was frequenting The Truck Stop less and less because one of her evenings every week was spent at a Weight Watchers meeting. She’d shed thirty pounds since joining the program. Brick knew Weight Watchers only as “fat camp,” though he took care to warn, “Don’t go telling Jane I call it fat camp!”


Jane hardly ever came across a vegetable she didn’t like; Brick hardly ever came across one he did like, finding that he could truly tolerate only two—celery, occasionally, and potatoes, frequently, preferably in the form of fries. Brick and Jane’s divergence on diet was thus considerable, but it was still trivial when compared to their divergence on cigarettes, coffee, and alcohol.


Jane did not smoke, stating “People around here smoke way too much”; Brick held himself to a daily quota of fifty cigarettes. Jane occasionally sipped a cup of coffee softened with milk; Brick swilled a dozen mugs of black coffee every day, even though the caffeine gave him sleepless nights and insomniac eyes, veined with red streaks crisscrossing like tree branches. Jane drank beer and wine socially; Brick enjoyed alcohol immensely, storing hundreds of bottles of red and white wine in the wine cellar in his basement.


Brick and Jane shared their home with Dexter, an obese, drowsy cat, and Lizzie, Brick’s black, barking darling. “The most important job around here is loving Lizzie,” Brick told me, patting her head. “Lizzie’s always gotta be happy.” It was strange and ironic to see Brick, who caged 13,000 hens, dote over his dog more than his sons, Nick and Will.


Nick was a twenty-three-year-old with a scruffy beard and sturdy build—a young replica of Brick. Will was a tall, sleepy twenty-year-old who wore, even at home, an orange baseball cap patterned with silhouettes of curvaceous women.


“Nick and Will will be yer country tour guides,” Brick offered me, without checking with them first. “They’ll do anything ya want. They’ll take ya anywhere ya want.”


Will wanted to take me to a friend’s hot tub later that night. “Do you have a boyfriend?” he asked.


“I don’t,” I replied.


“I’m single,” he shared. “Sorta, kinda.”


Nick asked me the same question separately, also sharing his single status.


Brick saved his favorite possession for the end of the house tour. Standing at the foot of the stairs in the living room, he reached inside an ornamental pot and pulled out the family heirloom: a rifle. Jane’s mother had, over the span of her life, deployed it to kill squirrels in the attic, but its present purpose was different, darker.


“I don’t believe in locking the front door,” Brick said. “If someone comes in who’s not supposed to be here, that’s what the gun’s for. Use it if ya ever see a stranger in the house.” Brick twirled the long, loaded, rusted weapon around his finger like a cheerleading baton; I stepped aside discreetly.


His gaze grew glassy and his voice became marshmallow-soft as his thoughts turned from the prospect of shooting strangers to the pleasures of killing animals. “I have a deer in the freezer,” he said. “Ya can have some of it and take some back with ya for yer family.”


I demurred.


Brick continued that he sometimes hunted alone and at other times he hunted with Will, who’d slayed his first stag on a blustery winter day six years ago, the event commemorated with a framed photo in the kitchen. His father’s arm around his shoulders, Will, then fourteen, wearing a shy, self-conscious smile, propped the stag’s head up for the picture by gripping his antlers. To the onlooker, however, holding the stag’s head up seemed hardly necessary, for, if not for some snow stained scarlet underneath him, the young stag looked vibrantly alive, his dark eyes staring straight into the camera.


Since that first kill, hunting had transformed for Will from a pastime to a passion, and even almost a profession. Now, however, it was coyotes, not deer, he pursued, because “If you cut off their ears and take them in to the township to prove you hunted one, they’ll give you a hundred dollars per coyote.”


Ear-cutting was the primary exertion required in hunting, at least on Will’s part. His pack of six hunting dogs—purchased for a total of a thousand dollars, some from the United States—were outfitted with GPS satellite collars. The collars appeared on the screen in Will’s truck as dots. Seated comfortably behind the wheel, a bottle of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other, his rifle resting on the passenger seat, Will merely followed the dots like he would any other GPS directions.


Replacing the gun in the floral pot, Brick warned me, “Don’t tell anyone we have a gun. We’re not allowed to have one. But if ya want to come hunting with me sometime, I’ll let ya shoot, too.”


I felt like I’d fallen into a foreign country. Farm country was foreign country, with its own customs and rituals, vocations and avocations.
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I awoke the next morning with a sore back. My bed was lumpy and my pillows had a stuffing as splintered as breadcrumbs.


It was among pickup trucks, a jeep, a snowmobile, kayaks, chairs, hockey sticks, a beer keg, and bottles and cans of beer and soda that Brick breakfasted every morning, seated at a picnic bench somehow also wedged into the garage. “I can’t start my day without a pack, and Jane doesn’t allow smoking in the house,” he explained to me. “What do ya want for breakfast? Beer? Or coffee?”


I declined both, opting instead for a banana and orange, to Brick’s befuddlement.


Brick, who clutched in one hand a cigarette and in the other hand a beer mug brimming with coffee, was wearing the same denim shirt he’d worn the previous night and also during the afternoon I’d spent at his office. The shirt, a stiff medium-blue many years ago, was now pale, threadbare, and frayed, smudged with yellow sweat stains around the armpits and assorted splotches elsewhere. It was still in good shape, however, when compared with Brick’s navy-blue pants: torn in the center of the seat, they offered an eyeful of polka-dot boxers. I never knew where to look when talking to Brick.


“Let’s go to the office and see if Paul has something for ya to do,” Brick said after he’d chugged a couple mugs of coffee.


Paul was a stout, square-jawed man who’d worked for the Robertses since he was fourteen, when Brick’s father had hired him to work after school and in the summers. Brick, then eighteen, soon lost his father to a fatal accident, but he gained Paul, who soon became his “best friend” and the “closest thing to a brother” that he, an only child, had ever had. Today, at fifty, Paul vacationed with the Robertses annually (usually in the Caribbean), had lunch prepared by Jane daily, and was “Uncle Paul” to Brick and Jane’s children permanently. Paul’s responsibility was the egg-laying hen factory.


He operated it from an expansive switchboard. The switchboard’s knobs and buttons, when pushed or pulled, fed hens, crated eggs, and dumped droppings. The switchboard did everything, in fact, except extract dead hens from cages, which was consequently Paul’s first chore every morning. I helped him with it that morning, even though it was easier that morning than almost any other of the year. The hens were a fresh flock, new stock, impounded into the equipment only a week earlier, clothed still in a complete coat of quills. They had not yet pecked one another to the point of naked pink patches, unlike the batch of hens I’d seen the previous time.


Those hens were slaughtered two weeks prior to my arrival, at eighteen months of age, as is the norm in the egg industry. Most of their body parts—their back, neck, and legs—were shipped to China, forming part of an international, complex, uncontrollable food chain. The rest of their bodies were sold to McDonald’s to make nuggets. (Dairy farmer Michael Miller’s cows, too, after being sold at a livestock auction, were bought primarily by McDonald’s to form hamburgers, Michael believed. Organic milk is sold at a premium, but, ironically, upon slaughter, organically raised dairy cows become part of the cheapest food in the country.)


After manipulating some knobs and buttons at the switchboard, Paul strode down the first aisle of cages. In his haste, he neglected to notice a glaringly visible dead hen. I indicated the bloodied, muddied carcass, covering half a cage floor like a carpet. Paul turned back and extricated it from the wiring. As he did, the living hens in the cage turned into a quartet, shrieking an off-key, melancholy melody.


Shuddering at the song, I lurched onward ahead of Paul. Only a few cages down, I spotted a second perished hen. Her head, which was a bloodless gray color, dangled through the tiny hinge gap between the door and the wall of her cage.


“It hanged itself,” Paul said, disentangling the head from the door. “It probably stuck its head out ’cause it was bored, and it got stuck by accident. They always die when they get stuck. If it’s a really small space, they choke, like this one did. If it’s a bigger space, they don’t choke, but they starve, ’cause they can’t get to the food and water anymore. Hanging is one of our three big causes of death.”


Hanging? I’d never heard of animal hangings before, and I couldn’t believe such a form of animal death existed. But I had to believe it; just a few cages down, another hen had also “hanged” herself. The deaths of hanged hens could have been prevented if Paul had bothered to notice that they were trapped in the wire. Instead, they suffered every minute of the week that it took them to slowly starve and dehydrate to death.


“Another cause of death is putting them in the cages,” Paul continued. His tone was as light and breezy as if we were strolling through an apple orchard. “The crew puts them in real fast, and the hens sometimes break a leg or a wing. But they don’t die from the injury. They die ’cause they can’t get up to eat or drink when they’re injured.”


Paul added a third carcass to the two in his hands. “But our number one cause of death is blowout,” he said. “Blowout means the insides get pushed out of the body. It happens when the hens get older, when they’ve laid a lot of eggs.”


Blowout is caused by hens laying eggs that are too large, and by starting to lay eggs at too early an age—two genetic traits that the egg industry selects for obsessively, because consumers prefer large eggs and because early-laying birds are more cost-efficient. Although blowout is primarily genetic, the death from it is environmental. Other hens in the cage peck the blowout hen’s bright red and pink insides, leading to her eventual, tortured death.
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