AT THIS YUKON FARM,

IT S THE CUSTOMERS WHO GET THEIR HANDS DIRTY.
’
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om does all of the killing.
A tall, deceptively stern-looking man, he
stands at a large, metal sink set on an open
patch of grass in front of his farmhouse. His
wife, Simone, unloads chickens from one of many
crates stacked in the back of a pickup truck on
the field. One after another, five clucking hens fall
silent as Simone grabs them by the feet and hangs
them upside-down, brown and red feathers
dangling over the sink. They look like an inverted
police line-up. Instantly upon being hoisted, most
of the birds calm, but a few flutter slightly at
Simone’s touch. To settle them, she holds their
wings gently but firmly to their bodies.
Now it’s Tom’s turn. He grasps the neck of
the first chicken, placing the thin metal blade
of an electric knife to its throat. He watches
as its third translucent eyelid
closes and opens just once – a
telltale sign that the bird has lost
consciousness. That’s when he
slits its carotid artery, heart still
The Rudges’ largest
pumping. The electric jolt from
(and ever-escalating)
operating cost is the
the knife quickens the heartbeat
price they pay for chicken
feed from Aldergrove, B.C. and it takes less than a minute for
Their spending on it has the bird to bleed out. It’s not what
risen 82 per cent in the
I expected. It’s quiet: no squawklast four years, thanks
to the growing cost of
ing, no headless bodies running
organic corn and soy.
frantically. As each bird is drained
of blood, it’s moved to a dunker,
where the hot water loosens the
feathers for plucking.
The process is methodical,
relatively painless for the birds,
and only mildly discomforting
for me. I feared the process would
be bloody, gut wrenching, inhumane.
Actually, Aurora Mountain
Farm was the first of several Yukon
farms to lead a new, Northern contingent of the Kill Food, or Compassionate Carnivorism, movement. The movement preaches
that the most humane way to be a
meat eater is to know more about
where your food comes from. What better way to
do your research, the theory goes, than to become
part of the process? Tom and Simone even throw
in a bonus: to those who take the time to come out
and help, the Rudges offer a 40-per-cent discount.
I had to check this place out myself.
To prepare, I read a description of the artisan
chicken-butchering process in Michael Pollan’s
book, The Omnivore’s Dilemma, and braced for
the real-life experience.
It would be a few days before I ate chicken again.

TOM AND SIMONE RUDGE have been raising
heritage breed chickens for sale – along with
pigs, cattle, cashmere goats and laying hens –
since 2004. Simone’s a natural, having grown up
on a farm in St. Paul, Alberta, and participated in
all facets of farm life. Tom was a city boy, raised
in Edmonton, but he was always drawn to the
rural lifestyle. He completed an agricultural
degree at the University of Alberta and worked
at an industrial hog farm before coming to
Whitehorse. “I did a lot, got a ton of experience
and I loved the animals,” he says, “but there was
something wrong with that kind of farming ... It
sort of took the whole nature of the animal out
of the question. It was pure dollars and cents.”
The Rudges moved to their 160-acre farm,
located northeast of Whitehorse, in 2000. Origi-

every few days, once the chickens have turned
a parcel of grass and alfalfa into a clump of dirt.
(The birds’ manure turns that dirt into noticeably more lush grass next year. “The difference
is amazing,” says Tom.)
Despite the rising cost of feed ($1,100 for a
1,000-kilogram tote bag this year versus $611 in
2011), the Rudges have no trouble finding customers for their chickens, even at a cost of $6.80
per pound (roughly $35 for a five-pound bird,
although the size of the bird varies). Before they
even start their cross-country journey from the
Rudges’ source hatchery in Quebec to Whitehorse, about 90 per cent of the chicks are spoken for by customers who place their orders by
email. The couple could easily sell all of the birds
ahead of time, but they keep a buffer to allow for
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What better way to breed trust with customers than to empower them to kill their own food?
Food inspectors may inspect a Lilydale plant, but “how many of us have actually been to one?”

26

UP HERE BUSINESS • OCTOBER 2013

nally they planned Aurora Mountain as a guest
farm. It gets its name from the Northern Lights
and its location at the base of a cluster of Yukon
mountains. That plan soon fell by the wayside as
Tom immersed himself in the demanding task
of building a farm from the ground up and Simone juggled her full-time job at Yukon College
with her daily farming tasks.
Initially, poultry was their prime offering,
and the small operation was a showcase for the
kind of farming they moved up north to take
part in. Unlike store-bought chickens, which
spend most of their short lifespan packed by the
thousands in large warehouses, the chickens
housed at Aurora Mountain Farm spend most of
their lives inside relatively cozy “chicken tractors” dotting the Rudge property. The tractors
– mobile domes covered in netting to protect
the chickens from hawks and eagles – are moved

losses and a few last-minute orders – like mine.
They choose to limit the number of chickens
they raise each summer to preserve their quality
of life, Tom says. Their goal isn’t to get rich, but
to make local, sustainably grown food available
for their family and friends.
Their situation isn’t unique, they say. Most
farmers these days require a secondary income
to make a go of it, using that second income
to make investments in buildings and equipment. The organic chickens are definitely the

most profitable aspect of
the Aurora operation, but
the profit is marginal at
best. The Rudges grossed
$13,475 from their chicken
sales this year – but only
reaped a net profit of $75.
Investments in the farm cut
into any potential profits in
previous years.
In 2006 the Rudges and
six other Yukon farmers
successfully lobbied the
Yukon government for
$24,000 to buy a full set
of poultry-butchering equipment, complete
with electric knife, dunker, plucker, tables for
cleaning and gutting, and a trailer to store and
transport it all. Today, a total of 14 Whitehorsearea farms share the unit, each paying between
$1 and $2 a bird into a repair and replacement
fund. Most of the repairs are for wear and tear,
Tom says. Hoses need fairly regular replacement, and the electric knife and cord have been
replaced as well, at a cost of about $2,000.
Also in 2006, the Rudges began inviting

customers to help gut (or pluck, depending on
one’s sensibilities) the chickens. People were
asking for more meat, but the Rudges couldn’t
do all the work themselves. They finally came
up with a workable compromise: sure, they’d
increase supply, but only “if you come help,” as
they told customers.
Help came. At first it was mostly neighbouring farmers or members of the chicken processing equipment collective, but as word spread,
more first-timers started showing up. The turnout still varies – after all, warm sunny days are
a rare commodity up North – but it’s common
now for the Rudges to have a handful of helpers.
Today, Aurora is just one of several Yukon farms,
including the M’Clintock Valley Farm and the
Grizzly Valley Farm, inviting customers to process their own birds.
It’s an arrangement that benefits both the
farmer and the customer, Simone says. Helping
out with the butchering lets customers in on the
process, building not only homegrown knowledge but also fostering a sense of community
around an important local food source. And
for the farmer who “doesn’t want a barn with
20,000 birds in it that you send off to Lilydale,”
OCTOBER 2013 • UP HERE BUSINESS
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Simone says the help is needed and appreciated.
It also helps bolster Aurora’s reputation
with regulators. “For a farm-gate sale, the more
people involved, the better, from the Canadian
Food Inspection Agency (CFIA)’s perspective,”
Simone explains. Since the Rudges’ operation
is not government-inspected, customers are
instead encouraged to take on that responsibility. “Even for people who don’t come out and
process, they do come out to the farm to pick up
their chickens,” Simone says.
It’s ultimately about breeding trust. As Simone puts it, the CFIA may inspect a Lilydale plant,
but “how many of us have actually been to one?”
I certainly hadn’t. That’s why I decided to visit
Aurora Mountain Farm and actually bag a chicken
of my own. Ever since reading The Omnivore’s
Dilemma, I had started thinking about where my
food comes from, and whether I want to support
the industries that produce most of it. I’d been out
to the Aurora farm before, to talk to Tom about
genetically modified organisms (GMOs), so I sent
him an email asking about their organic, freerange chickens. Unfortunately, he told me, they
didn’t have any left. But I knew they invited people
to come help with the process, and besides, I’ve
wanted a first-hand education in local, sustainable food production. So I signed myself up.
I ARRIVE ON A SUNNY Saturday in August –
the final processing day of the season – and
soon learn I will be volunteering with seven of
the Rudges’ customers and friends. Our task?
Butchering 223 chickens.
I’m the only rookie there, so before I put on
a clean, blue apron from a pile, I get an orientation from Tom and Simone’s son Graham.
Then I just watch: Tom slits a chicken’s

throat, it bleeds, and he places three carcasses
in the dunker, a rectangular tank of water that
automatically immerses the chicken carcasses,
plunging them in and out about six times. The
temperature in the dunker is tightly controlled.
If it’s too cold, the feathers won’t come out easily, but if it’s too hot, the skin could tear in the
next station, the plucker.
The plucker is a white barrel inside which the
carcasses tumble around and around, their feathers snagging on the barrel’s rubber fingers. I’m
joined at this station by Yukon College president
Karen Barnes and her colleague Jacqueline Bedard. Both are old hands at the chicken butchering process, showing me how to pop the feather
tips out like pimples if they aren’t completely
removed by the plucker. Following their lead, I
quickly get into the rhythm: pull chicken from
the plucker, check chicken for leftover feathers,
plop chicken in the first of two cooling tanks.

By mid-morning we’ve moved the first
truckload of chickens through this first “dirty”
side of the process. I am about to discover that
working the “clean” side, paradoxically, means
getting my hands bloody. With my sleeves
rolled up and a strong resolve not to gag, I leave
Jacqueline and Karen to the plucking and join
Sharon Davis, a regular on the Yukon’s chicken

Travel to Arviat & enjoy Arctic Birds, Caribou, Polar Bears,
Whales & Wolves in this culturally vibrant community.

butchering circuit, and Bart Bounds, a neighbouring farmer, at the evisceration table. There,
I am about to rip the hearts (and everything else)
out of the chickens rolling down my line.
Most of the chickens are cool inside, and
slimy – very slimy. It’s a while before I feel confident that I am pulling out the right organ at the
right time, always careful to avoid splitting the
green bile duct, which can instantly taint good
meat. By noon I am silently praying for a break.
Gutting chickens is demanding work, as evidenced by my sore back the next morning.
At lunch, the whole gruesome scene is quickly
forgotten. There’s talk of recipes, summer plans

and farming issues, like the potential approval of
genetically-modified alfalfa, potentially the first
GMO crop north of 60. At my prodding, there is
also an introspective examination of why each of
the volunteers has decided to spend a beautiful
Saturday in August butchering chickens. Both
Jacqueline and Karen have helped out four times
before. “I always find it hard to drag myself out
here,” says Jacqueline. It’s not the easiest choice,
giving up one of the summer’s last sunny days
to help butcher chickens, “but it’s always fun.
There’s a good community feel and I appreciate
the chickens much more.”
Like many of the Rudges’ customers, Karen
and Jacqueline value the fact that the chickens
are raised locally and organically. “It’s nice to
be more connected to your food. That’s what I
like about being in the Yukon,” says Jacqueline,
whose freezer is packed with food from local
farms and hunting trips.
Karen had been eating organically for a while
before her first foray into chicken butchering. It
was her daughter, who was considering a return
to eating meat after years as a vegan, who first
highlighted the value of gaining a deeper understanding of your food and where it comes from.
As Tom told me many times, organic is not just
about the end product; it’s about the process.
After lunch, it’s back to the evisceration
table for me. Most of the “dirty” work (the killing, dunking, and plucking) is done, thankfully.
Karen and Jacqueline have moved to the packing side. Pulling a chicken each from the second
cooling tank, they drain, bag and weigh the birds
before placing them in a cooler to await pick-up.
Customers start arriving around 4:30 p.m.
Henry and Joyce Klassen are visiting the Aurora
farm for the third time. Joyce says, “There’s no

way you can get big chickens like this at the store.”
When her grandkids ask, “Are these happy chickens?” the couple can honestly respond, “Yes.”
Tom and Simone have been asked many times
why they don’t grow their company, given the
demand. They maintain their goal isn’t to get rich
but to put good, locally and sustainably-grown
food in their customers’ freezers – and their own
cooler, too.
I leave the farm with two chickens, relieved
that I didn’t have to deliver the lethal cuts myself. Tom insists on doing that particularly delicate procedure.
As interesting and educational as my experience at the farm was, it still takes me a few days
to recover my appetite for chicken. One night, I
make the mistake of ordering chicken for dinner,
and memories flash through my mind of popping out feathers, the feel of a chicken as I pushed
my hand up along the top side of its cavity, fishing for the heart, and the stress of avoiding the
bile duct. I lay off the meat, usually a staple in my
diet, for the next day and a half after that.
But on Monday, two days after my chickengutting adventure, I invite my foodie friend Stephanie and her partner, Luke, for dinner. (More accurately, I bribe Steph to cook me dinner, tempting her with my fresh, local, organic chicken.)
And what a meal it is. Steph stuffs the
5.5-pounder with lemon and fresh sage from her
garden, complementing it with garlic mashed
potatoes and her dad’s gingered carrots.
The chicken’s delicious. And knowing exactly where it came from, how it was raised, how
it was killed and cleaned, I feel good about eating it. I’m confident not only in what I’m putting
into my body, but also in knowing that I have
supported a local, sustainable industry.
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