Turkey Talk #1

As Thanksgiving approaches, it is a good time to learn about turkey options for the holiday table.  Most of us are accustomed to the plump turkeys we buy in the grocery store, which are from birds reared in large houses in “confinement” or with no outdoor access.  A trend to large-scale production has led to geographical concentration of livestock and poultry in certain parts of the country, causing animal waste to become an environmental issue.  However, due to the high level of efficiency in production, the meat of the birds is inexpensive at retail.  But consumers are interested in more than only inexpensive meat; they are also interested in the environment, animal welfare, feed additives, etc.

Consumers want to know more about how their food is raised and alternative production systems, such as outdoor access or “free-range,” that promote animal well-being or other values consumers believe in.  For example, antibiotic-free birds are raised without the use of antibiotics, and “natural” diets do not include growth promotants or animal by-products, etc.  Currently the US Department of Agriculture allows the use of the label “free-range” for poultry products if the birds have access to the outdoors for more than half their lives.  However, this does not mean the birds actually go outside or the outdoor area may be extremely small.  Although the number of labels and definitions can be confusing at the store, in the future, better marketing terms are likely to evolve.

In organic farming, synthetic chemicals such as pesticides are not used and markets for organic products are growing very quickly.  In organic poultry production, birds are fed organic feed, health is managed naturally without the use of antibiotics and other drugs, and birds are housed with access to the outdoors.  However, again, outdoor access may be somewhat limited.


In contrast, small local farmers are usually careful to provide fresh pasture to poultry and may even use small portable houses.  They may also use special historical breeds of turkeys.  

Next: special breeds and where to get specialty turkeys this year.

Turkey Talk #2

Did you know that Benjamin Franklin recommended that the wild turkey to be our national bird over the bald eagle?  The turkey is quintessentially American and one of the few livestock species that originated in the Americas.

The modern turkey, descended from the turkey that the Pilgrims ate, has been highly selected for fast growth and high yield of white meat.  These birds have white feathers in order to improve the appearance of the dressed carcass--the small pinfeathers are not visible.  The birds reach market weight within 14 weeks. The modern turkey has a high proportion of white meat with such a plump breast that the males cannot actually mate with females and artificial insemination is used for reproduction.

Slow-growing “heritage” turkey breeds are “old fashioned” breeds that were common at the turn of the century.  They have bronze-colored feathers, rather than all white like today's modern turkey, and are grown slowly with access to the outdoors rather than confinement rearing in large turkey houses.  Heritage turkeys can mate naturally and take up to 24-28 weeks to reach market weight.  They cost more than fast-growing turkeys because they take longer to raise but some believe that they have a superior taste and texture.

Diversity is an important part of Slow Food.  As our food supply becomes more globalized and standardized, we have lost much of the diversity in agriculture.  We must preserve production systems and endangered breeds of livestock, especially in light of climate changes and emerging disease challenges.  An interesting paradox in livestock preservation: “Eat it to Save it.”  When consumers eat endangered livestock, it gives producers an economic reason to raise these livestock.

Slow Food USA is working to preserve heritage turkeys.  It has an Ark of Taste to which heritage turkeys have been added, including Bronze, Bourbon Red, Naragansett, Jersey Buff, and Midget White.  Slow Food USA also has a heritage turkey presidia.  Presidia are the working arm of the Ark of Taste—groups that help promote artisan food such as raw milk cheese, specialty apples and oysters, etc.

To learn more about preserving livestock, see American Livestock Breeds Conservancy (www.albc-usa.org).

Next: Qualities of specialty turkeys and where to get them

At the Turkey Tasting event at Basil’s Café on November 3, 2007 we will sample the Bronze turkey.  

Turkey Talk #3

What are the differences between free-range or heritage turkey carcasses and conventional?  Is it worth spending more money to buy a specialty turkey for Thanksgiving?

Fast-growing turkeys have a high proportion of white meat, and they grow so fast that they don’t have time to accumulate a lot of flavor.  They are usually “pre-basted” or injected with a mixture of water, salt, phosphates, and spices, to help ensure that the breast will not become dry due to overcooking.  Slow-growing “heritage” turkeys are older and lay down fat under their skin.  They may have more flavor, although the breast is not as plump as conventional.

In order to learn more about the characteristics of specialty turkey meat, the University of Arkansas (UA) is comparing the meat characteristics of three types of turkeys: slow-growing turkey raised free-range, fast-growing turkey raised free-range, and conventional turkey from the grocery store.  The slow-growing turkey comes from the farm of Frank Reese in Kansas (www.reeseturkeys.com) and is processed in a small processing plant inspected by the USDA.  Reese's turkeys have received national attention for the meat characteristics and his operation has been highlighted in Bon Appetit magazine.
Researchers will analyze nutrient (protein, fat, etc.) composition as well as meat characteristics such as tenderness and appearance.  A trained sensory panel will conduct descriptive analyses of texture and flavor attributes of the breast and thigh meat, and a consumer sensory panel will compare liking of these specialty turkeys to conventional turkeys at retail. 

The public can try the turkey meat at Basil’s Café in Rogers, AR on November 3, 2007.  There is a ($10) tasting at 4:00 pm with dressing and gravy and a ($30) meal featuring all types of turkey, along with dressing, gravy, and seasonal sidedishes, prepared by Chefs Aaron Nicks and Kendall Spencer.  We will also conduct a short survey to see what you are looking for in a specialty turkey product.  Call xxx-xxx-xxxx to make a reservation.

If you are interested in buying a specialty turkey for the holidays this year, Ozark Natural Foods offers free-range and organic, Cook’s Natural Market (www.cooksnaturalmkt.com) offers natural (fresh not frozen), free-range, and organic.  Rogers Natural Food & Vitamins (479-636-7331) offers free-range and organic.  Heritage turkeys are sold on the Internet at Heritage Foods USA (www.heritagefoodsusa.com), Dean and Deluca (www.deandeluca.com), and D’Artagnan (www.dartagnan.com).  For a local heritage turkey, contact Mike Walters in Oklahoma at www.walterspoultry.org or see www.localharvest.org to find a farm near you.  You may need to place your turkey orders early because suppliers often run out.

Keep in mind that heritage turkeys cost much more than conventional because they grow slowly and cost more to produce.  Some of the heritage turkeys sold on the Internet cost over $200 with shipping!  

Additional resources: Mary’s Turkeys has a website that has interesting articles on specialty turkey (www.marysturkeys.com).  The National Turkey Federation has recommendations about wines to pair with turkey at

http://www.eatturkey.com/consumer/cookinfo/holiday_wines.html
