
We’ re deep in the shad ows. In the bowels of a building with

walls that swe at gristle and blood. A modern-day pl a n t ,

m o re like Fritz Lang’s Me t ropolis than Wi l ly Wo n ka & the

C h o co l ate Fa c to r y. 

We’ re standing in a semi-circle on the kill floor at Mapl e

Leaf Po rk in Brandon, Manito ba. Twe n ty- five fresh re c r u i t s ,

our mouths agape. 

M i ke, a short, squat, fa c tory floor ve te ran, stuffed into a

bl o o dy lab coat, is leading our to u r. Hundreds of hogs sw i n g

by on a co nveyer line, flayed and shackled up by their hind

l e gs, their heads dangling by a flap of skin, they smack

to gether like bowling pins. 

We sta re at the blank fa ces of the men who thrust in and

o ut of the hogs’ bellies with knives, yanking out gliste n i n g

tubes of red and gray entrails. Bowels, hearts and live rs that

will eve n t u a l ly be chopped up, pa c ka ged and shipped off

for the dinner ta ble. 

“ We’d harvest the farts if we co u l d ,” Mike offe rs with a

ce r tain morbid glee. “Yu p. We use just about eve r y t h i n g .

O n ly three per cent of the pig goes to wa s te around here .’ ’

My to n gue suddenly feels like it’s caked in the stench of

swe at and scared animal. My head begins to swing like a

s e e saw. 

“ D o n’t you dare puke,’’ Mike snorts, grabbing at my hel-

met to ta ke note of my name, which is displ ayed on the

f ront, in bold lettering. “Suck it up, Pr i n ce ss .’ ’
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Ltd. fo l l owing an ugly and very public bust-up of the Mc Ca i n

fa m i ly french-fry empire. As co m pa ny president, Mc Ca i n

h ad been tapped by his fat h e r, Wa l l a ce Mc Cain, to sta ge a

t u r n a round of Maple Leaf ’s moribund meat div i s i o n .

From behind the bro n zed glass of his elegant To ro n to

offi ce, Mc Cain cast his glance south of the border for less o n s

in how to fix the mess. It wa s n’t just his co m pa ny that wa s

f raught with tro u ble. It was the entire Ca n adian pork indus-

t r y. He believed Ca n adian co m panies could co m p e te in the

n ewly co m p e t i t ive North American fra m ewo rk. But not

w i t h o ut sweeping changes. “What are we waiting fo r,’’ he

a s ked a co n fe re n ce of industry co l l e a gues provo c at ive ly.

“ Wal-Mart to come to town and put us out of business? ’ ’

I’m praying for a miracle. Th at I wo n’t to ss my co o k i e s .

Or wo rs e, be to ssed out tush over te a ke tt l e, my fi rst day on

the job. “It ’s the smell,’’ I respond we a k ly. And then with

all the moxy I can muster: “I’ll get used to it.’ ’

With that, Mike cocks his head and inhales deeply befo re

he begins his spiel. One he has sure ly mouthed dozens of

times befo re: “You know wh at that smell is?’’ he growl s

rh e to r i c a l ly. “Th at ,’’ he says, leaning in for emphasis, “Th at ’s

the smell of money.’ ’

Ce r ta i n ly Michael Mc Cain believed he could smell the

m o n ey, despite the waves of nausea that swept over him as

he to u red his fi rst co m pa ny plant in the mid-90s. His fa m-

i ly has just bought a majority sta ke in Maple Leaf Fo o d s
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Mc Cain got down to wo rk with his management te a m .

Th ey dra fted a strategy to build the co m pa ny into a pork

p owe rh o u s e, go b bling up co m p e t i to rs such as Burns Fo o d s

Ltd. and Gainers Inc. But the ce n t re p i e ce of the co m pa ny ’s

recipe for succe ss was a plan for a wo rl d - c l a ss pro ce ss i n g

plant in Brandon. The location would give the co m pa ny

p rox i m i ty to cheap grain in which to feed its pigs, spa ce in

which to grow them, and allow Maple Leaf a re ady tra n s-

p o r tation ro ute to the burgeoning Ja panese pork market. 

In terms of sheer size, the Brandon pl a n t ’s capa c i ty wa s

s ta g gering: At full tilt, it was capa ble of slaughtering and

p ro ce ssing 90,000 hogs a week. It was to be a te c h n o l o g i-

cal marvel in a landscape of aging, lethargic plants acro ss

the co u n t r y.

“ You didn’t have to look far to see that inefficient pl a n t s ,

older assets and lack of scale made the Ca n adian industry

s i g n i fi c a n t ly less co m p e t i t ive,’’ ex plains Michael Detlef-

sen, an exe c ut ive vice - p resident in Maple Leaf ’s pork div i-

sion. ‘’We needed to build the scale to get the cost effi-

ciencies that would allow Maple Leaf a co m p e t i t ive

adva n ta ge in the global marke t .’ ’

B ut Maple Leaf also envisioned cost cuts that would her-

ald a new era of ra n cour between the co m pa ny and its wo rk-

e rs .

The co m pa ny was alre ady drawing up a blueprint for its

s tate - of-the-art plant when it told 850 wo rke rs at a plant in

Ed m o n ton, Alberta that they would have to accept wh o p-

ping wa ge ro l l backs. It was similar in scenario to the decad e

long battles that had alre ady pl ayed out in the Un i ted State s .

Not only had the U.S.industry undergone a mass ive re s t r u c-

turing and co n s o l i d ation, it had also tightened its grip on

wo rke rs. In an aggre ss ive campaign to re d u ce costs, many

U.S. co m panies invo ked special ba n k r u p tcy laws that

a l l owed them to shred their union co n t racts, and drive dow n

wa ge s .

Wo rke rs struck in Ed m o n ton. Less than two weeks late r,

M a ple Leaf shutte red the plant doors, only to announce

plans weeks later for its fa c i l i ty in Brandon. Manito ba had

won a heav i ly co n te s ted competition for the plant. Th e

p rovincial government had anted-up $7-million in subsi-

dies and tax adva n ta ges, while the Ci ty of Brandon kicke d

in another $13.5-million. 

M a ple Leaf then got its wish. It pro ceeded to nego t i ate

a new deal with the Un i ted Food and Co m m e rcial Wo rk-

e rs Union, slashing wa ge rates by 40 per cent at the new

plant. Union members we re apoplectic. Th ey accused their

l e ad e rs of selling out the membership by secre t ly ba rga i n-

ing low ball wa ges at the Brandon plant, while wo rke rs we re

on strike in Ed m o n ton and being pre ss u red for co n ce ss i o n s

in Wi n n i p e g .

By the fall of 19 9 9, the $150-million, state - of-the-art pl a n t

was fi n a l ly co m pl e ted. It opened amid gre at pomp and

pa geantry with both provincial and city officials ex to l l i n g

the benefits to the co m m u n i ty. Eve r yo n e, it seemed, wa s

h a p py. Eve r yone but the wo rke rs. 

Now, more than four ye a rs late r, the plant is struggling

to keep its slaughter and dismemberment in full swing. In

an industry beset by a wo rl dwide glut in the meat marke t ,

the plant is curre n t ly churning out pork chops at half capa c-

i ty. A bigger pro blem for the money-losing plant? The speed

of the production line is out pa ced only by the number of

wo rke rs fleeing the fa c i l i ty.

It is against this ba c kd rop that I arrive on the doors te p,

a p pl i c ation in hand. Two weeks late r, I’m hired. For $9.45

an hour, I will wo rk the fa c tory floor along side some 1,35 0

other jaw b re a ke rs, pig chasers and kidney poppers, in one

of the most dange rous and gruesome jobs in the co u n t r y.

For eight hours a day, I will wo rk in ‘’by p ro d u c t s ,’’ slicing

the cheeks out of hogs’ heads. To see for myself wh e t h e r

M a ple Leaf Po rk lives up to its billing, in the wo rds of fo r-

mer fe d e ral NDP Leader Alexa McDonough, as a “te r r i bl e

and manipulat ive’’ empl oye r.  How bad can the wo rk pos-

s i bly be? I’m about to find out .

Mo n d ay. My fi rst day on the job. Just past 6:30 a.m., and

an ora n ge orb hove rs low on the horizon, casting a fad e d

wash over this pre tty patch of prairie also known as Wheat

Ci ty, some 200 kilomete rs west of Winnipeg. A ste ady

s t ream of pick-ups and ruste d - o ut station wa gons is alre ady

on the road. Their headlamps bounce along a dead - e n d

s t re tch of highway, towa rd a low-slung, lev i athan of pipe

and steel, situated in a field of hay bales. A fi fte e n - m i n ute

d r ive from the city. 

The pa rking lot is alre ady teeming, filled with dozens of
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young men in muscle shirts and women pinched into low

riding jeans. Th ey walk two by two, the sound of grave l

skidding beneath their feet. In the dista n ce, a truck is busy

u n l oading to d ay ’s hog kill. The co n s tant drone of the engine

m u ffles the sound of their co l l e c t ive squeal.

Juan Luis Zava l e ta is alre ady at wo rk. Spl atte red in bl o o d

as he hacks away at a carc a ss to ex t ract the bung – the hogs ’

i n testines and anus. It ’s a task he and his kill floor bre t h re n

will perform 21 times each minute, 10,000 times a day. 

Me a nwh i l e, upsta i rs, high above the kill floor, 25 of us

a re gat h e red in a yawning room. It ’s fe s tooned with a smat-

tering of Maple Leaf poste rs trumpeting its products; loins,

hams, ribs and pork bellies. The floor beneath our feet is

r u m bling, set into motion by the thrum of the butc h e r y

machinery below.

Robert Panontin, a porky, narrow- eyed, 30-something

d re ssed in a co m pa ny shirt and canvas pants, arrives and

pounds the ta ble with a ra ft of documents. As the co m-

pa ny ’s labour re l ations re p re s e n tat ive, he’s got a job to do:

To scare the Be Jesus of out us. The statistics are n’t pre tty.

He knows most of us will go AWOL long befo re we re a c h

p ro bation, like some 4,000 other wo rke rs since the pl a n t

opened. Many because their hands had become too crip-

pled wo rking all day with a knife. Or because the wo rk is

too dark and surre a l .

Howeve r, it’s a pro blem that ex tends far beyond the Bra n-

don city limits. In fact, there’s a revo lving door of wo rke rs

a c ro ss the continent. Tu r n over rates of between 40 and 10 0

per cent annually are common among U.S. industry behe-

moths such as Tyson Foods Inc. and IBP Inc.—co m pa n i e s

t h at helped mastermind the low wa ge scale.

How have they coped? Large ly by tapping into a ste ady

s u p ply of immigrant wo rke rs from Mex i co and Ce n t ra l

America. In re cent ye a rs, it’s become a hot button issue in

the Un i ted States. Some argue that immigrants underc ut

American wo rke rs for jobs that once paid among the high-

est in the industrial secto r. Others believe immigrant wo rk-

e rs are being ex pl o i te d .

No one, howeve r, has come under more scrut i ny than

Tyson Foods of Springd a l e, Arizona. The co m pa ny, wh i c h

n ow has a labour fo rce that is 40 percent Hispanic, is fa c-

ing a lita ny of charges over its labour pra c t i ces. Fo l l ow i n g

a sweeping undercover inve s t i gation, the U.S. Depa r t m e n t

of Ju s t i ce indicted the co m pa ny for conspiring to smuggle

i l l e gal immigrants into the co m pa ny. If co nv i c ted, it fa ce s

fines of up to $10 0 - m i l l i o n .

Th e re have also been rumbl i n gs about Manito ba ’s new

i m m i grant wo rke rs. Fa ced with the same limited labour

pool for demanding, low paying jobs, Maple Leaf has also

l o o ked to Mex i co and Ce n t ral America for wo rke rs .

Jan Chaboye r, president of the Brandon and District

Labour Council, believes immigrant wo rke rs are especially

vu l n e ra ble because they are often too afraid to speak up in

the fight for better wo rking co n d i t i o n s .’ ’ Pe rs o n a l ly, I have

a pro blem with indentured labour,’’ Chaboyer adds, re fe r-

ring to some 100 wo rke rs who have come to the co m pa ny

on a two -year visa. “If they ’ re good enough to wo rk here,

t h ey should have landed immigrant stat u s .’’ 

So fa r, Maple Leaf’s immigrant recruitment strategy has

met with mixed succe ss. Of 65 Mexican wo rke rs re c r u i te d

beginning in January 20 02, only 16 remain. Some fled

because they had tro u ble adjusting to the Ca n adian way of

l i fe. Others because they believed that the $19,500 they

earned as a starting wa ge – less than pove r ty level for a fa m-

i ly of two -- would stre tch further than it proved to in Bra n-
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don. Howeve r, the co m pa ny has had more succe ss with

wo rke rs from El Sa lvad o r. All but one of 44 wo rke rs

re c r u i ted have stayed with the co m pa ny.

Industry analyst Kevin Grier believes that the struggle

to find wo rke rs will continue to prove vexing for co m pa-

nies acro ss the co u n t r y. 

“ It ’s hit eve r y b o dy acro ss the entire meat packing indus-

t r y,’’ says Grier, of the George Morris Ce n t re at the Un i-

ve rs i ty of Guelph, which specializes in agr i b u s i n e ss iss u e s .

“ It ’s not just Maple Leaf. It ’s also the major pa c ke rs in

A l b e r ta. Th ey ’ re all facing the same pro bl e m s .’ ’

He says co m panies will be fo rced to pay low wa ges to

co m p e te in wh at is ess e n t i a l ly a co m m o d i ty- based busi-

n e ss that is widely affe c ted by price shifts. 

Steve LeBlanc, Maple Leaf ’s human re s o u rces manage r

in Brandon, denies that wa ges co n t r i b ute to the labour short-

a ge. ‘’Our wa ges are n’t the iss u e,’’ he says, adding that the

t u r n over rate is ex p e c ted to sink to 65 per cent this ye a r

f rom 100 per cent over the past few ye a rs. ‘’ Th ey ’ re actu-

a l ly very co m p e t i tve as far as our local market go e s .’ ’

Me a nwh i l e, back in the training room, Panontin is busy

wo rking the floor, exalting the perks that will bulk up our

pay pa c ket and keep us punching the co m pa ny clock. A per-

fect atte n d a n ce re co rd over three months? An ex t ra 50 ce n t s

an hour ta c ked on to our check and a shot a co m pa ny draw

for $15 0 0. We can also rack up “pork bucks,” allowing us to

b uy our roasts and ribs direct from the fa c tory floor at just

a fraction above co s t .

Panontin eyes his unlike ly group of greenhorns wa r i ly.

Th e re’s Tina, a ve lve ty- eyed, 30-year-old mother of fo u r,

with hair sculpted like a porcupine. Her ba c k ground is in

re tail. She alre ady looks spooked as she sta res at her hands,

folded in her lap. At the next ta bl e, there’s Jenn, mid-20s, a

go l d e n - h a i red, anthropology grad u ate in wide-leg pa n t s

and shy smile.  She looks least like ly to fit in. But, in fa c t ,

s h e’s the hen most suited to the roost, having wo rked gut-

ting bears at her gra n d pa rents hunting lodge in No r t h e r n

O n ta r i o.  At the back of the room there’s Jo e, a tra n s pl a n te d

Newfie with big teeth and a know- i t-all sneer. He’s fre s h

f rom wo rking the oilrigs in Alberta. And there’s Andrew.

Built like a boulder at 6’2’’ and 270 pounds. He’s alre ady on

the fast track to the big bucks.  Four ye a rs wo rking as a short

o rder cook have given him wh at the co m pa ny values most:

k n i fe skills. The group also includes two Chads, Enoch,

P h o ebe and Tim, whose back after quitting eight months

a go. He’s been assigned to the overnight sa n i tation shift ,

cleaning up hogs’ guts and fe ce s .

Panontin hunches fo r wa rd, resting his beefy hands on

the ta ble. A Listen Up posture .

“I just want you to know we’ re watching you like a hawk ,”

he warns, surveying the room to ga u ge whether his to n e

has invo ked the intended effect. “ You have signed an

e m pl oye e /e m pl oyer co n t ract with us. We’ ve agreed to pay

you a wa ge and you agree to come to wo rk. We are looking

for co m m i t m e n t .”

It ’s simple. All we have to do is show up. When we can’ t ,

call in. Sounds re a s o n a ble. 

With that, Panontin clamps his mouth tightly, gat h e rs his
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t raining materials and re adies to leave. But he stops short

of the door and sw ivels: “I just want you to know I have a

re a l ly good friend in security at the mall. If I’m doing an

i nve s t i gation on you, I’ll go down there to watch his secu-

r i ty videos. God help you if I catch you go ofing off at the

mall on video.”

We sit in silence, beholding our labour re p re s e n tat ive

with a co l l e c t ive wince .

It ’s a revo lving door of co r p o rate types with pep ta l k s

and motivational videos until we’ re handed over to Randie

M u l l i gan, our health and sa fe ty re p re s e n tat ive .

“ H i -ya!” she trills, entering the training room like a cut

floor Ci n d e rella, her peasant dre ss in a wh i rl behind her,

her shoes click-clacking acro ss the co n c re te. Her bl i ss e d -

up demeanor seems a bit at odds with the morning’s lec-

t u re. With charts and handouts she offe rs hints on go o d

grooming and wo rk floor hygiene. How to keep the co m-

pa ny “product” free of our microbes. 

“ Your quality of life shouldn’t change while yo u’ re wo rk-

ing at Maple Leaf,” she ass u res us in one bre ath, and then

warns in the next: Two - t h i rds of us will be injured on the

job in the next three months. 

“ It ’s re a l ly a bl o o d - bath in there from a human’s point of

v i ew,” ex plains Todd Scarth, dire c tor for the Ca n adian Ce n-

t re for Policy Alte r n at ives in Manito ba, who has studied

the impact of increased hog production on labour in Bra n-

don. “The newer plants are fa s ter and far more dange ro u s .

You combine that wh at we think is a turnover rate of 10 0 %

-- and that ’s a dead ly co m b i n at i o n .”

Un d o u b te d ly, with five times the national ave ra ge of seri-

ous injuries every ye a r, meat packing is by far the most dan-

ge rous job in Ca n ada. Whether it’s an acc i d e n tal stab wo u n d

f rom a co -wo rke r, or a fra c t u re from a falling carc a ss, the

s l a u g h te rhouse is rife with potential perils. Gre a sy, slip-

pery floors cause many of the trips and falls. But it is re p e t-

i t ive strain injuries – the upshot of wielding a knife at awk-

wa rd angles all day – that account for the bulk of sick days

and long- term disabilities. It ’s little wo n d e r. By one ta l ly, a

typical Maple Leaf wo rker makes six diffe rent cutt i n g

motions to 12,000 to 15,000 pieces of pork a day. Th at ’s thre e

million cuts a ye a r. 

The fi rst time Zava l e ta sta red down at the co nveyer belt,

he knew his body would give out long befo re the machine

ever would. 

With a chin affi xed by a five-inch tuft of hair molded into

a sw i rl, his heav y-lidded eyes re m i n i s cent of a Re n a i ssa n ce

pa i n te r, the 32 -year-old looks an unlike ly slaughte rh o u s e

wo rke r. In fact, Zava l e ta is not only a trained Mex i c a n

b utc h e r, but an acco m plished artist who finds his inspira-

tion in the blood and guts of pigs. 

Z ava l e ta wants to stay on. He’s just not ce r tain his body

is willing.

“ Every job at Maple Leaf is hard. It ’s messy, brutal wo rk ,”

he says. “You wo rk eight hours a day, five days a week and

yo u’ re body is going to wear out .”

In 18 months on the job, Zava l e ta has alre ady been injure d

t h ree times; tw i ce hurting his back; another, breaking a rib.

All from pushing into pig all day. He’s just returned fro m

four months of kitchen duty this week. He’d been off re g-

ular duty because of his latest back injury and it’s alre ady

flaring up again. He thinks it’s re l ated to fa u l ty equipment

he uses on the line and he told his supervisor as much. He

ce r ta i n ly didn’t like his boss’ response. “He sa i d ,’ You know

Juan. I’m tired of you and your injury,” Zava l e ta says we a r i ly,

re counting the exc h a n ge. “Th e re are so many people wo rk-

ing harder than you without saying a wo rd. If the [machin-

ery] isn’t wo rking pro p e rly, that ’s part of the wo rk here … G o

back to your Mexican government to ta ke care of yo u .’ ”

Me a nwh i l e, the nurses’ station is busy taking care of

to d ay ’s injuries. We pa ss by on our way for lunch at Ham-

lets, the co m pa ny ’s main cafe teria. A half- d ozen wo rke rs

a re slumped in chairs, waiting for tre atment. A sign hangs

on the wall above them: 560 it re ads. Th at ’s the number of

injuries last week. 

Inside the cafe teria, the din of the coffee cups is mute d

by the singsong of the wo rke rs chain-link belly belts that

chime as they file in line for to d ay ’s gr u b. The daily spe-

c i a l? Me at love r’s delight. Po rk chops, mashed potatoes and

grav y. 

Je n n’s not hungr y. She leans fo r wa rd, head bowed, one

hand on the ta bl e, another holding a ciga re tte. She doesn’ t

u s u a l ly smoke. But the anxiety has been building all morn-

ing. In a few minutes, she’ll be on the fa c tory floor, hack-

ing away at a pig’s head. She thought she was re ady. 

“I had a nightmare last night,” she sighs soft ly and pa u s e s .

“I was being chased by hogs’ heads. It ’s still freaking me
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o ut .”

She draws long on her ciga re tte. Then snuffs it out

a b r u p t ly like she’s exo rcising some sort of midnight phan-

to m .

Soon, our posse is herded back to the training room wh e re

we’ll be fi tted in the costume of the fa c tory floor. Ru b b e r

boots with steel toes; wh i tes still stained with the memory

of ye s te rd ay ’s slaughter; a belly belt to pro tect the orga n s ;

ear pl u gs, a hairnet and helmet; and a mesh glove that

ex tends to the elbow. I’m now dre ssed to kill. Or at least

b utc h e r. I feel like a snow-wh i te, Darth Vad e r.

Jesus Zavala, stands ra m rod straight, hands clasped in

f ront of him, looking like a no-gu ff, fa c tory floor state s m a n .

Je ss i e, as he is affe c t i o n ate ly called on the shop floor, a Mex-

ican trained butc h e r, has wo rked his way up to trainer in

l e ss than two ye a rs on the job at Maple Leaf. He is to be our

m e n to r.

Z avala leads us deep into the basement of the building.

A crypt, re a l ly, wh e re there is no clock, no window, no ve s-

t i ge of the outside wo rld. 

It ’s now 1:30 and their bellies full from lunch, wo rke rs

on the picnic line are busy hacking pork for shoulder bones

with a single-mindedness. Then men on the dre ssing floor

a re pulling bung, live rs, hearts and diaphragms they pl a ce

on a pulley of spikes behind them. If the line fails to ke e p

pa ce, the kill men must slow down, backing up the slaugh-

te r. Quotas must be met or it will mean overtime. One hour.

Two hours. Whatever it ta kes to get the job done.

Our fi rst day on the line, and we learn we’ re alre ady in

for an hour of overtime. It ’s mandatory – part of our co l-

l e c t ive agreement with the co m pa ny. Th e re’s a pro blem at

the gam ta ble. Seve ral wo rke rs are off sick. Sherri, our floor

s u p e r v i s o r, a pre tty, woman of gra n d m o t h e rly vinta ge

a r r ives, clipboa rd in hand. Her heav i ly- c a ked eye l a s h e s

a f l utter as she peers out from behind gold-rimmed glass e s .

“ Fo u r,” she fi n a l ly bellows in a husky vo i ce. “I need fo u r

real strong guys on the gam ta bl e .” 

A half- d ozen hands shoot up. Andrew, the quarte r ba c k-

l i ke, former cook, is waving his arm feve r i s h ly. Sherri picks

off the men indiv i d u a l ly: “You, you, you and yo u .” Andrew

s m i rks, and falls into the pa rade of burly men that tra i l

Sherri down the hallway.”I have no idea wh at the hell the

gam ta ble is. But it’s go tta be better than the go re in there,”

he ave rs as he rumbles out .

It ’s show time for the rest of us. Zavala clamps on his

hearing ge a r, slips on a pair goggles,  and motions us into

the massa c re .

We enter a room that is a chorus of hum and hiss; clangs

and thuds. But ce r ta i n ly no glee club. I step over strings of

s l i p p e r y, ye l l ow gristle and pools of blood. Past plumes of

s team that rise from the floor to my wo rk s tat i o n .

It ’s a cre e py sight. On the right, wo rke rs are hunched

over a co nveyer line of disembodied heads. Some are saw-

ing off ears with pneumatic knives. Others are skewe r i n g

h e ads onto spikes. The thrum of the line trigge rs the beasts’

m o uths in motion, as though they ’ re in co nve rsation. Th ey

round the co r n e r, tumbling onto another co nveyer belt.

Piled three by thre e, they ’ re headed straight at me.

Z avala is alre ady in a dance of kinetic perfection. Wi t h

all of the skill and artistry of a sculpto r, he reaches fo r wa rd ,

picking a head up by the esophagus and begins chiseling.

Fi rst slicing the cheeks out of the outside of the head, then

the inside. He plops the flesh onto a smaller co nveyer belt

b e l ow, and thrusts the hogs’ head down a chute, on its way

to rendering. “Now, you try,” he says, handing me a ra zo r -

sharp knife, and smiling with enco u ra gement. 

I grasp at a snout, and haul 20 pounds of head towa rd

me. It ’s heavier than I imagined and I stumble. The head

rolls from my carving station, falling fa ce up on my boot.

Mo uth aja r, eyes still open, cheeks tw i tching, it sta res me

up at me as if stuck in some sort of somnolent scre a m .

I do better next time. Soon, dozens of hogs’ heads late r,

I can feel the blood trickling down my cheek, and seeping

i n to my bra. But wh at makes me re a l ly wo oz y? It ’s the sen-

sation of warm, sticky flesh on the other side of my pl a s t i c

g l ove each time I lay hold of an esophagu s .

By quitting time my carving hand is starting give out. My

back aches. But it’s my cheeks that hurt the most from suck-

ing in my lips all day, hoping to keep the blood and gut s

f rom ge tting into my mout h .

We gather around the sink to clean the little pieces of fat

and meat from our tools. Je n n’s hosing down a scabba rd

when she lets out a ye l p. The hose has slipped from her

grasp and she’s shooting a spray of scalding water into the

fa ce of a fe l l ow wo rke r. The water has soa ked into her glove .
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ce r tain morbid glee. “Yu p. We use just about eve r y t h i n g .
g goes to wa s te around here .’ ’



Her hand is starting to bl i s ter-up in we l t s .

Th ey ’ re both sent off to the nurses’ stat i o n .

By 6:30, I’m standing in a hot showe r, trying to wash it

all away. By 7:30, I’m able to eat for the fi rst time of the day.

By 8:30, I’m in bed, dre ading the thought of to m o r row.

The next morning, we gather for roll call. Th e re are thre e

n o - s h ows among the recruits. Je n n’s been pulled from the

l i n e, and assigned to kitchen duty while the wounds on her

hand heal.

Th e re’s a murmur of disco n tent in the room. Andrew ’s

d eveloped a serious Tylenol habit overnight. His body is

t h robbing from ye s te rd ay ’s wo rk on the gam ta ble: catc h-

ing hogs as they to p pled from a tumbl e r, slitting their te n-

dons and skewering them up by their hind legs. “Th ey we re

coming five at a time. Six at a time. It was cra z y,” he says ,

his fa ce flaring red in exa s p e ration. “I co u l d n’t grab them

fast enough. It ’s too fucking hard. I’d rather pull ass h o l e s

a ny day.” 

Jo e, the mout hy Newfi e, wa n ted a job on the kill floor,

b ut he’s been designated to wo rk in rails, stacking boxes of

m e at. “I re a l ly got screwed here,” he declares. “Fi rst they

tell me I’m doin’ this, that I’m doin’ that. Yo u’ re not eve n

a l l owed to ta ke a piss unless it’s on your scheduled bre a k .

This job sucks.”

No one disa grees. 

It ’s the last glimpse I’ll have of most of my fe l l ow tra i n e e s ,

m a ny who have fanned out acro ss the fa c tory floor to fi l l

in for both injured and absentee wo rke rs.  For two more

d ays, I hone my knife skills, carving into hogs’ heads, until

I’m both numb with pain and desensitized to wh at I’m doing.

By my fourth day on the fa c tory floor, something odd

happens. I’m suddenly feeling squeamish. Re ady to puke

a gain at the thought of touching flesh dead just 42 minute s .

For the next few hours, I slow my pa ce until I am mira c u-

l o u s ly gra n ted a re p r i eve: I’ve been tapped to help out in

packing for the rest of the afte r n o o n .

I spend the next few hours, picking diaphragms out of a

giant tub and packing them, layer upon laye r, into boxe s

destined for the Ja panese market. I’m wo rking as fast as I

can when I hear the lead hand behind me: “Come on,” he

roa rs. “Yo u’ re holding us up. I need you to pack like a mad

wo m a n .”

With that, I begin throwing the meat furiously into boxe s

until the tubs that we re once ove rf l owing, are empty. 

I leave at day ’s end along side hundreds of wo rke rs wh o

spill into the pa rking lot, carrying their lunch buckets. Some

wait for the bus. Others clamour into their pick-ups. In a

l i ttle more than 14 hours, they’ll be back. Living it. Hat i n g

it. I know I wo n’t be returning. I can’t stomach another day. 

I leave thinking about Up ton Si n c l a i r’s muckraking ex p o s e

of the meat packing industry nearly a century ago.  In his

n ovel The Ju n g l e, Sinclair chronicled the appalling co n d i-

tions of the Chicago sto c kya rds and the lives of a fa m i ly of

Lithuanian immigrants wo rking in meat packing plants.  Th e

book spa rked an independent inve s t i gation into the indus-

try and helped Th e o d o re Ro o s evelt push the Pu re Food and

Drug Act and Me at Inspection Act through Co n gre ss .

Howeve r, for all of his efforts to ensure the food was sa fe,

Ro o s evelt did nothing to improve the sa fe ty or well being

of the industry’s wo rke rs. In the newly co m p e t i t ive No r t h

American fra m ewo rk, some have argued, we’ ve now co m e

f u l l - c i rcle. Back to Si n c l a i r’s horror show: cheap, dispens-

a ble labour. 

Pe rhaps Zava l e ta, the Mexican wo rke r, sums it up best.

“ It ’s a big pa rad ox for the co m pa ny. Th ey spend millions

t raining us and then they tre at us like we’ re their slave s .

L i ke we’ re co m pl e te ly disposa ble. And we eve n t u a l ly leave .”

It ’s a pa r t i c u l a rly ex i gent issue given that Maple Leaf is

n ow gearing up for a second shift at the Brandon plant in

20 0 5. It hopes to boost its capa c i ty to 90,000 hogs a we e k ,

f rom 45,0 0 0, adding 900 more jobs.

How will it sta ff the jobs given the prov i n ce’s limite d

labour pool? The pl a n t ’s human re s o u rces manager LeBlanc

says the co m pa ny is co n fident it can find enough wo rke rs .

He says Maple Leaf plans to continue to recruit heav i ly

f rom local aboriginal communities, which curre n t ly co m-

pose about 40% of its labour fo rce. It also plans to ex te n d

its fo rgeign recruitment pro gram, boosting its immigra n t

wo rk fo rce to 12 per cent from 6 per ce n t .

The Ca n adian Ce n t re for Policy Alte r n at ives’ Todd Scarth

b e l i eves it’s time that local labour lead e rs and prov i n c i a l

officials ta ke stock of all that a second shift at the plant will

mean for both the co m m u n i ty and for wo rke rs .

“When we eva l u ate the costs and benefits of the pl a n t

ex pansion, we must ta ke into account whether these are

good jobs,” Scath says. “A re they sa fe, secure, we l l - pay i n g?

A re they the kinds of jobs that would allow someone to

support a fa m i ly? ”

S m i t h fi e l d ’s Joseph Luter III, chairman and CEO of the

l a rgest pork pro ce ssor in the wo rld, stunned the industry

last year when he advo c ated higher wa ges for wo rke rs .

“ Wo rkmanship in the plant suffe rs when we have high

t u r n ove r, and that ’s a result of paying low wa ge s ,” he to l d

a co n fe re n ce. So fa r, Luter has failed to make good on the

s u g gestion that wo rke rs should earn $2 (U.S.) more an hour.

Even some industry analysts have begun to ponder the

logic of Maple Leaf ’s pay scale. “Pe rhaps the strategy of

paying re l at ive ly low wa ges is not so good or not so smart

g iven to d ay ’s low unempl oyment leve l s ,” wro te Shawn Allen

of inve s t m e n t- p i c k s . co m .

B ut there are bigger worries on the St reet. Many are ke e p-

ing a watchful eye on the co m pa ny ’s tumbling profi t s .

M a ple Leaf, which is pre paring to swa l l ow rival meat-

pa c ker Schneider Co r p. in a $510-million deal, saw its profi t

n e a rly wiped out it the most re cent quarter ending in Sep-

te m b e r. Earnings for the third quarter slipped to $2 9 9,0 0 0

or a loss of one cent a share, co m pa red with $19.3 - m i l l i o n

or a gain of 16 cents a year earl i e r. The co m pa ny bl a m e d

l ow pork prices resulting from an ove rs u p ply of meat pro-

teins and a sluggish Ja panese market, which co n s t i t ute s

a b o ut eight per cent of co m pa ny sa l e s .

Michael Pa l m e r, an analyst at Ve r i tas Investment Re s e a rc h
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Two - t h i rds of us will be injured on the job in the next 
t h ree months.



Co r p. believes the co m pa ny could sta ge a turnaro u n d

with an uptick in pork prices. Howeve r, he says Mapl e

Leaf exe c ut ives have co n s i s te n t ly bungled in rolling out

their strate g y, and failed to keep their promises. Th e

B randon plant is just one exa m pl e, Palmer says. “Th ey

d e fi n i te ly positioned the plant as if it we re going to va u l t

the co m pa ny to another level. I think they are disa p-

p o i n ted in its perfo r m a n ce. I ce r ta i n ly hope they are

e m ba r ra ssed because their projections are way of the

m a rk .”

M a ple Leaf vice - p resident Detlefsen sees it diffe re n t ly.

He says the Brandon plant is going through the sa m e

growing pains as any plant in the sta r t-up phase. “We’ re

t racking industry sta n d a rd s ,” Detlefsen says. “The busi-

n e ss is not performing to wh e re we’d like it to be because

of the pro tein glut …We’ re happy with the pl a n t ’s perfo r-

m a n ce at this sta ge .”

Me a nwh i l e, I don’t bother calling in to offer my re s-

i g n ation. A few days late r, I re ce ive a re g i s te red letter in

the mail from the co m pa ny. It says they have decided to

te r m i n ate my empl oyment effe c t ive immediate ly. “Th e

Co m pa ny re co g n i zes that this line of wo rk may not be

for eve r yone and that you may be suited to a diffe re n t

line of wo rk ,” the letter re ads. “You are advised that

should you chose to re a p ply for empl oyment in the fut u re,

when your situation has sta b i l i zed, your appl i c ation will

be given due co n s i d e rat i o n .”

I crumple it up and to ss it in the ga r ba ge. 
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