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It’s one of the more puzzling quirks of the local cultural 
consciousness that Gould’s shop is almost universally 
known, yet few know what actually happens inside or 
what “LIve PouLtry Fresh KILLed” even means. 

What it means is this: Mayflower Poultry kills chick-
ens on-site. they kill lots of them. they do this because 
fresh poultry—meat that, a few hours before, was live 
poultry—tastes a whole lot better than the shrink-
wrapped garbage you buy at the grocery store. 

But Mayflower Poultry’s famous sign doesn’t just 
alert pedestrians to the fact that several hundred 
animals a week are getting slaughtered in the middle 
of a dense residential neighborhood—a modern zoning 
curiosity if there ever was one. In many ways, Mayflower 
is a throwback to a commercial model that’s 30, 40 or 50 
years in the past—when modestly appointed specialty 
stores formed the backbone of the consumer economy. 

Both nationally and locally, the independent, neigh-
borhood butcher shop is an increasingly rare specimen. 
Consumer concerns about genetically and chemically 
modified foods are fueling a modest renaissance in 
the sector, but even so, the tide of consolidation and 
corporatization that’s ravaging the rest of the American 
economy hasn’t overlooked them: Butchers are being 

squeezed by grocery stores (themselves increasingly 
large corporate beasts) on the consumer end, and by 
distribution monoliths like sysco on the wholesale side. 

the economy’s geography, too, works against special-
ty storefronts like Mayflower. Commerce shifted away 
from a scale involving pedestrians and main streets, 
and toward a model clogged with cars, strip malls and 
shopping plazas long ago. 

Mayflower Poultry, currently weathering a fairly hos-
tile economic climate, has been in east Cambridge since 
1945, though nobody’s sure when the store’s iconic sign 
first showed up to amaze and confound passers-by. 

“I don’t know the story—it was here when I first 
bought the business [in 1996],” Gould says. “the guy 
I bought it from didn’t know the history of the sign, 
either.” 

Whatever the sign’s origins, “it does make a good 
t-shirt,” he adds. “We only sell the shirts because, for 
five years, kids were coming in asking whether we sold 
shirts. We kept telling them, maybe later. And eventual-
ly, I just said, come back next week and we’ll have some. 
It’s a nice shirt, and it makes a nice thong, too.” 

the sign—and t-shirts and thongs—don’t lie. May-
flower’s kill room is a busy place, and it would be even 
busier if the store itself wasn’t so busy too. Feliciano, 
who says he’s been gutting chickens for Mayflower “for-
ever,” kills and cleans the birds two days a week right 
now; the other days, he’s busy doing stuff like unloading 

2,000 turkeys from the back of a truck. In January, when 
the holiday rush subsides, Gould says, the store will go 
back to killing three times a week.

even though the store goes through several dozen 
crates of chickens a week, there aren’t any chicken coops 
in the back of Mayflower anymore. A 1997 fire took care 
of that. 

“When I bought the place, we had all these big 
coops in the back, and we had to feed and water them,” 
Gould recalls. “It was a pain in the ass, so when the fire 
burned out the back, we decided to just get rid of the 
coops. I didn’t like keeping them here, anyway.” Now, 
on kill days, a farmer trucks crates of chickens up from 
Connecticut. 

Gould adds that the specter of bird flu has killed off 
one old custom: walk-up kill room service. “you used to 
be able to kill for people—they’d come in with a couple 
chickens and say, ‘they’ve been living in the backyard for 
a couple years, and now they’re going to be dinner.’ We’d 
charge them $3 and kill the birds for them. We can’t do 
that anymore. Now, we have to be more careful about 
how we slaughter. We have to know where the birds are 
coming from. they have to be certified.”

When the birds arrive, they’re brought into the back 

room (a surprisingly small, tiled affair) and, seven at 
a time, suspended upside down over a trough. A sign 
outside the kill room advises employees: “No smoking or 
eating allowed in the killing room.” Above it, a bumper 
sticker advises Babe ruth’s ghost to “Curse My Ass.” 

When we sat in on a morning kill session, the crated 
chickens mostly sat quietly, awaiting the knife. two 
stuck their heads out of the open crate top. one stared 
into the warehouse, while the other checked out a map 
of metro Boston. they could have—and probably should 
have—tried to make a run for it, but they didn’t. In fact, 
Feliciano tried to let one run around, but it just stood in 
the middle of the floor. It eventually meandered toward 
the storefront, where it was quickly collared and intro-
duced to a knife.

Feliciano hangs the birds upside down, slices their 
throats and stuffs them into a large funnel to bleed 
out. As is their nervous systems’ wont, the chickens may 
twitch, spasm and kick their feet. A few tried to bolt and 
had to be stuffed back into their funnels. 

After bleeding out, the chickens are tossed in a vat of 
hot water, and then flung into a picker (a tub that spins 
the birds around and de-feathers them with dozens of 
finger-like appendages; minus the dead poultry inside, 
this thing could’ve come from a Brookstone catalogue). 

“We used to have this machine that you had to stick 
the bird into, and turn it around to get all the feathers 
off,” Gould says. “you could only do one bird at a time. 

then we got Luis this little present. It’s a lot quicker.” 
the featherless, lifeless birds are then gutted and 

prepared for sale. Gould sells the hearts and livers; he 
pays a rendering firm 5 cents a pound to haul away the 
rest of his chicken-guts waste and convert it into who-
knows-what.

early in the morning of my visit, a customer was 
skulking about, waiting for Feliciano to kill a dozen-odd 
chickens for him. they came chopped to order, courtesy 
of a circular blade that sits on a table behind the kill 
room. “Why do you think I like these chickens?” he asked, 
greedily eyeing his birds as Feliciano worked them over. 
“they taste better!”

For the record, that back room is filled out by a 
shaved ice machine, a sausage grinder, an old tv set, a 
dusty home gym setup, an out-of-commission deli ticket 
dispenser, and several shelves full of spare mechani-
cal parts (some of which are stored in a Kotex box that 
proudly proclaims: “It’s a girl thing!”). there’s also a 
basketball hoop perched, improbably, over a busy corner 
of Mayflower’s warehousing room. “It used to get used 
more,” explains Gould. “I actually insisted that we put it 
up, but nobody gets around to using it much.” 

For all the sex appeal of a neighborhood butchery 
with infamous, kitschy signage, mysterious back room 
exercise equipment and one-hour crate-to-frying-pan 
poultry service, the bulk of Mayflower’s business no 
longer runs through its vintage storefront, or even its 
famed kill room.

Gould says that, in the decade he’s owned May-
flower, changes in neighborhood demographics and a 
disruptive road construction project have conspired to 
erode the shop’s walk-up business. Now, most of the old 
butchery’s business consists of wholesaling fresh meat 
to local restaurants; some of that meat comes from 
Mayflower’s kill room, and some does not. 

“the vast majority of product, we sell to restau-
rants,” Gould says. Nearly all of the 2,000-3,000 turkeys 
the shop will sell thanksgiving week fall into that 
category; during Gould’s tenure, the store has tripled its 
wholesale volume. And while bulk wholesaling doesn’t 
have the nostalgia value that fresh-killed retailing does, 
it has allowed Mayflower to stay afloat and to keep 
blowing out poultry on the cheap and on the fresh. “the 
nice part about that is, it allows us to keep everything 
really fresh. We’re shipping constantly, and we turn over 
a ton. With a regular butcher shop, you might bring in 
the meat, and it’ll sit there for a few days, and then who 
knows what happens?”

FRESH KILLED
Mayflower Poultry kills chickens on-site. They kill 
lots of them. They do this because fresh poultry—
meat that, a few hours before, was live poultry—
tastes a whole lot better than the shrink-wrapped 
garbage you buy at the grocery store. 


