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Choice chooks
A new breed of Australian poultry farmers are raising
chickens in true free-range fashion.

Words Tony Harper

Once upon a time I had access to the best
chickens around. Nothing like the fat white things
you find shrink-wrapped at the supermarket – even
the free-range versions. These were built a little
differently, darker in the colour of both flesh and
skin and packed with flavours more complex,
more intense and far more satisfying than those
we tend to associate with chicken. And there’s a
good reason for that.
The birds that end up in our butcher shops
and supermarkets have been selectively bred,
over many, many decades, to yield plenty of meat
in a short space of time. It makes sense from an
efficiency point of view: bigger chooks ready for
the shelves faster.
But flavour is built by time and there’s a price
to be paid when it comes to shortcuts. The taste
– if you’ve ever had a seriously good bird like a
Bresse chicken for comparison – is like eating in
black and white.
Sometime in the mid 1990’s my dad embarked
on re-creating the meat chook from heritage
breeds … slow growing and full of flavour. And
for the following decade his Havenscroft chickens
were the best thing you could buy: we began to
eat chicken in colour like I presume folk did half
a century back. And I was spoilt.
But Havenscroft was sold and it has been
close to a decade since I ate my last mouthful.
In late 2014 I was given the opportunity to
buy a few chickens from Sommerlad’s Poultry,
and from what I could glean they were raised
on a philosophy and farm not too dissimilar
from Havenscroft.
When I finally got to taste some I was stunned;
these were richer, more flavoursome and more
decadent than any Australian chicken I’d ever
experienced, and not too dissimilar from a Bresse;
the most celebrated chicken on the planet. They
average ten weeks of age before being readied for
the table: twice the lifespan of a regular chicken,
and it’s absolutely apparent when you taste them.
It’s kind of like a chicken version of pure-breed
wagyu in terms of its decadence and intensity. I
have a family of four all with healthy appetites and
we have leftovers from a size 15: try that with a
supermarket chicken!
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The Sommerlad’s farm is near Tenterfield in
northern New South Wales and its main focus is
breeding the chickens. Currently it processes less
than 200 chickens each month for the table, but
raises many more which are distributed between
eight rather special farms around the country.
There they are raised in true free-range fashion.
What interests me is the different nuances that
will come from each farm. I’ve eaten chickens
raised at Sommerlad’s and at Walker Farm on
the Sunshine Coast hinterland and it’s not hard
to spot the difference between the two. And I
reckon you could line up chickens from all nine
farms and eat nine chickens of similar qualities
but different characteristics.
Most of the lore on cooking these birds
suggests a long, lower-temperature roast. The
Sommerlad’s crew suggest around 150 degrees
celcius for 45 minutes per 500 grams. So you’d
cook a size 15 chicken for two hours and fifteen
minutes. And they reckon it should be a moist
cooking, ie: water in the bottom of the pan,
covered with foil for most of the oven-time and
frequent basting.
I’ve followed that guide for spectacular results.
I’ve also poached a bird in masterstock for
90 minutes and made a gently-smoked number
in the Webber. They are versatile birds, but the
key is in extending the cooking time to soften the
tougher tissue that comes with age.
And there’s a world of fun to be had with
the cooking juices, bones and leftover meat (of
which we always have plenty): stock, soup, pies,
stir-fry and the creation of the best masterstock on
the planet.
Because of the limited production, the
Sommerlad’s chickens aren’t easy to find, but the
fact that they are being raised in Queensland, New
South Wales, Victoria, ACT and Western Australia
means that they have a thin but thorough spread
over the southern part of the country.
The easiest way to find them is to get on the
Sommerlad’s website. It’s well worth a visit.

sommerladspoultry.com.au.
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