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Twenty-three year old Ralph Hunt looked around
proudly at the buildings on Wiley Corner, where

Moody Mountain and Hope Roads intersect. “Well,” he
said to his friend Cloyd Packard, “I own her!” 

“Iona. That’s what you ought to call it,” Cloyd
answered. And so the place had a name. The year was
1938, and it wouldn’t be too long before Camden native
Ralph Hunt and his new Iona Poultry Farm were doing
their part to transform agriculture in Lincolnville. With the
demise of the Boston boat in 1935, fresh produce, and
especially berries, the mainstay of many Lincolnville’s
farmers, were no longer viable. The long ride to Boston
over bad roads in the back of a hot truck didn’t do the
delicate produce any good. Increasingly, those who
stayed in farming and made most of their living at it,
were specializing in either dairy or poultry. A few, like Ken
and Bernice Calderwood, did both, in that case with Ken
tending the cows and Bernice the hens.

Ralph Hunt grew his business quickly. First, he
hired his crew—Henry Libby of Hope, and Jim Smith and
Ed Leadbetter of Lincolnville. He built new barns at Iona
and filled them with five to six thousand hens and began

trucking the eggsto Boston every week. Now he had two
ways to expand: build more barns at Iona or find other
farmers to raise the birds for him. He chose the second.
By the middle of the 1940s Ralph Hunt’s hens were busy
laying eggs at farms in four towns. Farmers who con-
tracted with Iona included from Lincolnville, Pete Carver,
Lester Morse, Swiss Hardy, Doc Hart, Cedric Holloway,
Maynard Healand CloydPackard; from Hope, Bob Wright
and Fred Brownell; from Searsmont, Dick Amesand from
Northport, Jack Richardson.

In addition, he picked up eggs from several other
farmers. A farmer could choose to house and tend Iona
hens or to be an independent and sell his eggs to Iona or
one of the other egg dealers in the area. The advantage
to the first was a guaranteed price per hen, plus the new
chicks, feed and supplies were provided by Iona. The risk
was Ralph Hunt’s.

Feed came in hundred-pound cloth bags which
had to be picked up weekly at the train yard, first in Rock-
land and later in Belfast. Those cloth bags were eagerly
awaited by the women and girls in the family, for they
were made of different cotton prints, and of a quality that
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could be used in clothing and household items. If a pretty
pattern showed up in one week’s grain shipment, a
woman might have to wait for another week or two and
hope another bag of the same cloth would appear, so
she’d have enough to make curtains, for instance. One
bag was big enough to make an apron, and in a day
when a woman tied her apron on the minute she got
dressed, she needed a lot of aprons. 

Three times a year, in January, March and June a
heated truck would pull up to the farm loaded with five
thousand day-old chicks, packed one hundred to a perfo-
rated box. The men, including Ralph’s children, Charlotte
and Stanley, would already have prepared a place for
them. Coal-burning brooders with the hood-like hovers
set over them warmed overlapping circles on the barn
floor, as warm as any mother hen. A corrugated card-
board “fence” encircled each brooder. The little chicks
arranged themselves in a broad band around the heat

source, leaving the too-hot center under the coal stove
empty. The band of chicks was in constant motion as
each bird sought the most comfortable spot. When the
chicks grew larger and stronger they would push down
the cardboard barriers between the brooders, though
they rarely strayed from the circle under their own
brooder. Newspapers spread over the wood shavings on
the floor held the chicks’ first feed. Later they would eat
out of troughs.

The cardboard boxes filled with peeping chicks
were gently dumped under the hovers, and the little fluff
balls quickly found the warmest spot. Depending on the
weather the chicks would spend around four weeks
under the hovers. One by one the brooders would be
shut off until the young birds were all feathered out and
on their own. In the 1940s and 50s laying hens were
floor birds; they spent their lives running free within the
confines of the barn or the range. In the summer the

Iona Farm was at Wiley Corner, the intersection ofMoody Mountain and Hope Roads. Megunticook is in the background. All
that remains ofIona today is one long, low building on Moody Mountain Road.
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growing birds were
often kept on range,
large outdoor pens
with low shelters for
protection.

Ralph put his
little daughter, Char-
lotte in charge of the
cull pen, and she
fussed over them, put-
ting band-aids on their
combs and try-ing to
nurse them back to
health. Throughout her
growing up years she
picked up eggs right
along with the men. Ed
Leadbetter was the
best at that; he had
big hands, Charlotte
remembers, and every

time he reached into a nest he’d pull out five or six eggs.
The eggs were picked up three times a day, put in

wire baskets and carried into the grading room. They
were cleaned in a washing device that Ralph had made,
then a rubber belt carried the eggs along to the grading
machine. From there they were packed, small end down
where the air cell was, in three-dozen paper flats, then
packed in cases that held thirty dozen.

This whole process, from brooding day-old chicks
to free-ranging the young birds to picking up the eggs
every day, was carried out on each of the farms that had
contracted with Iona. Each farm provided its own build-
ings and labor force, producing cases of eggs which
Ralph picked up for the weekly run to C.C. Giffords on the
Boston waterfront. In turn, he delivered grain to the
farmer and a paycheck based on the number of hens
involved, typically three cents per hen per week. 

Cannabilism in a flock of hens is common. When
Ralph started in the business each bird was fitted with a
tiny pair of blinders that only allowed her to look down at
the feed; she couldn’t see the other birds and be
tempted to peck them. Later, debeaking became the
standard. When the pullets (young hens) were sixteen
weeks old the top part of the beak was clipped and cau-
terized; they could pick up feed but couldn’t hurt each
other. Once a year the whole flock had to be tested for
various diseases; a vial of blood was drawn from under
the wing of each hen. If a disease turned up a drop of
medication had to be put in each bird’s eye. This could
be an all-night affair, with thousands of birds to catch,
test and treat at each farm. The Iona crew as well as the

farmers and their families all got involved. When it was
over Ralph threw a big lobster feed at Iona for all his
growers and their families.

A laying hen’s life was short but productive, at
least from the farmer’s perspective. By the time she was
eighteen months old and had been laying for a year, she
was done. After that her production would go down, and
she wouldn’t be as profitable to keep. Ralph always tried
to get the best price for his old hens. In the 1950s a
kosher slaughterhouse in Vermont was the best deal;
that involved having the rabbi come to the farm and
bless the birds before they were moved out. Two local
slaughterhouses—Malcolm Libby’s in Hope and Linwood
Cilley’s in Lincolnville—took as many as they could, but
both operations were fairly small. And Iona Farm had a
lot of hens. Maplewood and Penobscot Poultry in Belfast
processed the old hens as well, marketing the birds as
“fowl.”

As the 1940s drew to a close the poultry industry
was still growing. Ahead lay caged birds and automatic
feeders supplied by bulk grain tanks, grain that was
delivered to the farm in special trucks and then pumped
into the tank. Before Lincolnville was done with poultry,
broilers replaced laying hens and government-subsidized
broiler houses would spring up, houses that held more
birds than all of Iona Farm at its peak.

Farmers always kept a small flock ofhens to supply eggs for
their own use with, perhaps, a few dozen extra to trade at the
store.
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Charlottewearing a dress her
mother, Grace, made for her out of
a grain sack.
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