
The Chickens
Come First

Billy and Sheri Hudson create HillBilly Acres 

— supplying farm fresh eggs to a restaurant near you

BY CANDICE BAXTER

here to begin? Let us spare
the proverbial question
and start with Matilda,
one of the original ten

laying hens at HillBilly Acres Farm in
Brighton, Tennessee. She laid her first egg on
the farm in October 2009. Billy and Sheri
Hudson had bought the land at auction four
years prior and tried to raise hay like the pre-
vious owners, but without chemicals. After
several seasons of unsuccessful harvests, Sheri
purchased Matilda and nine of her friends
from a hatchery and sold eggs to friends and
family. The business has steadily grown into
a full-on, farm-fresh egg operation. Now
with 800 laying hens, the farm produces 200
dozen eggs per week during the peak season.
That is 342 eggs a day.

FROM HILLBILLY ACRES FARM
More than cage-free, where birds are not
kept confined to a house, but not quite free-
range, where birds are not restricted at all,
Matilda is pasture-raised. HillBilly Acres is
comprised of a series of portable barnyards
— habitats that Billy and Sheri break down
and move every three to four days. Old
cotton trailers have been converted into
coops, complete with roofs, ramps, and straw
beds. They are bird hotels on wheels sur-
rounded by a moveable fence. Feather-net
fencing, which resembles Christmas light
nets made to toss across shrubbery, is hung

eggs on occasion. The rest of the flock lays
eggs in a large, stationary hoop house on the
hilltop and in nesting boxes in each pasture
area. Sheri collects every evening and stores
them in crates in a large refrigerator desig-
nated for eggs only. Come Friday, she loads
them in the back of her truck and drives 45
minutes into town.

Sheri delivers to five Memphis restaurants: In-
terim, Acre, Sweet Grass, The Brushmark, and
The Presentation Room at L’Ecole Culinaire.
Her daughter, Alice Danter, graduated from
culinary school and now cooks at Blackberry
Farm in East Tennessee. She established the
first sales relationship, and then Sheri ran with
it. For Sheri, the most difficult part of farming
is meeting constant demand.

“We do business on a handshake,” says Sheri.
“The chefs I sell to understand the ups and
downs of the seasons.” 

A typical bulk-bought egg has been stored
for up to three weeks before it even reaches
its retail location. HillBilly Acres eggs are
never more than a week old when Sheri pulls
up to the back door. 

TO THE TABLE
Sweet Grass chef Ryan Trimm buys as many
eggs as possible — up to 70 dozen per week
in the spring — along with ten dozen duck
and five dozen turkey eggs. The turkey eggs
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follow the food

vertically on three-foot poles and staked in
the ground in a large circle. Instead of lights,
the wires give an electric jolt when hooked
up to the solar-powered battery charger at
the entrance of each pen. 

“It’s not enough to hurt, but it keeps pred-
ators at bay,” Sheri says. “If the birds want
out, they can obviously fly over, but they’re
social and like to stay together.”

In addition to chickens, Billy and Sheri also
raise ducks, geese, turkeys, and heritage pigs.
The feather netting allows rotational winter
housing, where the animals start at the back
of the pasture and work their way up toward
the barn. The chickens follow the pigs. Then
come the ducks and turkeys, which leave
natural fertilizer for new growth. The gently
rolling hills of HillBilly Acres are scattered
with patches of bright green even in winter. 

“It’s a year-round salad bar for the animals,”
says Sheri. “They eat grass and clover and
worms — you know, what chickens are sup-
posed to eat. They do what chickens are sup-
posed to do.” She points to several roosting
in the low limbs of pine trees.

Matilda and the other mother hens man the
brooder house. It is the original white clap-
board chicken coop Billy and Sheri built for
the first ten birds, now mounted on a trailer,
where older hens tend to the baby chicks and
the sick. Even at her age, Matilda still lays
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HillBilly Acres Rhode
Island Reds entering their

mobile chicken coop.
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Above: Yes, chickens like to roost in trees.
Below: A HillBilly Acres turkey egg, still warm.

Above: Vibrant green grass shows where the coops were last
year.
Below: One of the meat chickens roaming at will.
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HillBilly Acres Farm heritage turkey

Above: Rhode Island Reds roosting inside the mobile coop.
Below: Ducks roaming the pasture.

Billy and Sheri Hudson peek inside the mobile coop.

Black Australorps roam outside their mobile coop. 


