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25 years Cobb 500 
Progress in  
breeding never ends
The Cobb 500 broiler has now been on the market for 25 years. 
Originating in the UK, it made its breakthrough in the US in 
the early eighties, after which it also made its entrance on the 
world market. Let us take a look at a flashback on a period of 
genetic progress.

By Jessica Chesnut, Cobb-Vantress, Siloam Springs, Arkansas, USA

“If breast meat is worth $2 a 
pound and dark meat is worth 
$1, which do you think I’d rather 

have?” This was the question Don  
Tyson posed some 30 years ago at the 
International Poultry Exhibition. His 
reasoning lies in the foundation of the 
US poultry industry’s shift to a chicken 
with higher breast meat yield. It was 
this quest for meat that brought the 
Cobb 500 broiler breeder to the US,  
and 2008 marks the 25th anniversary  
of its introduction. This breed was  
originally selected and developed in 
England during the 1970s when the 
more upmarket retailers were seeking  
a product that would look good in  
their fresh meat shelves. 

With the frozen chicken still dominant, 
there was growing interest in a chicken 
with a superior conformation that 
would look good as a fresh, air-chilled 
product, one that would not show  
the sharp keel bone when tray-packed 
under clear plastic.

Five times better
In the early 1970s the R&D team led  
by Janey Barnard had begun selecting 
breeding stock with a less pronounced 
keel bone, largely done through the 
‘feel’ of the breast meat. In doing so 
they were selecting for birds with more 
breast meat, creating a fuller appearance 
on the existing broiler frame, which,  
in turn, made the finished product  
more appealing to consumers.

This was the start of the realisation 
that broilers with the most breast  
meat offer the greatest return to the 
producer, and the beginning of the  
current Cobb success.  

The name for the Cobb 500 actually 
came from a remark by Robert Cobb 
junior who felt the new bird would be 
five times better than the Cobb 100  
that had been the company’s mainstay 
for many years. Cobb had begun as  
a family business (Cobb’s Pedigreed 
Chicks) in Littleton, Massachusetts,  
during 1916. It was acquired by the 

The Cobb 500 broiler was developed initially 
in the UK and introduced to the US market  
25 years ago.

pharmaceutical manufacturer The Upjohn 
Company in 1974 during an era when 
several major poultry breeders were 
bought by drug companies. The Vantress 
Breeding Company originating in the 
1950s had one of the leading male  
lines, and it was acquired by Tyson 
Foods. However, the Vantress female 
line lacked the characteristics needed  
to be commercially viable.

Changing market
In the US, as in the UK, there was  
growing recognition that the market 
was changing. “Don Tyson saw further 
processing as the wave of the future,” 
says Chet Hobart, now retired, who was 
Cobb vice president of international  
operations as well as being involved  
in international contracts in the early 
years of the Cobb 500. “Tyson said, 
‘We’re not selling chicks, we’re not  
selling eggs. We’re selling meat’.” A  
remark reinforced in a company video 
soon afterwards where he said: “We 
want more meat and less bones.”

In the search for a productive female 
that would fit this new direction, Tyson 
Foods sent three executives to England 
in 1980 - Aubrey Cuzick, Ed Rice and 
Leland Tollett - who looked at both Cobb 
and Ross birds. The decision was made 
to go with the Cobb 500 over all other 
breeds, including the Cobb Breeder 
Pullet, a female line selected in the US. 

From UK to USA
A joint venture between Tyson Foods 
and Upjohn, known as Arkansas 
Breeders, was formed in 1982 to  

Tyson Food chairman and CEO Don Tyson (left) and president and COO Leland Tollett (right), 
who saw the potential of the Cobb 500 for the US market.




