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Introduction

Many animal fads have come and gone: Belgian hares, ostriches, chinchillas, and 150 years ago, even chickens. In most cases interest rose quickly, and so did prices, as demand exceeded supply. Some people paid more than $50 in the 1850s bubble—more than $1,200 in today’s money—for one chicken!

 

The current interest in chickens is different. Only time will tell whether it’s a lasting interest, but it’s not a fad. It certainly isn’t based on any illusions about getting rich, and prices haven’t ballooned. In fact, much of it is just the opposite: a desire for a simpler life, closer to nature, closer contact with our food, and better food, even if it does cost a little more.

 

According to a reporter writing in the Hartford Advocate in March 2009, there are two groups of urban chicken farmers—the low-income, mostly immigrant group that keeps chickens as a side business by selling extra meat and eggs; and upper-class environmentalists who keep boutique hens as pets, but eat or share the eggs with friends. Maybe things are different in Hartford, but I can assure you that in most of the rest of the country, there are thousands of backyard chickens between those two extremes. In other words, there truly is a chicken for everybody.

 

The personal agrisystem of feeding food scraps to chickens which then produce eggs for breakfast and fertilizer for the tomatoes has great personal appeal. People like the idea that they take care of the chickens, and the chickens take care of them, in a cause-and-effect relationship seldom seen so clearly in today’s world. Food is not manufactured in the back room of the A&P, or today’s equivalent.

 

Although that relationship transforms the chicken from a mere commodity to a somewhat more important and integral part of life, it doesn’t go nearly far enough. Because once we understand how our relationship with Gallus gallus has changed since the beginning, and how that change has affected both of us, we get a new view not only of the chicken, but of ourselves.

 

If that sounds overblown or a bit much to lay on the simple chicken, please humor me for at least a few pages. See if I can convince you that a chicken is much more fascinating than you ever imagined.

 

Yes, chickens are a commodity today, the way we treat them. We’ll talk about the four reasons for raising chickens, including the commodity, or profit factor. But chickens are not all the same, as we’ll see when we discuss their family tree. Presumably, you want to raise a few of these birds for one or more of the four reasons, and I’ll provide some advice on doing that, including housing, feeding, and health. And if these topics make you wonder about organic eggs, free-range eggs, and antibiotics in feeds, you have come to the right place for some answers.

 

Mingled in with these “practical” matters are others that, I hope, will prevent you from ever again thinking of a chicken as just a piece of meat. Did you know, for example, that chickens “breathe” through some of their bones? Why eggshells come in different colors, or for that matter, how an egg is layed? How much do you know about chicken behavior, or their language? (Of course they have a language!)

 

Think of chicken appreciation like going through an art gallery. Someone who knows absolutely nothing about art might look at all the pretty pictures (and some that aren’t) and decide which ones they like, if any. They’ll leave a little bit richer for the experience, but not much.

 

On the other hand, a knowledgeable observer might know something about the artists, and the nuances of style, periods, and techniques. That person will enjoy the exhibit far more than the unenlightened one and will gain vastly more from it.

 

It’s the same with chickens. The more you know about them, the more you’ll appreciate them. My hope and intention is that this book will be a basic course in chicken appreciation—and that you’ll appreciate them so much, you’ll want a few of your own to enjoy, close-up.




Extras 

Even covering all these “extraneous” topics (to the person who is only interested in white meat, dark meat, and eggs, that is) doesn’t allow me to cover the whole chicken. So I’ve added little tidbits to peck at as we go along.
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Cacklings

Tips that might save you time, money, or effort will be found in boxes like this one.
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Fox Alert

On rare occasions there might be situations or conditions that could be hazardous to you or your birds. I’ll alert you to those with a word of warning.



def•i•ni•tion

These sidebars define unfamiliar terms or terms with unique meanings in the world of chickens.



Cocktail Conversation

Whether you use these snippets of miscellaneous information at a cocktail party, the water cooler, or maybe even in a tweet is up to you, but they will set you apart as someone who knows a thing or two about chickens.
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Chapter 1

Chickens for All!

In This Chapter

♦ Chickens can be self-sufficient
♦ A chicken for every purpose
♦ Some legal and economic aspects
♦ How to get started raising chickens

There are about 24 billion chickens in the world. That’s more than 3½ chickens for every human on Earth.

 

Shouldn’t at least a few of them be in your backyard?




Raising Chickens Is Simple 

Your great-grandparents probably raised chickens, and they did it without reading any books. Not very long ago, almost every farm had a few chickens, and poultry-keeping wasn’t unusual in towns, either.

 

But then, there wasn’t a whole lot to know. A hen layed eggs and sat on them until they hatched. After the 21-day incubation period, she reappeared in the barnyard, followed by a lively clutch of fluffy, peeping chicks. The chicks grew up, and the process continued. Simple.

It’s a little more complicated today, but mostly because humans make it so. If you’ve been to places like Key West, Florida, or the Hawaiian Island of Kauai, you’ve seen feral chickens that take care of themselves, even among humans who try to discourage them! In colder climates they do need food and shelter during the winter, but that doesn’t have to be complicated either.

Chickens run wild in many places in the world, even in cities: on the streets, in grocery store parking lots, and sometimes in front of restaurants where a certain colonel is known for chicken of a different kind. Here are some feral chickens in downtown Panama City, Panama.

 

(Photo: David Chase, Seymour, Missouri)
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So what do you really and truly, absolutely have to know to begin raising chickens? Not much. And that’s how many people start out.

 

On the other hand, we could talk about chickens all day and half the night, and many people do that, too. Chickens are fascinating creatures in many ways, and we’ll touch on a few interesting facts about them that aren’t essential to know but that make wonderful cocktail conversation. But right now you probably have some more basic questions, such as: What’s really involved? Is chicken-raising right for me? How do I get started?




Why Chickens? 

There are several reasons to raise chickens. The main one, covering the vast majority of those 24 billion birds, is to make money. An urban backyarder with 3 or 4 hens, or  even a small farmer with 50 to 100, obviously isn’t going to make any money worth crowing about, so I trust money isn’t one of your reasons.

 

Another reason is to provide eggs and meat. Although small flocks can provide more than enough eggs for a family, all of those backyard chickens combined (probably several hundred thousand worldwide, although no one knows for certain) don’t produce as many eggs as one modern “egg factory.”

Cocktail Conversation

Sixty egg-producing companies have more than one million layers each; twelve have more than five million each. Keep these numbers in mind as we discuss the importance of small, backyard flocks.


 

For the majority of urban backyard poultry keepers, meat doesn’t even enter the picture. Butchering is seldom permitted in cities and suburbs. Backyard chickens might lay the most wonderful eggs in the world, but even though it might start out as a good excuse, raising chickens for food is seldom the keeper’s major goal.

 

From the beginning of the human/chicken relationship some 8,000 years ago, the main attraction wasn’t meat, eggs, or profit—it was sport and entertainment. We’re told that the first domestic chickens were fighting cocks. Cockfighting is still extremely popular in certain cultures. In ours, it’s more acceptable to admire the birds’ beauty and characteristics as set by certain standards of perfection, rather than their ferocity and bravery. Chickens have been shown at poultry shows in the United States since 1849, when more than 10,000 people admired 1,023 birds in the Public Gardens in Boston.

These are lovely hostas and lupines, but the chickens are even more beautiful!

 

(Photo: Brenda Carlson, New Auburn, Wisconsin)
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The truth is, many people simply like to sit in the yard and watch their little flocks go about their business, which is generally catching bugs and taking dust baths. Some call it their “chicken TV.” It’s a relaxing way for busy modern people to connect with nature and simpler times. For many, their chickens are as beautiful and as satisfying as their flowers.




Four Reasons to Keep Chickens 

Excluding the profit factor, there are four primary reasons to raise chickens: eggs, meat, exhibition, and just plain fun. For people with only a few birds, whether in town or in the country, fun and entertainment is the main draw.

 

It’s true, all hens lay eggs, and all chickens have breasts, wings, and drumsticks. But some hens will lay an egg almost every day, while others might lay one once in a while and then quit. Some birds will provide a tasty chicken dinner in a matter of weeks, while others take months and still might not be toothsome, much less economical. Some chickens will perch on your shoulder and eat out of your hand, while others are as wild as owls. And as you might expect in a jack-of-all-trades category, multipurpose birds are masters of none—which doesn’t mean they might not be ideal for you, if you, too, have multiple purposes. Then there are people who like their chickens big or small; black, white, red, or multicolored; with feathers growing on their feet or spiking out the tops of their heads like punk-rock stars. Choosing your first chickens can be a problem!

Some chickens have silky feathers, some have frizzled feathers, and some have feathery punk-rocker hairdos. There’s a chicken for everyone!

 

(Photo: Ann Mirek, Glendale, Wisconsin)
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Most people have a hard time choosing their favorite breed of chicken. Maybe that’s why there are so many mixed flocks, like this one.

 

(Photo: Natasha Tisdale, Saucier, Mississippi)
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The Egg Chicken 

The choice is not nearly as complicated for commercial chicken farmers. If they want to sell eggs, they select a breed that was genetically designed to lay as many eggs as possible with as little feed as possible, and is adaptable to living in a small cage (as little as 46.5 square inches in the United States, and 70 square inches in Canada).

 

The breed that best meets these demands is the White Leghorn. It’s a small, lightweight bird that doesn’t expend feed energy on body mass, or making meat. In addition, it lays a large egg for its size. Genetic tweaking has created many strains and hybrids of the breed—improvements, as far as profitability is concerned. If you want lots of eggs and nothing else, you might consider these specialized birds, too, although the old-fashioned purebred Leghorns, either white or brown, are more popular for home flocks.

 

Leghorns are rather common looking, excitable, more businesslike than personable, and in general, not as much fun to have around as some of the others, but they do have their fans.

Cocktail Conversation

In 1909, the average hen layed 83 eggs. By 2004, the average for commercial layers reached 260 eggs. The increase resulted from changes in genetics, feed, housing, and other management factors that transformed egg production from a small-farm enterprise to a highly industrialized agribusiness.




The Meat Chicken 

If farmers want to sell broilers, they choose a fast-growing, meaty bird. The number-one choice is a White Rock-Cornish cross (a hybrid, or crossbreed), again with many different strains available. Although these larger birds do lay eggs, they don’t lay as many as Leghorns, and they eat more feed per egg layed. Their feed conversion ratio is good for meat but not for eggs.

def•i•ni•tion

Feed conversion ratio (FCR) is the amount of feed it takes to produce a pound of weight gain. For example, if a chicken gains a pound of body weight by eating 2 pounds of feed, the FCR is 1:2. For pigs, the FCR is commonly 1:4; for beef, 1:7 or 8. This is one reason chicken is cheaper than other meats.

The typical hen eats 4 to 5 pounds of feed to produce a dozen eggs. This is also referred to as a feed conversion ratio. The more a hen eats to produce an egg, the more expensive her eggs are. Some homegrown eggs are very expensive.


Agribusiness pays close attention to feed conversion ratios because that’s how they make money. They’re counting fractions of pennies on hundreds of thousands or even millions of birds. Feed conversion ratios aren’t nearly as important to someone with a few chickens in the backyard, but they should still be considered if economical egg production is important. It’s a matter of both breed selection and management, so it’s crucial to start with the right breed.

def•i•ni•tion

A broiler or fryer is a young meat-type chicken, usually about nine weeks old, weighing between 2½ and 3½ pounds. A roaster is a young meat-type chicken weighing 4 pounds or more. A stewing chicken, hen, or fowl is a mature female chicken, often the by-product of egg production, with tougher meat that is best cooked by stewing, or in soup.


If your main interest is fresh eggs, get a breed known for its egg-laying ability and efficiency, such as the White or Brown Leghorn for white eggs, the Rhode Island Red for brown-shelled eggs, or one of the hybrids now widely available and advertised as layers. (We’ll talk more about breeds in Chapter 2 and eggshell colors in Chapter 5.) If you want meat, a Cornish-Rock cross is a good choice, although here again, there are many varieties and strains.

 

If you want both eggs and meat from one breed, choose a so-called dual-purpose chicken such as the White Rock, Barred Rock, New Hampshire Red, or Wyandotte. None of these lay as well as the laying breeds, but they are meatier. They’re not as  meaty as the commercial meat breeds, but they lay better. For the backyard farmer or homesteader with a few birds who wants a little of everything, they might be ideal. However, don’t think you can have a hen lay eggs for a few years and then become a chicken dinner. There’s a big difference between a broiler or fryer, a roaster, and a stewing hen.


The Fancy Chicken 

Then there are those chicken raisers who are perfectly satisfied with fancy or exotic breeds, or even bantams, that are prized for neither meat nor eggs and yet produce both. You might enjoy their color, shape, size, or personality.

 

If you get serious about exhibiting chickens in competitive shows, even such details as the size of a comb and the angle of a tail are more important than the number of eggs layed or the amount of meat produced. Then you’ll become involved in the technicalities of breeding for those desirable traits. This means you’ll have to study the American Poultry Association’s American Standard of Perfection to display your birds by the APA rules or the similar standards of the American Bantam Association. You’ll also need to study the birds you’ll see at the poultry shows in order to know what a good one looks like. And, of course, it requires knowledge of genetics, nutrition, and general good management in order to breed a champion. It’s challenging and entertaining.

The Brahma chicken was a sensation in America and Europe when it was first introduced from China in the 1840s. Known as the Brahma Pootra, Chittagong, and other exotic names, it was a major participant in (or victim of) the “Hen Fever” of the 1850s, which has been compared to the Tulip Mania of the 1600s.

 

(Photo: Chelsea Disher, Germantown, New York)
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The Backyard Chicken 

Then there is the chicken sometimes referred to as “pet,” or “urban,” although neither is necessarily accurate. These chickens have taken the country by storm in the past few years. They seldom produce meat, being more likely to get a decent burial after a natural death, normally at age 8 to 10. Most of them do lay eggs, but that’s often just an excuse to justify keeping them, not really an economic consideration. They never get to strut their stuff on a show table in front of a poultry judge.

 

Fresh, homegrown, cage-free eggs might be the impetus for keeping most of these small flocks. But the truth is, after a while, most of these chickens are kept for the pleasure of their company, even when they stop laying.

 

It’s not easy to pin down the attraction, maybe because there are so many. Some people see their small flocks as a sign of independence and self-sufficient living. Others are striking a blow for animal rights, eating eggs that don’t come from the caged hens they consider mistreated. Undoubtedly some chickens are nothing but lawn ornaments—perhaps a poor man’s peacock. Gardeners appreciate the manure, and recyclers like the way chickens turn table scraps into eggs and compost. No matter what the main attraction is, chickens are simply beautiful birds that brighten their surroundings with brilliant color and cheerful chatter.

 

But it doesn’t take long for a chicken to become a member of the family, just like a dog or cat. Particularly when allowed to range free, so its chickenness can be exercised, seen, and appreciated, a chicken is an entertaining, fascinating creature.

 

There truly is a chicken for everyone. One of your first duties is to decide why you want to raise chickens, to be sure you start out with the right kind. But before we get that far, should you be raising poultry at all?




Is Raising Chickens Right for Me? 

Not everyone is able, or suited to, keeping animals of any kind. You need a certain level of commitment in order to be entrusted with a living creature that’s dependent on you for its very existence, as a confined chicken is. You need the dedication required to provide clean water, fresh food, and sanitation every day of the year, whether or not you’re in the mood. You must be responsible, attuned to the needs of your chickens, your family, and the neighbors. And, of course, you need the proper location and facilities.

 

In the recent past, if no one complained about a neighbor’s chickens, there was little concern about laws and ordinances. Although this attitude is still common, an increasing number of cities and towns are paying attention to the burgeoning interest in urban poultry, very often coming out in their favor. Most of these ordinances prohibit roosters, regulate numbers, and specify distances between coops and property lines or houses. Some are so ridiculously stringent they make keeping chickens impossible, and others outlaw them bluntly. But in the main, chickens are gaining some respect. If this affects or concerns you, check with your city or town clerk to find out what the local situation is. (Also find more in Chapter 9.)

 

Caring for living animals is a 365-day-a-year responsibility, so you must have a capable and willing stand-in for those times when it would be impossible for you to fulfill your duties personally. Not everyone is as dedicated as the lady who insisted on feeding her chickens even on her wedding day and had her picture taken doing it—in her wedding gown!


How Much Does It Cost? 

Compared with other livestock and pets, chickens are dirt cheap. Day-old chicks can be had for $2 or $3 each, depending on breed and quantity. In certain times and places you can find grown birds for not much more, although normally you should expect to pay the chick price plus the feed and labor that has gone into it.

 

“Chicken feed” is an old term referring to an insignificant amount of money. Feed prices vary widely and sometimes wildly, and “cheap” is relative, so let’s just say it doesn’t cost a bundle to feed a chicken. A 50-pound bag of feed in my area today runs from $8 to $10, with organic feed about twice that. Since you’ll have to find a local source anyway, it’s easy to check on the current local price before you get your birds.

 

Equipment is minimal, as we’ll see in a moment. For most urban chicken projects, the greatest expense is almost certainly housing, mainly because some people make it so. If you have a structure that will serve as a suitable chicken shelter, your cost might be nil; if you hire an architect and contractor to build a chicken coop that complements your mansion, well, that’s your option.

[image: 009]

Cacklings

Chickens will forage for bugs, seeds, and other food, in certain locations and situations. Since they are omnivores and eat people food, they can be fed table scraps. We’ll examine feeds in more detail in Chapter 11, but for most people reading this book, commercially prepared feeds are the easiest and most economical route, and the best to start with.



A bird in the hand is worth … as much or as little as you’re willing to spend!

 

(Photo: Don Archer, Marietta, Ohio)
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As with anything, costs can vary, from almost nothing to small fortunes. It’s possible to buy hatching eggs for more than $50 a dozen, 40 pounds of organic feed for $25, and a ready-made coop for $2,000 and up. That makes eggs pricey.

 

However, The People’s Farm and Stock Cyclopedia, published in 1885, suggested that chickens started in spring could roost in trees during the summer; like those in Key West, Kauai, and Grand Cayman, they don’t need any housing at all. In the fall and winter they could be kept in a sod house, the author stated.

 

You might not want to go to that extreme, but as a general rule, keeping a few chickens is not a large expense, and if you do everything right, the eggs might actually pay for themselves.


How Much Work Is Involved? 

Chickens that don’t roost in trees and run wild do require daily attention, but not much more than a cat or dog. They must be fed and watered. One difference is that with chickens, you might have to pick up an egg now and then, but how much trouble can that be?

 

You’ll want to clean and sanitize feeders and waterers once a week, especially in hot weather. You’ll have to clean their coop once a week or once a year, depending on the design. We discuss that in Chapter 4. Basically, you can count on spending several  minutes a day caring for your flock. You’ll probably want to spend much more than that just enjoying their company, and most of the time none of it will be considered “labor.”

 

Building a coop and outdoor run takes time and effort as well as cash, of course. The amount is largely up to you, but this is a one-time project.


How Much Space Do I Need? 

Chickens require very little room. I mentioned earlier that some commercial laying hens exist in cages with a paltry 46.5 square inches of space. This obviously is not what you, as a backyarder, have in mind. But even with more pleasant and humane surroundings, a few hens don’t need much room. Three or four square feet per bird will suffice for a house, and even less in mild climates. Although they would be delighted to have access to the whole world—and you should provide as much outdoor space as your situation allows—there are ways to keep birds happy and healthy with just a few square feet, with a moveable pen and other clever ideas. This is a case where more is better, up to a point, but you don’t need an estate or acreage to enjoy keeping a few hens.




How Do I Get Started? 

Dozens of stories exist about how people got their first chickens. Over the years, many backyard flocks have been started with chicks adopted from school science projects. A few weeks later these, along with dyed Easter chicks that have also outgrown their cuteness, are foisted on somebody who lives in the country, “has room” for a few chickens, and doesn’t have the guts to refuse a gift. More than a few old hens have been picked up along the highway, presumably having escaped from a truck delivering them to the soup factory. Unfortunately, it is now possible to find chickens at some pet shelters.

 

A better way to get started is by deciding what kind of chickens you want and finding out where they are available. We have already seen that the first step in decision-making is determining which of the four main chicken functions interests you most—eggs, meat, show, or fun. For the typical backyarder, deciding on function is easy compared to deciding on a particular breed, or even color, size, or shape! This is no doubt one reason so many small flocks are “mixed,” with birds of various breeds. The owners either like them all, or just couldn’t make up their minds.


Which Breed? 

We’ll examine some of the breed options in Chapter 2, but after that decision has been made, you have to find the birds. If you have your heart set on a specific breed that’s quite rare, that might not be easy. Conversely, a popular breed might be sold out by the time you decide to place your order. You will no doubt want to try different breeds in the future, but plan on being flexible at first.

The Silver Spangled Spitzhauben originated in Switzerland and is their national bird, but it’s very rare in the United States.

 

(Photo: Deanna Stinnett, Jefferson, Texas)
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Chicks, Pullets, or Full-Grown? 

Likewise, your choice of the age to start with might be limited by what’s available, especially if you’re in a hurry (and who isn’t, after the decision to get chickens is made?). Normally, most chicks are hatched in the spring, so you have a limited window of opportunity to make your purchase. It follows that pullets (young females, or hens) are most widely available in summer and fall. Traditionally, chickens of this age weren’t even an option. Now some entrepreneurs are raising chicks to sell as pullets, but this still isn’t common. It’s best to plan on starting with chicks in spring or early summer.

 

Go online or write for a few hatchery catalogs. (Find their names and addresses in Appendix C.) You’ll want to do this anyway, sooner or later, just for the beautiful pictures and to learn more about different breeds, as well as to see what’s available. Most people get their first chickens by mail-order.

 

If you want to start with older chickens, purchased locally, and you live in an area where chicken fever is running high—where everybody knows somebody who raises chickens—it will be easy to find both advice and birds. Just ask around.

 

If you don’t know a soul who has chickens, find a feed mill or store that sells poultry feeds. (This is sage advice anyway in areas where feed might be hard to obtain; be sure you have a source of feed before you get the birds!) Feed dealers should be able to tell you who is buying their products.

 

The 4-H agent at your County Extension Office can tell you if anybody is raising chickens as a 4-H project. Not surprisingly, this is becoming very popular and widespread.

[image: 012]

Fox Alert

The question is sure to come up: Do I need a rooster in order to get eggs? No. Look for a more complete, technical, and interesting answer in Chapter 5.



The Least You Need to Know 

♦ Chickens require little space and are relatively inexpensive and easy to raise.
♦ Chickens are raised for eggs, meat, show, and fun.
♦ Most chicks come from commercial hatcheries and are sold by mail-order.
♦ A hen can lay eggs without a rooster.
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