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INTRODUCTION




We’ve always loved keeping poultry. There is no kind way of putting it, but the hens, ducks, geese and turkeys we have kept have not been the brightest of animals, but a lot of them were real characters. Our first hens were ‘rescued’ from a farm that kept them in poor conditions. That sounds very noble, but it was much more a matter of paying a farmer and taking 3 hens to a better life.


That was nearly 30 years ago, and Flora, Frieda and Felicity produced massive eggs and were completely free-range. Having been kept in a cage with 1 square foot of space each, the girls must have been mystified by our garden, which was a good size with a number of apple trees. The first morning they were given access to it, they didn’t move. We watched with bated breath and it was a couple of hours before they started scratching and exploring, but from then on they had a ball. As our decision to bring back the hens was made on the spur of the moment, their new house had to be constructed quickly, using some old packing cases we had in the garage. It was far from salubrious, but it was dry, draught-free and big enough for them to have room to lay and perch. The house cost nothing, but we did have to spend a little bit on chicken wire for a small outside run (we reasoned that a small run was acceptable as the girls spent most of the day scratching around the garden and hedges).


By rights we probably shouldn’t have been keeping hens in our garden, as it was rented accommodation. Lots of our neighbours had stripy lawns and neat flower beds, whereas we had a vegetable patch and hens that laid large eggs and deposited equally large droppings. But we subscribe to the old adage that ‘where there’s a will, there’s a way’ and have kept hens ever since.


After a cockerel come to stay and a hen went broody, we had our first brood of chicks. As they started to mature, half of them began making rather unimpressive cock-a-doodle-doos. In a neighbourhood where people don’t expect you to have anything other than a neat lawn, we were very aware that our flock was becoming noisier. All it took was a very early morning alarm call from our cockerels for us to decide it was time to eat them. Young cockerels are actually very skinny, especially when slowly reared and completely free-range. They tasted great.


WHERE TO START


Reading books on the subject can give you the confidence you need to try raising poultry, but it is only when you start keeping birds that you really find out if you enjoy handling them or not. It’s not that you have to spend your days picking them up – we go weeks without actually touching a bird – ‘handling’ means getting them to do what you want. Our hens usually go out to explore in the morning and then go to bed by themselves, but even now some of them will still end up on the wrong side of the fence or not go to bed properly, so we have to either shepherd them back to their coop or pick them up and pop them in.


The ducks and geese, on the other hand, have never gone to bed of their own volition, and they do have to be locked up at night because of foxes. We don’t have that many turkeys – usually a dozen, as they make great Christmas presents – and they need to be herded and calmly encouraged into their shed at night. Our days are punctuated by letting out and feeding the animals in the mornings, and then making sure they are all safely tucked up in the evenings. The routine is easy to establish, although it does take a little longer in the beginning, on those first few nights after the young birds (also known as poults) have arrived. As well as having to clip nails or spurs, you will undoubtedly have to deal with poorly birds at some point, or just have to catch them for their own good (did we mention they are a bit thick and get into pickles?). The more you handle poultry, the more confident you will become, scooping up a bird without a second thought. That said, a large, grumpy gander or a 25-pound turkey can be a bit of a handful.


THE BENEFITS OF KEEPING POULTRY


There are lots of reasons for keeping birds. You may just want to know where your eggs or meat come from, you could be into rare breeds or there may be a particular bird you like the look of and have always wanted to keep – you may even have inherited some birds you felt sorry for. Whatever the reason, there are many ways of keeping and housing poultry. As keeping hens domestically is becoming increasingly popular, there are a selection of designer hen houses on the market and any poultry magazine will have numerous adverts for coops and runs. Apart from when it came to Flora, Frieda and Felicity, building our coops and runs has for us always been part of getting ready for our new arrivals, so rest assured housing them can be very economical.


We get great pleasure from keeping our poultry, and the eggs and meat are of the highest quality. If you are going to use the meat and eggs you produce, it is important to have confidence and do them justice by making really tasty meals. Tasty does not mean overly complicated: the first time you have a boiled goose egg with toast you will marvel at what you have been missing. Creamy scrambled eggs made with the golden yolks from your own hens are a treat for breakfast and will spoil you for anything you eat elsewhere. We are very comfortable butchering our own meat and will try anything – it’s a mind-set. Boning a bird, for example, is worth the effort. A boned, stuffed turkey follows exactly the same principles as a chicken – it’s just bigger and therefore a lot less fiddly. And let’s not forget, if you make a mistake, it will still taste great: if you’ve left some meat on the carcass you can always scrape it off, add it to the stuffing and say you’ve done it on purpose. Whatever you do, make sure you enjoy the fact that you have taken control of your food and know exactly where it comes from.




[image: image missing]






[image: image missing]




PREPARING TO KEEP POULTRY




Most people start keeping hens because there is nothing quite like a fresh egg from a happy, well-fed chicken. In addition, this chicken, which has been slowly reared and given lots of TLC, will be delicious. Before deciding to keep hens for eggs, let alone turkeys for meat, you have to make sure you are prepared for the reality. Keeping poultry can be messy and smelly at times, and will bring your relationship with your food into sharper focus – when you see your dinner walking around the garden every day, it’s hard to kid yourself that meat comes wrapped in cellophane.


Before you decide what kind of birds you want to keep, make sure you have enough space to keep birds at all. A small coop and run for a couple of hens is a way of keeping your family in eggs but it is not ideal – to us free-range means freedom. We have built some small houses and runs that allow us to separate breeding trios (a cockerel and 2 hens that we want to breed together), but we only segregate them for a relatively short period and let them out to roam around on nice days. It is possible to have healthy, contented birds in a relatively small space, but it takes more work to keep them supplied in fresh greens and give them enough exercise. A small movable ark allows you to give your birds fresh vegetation by moving them around your plot. While this does give you control of the areas the poultry will scratch at, they will turn a small area into bare earth very quickly.


Make sure your space and aspirations are compatible. The space determines the size of coop and run, but if you have too many birds, they will trash the ground cover, no matter how large the space. Small movable coops and runs are particularly suited to hens or bantams, but larger fowl need a larger coop: their houses should be airy, draught-free and dry, with sufficient perches and nesting boxes. You can make a poultry house from almost any type of building materials – wooden planks or plywood, bricks or breezeblocks, even stone, corrugated iron or roofing felt. You may wish to avoid using straw bales, as they are too close to the ideal home for rats and mice, although larger ducks and geese will see off smaller vermin. The materials for building housing and runs can be rather expensive, so shop around. If you are thinking of keeping poultry or expanding your flock, it makes sense to gather materials and plan in advance, as this will allow you to build your coops to a similar design, so your field or yard does not resemble a shanty town.


A mind-boggling number of different types of feeders and water containers are available for your flock. The cheap plastic ones are only good for very light usage, so we prefer to buy good-quality galvanized ones whenever possible – some of our feeders are more than 20 years old and still going strong. To keep costs down, you can sometimes pick them up second-hand at agricultural auctions.


BUYING YOUR BIRDS


Buying your birds is great fun. Breeders are always happy to give you advice about keeping their charges, so when you decide the time is right and you are close to choosing what you want to keep, it makes sense to visit a breeder without the intention of bringing anything home. Be strong, as it is all too easy to set off with the intention of buying a hen that is at ‘point-of-lay’, perfect for providing fresh eggs for your family, only to return with a very pretty bantam that will lay fewer and smaller eggs, just because none of the breeds you had in mind were available and the young bantams caught your eye.


A visit to a poultry auction is also worthwhile: you will get to see a great variety of birds and be able to confirm the size your chosen birds can grow to, as well as having the chance to chat with some experts. While you can buy fertilized eggs for incubation on the internet, buying them at auction from a local supplier can be a better bet, as you can talk to the person you are buying from.


KEEPING DUCKS & GEESE


All poultry need water, but ducks and geese need plenty for bathing, too. We had not kept ducks or geese prior to moving to our smallholding, as we did not have the suitable environment for them. Rather than assuming that you will have to fill water containers every day, it is worth thinking about how water can be diverted to help you and reduce your workload. We widened our very small stream and dug out a rather sizeable pond. The stream stops the pond from becoming stagnant by ensuring there is enough movement to keep it ‘flushed’ – otherwise, all the goose and duck droppings will just settle to the bottom, and it doesn’t take long for the pond to become smelly.


It is very important to take water flow and the location of ponds into account when keeping ducks and geese, but ponds don’t necessarily have to be near streams: one of our ponds is supplied with water via a homemade hydraulic ram pump and a good length of hosepipe. The ram pump provides a limited flow, but it pumps all day and night so the pond is kept full. It is halfway up a hill, which allows any overflow to drain away.


BREEDING POULTRY


You may think that all you need is a cockerel and a couple of hens and then let nature take its course. But as always, it is best to be prepared: using a broody hen is probably the easiest way to successfully hatch eggs. A broody hen is a hen whose biological clock has ticked to the point that she reckons she’s laid enough eggs and is ready to sit on them and keep them warm until they hatch – the breast of a broody hen gets warmer to help with the job. Some breeds that have been specifically developed for egg laying have had the tendency to go broody bred out of them, but mongrel hens or bantams usually make good broody hens. It will take you a season to know which of your hens are good at being broody. One sign is that she will occupy a nesting box and refuse to move – she may even peck you if you try and move her.


If you have a cockerel of the right breed and good hens that are not related to him, all you have to do is collect the fertilized eggs and put them under a broody hen. A cockerel will ensure that the eggs of his hens are fertile as that’s his raison d’être, so the trick is to collect the eggs of the hens you wish to have bred to the cockerel – this sounds easy, but hens do have a tendency to lay together, so you may have to design your layout to allow segregation.


If you are serious about hatching your own chicks you may consider getting an incubator. Our first incubator cost us next to nothing – we found it in the classified ads of the local paper. It was a very simple box with a heater and a thermostat, and we were responsible for rotating the eggs and keeping the moisture levels correct. It took constant attention, but we were relatively successful. We have since upgraded to a model that is much easier to clean. Thanks in part to the heat and the moisture, hatching eggs is a smelly, messy business – especially once the chicks start emerging.


We have successfully hatched our own chicken, duck and geese eggs, but we have never tried hatching turkey eggs. Instead, we leave others to get our turkeys through the early stage of their lives, preferring to buy young birds or poults at 5 or 6 weeks of age, when they are off heat – that is, big enough to no longer require a heat lamp to keep them warm. And we do have a slight problem in that we always eat our turkeys before they are ready to start breeding.


PREPARING POULTRY


We recommend that you try all the sections on preparing and cooking poultry prior to keeping your first birds. We have been doing our own butchery for years and it is only practice that will give you confidence.


It may seem like stating the obvious, but you really do need to own some good, sharp knives. You don’t need many knives to do all the things you will ever want to: a boning knife, a cook’s knife and a paring knife (add to that a filleting knife and a butcher’s knife if you want to fill your block).


Make sure that your knives are always well sharpened. If you are boning, you will need to keep sharpening the blade as you go, as contact with the bone will take the edge off your knife. There are lots of good-quality knives on the market, it’s all down to personal choice.
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1. CHICKENS







CHICKENS




INTRODUCTION TO CHICKENS




Why keep chickens? People all around the world have been keeping hens for thousands of years. The Greeks, Egyptians, Chinese and Romans all enjoyed the perks of rearing their own chickens for eggs and meat. Nowadays they are still great animals to look after, regardless of whether you live in an urban or a rural area. We have been keeping chickens for years, in all sorts of different places. In small back gardens of rented houses, we would arrive and knock up a quick chicken coop for our collection of hens. However you like your eggs in the morning, you can be sure that if they come from your own free-range chickens nothing will compare to the great fresh taste!


PROS




	Easy animal to look after, with very few health problems. Delicious eggs and meat!


	Free chicken manure, which is a great activator for the compost bins.


	Great in early spring for eating grubs and pests inside a greenhouse or around the vegetable plot.





CONS




	Responsibility means that you have to be at home in the morning to let them out and at night to put them away.


	Cost of feed.


	Stepping in chicken poo, if it is a small garden that you share with them.





BASICS


The first decision to make before you go out and buy some chickens is what type you want and how many you are planning to keep. We generally try to mix our small flocks with pure breeds and some super egg-laying hybrids. Hybrids are great layers that are used in commercial farms, and you can expect a large number of eggs from them, while more traditional breeds look more interesting and are useful to have as broody hens – i.e. they make good mothers. We tend to opt for bantams, which are smallish breeds, such as Light Sussex and Rhode Island Red. They lay smaller eggs and are therefore ignored by most commercial farmers. However, we find they are relatively low-cost to feed and you don’t need much space to keep them. If you only have a small space, we would recommend getting a few hens and don’t waste space on a cockerel.


GUIDELINES




	Don’t keep more hens than you need or overcrowd their coop.


	Don’t place perches directly below one another.


	Don’t feed them any scraps that have been contaminated in the kitchen.


	Keep a fresh supply of water for your hens.


	Protect them from predators with fencing.


	Lock them away at night.


	Provide them with a dust bath.


	Clean them out regularly.


	Clip a cockerel’s spurs with nail clippers if they get too long.





ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT




	Chicken wire or electric fencing


	Galvanized feeder


	Water container


	Straw


	Sawdust


	Grit box or oyster shell


	Coop


	Perches


	Nest box


	Dust bath





CHOOSING WHAT TO BUY




	Rhode Island Reds are good layers as well as being a decent size for the table.


	Light Sussex are a lovely old English breed and another great dual-purpose bird.


	Cuckoo Marans are one of our favourites. They tend to be very hardy and lay lovely large, deep brown eggs. You will need good fencing, though, as they have an adventurous streak and love to escape.


	Warrens are a reliable hybrid and lay well.


	Black Rocks are another very useful hybrid to keep.


	Buff Orpingtons are placid birds that lay smallish eggs. They’re also excellent hens for fostering chicks, but if you don’t want a broody hen, avoid this breed.





DAY-OLDS


Choosing what age the chickens you get should be is an important option. Day-old chicks are very cheap to buy but are unsexed, so you won’t find out which ones are going to grow into cockerels until later. This is a good way to start keeping chickens if you want some birds for meat, but bad news if you simply want plenty of eggs. There is also the additional expense of providing heat for them when they’re young and extra feed until they reach point-of-lay.
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