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Chapter 1

Introduction
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Our journey toward facilitating clean water for backyard flocks began in 2006 when my husband Mark and I moved to a 58-acre farm and bought a dozen chickens. We soon fell in love with our feathered egg-laying machines, and Mark built tractors so our birds could mow our grass and hunt down bugs. 

Every morning, my job was to go out and move the tractors, drop in a bit of feed, and make sure water was available. Mark was in charge of the afternoon chores: taking out the eggs and, again, checking on the chickens' water.

We used a metal gallon waterer, the type where you fill up the reservoir and liquid gravity feeds into a little round trough. A big mistake with tractors. One hot summer day, the chickens nudged the waterer, causing it to tip on uneven ground and drain dry. Before we knew what hit us, two chickens had keeled over from dehydration and heat exhaustion.

We buried our dead hens and vowed to be more vigilant. Mark started checking on the flock several times a day (good thing we work from home), and we had no more losses.

But the water situation was still driving me nuts. Every morning, I'd have to take out the waterer and clean the trough, which was always full of gunk scratched up by the hens. By evening, the waterer was filthy again!

Meanwhile, our young hens developed a habit of perching on top of the waterer and pooping on the lid and in the trough, making cleaning an unpleasant task. In winter, water froze in the trough and we took to pounding the waterer against the ground to empty it. To make matters worse, moving the tractors around the yard meant we were always carrying heavy water from the house.

Basically, we weren't happy campers. What were we thinking getting chickens?!

One morning, Mark woke up to hear me swearing at the hens. I'd put my hand smack dab in the middle of a pile of fresh poop on top of the waterer and I was not pleased. So, sweet husband that he is, Mark got to work. A few months later, after testing several designs, he'd developed the Avian Aqua Miser—an automatic chicken waterer that stays clean and full in chicken tractors, coops, and pastures.

[image: image-placeholder]

We spent the better part of a decade making and selling these POOP-free chicken waterers, easing daily upkeep for tens of thousands of flocks. But, eventually, we changed our income-producing energy over to werewolves (another story entirely) and shut down the waterer business.

It seemed like poor karma, however, to let all the wisdom we'd accumulated fade away. After all, the instructions we used to include in our DIY kits encompassed both our own experiences and that of dozens of customers who figured out how to create a vast array of waterer setups then shared the specifics with us to distribute further. The result, cleaned up and turned into ebook form, is the document you're reading today.
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All of the waterer ideas presented in this ebook are based on the chicken nipple, which works a bit like a hamster water bottle. Drinking water is enclosed in a clean container and the chicken gets at that liquid by pecking on the stainless steel nipple, which releases a drop of pristine water with each peck.

The pros had been using these nipples for years before backyard chicken keepers picked up on the idea. But industrial farms attach nipples to long hoses under pressure, which can be problematic on the small scale. When Mark started experimenting, he had to track down chicken nipples that worked under gravity-feed conditions. At the time, they were hard to come by, but our efforts popularized them so much that they're now relatively cheap and available both online and at brick-and-mortar stores.

Before I dive into other specifics, I do want to address the biggest complaint customers had with nipple-based waterers. Chicken keepers were often afraid that their birds weren't getting enough to drink and/or that chickens just didn't like drinking out of nipples. This was a hurdle for us as well until we realized that most of the water in old-fashioned waterers gets spilled onto the ground. Each of our tractors of five hens really only needed half a gallon of water on a hot day.

And, yes, when we let our chickens free range, they would often run to drink from puddles. But I've seen our cats do the same thing even though we provide them with a filtered, ever-flowing cat fountain that we top up daily. Critters are weird! Once you train your chickens to a nipple-style waterer, you can rest assured that (no matter what their behavior is around puddles) they will always have a supply of fresh, clean water to rely on.

Okay, enough intro. On to making yourself a waterer that will keep your flock in tip-top shape.
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