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​​Introduction
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    Ameraucanas, Araucanas, and Easter Eggers are all types of chickens that lay blue and green eggs. Most aren't an economical choice for homesteaders since the birds' egg output is below average. Photo credit: Darla.


    It's easy to become overwhelmed when choosing chickens. After all, there are currently 113 chicken breeds listed by the American Poultry Association and 350 bantam breeds listed by the American Bantam Association. Plus, many of those breeds are available in multiple strains and varieties, making the selection seem nearly endless. But if you're a homesteader looking for a productive hen who won't eat you out of house and home and who can handle rough outdoor conditions, the choices begin to narrow quickly.


    This ebook will walk you through my thought processes as I chose my own birds and will then follow up with in-depth descriptions of the breeds I most recommend. By the time you reach the last page, I hope you will have chosen just the right bird for your homestead, or will at least have narrowed down the options to a handful of top contenders. And, hopefully, you'll also have a lot of fun in the process as you research and dream about your future flock.


    
​​History of chicken breeds
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    Cool-looking chickens like this Polish rooster aren't usually the best choice for homesteaders. Photo credit: Sue Loring.


    Why are there so many chicken breeds to choose from? A lot of it is just looks. Within the last century, dozens of types of chickens were developed with unique plumage that made them good bets to win a prize at the county fair, but these lookers are unlikely to be prime homesteading birds. Not only is efficient egg-laying and meat production often ignored when breeding exhibition-quality birds, but chickens with feathered feet have a hard time scratching for their dinner, and those with fancy plumes can't glance up. In general, fancy fowl tend to be eaten by hawks in short order, and they usually don't produce much compared to how much they cost to feed. The serious homesteader will be better off giving these birds a miss.


    The rise of fancy fowl is a relatively recent phenomenon. In 1868, Charles Darwin (with the help of a "Mr. Tegetmeier") published a survey of the currently known chicken breeds, which included Game, Malay, Cochin, Dorking, Spanish, Hamburg, Crested or Polish, Bantam, Rump-less, Creepers or Jumpers, Frizzled or Caffre, Silk, and Sooty. As you can tell, Darwin's descriptions were mostly categories rather than actual breeds as we consider them today, so it's not surprising that only thirteen types made the cut.
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    The discovery of vitamin D made it more feasible to keep chickens healthy in the winter. Photo credit: Edith Garner.


    On the other hand, the relative paucity of chicken types in the late nineteenth century was also due to the fact that chickens were primarily a luxury item in temperate climates at that time. Chickens didn't become an economical source of human food until the discovery of vitamin D in the early 1920s made it easy to keep flocks healthy and productive through the winter months. With chickens suddenly becoming a viable alternative for small farmers, it's no surprise that many of the chicken breeds we know today (and others that have since been lost) were developed in the early part of the twentieth century.


    The heyday of chicken breeding didn't last forever, though. The discovery of vitamin D not only made chicken keeping more economical for the homesteader, it also allowed large chicken farms to raise thousands of birds at a time. During the same time period, many Americans were moving off farms and into the cities, and while some ex-farmers bred miniature chickens (bantams) to take with them, others decided it was simpler to buy their eggs and meat at the store. Before long, homestead-worthy chicken breeds were dwindling and being replaced by types of chickens that did well in the cramped quarters of factory farms.


    The more recent surges in backyard chicken-keeping of the 1970s and early 2000s have mostly focused on the breeds that already existed, although the choices were reduced to those that had survived decades of backyard disinterest. And while most of the chickens that were alive at the time Darwin was writing were probably scrappy farmyard birds with no pedigrees who fit the farms they'd been raised on, the modern homesteader looking to develop a productive flock has more choices but a harder time finding productive genetics. That's why, despite the wide variety of chicken breeds out there, it can be tough to find a good homesteading bird. This ebook is all about tracking down that productive breed that can feed your family at a low cost.


    
​​Breed vocabulary
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    Salmon Faverolles were initially bred to be dual-purpose chickens, but they have since been largely selected for exhibition quality. So you shouldn't expect Faverolles to be the most productive birds in your flock, but they are pretty and they tend to be quiet and docile—good for city pets. In addition, unlike some chickens, Faverolles thrive in confinement since they were the primary breed used to produce eggs for the Parisian market in the early 1900s. On the other hand, docility is a negative if you try to mix Faverolles into flocks of more dominant chickens since the French fowl tend to get picked on. Photo credit: Julie Keith.


    Before I go any further, it's time to throw a bit of vocabulary out there so we're all on the same page. When you start looking at different types of chickens, the first thing to consider is the class, which is a distinction based on where the breed originated. Chicken classes include American, Asiatic, English, Mediterranean, Continental, and Other. The American class includes many of the common, dual-purpose birds like Rhode Island Red and Plymouth Rock; the Asiatic class contains three heavier breeds (Brahma, Cochin, and Langshan); the English class also contains heavy breeds, notably Orpington and Cornish; the Mediterranean class contains light-weight, productive white-egg layers like Leghorns; and the Continental class contains less well-known breeds like Marans and Faverolles. Finally, the Other class is a grab-bag of breeds that don't quite fit into the previously listed categories, like Old English Game and Ameraucana.


    Classes are a helpful distinction because they give you an idea of the primary use of the chicken breed in question. For example, Mediterranean birds are egg-layers first and foremost—it might not even be worth a homesteader's while to slaughter excess Leghorn cockerels for meat. Mediterranean chickens also tend to be flighty and high-strung, which means you'll need tall fences to contain them, you'll have a tough time turning them into pets, and you'll be listening to your hens cackle every time they lay an egg. In contrast, most homesteaders will do better with a dual-purpose bird that's heavy enough to make a good chicken dinner but that also lays a moderate number of eggs. Many of the best dual-purpose breeds are in the American and English classes.


    In addition to class (and to the obvious distinction of breed), homesteaders should also consider varieties and strains, both of which are terms referring to subsets of a certain breed. Variety often distinguishes between colors—White Sussex versus Speckled Sussex, for example. In contrast, strains distinguish between birds that may look alike to the casual observer but that were bred by different individuals or companies for specific traits (and are generally named after their breeder). Although it's tough to find information on strains, this is a very important distinction for the homesteader to be aware of since many strains of a given breed have been selected for looks in recent years and you'll instead want to seek out a production strain (or to make your own!).


    The Salmon Faverolles pictured at the top of this section has the variety Salmon (for its color), the breed Faverolles, and is in the Continental class. Got it? Now we can head back into the nitty-gritty of choosing chickens for a homestead.


    
​​What should homesteaders look for in a chicken?
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    The best breed for most homesteaders is a homegrown hybrid that merges multiple breeds. Our current rooster contains Rhode Island Red, Australorp, and Marans genetics. Our flock is shown enjoying water from the EZ Miser that my husband invented for simple pasture hydration—see www.avianaquamiser.com for more information.


    Now that your head is awhirl with various names and images, let's get back to the point. Although a homesteader can certainly choose Cochins as gentle pets for their preschoolers and Polish to win first prize at the fair, the average farmer will be more interested in making sure her chicken habit pays for itself. The best farm breeds should produce lots of eggs and/or meat on little store-bought food, but homesteaders should also pay attention to some less obvious chicken traits.


    What are the less-than-obvious traits to be on the lookout for? Prime homesteading birds will usually be good foragers and will stand up well to predators and weather. They will typically lay in the winter, even when day length drops below the critical 14 hours per day required for peak production (or the homesteader will commit to installing supplemental light in the coop or doing without omelets during cold weather). In addition, the best breed for your farm might make good mother hens...or you might prefer a non-broody breed if you're going to use an incubator and want to maximize egg production. Even if you don't have nearby neighbors, I recommend choosing birds that only make a racket when predators are sniffing around since you'll soon tune out the cackling of loud breeds like Anconas, Leghorns, Old English Game hens, and White Faced Spanish, which means you might lose some free-rangers to hawks as a result. If you garden (and what homesteader doesn't?), you'll also want to select a breed that's less likely to fly fences and scratch up your lettuce bed—heavier breeds are better in this respect, and the worst fliers (to be avoided) include Hamburgs, Leghorns, Old English Game hens, and all types of bantams.


    Beginning homesteaders might choose from among the most productive egg-layers for their first couple of years, but chances are you'll slowly gravitate toward dual-purpose birds that also produce a worthwhile amount of meat (dressing out to at least two pounds at twelve weeks). From an economic standpoint, it simply doesn't make sense to keep hens around after they've been laying more than one to three years (depending on the breed and on your level of sentimentality). So if you don't want to be feeding unproductive pets, you'll end up butchering your layers frequently, meaning those stewing hens will need a use in the kitchen. In addition, once you start hatching your own eggs (a big savings over buying hatchery chicks every spring), you'll notice that fifty percent of your flock is male...and most farms only need one rooster. All of the excess cockerels will join the spent layers in the self-sufficient homesteader's belly. Since the most productive egg-laying breeds simply aren't worth your while to butcher and dress out as meat birds, I'll focus on dual-purpose breeds for most of this ebook.
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