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Preface


Chickens were on earth long before humans and still have the same basic needs they always had — food, protection, and procreation. Unlike the jungle fowl from which they derived, domesticated chickens have become dependent on humans to help fulfill those basic needs.


Over the millennia, different breeds developed in different areas for different reasons. As a result, today’s breeds range from those that are tiny enough to fit in the palm of your hand to those that are so tall they come nearly to your waist. Colors and patterns range from solid red, white, blue, or black to speckled, striped, and laced. The feathers might be long and thin, short and wide, or furlike and may appear not only on the chicken’s body but also on its feet like a pair of boots, down its legs like trousers, beneath its beak like a beard, on the sides of its beak like a mustache, or on top of its head like a fancy Easter bonnet.


Depending on the traits for which these various breeds were bred, some chickens are nearly self-sufficient foragers; others squat by the trough waiting for the next meal. Some retain their innate sense of self-preservation; others don’t have the sense to come in out of the rain. Some hens still have the instinct to collect eggs in a nest and hatch them into chicks; others have no interest in motherhood. Most cocks still mate the time-honored way; a few breeds require human intervention in order to fertilize eggs to produce more of their kind.


Meanwhile, we humans have diverse needs and desires. Some of us want lots of tasty eggs; some want meaty chickens that grow large or fast, or both large and fast; some enjoy nothing more than the beauty of brightly colored chickens frolicking in the sunshine; and some take pleasure in the simple companionship of these large land-based birds.


Our various lifestyles enter into the equation of our relationship with chickens. Some of us live on farms with plenty of land for our chickens to freely roam and few neighbors for them to bother. Others live in crowded communities where chickens must be more closely tended to avoid offending neighbors or becoming a meal for a neighborhood pet.


All of this diversity among chickens and humans gives rise to an incredible diversity in our purposes for keeping chickens, how many we keep, the breeds we choose, and the methods by which we shelter and maintain them. For this reason, no one can tell you the one right way to raise chickens, or offer you an established blueprint for keeping your own flock. The best anyone can do is explain the needs of fowl, offer possibilities for fulfilling those needs, and let you pick and choose the options that best fit your particular situation.


And that is the goal of this book.


May your chicken-keeping decisions result in happy, healthy birds that fulfill their purpose in your life and bring you abundant joy.
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Choosing a Breed
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One of the most important characteristics to consider in selecting chickens for a backyard flock is to choose birds you enjoy looking at.






The fun of raising chickens begins right from the start, when you get to choose which color, shape, and size to have. With so many options, you should have no trouble finding the perfect chicken — one that’s both picture-pretty and ideally suited to your purpose. Your reasons for keeping chickens will influence your list of breeds to consider, and within each breed, you will encounter differences among varieties and strains that may or may not suit your purposes.





Breeds


No one knows exactly how many chicken breeds exist in the world. A breed is a genetically pure line having a common origin, similar conformation and other identifying characteristics, and the ability to reliably produce offspring with the same conformation and characteristics.


The latest edition of the American Poultry Association’s American Standard of Perfection describes and depicts the one hundred-plus breeds currently recognized by the American Poultry Association (APA), a group that started out as the nation’s premier organization for the poultry industry but has since narrowed its focus to exhibition. The American Bantam Association (ABA) publishes its own standard, which doesn’t always agree with the APA standard. Along with those listed in the two standards, other breeds are available in North America, and many more exist in the world. Storey’s Illustrated Guide to Poultry Breeds offers color photographs and detailed descriptions of most breeds found in North America. (See the Recommended Reading list for publishing information for all books referred to in this guide.)


All birds within a given breed share the same skin color, number of toes, carriage, and feathering. Skin color may be yellow like the skin of Cornish, New Hampshires, and Wyandottes, or white like that of Australorps, Orpingtons, and Sussex. Most breeds have four toes, but some, such as the Dorkings, Faverolles, and Houdans, have five. The carriage may be more horizontal, like a Plymouth Rock’s, or more vertical, like the Shamo’s.


Plumage offers yet more variety. Most roosters have pointed neck and saddle (lower back) feathers, but Sebright and Campine cocks are hen feathered, meaning they sport the rounded hackle and saddle feathers of a hen. Naked Necks have no feathers on their necks at all. Other breeds have feathers that form a beard (Faverolle, for example), boots down their legs and feet (Brahma), puffy topknots (Polish), or long, flowing tails (Yokohama).


Birds of most breeds have smooth, satinlike feathers, a result of tiny hooks, called barbicels, that hold a feather’s webbing together. The feathers of Silkies, though, lack barbicels, making the birds look as if they’re covered with fur. The feathers of Frizzles curl at the ends, giving the birds a permed look. Besides being a distinction of the Frizzle breed, frizzledness is a genetic condition that can be introduced into any breed.


For practical purposes, the various breeds may be grouped according to whether they are primarily laying breeds, meat breeds, dual-purpose breeds, or ornamental. The APA divides the breeds into two classifications: bantam and large. Bantam breeds are one-fifth to one-fourth the size of large breeds. Some bantam breeds are miniature versions of a corresponding large breed; others are distinctive breeds in their own right. Because bantams and their eggs are small, they are considered to be ornamental.
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In contrast to the pointed neck and saddle feathers of most cocks (right), the Sebright cock (top) has the rounded neck and saddle feathers of a hen.
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A feather’s smooth satin look is the result of hooked barbicels that hold the webbing together.

























	

Large Breed Groups













	

Asiatic (APA)




	

Brahma, Cochin, Langshan









	

Blue-Egg Layers




	

Ameraucana, Araucana









	

Continental (APA)




	

Barnevelder, Campine, Crevecoeur, Faverolle, Hamburg, Houdan, La Fleche, Lakenvelder, Polish, Welsumer









	

English (APA)




	

Australorp, Cornish, Dorking, Orpington, Redcap, Sussex









	

Game




	

Aseel, Malay, Modern Game, Old English Game, Shamo









	

Longtail




	

Cubalaya, Phoenix, Sumatra, Yokohama









	

Mediterranean (APA)




	

Ancona, Andalusian, Catalana, Leghorn, Minorca, Sicilian, Buttercup, Spanish









	

Other




	

Appenzeller, Fayoumi, Frizzle, Kraienkoppe, Maran, Naked Neck, Norwegian Jaerhon, Penedesenca, Sultan















Classes




Large and bantam breeds are subdivided into a number of classifications. While these classifications are established primarily to group breeds and varieties for show purposes, they are helpful in understanding the relationships among the various breeds.


Classifications for large breeds indicate their places of origin: American, Asiatic, Continental, English, Mediterranean, and Other (including Oriental). Each large breed is listed in only one class.


Bantams are classified according to specific characteristics: by whether or not they are game breeds; by comb style; and by the presence or absence of leg feathering. Among bantams, the same breed may be represented in different classes by distinctive varieties.







Examples of Unusual Feathering
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Unusual feathering helps define such breeds and varieties as the the Frizzle, with its permed look; the Naked Neck, with its neck devoid of feathers; and the Yokohama, with its long, flowing tail.





Varieties


Most breeds are subdivided into two or more varieties, usually based on plumage color. Some varieties are established based on feather placement or comb style. Plumage color ranges from a rainbow of solid colors to patterns such as speckled, barred, or laced. Wyandottes, for example, come in several varieties based on color, including solid hues such as buff, black, and white, as well as patterns such as gold or silver lacing.


Varieties defined by feather placement might have, for example, feathers on the legs or under the beak. Frizzle bantams may be clean legged or feather legged. Polish, Booted Bantams, and Silkies may be either bearded or nonbearded.


The most common comb style among chickens is the single comb, a series of upright sawtooth zigzags. Varieties defined by comb style might have buttercup, pea, rose, cushion, walnut, strawberry, duplex (cup or V), or carnation combs. Among breeds with varieties defined by comb, Anconas and Rhode Island Reds each have two varieties — single comb and rose comb. Leghorns are an example of a breed that comes in different colors and different comb styles; among the possibilities are buff, black, and silver, with either single or rose combs.








[image: ]

[image: ]

Two varieties of Wyandotte: blue-laced red (top) and silver-laced (bottom)












Strains


A strain, or line, is a related family of birds bred with emphasis on specific traits. Strains bred by fanciers are derived from a single breed, selected for what the owner perceives to be superior qualities. Whether or not these chickens may be called purebred is a matter of contention. Some people argue that they cannot be called purebred because chickens have no registry and therefore no papers as proof of lineage, so the term more accurately should be called straightbred.


Whatever you call them, your only guarantee is the owner’s word. And it’s not uncommon for these breeders to outcross to another breed to avoid close inbreeding or improve certain characteristics such as size or feather color.


Commercial production lines are often hybrids — parented by a hen of one breed and a cock of another — developed for efficient egg or meat production. Commercial meat strains and brown-egg layers are usually true hybrids. Commercial white-egg layers, on the other hand, are not hybrids in the strictest sense, since they are bred from different strains of the same breed and variety — single-comb white Leghorn.


Whether hybrid or purebred, birds within a strain are so typical of the strain that an experienced person can recognize the strain at a glance. An established strain is usually identified by its developer’s name — commonly a corporate name — for meat or egg production strains, and the breeder’s name for noncommercial strains, such as those bred for exhibition, fly tying, and illegal cockfighting.


Learning about strains becomes important if you decide to specialize in a specific breed and discover your chickens do not entirely fit the published breed profiles relative to such things as temperament, rate of egg production, size or shape, and so on. You then have the choice of seeking a more suitable strain or developing your own strain through selective breeding.






Feather Patterns
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Feather patterns include barred, laced, spangled, and penciled.








Large Breeds


(See key below for meanings of symbols)
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Large Breeds


(See key below for meanings of symbols)
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	Key to Symbols



	*	
	lay well




	**	
	lay exceptionally well											  




	†	
	especially suitable for meat production						  




	††	
	are exceptional												  




	§	
	stand out for aesthetic qualities								  




	F	
	breed forages well												  




	FF	
	will forage for a high percentage of sustenance				  




	#	
	breed having cocks with large combs prone to frostbite			  




	D	
	generally docile and suitable for backyard situations and as pets




	(A)	
	breed known to have aggressive individuals						  




	Fl	
	breed that tends to be flighty to a greater or lesser extent	  




	A	
	aggressive breed that is best left to experienced keepers		  















Breed by Comb Style
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Rhode Island White,* Wyandotte
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Ancona,* Dominique, Dorking,* Hamburg, Leghorn,* Minorca,* Redcap, Rhode Island Red,* Rosecomb bantam
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Chantecler
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Kraienkoppe, Orloff, Yokohama
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Ancona,* Australorp, Barnevelder, Blue Andalusian, Campine, Catalan, Cochin, Delaware, Dorking,* Fayoumi, Faverolle, Frizzle,** Holland, Java, Jersey Giant, Lakenvelder, Langshan, Leghorn,* Maran, Minorca,* Modern Game, Naked Neck, New Hampshire, Norwegian Jaerhon, Old English Game, Orpington, Phoenix, Plymouth Rock, Rhode Island Red,* Rhode Island White,* Spanish, Sussex, Welsumer
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Penedesenca
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Appenzeller, Crevecoeur, Houdan, La Fleche, Polish, Sultan
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Sicilian Buttercup
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Malay
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Ameraucana, Araucana, Aseel, Brahma, Buckeye, Cornish, Cubalaya, Shamo, Sumatra









 * Breeds having varieties based on differing comb styles. 

** The condition of frizzledness may appear in combination with any comb style.








Breed Selection


Way back in time, all of today’s many breeds, varieties, and strains had a common origin: the wild red jungle fowl of Southeast Asia. Over tens of thousands of years, chicken keepers selectively bred their flocks to favor different combinations of characteristics related to economics, aesthetics, and other factors, such as aggressiveness or duration of the cocks’ crow.


The availability of all these various breeds, varieties, and strains ranges widely from common (and therefore inexpensive) to extremely rare (and therefore quite dear). While crossbred production strains are as common as dirt, pure strains of some breeds can be hard to come by. Not every hen that lays a blue egg is an Ameraucana or Araucana, for example, and most hens sold as New Hampshires are crossed with Rhode Island Reds or some other production breed. Indeed, among the brown-egg-laying “pure” New Hampshire hens I once bought, some laid blue eggs.




Layer Breeds


If you have never seen or tasted homegrown eggs, you will be amazed at their superior color and flavor. All hens, unless they are old or ill, lay eggs. Breeds known as “layers” lay nearly an egg a day for long periods at a time. Other breeds might enjoy longer rest periods between bouts of laying, or else go broody — when they have such a strong nesting instinct, they’d rather hatch eggs than lay them. Still others may be just as prolific as the typical layer breeds but eat more feed per dozen eggs. Efficient laying hens share four desirable characteristics:




	They lay a large number of eggs per year.


	They have small bodies.


	They begin laying at 4 to 5 months of age.


	They are not inclined to nest.







The best layers average between 250 and 280 eggs per year, although individual birds may exceed 300. Compared to larger hens, small-bodied birds need less feed to maintain muscle mass. Purebred hens rarely match the laying abilities and efficiency of commercially bred strains but can still be efficient enough for a backyard flock. Since a hen stops laying once she begins to set (nest), the best layers don’t readily go broody.


Some of the Mediterranean breeds, especially Leghorn, are particularly efficient layers. These breeds, and a few others specializing in egg production, tend to be high strung, however, and therefore not much fun to work with, especially if you take up chicken keeping for relaxation. Another characteristic of Mediterraneans is that they lay white-shelled eggs.


Commercial brown-egg hybrids lay nearly as well as Leghorn-based strains and are not as flighty, because they’re derived from breeds in the American classification, which tend to be more laid-back than the Mediterraneans. A popular brown-egg strain is the Hubbard Golden Comet, a buff-colored bird called “the brown-egg layer that thinks like a Leghorn.” You can expect 180 to 240 eggs per year from a commercial-strain brown-egg layer.


Purebred brown-egg layers generally lay fewer eggs than commercial hybrids but still lay respectably enough for a backyard flock. Shell color ranges from pale tan to dark brown. The darkest eggs come from Barnvelders, Marans, Penedesencas, and Welsumers, although none of these breeds lays spectacular numbers of eggs.


Many breeds originally developed for laying did quite well in their time, but their laying abilities don’t stack up to the production rate of scientifically bred modern strains. Then, too, many breeds that once had superior laying abilities are now bred for exhibition, where production is less important than appearance and therefore not high on the list of traits considered necessary for breeding-stock selection. If you have your heart set on a fancy breed that doesn’t lay well, your options are to look for a strain bred for production as well as appearance (which is rare), expand your flock to obtain the requisite number of eggs (requiring the expense of more space and feed), or develop your own laying strain (an option that may take years but could be fun as well as rewarding).


The most efficient laying breeds all tend to be nervous or flighty. Kept in small numbers in uncrowded conditions, with care to avoid stress (such as being chased by dogs or children) and extra time spent ensuring their comfort around people, these breeds can work fine in a backyard setting.


After a few years, layers become spent, meaning they slow down in production. At that point they don’t have much meat on their bones, since their energy has been concentrated on laying. A good layer fleshes out slowly and never would have made a good meat bird in the first place. If your poultry interest leans toward grilled chicken, consider a meat breed instead.







Layer Breeds
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The most efficient layers are small bodied and flighty — like the Ancona or Leghorn — and lay eggs with white shells.






[image: ]



The heavier-bodied Marans lays fewer eggs, but with dark brown shells, making it popular for backyard flocks.











Meat Breeds


People who raise chickens for meat enjoy better-tasting, more healthful, and safer poultry than is generally available at the supermarket. Any healthy chicken may be prepared for dinner, although some breeds are more suited to meat production than others. Efficient meat strains share four characteristics:




	They grow and feather rapidly.


	They reach target weight in minimum time.


	They are broad breasted.


	They have white feathers for clean picking.







The more quickly a bird grows to butchering weight, the more tender it is and the cheaper it is to raise. The most efficient meat strains were developed from a cross between Cornish and an American breed such as New Hampshire or Plymouth Rock. The 1- to 2-pound (0.5 to 0.9 kg) Cornish hen (as a commercial marketing ploy, sometimes called a Cornish game hen even though it’s not a game breed) is nothing more than a 4-week-old Rock-Cornish hybrid. A commercial meat bird eats just 2 pounds of feed for each pound of weight gained. A hybrid layer, by comparison, eats three to five times as much for the same weight gain.


Raising a hybrid meat flock is a short-term project. You buy a batch of Cornish-cross chicks, feed them to butchering age, dispatch them into the freezer, and enjoy the fruits of your labor for the rest of the year. Since these birds aren’t around long, performance as a meat bird (the ability to grow quickly on the least possible amount of feed) takes precedence over appearance.


Purebreds are not as efficient as hybrids at converting feed to meat, but some are heavy bodied enough to make respectable meat birds. Because of their slower growth, their meat is more flavorful than that of a fast-growing hybrid. Breeds originally developed for meat include Brahma, Cochin, and Cornish. Although the Jersey Giant grows to be the largest of all breeds, it does not make an economical meat bird because it first puts growth into bones, then fleshes out, reaching 6 months of age before yielding a significant amount of meat. Many backyard chicken keepers, regardless of their chosen breed or purpose in having them, hatch an annual batch of chicks and put the extra cockerels into the freezer.







Meat Breeds
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Meat breeds are broad breasted and tend to be more laid-back than layers; Shamos, although friendly with people, are aggressive among themselves and toward other chicken breeds.









Dual-Purpose Breeds


If you want the best of both worlds — eggs and meat — you have two choices: keep a year-round laying flock and raise a batch of meat birds on the side, or compromise by keeping one dual-purpose breed. Dual-purpose chickens don’t lay as well as laying hens and don’t grow as fast or as big as meat birds, but they lay better than meat birds and grow faster and larger than laying hens.


Dual-purpose breeds are the classic backyard chickens. Their chief advantage over a laying breed is that young excess males and spent layers are full breasted and otherwise have an appreciable amount of meat on their bones. Their advantage over a meat breed is that the hens lay a reasonable number of eggs for the amount of feed they eat.


Most breeds in the American and English classifications are dual-purpose, although many others, including some of the breeds typically considered ornamental, are equally versatile. Among these dual-purpose breeds, some are slightly more efficient at producing eggs, while others grow bigger and tend to go broody, tilting them more toward use as meat birds over layers. These characteristics vary not only from breed to breed, but differ from strain to strain within the same breed. As among egg-laying breeds, dual-purpose strains developed for show are generally prettier than they are useful.


A few hybrids have been developed as efficient dual-purpose birds. The most popular of these hybrids are the Black Sex Link and the Red Sex Link (so-called because the chicks’ sex may be determined by the color of their down). The Red Sex Link lays about 250 eggs a year. The Black Sex Link lays slightly fewer but larger eggs and weighs 1 pound (0.5 kg) more at maturity. If your purpose in keeping a dual-purpose flock is for self-sufficiency and to that end you plan to hatch your own future replacement chicks, hybrids are not the way to go, since they do not breed true.






Dual-Purpose Breeds
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Dual-purpose breeds are ideal for family self-sufficiency because they lay better than meat breeds and grow bigger than layer breeds.







Low-Maintenance Breeds


Some breeds are inherently more self-reliant than others. Chickens that have been bred in confinement for generations are generally less aggressive foragers than breeds that have been allowed to exercise their foraging instinct. In the South, for example, you commonly see Old English Games wandering along country lanes. As the closest domesticated kin to the ancient wild jungle fowl, they are not as plump or prolific as the dual-purpose breeds but compensate by being almost entirely maintenance-free.


Breeds that are not aggressive foragers, or should not be required to forage, include those with heavy leg feathering or large crests. Leg feathers inhibit scratching the ground to turn up food. Crests offer head protection in cold weather but inhibit vision, making crested breeds easier prey. Crests are also known to freeze in wet winter weather. In freezing weather, breeds with tight combs such as cushion, pea, or rose cope with the cold better than breeds with large single combs. If you plan to pasture your birds, choose a breed suitable for your prevailing climate.


Two other characteristics that enhance a breed’s self-sufficiency are strong reproductive instincts and plumage color. Breeds that have retained their instinct to brood require no human intervention to reproduce, in contrast to their specialized industrial cousins, whose brooding instinct has been taken away. Some breeds, notably the Cornish, have been so distorted in the quest for a broad-breasted meat bird that the cocks have difficulty mounting a hen. Feather colors other than white blend more easily into the surroundings, offering birds protection from predators.






Low-Maintenance Breeds
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Low-maintenance breeds are good foragers that have other-than-white feathers for camouflage, tend toward broodiness, and are suitable for almost any local climate; crested breeds like the Houdan should not be left out in wet, freezing weather.







Ornamental Breeds


In contrast to production birds — chickens that are kept for meat or eggs — ornamental birds are kept primarily for aesthetic reasons, and many keepers like to show them off at poultry exhibitions. While the same breed might be raised for both show and production, rarely will you find exhibition and production qualities in the same strain.


The ideal shape, or type, for each breed is described by the relevant standard. A chicken coming close to the ideal for its breed is said to be “true to type” or “typey.” Production strains are generally less typey than exhibition strains, since their owners emphasize economics rather than aesthetics. By the same token, the typier exhibition strains tend to be less efficient at producing meat and eggs, since their owners emphasize appearance over production. When you think about it, that doesn’t make much sense, because a breed’s type is directly related to its original production purpose, but exhibitors tend to select for showy, exaggerated type to the detriment of production.


Even among exhibition strains, not all birds are created equal, since different exhibitors choose different characteristics to emphasize or exaggerate. The American Standard states, for example, that a Sebright should have a short, well-rounded back, yet I have seen more than enough Sebrights with long, straight backs and have shown under a judge who preferred them that way — proving the old adage that beauty is in the eye of the beholder.






Ornamental Breeds
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Ornamental breeds offer a wide range of interesting features.











Endangered Breeds


In 1868, Charles Darwin published an inventory of chicken breeds that existed at the time — all 13 of them. Most of the breeds we know today have been developed since then. Breeds and varieties proliferated in the United States between 1875 and 1925, fueled by interest in both unusual exhibition birds and dual-purpose backyard flocks.


This incredible genetic diversity has since fallen victim to the whims of fowl fads. The decline began in the 1930s, when new zoning ordinances prohibited the raising of chicken flocks in many backyards, and emphasis began shifting to large-scale commercial production strains requiring higher-energy feed and climate-controlled housing. Among the hardest-hit breeds were North America’s two oldest: Dominique, the oldest American breed, and Chantecler, the oldest Canadian breed.


In an ever-speedier downward spiral, birds that had been valued for their appearance declined in popularity, and poultry shows became less frequent; as the number of poultry shows dwindled, interest in chickens declined further. The Depression added its impact — people could no longer afford to keep chickens just “for pretty.”


Interest in exhibiting regained some of its popularity in the affluent 1950s, but by then some of the more exotic breeds had all but disappeared. In the spring of 1967, poultry fancier Neil Jones warned Poultry Press readers that a serious effort was needed to preserve these endangered ornamental breeds. Jones’s warning led to the birth of the Society for the Preservation of Poultry Antiquities (SPPA), the mission of which is to perpetuate “and improve” rare breeds. To this end, the SPPA publishes an annual critical list of historical show breeds, designating as rare those breeds and varieties not widely available and seldom seen at poultry shows. (See the Resources pages in the appendix for the SPPA’s contact information and that of all other agencies referred to in this book.)


Dual-purpose breeds experienced a comeback during the self-sufficiency movement of the 1960s and 1970s, then declined at an alarming rate as people abandoned country life in their scramble for paying jobs. Those of us who stuck with our classic breeds took our domestic chickens for granted (after all, they’d been around since Grandma’s time). Unaware of the dynamics at work, most of us never dreamed they were becoming irreplaceable.


I count myself among the unwary but guilty who did not fully appreciate the value of my birds. During the 1970s, I had a wonderful flock of New Hampshires, which in the 1980s I dispersed before moving cross-country, thinking I would replace them when I got resettled. I never again found a strain that equaled those New Hamps in uniform appearance, rapid growth, steady laying ability, and laid-back disposition. During my fruitless quest, I heard countless similar stories.


The Livestock Conservancy periodically conducts a survey to identify the most endangered old-time production breeds significant to the United States, locate existing flocks, and tally their numbers. Their survey is based on respondents answering ads in a few publications and queries sent to hatcheries and to members of the National Poultry Improvement Plan handling nonindustrial breeds. Their sample base is quite small, and the number of volunteer responses even smaller, so quite likely the survey misses countless family flocks quietly scratching in backyards throughout North America. But even though the numbers may not be entirely accurate, the fact remains that old-time agricultural breeds are losing ground.


Rare Breeds Canada (RBC) — dedicated to conserving, evaluating, and studying heritage, rare, and minor breeds of Canadian farm animals — also periodically publishes a conservation list, which is considerably shorter than those of the SPPA and The Livestock Conservancy. Like The Livestock Conservancy, RBC’s mission is to preserve endangered agricultural breeds by increasing numbers, to assist people in finding particular breeds, and to educate the public about the need for breed preservation.


Some people argue that poultry breeds become extinct for lack of interest and therefore no longer have a purpose in the modern world. Others argue that losing these irreplaceable breeds depletes the overall genetic pool, resulting in the loss of such valuable traits as disease resistance, the brooding instinct, superior taste, and an ability to live naturally. They feel these heritage breeds must be preserved to safeguard the survival of poultry into the future. Since most noncommercial breeds and varieties are endangered to a greater or lesser extent, raising any breed — or supporting people who raise a pure breed by buying chicks, eggs, or meat birds — helps ensure their survival.






Endangered Breeds
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Some breeds are quite rare and face extinction without a serious conservation effort.








Bantams


Bantams are miniature chickens generally weighing 2 pounds (0.9 kg) or less. Their history closely follows that of the Industrial Revolution and the movement of families away from farms. Folks who didn’t want to give up their chickens turned to miniatures that require little backyard space, don’t eat much, don’t mind being confined, and respond well to human relationships. Interest in keeping bantams boomed in the affluent 1950s, when raising chickens in the backyard was considered good family fun; interest waned in later decades, and then came back stronger than ever at the turn of the 21st century.


Nearly every breed and variety of large chicken has a bantam version that’s one-fifth to one-fourth its size. A few breeds and varieties come only in bantam size. Some people make a distinction between bantams that have a large counterpart and those that do not, calling the former miniatures and the latter true bantams. The Bantam Standard, published by the American Bantam Association (ABA), lists many more varieties than are listed in the APA Standard.


Banties are popular as pets, as exhibition birds, and as ornamentals that add character to the yard or garden. Although their eggs are smaller than those of larger breeds, some banty strains are prolific layers. The chunkier breeds may not rival commercial Rock-Cornish in growth rate, but they look and taste just as good, if not better.









Bantams
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A breed having no large counterpart is considered to be a true bantam.









Broody Breeds


If you have your heart set on seeing your hens hatch their own chicks, you’ll want a breed that is known for hens that brood successfully. Except among commercially bred strains, the majority of hens will brood, some more successfully than others. Two outstanding broodies are Silkie and Aseel; hens of both breeds are often used to hatch eggs laid by other breeds.


As a general rule, heavy hens tend to make good broodies that can handle large numbers of eggs, but a really heavy hen with a loaded nest may break some eggs. Feather-legged breeds may have a problem with leg feathers accidentally flicking eggs out of the nest.


Because laying stops when setting starts, the instinct to gather eggs in a nest and keep them warm for 21 days until chicks hatch has, over the years, been selectively bred out of layer strains. The light, flighty laying breeds tend not to go broody, and when they do, they are not reliable.


Even among breeds that are not typically broody, the occasional hen will take a notion to hatch out some chicks. The accompanying table lists breeds that are least likely to produce broody hens.


















	

May Brood









	

Appenzeller




	

Rhode Island Red









	

Faverolle




	

Welsumer









	

Malay




	

Wyandotte









	

Maran




	






	

Rarely Brood









	

Ancona




	

Minorca









	

Andalusian




	

Norwegian Jaerhon









	

Barnvelder




	

Orloff









	

Campine




	

Polish









	

Catalana




	

Redcap









	

Crevecoeur




	

Rhode Island White









	

Hamburg




	

Rosecomb (bantam)









	

Hybrid layers




	

Sebright (bantam)









	

La Fleche




	

Serama (bantam)









	

Lakenvelder




	

Sicilian Buttercup









	

Leghorn




	

Sultan















Chickens as Pets


Chickens kept as pets may be any breed that appeals to you and has a calm disposition. If you like the looks of a big, heavy meat breed like the Jersey Giant or Cochin, and you have the space to accommodate them, by all means go ahead and enjoy having a few roam your backyard, since the economy of meat production won’t be an issue. If space is limited, at the other end of the scale is the Serama, the tiniest of all chickens, weighing as little as three-quarters of a pound (0.3 kg) and found in every possible color. Even the breeds typically known to be flighty can work in small numbers if you start them as chicks and spend a lot of time with them, although some breeds tend to be too nervous to trust around small children.


Breeds to avoid are those typically described as aggressive — it’s no picnic to be bending over filling a feed hopper and have a belligerent rooster mount a rear attack or, worse, fly in your face. Mean individuals occasionally appear in nearly any breed and are more typically cocks than hens. Despite anything you might hear about taming an ornery rooster, your best bet is to get rid of it before you, a family member, a neighbor, or a young child gets seriously injured. The calmer breeds tend to be more easygoing in urban or suburban confinement.


Where the nearest neighbor is just over the fence, consider the noise factor, especially if you intend to keep a rooster. Cocks of the larger breeds have a deep crow that doesn’t travel far, while the smaller breeds have a high-pitched crow that travels a good distance and can be annoying close up, especially to someone other than the owner. The difference is similar to the woof-woof of a big dog compared to the yip-yip-yipping of a small one.


House chickens are becoming increasingly more common as domestic pets. If that is your aim, you certainly want a docile breed. You’ll also want to make sure no one in your family is allergic to chicken dander. The easiest way to do that is for your family to spend time visiting someone else’s chickens before making your own commitment. And, since chickens can’t easily be housebroken, you’ll need a plan for dealing with chicken “accidents.”


In narrowing down your breed choice, if you can’t decide which breed you like best, and you don’t plan to raise future generations for show or sale, get one of each. My own first chickens came with the first house I owned, its backyard prepopulated with a “Heinz 57” flock. My already keen interest in chickens deepened as I had the fun of learning to identify the breed of each bird I had acquired.








Ideal Pets
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From the largest to the smallest, many breeds make ideal pets.











Buying Replacements versus Hatching your Own


An important factor in deciding on which breed to raise is whether or not you want to be self-sustaining and hatch your own future replacement chicks (in which case your only options are the pure breeds), or whether you will be content to buy chicks when time comes to replenish your flock (in which case you might consider hybrids). Some Extension agents admonish backyard poultry keepers to purchase new chicks, rather than hatch eggs from their own flocks. The rationale is that repurchasing chicks breaks the disease cycle that otherwise accumulates in a chicken yard or incubator. In my experience just the opposite is true: If you take great care to keep your flock healthy, you’re better off hatching future chicks from your own birds than bringing in new ones later and running the risk of introducing problems.







Breeds for Feathers


Colorful chicken feathers are used for making jewelry and home decorations, trimming hats and other clothing, and tying fishing flies. Different crafts require different kinds of feathers. For some crafts, wing and tail feathers are preferred. For fly tying — the most lucrative feather market — only the hackle and saddle feathers of cockerels have value.


The hackle is ideal for fly tying because it’s lightweight and floats on water, like the insect the tie is designed to imitate. The ideal hackle is long — as long as 12 inches — narrow, and free of webbing, and it has a strong, flexible shaft. The best feathers come from fast-growing hard-feathered breeds in colorful varieties, such as barred Plymouth Rock, blue Andalusian, buff Minorca, silver-penciled Wyandotte, and crele Penedesenca. The Coq de Leon from Spain is an ancient chicken specifically bred for fly tying; its feathers are so suited to the purpose that even hen feathers may be used.


Flocks are selectively bred for feather color and shape, and specially fed for optimum feather production. When the feathers are prime for harvest, the cockerel is killed and his hackles removed in a cape with the skin attached. Saddle feathers are sometimes individually harvested, but more often are removed as a saddle patch or as a unit together with the cape. Capes and patches are then dried for use or sale.


You can turn a good profit marketing feathers or selling products made from them. First you have to find out what kind of feathers are in demand for the market that interests you and what those feathers are worth. Then learn how to harvest, process, and package feathers for that market. The most successful feather sellers are associated in some way with the craft for which their feathers are used.


Of course, you need to find out which chickens grow the priciest feathers, and in some cases you might breed and sell the chickens themselves. I’ve been visited by a fly tyer looking for suitable birds to include in his own breeding program. I’ve made scores of feather earrings, have woven feathers into tapestries, and have furnished feathers to other weavers. In my living room I keep a ceramic vase filled with an ever-changing bouquet of colorful poultry feathers.





Purebred versus Hybrid


Whether you keep purebreds or hybrids depends in good part on whether you wish to incubate your flock’s eggs. Purebreds, also called straightbreds, will breed true, meaning their chicks will grow up to be pretty much like the parents. Hybrids won’t breed true. Because they result from matings between different breeds (or highly specialized strains within a single breed), the only way to get more chickens exactly like them is to reproduce the same cross. So a major issue in deciding between hybrids and straightbreds is whether or not you wish to perpetuate your flock by hatching eggs from your own chickens.


It’s true that hybrids are more efficient than purebreds at egg or meat production, but they also require expensive high-quality feed. By contrast, many purebreds do well on forage and table scraps as supplements to commercial rations, and they also enjoy a longer productive life. On the other hand, if you plan to raise meat birds to stock your freezer, hybrids will get you there quicker than purebreds — but won’t taste nearly as good.


The decision of whether to keep purebreds or hybrids may depend on whether you intend to show. Except for 4-H shows involving production birds, most shows require entries to conform to breed descriptions in the Standard. Show birds should be purebred, although some breeders secretly cheat by crossing their birds with other breeds to improve such things as plumage color or comb type.


If you’re raising chickens as pets or just for fun, you might want a mix of interesting breeds. For this purpose, some hatcheries sell ornamental assortments.






Placating Neighbors


Neighbors are less likely to take exception to your chickens if you avoid breeds that are especially noisy or tend not to stay in their own yards.











	Noisy Breeds
	Flying Breeds




	Ancona
	Ancona




	Andalusian
	Andalusian




	Cornish
	Campine




	Cubalaya
	Fayoumi




	Leghorn
	Hamburg




	Modern Game
	Lakenvelder




	Old English Game
	Leghorn




	Spanish
	Old English Game




	
	Most bantams


















Regulations


Before bringing home your first birds, check your local zoning laws and other ordinances. Regulations may limit or prohibit chicken-keeping activities in your area and may pertain to birds bought, sold, traded, shown, shipped, bred, or hatched. Two common regulations restrict how many chickens you may keep and how far they must be from your property line. Obtain information from your town or county zoning board or Extension agent and from your state poultry specialist or veterinarian.


Even if specific laws don’t pertain, consider the possibility that grumpy neighbors may file a nuisance suit if your chickens make too much noise or get into their garden and scratch up the petunias. If that seems likely, you’ll fare better by avoiding breeds that are noisier than most or tend to fly more than most.








Which First — Chicks or Eggs?



Once you know what kind of chickens you want, the next step is to decide whether to purchase eggs to hatch, newly hatched chicks, started birds, or full-grown chickens. Each option has distinct advantages and disadvantages.




Hatching Eggs


Hatching eggs are fertilized eggs that will hatch if incubated for 21 days. Starting out with a small incubator and a dozen or so eggs can be a fun and educational project, but finding fertile eggs of your chosen breed may be a challenge. And if you do find them, the project may end in disappointment if the eggs are suboptimal for hatching, the incubator’s temperature or humidity isn’t properly set, the power goes out, or any number of other things go wrong.


Once you overcome the challenges of hatching, you have a new set of challenges in caring for freshly hatched chicks. Unless you are particularly adventuresome, or have prior experience running an incubator, consider starting out with live birds.




Baby Chicks


Chicks are a surer bet than hatching eggs and are usually cheaper than older birds. If you want your chickens to be pets, chicks will bond with you more easily than started or mature birds. Baby birds shipped any distance travel much better than eggs for hatching and are less likely than older birds to bring disease into your yard. Chicks come in two options: sexed and unsexed.


Unsexed chicks — also called as-hatched or straight run — are mixed in gender exactly as they hatch, or approximately 50 percent cockerels (males) and 50 percent pullets (females). Some people swear hatcheries stack the deck by throwing in extra cockerels, since the mix often comes out more like 60/40 or even 75/25, but some hatches just naturally turn out to be nearly all cockerels, while others are nearly all pullets.


Sexed chicks are sorted so you get exactly as many pullets or cockerels as you want. Within a given breed, sexed pullets cost the most, straight run next, and sexed cockerels the least. Cockerels have the least value because a flock needs fewer roosters than hens, or none at all if you or your neighbors don’t want to hear crowing.


If you’re establishing a laying flock, you can be sure to get the number of hens you need by buying sexed pullets, but starting with chicks means you’ll have to wait several months before gathering your first eggs. You do not need a rooster to get eggs, and roosters can sometimes be rough on the hens, although many people feel that including at least one cock in the flock doubles the enjoyment of having chickens.


For a dual-purpose flock, you might start out with a batch of straight-run chicks and raise the surplus cockerels for the freezer. If your poultry project is strictly for meat, you can save money on chicks and grow out the birds faster by getting all cockerels.


If you want your birds to compete in shows, the downside to starting with chicks is you won’t know if you have a potential winner or quality breeder until the chicks mature. And regardless of your purpose, chicks require more care at the outset than started or mature birds.







Chicks Shipped by Mail


When you order chicks by mail, open the box in front of the mail carrier to verify any claim you may have for losses. Introduce the chicks to household pets to let them know the chicks are yours and shouldn’t be touched. Provide the chicks with heat and water as soon as possible after their arrival.
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Started Birds


Started birds, when you can find them, are partially grown and make a good deal if you don’t want the bother of brooding chicks. For a laying flock, started pullets have two advantages: you won’t spend much time feeding unproductive birds, since they’ll soon begin laying; and because the birds are just coming into lay, you’ll have them for the longest possible productive life compared to full-grown hens.


Started birds are also a good option if you plan to show. They’re less expensive than proven show birds, but also less likely to have serious faults than chicks, since birds with serious faults are culled early. Just make sure you are not acquiring the culls.





Mature Birds


Full-grown birds are the most expensive but offer the fewest surprises, since you see exactly what you’re getting. Two unpleasant surprises you can get unwittingly are disease and excessive age. The older a bird gets, the longer it is exposed to potential diseases and the more likely it is to carry one. That goes double if the bird has been traveling the show circuit.


Excessive age can be a serious problem if you’re buying mature birds for laying or breeding. Eggeries commonly sell spent hens to unsuspecting people wishing to start their own backyard laying flocks. These unwary folks believe they’re getting the best hens from a commercial operation specializing in egg production.


If you think about it, though, a commercial farm isn’t likely to sell its best layers. The most you can hope for from a place like that is cheap stewing hens, but even then they’d have little meat on their bones.





Examining Birds


To avoid getting stuck with chickens that are unhealthy or past their prime, learn to recognize a healthy chicken and to tell the difference between a young one and an old one. Although most sellers won’t try to palm off unhealthy birds, and most will freely tell you how old their birds are, the occasional unscrupulous seller sees the wonderstruck novice buyer as an opportunity to turn unwanted birds into cash.




Determining Health


When you buy grown chickens, look for bright eyes; smooth, shiny feathers; smooth, clean legs; and full, bright combs. When you buy chicks, make sure they are bright-eyed and perky. If they come by mail, open the box in front of the mail carrier to verify your refund or replacement claim in case any have died.


A well-kept bird of any age is parasite free. You can check for parasites by peeking under the wings and around the vent — external parasites may be visible; internal parasites often cause diarrhea that sticks to vent feathers.


If you visit the seller in person, listen for coughing or sneezing in the flock — when a few chickens catch cold, chances are good the whole flock is coming down with it. Old-time poultry keepers whistle whenever they near a flock; the birds quiet down and listen to see what’s making the whistling sound, and any coughs and sneezes are easier to hear.


One way to be sure you are getting healthy birds is to purchase from a flock that’s enrolled in the National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP), which certifies flocks to be free of several serious diseases. As part of their biosecurity agreement, NPIP members will not allow you to visit their flocks. And you may not find an NPIP member who has the kind of birds you want, because a lot of poultry breeders don’t want to get tied up in government bureaucracy, although that does not automatically mean their chickens are unhealthy.




Determining Age


To make sure you aren’t getting an old, worn-out bird, carefully look it over. You can never be certain of a chicken’s exact age (you can hardly, for example, check its teeth as you would a horse), but you can always tell a young bird from an old one.


Cockerels and pullets tend to look like gangly teenagers compared to the more rounded, finished look of a cock or hen of the same breed. Cockerels and pullets have smooth legs. Older birds have rough scales on their legs. Some pullets and all cockerels have little nubs where their spurs will grow. Cocks, and some hens, have long spurs; the longer the spur, the older the bird.


To confirm your findings, pick up the bird and examine it by feel. The breastbone is fairly flexible in a young bird, quite rigid in an older bird. The muscle is soft in a young bird, firm in an older bird. The skin is papery thin and somewhat translucent in a young bird, thick and tough in an older bird. A young bird will, in general, feel light compared to the solid, heavy feel of an older bird.







Features of a Healthy Chicken
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Getting Started


The best place to buy birds depends on what you want. If it’s a commercial hybrid strain, your only choice is a hatchery. Unfortunately, some hatcheries churn out large numbers of low-quality chicks. The same can be true of chick brokers — feed stores and mail-order houses that market chickens from outside sources, often with little knowledge of or concern for the birds’ condition or bloodlines.


Some hatcheries specialize in exhibition breeds, but rarely do they sell prize-winning strains. If you want quality purebreds, look for a serious breeder who keeps records on breeding, production, and growth. If possible, make a personal visit so you can ask questions, examine records, and see the conditions under which the birds live.


Your county Extension agent should know who keeps chickens in your area, and may know a 4-H member with chicks or chickens for sale. The county fair poultry show is a good place to meet people who own chickens; if you don’t see what you want there, perhaps one of the exhibitors knows someone who has that breed. Many parts of the country have a regional poultry club whose members can be helpful in getting you started.


If you can’t find someone local who has the birds you want, seek a reputable seller willing to ship. Many breeds have a national association whose members are dedicated to their chosen breed and a directory of members with birds for sale. The Society for the Preservation of Poultry Antiquities publishes a membership directory. The American Bantam Association website maintains a list of links to members’ websites. Several websites have a place where sellers list chickens for sale.


The bimonthly magazine Backyard Poultry has a breeders’ directory. The newspaper Poultry Press offers monthly commentary on who’s winning at shows and who has birds for sale. Canada has a similar paper called Feather Fancier. Ask exhibitors and judges at poultry shows for tips on who to deal with and — just as important — who to stay away from.


If you’re looking for a classic production strain, The Livestock Conservancy or Rare Breeds Canada can help you find a producer. Seek one who specializes in the specific chickens you want, has worked with the same flock for a long time, and has taken the trouble to trace the flock’s history to verify that it is an original strain.




The Right Time of Year


A good time to visit poultry breeders and examine their flocks is late November or early December, when young birds are nearly grown and old birds have finished molting. A good time to raise chicks is March or April, when the weather is turning warm but is still cool enough to discourage diseases.


Large breeds started in December and bantams started in March will feather out in time for fall exhibitions. Spring pullets will start laying in the fall and will continue laying throughout the winter.




Flock Size


One of the most common mistakes made by novice chicken owners is getting too many birds too fast. An extreme example is a young couple I knew who had the noble idea of setting up a chicken zoo where they would display every known breed. Before their facilities were ready, they went around buying chickens and crowding them together in a holding pen. The exciting venture soured when, within a few months, most of the chickens had sickened and died.


Decide how many birds you want or need, build your facilities accordingly (or a little larger, in case you catch Chicken Fever and have to expand), acquire the number of birds you planned to have, and keep your flock that size. When you buy chicks, get at least 25 percent more than you want to end up with to allow for natural deaths and the elimination of any that turn out to be undesirable as they grow.


If you’re starting a laying flock, decide how many eggs you want and size your flock accordingly. As a rough average, you can expect two eggs a day for each three hens in your flock. Since hens don’t lay at a steady rate year-round, you may sometimes have more eggs than you can use, and at other times too few.


If you plan to breed show birds, a mature trio or quartet of birds will give you a nice start. A trio consists of one cock and two hens; a quartet is one cock and three hens.


Unless you’re raising cockerels for meat or feathers, most of the chickens in your flock should be hens; a good average is one cock per 12 to 20 hens. If you have an excess of roosters, they’ll fight. If you don’t need fertilized eggs for hatching, or if the local zoning ordinance doesn’t allow roosters, you don’t need cocks at all — but you’ll miss out on their amusing antics.






Three Golden Rules of Flock Size




	
1. Keep no more chickens than you have space for.


	
2. Keep no more chickens than you have time to care for.


	
3. Keep no more chickens than you can afford to maintain.
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Fowl Disposition
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Chicks make a pleasant sound that says they feel safe and warm.






All chicken breeds and varieties originated with ancient jungle fowl. In many ways modern chickens are still much like their ancestors, having retained some of their natural instincts, such as scratching the ground for food — something you’ll see chicks doing when they’re only a few hours old. In other ways they differ; some of today’s modern breeds no longer have the instinct to make a nest and hide their eggs and incubate them for 21 days until chicks appear. But chickens are like people — no two are exactly alike, and as soon as you make a statement about what all chickens do or don’t do, one comes along to prove you wrong.


Still, as soon as you get your chickens home, you will begin to notice certain distinctive characteristics that may surprise you.


Each chicken has a unique personality. Even if all your chickens are of a single breed and look nearly identical, you will easily be able to tell them apart by their individual personalities.


Your chickens communicate with each other, and with you, using sounds that convey specific meanings. Before long you’ll become adept at “talking chicken” yourself.


Each individual bird has a unique tone of voice — even with your eyes closed, you can tell precisely which one is making the sounds you hear. And, just like people, you’ll recognize that some chickens are more chatty than others.





Fowl Language


Chickens make a lot of different sounds, and every one of them means something. Anyone who spends much time around chickens can tell by the sounds they make when they are frightened, contented, or cautious or expressing a whole range of other emotions.


Some scientists insist that the idea of chickens communicating through the sounds they make is mere anthropomorphizing — attributing human behavior to an animal. They cling to this notion because communicating through language is supposedly a major distinction between humans and animals. A few progressive scientists — most likely those who grew up with chickens — spend their lives studying the sounds chickens make and seeking to understand what they mean.





Chicken Talk


In the 1960s, a German physician named Erich Baeumer identified 30 distinct sounds made by chickens. At about the same time, Nicholas E. Collias of the University of California at Los Angeles identified 24 calls made by red jungle fowl, from which most of our chicken breeds originated. The discrepancy may be attributed to the specific sounds each man identified as being distinct from other sounds.


To use a human example of the difficulty of identifying separate words, if you put your finger in front of your mouth and softly make the sound “shh,” you communicate a request for silence. If, on the other hand, you more forcefully hiss a short “shh!” you insist on instant silence. In both cases the sound “shh” means hush, but inflection conveys important differences in meaning. Where one person might consider them to be two distinct words with different meanings, another might consider them to be the same word uttered with different intensity.


Animal behaviorist Chris Evans of Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia, is another researcher devoted to studying chicken communications. He points out that the conveying of information by the sounds chickens make reveals a complex and sophisticated system paralleling human language. Evans recognizes three similarities between chicken talk and human language:




	The ability to distinguish specific sounds


	The use of sounds to denote environmental events, such as the discovery of food or the approach of a predator


	The production of sounds for the benefit of others of the same species







Evans does not, however, imply that chickens have a language comparable to that of humans. For one thing, their vocabulary is extremely limited. For another, chickens don’t — as far as we know — discuss abstract concepts or past or future events, but limit their communications to the present.


A significant feature of human language is that it must be learned. A chick isolated from other chickens will grow up to make typical chicken sounds. On the other hand, chickens associating with other chickens have a richer repertoire, indicating that some degree of learning takes place.


To date, no one has developed a definitive list of all the sounds chickens make or determined with certainty what each sound means to the chickens. Still, plenty of words in the vocabulary of chicks, hens, and cocks are clearly recognizable by anyone taking time to listen.




Baby Talk


A chick peeps even before it hatches from the egg, and shortly after hatching, it makes a number of different sounds by which you can tell if it is content or unhappy. The happy sounds tend to swing upward in pitch; the unhappy sounds descend in pitch.


Pleasure peep is a soft irregular sound chicks use to maintain contact with each other and their mother. Its meaning: “I’m right here.”


Pleasure trill is the soft, rapidly repeated sound chicks make when they’ve found food or are nestling under the hen, happy to have a warm, safe place to sleep. Its meaning: “Life is good.”


Distress peep is a loud, sharp, group of sounds chicks make when they’re cold or hungry. Its meaning: “I’m miserable.”


Panic peep is a loud, penetrating peep of a chick that’s scared or lost. The sound is similar to the distress peep but louder and more insistent. Its meaning: “Help!”


Fear trill is the sharp, rapidly repeated sound made by a chick that sees something strange or potentially threatening, such as a small unfamiliar object or a hand reaching toward it. Its meaning: “Don’t hurt me.”


Startled peep is the sharp, surprised cry of a chick that’s been grabbed abruptly. Its meaning: “Whoa!”


In communicating with chicks, make sounds that are low pitched, brief, soft, and repetitive to attract, calm, and comfort them. Sudden, high-pitched, long, and loud sounds (such as the noise made by active children and some machinery) frighten them.








Color Recognition


Chickens sometimes segregate into groups of like feather color while foraging, leading one to wonder if their organization by color is deliberate. Nicholas E. Collias of UCLA showed that chickens do recognize each other by color. He took chicks brooded by a red hen, a black hen, and a white hen and put them into a room with three hens of the same color as the mother hens. Most of the red hen’s chicks went to the red hen, the black hen’s chicks to the black hen, and the white hen’s chicks to the white hen.
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Listen to Mama


When a chick starts peeping before it hatches from the egg, a setting hen will respond to the unhatched chick. Through this early communication, chicks learn to recognize the sound of their mother’s voice. After the chicks hatch, the hen uses three specific calls to keep them together, help them find food, and warn them of danger.


Cluck is a short, low-pitched repetitive sound made by a hen with chicks. Some setting hens start clucking well before their eggs are due to hatch, especially when off the nest briefly to eat or eliminate. Most setting hens start clucking when their chicks peep prior to or during the hatch. The frequent cluck of a mother hen, sometimes accompanied by the ruffling of her feathers, encourages her chicks to follow. Its meaning: “Stay close.”


Food call is a high-pitched sound repeated more rapidly than the cluck. Sometimes a clucking hen, upon encountering some tasty tidbit, will segue from clucking to the tuck-tuck-tuck food call that inspires chicks to come running and look for food, which the hen indicates by pecking the ground, picking up and dropping bits, or breaking an item into smaller pieces the chicks can handle more easily. Once in a great while, a hen without chicks, or a chick itself, will make this sound. Its meaning: “I found something tasty to eat.”


Hush sound is a soft, vibrating sound, something like errrr, that warns chicks of potential danger and causes them to flatten to the ground and be quiet. When the chicks are young and staying close to the hen, they dive under her, and she spreads her wings to cover them. As they get older and begin to stray, they may flatten into the grass on hearing their mother sound the hush note, which she may repeat periodically if she perceives continuing danger. Its meaning: “Be still.”







Precocial Peepers


Chickens, guinea fowl, turkeys, and other barnyard species each have their own distinct vocabulary. So how is it that guinea keets or turkey poults hatched by a chicken hen so readily recognize the hen as mom?


Any animal that can feed itself almost from the moment of birth is considered precocial, which certainly describes barnyard hatchlings. The word “precocial” comes from the Latin word praecox, meaning mature before its time. (A synonym for precocial is nidifugous — from the Latin word nidus, meaning “nest,” and fugere, meaning “to flee.”)


The chief characteristic of precocial birds is spryness soon after hatching, and as a result they may easily get separated from their mom. They don’t have much time to learn to recognize the sound of her call, which is essential to their survival.


Another characteristic of precocial birds is that they communicate with their setting-hen mama just before they hatch; the chicks in the shell peep, and the broody hen clucks. These chicks learn to recognize the sounds their mother makes while they are still in the shell — even if she doesn’t speak their native language. Entering the world with the ability to quickly find their way back to Mom, the precocial peepers are ready to hit the ground running.







Hen Sounds


Some hens are considerably more talkative than others. Hens that are free to roam around their premises are noisier, in my experience, than hens that are more closely confined, such as for breeding or exhibition. And some breeds are just naturally more talkative than others.


My hens have a huge and fascinating repertoire of sounds, not all of which I have succeeded in deciphering, mainly because they stop to look at me when I peek in to see what they’re doing. One hen occasionally repeats an unusual single-syllable sound I can best describe as a howl. It’s so loud it carries farther than a cock’s crow. She doesn’t seem to be doing anything particular while making the sound, and in decades of keeping chickens of many breeds, I’ve never heard any other chicken make that sound.


Laying cackle is a series of short, sharp sounds made by a hen after she lays an egg and is leaving the nest; therefore, it might more properly be called the nest-leaving cackle. Some hens don’t cackle at all, some cackle only briefly, and others carry on far too long. It’s tempting to think they’re bragging about having just laid an egg, but chances are the cackle is designed to scare away any predator that may have sneaked up while the hen was occupied in the nest, and to put other chickens on notice that she may need help should a predator in fact be there. Its meaning: “Danger may be near.”


Broody hiss is a hissing sound, something like the hiss of a snake, made by a setting hen that’s annoyed at having been disturbed on the nest to indicate she’s wary and has her guard up. Its meaning: “Stay away.”


Broody growl is a harsh sound, more serious and intense than a hiss, made by a disrupted hen on the nest. It may also be sounded by a hen with chicks in protest to a cock intent on mating; a low-ranking hen approached by a higher-ranking hen; or any hen on seeing a small, familiar animal such as a cat or rat. The sound is not particularly loud, but it indicates defensiveness and mistrustfulness. It is accompanied by feather ruffling to increase the intimidation and may be accompanied by a peck — for instance to a human hand reaching under the hen to retrieve a fresh egg. Its meaning: “Don’t mess with me.”


Singing is the sound of happy hens. The notes are usually rapidly repeated but are sometimes drawn out. The purpose of singing is likely self-amusement, akin to a human’s humming while doing dishes or singing in the shower. If I linger in the barn after feeding, I am sure to be serenaded by a chorus of cheerfully singing hens. Its meaning: “All is well.”
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A defensive and mistrustful hen puffs out her feathers, growls, and may peck.








Social Sounds


Chickens use a variety of sounds to maintain social contact. The general purpose is likely to ensure flock cohesion and to keep individuals from straying into the jaws or clutches of a predator.


Contentment call is a low-pitched sound repeated by both cocks and hens when they are safe and comfortable. They make this sound while actively moving around but not intensely foraging. It probably works to keep them in touch with one another so none are left behind as they travel. Its meaning: “Let’s stick together.”


Nesting call is a series of rapid, excited gabbles used by a hen looking for a site she feels is suitable for laying eggs. A cock will make a similar but more intensely excited sound to show a hen a potential nest site, which might be a gap between bales of straw or a nook behind an opened door. While he gabbles, he nestles into the spot as if he is going to lay an egg himself. A lot of times the cock is ignored, but occasionally a hen will check out the spot he’s found and create a duet by responding with her own song. The sound is more common to pullets and cockerels but also comes from mature hens that resume laying after a rest period. Its meaning: “Here’s a good place to lay an egg.”


Roosting call is a low-pitched, rapidly repeated sound made at nightfall when chickens are ready to roost. A large flock can make quite a racket, but it doesn’t last long. The function of this call is to ensure that all the chickens roost together for safety’s sake. Its meaning: “Let’s sleep here.”




Cock Talk


Roosters have a colorful vocabulary covering a wide range of activities. They seem to enjoy being the center of attention, as many of their sounds attract attention to themselves.


Food call, similar to that of a hen calling her chicks, is used by a cock to call hens to him. He’ll use this excited, rapid tuck-tuck-tuck sound to tell the hens he has found something tasty, such as a patch of grain thrown on the ground. He might repeatedly pick up and drop a bug or a piece of fruit, a practice known as tidbitting, or hold a piece for a hen to take from his beak. Sometimes a cock will give a less excited food call on encountering feathers and other debris raked together during yard cleanup. Its meaning: “Come see what I found.”


Courtship croon is the low sound a cock makes when he circles a hen while flicking one wing against the ground. Sometimes a cock will attract a hen to himself with the food call, even with no food evident, and when a hen gets near enough, he’ll start the courtship song and dance. Of course, he can’t often be so deceitful or the hens will soon catch on and stop being fooled. Its meaning: “Let’s mate.”


Flying object alert is a sound a cock makes when he sees a high-flying bird or airplane overhead. He makes this sound while turning his head to look upward with one eye. Some of the other chickens may look up to see what he’s looking at. Its meaning: “Something’s up there, but it doesn’t look dangerous.”


Startled note is a short sound a cock makes when startled or surprised. The intensity of the sound varies, or the sound may be repeated, depending on how startled the bird is. The sound might be triggered, for example, by asphalt shingles heaved down by a roofing crew or by any sudden nearby noise that disturbs a rooster at rest. Its meaning: “What was that?”


Crowing is an assertion of maleness. A rooster flapping his wings and stretching his neck in a mighty crow is akin to Tarzan’s beating his chest and shouting out his familiar jungle call. Crowing has so many interesting facets that it has a section all its own later in this chapter. Its meaning: “I’m in charge here.”




Predator Alarms


Cocks and hens use a variety of sounds to warn each other of potential danger. Different sounds are used to distinguish between possible danger and immediate danger and between a predator in the air and one on the ground.


Caution call consists of a few quick notes briefly repeated, made by a chicken that sees, or thinks it sees, a predator in the distance. A house cat wandering by might trigger this sound. It is not a particularly loud or insistent call and doesn’t last long unless the predator becomes a threat. Its meaning: “Keep an eye on that intruder.”


Alarm cackle is a more insistent caution call announcing the approach of an apparent predator on the ground or perhaps perched in a nearby tree or on a fence post. It consists of a brief series of short, sharp sounds followed by one loud, high-pitched sound. Kukukukuh-KACK! Kukukuh-KACK! Other chickens take notice, and some may join the cackling while stretching their necks to get a better look and moving around in an agitated way, as though not quite sure if or where to run. These sounds increase in intensity the longer the assumed predator is in the flock’s sight and may continue after the creature has gone. The same sound may come from a hen that’s been disturbed while on the nest. Its meaning: “Something’s out there, might be dangerous.”


Air raid is a loud warning cry made by a cock, or occasionally a hen, that spots the approach of a raptor. The chicken makes this sound while looking up with one eye and flattening its head and tail in a crouch to make itself less conspicuous. Without looking up, the other chickens run for cover. False alarms occasionally occur, but too many false alarms produce the same result as the boy who cried “Wolf!” Although the alarm may be triggered by anything suddenly appearing above — a leaf fluttering down from a tree, a butterfly flitting by, or a windblown feather — chickens don’t sound this alarm every time a tree loses a leaf. Crows, buzzards, and light planes frequently fly over our farm, and our chickens learn to differentiate them from predatory hawks and eagles, although a suddenly appearing falling leaf or passing crow still sometimes triggers an alert. Its meaning: “Take cover!”






Eyeing the Sky


The eyes on the sides of a chicken’s head give it a larger range of peripheral vision but a smaller range of binocular vision, compared to birds and other creatures (including humans) whose eyes at the front focus on objects with both eyes. By contrast, a chicken has a right-eye system and a left-eye system, each with different and complementary capabilities.


The right-eye system works best for activities requiring recognition, such as identifying items of food. The left-eye system works best for activities involving depth perception, which is why a chicken watching an approaching hawk is likely to peer warily at the raptor out of its left eye.
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Distress Calls


A chicken that’s been pecked or caught raises a fuss. The noise communicates the bird’s surprise but may also be intended to unnerve the aggressor.


Startled squawk is a moderately loud cry of pain by a chicken that’s suddenly pecked by another chicken. Depending on the pecked chicken’s temperament, its position in the peck order, and how hard it’s been pecked, the squawk may be shrill or barely audible. I’ve heard a similar single brief, loud squawk made by a chicken that had been foraging at the edge of a forest and was pounced on by a fox. Its meaning: “Ow!”


Distress squawks are loud, long, repeated sounds made by a chicken that’s been captured and is being carried away, especially if it’s carried upside down by its legs. The squawking may be intended to frighten the aggressor into letting go but also warns other chickens of immediate danger. The other chickens may run and hide, although a courageous cock, or occasionally a hen, may try to rescue the distressed bird by attacking the person or animal carrying it away. Its meaning: “Let go!”




Communicating with Chickens


Cocks and hens have a larger vocabulary than that outlined in the previous pages. As a general rule, brief, soft, repetitive notes of low frequency are comfort calls. Loud harsh sounds with high frequencies are alarm cries. Harsh sounds emphasizing low frequencies are threats.


An extremely dedicated person with lots of time on his or her hands and skill at imitating sounds (especially speaking other languages) could learn to communicate effectively with chickens on their own terms — I mean apart from the usual chicken-keeper talk, such as calling chick, chick, chick at treat time and having your chickens run over for an anticipated snack.


Once, during a snowstorm, my husband and I discovered a strange cock in our backyard. We had no idea where he came from, but in the snow (which is uncommon here in Tennessee) he had no shelter and could find nothing to eat. We tried to catch him, but he would have nothing to do with us.


At night he huddled in a tree, exposed to the cold wind. Since a cock doesn’t sleep with his head tucked under his wing, like a hen, he must have been pretty miserable. My husband fetched a ladder and tried to get him down from the tree, but the bird flew out of reach, then fluttered to the ground and ran into the dark. Next morning he was still there, although obviously colder and hungrier.


While my husband went to get a handful of grain to try to coax him in, I stepped out the back door and in my best chicken voice gave the tuck-tuck-tuck food call. The rooster stretched his neck to listen, then raced toward the door just as my husband arrived in time to help me capture the bird and bring him in to warmth, shelter, and food. As I carried the rooster inside, my astonished husband turned to me and asked, “What did you say to him?!”





When the Cock Crows


The chief characteristic of roosters is their crowing, and everyone seems to have an opinion about it. Some people love it, some hate it. Which side you fall on has a lot to do with whether or not you own the rooster doing the crowing.


Why a rooster crows is a question without a definitive answer, because no one can get into the bird’s mind to find out what he’s thinking. Cocks certainly crow at first light, perhaps to announce the dawning of a new day or perhaps to proclaim, “I’m still here.” They may also crow during the dark of night, sometimes triggered by the sound of movement or a passing light, such as from a car or a switched-on porch light. They might believe an intruder is approaching, but instead of hushing up and laying low, they put on a loud show to warn off the intruder.


Cocks crow in the daytime as well, presumably to put potential challengers on notice. During Europe’s Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), marauding soldiers carried cocks to help them find livestock that villagers had hidden in the forest. When the soldiers’ cock called out, the villagers’ roosters responded with “This territory is occupied,” thus giving away themselves and their comrades.




Anatomy of a Crow


Nicholas E. Collias studied the crowing of the four species of jungle fowl: the green jungle fowl (Gallus varius) of Java; the red jungle fowl (G. gallus) of India; the gray jungle fowl (G. sonnerati), also of India; and the Ceylon jungle fowl (G. lafayettei) of Sri Lanka. He found that all crowing has considerable harmonic structure but each species has unique characteristics, differing in number of notes, length of crowing, accent on different notes, structure and pitch of notes, and interval between notes.


The green jungle fowl has a two-note crow that is higher in pitch than the crowing of the other species. The Ceylon jungle fowl has a three-note crow that differs from the others in having a long interval between the first and second notes. The red and gray jungle fowl both issue four notes, but the gray puts more energy into the second note, and the red puts the most energy into the third note.


Collias describes the crow of the red jungle fowl — from which most of our domestic chicken breeds originate — as being loud and complex. He confirms that a rooster crows to advertise his presence on his territory to other males and also to attract females. Two red jungle fowl cocks may engage in a crowing duel at their territorial boundaries or when competing for a hen. A dominant cock will respond to the crowing of his chief rivals, even when they are out of sight on the edge of his territory, but usually will ignore crowing by the young subordinate cockerels he tolerates in his flock. A cock beaten in a fight stops crowing near the victor altogether.


While crowing, the cock moves his head in a specific sequence. During the first note, he holds his head horizontal and stretches his neck up and forward. On the second and third notes (the latter, in red jungle fowl, being the loudest), he sways his head and neck back. On the fourth and final note, he again swings his head and neck forward.


Where one cock may utter the second and third as two separate notes, another may combine them into one note, producing three notes or energy peaks, rather than four. The crows of individual cocks differ not only in the number and length of notes, but also in their pitch and the clarity of their tones. Through these variations chickens recognize different individuals.






A Crow by Any Other Name


The crowing sound is designated differently in different languages and in all languages is onomatopoeic, meaning it mimics the crowing sound. In English, of course, it’s cock-a-doodle-doo. In German, it’s kikeriki; in French, cocorico; in Spanish, kikiriki; in Dutch, kukeleku; in Finnish, kukkokiekuu; in Norwegian, kykkeliky; in Swedish, kuckeliku; in Greek, kikiriku; in Russian, kukareku; in Portuguese, cocorico; in Hebrew, kookooreekoo; in Japanese, kokekokkoo; in Wolof (spoken in Senegal), kookoriikook; in Hausa (spoken in Nigeria), k’ik’irik’i; in Korean, kokiyo. Chinese cocks say gu-gu-gu, and in Mandarin Chinese, ’o’o’o. I find it fascinating that Chinese and Korean roosters crow in three syllables, but I don’t know enough about languages or chickens in that part of the world to understand why.


The interesting thing about most of the words used to designate crowing is that they start with a k sound, while some emphasize i and e sounds and others emphasize o and u. A linguist will tell you the differences relate to cultural perception, but that’s not the whole story. The pitch of the crow corresponds to the size of the breed. Some countries traditionally favor heavy breeds that have a deeper-sounding crow (the o and u sounds), while other countries favor lighter breeds that produce a more piercing crow (the i and e sounds).







Learning to Crow


A rooster supposedly says cock-a-doodle-doo, from the Irish Gaelic cuc-a-dudal-du. One day, I sat and listened until I heard every one of my roosters crow. Half of them said cock-a-doodle-doo; the other half said a-cock-doodle-doo. I’ve had roosters that got right to the point with cock-doodle-doo. Cockerels learning to crow often cut it even shorter, sounding less like they’re making a pronouncement and more like they’re asking a question: cock-a-erk? These early attempts can be pretty funny, but with practice the young fellows eventually get it right. The age at which cockerels start crowing depends on how rapidly they mature, which is partially breed dependent, since some breeds mature significantly faster than others. Baeumer reported that chicks may be induced to crow at just a few days old by injecting them with a hefty dose of male hormone.


Since a cock inherits his style of crowing, all cocks within a given family sound somewhat similar. But each individual adds his own distinctive touch. If you have two or more roosters, you’ll be able to recognize each one by the sound of his crow.


Just as some breeds are selectively bred for good laying ability or rapid growth, others are selected for the sound or duration of their crow. At the end of a crow is a faint sound you don’t normally hear unless you’re up close and listening carefully. In a heavy cock with a deep call, it may be loud enough to hear as part of the crow. It’s also clearly audible in breeds known as longcrowers. You can make a similar sound by trying to push out the last little bit of air from your lungs.


Some cocks crow louder than others, but to my knowledge no one has ever attempted to correlate amplitude with breed, because of the difficulty of obtaining recordings that are exactly the same distance from the origin of the sound.


However, a Scottish man was cited for antisocial behavior in 2006 because his rooster crowed too early and too often and the sound supposedly exceeded the 30-decibel limit set by the World Health Organization.







The Chicken’s Voice Box


Unlike a human, whose voice box consists of vocal cords within the larynx at the top of the windpipe (the trachea), the chicken’s voice box has no vocal cords and consists of the syrinx at the bottom of the windpipe, where the trachea splits at an upside-down Y-shaped junction to create the bronchi that go into the two lungs. In addition to the lungs, the chicken’s respiratory system includes nine air sacs attached to the lungs.


Crowing and all the other sounds a chicken makes require a cooperative effort among the tracheal muscles, syrinx, air sacs, and respiratory muscles. Contraction of muscles in the abdomen and thorax (the part of the body between the head and the abdomen) forces air from the air sacs into the bronchi and syrinx, while tracheal muscles work to alter the syrinx’s shape to create various sounds. Each individual chicken produces a unique set of sounds, and the astute flock owner can identify each bird in the flock by the sounds it makes.
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Crowing and Dominance


A feisty little bantam cock I had attacked people’s legs without provocation. As soon as he learned we anticipated his attacks and were ready to ward them off, he developed a unique tactic. Whenever someone went into the chicken yard, he hustled to the far side of the coop and crowed repeatedly. Recognizing the sound of his crow, we knew he was too far away to attack, and we let down our guard. After a time he would stop crowing, scurry around the coop, and launch a surprise attack.


In an attempt to correlate crowing to fighting, a group of researchers at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque compared the comb lengths of 20 adult male red jungle fowl to the acoustic qualities of their crows, including the mean fundamental frequency and dominant frequency at peak amplitude. They found that roosters producing low-dominant-frequency crows have longer combs than those with high-dominant-frequency crows. They postulated that since comb length is a reflection of both testosterone levels and good health, it correlates with a cock’s fighting ability.


And that fighting ability is reflected in his position in the pecking order. A previous study had found a correlation between the fundamental frequency of a cock’s crow and his peck-order status — cocks higher in the pecking order have higher-pitched crows than subordinate cocks.


These studies imply that if an intruding male’s crow is roughly equivalent in quality to the territorial male’s crow, the intruding cock’s next step in assessing the territorial male would be a closer inspection of his comb size. By crowing, a cock puts other males on notice, asserting his dominance without engaging in unnecessary fights.




Frequency of Crowing


One morning I heard a strange crow coming from a pen of replacement pullets. It didn’t sound like our cock Brewster, and sure enough, on investigation I spotted a golden cockerel that had mistakenly been put in with the pullets. Little Goldie didn’t crow often, so I was surprised some days later to hear him crowing nonstop. He had wandered into the goat stall and was making quite a spectacle of himself for some of Brewster’s hens that were scratching in the bedding. Suddenly, Brewster appeared in the doorway. Goldie immediately stopped bragging and pretended he was just one of the girls.


How often a rooster crows depends, in part, on how secure he feels. Contests to see whose rooster can crow the most within a certain period of time rely a good deal on making a cock feel secure enough to boast. Since the 1950s, rooster-crowing contests have been popular at rural county fairs and other festivals. The allotted time ranges from 10 or 15 minutes to 30 minutes, and the cocks are encouraged to crow by participants clapping their hands, flapping their arms, and otherwise making themselves look foolish.







Something to Crow About


After attending a contest at the Indiana State Fair, a journalist with Indianapolis’s NUVO Newsweekly reported that the winning rooster crowed 60 times in 15 minutes, while the nearest challenger crowed 59 times. “After the contest,” he said, “in contrast to the sparse crowing during the competition, they crowed up a storm.” Apparently each rooster, on realizing he wouldn’t be attacked by the others, became intent on proclaiming his victory.


The longest-running contest takes place annually in Rogue River, Oregon, as an event started in 1953 by a group of merchants called the Rogue River Booster Club. One of the members had heard that coal miners in Wales held crowing contests during holidays, so the group decided to offer a cash prize to the owner of the rooster that crowed the most within 30 minutes.


Despite rainy weather, 75 cocks were entered into the first contest, which was won by Hollerin’ Harry, a rooster that crowed 71 times and won his owner $50. “I was a sophomore in high school then, so fifty dollars was a lot of money,” the cock’s owner, Don Martin, told the Rogue River Press in 2003. Hollerin’ Harry “was a big black rooster, and I still have a scar where his talon impaled my hand.”


To inspire roosters to crow, “You’d put ’em in a cage the night before and cover them till noon the next day, and they’d think the sun just came up,” Don says. “The idea was that when one set out the challenge, then they’d all get going. You were also supposed to get in front of your cage and strut your stuff and crow.”


Following that first contest, an auction was held for contestants who wished to rid themselves of their noisy fowl. First on the block was Silent Sam, having lived up to his name. The cock’s disgusted owner made an opening bid of 10 cents and then watched, astounded, as the bidding went to $50. Other rooster owners rushed to cash in, only to see the bottom drop out of the bidding.


Rogue River hosted a second contest later that same year, with the prize money of $100 going to Beetle Baum. Having crowed 109 times in 30 minutes, Beetle Baum reigned supreme for 25 years. In 1978, White Lightning set a new record by crowing 112 times. Of White Lightning’s success, his owner, Willie Beck, said, “I just kept him away from any other roosters or chickens for six weeks before the contest and brought him to the contest in a large sack.”







Longcrowers


Certain breeds are prized for the duration of the cocks’ crow. They are relatively unknown in the United States but are common in other countries. These breeds generally have an upright stance, long legs, and long necks. They likely evolved from Japanese longcrowers, which in turn have their origins in the Shamo breed.


The call of a Japanese longcrower lasts 15 seconds or more. It starts out sounding like the kind of crow we’re all familiar with, but the final note is sustained (like a drawn-out train whistle) before petering out as the cock appears to run out of breath. The three distinct parts of the crow are called dashi (the beginning), hari (the stretch), and hiki (the finish).
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