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Chapter 1:


Preparing for Your Chickens


It is important to be well prepared for the arrival of your chickens. Once you have decided to make the commitment, you need to have everything ready. You may be lucky enough to know where to purchase your feeding and watering utensils; if not, most feed merchants will happily advise. You will find that most farming suppliers dabble in a few poultry sundries. Pet shops and equestrian outlets may also supply the feed and sundries.



Housing



Depending on the number of chickens you are planning on keeping, you will need to have a suitable-sized house or coop for them. There are many ready-made chicken houses on the market today. Some of them are really lovely but they are also very expensive for what they are. If you are handy with wood and a saw, then it is possible to make your own, and Fig. 1 (overleaf) shows one possible design.


I have used empty buildings and converted them into chicken housing. The conversions have been simple: nest boxes, perches, and a light and there you have it. Chickens do not require anything posh or fancy, making it easy to do on a budget.


If you do have a spare shed or similar, the process is easy. You can adapt almost any outbuilding or shed. Some farmers have even roughly converted the back of an old van or even a caravan. These are suitable if your chickens are free-range as they will be out in the day anyway. They would merely be entering the accommodation in order to roost securely and lay eggs. Obviously with a caravan or similar you must not be tempted to overcrowd. This method will cater only for a small flock of eight/ten chickens.
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Fig. 1. Make your own chicken coop


This can be made any size; the one shown here, about 6 ft by 3 ft (2m by 1m), will suit about 8 chickens.



Drinkers



Drinkers and feeders come in various sizes with drinkers holding one to four gallons. Again this is dependent on how many birds you would keep. The water needs to be fresh every day; it is no good having a four-gallon drinker for half a dozen birds. It is better to have a smaller drinker that is refreshed daily.


You can serve water to the chickens in an ordinary bowl or trough but the water will become soiled and contaminated. The chickens tend to do droppings in the water if it is not covered. Bell drinkers designed for poultry enable the birds to drink the water without fouling in it. The water containers can be obtained in plastic or galvanized steel. The plastic ones are adequate and cost a lot less than the galvanized ones. It depends on your budget; galvanized will outlive the plastic and therefore you may find it worth the investment. I have used the bell drinkers with success but I do find them rather hard to fill. These plastic bell drinkers need to be filled upside down (this is difficult in itself as you have somehow to balance the drinker and fill with a bucket at the same time). Once full, making it heavy, you then need to put the top on and tip it up the right way without dropping the whole lot! There is a bit of a knack to this particular job.


Automatic bell drinkers are ideal for large numbers of chickens. These save a lot of labour for the keeper. One automatic bell drinker will serve up to one hundred birds. The bell drinker is designed in such a way that the birds cannot sit on it and it is suspended from the roof by a chain. The water pipe comes down parallel to the chain and inserts into the bell which contains a ball valve. This method will provide a constant fresh flow of water.
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Fig. 2. Types of drinker


A tripod drinker on the left, and a bell drinker, of the non-automatic variety, on the right.


A tripod drinker proves popular with poultry. This is a barrel-shaped water container standing in a tripod. It holds a large amount of water; the water feeds into a small bowl. When the bowl is full, the water stops flowing due to the vacuum; as the water is drunk, more is let through into the bowl. I find the barrel easier to fill than the bell drinker. It fills even easier if you use a funnel. This is my favourite drinker as it is easy to manage.


A nipple drinker is also labour-saving for the keeper. This is a very simple piece of apparatus. Fitted to a plastic water pipe, the pipe is drilled and the threaded nipple screwed in. When the bird presses the nipple, water is released. When the bird has drunk sufficiently, the water pressure shuts the nipple off. These drinkers can tend to have a leakage problem from time to time. In light of this problem make sure you site them away from food and roosting areas.



Feeders



Feeders are also designed so that the chickens can eat the food without contaminating it. Tube feeders are available and provide for all the needs of a chicken feeder. These keep a small amount of food in the base. As the chickens feed, the tube allows more food to drop into the base. Tube feeders reduce waste and contamination greatly.


A feeder needs to be placed at such a height that vermin cannot get at it but the chickens can! It also needs to be at such a height that the chickens do not scatter and waste the food. Place it at chicken neck height so the birds can eat comfortably. Feeders can usually be hung from the ceiling of your house or coop. If you cannot hang them up, they can be placed on concrete slabs or similar. Do not fill the feeders up to the top unless they have a lid on; fill them to about half way. If you fill open ones to the top, the chickens may jump on and feed from this point. This would lead to waste and contamination.


When deciding the feeders to purchase we should consider how much feeding space needs to be available to each bird. Although the birds will not all feed at once, we need to be sure they all can if they wish. To avoid bullying and chickens being kept away from the feeders, it is suggested that about one inch (2.5cm) per bird is made available on a round feeder.


If you decide to use a trough, then four inches (10cm) per bird is advised. Birds around a trough are on a straight line and therefore need to have their whole body size catered for. On a round feeder we only really have to consider space for their heads as they are on an angle. Troughs are available for chickens but you must make sure they have a cover on to avoid any soiling of the food. If a trough is twelve inches (30cm) long, then you have twenty-four inches (60cm) available for feeding the birds provided all sides are away from the wall. If you place the trough against a wall, then the trough will serve only three birds as opposed to six when placed away from the wall.
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Fig. 3. Types of feeder


A tube feeder on the left, and a treadle feeder on the right.


If you do feed a lot of vegetables, then a small rack or trough should be used. These will be available from your supplier. It is important not to throw food onto the floor as this can cause dirt and bacteria to contaminate the food. You could use a heavy pan or bowl to place fresh vegetables in. I have a Mexican hat, which is a large, old-type pig-feeding bowl. It is very heavy iron but ideal for throwing vegetables into. All the birds can fit round to get at the food. If you know of any pig keepers selling sundries, it is an ideal piece of equipment to have!


Food and water should, if possible, be served indoors. If the food is served outside, wild birds and animals could eat it. Not only would this be uneconomical but it could also place the chickens at risk of disease. However, if feeding outside, then the treadle feeder is an ideal choice. The food is closed away inside a container protected from other birds or vermin. This feeder requires the chicken to stand on a treadle to receive food. The food is also kept dry and clean, allowing it to be fed in large quantities without waste.



A Place to Lay Her Eggs



It is very important to have a suitable set-up for the chicken to lay her eggs. Nest boxes can be purchased but again can be expensive. If you have any old cupboards or wooden boxes, they can be put to use for egg laying. I have also noticed that chickens love to lay eggs in an overturned bucket or dustbin! They even like to lay behind old leaning doors or upturned rabbit hutches, etc. You can simply improvise and convert items that provide a dark, cosy and warm environment. You don’t have to spend lots of money, just use your imagination. If you cannot find anything suitable around the home, you may decide to make your own (as shown in Fig. 4). A bit of wood and a few nails and you can knock up the most delightful nest boxes!


The nest boxes need to be homely and inviting to the chicken. I have heard it argued that the nest boxes should not be too comfortable as they may encourage broodiness. However, I have not come across any real evidence for this. You need the nest box to be clean and well bedded to prevent too much soiling of the eggs. I also feel that, if the chicken is working daily to give me an egg, then she should pass the said egg in a little comfort!
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Fig. 4. Ideas for home-made nest boxes


Make your own nest box (above), or improvise (below).


Free-range chickens will find the most unusual places to lay an egg. Bowl-shaped items that they can fit snugly into are ideal. They love bales of hay and straw to nest in. If you have a hay barn or a hay storage area, you will find that this is a favourite spot for your chickens to lay. I have even found eggs in a redundant cat basket!


I recently purchased some chickens that were raised in a milk churn that was on its side. Such an object provides a chicken with all her brooding needs. There is a small entrance to the churn; this makes her feel safe and secure. The small entrance will also keep out the cold. The inside of the churn provides a snug area with a draught-free environment, an ideal spot to raise her young.


If you make sure your nest boxes are comfortable, safe and secure, this will encourage the hen to lay in them. If the hen lays in the correct place, you will be able to collect each day without having to hunt around. Place the nest boxes in the darker areas of the chicken house, as hens do like a dim area to lay. With the nest boxes in the darker area of the house and the food and water in the well lit areas, the hens will be discouraged from laying eggs on the floor. Raise the nest boxes off the floor to deter the rats from entering. Rats do love a freshly laid egg!


You will need to provide at least one nest box for every two to three chickens. If you do not provide enough laying areas, the hens will squabble over the nesting area and eggs may get broken. Remember that we should avoid broken eggs at all cost. Once the chicken tastes what is inside the shell it is difficult to discourage her from breaking the eggs in future.


Each nest box should be approximately one foot (a third of a metre) square. Any smaller and she is cramped, too much bigger and she does not feel snug. Also it is better to have a size that fits only one chicken in at a time. You do not want to encourage two or three at a time to squeeze in it. Too many laying in one nest box at the same time can cause the eggs to get broken or cracked.



Perches



Chickens need to perch at night and so we must provide the perches for them. You need enough perch space for each bird, this will be just under a foot (30cm) for each. I have noticed that some of the chickens really like to snuggle up close to another. Some like lots of space between each of them. I suppose they are all individuals, just as we are.


Perches need to be removable so that they can be cleaned once a week to avoid a build-up of droppings. If the perches are kept clean, this will also keep the chickens’ feet in good health.


Perches need to be high enough from the floor to keep the chickens out of the draught. A good height would be around a foot (30cm) from the ground. This is an ideal height for them to leap onto from the floor, and also makes getting down in the morning easy. A maximum height for the perches would be two foot (60cm). If the chicken had to jump down from a perch higher than this, she could do damage to her internal organs. She could also be susceptible to a condition called bumble foot, which is caused by the Staphylococcus bacteria entering the blood stream. The bruising caused by jumping from a perch will predispose the chicken to bumble foot. Landing heavily on the feet could also cause a small entry wound for the bacteria to make their way in (see Chapter 7, Health and Disease in the Chicken).


A builder’s lathe or a piece of wood one inch (2.5cm) square would be suitable for a perch. It is just the right size for the chicken to grip with her toes. The stake must be sanded down so that it is very smooth. A smooth finish will be kinder to the chicken’s feet; also mites will not be able to hide so well in it.


If you have an old set of ladders, these can be used as perches. Ladders are generally a smooth finish. They are an ideal size for the feet of the chickens to hold onto.


Chickens have a special locking system in their legs which enables them to sleep and yet remain perched. The chicken will not fall off even when she is resting; when she grips onto the perch, the muscles and ligaments in her legs lock, thus preventing a fall.


The perches also enable the birds to roost without being in the dirt. Should a chicken sleep on the floor she might become sore from the ammonia, etc., from the droppings. For health reasons this would not be advisable. Sufficient perching area will also prevent the chickens from sleeping in the nesting boxes.
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