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Introduction



When was the last time you tasted a really fresh egg? One with a high yolk that was a deep, dark yellow, bordering on pink, and a white that stayed together in a plump circle instead of running all over the frying pan? If your answer is, “I guess I never have,” you aren’t alone. When my wife, Louise, and I first made our move from city to country, I really believed that the lighter colored the yolk, the fresher the egg. It wasn’t until our first pullets began laying that I learned the facts, that the yolk color is dependent on the pigments in the feed.


You see, an egg is in many respects a living thing, even if it is not fertile — which is the case with store-bought eggs; a hen will lay her quota of infertile eggs without ever setting eyes on a rooster. And in the time most commercially produced eggs spend in storage or transit, they slowly lose water. You can tell a fresh egg from a stale one easily. Hard-boil it. If the dent in one end where the air pocket was is good-sized, your egg is stale.


We think there’s a big difference, too, between poultry raised commercially and raised at home. Here the difference isn’t the age of store birds, but the methods and feeds used to raise them.


Commercial eating birds live out their brief spans in totally artificial surroundings. The heat, light, and humidity are all manipulated to generate quick growth. Birds are packed into the broiler factories nearly feather-to-feather.


We believe the difference is quickly apparent, that there’s a better flavor and firmer texture to our home-grown chickens.


Nutritional Value and Economic Sense


Now, does it make nutritional and economic sense to raise your own birds for eggs and meat?


Yes, emphatically.


An egg contains everything that goes into a chick that will hatch, ready to walk, peep, feed itself, and do most every chicken thing but fly. It is protein in large part, all usable by the human body. Just a couple of eggs a day will provide an adult with one-quarter to a third of his daily protein needs, with relatively few calories accompanying them.



Cholesterol



Cholesterol is a fat-like substance manufactured by the body, and we can’t live without it. Thick deposits of it are found clogging the arteries of some people, so it has been implicated as a factor in arteriosclerosis. And it is found in eggs. This has led many doctors to advise their patients not to eat too many eggs.


The answer should be between you and your doctor. If you are 35 or more, you should have periodic blood tests anyway. If these show you are high in cholesterol, your physician may advise you to cut down on a lot of things, eggs included. Most people who eat normally and exercise regularly will have no problem and presumably can eat as many eggs as they want to. On the other hand, other physicians recommend that any adult should hold his egg consumption to three a week. Growing children use the cholesterol in body-building. Louise and I pretty much keep to the three-egg rule, but our two preschoolers gobble down at least one a day. You do as you and your doctor see fit.


There is probably less of a potential health problem from chicken than from any red meat. It is low in calories per unit of protein provided, particularly if you don’t eat the skin, and is lowest when broiled.


The fat content can be reduced if you prick the skin to let melted hard fat out while you fry or roast the bird. This puts you lower in calories and saturated type fats than well-marbled beef or any other red meat.


So far as economics go, both eggs and chickens rank high among the animal foods for feed-efficiency. It takes more than twenty pounds of protein to produce one pound of protein in a beef steer, but a chicken can do much better. The protein content of poultry is 25–30 percent. A four-pound live weight broiler will yield about one pound of protein. It takes about eight pounds of a 17 percent protein feed to produce it. That’s 1.36 pounds of protein.


It takes about four pounds of an 18 percent diet to produce a dozen large eggs. The eggs are about 13 percent protein, and the dozen consists of about 0.23 pounds of protein. Thus 0.72 pounds of food protein produces 0.23 pounds of egg protein.


Such efficiencies by the chicken in conversion of the protein feed, plus the relative efficiencies of modern poultry management, are why chicken is usually the best meat bargain in the store, and eggs are still cheap.


No home poultry operation can match a commercial factory in capital and labor efficiency and in cheap feed production. Most people, too, agree that a home operation will be a money-loser if it is based on buying all of the chicken feed, though it may be justified purely on grounds of improved quality and food safety. However, if you can produce as much as a quarter of the birds’ food needs yourself, you’ll probably break even, money-wise. The cooking and table scraps from an average household will provide this for a small laying flock, and from that point on, the more of your birds’ diet you raise yourself, the more cash you are ahead. I’ll go into the details of this later.
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