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For our daughters, Abby and Mira—


feisty, brilliant, beautiful—we love each of your
many facets. Thank you for sharing us with this book.
You may have your parents back now.
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INTRODUCTION



Kauai, the oldest and northernmost of the Hawaiian Islands, is renowned for its rugged canyons, tropical beaches, and laid-back lifestyle. It also provided the lush jungle setting for the dinosaur epic Jurassic Park, in which the ancient beasts are brought back into the modern world through genetic science—with predictably chaotic results.


In reality, Kauai is teeming with living dinosaur relatives of Tyrannosaurus rex, and there is indeed a very real, and uncontrolled, genetic experiment underway. The tiny raptors are Gallus gallus domesticus, better known as chickens, and the island is overrun with them. Visitors are charmed by the antics of these familiar birds in this unexpected milieu, eagerly spotting them juking through the jungle greenery or cautiously collecting cabana crumbs. Locals regard them with disdain. They patiently explain that these are nothing more than fowl gone feral, an introduced irritation, escapees from local farms run amok in a relatively predator-free environment.


Local lore has it that island chickens escaped from their coops and cages in the chaos of Hurricane Iwa in 1982 and again with Hurricane Iniki in 1992. These free-ranging chickens began to breed with the local Polynesian birds of Indian origin. Subject to the forces of natural selection, hundreds of years of purposeful breeding were undone in a few generations. Now absent from the island are the fluffy Orpington, the noble Rhode Island Red, and the green-egg-laying Ameraucana. In their place thrives a diverse population of chickens that share both domestic and wild DNA, a comical rabble of recognizable farm animals and exotic avian majesty.


As so-called chicken-keeping experts, we were stunned and humbled by the spectacle of chickens by the thousands surviving, and indeed thriving, without the least bit of human care. Though we knew to expect the island birds, our first encounter with them was nothing less than a revelation, and seeing our first truly free-range, wild-breeding chicken on the lawn at the airport was a thrill (we’re easily thrilled). She was small, perhaps 3 pounds, sporting brindle plumage that flashed iridescent green in the low morning sun. We set down our bags and approached for a gleeful gawk. She stopped feeding on some invisible tidbit in the grass and turned her head sideways to take a skeptical glance at us. We silently admired her for a moment, noting how she resembled her wild ancestor—the jungle fowl of Southeast Asia. These forest-dwelling, low-flying birds were the genetic source material for today’s domestic chicken. This particular fowl was not in the least interested in our genetics, however, beyond identifying that we were some sort of large, chicken-devouring creatures with ugly feathers. We loudly fumbled for a camera, confirming for the small hen that we had some sort of malicious intentions, and she was gone in a tiny flash of green. We decided to name her Cluck.


At that very moment, back home on the mainland, our motley crew of plump, waddling hens would have been receiving their first visit from our well-paid chicken sitter. Our soft pets were no doubt abusing him with squawks about the perceived delay in food service or the lack of expected treats. “And another thing, whoever you are! The water is too cold! Please warm it before you go!” we imagined that Checkers, our constantly cranky boss hen, would have been demanding.
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It seems that everywhere you look in Kauai, a chicken is lurking just on the edge of paradise.





Cluck needs no such doting care to thrive. She lives a mostly healthy life that will likely be longer than most working farm hens—of a comparable span to those in our own urbane and demanding flock. Her nourishment is scratched up, nibbled, and hunted—or provided as a morsel forgotten by a careless human. She is free to wander as she pleases, at night roosting concealed among low palm fronds or perched upon the warm roof of a tour bus. To lay, Cluck will simply select a quiet spot and produce two or three smallish eggs that will hatch into smallish chicks. Together they will spend their days loitering at an outdoor mall or darting among hotel lounge chairs on a never-ending prowl for tiny bugs and dropped ice cream cones. They pose for occasional photos but are wise to keep a low profile, lest they end up on the menu.


A SOFT-BOILED IDEA


“Maybe our hens could live like Cluck,” we mused that night. It seemed like a reasonable notion at 2 a.m. A Kauai-style, semi-feral flock would require less time and care, save us lots of money on feed, and provide the old girls ample opportunity for healthy exercise.


But such jetlagged musings were not so reasonable in the light of day. We knew that our Portland, Oregon, climate was relatively temperate but very cold compared to this island, with seasonal light and temperature changes that make food periodically scarce and stress unsheltered hens to the breaking point. Foraging alone, even in summer, would never provide the concentrated nutrition domestic chickens need to lay a good number of sizable eggs. And that’s not to mention the murderers’ row of local coyotes, hawks, and raccoons awaiting their opportunity to enjoy an easy chicken dinner.


We might not be able to simulate the relative easy life of a tropical climate with few predators for our own chickens, but we intuited that there was much we could learn from plucky Cluck and her chicks. Unlocking her secrets could help us improve how we feed our flock, better protect them from predators, heal our injured and sick, and work within their enigmatic pecking order to foster harmony.


HARD-BOILED TRUTHS


Shortly after our return to the mainland, we learned of impending changes to federal regulations governing the availability of poultry medications administered via feed and water. Meant to discourage the overuse of antibiotics as a growth stimulator on commercial farms, the Veterinary Feed Directive (VFD) would also limit access to many remedies on which home chicken keepers rely as treatment for seriously ill chickens. Effective and inexpensive treatments for coccidiosis, various respiratory and gastrointestinal infections, and certain parasites would soon require an expensive trip to the vet, chicken in tow, to obtain and fill a prescription. We knew that these changes were sure to ruffle a few feathers but suspected that the impacts would be more far-reaching than most folks realized.
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Cluck warily escorts her brood through a Hawaiian garden, always with an eye out for danger—or food.





Chickens on large commercial farms are usually maintained in as nearly aseptic conditions as possible to limit their exposure to disease and protect their fragile immune systems. They spend their short lives consuming a finely calibrated diet and may receive a variety of pharmaceuticals to treat disease. In stark contrast, Cluck and her friends on the island seemingly radiate good health despite, and because of, their decidedly more chaotic milieu. Their vitality starts with diverse and robust genes and is supported by a spacious and stimulating environment. Compelled to forage their food from a variety of plant and animal sources, they are constantly exposed to an astonishing diversity of immune-supporting—as well as challenging—microbes.
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A Hawaiian mama hen relaxes in the safety of the underbrush with her chicks.





The life of an urban backyard chicken resembles both extremes in some respects, and the effectiveness of our care is similarly middling. For instance, typical coop and run maintenance practices reduce odors and can be effective at setting the “bad bugs” back, but they may never enable a favorable microbial equilibrium to become established. Over time, a proliferation of pathogens can remain in the soil for years, silently sickening and sapping the vitality of multiple generations of chickens. Similarly, providing organic feed supports sustainable agriculture and may limit our own exposure to toxins, but for our hens, without the stimulation and nutritional benefits of foraged food, it does little to enhance their vitality or that of our gardens. So, rather than resist the new regulations, we embraced them as a call for more widespread adoption of a comprehensive, prevention-based approach to caring for our birds.


SUNNYSIDE-UP CONCLUSIONS


As soon as we arrived home from Hawaii, our daughters made a beeline to the coop to reunite with their hens, stopping only to collect for them a welcome basket of plump worms on a bed of lush weeds from our organic garden. Our girls squealed with delight as their frenzied hens devoured the offerings, and we sighed contentedly, struck by the intimacy of our family’s relationship with our flock.


Admittedly, it’s not always such an idyllic picture. Our daughters have gone out to visit the ladies expecting a cheerful greeting from a favorite hen, only to find her cold and motionless in the corner—a death that might have been avoided with a few dietary tweaks during a heat spell. And neighbors have anonymously reported us for a loud rooster we’d kept a few weeks longer than planned.


We learn as much from our hens on these sad occasions as we learn when things are going smoothly; both situations provide feedback we need to tweak our approach to new challenges while trying to remain true to the values that first attracted us to keeping chickens. As we learn and evolve, so, too, do our customers at the Urban Farm Store, challenging us to aid their quest for effective and sustainable solutions for their small-scale chicken-keeping needs. What we all want is a fresh way of keeping chickens, one that honors both wild Cluck and domesticated Checkers.


Reflecting on our experience with the chickens of Kauai and what set them apart from our flock at home, it became clear to us that our own long list of seemingly individual problems with our chickens had a few common roots. Excluding pests and predators and keeping our hens where we wanted them were reasonable and essential goals, but the traditional methods of achieving them with fortified, immobile coops could potentially set the stage for serious behavioral, health, and dietary problems. It was as though our chickens were being kept in only two dimensions when they truly need a third to thrive.


We now realize that we, and you, can improve an overall home flock setup by making it more dynamic, so that our chickens can safely forage for food and scratch around, but when and where we want them to. Such a flock functions as part of a larger whole, as key performers in the dance of life that is an organic garden, where they are the grazers and recyclers of waste, harvesters and conservers of solar energy, and miraculous producers of fresh and nourishing ultra-local food.
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Hens that live in harmony with their environment glow with vitality.





This book, with a renewed focus on a prevention-based, organic approach to care, is for any chicken keeper, novice to advanced, who seeks better results from a more integrated approach to chicken husbandry. Some of you will try to adopt all of our recommendations. Others will read about a range of options that can help you reap as many benefits as possible without taking the big plunge and embracing the free-ranging, organic philosophy all at once. We provide plenty of tips for those who choose to keep their hens in a stationary coop.


Distilled in these pages are our twenty-five years of combined personal and professional experience keeping chickens and a map for our shared road ahead. We invite you to join us on the journey.
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A flock with a variety of breeds is beautiful and practical.
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BIRDS of a FEATHER



THE NEED FOR BREEDS


Knowing full well the popularity of chicken keeping in Portland, we were startled to read a 2013 US Department of Agriculture survey that conservatively estimated that more than 600,000 nonfarm American homes hosted flocks of chickens in urban and suburban contexts. The survey also revealed that although less than 1 percent of households had chickens at the time, about 4 percent of folks without chickens planned to start raising them within the next five years. That’s a lot of new chicken keepers, and a lot of chickens!


Nearly 20 billion chickens inhabit our planet, making them the most populous livestock by a factor of ten over their nearest competition, cattle. The majority of these birds are raised for meat, and about 75 percent of those are produced using “intensive” methods, a euphemism for “factory farmed.”


It’s sobering to consider that this agricultural juggernaut, so vital to our global food supply, relies heavily on a very shallow gene pool consisting almost exclusively of a single type of chicken, the Cornish Cross. This hybrid merges a short, but thickly muscled, British breed with a longer-boned, more upright Asian type for the singular purpose of efficiently converting cheap feed sources to meat. Within massive, environmentally controlled buildings, these birds park themselves at a feeding station, start eating, and don’t stop until they are ready for market (or succumb to maladies caused by their rapid growth), going from egg to grocery store in less than two months.


The welfare and genetic-diversity issues are similar in the egg industry. In the United States, in the month of October 2016, 300 million individual hens cranked out a record 7.51 billion eggs. The vast majority of these birds are variants of a single breed, the Leghorn, a heavy layer of white eggs that originated in the Mediterranean region.


As intensive agriculture has advanced globally, many traditional, locally adapted landrace breeds (domesticated breeds that have developed distinct features over time in response to their environment and by being isolated from other populations of the same species, rather than through formal breeding) have been abandoned in favor of modern breeds tailored for close confinement and intensive feeding. When these landrace breeds vanish, with them go the genes that contain the many unique traits for which they were selected, along with untold millions of others with additional attributes that will be increasingly valued in a future marked by climactic shifts and resource scarcity. The loss is also cultural in the sense that each breed is a reflection of the values, environmental settings, and even aesthetic tastes of the humans who developed it.
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In a typical factory farm, crowding chickens with low breed diversity in high-density conditions and a highly artificial environment practically invites health problems.
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These chickens will be marketed as cage-free. Old MacDonald would not approve.
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Chinese Silkies share a backyard coop with a hybrid cousin.
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Modern breeding and agricultural systems are displacing traditional chicken farmers, who depend on regionally adapted and diverse flocks.





In a hopeful sign, a few major producers of commercial chicken breeds are beginning to reverse the trend of genetic simplification by incorporating more genetic diversity and developing breeds for alternative farming systems such as pasturing. Hy-Line International, an old-school heavyweight breeder and hatchery of Leghorn hybrids, now offers a range of breeds that produce white, brown, or tinted eggs and are better equipped for living longer and thriving in more humane and sustainable alternative production systems.


Although we applaud these modest advances by the big guys, it’s clearer than ever to us that the remaining dual-purpose generalists (breeds that provide both meat and eggs) and other unique, regional, and odd breeds are the sacred inheritance of the backyard and small-flock chicken keeper. Our support of these breeds is their greatest hope for survival. This need not mean, however, that we must limit ourselves exclusively to keeping so-called heritage breeds, because they can also be combined and recombined as new breeds to improve vitality and increase diversity.


Of the more than 400 breeds of chickens that inhabit the world, only a small fraction is available through domestic breeders and hatcheries in the United States. By some estimates, only about 70 chicken breeds (plus color variants) have been established here during the 500-year importation history of poultry in North America, and most of those are slowly vanishing, displaced by a tidal wave of modern hybrids bred specifically to live in intensive commercial farming systems.





THE IMPORTANCE of QUALITY BREEDING



Our store sources chicks from several hatcheries that offer reasonable breeding quality at prices that our customers are willing to pay. Feed stores typically offer this quality level or lower—an important factor to consider when seeking birds to establish or expand your own flock. Although average-quality hens can make serviceable pets and layers, skillful breeding reveals the best features of a breed, making hens more likely to be terrific layers, tame pets, or a good fit for whatever traits have drawn you to them. Recent research has revealed that, beyond aesthetic and productivity considerations, disease resistance and even life expectancy are heritable and will be heavily influenced by the quality and diversity of the breeding, nutrition, and the conditions in which parent hens are kept. Happily, these factors favor reputable breeders who take the time to develop good bloodlines.


At a minimum, we recommend that you inquire about the particular hatchery that supplies chicks if you purchase them from a feed store (and ask about vaccines while you’re at it). Do a little research on the hatchery. How many breeds do they offer? Where are they located? Do they keep their own breeding stock—and, if not, what can they tell you about the farms that supply them with hatching eggs?


Chicks of truly rare breeds (or high-quality lines of more common breeds) regularly exceed U.S. $200 each, with some individuals of exceptional quality fetching prices in the five figures. Although it’s not necessary, or even advisable, for beginners to spend this much, we encourage veteran chicken keepers to experience for themselves the true potential of well-bred chickens and to support small breeders’ efforts to maintain their breeds and preserve unique poultry genetics for future generations.


If you do opt for chicks of higher quality or rare breeds from craft producers, be aware that these will be available only unsexed, as straight-run, meaning that you’re likely to get both males and females. Have a plan ready in advance for what to do with the males if they are not allowed in your area.
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The Ayam Cemani, a beautiful and rare breed, is completely black, from its feathers to its internal organs and bones.









BEST BREEDS FOR THE BACKYARD


From the easy-to-appreciate, fluffy, blond Buff Orpington, to the slightly bizarre, stilt-legged Malay and buzzard-like Naked Neck, we find something to appreciate about all chicken breeds. Our favorites for backyard chicken keeping are known for their utility, appearance, temperament, novelty, or a combination of those traits.


Much has been written about commonly available breeds, so we don’t devote much space to those here, other than naming our top picks. Instead, we decided it would be much more interesting, not to mention critically important for preservation, to highlight a few unusual and endangered breeds that are well suited for small flocks and that deserve more attention.


With so many interesting breeds, we found it difficult to limit ourselves. If we had more pages and time, we could wax poetic about the intricate patterns of the Laced Wyandotte (including the ultra-rare Blue Laced Red colorway!), the handsome and intrepid Brahma that was bred to thrive in the demanding environment of the Himalayas, and fine Mediterranean examples such as the prolific white-egg-laying, large-bodied Catalana hen from Spain that rarely gets broody and is very tolerant of heat. To conserve space, our description of each breed’s main attributes is brief. Let careful consideration of your own unique location and needs guide your choice of breeds.


Though each breed has at least one particular standout trait, we nominate the Plymouth Rock and Ameraucana as all-stars that can do it all—from laying eggs and turning compost to surviving the rough handling of a toddler. We’ve always recommended that new chicken keepers start with some common breeds like these and move on to more exotic options after they have a little more experience. That said, if you must have a rare and beautiful specimen like a Lavender Orpington or Blue Laced Red Wyandotte and you find one for sale, by all means, nab it!





PLYMOUTH ROCK


Outstanding backyard hen
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Barred Plymouth Rocks are attractive and productive dual-purpose chickens.





PROFILE


• 6 to 8 pounds


• Attractive, commonly available, and genetically robust


• Early and highly productive layer of large, light brown eggs


• Potential year-round layer given suitable conditions


• Quick to mature with early graduation to coop


• Easily tamed and adaptable to family life


• Excellent forager and garden helper


• Hardy in hot and cold, robust, and long-lived


• Somewhat vanilla personalities


• Hearty appetites must be balanced by activity to avoid obesity


Rocks, as they are usually known, are a relatively old American breed that was likely derived from a series of crosses between the similar French Dominique and one or more Asian breeds (possibly Java, Dark Cochin, or Brahma) in the mid-1800s. Their broad genetic base has proven highly advantageous, enabling breeders and hatcheries to preserve much of their utility and vigor to the present day. Only two colors are commonly available—barred (stripes of black and white, almost checkered) and white—but several more color variants persist and are worth seeking out. Generally speaking, the barred strain is favored as a dual-purpose breed, and the white is raised primarily for meat (though they are also good layers), as is often the case with white breeds, because of the cleaner-looking carcass produced after plucking. Rocks were crossed with Cornish chickens to create modern meat hybrids.


Before World War II, hatcheries produced specialty strains of this breed that were collectively the most common egg layers and meat-producing chickens on U.S. farms. Perhaps this was because of their very early age of first lay and quick rate of growth. When they are fed sufficient protein, you can expect to see their first pale brown eggs a staggering three to four weeks before most other breeds. Early physical maturation makes possible an early and welcome exit from the brooder to the coop, typically a week sooner than other dual-purpose breeds and up to two weeks earlier than smaller-bodied, white-egg-laying breeds. As a meat bird, they are considered to be early finishers for a heritage breed, but not when compared to modern hybrids.


These truly hardy birds usually take cold weather in stride, often managing to lay straight through moderate winters (if not molting). Remarkably, we’ve observed that they also tolerate heat fairly well if given shade, water, and moist earth. This versatility earns them a top position among other breeds for ease of care. We also marvel at their ability to thrive in urban confinement and on free-range farms; along with the Rhode Island, Rocks are a common sight in both environments. They love to dig and scratch, making them ideal members of hard-working flocks in mobile coops and pens.


Despite their work ethic, their personality is fairly calm, they are easy to hold and stroke, and they can be readily tamed as pets. Their large bodies also ground any aspirations of flight and slow their walk, so they are more likely to stay where you put them and are easy to catch when they don’t. Barred Rocks are known to get along well with other hens and other well-behaved pets, and they are always a favorite of children, perhaps because of their resemblance to zebras.


Barred Rocks are an ideal component of a mixed flock, with plumage that’s visually complementary with that of other breeds. Their eggs possess both a distinct color (pale brown, almost pink) and shape (slightly pointy) that enables easy differentiation in the nest.


Barred Rock chicks are semi-autosexing, which means they can be sexed with fair accuracy. The mostly black fuzz on a young female is marked by a faint white dot on her head. This becomes less distinct over time, but males may be identified by more white on their wing tips and a generally lighter appearance.





AMERAUCANA


The only commonly available breed that rivals Rocks for our affection
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The bearded Ameraucana is a prolific layer of blue-tinted eggs.





PROFILE


• 4 to 5 pounds


• Blue-tinted eggs are unique and appealing


• Prolific year-round layer in most climates


• Relatively hardy and disease resistant with few congenital problems


• Genetically robust


• Good temperament with potential to tame as a pet


• Newfound popularity may lead to careless breeding in the near future, undermining genetic quality


• May be difficult to find a specimen of the true breed (hybrid Easter Eggers are common and passed off as Ameraucanas)


• Not meaty enough to be truly dual-purpose


• Better flyer than larger breeds; may need wing feathers trimmed


Ameraucanas are easily confused with Easter Eggers and are sometimes sold by this name, but, technically, Ameraucanas are true-breeding layers of eggs in a range of blues, while Easter Eggers are similar-looking hybrids that lay slightly more green-blue-tinted eggs. Adding to the confusion, the Ameraucana Breeders Club is confident that the Ameraucana is not simply an improved version of the rumpless (without a tailbone and often without tail feathers), similarly blue-egg-laying Araucana from South America, but is in fact an entirely separate breed that was standardized in North America in the late 1970s. It now seems likely that most of the birds sold as Ameracauna or Araucana are neither, and are indeed some sort of hybrid Easter Egger. For the purposes of most home chicken keepers, they are essentially the same bird, although we would select a properly labeled Ameraucana over an Easter Egger any day, and twice on Sunday.


Our Ameraucanas are, without fail, our best layers each year, and customers and friends usually report similar results, which is somewhat surprising, considering most were purchased for a bit of egg color novelty. This exceptional laying ability is probably in part a result of being a recently developed and skillfully bred line, meaning that the breed has not gradually lost vigor over many generations of line breeding with limited stock, like some of the heritage breeds. Some males may achieve admirable size, but Ameraucanas are not considered top-quality meat producers. Though they are not quite as hardy as some of the big European chickens, we’ve observed Ameraucana to be exceptionally healthy and long-lived in our temperate backyard setting.




CLIPPING WINGS


If you have a heavy breed hen, you may not need to clip her wings, or you might just clip one to make flights more awkward and embarrass your hen into staying put. For the rest of the breeds, such as Ameraucanas, you will likely need to trim some flight feathers to keep them in unroofed runs or in your yard while they forage.


Our definition of a heavy breed is any large bird that you can actually catch. It usually lays brown eggs. If you can’t catch it, and particularly if it lays white eggs, it’s probably not a heavy breed. If it flies over the fence and is never seen again, just shake your head and mutter knowingly, “Those darn flighty Mediterranean breeds. Should have clipped both wings,” as you gaze in the direction that you imagine it flew.


Wing clipping is a simple process if you have a helper, a good pair of sharp scissors, and a couple of headlamps. Start out at night, while the hens are sleeping; they will remain in a torpor and are much easier to handle in the dark. After your partner plucks a hen from her roost and gently (but firmly) holds her with wings tucked against her body, take hold of a wing. Extend it to reveal the five or six longest feathers that look like they would make good quill pens for writing. Looking from the feather tips toward where they attach at the meaty part of the wing, locate where the shaft thickens and usually changes color. Do not cut below this area. Using sharp, full-sized scissors, cut off all of these feathers about halfway down from the tips, so they are roughly even with the remaining small feathers on this side. There should be no blood, but if there is, stop and reposition the cut a bit further out from the main wing (use styptic powder for the rare times bleeding does not stop almost immediately on its own). Repeat on the other wing for increased effectiveness.
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Clipping our crested Polish hen’s flight feathers is painless and is often the only practical method for keeping our free-ranging chickens in the yard.











RHODE ISLAND


The iconic chicken of the backyard and homestead
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True Rhode Island Reds are a deep mahogany color.





PROFILE


• Prolific layer of large brown eggs


• Few health problems and a strong constitution, even as a chick


• Terrific forager and efficient consumer of feed


• Infrequently broody


• Adaptable to confinement or free ranging


• Can be a bit high strung, but with a little extra attention, she’ll be your best garden buddy


• Males raised for meat mature in 14 to 18 weeks, up to 8 pounds


This famous American heritage breed actually does hail from Rhode Island, where it can trace its ancestry to a single black-breasted red Malay cock that is now preserved for posterity in the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC. Appropriate for an American breed, this chicken’s pedigree is a motley blend of immigrant breeds from East and West, with Java, Shanghai (now known as the Brahma), and the prolific Brown Leghorn from the Mediterranean rounding out the mix. Rhode Island Red roosters contribute the paternal genes for various types of sexlink hybrids, so called because males and females can be distinguished at hatch by their feather color or markings.


The deep mahogany plumage characteristic of the breed is not the only color available. There’s a treasure trove of genetic potential and vigor embodied by the lesser-known Rhode Island White. Produced by making a fresh but similar mix of Asian and Mediterranean breeds around 1900, the white chickens are reputed to surpass the reds in laying and meat production. This breed was identified by The Livestock Conservancy as being threatened, with less than 3000 birds counted in their 2015 poultry census. The original and darker Rhode Island Reds are becoming rare as the breed is “improved” to meet industry needs.





BARNEVELDER


Consistent layers of large, dark brown eggs
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Barnevelder plumage is gorgeous, and their deep brown eggs nearly match their feathers in color intensity.





PROFILE


• Prolific producer of up to 200 eggs per year


• Steady temperament, docile, and easily handled—great candidate for taming as pet if handled often while young


• Well adapted to confinement or free range


• Fairly cold hardy


• Good forager


• Slow to mature


• Males raised for meat mature in 20 weeks to 8 pounds


This large, 200-year-old Dutch breed is still admired for her dark chocolate-brown eggs and intricate feather patterns. The breed is a sound dual-purpose (meat and egg) chicken with its robust blend of European and Asian genetics. Roosters are particularly handsome with plenty of meat on them, though their full weight of nearly 8 pounds is not reached until the relatively old age of 20 weeks.





SUSSEX


A True British Classic
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Departed but not forgotten—our beloved Speckled Sussex, Sweet Baby Chicken





PROFILE


• Excellent layer of cream-to-tan-colored eggs


• Friendly and easily tamed as pet


• Great forager


• Adaptable to confinement or free range


• Very cold hardy


• Sensitive to extreme heat and humidity


• Males are meaty, at 6 to 8 pounds


Sussex checks all the boxes—a hardy, attractive, heritage breed that is notable for meat and egg production. Originating in the cool North Atlantic region, the breed can be sensitive to very hot, humid weather, and for this reason the Sussex is not recommended for the U.S. Deep South or subtropical areas. They are unusual as a surviving pure landrace U.K. breed—they lack Asian genes common in other breeds.


The gorgeous speckled brown feather pattern is most common in the United States, but several breeders now offer the more unusual color variants such as the Light Sussex. We encourage you to support breeders’ efforts by selecting these variants if you see them. This endangered heritage breed needs help to survive.






NEW AND UNUSUAL BREEDS



A couple of breeds are new to us or otherwise noteworthy.


CREAM LEGBAR


Cream Legbars have been a particular favorite of ours since we first ordered them as hatching eggs to start a breeding flock a few years ago. Although that project was derailed when the store’s roof collapsed in a 2014 snowstorm, we’ve enjoyed keeping one of the survivors and admire her good looks and other attributes. She gives us lovely, pale blue eggs and has tireless foraging habits. Best of all, this European breed reliably exhibits the ultra-rare autosexing trait that enables us to sort males from females at a glance at any age. That’s a big plus for individuals and communities that want to achieve independence from hatcheries and reach new levels of sustainability.
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Our Cream Legbar, Agnes, struts her stuff.








WHITING TRUE BLUE


Though somewhat similar in appearance to Ameraucanas and Araucanas, this modern breed is unrelated to them, and their eggs lack the green tint of Easter Egger eggs. They can be difficult to identify by appearance, because the individual chickens can have virtually any feather color. We have recently begun keeping Whitings at home for evaluation, but if the claims are accurate, Whiting True Blue hold great promise as another reliable layer of blue eggs.
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Hard to identify by appearance alone, all Whiting True Blue hens lay light blue eggs.









BEST PICKS FOR PETS



Our customers searching for pets and child-friendly breeds have usually done some research and are drawn to breeds identified as being especially docile. In this case, “docile” may refer to ease of human handling, but it may also indicate that they are easily dominated by other breeds in a mixed flock. Perhaps a more specific term for a good pet chicken would be “tame,” which better captures our desire to handle and interact socially with chickens as we do with other domestic pets. It’s been our experience, however, that individual chickens of any breed can be tamed by frequently and gently handling them as chicks and teens as well as hand-feeding the adults, but it’s true that some are easier than others. Along with the best general breeds for backyard chicken keepers, we recommend several others for those who are more interested in companionship than egg production.


COCHIN


Plump and Pleasing Balls of Feathers


PROFILE


• Can be kept in a small yard


• Low flyer that stays within fence


• Very broody, good hen for hatching eggs


• Not a good forager, comparatively gentle on gardens


• Produces few eggs


• Robust and cold hardy


• Prone to overheating


• Hardy appetite and low activity can lead to obesity


Cochins are astonishing: large, absurdly round, and comically covered in feathers on almost every surface, including heavy feathering on the tops of their feet and their legs. The Cochins we’ve known are dense, warm mounds of soft feathers that genuinely seem to enjoy interacting with humans, almost like a dog or cat. We suspect that this apparent affection is only partially because of breeding, and more likely a byproduct of their slow, earthbound bodies that make it impossible for Cochins to evade the grasp of their keepers, and in this way they become accustomed to handling. They never protest being picked up and hugged, and their plush feathering positively screams, “Pet me!” These low-flying birds are disinterested in flight when food is around, so they’ll stay put in almost any pen. In fact, they are often too heavy to reach high perches, so be sure to place theirs at 2 feet or lower.




[image: image]


The adorable Cochin is a great choice for those who want more pet, less livestock.





The arrival of Chinese-bred Cochins in Britain in the nineteenth century ignited the poultry craze that still reverberates today. The early crosses are the origins of many of the well-known heritage breeds. It appears that Cochins were originally bred with ease of handling, or possibly even petlike tameness, in mind, as they are supremely well suited for it. Nevertheless, most hens will produce a few eggs each week in nice weather. We recommend pairing them with a couple of hens of other docile breeds that lay consistently if you also want eggs.


Their feathered feet can become encrusted with mud, making them susceptible to infection and foot diseases, but covering pens in rainy climates and good litter management can help keep problems at bay. You can soak affected hens and trim their feathers if necessary to remove mud and debris. In addition, in hot weather, it’s advisable to clip the fuzz under the tail and around the vent to keep the area clean and less prone to fly strike.


Cochin chicks are known to pile up as they sleep, suffocating each other in extreme cases. This is often caused by competition for a small spot of warmth in the brooder and can be prevented by warming a larger region more evenly—but avoid heating their food and water.


Like any quality collectable, this breed is coveted for its many desirable color variations and unique forms. For starters, their amazing plumage can comprise virtually every pattern and color—you could almost match it to your décor. Many colors are also available in bantam size in frizzle, a quirky, kinked feather type that also helpfully eliminates any remaining possibility of flight.


Cochins International maintains a fantastic website that offers a remarkably complete guide to caring for these unusual chickens and their special needs.





ORPINGTON


The Golden Retriever of Chickens




[image: image]


Orpies come in a variety of colors, but by far the most popular is the buff, with lovely yellow-gold feathers.





PROFILE


• 7 to 8 pounds


• Moderate layer of light brown eggs, may lay sporadically through winter


• Prone to broodiness


• Matures quickly


• Well adapted to small spaces


• Good breed for colder climates


• Gets along well with flockmates


The Buff Orpington is at the top of most lists of chickens to keep as pets, though we’ve found them unremarkable in this regard. Before you send us an angry e-mail in rebuttal, keep reading. We have seen many marvelous pet Orpies—but it’s a matter of which came first, the reputation or the reality. Most other breeds become just as tame when in the care of the type of person who likes to hug chickens. That said, we will concede that they are better layers than Cochins, though most Orpingtons are being bred as pets these days, and scant attention seems focused on preserving or enhancing laying abilities. Nonetheless, we appreciate the Buff Orpington for her color, good looks, easygoing personality, and winter hardiness.


The breed was developed in England by crossing a Minorca with a Black Plymouth Rock. At one time, Orpies were champion layers, capable of cranking out more than 300 eggs a year, but the breed has since declined shockingly in productivity as a result of careless breeding.


If you can find a quality breeder, Orpies can be spectacularly attractive—almost as round and statuesque as a Cochin without the sometimes problematic feathered feet. Seek out a color variant, as these tend to be more carefully bred—and satisfying. The Lavender Orpington is the most sought-after novelty color these days, but the breed is also available in black, white, jubilee (speckled), spangled (mottled), and probably a few more.


We’ve had better luck finding good layers among their cousins from down under, the Australorp (the Australian Orpington breed), a cross of the Orpington with the Rhode Island Red and several others.


MIXED-FLOCK MYSTIQUE


We are often asked by customers whether it’s okay to mix chicks of different breeds, to which we respond, “Why would you not?” Although breeders and serious livestock folks have good reasons for keeping pure flocks, diversity has many advantages for the backyard chicken keeper.


Try combining breeds by selecting those with complementary habits. For example, keep hens that will lay moderately year-round with others that are more seasonally abundant to ensure a steady supply of eggs throughout the seasons. Or combine strong layers with more petlike breeds. Having a diversity of breeds enables you to learn firsthand about behavior differences and see how well each breed is suited to your environment and lifestyle to inform future selections and recommendations.


The distinct egg colors from a variety of breeds also make for a stunning egg basket, and the rainbow of egg colors are also useful for tracking the laying tendencies and output of the individuals in your flock. If one of your motivations for keeping chickens is the delicious eggs they produce, you may be surprised to learn that eggshell color has no direct effect on flavor (although fans of particular breeds such as the Maran may disagree), and the color of the hen has nothing to do with the color of her eggs. Egg flavor is one variable you can safely cross off your list when deciding which breeds to seek out.
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