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FRONTISPIECE: A Buff Orpington free ranges in Alana Meyer’s garden. PAGE 4: A Buckeye hen peeks out of the shrubbery in Alana Meyer’s garden. PAGE 6: A Buff Orpington hen watches an insectfly alongside this flagstone pathway. PAGE 9: An Australorp hen and her friend forage in a mixed shrub border. PAGE 211: A chicken made of repurposed materials greets visitors to the Fries garden. PAGE 219: The ladies at work in Jessi’s garden. THIS PAGE: An Ohio Buckeye chicken.




To my grandmother, Iva
And all who welcome chickens into their gardens
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introduction
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WHEN I FIRST GOT CHICKENS, I MADE A LOT OF MISTAKES. In the first few weeks of letting them roam freely in the garden, you’d often find me chasing them around in circles, trying to get them to go where I wanted, which is about as easy as herding cats. Our first chicken coop provided adequate shelter, but ended up being better housing for rats than birds. And I wanted to collect breeds just like I collect plants—at least one of every kind, please—ignoring my husband’s warnings of becoming a chicken hoarder. Fast forward, and now our girls will come when called and even hop inside visitors’ cars as if they are ready to hit the town. Their housing is clean, rodent-proof, and an impenetrable barricade from night predators.


Their days are spent weeding the garden beds, mowing the lawn, and chasing insects, between regular dust baths to groom themselves and lounging in the sun. It’s a great arrangement for everyone.


Chickens are easily one of the most useful animals we can have in our lives. Unlike other pets we keep, chickens provide us with food—fresh from our own backyard. For gardeners, chickens can be a resourceful tool as well as a companion, but there is much to know so the birds don’t wreak havoc in your garden.


There are not many resources available for gardeners who would like to know what’s involved in keeping chickens, or for chicken owners who want a beautiful garden with free-ranging hens in it. This book takes you through the basics of starting with chickens, from how many to get, to what breeds will be best for you, to acclimating them to your garden and routines. It also covers the essentials of keeping your chickens protected, even training the birds. The heart of the book has you looking at your garden as habitat for your flock, starting with the basic elements of landscape design, then selecting materials for fencing and hardscapes, onto choosing chicken-friendly plants, and reviewing sample garden designs. One chapter is devoted to innovative coop design, followed by profiles of predators and information on health care. Each dimension of the book is explored with photos and illustrations.


While doing research for the book, I interviewed gardeners with chickens from throughout the country, and I found that they all did things differently. Their gardens varied, and they faced different challenges. In each chapter, I’ve included a story on a chicken keeper who has a successful system of chickens in the garden. It’s my hope that this book will inspire gardeners to become chicken-keepers and create a partnership with their chickens in having a functional and beautiful outdoor space.
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CHICKENS AND GARDENS
working together
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With food politics currently in the media forefront and self-sufficiency becoming mainstream, victory gardens are being built again everywhere, and across the country citizens are banding together to legalize poultry in their backyards. More and more, chickens are becoming part of our gardens, providing us with fresh eggs, but their strengths as garden helpers are often overlooked.
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A Rhode Island red hen walks up a garden path.
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I am sitting in the garden with one of my favorite gardening buddies, an Easter Egg hen. This black hen can find shelter in the plants along the driveway if a predator flies overhead.



jessi’s girls
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I LIVE ON A SMALL PIECE OF LAND NORTH OF SEATTLE, Washington, with my husband and two young boys, amidst lush gardens, dogs, ducks, turkeys, a goat, a horse, and about a dozen chickens who roam freely, greeting visitors and tending the gardens. The girls free range during the day and roost at night in a small barn with other animals. The roof water from the building is collected in a 300-gallon cistern and overflows into a trough, then into a small pond. We’ve kept all different breeds of chickens and have offered sanctuary and a home to many rescued animals. The chickens are our “pets with benefits”: they provide food, fertilizer, and garden help, and they also teach my children lessons about where their food comes from and about the responsibility of caring for the birds.


Our gardens are completely organic, with a mixture of native plants, ornamentals, and edibles planted together in different beds, layers, and garden rooms. Our chickens rarely eat plants that are not meant for them to eat, and have never had damaging levels of parasites or serious disease. We have very few predator problems because of the coverage from plants, fencing, and protective animals we keep such as dogs. We’ve always let our chickens free range, and we have adapted by protecting particular plants when necessary and arranging for the birds to help us with garden chores by using a chicken tractor, which is a bottomless portable pen.


The chickens offer a sense of humility and peace, which helps keep me grounded. If I’m having a bad day, I only need to spend a few minutes with them before I feel good again. Their silly antics make us all laugh, and their sense of family is inspiring to watch. They have complex social lives and distinct personalities, and they really do take care of each other but still have occasional tiffs. I couldn’t imagine having a garden without chickens.


CHICKENS ARE TERRIFIC GARDENING ASSISTANTS with natural soil-building capabilities, and they help to manage pests and weeds. Much like other pets we keep, they are easy to care for, can be trained to come when called or to do tricks, and some people even bring them inside their homes much like other domesticated birds. Owning chickens has become appealing to a wide audience, from young families who are homesteading to baby boomers with empty nests who are looking for new hobbies and interests. Seasoned gardeners are now looking into getting chickens and wondering how to take full advantage of their benefits while protecting their gardens and hard-earned crops.


Chickens have long been an integral part of human society and the food chain. Easily the most useful animal we ever domesticated, chickens require very little care and land compared to other livestock. They are one of the oldest domesticated animals, originating in Asia, with history dating back at least 5000 years. The Wild Red Junglefowl (Gallus gallus), which looks similar to a Brown Leghorn but smaller, is thought to be the oldest ancestor of today’s domestic chicken (Gallus domesticus).


Chickens are gallinaceous: they stay close to their home residence and roost there at night, unlike many common wild birds that migrate. This trait makes them ideal for living symbiotically with us and enables us to allow them to free range. Letting them live as they would naturally is good for their health and well-being, but needs some planning.


[image: image]INCORPORATING CHICKENS INTO YOUR GARDEN


Our gardens can be great chicken habitats if designed well. Plants provide many benefits for us, including food, shelter, shade, and aesthetic pleasure. Chickens need a diverse plant community to live in, with layers of plants to hide among and browse from. If your garden has only a few plants, chickens can wreak havoc on those plants because of hunger or boredom. So the more options you give them in your garden, the less damage they will do. Other factors that will contribute to your success with free-range chickens include the number of chickens you have, the size of your garden, and how you manage your garden.


Chickens can provide us with many benefits:


[image: image] Garden help: If you design your garden system to employ chickens, they can keep weeds down, keep pest populations in check, help aerate the soil, help compost greens and food waste, and even help mow your lawn.


[image: image] Fertilizer: Chicken manure is a resource for rich, soil-building fertilizer.


[image: image] Food: A homegrown protein source, chicken eggs and meat are nutritious, and you can’t beat harvesting fresh eggs from your backyard.


Let’s define what we mean by “garden.” As a landscape designer, I find that people use the words “landscape” and “garden” interchangeably. Many people gasp at the thought of letting chickens into their garden, visualizing a carefully tended vegetable bed or patch of delicate annuals growing in a special area of the yard. Generally speaking, most concepts of a garden include an area of cultivated soil for growing plants. In my mind, a garden means your entire backyard or property, and in this case with chickens.


When I told chicken owners I was writing a book about gardening with chickens, many often looked at me like I was crazy. I’ve never kept my chickens confined during the day, and I’ve used creative solutions for the instances when my chickens and my garden didn’t mix well. It takes planning, some patience, and time, but that is what gardening entails anyway, with or without chickens.
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My chickens forage near a vegetable garden.
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A Brown Leghorn peeks out from an oakleaf hydrangea. A hen walks in the understory of a forest garden. 


Many years ago at a convention for green living, in my booth I had a large photograph of three of my hens foraging in the grass in front of my vegetable garden. Several people who saw that photo insisted that it must have been staged. I had taken the photo to highlight the cobalt blue containers at the entrance of the garden, and the chickens happened to walk in front of the camera, and their vivid colors enhanced the photo of the garden, so I went with it. I’ve talked with many chicken owners, and discovered that at one time they let their chickens range, but after a devastating incident with a predator, they vowed never to let their hens be in harm’s way again. Some were sick of cleaning up after the chickens when they were let out or didn’t want their crops eaten and hard work ruined. For convenience and through fear, many people leave their birds locked up. Some people only let their birds out on a schedule that varies from season to season to avoid garden invasion.


Just as there are many ways to garden, there are many ways to keep chickens. Everyone has different methods of raising their birds, and there is no one correct way to do it. Even if you cannot let your chickens free range, this book can give you ideas on plants to grow for chickens to eat, creative housing with fenced runs, dealing with predators, and common health issues.








factors to consider


The important factors in having a successful free-range chicken garden are:


[image: image] THE GARDEN: the size of your space, how the space is designed, the plants growing in it, and how it is managed and maintained.


[image: image] THE CHICKENS: the number of birds in the flock, what breeds you choose, and how they are raised.


[image: image] THE ROUTINE: the chickens’ feeding schedule, and timing and access to the garden.





There are many ways to keep chickens on your property, all of which have their pros and cons. Proper land management is key, as is knowing what stocking rate your land can accommodate, which is how many animals to keep on a specific amount of land. Any animal we keep has the potential to graze the land to a detrimental extent if we don’t plan and manage well for its presence. It’s important to know your land—soil type, sun exposure, and such factors—to help you figure out what chicken-keeping method is best for you.


Free Range


“Free range” means different things throughout the world. In many cases, free range means that the animals are allowed to graze freely on the land outdoors. For commercially grown poultry in the United States, however, “free-range” chickens are commonly packed in large poultry houses and are given access to the outdoors through a small door leading to a small, enclosed exterior run. The USDA’s definition of free range is broad: “Producers must demonstrate to the Agency that the poultry has been allowed access to the outside.” Chickens that truly free range have full access to the outdoors, and can forage (find their own food) in the grass in the sunlight and fresh air. By allowing them access to fresh soil filled with organisms and a lush, healthy landscape filled with plants, the chickens can use the plants to hide in or eat from, which increases their quality of life and overall health.


Keeping a free-range garden means allowing the chickens access to the outdoors whether it is all the time or only on weekends. Even if laws or predators in your area prevent the chickens from having free-range access, there are still many ways chickens and gardens can work together for mutual benefit.


[image: image] Full-time free range. This method leaves chickens out all day and night, which is closest to their natural state of living in the wild but is rarely done with most backyard flocks. Letting chickens roost in trees at night, as they would naturally do, heightens the risk of predator attack. Chickens living in a completely free-range way, fending for themselves, may not be as social with humans or tame enough to handle. This method means there’s no coop to build or clean, but it also means it may not be easy to find the chickens’ eggs.


[image: image] Part-time free range. This method is how I would define my own chicken-keeping practice. The approach requires a garden that is designed and managed accordingly and it means that your birds must be acclimated to and trained for your routine. It means less coop cleaning, the hens lay their eggs in the coop, and you still have sociable birds. The chickens live much like they would in the wild, foraging for food during the day, which cuts down on feed costs and can help out in the garden. They have access to the coop during the day to lay their eggs, and are closed in the coop for the night to roost.


[image: image] Occasional free range. I think of this method as weekend free ranging. This approach is used by chicken keepers who are often not home during the day to watch over the flock or only want to let the chickens out when they have full supervision. It benefits the chickens by letting them scratch the earth for edibles such as insects and forage as they would naturally. The method is commonly used in areas where predator risk is high or gardens need more protection.


Confined Range


Chickens can be kept in confined range systems, which offer the behavioral and health benefits of free ranging, but also benefit the gardener by only allowing them to scratch, graze, and fertilize in targeted areas. These methods can also be utilized at certain times of the year when needed most.


[image: image] Pastured. This practice is common on big rural lots and is great for large numbers of birds if you have the room. Pastured ranging puts chickens to work in a particular area of the landscape by having them temp-orarily fenced in to graze, with a simple house or coop structure to keep them safe at night. The method is commonly used by small commercial poultry growers. The approach allows you to move the pasturing setup from one area to another after the chickens have grazed down the grass. The grass gets “mowed” by the chickens as they graze, and the land gets naturally fertilized by the chickens, building soil fertility over the area. The grass in a pasture area should be no more than 5 inches tall when the chickens are introduced, and the chickens should be removed when it’s grazed down to about 2 inches. If rotation isn’t timed carefully and the birds are left in one area too long, the ground can become barren of vegetation and the soil structure can be damaged from compaction. If there are no plants for shelter in the area being ranged by chickens, then housing should be large enough and up off the ground so the chickens can take cover in case of an overhead predator attack.
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A chicken tractor is utilized in a vegetable bed for weed control, pest control, and soil building.


[image: image] Paddocks. Paddocks are usually fixed pens with perimeter fencing that allow chickens to be rotated to and from specific zones at certain times of the year. Chicken portals or small gates open from the central coop area, so chickens can forage in a particular paddock. This method combines many great features of the free-range methods and pasturing with cross-fencing. Each paddock contains different plant communities, and the chickens are allowed to forage and range in a particular paddock when it is needed or safe for the plants in that paddock. For instance, one paddock might have blueberry bushes and the chickens can range there most of the year except when the blueberries are ripening, or different greens or grains can be grown as the groundcover of an orchard for the chickens to graze, and then you move the chickens so the groundcover can recover. Each paddock also has plants for shelter and protection from predators.


[image: image] Tractored. Another common way to put chickens to work is to use a chicken tractor, a movable floorless pen. With this method, you can have the chickens work on the soil in small areas such as raised beds or on a backyard lawn. Chicken tractors can be all shapes and sizes. Tractors are perfect for home-scale chicken keepers, or farmers who need to get chickens to work in specific areas or at certain times of the year. In farm applications, chickens can be used to follow after cattle foraging an area; in areas where a large density of cow pies has accumulated, the chickens will glean undigested seeds and parasites, and will help spread the manure so it doesn’t create spots where grass refuses to grow. Tractors can be permanent housing for chickens, but you need to have enough land to rotate to new grass or pasture as often as needed, which in turn relates to how many chickens you have and the size of the tractor.








tip


It is not practical to grow plants within the run of confined chickens. If they do not have choices in their foraging, they will eventually devour anything green.





Confined


Not all chickens are going to have access to free range or be put to work, whether there are laws prohibiting it in your area, high predator risk, or other hurdles. Chickens can have healthy, happy lives in a confined system, if certain issues are considered and accommodated.


[image: image] Coop and run. This method is a common way to keep chickens, especially in urban environments. This approach means there is less risk of predators coming after the chickens. But there is more coop cleaning, and if the space is not big enough and the birds are overcrowded, struggles can develop within the pecking order and low-ranking chickens can be bullied and stressed. Coops can be built in all sizes, shapes, and styles and attached to the coop is a large permanent run that can be covered or not. This method of keeping chickens will involve more feed costs because the chickens won’t be able to forage their food. Even if you are not able to give the chickens access to free range, your birds can still be utilized with a tractor system.


[image: image] Caged. Most commercial laying hens live out their lives in battery cages, which sometimes aren’t large enough to allow the birds to spread their wings or even turn around, leading to serious health problems. Many chicken owners keep their own flock to give the birds a better life, so caging is not a common method of containing them in backyards. Cages should be used only for transporting birds and for confinement in case of illness or emergency.


Chickens can be kept in any of these ways, and these methods can be used in conjunction with one another, at different times of the year as the growing season brings on plenty of food for the chickens or when vegetation is scarce. When you are first starting with chickens, you may not know which methods will work best for you. Over time, your goals may change, and you’ll try something new. Initially deciding on a method will depend on your lifestyle, your garden, and your chickens.



[image: image] CHICKENS AND SUSTAINABILITY



Over past decades, new generations of environmentally aware consumers have been looking for healthier alternatives to an industrial food system, where our food is grown in chemically dependent monocrop systems, animals are mistreated, and the safety of what we eat is often in question.


As we look for ways to become less dependent on industrial farming and more self-sufficient, many households have been turning to growing their own food. Chickens offer us food security, because they can provide us with an excellent source of homegrown protein. Chickens are making their way into many urban homesteads because they can be utilized for more than food, much like they are in other alternative farm systems, such as permaculture and biodynamics. These farm systems utilize ecologically sound design and resource management, such as building and maintaining proper soil health as a foundation for sustainability. Many design principles from these systems can be incorporated into our gardens.


Chickens and Permaculture


Permaculture is simply defined as “permanent agriculture,” which encompasses many fields of study about how to maintain a self-sufficient lifestyle and an agriculturally productive ecosystem. Developed in the 1970s by Australians Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, this design system aims at being sustainable, while producing maximum yields with minimum work because all elements in the system are designed to work together and benefit each other. Chickens are a classic example of a working element in permaculture design. In considering their input and output in the system, the needs of chickens are simple: Chickens need food, water, and shelter, and in return, they provide manure, which could be considered waste but is actually a great resource of soil nutrients. Their eggs and meat are food, and their natural behaviors such as scratching (tilling the soil) and insect eating (pest control) can be utilized as work we would otherwise need to do.


Chickens and Biodynamics


Biodynamic farming was first conceived in 1924 by Rudolf Steiner in Germany. This holistic approach treats the farm as an integrated, self-sufficient organism. The health of the soil is maintained with nutrient recycling, whether it is organic preparations from manures or plants, which then in turn feeds the plants, animals, and people of the farm.


I recently visited an inspiring biodynamic farm, the S&S Homestead Biodynamic Farm, on Lopez Island, Washington. There, chickens are used as pest control both while free ranging and in tractors over areas of accumulated cow manure. On this biodynamic farm, nothing goes to waste. Even chicken feathers, rich in nitrogen, are used to line seedling trays. Part of their land is donated space for CSA (Community Supported Agriculture), where people without land can grow their own food. Their farm is also a part of the local school district’s curriculum in which all students K through 12 spend time learning about farming.



[image: image] CHICKENS AND YOUR LIFESTYLE



If you have had pets and children, then you are probably pretty familiar with being responsible for another life and the art of handling feces without being squeamish. These are two qualities a chicken keeper must possess. Fortunately, chickens are much easier to raise than children and easier to keep than many other common pets like dogs. But keeping chickens does involve some work, especially the initial setup, and they need to be fed, given fresh water daily, and cleaned up after regularly.


Chickens are versatile creatures and can live harmoniously with people from all kinds of backgrounds and living situations. They get along really well with other animals, providing that the other animals don’t want to eat them, and some domesticated pets can even be trained to protect your flock. Chickens can be a wonderful educational tool and companion for children, and are quickly replacing the hamster and other childhood pets.


If you work long, irregular hours and travel for long periods of time, you need to have a plan in place to make sure the birds are taken care of. Some neighbors might gladly check on your chickens while you are away in exchange for some fresh eggs.


[image: image]


The Bullock Permaculture Homestead, Orcas Island, Washington, keeps chickens in a pasture system during the summer in a young plum orchard.


[image: image]


[image: image]


The main vegetable garden at S&S Homestead on Lopez Island, Washington, is fenced for protection from deer and chickens, who patrol the perimeter in search of insects. A hen uses a portal tunnel between the coop and paddock.



Your Gardener Personality



What kind of gardener are you? Are you a collector of rare plants that are irreplaceable? Are you patient and laid back, understanding that life in the garden is an ecological process that takes time and is constantly evolving? Could you care less about plants and simply use your backyard to entertain friends and family? Gardener personalities vary, and not all gardeners are going to get along with free-ranging chickens.


In my garden I have spent years changing the garden layout, adding plants, moving plants, nursing plants, pruning plants. I find this endless process of creative play therapeutic. On any given day, I can come home to find mulch scratched out of the bed, or a few new piles of manure on the pathway—often when I expect guests—but I can quickly clean up after the birds if I need to. They have taught me patience with humor in the garden. But if your garden must be perfect, and you can’t stand plants occasionally being picked at, then you might not want chickens free ranging unless you closely supervise them.


Choosing Your Flock


Chickens are relatively easy on the land compared to other livestock, thus making them an ideal animal to keep for almost anyone. There are many factors to consider, though, when selecting chickens for your flock.


The question of how many chickens to keep in your yard is a crucial one. With chickens, because there are so many ways to raise them and so many different kinds of garden settings, there is no straight answer, other than using practical sense, for how many to keep on a certain amount of land unless the law restricts the amount. If you are going to raise the birds for eggs for your own family’s use, then think about how many eggs you can eat in one week. A good rule of thumb is to have two birds for each person who eats eggs in your household. One hen can lay anywhere from 50 to 300 eggs per year, depending on breed, age, and environmental factors. Keeping chickens at different ages will ensure more consistent egg production, because when chickens get older, their egg laying slows down.


[image: image]
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the chicken life cycle


If you are going to keep chickens, it is important to understand their life cycle. Chickens have a relatively short life span, potentially seven or more years. Hens usually stop laying eggs after a few productive years. If you keep chickens for eggs, you should have a plan for the retired hens: will you keep them as pets or for meat?


[image: image] EGG. After a fertilized egg is laid, it takes 21 days for the baby chick to hatch out of the egg.


[image: image] CHICK. The chick uses its egg tooth to break through the shell. It grows very quickly in the first weeks. Chicks need special attention because they are vulnerable to illness and predators.


[image: image] PULLET. A pullet is an immature female chicken under 1 year of age. Depending on the breed, pullets will usually start laying eggs when they are around 6 to 8 months old.


[image: image] HEN. A mature female chicken will lay a certain amount of eggs in her lifetime. The amount varies greatly depending on breed and how the hen is managed. In winter with less natural light (under 13 hours per day), hens will stop laying eggs if artificial light is not provided. During periods of laying eggs, depending on the breed, hens will usually produce an egg every 24 to 36 hours, and as she ages, that time period grows. Hens can be prone to being broody—inclined to sit on a clutch of eggs to hatch them, and acting hostile by fluffing up their feathers and making a grumbling, growling sound as you approach—which is good for people who want to raise chicks, but may be problematic for the chicken keeper not intending to do so. This natural behavior is said to be contagious in the flock and other hens will follow suit, making overall egg productivity drop.


[image: image] ROOSTER OR COCK. The mature male chicken over one year is called a rooster or a cock. These lovely birds have impressive plumage. Cockerel is another term for a rooster and most often describes an immature male chicken under one year of age. Roosters are not necessary to keep in the flock, because hens will lay eggs with or without a rooster. If you have a rooster, you will have fertilized eggs and the opportunity to raise chicks. Keeping a rooster has some pros and cons: They are good providers and will guide their hens to food and protect them, but can also become aggressive. While mating, a rooster can injure a hen’s back, and it is common for hens to have missing feathers and get scratched up from the rooster’s claws. Also, their crowing is especially loud in the early morning, but can also be heard throughout the day, so they are often outlawed in urban areas.


[image: image] MOLTING. All chickens naturally shed their feathers on an annual basis starting at about 18 months. Molting typically happens in the fall, lasting for several weeks, and at that time, egg production stops. As the chickens age, the process takes longer.


[image: image] MENTOR HENS. Older hens can be beneficial to the flock. They are mentors to younger birds in teaching them how to forage, where to lay, and other behaviors. The older hen will still be productive in the garden as well, producing fertilizer and taking care of pests. She will also lay an occasional egg. To some chicken keepers, keeping older, unproductive hens is not desirable because they require feed and care with no eggs to show for it. Older hens can be kept as pets or culled for stew meat.


[image: image]


White breeds are more visible to predators in the garden.








tip


Use colored leg bands to keep track of different aged chickens of the same breed.





For free-ranging chickens, you want to make sure you do not have too many birds on a small piece of land without proper planning and management. Allowing a dozen chickens to free range in a backyard of 1000 square feet could decimate all green plants in a matter of days. But if a garden of that size is well designed for chickens and the number of birds is small—approximately three to five hens—it can work. For gardeners who plan on raising the chickens for eggs and as garden helpers, the chart may be helpful in determining how many birds to keep. In general, free-range chickens should have no less than 250 square feet per bird. And I recommend keeping at least three hens, because they are social animals and will not be happy without a small flock of friends.


Selecting Breeds


In choosing what kinds of chickens to keep, it is important to ask yourself why you want chickens. The way you raise them will vary depending on whether you want egg layers or broilers for the table, and whether they are meant to be family pets or the animal you plan on eating after a few short months.


With hundreds of breeds to choose from, you should do plenty of research to find the right breed for your situation. Just like plants, chickens come in different species and varieties. Breeds range in size, temperament, egg or meat production qualities, color, foraging abilities, and more. Some breeds do well in confinement while others do not. Many domesticated chickens originated in specific areas of the world—including Asia, the Mediterranean, Europe, North America—and these breeds have different characteristics because of their original climate and geography, such as heat or cold tolerance.


Not all chickens are created equal for free ranging in a garden setting, and you may have reasons for seeking out a specific breed. I use the term “breed” loosely; there are purebred and hybrid breeds, or strains, available. Hybrids have often been bred to produce well commercially or to behave in certain ways. There are many qualities in chicken breeds that may or may not be desirable for the chickens you keep:


[image: image] Heritage breeds. Much like heirloom plants, heritage breeds are a good option for preserving genetic diversity. Many have qualities of self-sufficiency, such as good foraging abilities, resistance to disease, and natural mating habits. Heritage breeds also possess a longer and healthier lifespan than most hybrid breeds. They grow and mature more slowly, which gives them time to develop stronger skeletal and internal systems before carrying all of their body mass.


[image: image] Egg-laying abilities. Some breeds are more dependable than others in laying eggs at a consistent rate. Some breeds can lay up to 300 eggs a year, like Leghorns, or as little as 50, like Cornish.


[image: image] Meat birds. Breeds known for their quick growth are often processed after a few short months. Because of the quick growth, they can have potential health problems, such as their legs not supporting the weight of their body. In most cases, these chickens are raised for a quick turnaround and are not going to be pets or intended to be free ranged in a garden setting, but they can be kept in other well-managed, confined range systems with access to foraging in the fresh air. Cornish or crosses are the most common types of chickens raised for meat as well as many dual-purpose breeds.


[image: image] Dual-purpose breeds. These self-reliant breeds are the most common for backyard chicken farmers because of their versatility, vigorous health, good foraging abilities, and disease resistance. Dual-purpose breeds include Australorp, Brahma, Buckeye, Chantecler, Dominique, Faverolle, Jersey Giant, New Hampshire, Orpington, Plymouth Rock, Rhode Island Red, and Wyandotte.


[image: image] Temperament. Chickens can range from being docile and sweet to being flighty and unpredictable, or aggressive, making them difficult to handle. Some chicken breeds can tolerate being confined better than others, while some chickens are better foragers. Some chickens have strong wills while others are more passive. Keep in mind that the chicken’s personality may change or be a result of how it was raised. If chicks are handled a lot by humans, they will be more sociable than if they were not.


[image: image] Color. Chickens come in a vast assortment of colors and some have beautiful plumage patterns. Many breeds come in a variety of colors to choose from.


[image: image] Egg color. Different breeds lay eggs with different colored shells. The most common are white and many shades of brown, but eggs also range from blue to green and chocolate brown. I admit, I keep chickens based on the color of their eggs. Our family loves Dr. Seuss’s books, so having real green eggs with ham is a treat.


[image: image] Hardiness and climate tolerance. Whether you live in Anchorage, Alaska, or Orlando, Florida, you can keep chickens. In different climates, however, you will want to choose different breeds and housing. Some breeds are better adapted to being in colder climates. A good rule of thumb is that the heavier feathered breeds do best in cold. But knowing where the breed originated will give you hints about where it will do well.


[image: image] Ornamental or exhibition breeds. These breeds are popular for showing and competition. If you haven’t been to a chicken show, I highly recommend it. You will see more chicken breeds than you ever imagined, and they are pampered and groomed much like dogs would be for the Westminster Dog Show. Some types of chickens also have unusual features that may have pros and cons for your situation:


[image: image] Crested birds, with feathers on the top of their heads, have obstructed vision and may not be as alert to predators. It is possible, though, to give your crested chicken an occasional feather trim to help its vision.


[image: image] Five toes are typical in a few breeds, such as Dorking, Faverolle, Houden, Sultan, and Silky. Four toes are normal, and some can even have six.
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