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Introduction

The Search for a Farm

We understand how you feel. We know why you’re reading this book. You want to live the country life and enjoy the peace of mind it has to offer. You can imagine yourself enjoying breakfasts of eggs from your chickens and asparagus from your garden and honey from your own bees on your toast. In the winter, you see yourself snug and cozy by your wood-burning stove, warmed by wood from your own forest, that you gathered and split. You might even be wrapped in a knitted blanket made of wool from your llamas or alpacas. But you’ve got a long way to go before you get there; first things first, you need the farm itself.

Where will your farm be located? To determine this, you’ll have to think about many more things than the sun and the soil. You’ll have to imagine all the possibilities that a location might offer you. Is there sufficient land that’s even enough—not too steep—to grow crops? How much sun exposure do all parts of the farm receive throughout the day? Are there fields of healthy grass that would support grazing animals or areas that you could clear for that purpose? Is the soil heavy clay or sandy grit? Are there any water features that might help irrigate a garden or help raise the water table near your farmhouse well? Is there enough forested land to manage a wood lot? As we talk about a sustainable hobby farm in this book, you’ll see that there are many contributing factors to maintaining a healthy balance on a farm, including water, grass, animals, wood, and your own human spirit. Instead of thinking of your farm as a location, think of it as a living system.

Finding the right farm is both exciting and stressful, but it’s not harder than any other house search, just different. You’re making a lifestyle change, and because of that, it might feel like a much weightier undertaking. We recommend that you take extra time in your search, even if you have to rent for a while. Because it takes so many years to really work a farm into your own liking, making the correct choice initially is very important. And depending on how quickly you need to get settled, you’re limited by the actual farms that are available at the time you’re looking.

Generally, the further away from an urban area you get, the more affordable the property values become. But living further out means a longer trip to the grocery, the hardware store, and especially the markets where you might want to sell the fruits of your labor. Because you’ll likely have an off-farm job, you’ll want to consider the length of your daily commute as well. If you’re an aspiring hobby farmer, some convenience to creature comforts is probably important to you. Today, you can find a location that takes advantage of rural solitude and urban comfort, if that’s what you desire.
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The view of the garden at Broadhead Mountain Farm from the house. Consider the proximity of the house to the garden, water sources, and outbuildings when purchasing a farm.


Tips for Farm Safety

✓   Wear protective eyewear and earplugs whenever operating machinery, even a lawn mower.

✓   Never operate machinery or a chain saw after having even one drink. Alcohol quickly impairs your judgment.

✓   Wear work gloves and closed-toe boots or shoes when doing any farm work.

✓   Avoid wearing loose clothing when operating machinery of any kind.

✓   Keep fire extinguishers in your kitchen and in your barn.

✓   Never operate heavy machinery or a chain saw without someone else nearby or at least at home that can call for help if you need it.

✓   Keep a first aid kit for humans and also one for your animals.

✓   Post all emergency numbers and contacts clearly on your refrigerator in case someone else needs to call for help for you or if something happens to your animals while you are away. And make sure to share your emergency information with your neighbors.

✓   Create proper fencing and regularly inspect it in order to keep your animals safe.

✓   Keep a calm and assertive demeanor when working around animals.

✓   Study the operator’s manual of any machine before you use it.

✓   Never walk behind a tractor when the power take-off (the twisting knob on the back of a tractor that powers farm implements) is engaged. Clothing can easily become entangled or debris can be sent flying by cutting equipment.

✓   Always walk your field or lawn before mowing to look for hazards.

✓   Wear a protective face mask when spraying chemicals (even organic ones) or doing yard work to avoid allergy problems.

✓   Get to know your local plants, insects, snakes, and animals so you know which ones to avoid.

✓   Never put up wet hay in a barn. It can combust and is one of the leading causes of barn fires.

✓   Wear sunscreen.

✓   Keep children on a short and painful leash. Well, at least keep a close eye on them and teach them what they should avoid.
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Buying tips for first-time animal hobby farmers:

•   Buy locally and befriend the sellers so you might be able to call them for answers to questions you may have later.

•   Read up on the specific animals you’re buying and the traits to watch out for, like founder rings on the hooves of horses. But unless you plan to show or breed the animals, there’s no need to be too picky outside of general health.

•   Always buy two to begin with as farm animals do not do well living alone.

•   Begin by buying gelded males. They are cheaper and you can learn to care for them and give yourself time to decide if you want to breed animals in the future. Buying a breeding pair instantly commits you to more than your original purchase.

•   Visit the farm you’re buying from at least once without actually buying. Don’t buy on the spot. Take a look around, ask lots of questions, then go sleep on it for a few days.

•   Stay away from livestock markets. They can smell a greenhorn coming from miles away and you’ll never leave there with what you truly want or need.

•   While we do advocate adopting from rescue organizations, don’t do it initially. Rescue farm animals can have very serious physical and mental problems that may be beyond the expertise (or financial means) of a first-time farm animal owner.

•   Start with the lowest-maintenance animals you can find, like llamas, donkeys, longhorn cattle, or chickens. It’s much more fun and rewarding to grow into a menagerie at your own pace than to have them take over your life.

•   Remember that even chickens can live twenty years or more. Horses, llamas, and other large grazing animals can live well into their thirties. Keeping animals you aren’t going to eat is a big commitment.
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What Do All Animals Need?

Shelter—Most of the animals we recommend in this book need just a three-sided shelter with a roof to be happy. They’ll only use it to get dry or stay out of the harshest weather. If you live in a very cold, wet, or hot climate or you’re raising show animals, then you will need a barn to keep them during the coldest and hottest days of the year. (Chickens need a fully enclosed shelter to keep them safe from predators; more on chicken coops and tractors to follow.)

Food and water—The animals we recommend for the hobby farmer need very little in the way of extra food, as long as you give them enough pasture to graze. Animals are not healthy when they are overweight and you should not feed your farm animals in the same way you feed your dogs and cats. They should be left to forage mostly for themselves, except when that forage is not available. We only buy hay for the harshest months of the winter when there’s not any green grass left on the ground. If you live somewhere that is very dry and has very little grass for much of the year, you should really think twice about having animals at all. Raising animals where they can’t naturally forage for themselves is not sustainable. But animals can be made to create healthy pastures if you employ proper rotation techniques. The books of farmer Joel Salatin describe a sustainable grass-fed animal rotation system. Even in areas that do have good grass, we know of times when drought conditions have required farmers to travel several states away to find hay. The amount of on-farm grass and feed you can produce is a big factor in the cost of keeping animals.

Access to clean, fresh water at all times is very important. Some animals can share water sources. For instance, our donkeys and llamas share a tank and our house chickens, dogs, and cats all drink out of the same water bowls scattered around the yard. Make sure that the water doesn’t freeze in the winter time. We usually carry buckets of hot water from the house to pour into the frozen bowls and tank to break up the ice in the winter. But electric water heaters are inexpensive and convenient too.

Basic veterinary care—Most large animals should be seen by a veterinarian once a year. For hardy animals like donkeys and longhorn cattle, you might get away with never needing a vet unless they have a problem. At a minimum, you should have your animal seen once by a vet to establish the relationship and to get their professional advice. Then you can decide for yourself how often you’d like your animals to be seen and evaluated. There’s some debate as to how many vaccinations are needed for all the various farm animals. We tend to believe that most farm animals are over-vaccinated. The recommendations of your local agricultural extension agent are very much in line with their conventional recommendations for raising plants; they rely heavily on chemicals. But this will have to be a judgment call on your part. Some people suggest a West Nile vaccine for donkeys and llamas, but a few vets we’ve talked to have explained that donkeys seem to be less susceptible to this virus than horses. They suggest that the animal would have to have another pre-existing condition that weakened their immunity before it could be a problem. Tetanus shots are another issue. There’s no clear evidence that indicates how often farm animals need to be vaccinated against tetanus. We’ve only had our donkeys vaccinated twice in the eight years we’ve owned them. But we do have our llamas vaccinated every year with whatever the vet recommends.

Companionship—The more attention you give your animals, the better. They like it. They become more tame and easier to handle. You can spot any problems early. And animals provide good, old-fashioned entertainment.

Preparing for Animals

Keeping in mind the basic needs of farm animals, you’ll need to prepare for their arrival. If you have animals already, you’ll want to make sure you have a separate area for the new animals to go until they get settled. It’s best to have a small pen next to the field where other animals are so that everyone can get acquainted over a fence for a day or two before intermingling. We use our dog pen (without the dogs in it, of course). A temporary fence of posts and ropes is okay, if that’s all you have.
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Even if you stick with the low-maintenance animals as we suggest and you have good grass, it’s best to have some feed for the first few days. It’s a good way to break the ice and to let the animals know that you are the provider. They can usually use a little more high-calorie and protein food if they’re stressed from being moved to new place. Buy some good grain or sweet feed, but don’t completely spoil them.

Walk your fields and fences before they arrive and replace any fencing that might be dangerous. If you’ve got barbed wire from having cows previously, you should really replace that if you are introducing horses, donkeys, or llamas. We spent a whole day gathering up old rusty barbed wire that had been left around our fields before we brought in our llamas. We then put them in our dog pen for the first night. But we didn’t fully check the dog pen. There were some wires sticking out that were used to attach the woven wire to the posts. Within the first four hours, one of the llamas was spooked and caught his lip on the wire. It ripped it wide open and we had to call the vet out at 9 p.m. on a Sunday to stitch him up—on his very first day!

You should also make sure you have proper halters and leads for the animals before they arrive.

Can’t We All Just Get Along? Yes!

Most of the animals you’ll keep on your farm are natural enemies—dogs and cats, dogs and chickens, dogs and horses. Well, we guess it’s really the dogs that are the problem. And there certainly are dogs that have that taste for chicken that you may not be able to cure. But we’ve found that if you slowly introduce your animals to each other, while supervising at all times, they will learn to get along. But the most important precursor to this is for you to establish your rightful spot as the pack leader. If your animals do not respect you, then they certainly won’t have any reason to respect other animals in the pack.

Always keep animals separate initially when bringing them onto the farm. Keep them in a cage or pen that the other animals can approach and smell. Then introduce your dogs one by one to the new animals (you don’t want them to get the pack mentality if they’re all together) after a couple of days. Cradle the cat or chicken and get on the ground with the dog (best to do this inside, if it’s a cat). Call the dog over and allow him to sniff. He will probably try to nip at the animal and that’s when you give him a sharp rebuke to tell him what’s appropriate. Then call him over again. When he gets that predator look in his eyes and lowers his head, sharply call his name to get his attention off the other animal. Keep eye contact with him and tell him what you expect. He won’t understand the language, but he’ll understand the tone. The most important part of this exchange is to get the dog’s attention off the new animal and to direct it to your eyes so he knows you are completely focused on him. Spend time around all the animals together and make sure they know that you expect them to accept the newcomer into the pack. And whenever the dog seems to fixate on the other animals, sharply call his name and make eye contact with him again. If a dog will not ever completely calm down, our method of fixing this problem is to grab him by the scruff of the neck and look him directly in the eyes and assertively tell him, “No.” Don’t yell it. You should be very careful doing this, however. If the dog does not already respect you as the authority, he may bite you.

Sure, we’ve had our problems. We came home early one day to find our new rooster cowering behind a pile of wood with half his feathers ripped off. We probably didn’t react the way the professionals tell you to. We picked up that rooster, ran after the dogs screaming obscenities at them, and locked them in their pen. They say that you can’t correct a dog unless you catch him in the act. But our dogs knew what they had done and they never did it again. The rooster made a full recovery.
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So stay around your animals when they are mixing until you are certain they have made nice. Never leave them alone together until you’re absolutely sure everyone knows their boundaries. Sometimes it’s just best to keep animals separate and that’s what good fencing is for. Good fences make good neighbors, both for humans and animals.
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Chickens
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• • • • • Chicken Basics • • • • •

All chicken flock owners should familiarize themselves with basic chicken anatomy. It is useful when comparing other specimens of the same breed, and it is crucial to know what a normal chicken looks like in order to catch potential health problems before they are spread to the rest of your flock.

•   The comb should be full and blemish-free in mature birds, indicating no frostbite, no underlying disease, and no scars from being overly aggressive toward other chickens.

•   The eyes should be bright, clear, and alert.

•   Nostrils should be free of discharge or crusty material. There should be no sounds emitted during normal respiration.

•   The wattles should be rounded and undamaged—damage being another indication of fighting or exposure to extreme elements or disease. Check around the base of the wattles for parasites and their eggs. Lice will lay eggs in clusters that look like brittle clumps of whitish-colored debris.

•   The plumage should be in good condition–bright, lustrous, sleek, and well-maintained.

•   Check the vent for parasites as well; manure-caked feathers here may indicate disease or advanced age in birds.

•   The breastbone should be straight, free of abscess, and well-feathered.

•   The legs should be well-scaled and smooth. Inspect the toenails for debris. One indication of advanced age is the spur in the rooster; these are not well-formed until the second year of life.
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Some Considerations Before You Get Started

Local and Federal Regulations

Local laws, such as zoning and other ordinances, may end your chicken enterprise before it takes flight. Some farming magazines have been advertising “Stealth Coops,” mini-pens to conceal your poultry in more urban settings. Besides looking uncomfortable for the chickens (there doesn’t seem to be much space for more than two or three chickens, nor are there sufficient locations for nesting, roosting, and foraging), the idea of concealing your chickens from your neighbors or from town and city officials seems like it will only lead to trouble.

The best way to avoid conflicts is to check with the county zoning board, your extension agent, or the state agricultural department. And after all the rules check out, consult your neighbors with your plan. Are they okay with the accompanying baggage associated with keeping chickens–noise, or an enticement for the dog to chase? Perhaps ruffled neighborhood feathers can be smoothed with the promise of fresh eggs and meat, or the reward of manure high in nitrogen for their garden.


“ The fact that zoning in towns allows residents to raise a barking, crapping dog the size of a small elephant, but not four hens for a steady fresh egg supply shows just how lacking in common sense we have become as a society. The indictment against town chickens stemmed originally from roosters crowing at dawn and waking neighbors. The easy solution to that problem is to raise only hens or butcher the roosters before they mature enough to crow all the time.”

—GENE LOGSDON in Chicken Tractor, by Andy Lee, 1994
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Two Barred Plymouth Rock pullets, left, and a Partridge Plymouth Rock pullet roam the yard of Carol Steingress and Rick Schluntz. The couple have been raising hens for eggs in their small yard for the past 10 years.


Chicken Scratch

Do I need a rooster to have my hens lay eggs?

No. The rooster is needed if you want a fertile egg but isn’t necessary for a hen to lay eggs.

Do hens lay more than one egg a day?

No. In fact, they will average less than an egg a day in many cases, and their productivity depends on many factors, including age, diet, weather conditions, daylight hours, and breed.

Are all roosters mean?

No, but some breeds have a proclivity toward mean roosters (see breed chart on page 14–15).

Do roosters only crow at sunrise?

No–they will crow when startled, when they are establishing hierarchy, or simply to announce their territorial presence.



Breed

Breeds of chickens are grouped together according to their size, shape, plumage, number of toes, color of their skin, etc. When mated together, individuals within a breed will produce chicks that share the same characteristics as their parents. Breed recognition can be different, depending on which poultry organization you consult. For example, the Marans is a French breed that is not recognized by the APA (American Poultry Association) because of its inconsistency in type (some Marans individuals in the United States have feathered legs, while others do not), but it is recognized as a distinct breed by the Poultry Club of Britain (PC). On the website www.feathersite.com, there are hundreds of breeds listed that occur worldwide. The APA only recognizes fifty-three large fowl and sixty-one breeds of bantams.

Class

Breeds are subdivided into classes. In large breeds, classes indicate their origin: American, Asiatic, English, Mediterranean, Continental, and Other (which includes Oriental). Bantam breeds are classified according to characteristics, like comb shape, or presence of feathering on the legs.

Variety

Varieties describe breeds based usually on plumage color, but also on comb style or feathering. For example, the Leghorn, in the Mediterranean class, has twelve varieties of large breeds.

Strain

A strain is a term that refers to a line of birds that have been bred for specific characteristics. In the show arena, strains are developed from a single breed for characteristics that are thought of as typical or “typy” and are considered superior by the owner and by fanciers of this same breed. There can be several different strains within the same breed. Commercial strains are often hybrids, sometimes having parents of different breeds. These strains are developed for superior production of either eggs or meat. A Cornish-Rock cross is a popular meat hybrid bred to grow heavy breast and thigh meat in a short amount of time. The Black Sex-Link is a laying hen that is crossed with a Barred Plymouth Rock and a Rhode Island Red that can be distinguished as a female from its plumage as a chick.


“ However reluctant those concerned with poultry may be to acknowledge the fact, it is not the less true that most old women who live in cottages know better how to rear chickens than any other persons; they are more successful, and it may be traced to the fact that they keep but few fowls, that these fowls are allowed to run freely in the house, to roll in the ashes, to approach the fire, and to pick up any crumbs or eat all the morsels they find on the ground, and are nursed with the greatest care and indulgence.”

—SIMON SAUNDERS, from Domestic Poultry: Being a Practical Treatise on the Preferable Breeds of Farm-Yard Poultry, 1868



Foundation versus Composite Breeds

Poultry literature will often refer to chickens as being either foundation or composite breeds. A composite poultry breed is somewhat akin to a crossbred dog such as the Labradoodle, created using a purebred Labrador Retriever (a dog known for its easygoing personality) and the Standard Poodle (a dog known for its brains).

A foundation breed is a very old breed of chicken with distinct characteristics, such as the Dorking, with its five toes. This breed, along with Houdans and Asiatic breeds, was used to develop the composite breed in northern France called the Faverolle. The Faverolle was well adapted to battery cage production, where laying hens were confined in small cages for maximum egg production, and was a good source of winter eggs in the late 1800s.

Chicken Personalities

Behavioral traits among chickens vary widely. The American class contains breeds such as the Rhode Island Red, the Plymouth Rock, and the Jersey Giant that are generally docile, are cold tolerant, and can produce eggs and meat on a small scale. Most of the breeds in the Mediterranean class, like the Leghorn and Minorca, are flighty, smaller bodied, less cold tolerant, but more efficient in converting feed to egg production. The Dorking and Java are both excellent meat breeds, capable of foraging for themselves and requiring less grain, but they will mature more slowly than the Cornish Rock hybrids that are almost entirely dependent on being fed high-quality mixed rations. Dual-purpose breeds refer to those birds that produce enough good-quality meat and sufficient numbers of eggs that they could fit into small-scale operations for home use. It will be important to evaluate the traits of each breed to determine which would be most suitable for your enterprise. Several hatcheries offer assortments of chicks, so you can experiment in your first year or two. It might also be useful to visit neighboring flocks to discuss the pros and cons of the breeds with the flock owner.
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1.   A Buff Orpington pullet roosts in the enclosed pen outside the coop owned by Cloë Milek and Karl Hanson on their 2/3-acre lot. The couple has been raising 20 hens for eggs for the past seven years. They have avoided keeping a crowing rooster to keep the peace with their neighbors.
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2.   A Black Star cross hen basks in the late winter light at at Luna Bleu Farm. The farm raises 100 hens for laying eggs and another 60 pullets are growing for their turn in the nesting box.

[image: images]

3.   A Rhode Island Red hen, left, and a Golden Comet hen look at each other outside of the coop at Back Beyond Farm. Farmer Ray Williams prefers the Comets to the Rhode Island Reds, whom he has seen breaking eggs in the coop.

[image: images]

4.   While Pistol the Old English Game bantam gives herself a dust bath, one of her chicks explores outside the coop belonging to Cloë Milek and Karl Hanson. Pistol hatched the chicks from fertile eggs Hanson got from a nearby farm.
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5.   Rosie, a three-year-old Black Sex-Link hen, roams the backyard pen at the home of Geoff Hansen and Nicola Smith. When Hansen bought three pullets from a local farmer for their new coop, Rosie was included as a mentor to teach them the egg-laying ropes.
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6.   Danny, a Polish Crested rooster, is one of a menagerie of birds—including chickens—kept by the author.
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7.   A Cornish Rock cross meat bird rests at Back Beyond Farm in Tunbridge, Vermont. Farmer Ray Williams said customers prefer the variety’s abundance of breast meat; the chickens weigh about seven pounds when packaged for sale.
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8.   With a puff of feathers around its neck and the dark eggs it lays, a Russian Orloff hen is a unique bird. The author was given the bird by someone who was moving away.



How to Get Your Flock Started

Chicks can be hatched under a hen by saving eggs from your fertile flock (meaning there are roosters running freely with the hens). Fertile eggs can also be purchased and placed under a broody hen or in an incubator. Most commonly, chicks are purchased as day-olds that are mailed and delivered within twenty-four to forty-eight hours, but hatcheries usually require a minimum order to keep the chicks warm during shipping. Females that are close to beginning egg production, called started pullets, are probably most economical if you are interested in production as early as possible. In rural areas, local newspapers and agricultural magazines often advertise laying hens at a free or reduced cost. Show-quality birds are offered by breeders in fanciers’ magazines, at poultry shows, or on the Web.

Before introducing new stock to an existing flock, the birds should be quarantined and given a clean bill of health from a veterinarian or a knowledgeable poultry producer. The National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) maintains a directory of hatcheries and breeders that are enrolled in blood-testing programs for detection of several diseases that are contagious to poultry. The voluntary program was started in the 1930s as a means of eliminating pullorum disease from commercial poultry. Not all breeders are willing to wade through the red tape of bureaucracy, however, and you could always have your state extension agent do the testing on the birds that you are interested in purchasing.

Using an Incubator to Hatch Eggs

Incubators have several advantages over naturally hatching your chicks. First, you can time the hatch; you don’t have to wait until a hen becomes broody. Second, you can hatch several more eggs at once with much less labor than it would take to hatch the eggs under broody hens that need individual attention, food, and water. Whether the broody hen will set on the eggs until they hatch is also a concern. Last, incubators are a great way to bring the joy of raising chicks into the home.

Descriptions exist of both the Chinese and the Egyptians hatching chicks by artificial means centuries before Christ’s birth, in the time of Moses, by the ancient priests in the Temple of Isis. The Egyptians used sun-dried brick structures heated by fires, where the eggs were placed on grates in heated chambers. There were no thermometers in these chambers; the attendants who lived inside the incubators could sense the correct temperature to keep the fires. As many as 90,000 eggs could be incubated at a time, for 15,000,000 to 20,000,000 hatched yearly. Eggs were tested for fertility by placing them on the palm of the hand or against the face; if the egg was cold, it was discarded. In China, smaller ovens were used. The French used wine casks, packed with horse manure and circulated hot water, over which eggs were placed to artificially incubate; and in England, hot air was passed through flues and over the eggs to hatch chicks. But it wasn’t until the early 1900s that incubators could boast hatching as high a percentage of chicks as could a setting hen. Modern incubators incorporate climate-controlled heat and humidity to simulate conditions that would naturally occur.


Chicken Scratch
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As early as 360 BC, people have claimed that the shape or size of an egg can be used to determine the sex of the embryo inside. Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, claimed that elongated eggs yielded male chicks. About 300 years later, Pliny the Elder argued that the opposite was true. In truth, about 50% of the eggs that hatch will be males—what do you plan to do with them if you are interested in a laying flock, or they are not a quick-maturing meat type? Finding a home for roosters is hard, but as science and technology grows by leaps and bounds, we may soon be able to determine the sex of chicks before the egg hatches. Until then, you should consider a plan B.
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• • • • • Moving Chicks Outside • • • • •

Transitioning chicks from a pen that has been heated artificially, kept from wind, rain, and sun, and kept free of predators to pasture can be difficult. Before the move is made, you should:

•   Wait until the chicks have developed their scapular feathers, the little band of feathers above their wings on their backs. The feathers look a little like the shoulder pads on football players. They act to insulate the chicks from sun, cold, or wet conditions. Typically, chicks develop these feathers at about three weeks of age. Chicks should not be moved outside if nighttime temperatures within the pen can’t be regulated above 60 degrees Fahrenheit, otherwise, they’ll spend most of their energy keeping warm rather than growing.

•   Wait until weather patterns are stable for your move. Choose a day to transition the chicks when the next few days don’t threaten steady rain, thunderstorms, heavy winds, or intense heat.

•   Move the chicks well before sunset so they can grow accustomed to their new surroundings. Put familiar watering and feeding devices in their pens to encourage them to eat and drink immediately.

•   Have at least three sides of their new pen enclosed, and provide a heat light on a timer for the first few days to provide them with heat and light at dusk through dawn. Red-colored bulbs will disrupt their sleep patterns the least and may attract fewer predators than the white bulbs. At night, the pens should be predator proof, either closed tightly, or surrounded by electrified poultry fence.

•   Monitor the chicks closely through the first few hours in their new home. They should be scattered about, busy foraging, emitting few, if any distress sounds (high-pitched, constant peeping sounds instead of pleasant, cheerful notes of content).

•   Don’t mix different batches of chicks together at the time of the move. This can lead to bullying or distraction from eating and drinking.
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Buff Silver meat birds huddle together in a chicken tractor—a portable coop. The coop allows for the birds to be on fresh grass and distributes their manure.

•   Make sure that feeding and watering stations are sheltered so that the young birds are not forced out in downpours or extreme heat to forage. These can either be areas inside an enclosed pen that are covered, or individual range shelters that act to keep feeding stations dry. Changing the location of feeding and watering stations will also distribute areas littered with grain and wet ground. The birds will tend to defecate more near where they are fed and watered, so manure will be more widely distributed if the stations are moved daily.

•   As the birds mature, your management of feeding areas and shelter will change. When the birds are small, their feeding stations may need to be changed less frequently. As they mature, you may find yourself moving feeding stations and pens every day where they seek out shelter during inclement weather and at night. You may need to rotate the electrified boundary fences to change out their yards. At Fat Rooster Farm, we start out each new batch of chicks that is introduced to pasture by providing an enclosed shelter surrounded by electrified poultry fencing. As the birds grow accustomed to their outside quarters, we remove the fencing, allowing them to mix with the other birds. There is still predator protection along the perimeter of the common yard, and the night shelters continue to be moved so that a manure pack doesn’t build up where the birds roost during the night.



How to Feed Your Chickens

Proper feed storage will reduce the chance of spoilage, as well as discourage an abundance of skunks, rodents, birds, and insects that are attracted to the free lunch.
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