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To my parents, who instilled a love of animals in me, my wonderful family, who puts up with my crazy critter antics, and all my friends and fans who put up with me babbling about chickens, thank you!
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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Hi! I’m Mindie and I live in Michigan. Growing up in a rural area, I had the joy of raising rabbits, chickens, goats, and sheep. I joined 4H, and every summer I looked forward to showing my animals at the county fair. For me it wasn’t all about winning; it was about seeing old friends and learning new things. Don’t get me wrong, the ribbons and trophies were nice, but for me, I just liked spending time with my animals.


Many years later, my own children got to grow up with amazing animals like chickens! And while I enjoyed teaching my sons about chickens, I love to help other families on their poultry-keeping journey as well. Whether it is giving a poultry talk at a feed store or going shopping for chicks with my youngest son’s friend to help him start a flock of his own, I have always enjoyed sharing my knowledge of chickens with others.


I hope you learn and gain your own chicken confidence with the help of this book!
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A Pet with Perks


When I was a kid, chickens were something only country folks kept. Now that I have my own children, backyard chicken keeping has become popular and is on the rise, and for good reason! Chickens are fun and friendly, but they give you more than just entertainment and friendship—chickens have become the pet that makes breakfast!


Chickens each have their own personality. They recognize you and will come running to see you, just like other pets. But what sets chickens apart from “normal” pets is not just the eggs they lay. Chickens are hardworking! They spend all day eating bugs, like ticks. They eat weeds and clean up leftovers from your kitchen. And all that eating comes out as great fertilizer for your yard and garden.


Chickens like to cuddle and be petted, if you raise then from chicks. They form families, which you will be part of! They can be trained where to put themselves to bed, along with tricks, just like your dog. Chickens can provide hours of entertainment—watching them interact and communicate is like having a reality show in your own backyard!


But Are Chickens Right for You and Your Family?


Depending on who you talk to, chicken keeping can be easier than owning a dog. But properly caring for any animal requires some work. Chickens don’t take up much space, but you will have to tend to their needs every morning and lock them up safe every night. You will need to feed them, give them water, and clean up after them. You will also have to collect eggs.


If your family travels a lot, chickens may not be the right fit for you. Finding someone to chicken-sit can be a challenge. Sharing fresh eggs with your neighbors is a great way to win friends and hopefully a helping hand once in a while when you need it.


But aren’t chickens expensive? That depends on you! Chicks themselves are cheap enough. Food for them is not any worse than other pet food. Housing doesn’t have to be bought, you can repurpose a shed you already have. Not to mention there are plenty of do-it-yourself projects that can keep cost down versus buying everything new.


Can I Own Chickens?


You will need to check with your city to see if you are allowed to have chickens. A simple phone call to your clerk’s office is best done BEFORE you get chickens. The rules about owning chickens depends on zoning and is different in every area. Some towns have guidelines on how many chickens you can have, limits on keeping roosters, and some even spell out exactly where you have to place your coop in relationship to property lines! All of this is important to know before you buy chicks.


But what if you find out you’re not allowed to legally have chickens?! You can always try to change the law. Your local government has meetings and you can petition to have the law changed. Make sure to dress nice and prepare to present facts to argue why the law should be changed. Most cities worry about smells, noise, and pest control. Be sure to find out what your town’s concerns are and address them with facts. Getting your neighbors to attend meetings as a show of support is a great way to let lawmakers know that it’s not just you who wants the law changed.


Have You Ever Held a Chicken?


Most people haven’t! While owning chickens is a great idea, you need to do some research first. Local feed stores sometimes have workshops for people interested in getting into backyard chicken keeping. You can also visit poultry shows, like a county fair, to see and experience what it is like to be around chickens.


I recommend finding other backyard chicken keepers. Most backyard chicken keepers love to talk about their flock! They can make recommendations on coop setups, share tips, and help troubleshoot problems. Having a friend who also raises chickens is a great way to learn and you will always have someone who is just as excited as you are to talk chickens with!


Things You Need to Know Before Getting Chickens


When building or buying a coop, the accepted standard is that each chicken needs four square feet of coop space inside and about ten feet of run space outside. Those measurements are for one bird. You will have to figure out how many chickens you want and multiply it by those numbers. Giving them more space than recommended decreases problems with bullying and boredom.
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Our chicken coop is an old shed. While it isn’t as fancy or pretty as a store-bought coop, it does give them much more space to live. We free range our flock, so they have about ¼ of an acre to spread out. This gives each bird the chance to do their own thing, get away from each other, and scratch for yummy bugs.


Did you know chickens can live 8–10 years? As hens get older, they lay fewer eggs. If your local laws only allowed a few chickens, think about only getting a couple at a time. That way when your first group of chickens start laying less eggs, you can add a couple newer layers to the flock.


Some breeds of chickens are raised for meat production, while others are better at laying eggs. Some people only keep their laying chickens a couple years and then butcher them to make room for younger, more productive layers. We don’t eat our laying hens when they are no longer productive because older hens provide necessary roles in the flock. Because we let them grow old, we have gotten to experience the wonders and dynamics of a multigenerational flock.


Our oldest hen is the boss. Every member of the flock looks to her for leadership. She is the “mom” to everyone. Each chicken plays a role in their family group and older hens can be valuable in keeping the peace in your flock!


CHICKEN MYTHS AND FACTS


MYTH: You need a rooster in order for hens to lay eggs.


FACT: Hens will lay eggs regardless of if a rooster is present. The roosters serve the same purpose as any other mate in the animal kingdom, and that is to fertilize the egg.


MYTH: Chickens are loud.


FACT: Hens are no louder than humans! On average a hen clucks at about 60 decibels. Scientific studies done inside poultry farm buildings during the day range from 50–90 decibels. Those farms have way more chickens than you will have in your backyard. For reference, an average dog barking is around 80–100 decibels.


MYTH: Chickens are dirty and stink.


FACT: Chickens themselves are very clean animals and spend a lot of time preening (taking care of their feathers) and taking dust baths. Chicken poop, on the other hand, can stink and that is why you should keep your coop clean and compost the poop to be used as fertilizer.


MYTH: Chickens attract rodents and predators.


FACT: Chicken feed can be kept in a metal trash can to keep rodents out of your coop. Just because they will eat chicken food too doesn’t mean it’s the chicken’s fault they are there. Let’s face it, wild animals are attracted to all sorts of food. They are already in residential neighborhood eating out of trash bins and raiding birdfeeders.
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Chicken Anatomy 101


Chickens are amazing animals. Sure, they lay eggs, but there is so much more to know about your flock! But where can you learn more? Your local library and the Internet have a lot of information, but you have to be careful to do proper research. Your best bet is to just keep reading this book!


Common chicken keeping terms can be a little confusing at first. Pullet, brooder, lash egg, what? Don’t worry, I’ll explain them all throughout the book. But for now, we will cover the basics.


Poultry: domestic birds including chickens, turkeys, geese, and ducks, raised for the production of meat or eggs.


Chick: newly hatched chicken.


Pullet: a young female chicken less than a year old who hasn’t laid an egg.


Hen: an adult female chicken who lays eggs.


Cockerel: a young male chicken less than a year old.


Rooster: an adult male chicken.


Flock: a group of birds living together.
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Chickens have some of the same body parts we do, though seeing their ears can be a challenge sometimes! And their eyes are way cooler than ours! Not to mention they carry around their own “hair care products.” Let’s talk about some of the different body parts and what they do.


Comb: the fleshy red growth on the top of a chicken’s head which helps regulate body temperature.


Crop: part of the digestive tract that serves as a temporary storage space of food.


Hackles: feathers over the back of a chicken which are pointed in males and rounded in females.


Hock: the “knee” joint of a bird.


Preen gland: an oil sack on the back, near the base of the tail. Chickens use this oil to straighten and clean their feathers.


Shank: the part of a bird’s leg between the foot and the hock.


Spur: the sharp protrusion on the back of a bird’s leg. Usually found on male chickens, but in some breeds the females grow them, too. Spurs are used for fighting and self-defense.


Vent: the opening in the chicken’s bottom where eggs and poop come out. Both the digestive and reproductive systems empty through the vent opening.


Wattle: the flap of skin under the chin of a chicken that helps regulate body temperature.


FASCINATING FACTS ABOUT CHICKEN EYES
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Chickens possess more types of cones than humans do.


They have a cone for ultraviolet light which allows them to “see” shiny bugs and colors like red more easily as they reflect the UV light, versus things that don’t reflect the UV light, like dirt.


Chickens also have double cone in their eyes, which enables them to sense slight movements better. This is good for hunting bugs and detecting the fast movements of predators.


A chicken can use each eye independently, on different tasks, at the same time.


Because their eyes are on the sides of their head, chickens have a 300-degree field of vision without turning their head.


In addition to the upper and lower eyelids, chickens have a third eyelid with a nictating membrane. This third eyelid slides horizontally across their eye to protect it from debris. Some reptiles, birds, and sharks also have nictating membranes.


Eyes


Do chickens see better than humans? Yes and no.


Did you know that eyes are made up of these things call rods and cones? Rods are for night vision and cones deal with daytime vision. When it comes to chickens, they have WAY more cones then rods, but what does that mean?
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Simply put, did you ever wonder why chickens seem to put themselves to bed at night? Once dusk hits, our flock is always on their roost, and it’s because of the low number of rods in their eyes! Because they are diurnal, chickens have evolved with a low number of rods, whereas an owl or say a raccoon has a much higher number, giving it better night vision. So, when it comes to night vision, chickens don’t fare any better than we do bumping around in the dark.


But in the daylight, chickens see WAY better than humans. We humans see red, blue, and green wavelengths. Chickens not only have more cones than we do, but those cones are organized within the retina in a mosaic pattern that allows them to see more wavelengths on the spectrum! Chickens even have a cone that can detect violet wavelengths, including some ultraviolet. They also have a specialized receptor called a double cone that scientists believe helps them detect motion. So that’s how they get all those bugs!


Comb and Wattles


Both male and female chickens have fleshy growths on the tops of their heads called combs. Wattles are the two oval fleshy growths that hang below their chin. But why do chickens have them?


Have you ever seen a dog panting on a hot summer day? Different animals have different ways of dealing with heat. When your dog’s body temperature gets too high, the dog will begin to pant to regulate their temperature. Did you know chickens also pant when they get too hot? They also have a second way to regulate their body temperature—their comb and wattles.


The chicken’s blood is circulated through the comb and wattles to help keep the chicken cool in hot weather. The blood is cooled by the air before traveling back through the bird’s body. It works just like the radiator in a car! While all combs help with regulating body heat, they don’t all look the same. There are several common types of combs.
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Single: The single comb is the most common. It is a straight row of spikes starting at the chicken’s beak and running back to the back of the head. Breed example: Australorp, Cochin, Rhode Island Red, and Leghorn.


Rose: Rose combs are normally flatter and close to the bird’s head. The comb starts at the top of the beak and looks like a cylinder that is covered in wrinkles. Breed example: Wyandottes, Dominiques, and Sebrights.


Strawberry: Strawberry combs are similar to rose combs, except that they form no point and are not as flat. They are bumpy and can resemble strawberries! Breed example: Malays and Yokohamas.


Cushion: The cushion comb is similar to the rose comb, but cushion combs are rounded and smaller. Breed example: Chanteclers.


Pea: The pea comb is one of the smallest types of combs. It has three small ridges of “peas,” or bumps. It starts at the top of the head and goes down to the beak. The middle row should be tallest. Breed example: Ameraucanas and Cornish.


V-Shaped: This comb has two distinct sections that resemble the letter “V.” They can also look like they have little horns! Breed examples: Houdans, Polish, and Sultans.


Walnut: Walnut combs look like a walnut. They are big, pitted, and round. Breed example: Silkies.


Buttercup: The buttercup comb has a very small single comb in the center, with larger ones on either side. This comb looks like a crown. Breed example: Sicilian Buttercups.


Each comb looks the way it does because of where each breed originated in the world. Chickens with larger combs come from warmer areas of the globe because they need more surface space on the comb to cool their blood quicker. Chickens with smaller combs are from regions where frostbite is an issue.


The comb also helps attract a mate. A large bright comb is a sign of health and strength. The rooster’s comb is larger and brighter than that of a hen. It’s a way for him to say “look at me, ladies!” But, even among hens, the brightness and size of a comb often plays a part in who is the boss or alpha hen.
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Because we now live in a world where things can be shipped globally, you can raise chickens from all over the world! While it is fun to have so many choices, not all breeds of chickens do best in every climate. If you want a healthy flock, you should select breeds that fit well in the climate where you live.
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Cold Hardy Breeds


Chickens tend to be generally cold hardy. Most chicken breeds prefer temperatures under 80°F. But certain breeds, such as those with large combs and wattles, or those with smaller body masses, don’t do as well in the winter.


Cold hardy breeds for the most part all share some basic characteristics including smaller combs, larger body mass, and the breed having originated in the more northern climates, all of which helps them handle cold temperatures far better than other breeds.


Often the name of the breed is a tip-off. Breeds that have northern states in their names, such as the Rhode Island Red or Delaware, are more cold weather–tolerant.


Ameraucana


Australorp


Brahma


Buckeye


Buff Orpington


Cochin


Delaware


Easter Egger


Jersey Giant


Marans


Plymouth Rock


Rhode Island Red


Sussex


Wyandotte
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Heat Tolerant Breeds


Certain breeds, such as those with smaller body masses and larger combs fare better in the heat. Lighter-colored breeds such as Leghorns tend to handle the heat better than darker breeds. Many of the heat-hardy breeds originated in the Mediterranean, go figure!


Appenzeller Spitzhauben


Barred Rock


Black Sumatra


Brahma


Delaware


Easter Egger


Egyptian Fayoumi


Leghorn


Polish


Rhode Island Red


Sicilian Buttercup


Silkie


Sussex


Welsummer


You may have noticed that some breeds made both the cold and heat tolerant lists. Some breeds can handle a wide range of temperatures. Since we live where the temperatures can range from -30°F in the winter to pushing into the 90s in the summer, we pick breeds that span both lists.
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Feathers


Think of feathers as your chicken’s clothing. Feathers help regulate the chicken’s body temperature and protect their skin. Feathers are made of keratin, the same stuff that makes up your fingernails and hair. While a chicken can lose a feather and grown a new one at any time, new feather growth is usually done during molting.


Each feather has a hard, central area called a shaft. Immature feathers have a vein in the shaft and are called pin feathers because they look like pins sticking out of the chicken’s skin. These feathers are covered with a thin, white, papery coating that wears off or is groomed off by the chicken. When the cover comes off, the feather expands and the vein in the shaft dries up. A mature feather shaft is hollow and is called a quill.


Feathers grow out of follicles in the chicken’s skin. Did you know that around each feather follicle in the skin are groups of tiny muscles? These muscles allow the feather to be raised and lowered, allowing the bird to fluff itself up! To keep feathers in tip-top condition, chickens must be able to take regular dust baths and preen. Good feather growth and maintenance requires proteins, amino acids, minerals, and vitamins.


Types of Feathers
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Down


When a chick hatches, it has a coat of fluffy down. This very fine layer of feathers covers young birds and is found under the contour feathers of older birds. These feathers have a loose structure and trap air, helping to insulate the chicken.


Contour


Contour feathers are the outer feathers that form the chicken’s shape and color. These feathers cover the wings, tail, and most of the body. Each contour feather has a shaft with barbs. There are tiny barbules that radiate from the barbs, which lock together to create a strong, smooth feather.


Some breeds have different structured contour feathers that change their appearance. Silkies, for example, have more delicate shafts and long barbs. The barbules are drawn-out and arranged unevenly, giving them their soft feathered and fluffy appearance. Frizzle-feathered chickens have a feather mutation that causes the shaft of the feather to curl or twist. These feathers stick out in a random fashion, like they are having a bad hair day!


Semiplumes


Beneath the contour feathers are semiplume feathers that act as extra insulation. They have a shaft like contour feathers, but not the hooks that hold the barbs together, so they get the soft appearance of down feathers.


Filoplumes


These feather structures are located at the base of each contour feather. Filoplumes are stiff and hair-like in appearance. These feathers don’t have muscles around them, but they do have nerve endings that react to help keep the contour feathers in their proper place.


Preen Gland


The preen or urophygial gland is a small bump found at the base of a chicken’s tail on their back. The gland produces oil which is rich in waxes and fatty acids. Chickens will collect the oil on their beak and spreads it over their feathers. But why?


Sometimes the barbs on a feather will pull apart, making the feather useless for insulating the chicken’s body. A chicken will collect the oil from the preen gland and run the feathers through their beak forcing the barbules to hook back onto the barbs so that the feather can function properly. Not only does the oil help repair the feathers, but it is vital in proper feather cleaning and maintenance. With their own built-in “hair care” products, chickens can keep their feathers in tip-top condition.


Spur


When it comes to the animal kingdom there are predators and prey. Chickens are prey animals—which means other animals eat them. Chickens don’t have teeth and can’t fight back. Or can they? While chickens aren’t equipped with razor sharp teeth, they do have spurs to help them fight.


Spurs are actually part of the leg bone, and they’re covered with keratin, the same hard material found in a chicken’s beak. They grow, harden, and sometimes curl, developing a sharp tip. Both hens and rooster can have spurs. Rooster spurs are much larger and are an effective weapon for protecting a flock from predators and defending his territory.


When aimed at a human, a rooster’s spurs can cause major damage. It’s important that if you keep a rooster, you have a plan for how to handle him if he becomes aggressive towards you. Some options for dealing with an overly aggressive rooster is to send him to “freezer camp.” That means you butcher him and eat him. You could try to rehome him, but not many people want an aggressive bird. Your best bet is to try showing him who the boss is by carrying him around when you are in the yard.


Usually, spurs require no maintenance. But once in a while, the spurs can grow too long and start to affect the chicken’s quality of life. There are different techniques to control spur growth. You can clip, file, and remove the outer growth. Each method has its pros and cons and each chicken keeper has to make their own decision about the best technique to use. But no matter which method you use, the spur will grow back.
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Best Breeds for Your Backyard


Things to Think about


When it comes to picking out which breeds of chickens might be right for you, keep in mind that the American Poultry Association (APA) recognizes more than 50 breeds of standard size chickens! That’s not even counting the bantam size birds! Imagine if you went to a dog show . . . Now replace all those dogs with chickens—bet you didn’t know chickens came in so many shapes and colors! So how do you pick the right chickens for you?


First, you have to decide if you want just females or if you don’t mind having a rooster. A pullet bin at your local store means that all the chicks are supposed to be female. Hatchery sexing is about 90% accurate. That means you still have a 10% chance of ending up with a male (we have ended up with a rooster out of a pullet bin before). If you want eggs you need hens, which is what a pullet will be when she grows up and starts laying eggs.


A straight run means that there are BOTH sexes in the tub full of fluffy chicks you pick from. Why is this an oh no moment? Well, because in our area, by law we are not allowed to keep roosters. The odds of getting a male chicken is way higher in a straight run. And if you aren’t allowed to have roosters, you will have to find new homes for the males you get or deal with sending them to “freezer camp.”


Another important thing to consider is how many chickens you can realistically home. If you are in an urban setting, this may be governed by an ordinance. Our little town has guidelines as to the number, sex, and housing of chickens within the town limits. Make sure you check your ordinance BEFORE you go buying birds!


Once you know how many you can legally have, keep in mind the general rule is that each chicken needs four square feet of coop floor space and an additional ten square feet of run space per chicken. Of course, if you are bringing home bantam birds, you can squeeze in a few more. You want each bird to have enough room so that they don’t start picking on each other out of boredom and confinement. We let our flock free range all day, so we don’t have to worry about them not having enough space, but we do have to worry about predators.


Now that you have figured out how many chickens you can handle, you need to think about why you’re getting them. Are you looking to collect your own eggs? Are you thinking of raising your own meat? Maybe you want to do both! Different breeds were bred for different reasons.


If you are looking for egg layers, you will want to go with Rhode Island Reds, Leghorns, or Orpingtons (just to name a few). If you are looking to raise your own meat, you will want to pick up Cornish Crosses or Freedom Rangers. Maybe you want eggs and then when production dwindles, you plan to send them to freezer camp. Dual-purpose breeds include Barred Rock, Australorp, and Brahma (among others).
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