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CHAPTER ONE

Chicken Dreams

Chickens! Years after they had begun, my sleepy chicken dreams took feathered form in an unexpected, almost explosive way. Fourteen hens in my backyard! What had I been thinking?

I had been thinking that it would be fun to keep a few birds—hens only, for roosters crow whenever they feel an unstoppable urge to crow, be it at dawn, dusk, or midnight. I live in Staunton, Virginia, a small town smack-dab in the middle of the mountain-guarded Shenandoah Valley. My neighborhood, located in one of the town’s five historic districts, features small yards and big houses set fairly close together. Round-the-clock cockadoodledooing would hardly be fair, not just to the people next door but also to those living on several streets nearby. Only hens, sweet hens, would live in my yard.

Hindsight informs me that the chicken-keeping notion began subtly when I visited my veterinarian daughter, Lisa, two decades ago. Two cages sat on the island in her kitchen, each inhabited by a pullet just sprouting her feathers. With those quills bristling from their bodies, they looked like avian versions of the porcupine. During every waking moment, the two held soft, cooing, peeping, chirping, musical conversations. Lisa also kept an outdoor rooster and hens. The rooster was a monster in both size and temperament. Part of his problem was that he was a bird bred for breast size and thus for slaughter, an event that usually takes place when a poult is only six weeks old. This rooster, however, had been allowed to grow up, and his chest was so large that he had trouble standing upright. He was as big as an eighteen-pound tom turkey. The rest of his problem was simply that he was a rooster, doomed to be mean and territorial. For him the grim reaper took the form of Biscuit, a rescued greyhound, who thought that chickens were better than rabbits as objects of the chase.
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Two little ones left behind

But I dreamed only of hens like Lisa’s softly murmurous birds. Her two were not big-breasted creatures meant to end up on Styrofoam trays wrapped in plastic in a supermarket meat department. They were leftovers from a seminar in which she had demonstrated to owners of fancy show birds how to draw their blood to test for pullorum disease, a highly contagious diarrheal salmonellosis.

“The seminar was over,” Lisa said. “Everybody else had gone, taking their chicks with them. But there were these two little ones left behind, peep-peeping away. So I said peep-peep right back, and here they came. It was freezing out; so, I wrapped them up in that old blue throw I keep in the car and took them home.”

But the pullets outgrew their cages and were put in the fenced chicken yard to join Lisa’s existing flock. However much speed and agility Lisa’s pullets had, fences did not deter Biscuit from her chosen sport. Like a hawk amid sparrows, she slaughtered all of them (unlike a hawk, she did not dine upon them). Since then, Lisa has kept many animals, mainly wheezing cats and deformed dogs. But chickens have not been part of her equation. Nonetheless, when chicken-keeping moved to the forefront of my bucket list several years ago, she sent me a book on the care and feeding of chickenkind.

My thoughts about a backyard flock were encouraged by several stimuli. One was an arm’s-length consideration inspired partly by “The It Bird,” an article by Susan Orlean that saw 2009 publication in The New Yorker. The chicken has become an object of desire for lots of city folks. As the February 2011 issue of Sunset magazine says, “The chicken coop is the new doghouse. As the backyard chicken craze spreads like wildfire, Fidos … are having to share the yard with the ladies.” I’ve also heard it said that the chicken-sitter is the new dog-walker because of the upswing in chicken popularity. The reasons for the upswing are manifold, from enjoying the friendly silliness of chickens to a new emphasis on the locavorian growing of one’s own food, be it vegetables or meat or eggs. Through the sale of their eggs, chickens can more than pay for their feed and the straw or pine-bark bedding in the coop. More important, backyard chickens enjoy happy, cage-free lives and gobble up bugs, which enhance the color and taste of their eggs. In the matter of habitats, Ms. Orlean extolled the Eglu, which looks to me like a chicken-sized plastic cave that somewhat resembles an open eggshell. She purchased a model that included two hens in the purchase price. The Murray McMurray Hatchery, which was founded in 1917, supplied the birds.

Next steps: Order the McMurray catalog and check on Eglu pricing. An Eglu with a steel-mesh run that holds four hens or six bantams costs close to a thousand dollars when shipping charges are factored in. Granted, it comes in an enticing array of colors—bold red, hot pink, sizzling orange, sky blue, and soft green—but a thousand dollars amounts to a considerable expense, especially for someone interested in eggs and friendship. McMurray’s catalog is a beautifully illustrated encyclopedia of chicken breeds, from plump and plain-looking white, black, or red birds to birds with frizzled feathers or crests or necks completely bereft of feathers. Nor does the catalog stop at chickens but includes turkeys, ducks, geese, pheasants, quail, partridge, guinea fowl, and peacocks. For people inclined toward the exotic, black and trumpeter swans are available, along with demoiselle cranes. Of course, McMurray sells every imaginable sort of accessory for its birds—brooders, drinking fountains, electric fencing, and more, more, more. The standard order for birds involves getting twenty-five day-old chicks. What would I do with twenty-five peeping babies that needed not only warmth but also protection from predators? Inside, my two cats, hard-wired to respond to motion, would be fascinated by such lively new toys. Outside, possums and skunks roam; both relish chickens and their eggs. The Eglu and the catalog shoved my chicken dreams into a remote corner of my imagination.
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A sunny yellow Eglu

But other nudges came along. Because humankind cannot eat grass, most of my yard, front and back, has been turned into a garden. There, a year’s worth of tomatoes, green beans, limas, peas, broccoli, winter squash, and garlic grow, along with jalapeño and Serrano peppers for pickling. What would a homemade veggie delight sandwich be without pickled peppers? I also plant seasonal vegetables like carrots, radishes, lettuce, and eggplant. The soil in my yard is basically rusty-red clay studded with nuggets of limestone, some like marbles, others as big as bricks. Clay’s virtue is that it retains water. Its faults, though, are many. Earthworms do not find it easy to tunnel through clay, nor can carrots grow straight in such inelastic stuff, especially when it’s full of impediments. So, I’ve built raised beds and added many amendments. The backyard has benefited from two loads of topsoil brought in by dump truck after my husband, the Chief, had demolished the cistern that had provided house and yard with water before the city built mains. The cistern, constructed of bricks, yawned like a giant pit, ready to trap an unwary dog, cat, or child. It had to go. The Chief rented a Bobcat, knocked the bricks into the hole, brought in the topsoil, and spent a grand day roaring around the yard to spread it. The soil over the cistern sank a bit; it has provided a perfect place for a circular raised bed that has since supplied me with strawberries, butternut squash, and lima beans.

The front yard, also red clay, was not so easily and quickly amended. Too small for a Bobcat and a truckload of topsoil, it had to be treated by hand to attain its current loamy state. And what a variety of things it has received! I fed it compost from the bin in the backyard, worm castings from the local farmers’ market, alfalfa meal bought in a fifty-pound bag to dress a one-time onion patch, and rabbit pellets donated by a friend, who kept a lop-eared bunny named Alex.

Then, marvelous to say, in a gardening class, I met Geri Maloney who, with her husband, raises chickens for Tyson. “Geri,” I asked one evening, “do you have any chicken litter to spare?”

“We don’t always,” she said, “but right now we do.”

Memories surfaced of watching plays in an outdoor theater located near an egg farm. When evening breezes blew the wrong way, pee-yew! “Does it reek to high heaven?” I asked.

“Some of it’s been sitting and curing a while. Only smells bad when it’s wet. That’s what you want—composted poop and straw.”

We made a date. I borrowed a little white Toyota pickup, received enough litter to fill its bed, and drove home. Geri had warned me that moving the stuff around could stir up fine dust. So, with a mask over nose and mouth, I spent the rest of the day shoveling shit. Well-composted indeed, it had very little odor but did contain lots of feathers and a few complete birds, none of them bigger than sparrows, that had evidently been bogged down in the muck.

The litter was spread over front garden and back. The results were nothing short of miraculous. The Better Boy tomatoes grew as plump as Beefsteaks; the Red Pontiac potatoes, usually about as big as tennis balls, attained football size. Clearly, chicken litter inspired these growth spurts—and acted as an incentive for me to take dreams of chicken-keeping from the back of my mind and bring them closer to the fore. But when litter was needed, Geri could provide. No need for a backyard flock.

Just the same, hither and yon within the city limits, one could hear roosters. Sometimes, a hen or two could be seen scurrying in somebody’s garden. Then one day, Frank Strassler, the director of the Historic Staunton Foundation, an organization that oversees historic preservation in a town close to three centuries old, said, “You know, you can have chickens within the city limits.”

“Wow! Really?”

“Yes.”

But, skeptical, I called the city government’s information line. “I’ve heard that chickens are allowed in Staunton. Is that so?”

The woman on the other end of the phone said, “Let me check.” After at least a minute of silence, she returned to announce in stentorian tones, “No fowl!”

There were certainly fowl in town—but, as it seemed, fowl with no legal status. When next I saw Frank Strassler, I said, “City Hall tells me absolutely no chickens.”

What a temptation, though, to join the ranks of illegal fowl-keepers! It would not be the first time that I’d committed civil disobedience. That occurred in 2008 when I committed civil disobedience by repainting the yellow lines on either side of my driveway. The town had refused to renew the paint because to do so would violate the rules governing an historic district. But my fresh yellow lines kept people from parking across the drive. Most satisfactory!

As it turned out, though, I’d be on firm ground with chickens. After Frank learned that City Hall had put the kibosh on chicken-keeping, he said, “They haven’t read their rules lately.” He printed the pertinent section of Staunton’s city code, highlighted the parts that deal in particular with poultry, and gave me the seven-page printout for Chapter 6.05.

The code states that only the keeping of sheep and pigs is forbidden within the city limits. As for chickens, section 6.05.060 deals with “Fowl or livestock running at large.” It reads: “It shall be unlawful for any person to allow or permit any fowl, poultry, or livestock of any description to stray to public property or private premises of another, and all poultry, fowl, and livestock shall be sufficiently housed or fenced by the owner or person exercising control over the same, so as to prevent the same from trespassing or straying.” Nowhere does Chapter 6.05 limit the number of chickens. Nowhere does it prohibit roosters.

But what woman with her wits about her wants her chickens crossing the road? A coop is a given. And I have a yard with gates and chain-link fencing.

Frank did issue a caveat. “I was in a chicken co-op with some friends. The idea was getting our own eggs. But we gave the birds organic feed. Expensive! A dozen eggs cost us at least twice as much as they do in the store.”

My chickens wouldn’t get organic feed. They could subsist on ordinary laying mash, amply supplemented by the kitchen scraps, bugs, and worms in my compost bins. They could graze on the little grass of the bit of lawn that remains in the yard. They would, however, be denied scratching for food in my raised beds, for the beds would be covered with pop-up tents of green netting. My flock was coming ever closer to cooing, clucking reality.

Then a hitch developed. “Would you like to have my rabbit?” a friend asked. “For free along with her hutch?”

I’d met the rabbit in question—a small Holland Lop with a brown-and-gray marbled coat. “I suppose. Rabbits are pretty good poop factories. Why give her away?”

“She’s started to bite the hand that feeds her.”

Experience had taught me that gardens relish rabbit poop, and it has an advantage over chicken litter: It need not be composted but can be applied immediately as fertilizer. “I’ll take her,” I said.
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Holland Lop rabbit

She’d been bought as a pet for a two-year-old, but rabbits make unwieldy pets for someone so young because they can—and do—kick like mules. Rabbits can be delightful pets, but to achieve that state, they need to be played with. This little animal had never been socialized. Living in her hutch, her only contact with humankind had been the hand that fed her. Her hutch was a hexagonal palace made of wood, with a shingled roof and a white rabbit weathervane. It had three stories, an upper sleeping area, a little shelf midway, and a large lower area for bowl and chew-toys. I don’t know what her people had called her. To me she was simply Bunny. She did not bite me, but she flinched whenever my gloved hand touched her. She did bite several people unwise enough to try to pat her. I posted a sign on one of her palace’s walls:

LAPIN BIZARRE

DO NOT PUT FINGER

IN HUTCH.

SHE BITES.

Chicken dreams went into abeyance. A rabbit would be easier to care for.


CHAPTER TWO

The Ur-Chicken

In the order of things, chickens are classified this way: Kingdom, Animalia; Phylum, Chordata; Class, Aves; Order, Galliformes; Family, Phasianidae; Genus, Gallus; Species, gallus; Subspecies, domesticus. Translated, these terms amount to Animal with Backbone in the Bird class and the order of Chicken-shapes, which belong to the Pheasant family and are generically and specifically the Domestic Chicken Chicken. But before human beings thought up this order of things, there were chickens. And they didn’t care two cackles about what they were.

Birds that we would recognize as chicken-like appeared in the early Oligocene. Thus, they’ve been running around, scratching through leaves, and eating bugs for some 35 million years. In their beginnings, early fowl, including the ur-chickens, ur-turkeys, ur-geese, and ur-ducks, clucked, gobbled, and squawked before evolution ever produced hawks and eagles (perhaps so that when the raptors arrived, they would find their dinners waiting). And all this took place thousands of millennia before the ancestors of Homo sapiens rose up on their hind legs and walked.

But where did the forerunners of modern-day poultry come from? They came from those thunder-lizards, the dinosaurs—that’s where. Nineteenth-century scientists posited the descent of birds from dinosaurs. Notable among them was the physiologist and anatomist Thomas Henry Huxley, a disciple of Charles Darwin. This thesis found reinforcement in one of the premier discoveries of the late twentieth century: All avian species, from chickens and chickadees to woodpeckers and wrens, did indeed evolve from dinosaurs, and not just any dinosaurs but those known as theropods, “beast-footed” creatures, which walked on their hind legs (their forelegs were tiny in comparison) and dined mostly on flesh, though some were dedicated vegans. One of the best-known theropods is Tyrannosaurus rex, a reptile of truly intimidating proportions. (Imagine a chicken that big.)
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Thomas Henry Huxley

Many of the theropod dinosaurs, however, were smaller agile creatures that (to the joy of bird-watchers and chicken-keepers) survived the massive Cretaceous extinction—the K/T Extinction Event—that occurred at the end of the Mesozoic Era and did in most other dinosaurs. These theropods darted upright through the swamps and jungles of the Cretaceous Period about 65 million years ago. Fossils show that a group of them, the coelurosaurs—the “hollow-tail lizards”—had features remarkably like those that would characterize the birds of the future. One kind of coelurosaur, the maniraptor or “hand-seizer,” is likely to have been one of the great-great-granddaddies of birds. A lovely feathered specimen that probably behaved like a roadrunner is Rahona ostromi or “Ostrom’s cloud,” which was found in Madagascar in 1995. Ostromi honors John Ostrom, a Yale scientist who catalogued the points of similarity between maniraptors and birds. Those points are wondrously many. A maniraptor’s bones were thin and hollow. Its hands had claws, and its eyes were big and round. Its collarbone was fused to form a wishbone. Its foot had four toes, three of which faced forward to support the animal. It had gizzard stones in its digestive system to help grind food. It laid and brooded eggs; science has since discovered that the egg-laying anatomy and the microstructure of eggshells is similar in both maniraptor and bird. It had scales, produced by thickened patches, called placodes, on its epidermis. Because scale-forming placodes deposit new cells on just one of their sides, scales are horizontal. Somewhere along the evolutionary line, the placodes underwent a genetic mutation that caused them to deposit new cells in a cylindrical ring, creating vertical filaments and bristles. These proto-feathers insulated theropod legs and bodies and thus helped to maintain body temperature. It may well be that these rudimentary feathers were used in sexual displays. A science writer who has studied the evolution of feathers notes that alligators and crocodiles are the closest living relatives of birds and dinosaurs. He writes, “Although these scaly beasts obviously do not have feathers today, the discovery of the same gene in alligators that is involved in building feathers in birds suggests that perhaps their ancestors did, 250 million years ago before the lineages diverged. So perhaps the question to ask, say some scientists, is not how birds got their feathers, but how alligators lost theirs.”
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Rahona ostromi, a birdlike dinosaur

Like its bird descendants, the maniraptor had no urinary bladder. Egg-laying and the absence of a bladder need a few words. Imagine trying to become airborne in the presence of internal weights that insist on obeying gravity. External reproduction helped lift flying creatures aloft because they did not have to carry their embryonic young. And, as we know from observing bird-splat on our windows and cars, the stuff that passes for bird urine has considerable substance. Most of its water has been resorbed, thus eliminating another weight.

R. ostromi, however birdlike it looked in its encasing feathers, was not a bird but rather a dinosaur. Its classification goes this way: Kingdom, Animalia; Phylum, Chordata; Class, Reptilia; Superorder, Dinosauria. In other words, it was an animal with a backbone that belonged to the reptiles and, in particular, the dinosaurs.

Non-dinosaurian birdkind actually got off the ground some 161 million years ago in the Late Jurassic period. Scientists have speculated from fossil evidence that nature may well have experimented early on with a four-winged version. The ur-birds, however many wings they had, coexisted with pterosaurs, “winged lizards,” which were beaked, birdlike reptiles probably capable of short bursts of powered flight. Pterosaurs represent, however, an example of convergent evolution—in this case, the development of similar but not related flying creatures. They died, along with most other kinds of dinosaur, in the K/T Extinction Event. The best-known proto-bird of the Jurassic was Archaeopteryx lithographica, or “ancient feather drawn in stone.” Its first fossil, found back in 1860, was that of a single feather, and it came from a limestone deposit in Bavaria, where subsequent fossils, some of them whole skeletons, have since come to light. This particular ur-bird exhibits theropod characteristics and seems likely to have had theropod ancestors. Like them, it had teeth, there were claws on the ends of its feathered wings, and its backbone stretched out into a tail. About the size of a big crow, it could fly but only in a clumsy, short-distance fashion (much in the manner of, oh yes, a chicken). Science classifies it as a true bird: Kingdom, Animalia; Phylum, Chordata; Class, Aves. Aves is the Latin word for “birds.”
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Archaeopteryx

Another equally ancient member of the Aves, the true birds, was Confuciusornis sanctus, or “holy Confucius-bird.” It was discovered in China in 1994. Hundreds more have since been found. About the size of a pigeon, it looked a bit more like a modern bird with its horny, toothless beak, and short, fused tailbones. But, like archaeopteryx, it could not lift its wings above its shoulders, and thus was not capable of sustained, wing-flapping flight. Ancient Feather and Confucius-Bird are not to be thought of as the direct progenitors of today’s more than nine thousand avian species. Despite their inclusion in the Class Aves, they were primitive cousins.
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Enanthiornithes, a true bird

Nor were some of the lineages that evolved during the Cretaceous directly ancestral, although they were classed as Aves. Prominent among them were the Hesperornithiformes, the “western bird-forms,” that swam (think penguins); the toothed Ichthyornithiformes, the “fishy bird-forms,” that most likely fed on fish; and the Enantiornithes, the “opposite birds,” that readily took to the air. Reconstruction of one species shows a beautiful creature with a stout finch-like beak and dense, pinkish feathers speckled with brown on head and chest. The shape of the beak is accurate because it was preserved in stone, as were the feathers, though their colors strike me as wishful thinking. No one knows just why Cyril Walker, the scientist who described the birds, called them “opposite,” but a bit of guesswork by other scientists posits that “opposite” reflects the fact that they show anatomical features that are inversions of those found in modern birds. These contrarians may represent a convergent evolution in birdkind. Science classifies them as Aves, true birds of the Kingdom Animalia and the Phylum Chordata. But they, the fishy-forms, and the western-forms all suffered extinction in the K/T Event. Chickens and all other modern avian species evolved from the theropod-descended birds that miraculously made it through the massive die-off that killed most other reptiles. Yes, birds, which developed from a long line of reptiles, can rightly be called reptiles. But, because that word summons snakes to the human imagination, we’ve glommed onto Aves, a word that nicely camouflages reality. Luckily, no birds are venomous. Would we find snakes more pleasing if they had feathers?

The trick that sets many birds apart from their ancestors is flight. Granted, not all birds take to the air. The ratites, like the emu, ostrich, and cassowary, are earthbound, as is the completely wingless kiwi and the penguins, which have flippers. Theories have it that airborne birds are descended either from arboreal theropods that gradually evolved wings to glide, then fly or, more likely, from terrestrial theropods that achieved flight in three stages. First, mini-wings that looked like tissue stretched under forelimbs acted as parachutes; second, when larger wings developed, flapping them led to flight; and, third, fully formed wings sent birds aloft to soar. But most Galliformes are not high fliers; they’re terrestrial birds, with most of them given to only short bursts of flight. And, as we all know, domestic chickens have a hard time getting off the ground, and when they do, they don’t stay up there very long.

Two questions regarding chickens pop up persistently: Why did the chicken cross the road? And, which came first, the chicken or the egg? The second question falls into a category known as a causality dilemma—which of two possibilities was the prime cause? The answer to this one is that because the dinosaur came first and because it laid eggs, the egg antedates the chicken by millions of years. If you rephrase the question to pose a new causality dilemma—Which came first, the dinosaur or the egg?—a scientific answer can be provided. It depends upon the zygote, which is the first cell created by the union of male sperm and female ovum. And the zygote is the place in which small mutations in DNA occur. Here’s what the website How Stuff Works has to say: “Prior to that first true chicken zygote, there were only non-chickens. The zygote cell is the only place where DNA mutations could produce a new animal, and the zygote cell is housed in the chicken’s egg. So, the egg must have come first.” This explanation needs slight alteration, for it presupposes a mutant zygote in a chicken’s egg. It should read simply that the zygote is housed in the egg.

As for the first question, let’s get that one out of the way right now before this exploration of our earliest chickens moves on to less frivolous realms. Conventional wisdom has it that the chicken crossed the road to get to the other side, but given the bird’s tendency to one-upmanship among its own kind, it crossed the road to show the possum that it could be done.

A question of considerably more interest is: When and where did our domestic chickens originate? The answer is: in the forests of northeastern India, southern China, Malaysia, and other parts of southeastern Asia. An intermediary between yesterday’s birds and today’s chickens was the Malaysian russet-colored megapode, a mound-builder. And this megapode—the word means “big foot”—was transformed in the passage of time to the immediate wild ancestor of chickens, a wild ancestor that is still very much in evidence in its original home. It’s the red jungle fowl, strutting and scratching through leaf litter. Science calls it Gallus gallus gallus, “Cock cock cock,” a name that comes close to crowing in its redundancy. The third gallus denotes its subspecies, for it is the primary member of a flock of six subspecies, found generally in Asia, except for one—G. g. domesticus, the “domesticated cock cock,” or our everyday chicken, which has certainly conquered the world.
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Red jungle fowl cock and hen

Several species of jungle fowl apart from the red may also be found today in Asia: the grey jungle fowl, G. sonneratii or “Sonnerat’s cock,” of India (Pierre Sonnerat, 1748–1814, was a French naturalist and explorer); the green jungle fowl, G. varius or “vari-colored cock,” of Java; and the Sri Lankan jungle fowl, G. lafayetii. The hens of all species are uniformly drab birds, half the size of their mates and clad in brownish feathers, but the roosters are glorious, every last one wearing a veritable Joseph’s coat of colors. Though in size he’s not much bigger than a bantam, the red jungle fowl is a spectacularly handsome bird, with a distinctively large white earlobe, a cape of long golden feathers pendant from his neck to his shoulders, body decked in brown and bright maroon, an arched and plumy tail with iridescent glints of blue, purple, and green, and wicked spurs on the backs of his legs.

I wonder how many of the birdwatchers who travel the world to add new species to their life lists have included jungle fowl as birds that must be seen. Or have they been dismissed simply as chickens? If they want to see these birds in pure form, they need to hurry, for jungle fowl in every country where they are endemic now suffer hybridization due to interbreeding with G. g. domesticus. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) deems them birds of least concern on its red list of endangered species. After all, a chicken is a chicken is a chicken. Why fret?

Science now declares that our backyard birds are indeed directly descended from red jungle fowl with a dash of Sonnerat’s thrown in for good measure. The next question is, why domesticate this wildling? One reason has nothing whatsoever to do with its edibility, although it and its eggs, as well, must have been served up not infrequently for supper. One of the original bargains involved in domesticating the red jungle fowl took place in the Indus Valley of India in the fourth or third millennium BC. It was not one that traded care for eggs, meat, and feathers. Rather, entertainment was at the top of the human agenda. Exchanges of money and goods surely took place, too, either as a purchase price for the birds as merchandise or as bets. The primary interest of the keepers lay in cockfighting, a bloody sport that spread rapidly through Asia, the Near East, and Africa. I’ve heard it said that a gamecock does not know that he is beaten as long as a spark of life remains.

ARKive, a website devoted to presenting pictures and information about the world’s endangered species, offers a rip-tearing video of two red jungle fowl roosters battling to see who can claim title to Cock of the Walk. The two engage in a sort of avian kickboxing, with one, then the other having at it with his legs, claws, and spurs. Feathered balls of fury, they kick and kick again, lifting each other into the air. They tumble, rise, and fight again. The golden feathers in their capes bristle in indignation. It’s easy to see how such fierce competition between two handsome, highly colored birds whetted a human bloodlust: If they do this as a matter of course, why not take bets? I think that the most spirited money makers must have been caged so that they couldn’t get away.

[image: images]

Chinese zodiac sign for the rooster

In the last few decades, archaeologists have discovered evidence for an eggs-meat-feathers bargain in China that occurred far earlier than the Indus Valley’s fourth-millennium domestication. The eggs-meat-feathers bargain may well have taken place in 6,000 BC when people apparently transported red jungle fowl to dry northern China, far from their wonted forest habitat. The chicken bones that have been found came from birds larger than jungle fowl, though they’re not so large as the bones of today’s domestic fowl. And not just chicken bones but earthenware models of the bird have been unearthed in China. Excavations there have found remains of domesticated chickens in at least sixteen Neolithic sites, all of which predate the Indus Valley civilizations that specialized in cockfights. Other sites in Asia and—surprise!—in Europe also predate the goings-on in the Indus Valley. The jungle fowl was a well-traveled bird.

The Chinese zodiac, which dates back to at least the fifth century BC, attests to the popularity of the bird, for the rooster is one of its twelve animals. Legend has it that when Buddha prepared to cast off his earthly body, he summoned all the animals. Only twelve came: dog, dragon, goat, horse, monkey, ox, pig, rabbit, rat, rooster, snake, and tiger. Buddha decided to name a year after each of those faithful animals. People born in the year of the rooster (as I was) are said to exhibit some stellar qualities, like resilience and courage, and some that are much less desirable, like conceit, impatience, and bossiness.

Cockfighting and chicken-keeping spread rapidly eastward into the South Pacific from China and westward from the Indus Valley. Chicken bones have been found in Egyptian tombs dating back to the Old Kingdom in the third millennium BC. The birds arrived in Greece no later than 700 BC, and the Greeks acknowledged their origins by calling different breeds Median and Chalcidian, names that refer to places in Persia and Syria respectively. A local breed, the Tanagrian, had also been established just north of Athens. It was black with a bright red comb and wattles and a few white speckles about the beak and the tail. The birds from Tanagra and the Near East were said to be unsuited for laying but fit indeed for combat. Nonetheless, the Tanagrian coloration is still common in Mediterranean countries.

Not long thereafter, various strains of domesticated jungle fowl made their way to Rome and thence into northern Europe. Spanish conquistadors introduced the battling birds into the New World, though there is reliable DNA evidence that the Araucana breed native to Chile is pre-Columbian and crossed the Pacific with Polynesian sailors. This South Pacific morph of the jungle fowl is distinguished by its complete lack of a tail, the prominent tufts of feathers on its ears, and the production of pale blue eggs. An occasional bird will lay eggs of a soft olive green. Interbreeding has produced Araucana hybrids with tails and without tufts, but the laying of blue eggs is still characteristic. I have found no evidence anywhere that, once the Araucana breed had been established, the roosters were sent into mortal combat.

[image: images]

Tailless Araucana pullets

Today, cockfighting has been declared illegal throughout the United States. Louisiana was the last state to outlaw it, but in 2008, banned not only cockfighting but gambling on it. Nonetheless, even though the blood sport is outlawed, gamecocks may easily be found. I’ve seen working birds on a farm only fifteen miles from Staunton. They are gaudy, loudmouthed, and spurred with stiletto-like spikes, made more wicked by the attachment of steel spur covers. Gamecocks, though larger, resemble their wild red ancestor more closely than do any other domestic chickens.

For the ur-chicken in all its guises from theropod through archaeopteryx and enantiornithes to early jungle fowl, our main evidence arises from paleontology and archaeology. We have lots of fossils and some clay models, but written records are absent. Along the way, however, the ur-chicken turned into the classical chicken, about which we find much pictorial—and a bit of verbal—evidence in Egypt and Greece. It was in Rome that chicken-keeping found eloquent commentators.


CHAPTER THREE

The Classical Chicken

Today, we associate ancient Egypt with the Nile, pyramids, and the sphinx, hieroglyphics, animal- and bird-headed deities, and rulers both illustrious and notorious, like Tutankhamun and Cleopatra. As it happened, the Egyptians raised chickens in factory farms. The Chinese also went in for large-scale chicken farming, perhaps as early as the fourth millennium BC. A look at Egyptian practice will serve to illustrate what was done in China. The Egyptian bargain may have been, “We’ll care for you so that you feed the villagers building the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings.”

The first representation of a chicken in Egypt appears about 1840 BC in the days of the Middle Kingdom. Four hundred years later, the pharaoh Thutmose III, who reigned from 1479 to 1425 BC, acknowledged tribute paid in chickens by an unidentified place in the Near East: “Four birds of this country. They bear every day.” And the tomb of King Tut, who ruled from 1333 to 1323 BC, yielded a painted potsherd depicting the head of a rooster. These paintings point to a lively trade in exotica with other countries; they do not begin to suggest that chickens had become a common agricultural animal in Egypt. Cocks, however, were sacrificed to the god Osiris.

The factory farms seem to have gone into business no later than the reign of Thutmose III. Aristotle (388–322 BC) noted the practice but did not understand just what was taking place. “Eggs are hatched by the incubation of birds,” he says, “but they are also hatched spontaneously by being placed among dung in the earth, as is the case in Egypt.” Eggs are certainly involved, and dung as well. The practice, however, involves no spontaneity; rather, it is ingeniously planned and executed. In the fourth century BC and probably earlier, the Egyptians built hatching ovens, which were large buildings constructed of thick mud bricks. George Sandys, a British traveler who visited Egypt in the early 1600s, describes these wonders as they had existed for well nigh a thousand years: “Here hatch they egges by artificial heat in infinite numbers.” The ovens were placed on either side of an arched entrance tunnel, and they were double, each with a lower and an upper floor, crowned by a conical roof with a vent for releasing smoke. The lower floors were covered with mats “and upon them egges, at least six thousand in an oven.” The upper floors were actually mat-covered gratings, on which:
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