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  To the chickens that have graced our homestead, I’m indebted to your wise teachings. To the powers above and the earth below, I am grateful for your abundant blessings. To my husband, my children, and all the amazing people in my life, I am thankful for your support and your love, which sustain me.
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            1. Get Started:


            Living a Sexy Sustainable Lifestyle

          
        

      
    

  


  The world is mud-luscious and puddle-wonderful.

  —e.e. cummings


  There are four simple facts that govern this guide:


  
    1.    Baby chicks are crazy-huggable-adorable and they grow up to be beautiful, bountiful chickens.

  


  
    2.    Everything fresh and organic looks, tastes, and is better for you.

  


  
    3.    Conserving our natural resources is vital to the future of our planet and better for our pocketbooks.

  


  
    4.    Sexy doesn’t come from a bottle or a well-fitted brassiere. It radiates from inside and illuminates the world through our actions and choices.

  


  Sustainable living has acquired a bit of a bad rap over the years. From extremist position visions of zombie apocalypse shelters to real little houses on the prairie—any way you slice it, the vision often doesn’t mesh well with the advances of our modern world.


  As someone who grew up watching Little House on the Prairie, I certainly day dreamed about hanging out in that simpler time, but it wasn’t as if I was willing to give up my Billy Idol T-shirt or Star Wars figure collection to get there.


  Though I opt to embrace a sustainable lifestyle today, I’m still resistant to giving up certain things like my smartphone or dishwasher. Instead, I make informed decisions about the products I purchase; reduce energy use whenever and wherever possible; and reuse, repurpose, and recycle. To conserve resources, grow your own food, raise your own backyard chickens, and utilize all the glorious tools nature gives us is not only practical, it’s doable!


  Sustainable living boasts no boundaries. You don’t need massive amounts of acreage or even a fenced-in backyard. We may not be 100 percent sustainable in our lifestyles, but we can become better in tune with our environment and conscientious about our actions. Like all aspects of life, it’s about balance, finding ways to live a greener, cleaner life within the parameters of our current lifestyles.


  There’s no need to turn your world topsy-turvy or morph into Laura Ingalls Wilder overnight. Simply make one decision right now—and you’ve already accomplished that by picking up this guide. Bravo!


  Make another change tomorrow, then another, and so on.… Each step will lead you toward reducing your eco-footprint. Each step will lead you toward a lighter, greener, sexier you—a modern, sustainable chick who embraces change and flaunts her eco-savvy chic!


  WHY DO YOU WANT TO LIVE A SUSTAINABLE LIFESTYLE?


  What initially drew you to the idea of raising chickens, organic gardening and incorporating more sustainable-living practices into your lifestyle? Are you interested in saving money, eating a more healthy diet, being on trend, going more “green,” or saving the planet one plant at a time?


  Whatever the reason, the good news is that all of the above motivators are real, tangible end-results of sustainable living.


  What does sustainable living mean? When you think about the term, what definition would you choose? (Circle the definition you feel fits best.)


  Sustainable living is…


  
    a)    reducing your carbon footprint


    b)    eating organic and “living off the land”


    c)    living in harmony with the earth


    d)    using resources efficiently and investing in renewable resources


    e)    creating a better future for the next generation


    f)    protecting and nurturing our natural resources


    g)    eliminating waste and recycling


    h)    actively pursuing a simple and balanced lifestyle


    i)    spending money and resources in a frugal way


    j)    our economy, social structure, and natural environment working in agreement for the betterment of the world

  


  If you circled all of the above answers, you are correct! Sustainable living has many definitions and interpretations that have developed over time. The Merriam Webster Dictionary defines sustainable as “able to be used without being completely used up or destroyed” and living as “full of life or vigor.”


  In a nutshell, as sustainable-living agents, we are ultimately defenders, main-tainers, and supporters of life!


  Our mission is of the utmost importance to ourselves, our environment, and our future generations. Our mission is also easy. In fact, it takes less than five minutes to incorporate one sustainable-living practice into your life right now, but the effect of your action may have an everlasting positive impact for the world.


  PUSH DOWN ON THE SAFETY BAR AND HOLD ON TIGHT! WE ARE ON THIS SUSTAINABLE RIDE TOGETHER


  Let me tell you a secret. It’s honestly amusing to me that my life has brought me to this crazy-cool juncture where I find myself writing a book on sustainable living and chickens.


  Twenty years ago, the closest I got to a farm or a chicken was when I picked up a fresh package of meat from the butcher. I was a big-city gal, with minuscule exposure to raising animals. The landscape changed dramatically when I relocated to a rural area and saw the first little coop full of fluffy chicks. It was truly love at first peep!


  The nurturing I did have, though, came from the three women who influenced my love of nature and do-it-yourself—my maternal and paternal grandmothers and my mother. These vivacious, creative women used the resources available to them in amazingly clever ways. Though we were pocketbook-poor, I had a rich childhood full of hearty meals, handmade clothes, and artisan crafts. Long before sustainable living became a popular trend, these dynamic women, along with others from their generations, defined frugal living and eco-friendly habits.


  My father, who was a hunter, a fisherman, and an avid baker, opened up my initial propensity toward exploring new foods and opened my eyes to how food actually landed on our dinner plates. More than that, though, he drilled within me the understanding of personal responsibility to ourselves, to others, and to our environment.


  Admittedly, I resisted these lessons in my formative years. They took decades to sink in, but nonetheless I am grateful for these incredible individuals who lovingly guided me toward the person I am—the person you are embarking on this journey with today.


  Every iota of information, every word, every recipe, every thought in this book I owe to those who guided me, who shared their thoughts and ideas, and who encouraged me to explore the world around me. I owe plenty of thanks to the earth that continues to supply a wonderful bounty in our garden and the chickens in our coop who have nourished our family and taught me so much about their way of life. There’s a lot to be said about meandering around the yard, eating only what you find in your immediate environment, and roosting on a regular schedule each night. Imagine if we embraced their teachings and mastered the art of chicken Zen!


  Initially, I wanted to begin this guide by telling you all the cool and clever things you’ll find contained within the pages, but that’s kind of mean. It’s like showing you the end of the movie in the preview clip, then making you watch the whole film just to realize you already saw all the good stuff happen.


  Not what I envisioned. Certainly not what you deserve.


  What I envision for us is a journey. One where you discover the secrets. One where you write the script. One where you determine what happens next and how the story ends.


  There’s nothing tricky, gimmicky, or complex about this guide, and that’s part of what’s so sexy! There are no limits to how far you can take things. What you will find are fun, manageable, and inspiring ideas you can easily incorporate into your current lifestyle.


  Materials presented in this book may be a little outside the norm, but that’s all part of the allure! For our modern world, sustainable living deserves a modern approach and a realistic attitude. The truth is, you can integrate a sustainable lifestyle into your current lifestyle, without self-deprivation or turning your back on all the wonderful advancements in our industrialized world. In fact, many of these advancements, such as home hydroponics and apartment-friendly compost bins, allow us to easily implement eco-friendly practices in our homes.


  You may not be able to power your home with a windmill, commute twenty miles to work on a bicycle made from recycled landfill parts, or give up your love of the latest fashions, but that doesn’t mean sustainable living isn’t for you. You can still ride that bike on the weekends to the farmers market, detoxify the air in your home with the right container garden, and urge your favorite clothing company to adopt environmentally friendly practices.


  Ultimately, we are responsible for our personal choices. We can alter our lifestyles to incorporate more natural, beautiful practices. Collectively, we can evaluate the impact of our choices and modify our environment for the greater good of ourselves, our communities, and the entire world.


  The key is to start—and you already have! Right now you are laying the foundation for your personal, contemporary Garden of Eden.


  Begin reading at any section of any chapter, or choose conventional wisdom and absorb each page in this book from beginning to end. It’s your journey. Now, let’s get started on the path to a more sustainable, sexy you!


  
TEN WAYS TO LIVE A MORE SUSTAINABLE LIFESTYLE IN THE NEXT FIVE MINUTES



  Pick one activity and simply make the effort to do it. Five minutes from now, you’ll be a sexier sustainable chick. Seriously, five minutes, that’s it. Now get to it!


  1. Permanently say hasta la vista to paper and plastic bags. Slip a reusable bag into your purse, briefcase, or backpack and keep several in your car. Most impor-tantly—use them! (Don’t have any? Flip to Chapter 9, Get Wild, for instructions on how to turn a T-shirt into a reusable bag.)


  If you eliminate three plastic shopping bags per week by using reusable bags, that’s more than 150 plastic bags per year that you will rescue from the landfill. Considering that it takes around 1,000 years for a plastic bag to decompose, that’s one high-impact rescue!


  2. Put your mailbox on a diet. Register to opt out of receiving unsolicited mail. Visit optoutprescreen.com to choose a five-year or permanent solution. Pay your bills online and enroll in paper-free statements from your bank and credit card companies.


  Junk mail production requires vast amounts of timber and water. For each piece you eliminate, you are protecting earth’s valuable resources. And, really, how many credit card offers does one person need?


  3. Chill out with your laundry. Wash clothes during the nonpeak hours of 6–8 a.m. and 8–10 p.m., when possible. Use only cold water to wash clothing. Take it one step further and use a clothesline or drying rack to dry your clothes.


  According to Energy Star, about 90 percent of the energy consumed by a washing machine goes to heating water. Each time you make the switch from warm to cold water, you are eliminating carbon dioxide emissions and conserving our precious resources.


  4. Go ninja on your appliances. Not like crazy hand-to-hand combat ninja, but stealth ninja by unplugging all appliances when they are not in use. Make it easy by using power strips for multiple items like coffee makers, toasters, printers, and computers; then just unplug the power strip when you are finished using the appliances.


  Many appliances consume only a watt or two when left plugged in, but the cumulative effect of all your appliances has a big impact—as much as 5 to 10 percent of your electric bill. Assuming that the average electric bill is $150 per month, that represents a savings of $90 to $180 a year. Unplugging is not only great for the environment; it’s highly beneficial to your budget bottom line!


  5. Enjoy your fruits and veggies “au naturel.” Choose to grow and purchase organic. As the demand for organic produce increases, companies that support organic methods thrive, and the environmental effect is a positive one. For starters, studies show that, if ten thousand small and medium-size farms convert to sustainable organic practices, the environmental effect in terms of carbon sequestration is the equivalent of removing more than one million cars from the road.


  Flip to Chapter 4 (Get Dirty) to start your organic garden today!


  6. Keep the home fires burning—responsibly. Turn the temperature in your residence down (heat) or up (cool) a few degrees. Adjust the temperature down a few degrees on your water heater. You’ll never notice the difference, but your electric bill will!


  7. Put your culinary wizard hat on. Make a meal from scratch to replace one prepackaged meal. You’ll find plenty of recipe inspirations in Chapter 7 (Get Fed) and Chapter 8 (Get Baked).


  Cooking at home offers you full control over the ingredients and is less expensive than eating out or purchasing prepackaged foods. Homemade meals are also better for the environment, as you expend less energy and resources.


  8. Go dancing in the dark. Convert your light bulbs to LED’s or CFL’s for more energy-efficient lighting. Better yet, turn off the lights. Open up the shades and let natural lighting in. If it is nighttime and you need just a little bit of light, use a natural (toxin-free) candle to create a romantic and stress-reducing glow.


  9. Make a beautiful day in your neighborhood. Need produce or products? Buy local goods today. Visit your farmers market or stores offering local goods.


  Producing, processing, and packaging foods and goods expends energy, but transporting it adds a huge amount of fuel consumption to the bill. When we purchase local items, it minimizes the transportation costs and helps our community thrive.


  10. Turn the page and continue your sustainable-living journey! Every chicken you raise, seed you grow, food you preserve, easy recipe you make, scrap you compost, product you upcycle, or gift you make yourself enhances your life with rich, natural benefits and healthy rewards for your body and the environment.
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            2. Get Laid:


            Raising Your Chicken Brood

          
        

      
    

  


  Rich hues, jewel tones, lace patterns, Mediterranean and Asiatic origins—evocative words that could easily describe runway fashions or upcoming designer trends. Surprisingly, they’re also terms used to describe characteristics of chickens.


  If you’ve had any hesitations as to whether raising chicks would cramp your style, jettison them. Nothing makes a bold fashion statement like a vibrant chicken ruffling its feathers and pecking at bugs in your yard. They are totally the hot new lawn ornaments of the twenty-first century sustainable home!


  WHAT’S YOUR CHICKEN STYLE?


  As every fashionista knows, you first have to determine what you are shopping for before you can zero in on a style that flatters you. In chicken-speak, this means you need to first decide what aspect of raising chickens appeals to you the most. Will you be raising chickens for eggs, meat, show, breeding, rescue, or a combination of several of these elements?


  Take this mini-quiz to begin your path to selecting the best chicken match for your style.


  Circle the number of the answer that you best identify with:


  
    How would you classify your fashion sensibilities?


    1.    Trendy


    2.    Classic


    3.    Functional


    4.    Glamorous


    5.    Casual


    6.    Natural


    What fashion item appeals to you most?


    1.    Neon-blue tights


    2.    Sweater set


    3.    Reversible rain jacket


    4.    Jewel-encrusted cuff bracelet


    5.    Faded denim jeans


    6.    Hemp woven T-shirt


    How often do you prefer to update your wardrobe?


    1.    Seasonally


    2.    Once per year


    3.    Every three to five years


    4.    Whenever you can afford the luxury item you have your eye on


    5.    When you are not too busy with the needs of others


    6.    Only when it is in need of dire repair


    You invite your friends over for a party; what do you like to serve?


    1.    Barbecue fresh from the grill


    2.    Quiche with fresh herbs


    3.    Brunch—a little something for everyone


    4.    Port wine and Brie


    5.    Homemade beef stew with dumplings, and peach cobbler for dessert


    6.    A spinach soufflé with mushrooms you foraged in the morning

  


  Scoring: Give yourself one point for each 1–6 answer. Tally up the points for each. The number with the most points is your style match.


  1___2___3___4___5___6___


  Mostly 1’s: Rapidly changing fashion is your passion. With each new season comes a new reason to start fresh. Raising chickens for meat is your perfect trendy match. Meat chickens typically require a short two-to-four-month commitment before moving on to selecting and raising the next brood.


  Mostly 2’s: A timeless classic, you gravitate toward styles you can make use of season after season. If you are in it for the long haul (three to four years), raising chickens for eggs is going to be your forte.


  Mostly 3’s: Flexible fashions capture your interest. You love dual-purpose things, like scarves that can do double duty as belts and backpacks that open up to become picnic blankets. Combo meat-egg chickens will be your best coop accessory. You’ll get a little bit of the best of both with a shorter time commitment (six months to two years), rather than raising eggs-only chickens.


  Mostly 4’s: The spotlight is on you! You’re a glamour girl who loves showing off your exotic finds from far-flung shopping trips. Show chickens are right up your glitter-filled alley.


  Mostly 5’s: A nurturer at heart, you’re the first to volunteer your time and are not afraid to get a little dirt on your comfortable shoes in the process. Raising chicks for breeding could be your dream job. You might be reluctant to let the little ones fly the coop when they are ready, but on the flip side—you’ll never have empty-nest syndrome.


  Mostly 6’s: Rescuing garments from the local thrift shop rocks your fashion world. Raising endangered chickens might be the type of exciting challenge you live for. The commitment can be intense, but the rewards are truly remarkable.


  
WHAT IF MY NUMBERS DON’T MATCH UP?



  If you wound up with a split number preference, such as two tallies in the number 2 and 4 slots, you can certainly join your interests and look for show chickens that have high egg production.


  If you don’t feel your answer suits you—for example, you selected all 1’s, but you really don’t think you want to raise meat chickens and would rather have egg layers—no worries! This quiz is designed to offer a general informational overview and an idea of how your chicken-raising interests might match up with your personal style preferences.


  The key part of this exercise is to guide you toward making a choice. Prior to raising chickens and selecting a breed to purchase, it’s important to have a clear idea of why you will be raising your chickens. To wind up with a profuse egg-laying breed when what you really wanted was chickens for meat will create a less than ideal relationship for you and your new feathered friends.


  Now that you know whether you are aiming to raise chickens for eggs, meat, breeding, show, or rescue, it’s time to delve a little deeper into additional areas that will affect your purchase decisions.


  DOES THAT BREED MATCH MY HANDBAG?


  Just like a new line of your favorite designer’s fall fashions, when you first see a box full of adorable baby chicks, it’s tempting to simply gather them up and bring them all home. If you don’t know what those babies will grow into, though, you could easily find yourself in full panic with a yard full of mismatched broody hens and feisty roosters.


  The handy charts at the end of this section will help you quickly identify breeds, types, egg and feather colors, and origin, to help you make a sound selection. All these factors can affect your chicken style decisions.


  
TOP TEN DO’S AND DON’T’S FOR CHICKEN DIVAS



  Don’t overdo it. Start with a small brood of chickens (six to twelve). This will give you time to enjoy your introduction phase and decide if raising chickens is really for you, without being overwhelmed.


  Do search the internet or consult the American Standard of Perfection published by the American Poultry Association for pictures and full descriptions of recognized chicken breeds and varieties. You’ll gain a full understanding of what your chicks will morph into as they mature. Check your local library, 4H, or farm agency for access to a copy.


  Do stick to a single breed if you plan to have a breeding flock. You’ll get the best results. Cross-breeding can cause numerous problems and inconsistent outcomes.


  Don’t be afraid to mix chickens if you are not breeding. If raised together, hens will cohabitate in peace.


  Do look for different ways to incorporate chickens into your lifestyle. Even if you have a small backyard or only a rooftop patio, there’s still a coop for you!


  Don’t get a rooster unless you need one to protect your flock from predators or to fertilize the eggs for breeding. Hens will produce eggs without the aid of a rooster.


  Don’t purchase multiple roosters unless you are breeding for meat. Roosters are territorial and, upon maturity, will begin fighting with each other. They also have a tendency to become aggressive toward owners and literally bite the hand that feeds them!


  Do take a chance on endangered breeds. They may take a little more effort to raise but the rewards of contributing to a breed’s survival are rich.


  


  Don’t underestimate how attractive a yard full of colorful chickens can be. They will not only beautify your yard and provide you with sustenance, but they’ll keep your bug population down too.


  Do look for breeds with feather accents like lace or barring (stripes) to amp up the luxe factor of your chicken fashion!


  If you are a true chicken fashion diva, there’s one more rule to keep in mind: Don’t try an all dark-feathered yard full of chickens unless you’re into that whole biker-babe or goth trend. Eco-girlfriend, there’s simply no such thing as a basic little black chicken coop dress!
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            Chick Tip: Sooner or later, you’ll begin to notice chicken feathers lying around your coop, particularly during molting season, when you will discover mounds of them. Instead of composting them or letting the wind carry them off, pick the feathers up, dust them off and try repur-posing them in one of these clever ways:

          
        


        
          	 

          	 
        


        
          	

          	
            1.    Construct a decorative feather fan

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            2.    Embellish your card crafts

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            3.    Make a Mardi Gras masquerade mask

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            4.    String together a feather boa

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            5.    Create textured writing paper

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            6.    Design a unique wall hanging

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            7.    Stuff a throw pillow

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            8.    Decorate a hat brim

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            9.    Tuck them into flower arrangements

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            10.    Decorate your scrapbook pages

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            11.    Use as material for fashioning hair accessories

          
        


        
          	 

          	
            12.    Fabricate a feather wreath

          
        

      
    

  


  
CHICKEN STYLE GUIDES



  Readers scoring mostly 1’s, 2’s or 3’s on the chicken style mini-quiz (p. 9), this list is for you:
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            Chick Tip: Chickens listed as “egg” or “meat” types excel at their indicated purpose. Meat types may lay eggs, but they are most often infrequent layers or the eggs are small in size. Egg layers may be used for meat but will generally be slower growers, and by the time they are ready for meat processing, the meat may be tough. A general misconception of new chicken owners is that layers will be ideal meat chickens when they reach the end of their egg laying days. These chickens are still edible and may be butchered, but will be suitable mainly for stewing.

          
        

      
    

  


  Chickens listed as “duo” offer a good mix of both egg and meat qualities. They may produce fewer eggs or take longer to mature for meat processing, but are still highly suitable for both.


  Readers scoring mostly 4’s on the chicken style mini-quiz (p. 9), this list is for you:
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            Chick Tip: As you will note, many show chickens are appropriate for other types of chicken raising in addition to being ornamental (show) pets. If you decide that having a show chicken is not desirable, you’ll have the flexibility to change course and raise the chicks as egg or meat chickens instead. In the case of “egg” or “duo” types, you’ll simply get to enjoy the best of show and regular fresh eggs too!

          
        

      
    

  


  Readers scoring mostly 5’s on the chicken style mini-quiz (p. 9), this list is for you:
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  Readers scoring mostly 6’s on the chicken style mini-quiz (p. 9) this list is for you:
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            Chick Tip: Endangered chickens, as their name implies, can be more challenging to rear. You may need a little more time and patience to nurture them, but your efforts will be rewarding—you are helping the breed to survive!

          
        

      
    

  


  
    In addition to raising endangered breeds for their intended purpose (i.e., show, egg, meat), consider breeding the chickens to further ensure their long-term survival. For complete lists of critical or threatened breeds and breeds “under watch” for extinction, consult the Livestock Conservatory (livestockconservancy.org).

  


  LIFESTYLES OF THE RICH AND LUXURIOUS CHICKEN COOP


  Your glamorous flock deserves opulent digs, but, more importantly, the resident coop needs to provide a comfortable and functional environment. Pampering and keeping your chickens happy in their new home will reward you with healthy, productive birds.


  Whether you choose to design your own lavish chicken condo or purchase a manufactured coop, there are basic criteria that must be met. Layout, space, location, and intent (eggs, meat, breeding, or show) are all important considerations when selecting a dream home.


  
FIVE QUESTIONS YOU NEED TO ASK BEFORE CHOOSING A CHICKEN COOP



  1. How many chickens will you keep?


  For each chicken in your coop, a minimum of eight to ten square feet will be required to keep your flock content if you do not have a chicken run. If you are raising smaller chickens, like Bantams, the square footage can be reduced to six to seven square feet per chicken. If you plan to have an outdoor run (or free range) for your chickens, then four to six square feet of housing per chicken will suffice for most breeds.


  Space is not something that should be compromised. Chickens in too close quarters will be stressed, may have health problems, and may develop “picking” habits, meaning they will pluck feathers from the other chickens. Picking is an awfully hard habit to break your chickens of once it has started!


  If you are dealing with limited space, such as raising chickens on an apartment rooftop or in a small backyard setting, your space allocation will dictate how many chickens you may successfully raise and what style of chicken will best thrive. In confined spaces, breeding is not a viable option. Small coops are best suited for show, meat, or egg laying chickens.


  Also, plan ahead when thinking about space requirements. You may be starting with ten chicks, but if your intent is to breed the chickens, you’ll soon need extra space for your growing family.


  2. What is your climate?


  If you live in a colder climate, a larger coop will be a necessity. Even if your chickens are free-range or have a large run, if you plan to confine them during extreme temperatures, they’ll need the extra space.


  Insulation may be a consideration as well. Having an insulated coop is not a necessity and in fact can be a hindrance in warmer climates, as it will encourage moisture and mold. In colder climates, it may be necessary to weatherize the coop in winter months, so the ability to insulate will be of importance when selecting the best housing.


  3. Will you free-range your chickens?


  If you plan to allow chickens to roam your land or backyard freely, you’ll need to give special consideration to doors and fencing. Free-range chickens will need to be secured at night and set free in the morning. An automatic door design may be a great asset when you are not available to perform these tasks.


  Fencing of four to six feet in height may be needed to constrict the range of the chickens—for example, if you wish to keep them from tearing up the tomatoes in your garden. Free-range chickens will also be vulnerable to predators, and fencing may be needed to keep them out of wooded areas or from roaming too far.


  You may also wish to consider having a coop with an attached chicken run to give the chickens the best of both worlds: the cozy coop and the large free-range area. Runs help keep chickens safe from predators, will not need to be closed up at night or opened in the morning, and are considered to be the lowest-maintenance option.


  The drawback to having a chicken run is that chickens will quickly eat through vegetation inside the run. Mobile designs, commonly referred to as “chicken tractors,” which include a coop and a run that are easily moved from one spot to the next with the aid of wheels, may be a solution. This type of coop allows chickens to graze alternate areas of ground on a regular basis. Another solution is to use a paddock system to shut off areas of the chicken yard. Chickens are allowed to deplete one section, then are moved to the next while the first area is replenished…and so on.


  4. What type of chickens will you be raising?


  Will you be raising chickens for eggs, meat, rescue, show, or a combination of purposes? At a minimum, all chickens will need roosts—a perch or ledge for them to sleep on at night. Ideally, roosts are located high off the ground, so the height of your chicken coop is a factor to consider. While a roost that is a minimum of one foot from the bottom of the coop is acceptable, most breeds prefer higher roosts. On the roost, an eight-to-ten-inch space per bird is preferable.


  Chickens may roost high, but they nest low. However, not all chickens will need a nesting box. If you do not have laying hens, you can skip this component. If you do have layers, nesting boxes will be a necessity. Without them, your hens will lay eggs everywhere (and trust me—they can be hard to find!). The best rule of thumb is to have one nesting box per four chickens.
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            Chick Tip: If you are designing your own coop, empty wooden wine cases with the slots removed make excellent nesting boxes. Cardboard boxes may also be used, but will require constant replacement.

          
        

      
    

  


  Other important factors in deciding what style of coop to build or purchase are:


  
    •    Ventilation: A good ventilation system will prevent dust, ammonia from droppings, and moisture from building up, which is essential to your brood’s health.


    •    Cleaning: Droppings will need to be removed regularly. A structure that allows for easy entry will be a blessing!


    •    Feeding: A designated feeding spot for your chickens will help keep your coop tidy and dissuade your chickens from using the spot for roosting or laying eggs. Feeding areas need to be clear of roosts or well-covered to avoid droppings from contaminating the water or food.


    •    Egg Collection: If you are raising egg chickens, a coop with a five-foot roof or higher will make it much easier for you to collect eggs daily.


    •    Position of Roost: One of the most common flaws in design is having the roosts directly above the nesting boxes. Chickens will expel waste at night. If the coop is not large enough to set the roosts away from the nesting boxes, a shallow bin with a wire mesh cover will be needed to collect the waste for ease of removal.


    •    Pecking Order: The social structure of your chickens is known as the pecking order. The highest perches in the coop will typically be claimed by the birds highest in the pecking order. It’s very common to find roosters on the highest roost. To support your chickens’ natural tendencies, incorporate roosts of varying heights into the design. A ladder design is a great style.


    •    Position of Nesting Boxes: If nesting boxes are placed too high in the coop, the chickens may confuse them with roosts. It’s more convenient for egg collection to have higher nesting boxes, but you will find yourself having to clean out droppings regularly if the chickens use them as roosts during the night.


    •    Protection from the Elements. Chickens need a place to escape the rain and sun. Some chicken coop designs are raised off the ground, leaving a nice hiding place underneath. Coops with runs generally allow the chickens to roam freely in and out of the coop. Another design consideration is to have the chicken coop sheltered by trees to help protect it from the elements. However you decide to design it, do have a designated area to help protect your flock.


    •    Dusting Areas. If you have a very small space to work with and do not plan to free-range your chickens, keep in mind that chickens need a dusting area. A dusting area is basically a dry patch of ground where the chickens will use the soil to clean their feathers; this is how chickens bathe. A dust box measuring a minimum of one foot deep by one foot wide by two feet long will give a chicken adequate room to dust. Dust boxes should not be kept near feed or water or directly under a roost.


    •    Hatching Chicks: If you plan to hatch chicks or breed chickens, your coop will also need to be baby chick-friendly, with ample room to allow the newborns to grow. You may also need accessible electricity for growing lamps and special feeders for chicks.

  


  RAISING BABY CHICKS LIKE A ROCK STAR


  Paparazzi (aka everyone you know, including you) will be prone to smother your baby chicks with adoration. In truth, they’re hard to resist! So cute, soft, fluffy, and cuddly—baby chicks are truly endearing, but just like any celebrity, they require some serious coddling.


  Baby chicks may be purchased by mail order, from local farmers, farm supply stores or hatcheries. Ideally, begin with at least three chicks, however, keep in mind that many hatcheries will not sell less than twenty-five chicks per order, and local farm stores may require a purchase of six to twelve. If you only have room for a smaller number, consider splitting an order with a friend or neighbor who is interested in raising chickens.
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            Chick Tip: When you’re purchasing baby chicks, it helps to know the terminology. Pullets are hens. Cockerels are male chickens. A straight run is a mixed-sex lot of chickens.

          
        

      
    

  


  If you prefer to hatch baby chicks, you will find that there are three incubators capable of hatching eggs: a broody hen, a forced-air incubator, or a still-air incubator. Broody hens are the biggest divas in the chicken yard, but of course nature is the best when it comes to hatching.


  Hens become broody when they are ready to begin sitting to hatch eggs. They will remain in the nesting box and get highly defensive if disturbed. Now is the time all good paparazzi know to stay away unless they want their cameras pecked! A hen will sit for twenty-one days, turning the eggs several times per day and generally leaving them once per day to eat and drink.


  If you opt to begin with a broody hen, nature will take its course. Your most important role will be to ensure the hen has sufficient water and food nearby, letting her do the rest. If the hen does not have access to the outdoors, where she could normally wet herself with dew, the eggs may need a little additional help from you. During the last week of incubation, the eggs will need to have a sprinkle of warm water each day. The best time to do this is while the hen is busy feeding.


  If you have an unmotherly breed of chicken with no broody hens, or if you decide to introduce chickens to your home by hatching, follow these tenets to ensure your success in hatching healthy chicks:


  GUIDELINES FOR RAISING A ROCK-STAR CHICK


  1. You must have star power.


  The “it” factor is highly important to the success of your incubation efforts. If you want to raise a little brood of talent, you must begin with good-quality, fresh-laid, fertile eggs. If you are establishing chickens for the first time, the best sources to find eggs are local farm stores, hatcheries or poultry farmers.


  
2. You must provide a decked-out pad.


  Having an incubator is still not as good as having a broody hen, but it is a viable option if you invest in quality materials and tend to the eggs well. The two types of home incubators available are forced-air incubators and still-air incubators.


  
    
      
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            Forced-Air Incubator

          

          	
            Still-Air Incubator

          
        


        
          	
            Contains a built-in fan to circulate air

          

          	
            Does not contain a built-in fan
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