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  preface

  Wide open spaces and sunny front porches. A little garden, a little barn, and a few animals scattering the landscape.

  Therein lies the romanticism of a life in the country.

  This was the life I yearned to provide for my daughter. The opportunity to grow up on the basics, away from chaos and unreasonable schedules.

  A place to ponder, to find purpose and meaning. To better understand our Earth and her inhabitants. To recognize our reliance on things that can’t be plugged into a wall socket.

  I had lived for years in the center of a large metropolis. While I had loved every minute of it, I knew that I would have neither means nor time enough to connect my daughter to the world around us.

  After two wide right turns from the highway and a few minutes of travel along a dirt road, we came to the end of a long overgrown driveway; there our journey began.

  I was a single mother with no idea how to grow a zucchini, much less nurture the tender spirit of a three-year-old child.

  For the first few months I felt like Eva Gabor’s character in the late 1960s sitcom Green Acres. I connected so deeply to her that I even started a website called Good Bye City Life with plans to chronicle our upcoming misadventures. Those high-end boots and designer labels just weren’t built for barn chores.

  The local folk watched us arrive, learned that we had no nearby relatives, and made secret bets on how soon the old place would be back up for sale.

  Seventeen years passed.

  A child was raised and raised well. Together, we grew most of our own food. Through love and toil and occasional sadness we learned the invaluable power of self-reliance.

  In full disclosure, we were never completely alone. As trite as the earlier bets had seemed, many watched over and prayed for us. We were lucky to possess the two most revered traits in a rural community—pure grit and humble spirit.

  Of the two, humility—or lack of pretentiousness—was the true key to survival. To ask for and accept advice, assistance, and trust—without posturing or flaunting past city life accomplishments—serves new homesteaders well. When you have nothing to prove, country folk welcome and accept you with open arms.

  In her sixteenth year, Veronica and I conferred over this book’s approach. Keeping farm animals, we’ve decided, is a balancing act of joy and morality. The ethics of animal husbandry, the environmental impact of every step, and eating well will be discoveries that depend on your personal comfort zone.

  This book does contain information on keeping farm animals with the intent of feeding your family. The alternative (aside from being a vegetarian) is to purchase pristine white packages of meat from the grocery store—the meat of animals that quite likely had a miserable life, or at the very least a miserable end. The mainstream media has effectively shattered our trust in commercially harvested food.

  Country wisdom overrides sentimentality within the remain-der of these pages but it must be said that sentencing an animal to the dinner table is a certainly a somber act. My advice is to do so with the utmost appreciation and gratitude, and with all the dignity your animals deserve—this will be your redemption as you provide for your family.

  Raise what you can as best you can. Keep your humble spirit about you. Count every step of good stewardship as a joy and you will be richly rewarded.
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  introduction

  Some of the most memorable and rewarding experiences can be found in keeping barnyard animals.

  To awake in the morning by the rooster’s crow.

  To gaze outside your breakfast window, watching sheep in their peaceful graze of green pastures.

  Even to be called to the chores of their keep—work so slight when measured against the return. On the way to the barnyard, you pause just long enough to wonder why life took you down the long road to get here.

  The joy found in keeping farm animals isn’t a one-dimensional foray into raising a healthier food source. The joy is in fact multi-layered, ever evolving, and inspirational. Through tending to a small group of barnyard guests you’ll discover new appreciation for Earth and all of her inhabitants, a discernment between morality and profit, and a desire to take responsible action for the sake of future generations.

  Keeping farm animals is a sharp contrast to our high-tech, low-touch, modern life. The start of each new day is no longer spent at a computerized device checking texts and replying to e-mails. Instead you will be called upon to partake in a hands-on, rewarding experience. You can fill up the hours between morning and evening chores with all the business and bother of an average modern day, but those trappings are soon to be sandwiched by the joy of pastures, coops, and barnyards.

  Benefits to keeping farm animals are greater still if you have children in your life. Learning and exploring the complexity of different animals with an adult is a bonding exercise a child will never forget.
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  Raising farm animals will enrich your life as well as provide a healthy and economical means to feed your family.

  Children who have taken part in raising farm animals understand the process of procreation, experience the miracle of birth, and appreciate each meal placed before them in ways that many in this world cannot—even the vast majority of adults who have never contemplated the life that existed previous to the tidy white supermarket package. Ask any country child, however, and you’ll receive a systematic walk-through of the most probable journey from barn to table.

  A Change of Heart

  At a time in our lives when we don’t think we can take on one more daily task or chore, the act of keeping farm animals may seem daunting. Others have passed this way before and I have been one of them. I assure you there is time enough in all our lives for the amount of chores any farm animal within the pages of this book requires.

  In time you won’t be counting chores as added responsibility, but as a labor of love.

  Love?

  Yes. In a noble and caring admiration of those you keep. If there is but one inherent trait of every happy backyard farmer I’ve crossed paths with—no matter how busy their lives—it is that they love the animals they keep, even though surface intention might appear otherwise. With honor and with tender compassion they find joy in the effort expended tending to their own food source, knowing the value of doing so and sharing the bounty with friends and family.

  Preparation and Practicality

  Keeping any animal—farm or pet—requires knowledge as well as time. The very fact that you’ve picked up and are reading this book is a signal of the highest intention—to gain wisdom enough to provide the best possible life for the food animals you raise, no matter how short their stay on your land may be.

  Apart from providing basic care, other preliminary questions may arise. Below are a few questions to which you’ll want to have answers before you begin setting up for or bringing home new animals.

  •   Do local zoning regulations allow this animal on my property?

  •   Do I have a backup plan or person to help with chores if I am called away or get sick?

  •   What will I do with the offspring if my animals breed?

  •   What is my plan for dealing with barnyard waste and manure?

  •   Who can I rely on for veterinary support? What if I need a veterinarian in the middle of the night or on a weekend?

  •   Does someone exist in my community or personal network who will answer questions for me on the health and maintenance of my chosen animal or breed?

  Within these pages you will find insights into the very nature of each animal. Through understanding their instinctual nature you will be able to read their cycles, health levels, and needs.
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  The author’s daughter, Veronica. At fifteen years old she still can’t resist a trip to the livestock auction. Today she brings home a baby duck to raise, but past purchases have not been so easy to transport. The family rule, years in the making, is: “If you bring it home, you have to care for it yourself!”


  PART 1

  chickens
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  Chickens, simply going about their daily business, are capable of altering any landscape into one of peaceful serenity.

  [image: image]

  

  No farm animal typifies the country-living experience better than a chicken. A few scattered hens lazily picking through the grass, a rooster strutting along the fence rail, or the whole lot scurrying to the child who calls them in for grain—their very presence on the landscape stirs the romanticism of simpler times.

  Psychological effects aside, the rewards of keeping chickens are numerous. They’ll bless your home with the finest quality, the tastiest, and the healthiest eggs and poultry you have ever consumed.

  Since early domestication, this is the way chicken and eggs were meant to be enjoyed. Your taste buds will be challenged to be satisfied with the grocer’s version ever again.

  

  Knowing that the food at home is superior in all regards, you may soon find yourself turning up your nose at restaurant and take-out meals.

  Chickens are also an easy, inexpensive keep. Provided that you already have a small shed, you could be enjoying fresh eggs just a few days from now.

  If I had but four sentences to describe the joy of keeping chickens they would be: “Cheap to purchase and to feed. Don’t require much in way of housing. A few minutes per day to care for. Blessings unnumbered as reward.” Where else can you get so much for so little?

  
    Energy-Efficient Poultry

    It takes:

    Twenty pounds of feed to produce one pound of beef.

    Three and one half pounds of feed to produce one pound of protein from eggs*.

    Two pounds of feed to produce one pound of chicken.

    * The average large egg contains 0.7 pounds of protein.

  

  A Healthier Alternative for Your Family

  Purchasing poultry and eggs at your local grocery store is a budget-friendly way to feed your family. Compared to an unknown risk—that raising chickens at home might cost more—you may wonder if the added responsibility is worth all the bother. Setting economics and household budgets aside for later discussion, I assure you that raising your own eggs and poultry is definitely worth the bother. What you don’t pay for today at the grocery store, you may be paying for in the future with your health.

  Commercially raised poultry and eggs are reasonably priced due to the volume and efficiency of chicken factories in North America. With highly efficient systems and rigorous demands, these factories have mastered the art of maximum output with minimal waste of labor, space, and feed. Although it may be admirable on the surface (their efficiency facilitates lower grocery bill totals for families), you can’t help but wonder, “At what real cost?”

  •   Less flavor, nutrition, and freshness.

  •   Potentially more chemicals, residual antibiotics, unnatural hormones and additives to the end product.

  •   Our consumption of animals that have led miserable lives.

  This is what we have been feeding, for the most part unaware, to our families, the effects and health risks of which are yet to be fully discovered.

  Until now.

  In the last fifteen years, there has been no escaping monthly news reports across the continent, health articles around the world, and feature film documentaries on the implications of production-raised poultry. Large-scale poultry growers and egg factories are fined or shut down regularly for unsanitary, inhumane, and unethical practices. Many more continue to operate unnoticed. Neither blowing the whistle nor passing judgment on every packing house or poultry factory, the following growing practices are more common in North America than we know.
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  Red sex-link hens, confined from the age of twenty weeks, spend their lives eating and producing eggs in harsh conditions.

  •   Meat birds are being fed hormones for fast growth. To deal with unsanitary conditions and stress-related sickness brought on from overcrowding, they are also fed a steady diet of antibiotic-laden feed.

  •   Laying hens are restricted to cages barely larger than their own bodies, in rooms where lights are left on for twenty-four hours a day, fed production-inducing and antibiotic-laden feed, and then culled the very day they stop laying.

  These are possibly the only avenues poultry and egg factory farms have to feed a hungry, budget-conscious nation while still turning a profit. Yet our increasing awareness of these practices make inexpensive eggs and poultry seem less a bargain in the checkout line.

  There is a better way.

  Growing your own chicken and keeping laying hens buys you peace of mind. You know precisely the quality of the nourishment you are setting upon your dinner table, the humane manner in which that animal has been raised, and who you are supporting through purchase.

  The Challenges of Chickens

  Raising your own poultry is personally satisfying, but the journey from chick to table will have a few challenges along the way.

  Although the positive aspects outweigh the negative, three common annoyances are dust, smell, and noise. The latter two are easily controlled. Dust, however, is inescapable.

  Even a flock of ten chickens can create a considerable amount of dust through their litter and dander. This, plus the possibility of disease or virus transfer to other farm animals, is the primary reason poultry should have their own shelter.

  A substantial portion of your coop chores will be based on dust removal. As long as the chickens are self-contained and healthy, it is your personal choice either to manage it regularly or to delegate the task to a larger, quarterly cleaning. As you’ve protected other farm animals from poultry dust, don’t neglect yourself during coop cleaning. Wear a surgical mask, or even a kerchief over your nose and mouth, to avoid inhalation of the fine dust. Lung health implications of poultry dust are well-documented as cumulative.
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  To keep all animals on your farm protected, chickens should have their own shelter.

  The final two challenges, smell and noise, are often neighborly complaints. Sharing your farm-fresh eggs across the fence will go a long way to keeping the peace. If your coop is located on a shared property line, add a little extra litter to dramatically reduce coop odors, and avert potential noise complaints by opting out of keeping a rooster. A rooster’s crow begins at the very first show of light, continues throughout the day, and can carry for a mile or more. Unless you are planning on breeding your laying hens and hatching out chicks, the rooster is nothing more than pretty plumage.

  Choosing a Breed to Raise

  Knowing your objective for raising chickens is the first step to selecting a breed that is right for you. While some breeds have been developed for maximum egg production, others excel at quick growth and efficient feed conversion. Chicken breeds are therefore classified as egg layers, meat birds, or dual-purpose. A final class, the exhibition breeds, are beautiful and useful but are not considered top producers for home farms. For your time, space, and money, the first three classifications provide the highest return on investment.

  The list of chicken breeds to choose from is extensive. On GoodByeCityLife.com I maintain an ever-growing list of over one hundred known breeds, and I have only scratched the surface. All reputable hatcheries produce catalogs of the most popular breeds for your region, as well as a few fancy and hatchery-developed hybrids. Within each description you’ll discover the hardiness, expected size, and production rates of each breed offered.

  
    CHICKEN FUNDAMENTALS

    

    Although a few breeds’ needs vary in particularity, chickens all require three commonalities in care:

    •   A commitment to a chore schedule that keeps their coop and equipment clean.

    •   Access to fresh water and feed at all times.

    •   Safety from disease, weather extremes, and predators.

    

  

  Egg Layers

  The egg-laying breeds have been developed to provide maximum egg output from the smallest feed intake. Although the hens of these breeds perform best in the controlled environments of large-scale farming, their small-farm use is popular with families looking only for a supply of fresh eggs. Supplementary heat and lighting ensures healthy hens provide a steady supply of eggs in regions where temperatures drop below 60 degrees Fahrenheit.
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  Should you choose production over personality, the White Leghorn is considered a top layer in her class. These hens are high strung and seldom bond with their keepers, but their feed-to-egg ability is unmatched.

  Hens in this class will lay six to seven eggs per week for two years. By their third year, output is decreased to 50 percent or less and the hens are considered spent. Hens are small and the meat can be tough but may be sufficient to flavor a small soup.

  
    The Productive Life of a Laying Hen

    A pullet (female chicken) will have eaten twenty-five pounds of feed before she begins laying at twenty to twenty-four weeks.

    At thirty weeks she will produce a standard-size egg almost daily.

    At seventy-five weeks of age she will go through a molting period (replacing old feathers with new) for approximately eight weeks. During the molt she may not produce at all.

    In her first laying year she will supply about twenty dozen eggs. In her second year her eggs will be larger but production will decrease to sixteen to eighteen dozen eggs per year. By the third year she is considered a spent hen and may only lay one egg every three to four days.

  

  Meat Breeds

  Very few North Americans raise a pure meat breed for the freezer, opting instead to raise a faster-growing cross. The most popular and easy-to-grow cross is that of a Cornish game (a true meat breed) with the Plymouth Rock (a dual-purpose breed) for its excellence in feed-to-meat conversion. A good cross will eat two pounds of feed for every pound of weight gained. By nine weeks of age the conversion ratio begins to deteriorate.

  The drawback to growing these crosses is that they can neither be bred nor kept long-term. Each time you need to replenish your freezer’s supply of poultry you’ll be back at the hatchery placing another order.

  Dual-Purpose Breeds

  It is in this class you will find the breeds that fulfill the romanticism of country life, as well as the needs of a small farm or homestead. All dual-purpose breeds produce and grow at similar rates, have interesting personalities, and are easily trained. If your goal is to become self-sufficient, you could order a rooster to match your hens and eliminate future hatchery orders.

  Early American settlers developed the most common of these breeds, producing weather-hardy laying hens and cockerels that grow to broiler size.

  Although not as efficient at feed conversion as a meat breed cross, the dual-purpose cockerel finishes as a delicious three-pound meal for your dinner table by eighteen weeks. The hens, most of which you’ll keep for two years, produce 75 to 80 percent of a dedicated egg-laying breed’s volume.

  The oldest and most popular breeds in this class are the Plymouth Rock, the Rhode Island Red, the Delaware, and the New Hampshire. Hatchery-specific hybrids and crosses are also popular in this class and are offered under a variety of names. As an example the common Red Sex Link or Red Star (or any other name a hatchery deems marketable) is created by breeding a dual-purpose Rhode Island Red rooster to a laying-breed Leghorn hen. The resulting hens are hardier than the Leghorn and have a higher egg production than the pure Rhode Island Red. The resulting cockerels, however, have a slightly smaller finishing weight than a pure Rhode Island Red.
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  The Barred Plymouth Rock, developed in America. A proficient dual-purpose layer that also grows to broiler size by twenty weeks of age.

  Chicken Instinct and Temperament

  Chickens, an easy keep and simple in needs, have quirks and instinctual oddities all their own. They’ll make you laugh, contemplate the human complexity of life, and frustrate you all at the same time with their actions and antics.

  Whether you want to train your chickens to come running when you call, break bad habits, or understand and work within the scope of their quirks, you’ll need to understand their instincts and motivations.

  Social Order in Flocks

  Chickens have a highly developed social order. Starting with the rooster or lead hen and organized down to the weakest chick, every flock member has its place.

  Chickens raised together will have established the flock’s social order by three weeks of age.

  Social order is maintained through pecking. The top hen can peck everyone, and the second hen can peck everyone except for the top hen, all the way down the line until the very last hen. She is pecked by all but cannot peck back. If you watch closely you can note which of your hens are lowest in the chain.

  Whenever you introduce a new hen to the flock, the social order is disturbed. The resulting aggression is worthy of concern. Existing flocks have been known to kill a new hen in their effort to “put her in her place.” New hens need slow introductions into established flocks. A fence between them for a week or two helps make the transition smoother. As an extra precaution, introduce the new hen to the others one at a time, beginning with the lowest in the pecking order.

  Cocks are always prone to a hearty scrap, even after they seem to have reached an understanding. If they have accepted their places and established their own flocks of hens and feed stations, the need to squabble is lessened. Some cocks are more aggressive than others and may never accept another male in their vicinity.

  Cannibalism and Feather Picking

  The worst pecking habit is cannibalism. In the brooding box and under bright heat lamps, chicks begin to feather out. Their brood mates, noticing the new small specks appearing, peck at each other. Pecking escalates, one weaker chick is picked on, and eventually the entire flock is in on the action.

  These chickens are, for the most part, bored. With exercise and a red heat lamp (red minimizes the show of new feathers), you can prevent this altogether. Provide low perches at various heights for one- to four-week-old chicks to keep them physically occupied.

  Feather picking is similar to cannibalism. Hens will pull on their own feathers as well as others in the flock. Although it can be prevented with a beak trim at sixteen to twenty weeks, it is more important to determine the cause. Improper feed, unbalanced nutrients in the feed, bright lights for too many hours, poor ventilation in the coop, overcrowding, boredom, and parasitic infestation are all known causes of feather picking.

  Egg Eating

  Laying hens, coming of age, commonly drop their first eggs on the floor on their way to the nesting box. The egg may crack or the other hens may peck at the egg. Chickens find eggs tasty and as soon as this happens, the egg-eating habit has begun—not even eggs laid in the nest will be safe.

  Knowledge serves prevention. Watch coming-of-age layers and never leave an egg on the floor—even if it’s soiled and your hands are full. If you have many hens laying their eggs on the floor, check the dimensions and accessibility of the nesting boxes you’ve provided.

  Training Chickens to Come

  Chickens, like most any other animals, can be trained through food reward. Scratch grain is easily accessible. My hens’ favorite treats are cheese and cantaloupe. When you’re training chickens to come, use a key word or sound to trigger a treat or you’ll have them rushing to you at every sighting.

  Training takes no time at all and could save a chicken’s life if you need to get him back to the coop in a hurry. For a few consecutive days, while they’re all going about their business, start calling them with your trigger word and drop a little scratch grain on clean, dry ground. A few will come over to investigate. Flock mentality will soon have them all around your feet. Keep using the trigger word and keep dropping grain for four to five minutes. That’s all there is to it.

  The Need to Brood

  
    The Little Red Hen’s Gosling

    A few years ago my mother goose repeatedly, systematically, and daily, rolled one egg out of her nest. I kept putting it back. She kept rolling it out. I could have taken it as a sign of natural selection. Instead I tucked the goose egg under a laying hen already nesting on her own eggs. The goose egg took longer than the others beneath her, but my Rhode Island Red hen still hatched and later mothered her gosling.

  

  A hen’s natural instinct is to lay a clutch of eggs, then sit on and hatch them. Yet every day you enter the coop and remove her egg, effectively returning her to day one of the process. If she has a very strong desire to brood, she might sit on and defend any egg she finds in the nest.
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  Roosters live their lives in blissful ignorance of their owner’s need to sleep in undisturbed on the weekends.

  Although noble and invaluable to the small flock owner desiring to increase flock size, the broody and protective trait isn’t acceptable when eggs are required daily. The term “to break up a broody” and suggested practices to prevent broodiness (confinement, wire cages left in drafty locations, denial of access to feed and water) are cruel and unnecessary. Broody hens have already gone off their food. Denying access completely will result in liver damage and other complications.

  The best practice is to slip on a glove and keep removing the eggs from underneath her. In her own time she will stop trying to fight you for those eggs.

  Quieting a Rooster’s Crows

  The domestic chicken has inherited and kept most of the traits of its wild ancestors. Roosters are a flock’s only natural protection. Their crowing, carried on not just in the morning but throughout the entire day, is a territorial warning. You cannot retrain instinct. Accommodations must be made. Although roosters are unnecessary if you don’t plan on breeding your hens, many people enjoy their look, their ability to protect the flock, and their wake-up call. Melodious as it may be to you, your neighbors might not be as impressed at 4 A.M. on a Sunday morning.

  Outwitting his instinctual nature is an option, but I would suggest that the following methods are neither easy nor entirely effective. Consider giving him away or, if he’s young enough, dress him for your freezer.

  Crowing is instinctual behavior. This is the rooster’s means of protecting and maintaining his flock of hens—his very purpose in life. It can neither be untaught nor discouraged by any means. Surgery is possible, but expensive and inhumane.

  To crow, a rooster must stand up tall and crane his neck upward. If you can prevent him from a full stretch, you might be able to quiet his earliest morning crows. This involves catching him every night and bedding him down in a cage that is too short for him to stretch. If you take this route every night while you look for a new home for him, be sure to release him as soon as you awake. It isn’t fair to an animal to be awake, instinctively driven to crow, and immobilized.

  A more humane short-term option might be to section off a dark corner of the coop and chase him in every night. Your goal is to trick him into believing it is still night until you release him in the morning. If he hears his hens stirring in the morning he may start crowing anyway. At the very least he will be stressed.

  Designing Your Small Farm Strategy

  After years of switching between various breeds—often raising two classes at a time—I have once again returned to keeping Barred Plymouth Rocks, a dual-purpose breed. My reasons for doing so are based on our family’s needs, climate conditions, and available space (both in the coop and in the freezer). Your needs will vary from mine and, as your personal requirements change, over time. To help you determine your best strategy from year to year, here are some of the top considerations before placing your hatchery order.

  Meat Birds

  •   Grow meat birds to whatever size fits your family best. As an example, a family of four that doesn’t enjoy leftovers might opt to grow their broilers to a three-pound dressed weight in seven weeks.

  •   Check your calendar before you order. If you will be butchering the chickens yourself you’ll need a few days open for the task seven to nine weeks from the date day-old chicks arrive, or five to seven weeks from the date started chicks arrive. You don’t want to overgrow a meat breed when their conversion rates drop. You’ll be losing money—potentially losing lives. Past the weight of seven to eight pounds (live weight) feed-to-muscle conversion slows. In my experience, almost all growth over nine pounds (live weight) is stored as fat that just ends up in the garbage bin anyway. Growing to obesity also wreaks havoc on your meat birds’ overall health. Obese hybrids have an added sensitivity to heat and are prone to heart attacks.

  Egg Layers

  •   Five or six laying hens at peak production will lay between two and three dozen eggs per week—an ample quantity for the average family of four. Add extra hens to your order and you’ll always have an extra dozen to share with (or sell to) friends, family, and neighbors.

  •   Replace laying hens every two years. Productivity will be dramatically reduced by the third year. Even the hyper-productive Leghorn drops down to one egg every three days at this age.

  Timing

  •   Plan on a spring start and you will move into the fall season with a freezer full of chicken meat and hardy hens laying in the coop.

  •   Starting with day-olds? You can raise meat birds and laying hens in one partitioned coop. By the time the layers need the space the meat birds will already be in the freezer.

  •   Dual-purpose cockerels take eighteen to twenty weeks to reach full size; hens take twenty-five to start laying.

  Freezer Space

  •   If your family eats one chicken dinner per week you’ll be raising over fifty meat birds throughout the year. Consider the option of raising two sets of twenty-five for fresher poultry throughout the year if your climate permits. Consider owning two smaller freezers and emptying out one halfway through the year to conserve energy.

  Ordering

  •   Some hatcheries will let you specify your order to contain all male (cockerels) or a mix of both sexes. A little more expensive per chick, the males will grow faster and make better use of their food intake. If you grow only cockerels you will have yet one more reason to be committed to your finish date. Cornish-cross cocks—like any other breed—will squabble and crow at maturity. Ensure you get them to the freezer on time and you shouldn’t have any problems with coop fights or crowing complaints.

  Saving Money Raising Chickens

  •   All breeds will consume more food during cooler months.

  •   All breeds need supplementary heat if temperatures drop below 60 degrees Fahrenheit.

  •   Don’t buy or keep a dual-purpose or laying-breed rooster if you don’t plan on hatching chicks.
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