
  [image: Cover Page of Joy of Keeping Chickens]


  [image: Half Title of Joy of Keeping Chickens]


  [image: Title Page of Joy of Keeping Chickens]


  Copyright © 2009, 2015 by Jennifer Megyesi

  Photography copyright © 2009, 2015 by Geoff Hansen

  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing ® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

  Megyesi, Jennifer Lynn, 1963-

  The joy of keeping chickens : the ultimate guide to raising poultry for fun or profit / Jennifer Megyesi ; photography by Geoff Hansen.

  p. cm.

  Includes bibliographical references and index.

  1. Chickens. 2. Poultry farms. I. Title.

  SF487.M42 2009

  636.5—dc22

  2008047797

  Cover design by LeAnna Weller Smith

  Print ISBN: 978-1-63220-467-7

  Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63450-026-5

  Printed in China


  For Bradford, who at eight months, pointed up to the dark sky outside the farmhouse and muttered in baby breath, “Moon,” and who I know will reach for and capture the stars.
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  Peggy, a Polish Crested hen, basks in early sunlight at Fat Rooster Farm in Royalton, Vermont.


  preface

  The Joy of Keeping Chickens

  FOR TWO WEEKS NOW, I have been unable to come up with a format to begin my talk about the joy of keeping chickens. It’s a topic that I have been invited to present at the children’s conference at the annual Northeastern Organic Farming Association meeting in Randolph, Vermont (NOFA-VT). This year, the conference, with its ever-growing popularity, has stretched into a two-day affair, and I have been asked to provide a one-hour presentation about chickens for children.

  This seems like a no-brainer, for someone who has raised chickens almost her whole life, for someone who is commonly, and kindly, referred to as the crazy chicken lady.

  But now, I have angst. What will this audience gain from my talk? They range from six to twelve years in age, and some may already know a lot about raising chickens.

  I make up a list of questions, a quiz for them to take, about who lays eggs, and who crows good morning. Then I remember that they are children, and filling out forms and taking tests are chores done best at school, not in fun forums at an educational conference.

  So I pack up Henry, the 10-pound Barred Plymouth Rock rooster, who boards with us annually because his Vermont summer parents have no safe winter haven for him to stay in while they travel to warmer climes. Also packed are Danny and Margaret Suzanne (Peggy Sue, for short), the Polish Cresteds, who can barely see through their headdresses of scattered, wild feathers that make them look like voodoo dolls. Then there are the pair of Old English Game Bantams, proud and glittering with their emerald-black feathers. There are my two prized White Silkies, whose sole existence on the farm is just for sheer grin in the morning at seeing their fur-like plumage while I rush around doing the rest of the barn chores. Silkies don’t lay many eggs, and their black-skinned bodies put off the best of cooks unless they specialize in cooking broiled Chinese black fowl. Last, but not least, I add a Russian Orhloff, not yet recognized by our own American Poultry Association, but beautiful and worth showing off anyway.

  The cages are covered with blankets on this cold, bleak February day; these birds have spent a pampered winter in a tight barn that never goes below freezing and stays as humid as a day spa. They are packed like sardines into crates in the back of the truck, but by the time we reach the conference, the Silkies have found their freedom, bouncing around in the back of the truck, looking for a way out of fame.

  As I unload the crates, I begin to formulate the final parts of my presentation. The blankets will stay over the cages to draw the children to the talk. At the very last moment, I will pluck Henry and the two docile Silkies from their cages and plop them onto the tarp that has been spread to catch their inevitable offerings.

  Henry’s presence draws even the adults. Children, some of these weighing no more than three times what he does, take turns picking him up and cradling him like a doll. The Silkies are cooed at. The Old English are rocked into submission and fed vast amounts of grain so that everyone is astonished at the burgeoning size of their stomachs. Danny and Peggy Sue are gawked at, each becoming a little self-conscious in the end, so I eventually retire them to their cages.

  Then a wonderful thing happens. The children forget that I am there, and they pair off with their respective chickens. They swap stories of chickens that they have had, or they wonder together at the feel of a Silkie’s feathers and the warmth of Henry’s toothed comb. They pet the chickens, talk to them, and offer them water and food. There are chicken kisses and hugs and chicken–human dialog. And while I talk about how chickens “sweat,” and who lays eggs, and who does the barnyard crowing, it’s the joy of keeping chickens taking over, and really I haven’t needed to stress out about a thing.
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  Laura Vaillancourt, 8, of Bethel, Vermont, holds a White Silkie rooster the author brought for a workshop at the NOFA-VT Annual Conference in Randolph Center, Vermont.
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  Climbing to the top of the gutter cleaner’s conveyor belt, a rooster greets the Eastern sky before attempting to fly out into it at Fat Rooster Farm in Royalton, Vermont. Instead of soaring over the field below, the chicken went into a squawking free fall.


  “A man who has one foot in industry and the other on the soil is about as secure as he can be in this world.”

  –Henry Ford

  1

  Why Keep Chickens

  My husband and I are at a rest stop on I-95 in Maine, eating our lunch. We work as biologists for the Department of the Interior, and lately, I have begun to realize how far from the land and agriculture I have become, nestled in my ivory tower of science and information. I am facing away from the parking lot, toward the woods, when Kyle says, “Oh, no, don’t look.” And, of course, I have to. I turn to see a tractor trailer stacked with crates of chickens, the tarps on either side of the truck rolled up to reveal the battery cages, stuffed with white chickens with large, floppy combs. At first I think they must be roosters headed for slaughter, and of course, I insist that we must investigate. At the truck, I discover that it is loaded with cages of laying hens (probably just over one year of age), destined to be soup. The cages are stacked one upon another, at least 8 feet high, and in each, several chickens huddle. I think I can count at least 15 birds in every cage. Their beaks have been cut so they can’t cannibalize each other in their tiny cages or eat their own eggs, and they have toenails that have curled upward for lack of any chance to scratch in the earth and wear them down. They are ragged and spent, and their mouths are open, gasping for air in the rare Maine heat. On the other side of the truck, it is much worse. On this side the flaps have been open to the sun, and there are chickens in every cage that have succumbed to this unaccustomed heat, lying dead in the cages with their compatriots.

  The horror of this suddenly hits me. These laying hens are done with what they have been contracted to do and are headed for the soup factory on a crowded truck. Why haven’t I ever considered this when I buy my eggs? Certainly, I am concerned with veal calves, kept in their climate-controlled stalls, filled with antibiotics and grain for veal production, their big, brown eyes blinking, and that’s why I won’t eat commercially raised veal. But how did I think that most eggs appeared in those cartons, anyway?

  I’m covering my face with my hands now, and my husband is trying to quietly usher me back to the car, when a big, tall man in a pinstriped shirt that reads “DeCoster Egg Farm, FLOYD” approaches me. I ask him where the chickens are headed, and he tells me that they are going to be made into soup or broth. Then, between the stacks of cages, I see a tiny white body. She has found a way out, and has mashed herself in between the rows, concealed beneath the truck’s flaps. “You can have her if you like,” he says to me, possibly concerned that he has met someone from PETA. My husband crosses to the other side of the truck, and I stay hidden, until the little hen dashes from her cave. I snatch her up and whisk her away. She is terrified and shudders, cackling alarm. Her name becomes Floyd, and she is my pledge to stay aware of why I have decided that I must raise chickens. If I am to eat meat and eggs, then I need to take responsibility for caring for them in a humane manner, from start to finish.

  It took two months to teach Floyd how to eat and drink on her own, having been used to mechanized delivery of nourishment. After her initial adjustment, she laid eggs every day for nearly a year. She took two months off to molt her spent feathers, then resumed production. She lived almost three years at Fat Rooster Farm, when she finally died of cancer, a common demise of the commercial strains, developed for production, not longevity.

  Floyd shocked me back into reality. The convenience of purchasing eggs at the local shopping market had completely removed me from the fact that something alive had laid those eggs. I had not been concerned with how the eggs were produced, how the hens were cared for, and with the final disposition of the creatures that had laid the eggs.

  In the spring, my father would sometimes give my sisters and me a choice: either we three could go to church with Mom, or we could pile into the station wagon and head over to Teeny’s Tiny Poultry Shop, a half hour’s drive from our house. Both my younger sister and I would be out of our Sunday finest and in the car before the chill of the morning air had left our rural Vermont valley. My middle sister, the pragmatist, would weigh her decision carefully, but in the end, the entire family made the trip.

  The adage “April chicks bring September eggs” works well in our northern clime, and the chicken run to Teeny’s was a sure sign that spring’s arrival was close, and green grass and dandelions were not far off.
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  In a cardboard box in the living room, a newly hatched chick sits under a heat lamp after emerging from an egg set in an incubator.

  Before my sisters and I were born, my parents lived in California. One night at a party in San Francisco, they saw a calendar of Vermont on the wall. Eventually, the memory of those scarlet maples and covered bridges guided them east. In our first home in Vermont, I slept in a dresser drawer, the only crib my parents could afford, and it worked just fine. Dad eventually became a teacher at the high school, and Mom raised us kids and was a registered nurse at Middlebury College. Both of them imparted a deep sense of wanting to be involved with the living world and to know how to nurture and nourish ourselves, life skills that many of us have now forgotten or don’t know how to teach our children. Having an iPod or an iPhone with the newest, latest, greatest technology is more important than learning where the food we eat comes from, whether chickens can taste their food, or whether a Leghorn hen is used more often for egg production than for meat production.
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  While the meat birds follow with great interest, the author walks with a bucket of grain out to a portable coop.

  Our food is being outsourced, in front of our eyes, at the expense of our health and ability to reliably ensure its safety and quality. Personal freedom to choose products other than from large corporations like Tyson, Pilgrim’s Pride, and Gold Kist, who control 48% of the chicken meat production in the United States and account for 85 million broiler sales in the United States weekly, is slowly being taken away. In fact, in 2006, fully 15.7% of organic grocery sales in the United States were made at Wal-Mart. Our ability to fend for ourselves and to feed ourselves is being replaced with the idea that progress and civilized culture can only be achieved outside of the home, away from the chicken yard, far from the kitchen, closer to the frozen selection of ready-to-eat meals.

  
    Chicken Vital Signs

    •   Body temperature: 105 to 107 degrees Fahrenheit

    •   Respiration: Rooster, 18 to 20 breaths per minute; hen, 30 to 35 breaths per minute •   Heart rate: 280 to 315 beats per minute

    •   Average age before egg-laying commences: 6 months

  

  And although the outright joy of collecting the family flock’s warm, fresh eggs to make an omelet far outweighs how happy it makes me feel to peel back the wrapper on a frozen, microwave- able breakfast burrito, the psychological considerations of raising food oneself go even deeper. Keeping chickens is as rewarding as growing sun-ripened tomatoes; they are the livestock most likely to be kept by the back-to-the-landers, the homesteaders, and the dreamers of a place in the country. They have been domesticated for thousands of years, and even the Egyptian pharaohs used artificial incubation to rear their own chicks. Chickens are relatively hearty, require little living space, can produce both meat and eggs, and are inexpensive to purchase.

  Americans annually consume 87 ½ pounds of chicken meat and 256 eggs per capita, a number that has continued to grow leaps and bounds above the average consumption of beef, pork, or lamb. Both chicken and eggs are important sources of high-quality protein, vitamins, and minerals. Chicken meat is higher in protein than red meat, is second in vitamin D content only to fish oil, and is much easier to raise and process than the latter two.

  Darwin believed that Gallus domesticus, the modern-day chicken, descended from the Red Jungle Fowl (Gallus gallus) in Southeast Asia some 3,000 years ago. Recent DNA evidence supports this theory, though some dispute that chickens such as the Cochin and Brahma may have descended from other breeds near China, Vietnam, or India. Domestication occurred with the advent of cock fighting within the Roman and Greek armies. After conquering territories and moving on, surplus birds left behind continued to multiply, and inbreeding and isolation led to many variations and different breeds. In the mid-nineteenth century, an interest in fancy poultry was at its height in England. Queen Victoria kept a royal poultry yard and was given a pair of Cochins (formerly called Shanghais) as a gift. Poultry fever hit when the birds were displayed at the Show of the Royal Dublin Agricultural Society in 1846, and everyone present wanted to purchase them. When cockfighting was banned there in 1849, poultry exhibitions and clubs sprang up to take the place of the fighting ring, so poultry shows increased in popularity.

  The order of arrival of chickens to the New World has been much disputed. Columbus brought chickens on his second voyage in 1493, though scientists have discovered ancient remains of chickens in Chile that could date back as early as 1300 AD. This would point to the Polynesians as introducing them first, perhaps as a source of food. Early American colonists imported chickens to Jamestown, Virginia, in 1607 to use primarily for eggs and cockfighting. (Americans did not consider chickens a good source of meat until sometime later.) The poultry craze hit the United States in the mid-1800s after the first poultry exhibition held in Boston in 1849 attracted more than 10,000 people to the show. The American Poultry Association was formed in 1873, and one year later, the American Standard of Excellence was adopted. After World War II, poultry business became industrialized, and improvements were made by crossbreeding to produce superior egg layers and meat birds. With the rise in commercial value for chickens, many breeds, now referred to as heritage breeds, were eliminated from flocks if they weren’t able to compete with the crossbreeds for eggs or meat production. Of the 55 chicken breeds listed by the American Live- stock Breeds Conservancy (ALBC), an organization concerned with preserving livestock diversity, more than 26 breeds are listed as critical or threatened in the United States Besides the loss of diversity to guard against catastrophic illness in our domestic poultry population, keeping heritage breeds to preserve their unique characteristics alone may be motivation enough for you to keep chickens.
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    CHICKEN BASICS

    All chicken flock owners should familiarize themselves with basic chicken anatomy. It is useful when comparing other specimens of the same breed, and it is crucial to know what a normal chicken looks like in order to catch potential health problems before they are spread to the rest of your flock. Chapter Ten covers specific diseases and conditions that can easily be detected in the home flock given a simple understanding of a chicken’s normal anatomy and physiology.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

  

  [image: image]

  [image: image]

  
    [image: image] Beak

    [image: image] Head

    [image: image] Back

    [image: image] Upper saddle

    [image: image] Tail

    [image: image] Lower saddle

    [image: image] Vent

    [image: image] Wing

    [image: image] Fluff

    [image: image] Toes or Claws

    [image: image] Shank

    [image: image] Keel or Breast

    [image: image] Hackle

    [image: image] Chick

  

  
    
    [image: image]

    Chicken Scratch

    The Ayam Bekisar is an ancient Javan crossbreed of Gallus gallus (the Red Jungle fowl) and Gallus varius (the Green Jungle Fowl) and is considered the original Foghorn Leghorn. They were placed in bamboo cages aboard outrigger canoes, and their loud, long crows allowed fishermen to stay in contact with one another despite fog or tropical squalls.

  

  By keeping chickens on your farm or homestead you’ll achieve a safe, high-quality food source for the family. There are other joys that they can bring, like the pleasure my son shows when he has discovered a nest wriggling with newly hatched chicks, or when he quietly watches the birds scratch and pick at the soil for food, marveling at their many shapes and colors, and laughing at their quirky chicken antics

  For me, chickens are a link to childhood. They’re responsible for filling me with a wonder of living things, a means toward self- sufficiency and a lesson in compassion for living creatures that holds much more weight than just having someone tell me that we’re entitled to dominion over all other living things because we’re humans.

  Chickens are curious creatures, easily sloughed off as “bird-brained” and inconsequential in the grand scheme of living things; certainly they’re not as smart as dogs or ponies. And yet, like watching aquarium fishes swim in a tank, watching chickens in the yard and being responsible for their care and comfort has taught me a respect for caring and preserving life, as I know it.

  Whether you decide to keep chickens for eggs and meat, for show, or just for companionship, learning to care for them is easy and rewarding, providing that you know some basics. This book should give you what you need to get started building and keeping a flock; choosing breeds that will fit your goals; starting and raising chicks; housing and protecting your flock from predators; hatching and incubating eggs; and gathering, storing, using, and marketing the eggs and meat that you produce.
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  Going out for fresh air, a White Leghorn hen steps outside of the coop. The farm’s chickens are free to roam the barnyard in the summertime.
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  Eggs gathered from the nesting boxes are set aside in a basket before they are washed for customers.


  “There are as many ways of looking after poultry as there are fashions in childrearing. Pick a system that suits you and enjoy yourself, ignore the avian mother-in-laws tut tutting away.”

  –Francine Raymond, The Big Book of Garden Hens, 2001
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  While a Tunis cross ewe watches, the author checks on newly delivered chicks she had just placed in a brooding box. A heat lamp keeps the chicks warm as they adjust to their new surroundings.
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  Starting Your Poultry Enterprise

  Early on, when my husband and I first began to raise meat birds, I foolishly tried to spare some of the friendliest ones and keep them as pets. We would fondly refer to these birds as the “Jabbas,” after the grotesque character in Star Wars—their sole purpose in life seemed to be eating, sleeping, and looking slovenly. I knew better than to become attached to what I was raising for meat, but I couldn’t help noticing their individual personalities and their docility. I named one Forrest Gump and another Wendell Berry, after personal heroes. Both chickens were horrendous choices for companions, gullible, devoted, even cuddly, but both were gi-normous, fat beasts that could hardly move.
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  Once their son grew out of his playhouse and swing set, Carol Steingress and Rick Schluntz converted it into a coop, left, and a winter run for their half-dozen laying hens in Windsor, Vermont. Before they got chickens, Steingress checked to see if the town’s zoning laws prohibited raising chickens in town. It did not, but she and her husband don’t keep a rooster to keep the peace in the neighborhood.

  Forrest died of a heart attack after spending nearly eight months as a teacher liaison for migrant workers’ children, where he tried hard to convince the kids that farm animals were friendly. Wendell held on a little longer, but eventually succumbed to bone cancer at the ripe age of two.

  When I asked my husband if we could posthumously name our newly acquired farm White Rooster Farm, he looked at me with alarm. “I can’t possibly think why we should pay tribute to these genetic mutants, can you?” So instead, we agreed upon Fat Rooster Farm—a place where we could endeavor to raise our chicken meat and eggs responsibly, with the full understanding of these creatures’ lives and their worth.

  We decided to raise the birds using organic methods, to look for varieties that thrived on pasture and wouldn’t self-destruct at a young age. We knew that it would be a challenge. Our laying hens would not lay just brown eggs, but white, pink, green, and mahogany-colored ones. The meat birds would grow more slowly and have bodies that resembled chickens of the 1950s in many respects. Their breasts would have keels (the long, sharp bone where their breast muscles attach under their bellies) and their legs would be long and sturdy to support them in their search to find foods rich in vitamins, minerals, and fatty acids.

  It wouldn’t be as rewarding right up front to raise meat and eggs this way, but we would be able to say truthfully that we’d tried to raise the birds humanely and kindly. And eventually, we gained the respect and following of other fellow meat and egg eaters, who value slow food and the knowledge that the animals have been treated compassionately.

  Some Considerations Before You Get Started

  Local and Federal Regulations

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

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

    —GENE LOGSDON in Chicken Tractor, by Andy Lee, 1994

  

  The best way to avoid conflicts is to check with the county zoning board, your extension agent, or the state agricultural department. And after all the rules check out, consult your neighbors with your plan. Are they okay with the accompanying baggage associated with keeping chickens–noise, or an enticement for the dog to chase? Perhaps ruffled neighborhood feathers can be smoothed with the promise of fresh eggs and meat, or the reward of manure high in nitrogen for their garden.
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  Cloë Milek pets a Dark Brahma Cochin chick in her 2/3-acre in-town yard in Windsor, Vermont. Milek grew up on a farm with chickens and has been raising them with her fiancé for the past seven years. “It’s like therapy,” she said of raising chickens. “It’s very relaxing.”
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  Two Barred Plymouth Rock pullets, left, and a Partridge Plymouth Rock pullet roam the yard of Carol Steingress and Rick Schluntz. The couple have been raising hens for eggs in their small yard for the past 10 years.

  
    Chicken Scratch

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

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

    Do hens lay more than one egg a day?

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

    Are all roosters mean?

    No, but some breeds have a proclivity toward mean roosters (see breed chart on page 38).

    Do roosters only crow at sunrise?

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

  

  What Type of Chicken Project Interests You?

  Before acquiring birds, figure out what you want to accomplish. Chicken fever (a term used loosely to describe someone acting like they’re in a candy store, overwhelmed with the choices of sweets available and ending up with a bellyache instead of a wise choice of one type of candy) is hard to avoid when so many interesting and colorful breeds exist. In reality, each breed of chicken can differ in its specific requirements for food, water, and shelter. A mixed flock may not necessarily do well together. The type of husbandry you have in mind will determine what breed of chicken you decide upon. Answering these questions beforehand will help you determine how chickens will become part of your plan.

  •   Will the birds be used as a source of eggs and meat for the homestead?

  •   Do you want to develop a small-scale commercial enterprise?

  •   Is it easier to market fresh eggs or meat near your farm?

  •   Are there poultry processing facilities near to you, or do you plan to butcher them yourself?

  •   Will they be confined to a poultry house, or do you wish to raise them on pasture?

  •   Are you planning to raise purebred, show-quality poultry?

  Generally speaking, then, there are four broad enterprises for raising chickens: for egg production, for chick production to sell locally or to hatcheries, for meat production, or as a hobby (for show or companionship).

  How Chickens Are Described

  As with other animals and plants, specific terms are used to describe chickens. Breed, class, variety, and strain identify each of the different chickens. For a complete list of breed attributes, including temperament, egg color, hardiness and their primary uses, refer to the Chicken Breed Chart and Key (page 38).
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  Black Star cross hens perch on a bale of hay in the greenhouse at Luna Bleu Farm in South Royalton, Vermont. Farmers Tim Sanford and Suzanne Long house the chickens in unused greenhouses in winter to give the chickens plenty of light and warmth.

  BREED

  Breeds of chickens are grouped together according to their size, shape, plumage, number of toes, color of their skin, etc. When mated together, individuals within a breed will produce chicks that share the same characteristics as their parents. Breed recognition can be different, depending on which poultry organization you consult. For example, the Marans is a French breed that is not recognized by the APA (American Poultry Association) because of its inconsistency in type (some Marans individuals in the United States have feathered legs, while others do not), but it is recognized as a distinct breed by the Poultry Club of Britain (PC). On the website www.feathersite.com, there are hundreds of breeds listed that occur worldwide. The APA only recognizes 53 large fowl and 61 breeds of bantams.

  CLASS

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

  VARIETY

  Varieties describe breeds based usually on plumage color, but also on comb style or feathering. For example, the Leghorn, in the Mediterranean class, has 12 varieties of large breeds.

  STRAIN

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

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

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

  

  Foundation versus Composite Breeds

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

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

  CHICKEN PERSONALITIES

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

  [image: image]

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