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To Super Asher and The Chicken King:

Thanks for being my co-adventurers in chicken keeping.
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Foreword
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I am always excited to see a new chicken care book hit the shelves. Proven Techniques for Keeping Healthy Chickens meets all the standard requirements of a chicken care book for modern backyard poultry owners but takes things to a higher level.

Ms. Bonham goes beyond the usual food, shelter, and basic how-to instructions. Of course, you need a coop, but did you know you should evaluate where to place the coop? Do you want to know how to add herbs to your chicken coop for aroma therapy and chicken health? That’s in this book. How about cooking for your chickens? Yes, they love homemade treats, and the recipes in the book will have your flock eating out of your hand.

Journey through necessary tips that relate to predator safety, coop cleanliness, and which kitchen scraps should go to the feathered family. Then enjoy all the fun boredom-buster ideas to enrich your chicken’s daily lives. Maybe you want to watch a fun game of Jump at the Piñata or teach your chicken a new trick.

This book is invaluable for the new flock owner and will add to the knowledge of an experienced chicken keeper. In addition, the photos throughout the book are gorgeous, full-color glimpses into the lives of chickens. Proven Techniques for Keeping Healthy Chickens by Carissa Bonham is a valuable new resource for the backyard poultry world.

Janet Garman

owner of Timber Creek Farm (timbercreekfarmer.com) & author of 50 Do-It-Yourself Projects for Keeping Chickens






Introduction
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Thank you for picking up a copy of Proven Techniques for Keeping Healthy Chickens! My name is Carissa and I will be your guide, teaching you the best tips, tricks, hacks, and time-savers when it comes to keeping chickens.

I brought home my first box full of fluff for my birthday after visiting out-of-town friends who had acquired chicks while we were staying with them. I had been toying with the idea of starting my chicken-keeping journey with mature hens, but their fluffy chicks were too adorable to resist! Somehow, I convinced my husband (who is not a fan of spontaneity!) to stop by a chicken breeder on the tail end of the five-hour drive home from their house. A quick jaunt to the farm store and we were set with a box full of peeping babies.

Years later I’m still in love with my chickens. I love that each of my hens has a unique personality. Not only do my girls make me breakfast, but they are fun to watch and even more fun to interact with. I’m lucky that my kids still love the chickens, too, and are my co-conspirators in sneaking adorable balls of fluff home from the feed store (shh, don’t tell my husband!).

I am a teacher and mentor at heart. On my website, Creative Green Living, and on Facebook in the Creative Green Living Tribe, I teach families how to make healthier choices that are beautiful and delicious—but will also save you time and money and really work! I wanted to take the same problem-solving, time-saving, money-saving, teaching approach I have online and turn it into a book. My friends at Skyhorse Publishing were looking for books about chickens so we had a wonderful opportunity to partner together and bring this book to life!

When describing this project to friends when it was in the development phase, I told them it was like a devotional—but about chickens. If you haven’t ever been a part of a mainstream Christian church in America, you may not be familiar with the idea of a devotional. A devotional is a short book, designed to be read just a page or two at a time. You open it up, read a page or two about one specific topic, get a nugget of truth to help you out, and then you go about your day. They are not exhaustive theological treatises or long, detailed commentaries covering every possible approach to a topic. But they are helpful, and people—especially busy people—like them.

This book is designed to work the same way. While you are definitely welcome to read more than one tip, trick, or hack each day, I wanted this book to be easy to digest in small bites. This is not an exhaustive commentary or handbook on every aspect related to chicken keeping. Instead, I’ll teach you my best tricks to save you time, effort, and money one topic at a time. The nature of this book is to provide a broad overview or just enough information to get you moving in the right direction. If you are craving a more in-depth treatment of a specific topic, check out pages 213 through 215 for some great resources on plumbing the depths of chicken-keeping knowledge.

I also feel it’s worth mentioning that this book really focuses on well-chicken keeping. I am not a veterinarian. While I cover lots of the preventative measures I take to keep my girls healthy, I cannot teach you how to perform bumblefoot surgery or give injections. This book also focuses primarily on keeping laying hens. I touch a bit on roosters, but most of the tips will help you keep your laying hens happy for a long time—as opposed to keeping your meat chickens happy for the eight to twelve weeks before you butcher them.

Thanks again for picking up a copy of this book. I hope you learn something new that makes your chicken-keeping journey more enjoyable and less labor-intensive than it was yesterday!






Glossary of Terms

I throw several common chicken-keeping words around like confetti. If you happened to miss the explanation of what that term means in the description of a previous tip, this might leave you feeling a bit lost. Turn here if you see me talking about something and you have no idea what I mean!

Angry pancake: A term affectionately used to describe a broody hen who snarls at anyone who bothers her (the angry part) and has spread herself out to try and be as flat as possible (like a pancake).

Bloom: The invisible coating around the outside of an eggshell that protects it from bacterial contamination. The bloom generally remains intact until the egg has been washed or cracked. If an egg has been washed (thereby removing the bloom), the egg should be refrigerated.

Brooder: The box or container you use to raise chicks in without the help of a mother hen.

Broody: Depending on the context, broody can be either an adjective or a noun. As an adjective, it describes the state a hen is in when she is either trying to hatch eggs or is raising baby chicks. As a noun, broody is used as short form for “broody hen” or “hen that is brooding.”

Chicken math: A condition that strikes most chicken owners when they go from wanting a small flock to suddenly owning many, many more chickens than originally anticipated. If you insist you only want six chickens, but somehow ended up with twelve, you’ve become a victim of chicken math.

Coop: The small house or shelter your chickens roost in as well as lay eggs in.

Freezer Camp: A slang way to say you are going to butcher your rooster. “I’m getting ready to send my rooster to Freezer Camp” means you are getting ready to kill and butcher him.


Glyphosate: A chemical herbicide designed to kill almost any grass or broad-leafed plant it is applied to. Glyphosate is the active ingredient in Roundup® and other popular commercial weed killers. The use of glyphosate on food crops became especially controversial after the International Agency for Research on Cancer issued a report in March of 2015 identifying it as a “probable carcinogen.”1

GMO: Short for “Genetically Modified Organism.” Refers to any plant or animal that has been genetically modified to contain one or more genes not normally found in that organism.

Organic: For the purpose of this book, organic refers to something certified USDA organic.

Vent: The opening through which a hen’s poop and egg both pass to exit her body. Fun fact: Chickens don’t pee; their liquid waste is expelled together with their solid waste through the vent.

[image: images]

1 Pg 1, “IARC Monographs Volume 112: evaluation of five organophosphate insecticides and herbicides,” International Agency for Research on Cancer. March 20, 2015 (http://www.iarc.fr/en/media-centre/iarcnews/pdf/MonographVolume112.pdf)







Choosing Chickens
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You’ve already bought this book, so chickens are on your mind! Whether you love the idea of a self-sufficient pet or want to opt out of the factory-farming system, there are lots of great reasons to choose chickens. For me, chickens seemed like the next logical step beyond my large 400-square-foot garden (a.k.a. “the hundredth acre farm”) to gaining control over the quality of food I was feeding my family. Having been obsessed for many years with unusual colors of food (purple carrots, pink tomatoes, and the like), I also loved the idea of being able to collect a rainbow of different eggs every day from hens living in my own backyard.

Check out these next few tips to help you choose the right chickens for your flock. I even put a helpful worksheet in the Eggs-tra Resources section (page 211) to help you keep track of what kinds of chickens are on your wish list.

Babies or Big Girls

Enjoy a Rainbow

High-Production Breeds

How to Get the Blues

Chocolate Eggs Don't Come from Bunnies

Chickens Need Friends, Too!
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1

Babies or Big Girls?

One of the first things you need to decide before starting with chickens is if you want to start with chicks (babies) or pullets (big girls). The choice is really up to you and how you prefer to raise your flock.

Benefits of babies

Chickens raised as chicks with human parents are usually friendlier than chickens who come to you as older pullets. They bond with you and even as adults will recognize you and come running for treats or snuggles (or both!). Plus, it’s hard to resist how absolutely adorable they are. Children can benefit from learning to raise and care for a baby animal that is dependent on them.

Benefits of big girls

The chief advantage of acquiring chickens that are already mature or approaching point-of-lay is a shorter wait before your girls start laying eggs! Even if a hen you buy has already been laying, she may take a break after moving because the stress of relocating can disrupt her laying cycle. The wait to resume laying after a move will seem like nothing compared to the four to eight months (and sometimes longer!) that you would need to wait to go from a tiny chick to a mature, laying hen. If you are anxious for your chickens to start putting breakfast on the table, starting with big girls might be the right choice for you.

Downsides to consider

If you are raising chicks in your house, know that they will be totally dependent on you for eight to twelve weeks before they are ready to move outside (depending on the weather). If you have plans to go out of town while they are still living in the brooder, you will need to get a chick sitter for them. The other downside to starting with chicks is having to wait for several months before your hens will be mature enough to start laying eggs.

For pullets, it’s also good to keep in mind that the older the hen, the fewer eggs she will lay for you. Most hens’ peak egg-laying time is in the first two years of their lives. If you buy a two-year-old hen, she should start laying eggs for you sooner than a chick but may not lay as many eggs total over the span of time you have her.
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Enjoy a Rainbow

Some people crave uniformity while others seek a more colorful life. I love color, and the eggs my flock lays reflect that. To enjoy a rainbow of eggs from your hens, try these breeds:

[image: images] White: White leghorns, brown leghorns, anconas, and California white chickens all lay white eggs.

[image: images] Cream: Light brahma, Swedish flower, and salmon favorolles lay eggs that are a creamy not-quite-white but not-quite-brown color.

[image: images] Light brown: Many chickens lay light brown eggs, but Plymouth rocks (sometimes called barred rock), orpingtons, wyandottes, and Rhode Island reds are some of the most popular breeds that lay light brown eggs.

[image: images] Dark brown: Black copper marans, welsummer, and penedesenca chickens lay chocolately brown eggs. See page 11 for more about these.

[image: images] Blue: Ameraucana, araucana, and cream legbar chickens each lay blue-colored eggs. The blue-egg laying gene is similar to the gene a robin carries. See page 9 for more information about blue-egg breeds.

[image: images] Green: Green egg-laying chickens are called “olive eggers.” These are chickens that are a mix of breeds that combine blue egg-laying genes and brown egg-laying genes to create chickens that will lay their own unique shade of green egg.

[image: images] Rainbow surprise: If you want to play the rainbow egg lottery, Easter eggers (sometimes called Americanas) are fun to have around. These can lay eggs that are pink, green, blue, white, cream, or brown—you won’t know until they start laying! Individual chickens will always lay the same colored egg, though.

The eggs featured in this photo, clockwise from the speckled egg, are from: black copper Marans (this was one of her first eggs, which explains the speckled appearance), buff orpington, Easter egger, mille fleur leghorn (it’s tiny because it was her first egg), and white leghorn.
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High-Production Breeds

People have lots of reasons for choosing chickens. For some, it’s knowing where your food comes from. For others, it’s the novelty of rainbow eggs. If your purpose for keeping chickens is to have lots and lots of eggs, you may want to choose one of these high-production breeds.

[image: images] Australorp: Australorps became popular in the 1920s after the breed broke several world records for number of eggs laid. An Australorp also holds the world record for most eggs laid in a year for laying 364 eggs in a 365-day period. You can expect a home-raised Australorp to lay five to six eggs a week.

[image: images] Golden Comet: Also called gold sex link or red star, the golden comet chicken is a cross between the Rhode Island red and the leghorn, both prolific egg layers in their own rights. You can expect 250 to 300 eggs per year from a golden comet, but one farm I found claims their golden comets lay as many as 330 eggs a year!

[image: images] ISA Brown: Though not technically a breed, the hybrid ISA browns are bred to be egg-producing machines. ISA browns can lay up to 300 brown eggs per year (about six per week) and are often the egg layer of choice in Australian egg-production operations.

[image: images] Rhode Island Red: Developed in New England in the late 1800s, the Rhode Island red chicken is also the official state bird of Rhode Island. You can expect a Rhode Island red to lay about 250 brown to pinkish brown eggs a year or about five eggs per week.

[image: images] White Leghorn: In my personal flock my leghorn, Elsa (the chicken who appears on the cover of this book) lays more eggs hands down than any other chicken I own. Easy and inexpensive to acquire, you can expect a white leghorn to lay about 280 eggs a year or about five eggs a week.

Keep in mind that even with high production types of chickens, lots of factors contribute to the amount of eggs an individual chicken will lay each week. Contributing factors include the amount of light a chicken is exposed to, the nutritional quality of their food, their stress level, and if they are molting. Your mileage may vary depending on the circumstances your flock finds itself exposed to.
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How to Get the Blues

Non-chicken owners are sometimes surprised to learn that eggs don’t just come in brown and white—but a whole rainbow of colors including blue. Similar to the gene that robins carry that gives their eggs the distinctive robin's-egg blue color, some chicken breeds will consistently deliver beautiful blue eggs for you.

While there are some myths that claim blue-shelled eggs are more nutritious or have lower cholesterol, neither of these things is true. Regardless of the color of the shell, the nutritional quality of the egg will always be determined by what the chicken that laid it ate. Eggs with blue shells also taste the same as any other colored chicken egg and are indistinguishable once they are cracked open into a bowl.

Blue-egg-laying breeds

If you can’t wait to get add beautiful blue eggs to your basket, try these chicken breeds:

[image: images] Araucana: This unique breed originated in Chile. They can generally only be purchased from specialty chicken breeders, as they have a lower hatch rate than other breeds, which makes them undesirable for commercial hatcheries.

[image: images] Ameraucana: Not to be confused with “Americana” (a.k.a. Easter egger) chickens, this breed was developed in the United States in the 1970s. Descendants of araucanas, they keep the distinctive blue-egg gene without the hatch rate issues associated with the Chilean breed.

[image: images] Cream Legbar: Developed in Great Britain in the 1950s, this breed almost died out in the 1970s because blue eggs were not as popular as they are now. They have the distinct feature of being auto-sexing—meaning that male and female chicks look very different from each other so they can be separated by sex with 100 percent accuracy upon hatching. Their eggs will always be blue, but the shade of blue may vary from a very pale blue tint to a greenish teal-blue hue and anything in between.


[image: images] Easter Egger (sometimes called Americana): Often described as mutt chickens, Easter eggers do not belong to any a true breed recognized by official poultry breeding standards. While many Easter eggers do lay blue eggs, they can also lay pinkish, green, cream, and even brown eggs, so if you want a guarantee of getting blue eggs in your basket, they aren’t the best choice. They are usually much less expensive than the pure breeds mentioned above, though, so if you are looking for blue eggs on a budget, you might find them worth the gamble.
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Chocolate Eggs Don’t Come From Bunnies

Despite what the Cadbury Crème egg commercials seem to advertise, chocolate eggs do not come from bunnies. They come from chickens, of course! The insides may not be chocolate, but the gorgeous dark chocolate–colored shells range from the deepest brown to a sometimes almost wine-colored egg. If you are looking to add a beautiful contrast of color to your egg basket, choose from the breeds listed below.

[image: images] Barnevelder: Hardy in cold climates, this breed comes in a huge variety of color patterns and has an unmistakable green shimmer to their dark feathers. Eggs are dark like the black copper Marans, but these super layers will yield about 200 eggs per year. They are friendly and very docile.

[image: images] Black Copper Marans: The black copper Marans is probably the most common dark chocolate–egg layer. They lay the darkest shades of deep, rich brown eggs. They tend to be friendly, and my black copper Marans hen, Maleficent, made a wonderful mother. Their black feathers shimmer iridescent in the sun and they usually have feathered feet. These beauties lay around 150 eggs per year.

[image: images] Cuckoo Marans: Cuckoo Marans come in a few different colors with a barred or striped pattern to their feathers. The most common cuckoo Marans are the silver and gold varieties. They lay a dark chocolate–colored egg similar to the black copper Marans; however, eggs tend to vary in color tone and can be speckled. Unlike the black copper Marans, cuckoos have little to no feathering on their legs.

[image: images] Welsummer: The welsummer is a favorite breed on my friend Melissa’s farm. They are similar in appearance to a brown leghorn and lay around 160 eggs per year. Their egg shell color tends to be lighter than the Marans varieties but still dark enough to stand out in your egg basket. Welsummers are great foragers and do well free-ranging.

Regardless of your reason for choosing one breed over the other, you can rest assured these birds will provide you with an abundance of dark chocolate–colored eggs! If you see a breed you want to learn more about, don’t forget to add it to your wish list (page 216).
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Chickens Need Friends, Too!

Whether you decide to build your flock with grown hens or with baby chicks, it’s important to remember that chickens need friends. Chickens are communal animals designed to live and thrive in a flock. You should never keep just one chicken by herself. Keeping only two chickens is also a risky proposition because if one gets ill or dies, the other will still be left alone. When buying chicks, I usually overbuy by 10 to 20 percent or at least one extra chick so that if a chick falls ill or dies, you still have the intended number of chickens by the time they are ready to start laying eggs.

Chickens needing friends is also a great excuse to give your friends for why you have so many birds when chicken math sets in. Chicken math is a phenomenon observed by chicken keepers where the size of your flock always seems to grow. You might think you only want a six-bird flock, but if you have ever heard about a new breed that you just have to have, a friend needs someone to take some extra chicks, or a trip to the feed store for dog food resulted in chicks coming home with you—you may have become the latest victim of chicken math.

Knowing that the chicken math phenomenon is a real struggle for many chicken keepers, do some preventative homework and check out the local chicken ordinances for the town or county you live in. If your local ordinances allow you to keep a dozen chickens, you may want to start with only six so that as your flock grows and chicken math happens, you don’t find yourself in trouble with the local authorities. If your starter flock of a dozen birds jumps to twenty-four, your local compliance officer likely won’t be persuaded you should have so many friends for your chickens when you hand him a copy of this book to explain why you needed them!
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