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For Gretchen Vogel Morin, who gave us our first flock






INTRODUCTION

Imagine: You are lying on the ground, once again attempting to fix the ancient riding lawn mower you inherited from your home’s previous owner. Just beyond the narrow space between the grass and the machine’s metal undercarriage, movement catches your eye. Scaly, reptilian, yellow feet, heavily armed with long, pointed claws—and, just above the toes, curved, knife-sharp spurs—are purposefully striding toward you at face level. It feels like that scene from Jurassic Park, where the humans are hiding from the hunting velociraptor—an animal from which, in fact, your avian assailant is descended.

You have been detected. The ominous feet hurry now, pounding the ground in a frenzy. There is no mistaking it: this is a rooster on a rampage—the bane of many an otherwise peaceful barnyard.

Unless you’re on the receiving end of those spurs, it may look, at least to others, hilarious: a two-foot-tall bird, mostly made of air, weighing only six pounds, can easily scare a 150-pound, six-foot-tall human into running away. But an angry rooster can draw blood. What should you do?

Years ago, my husband joined the ranks of the many backyard chicken farmers, their kids, and their visitors, who have been unexpectedly confronted with this very dilemma. His quite reasonable reaction was, like most of our poultry-keeping colleagues, to spring to his feet and hastily get out of the way.

But now, many years later, my neighbor, Ashley Naglie, suggests a different course of action—one that is staggeringly counterintuitive. In this situation, “It’s best,” she insists, “to pick them up.”

What?

“Cuddle them,” she continues. “Talk to them in a soft voice. Do your chores while you’re holding them close.” Watch out for the beak, she advises, because he might bite. If possible, wrap the rooster’s feet in a towel or a blanket to protect yourself from his spurs. But gathering the angry bird into your arms and carrying him around is, she assures, the best and only foolproof way to train a rowdy rooster to become a loving friend.

By the time I spoke with Ashley, my husband and I had lived among chickens for decades, including the occasional rooster or two. The guys had all started out as sweet baby chicks, turned into affectionate and assertive young cockerels—and some of them remained perfect gentlemen their whole lives. But occasionally we’d get one who changed. Then what?

We’d never heard of Ashley’s training method. When we began keeping chickens in the late 1980s—way before the internet, with its advice for all matters at your fingertips, way before the pandemic craze for backyard poultry—we had no idea how to contend with a rooster gone rogue other than to find him another home. Now we know what to do.

Our travels in what I call the Chicken Universe, as you shall see in the following pages, have been a multi-decade voyage, a journey of revelation. New discoveries continue to this day.

In 2023, a study published in the journal PLOS One reported that roosters recognize their own reflections in mirrors—a common (though contested) measure of self-awareness. Previous experiments show that apes, like humans, do this: when chimps who are familiar with mirrors are knocked out and their faces marked with red dye, they’ll examine their faces in the glass and touch the red marks, showing they recognize the reflection as their own. But male birds are famous for attacking their own reflection in the window (especially disturbing when the bird is a cassowary, a five-foot-tall, 120-pound flightless native of Australia and New Guinea, who can break a plate-glass window with a single kick).

Up till last year, roosters failed the mirror test. But then a German scientist tried another way. Sonja Hille-macher, a University of Bonn researcher, gave roosters time in a mirrored enclosure. But how to tell if they recognized themselves? Knowing that roosters warn others of danger, she projected a hawk silhouette over the test roosters to see what they’d do. When another rooster was visible through the partition, the subject of the experiment tried to warn his comrade of the danger. But if there was nothing but mirrors around—no other chickens than himself to be seen—the test rooster was always silent.

The researcher actually found this unsurprising. She knew roosters were smart. The difficult part of her work was devising an experiment that was biologically relevant—one that related to things that the rooster encounters in his daily life. That takes patience and careful observation—exactly what makes Ashley’s barnyard findings as eye-opening as those from Hillemacher’s lab.

“It takes time and effort to have a gentle rooster,” Ashley explains as fat snowflakes fall into her long brown hair. She and her husband and two kids offer to educate me on this cold January day. We huddle in our parkas inside one of their many spacious backyard coops. Daughter Brooke, fourteen, scoops up a handsome red cockerel named Charlie, who instantly snugs his comb and wattles into her hair, which is long and dark like her mother’s. (“They love snuggling into hair,” Ashley’s husband, Brian, notes.) “Some people grow up thinking roosters are mean,” Brooke says. “But you just have to build trust.”

“Roosters look big and intimidating,” says Brooke’s brother, Tyler, age twelve. “But if you treat them right, with respect and kindness, they’ll be calm.”

This family speaks from experience. They have been rescuing and rehabilitating rowdy roosters for a decade now.

Their travels in the Chicken Universe started when Brooke was five and Tyler was three. While Brian was working as a mechanic, Ashley was then a stay-at-home mom. They purchased two ducks and added six young New Hampshire Red pullets (what hens are called before age one) for the eggs.

The chickens loved playing with the kids. Brooke would often take a youngster on her lap when she played on the swing. The kids napped with the chickens, found worms for them, stroked them. The little flock ranged freely over their lawn and fields while Ashley watched over them.

But one day, during the few minutes when she stepped inside to get Tyler a drink, a fox killed one of the hens. It was Star, one of their favorites. “Star was only three months old. It was devastating. We were all heartbroken.” But Ashley knew what she had to do to protect the others. “I realized,” she said, “that I needed a rooster.”

A rooster watches for danger. With his loud voice, he alerts his hens to any coming threat. And while they take cover, he will often courageously attack the intruder. Because of his spurs and his spunk, a brave rooster may in fact successfully drive away a much larger predator. (Brian, in fact, once watched in amazement as Charlie chased a fox out of their yard.)

Luckily, Ashley’s mom, who lives in Vermont, had just brought three roosters over to Brian’s grandmother. “They were Easter chicks who turned out to be roosters,” Ashley said. Two roosters remained on her grandmother’s farm, and Ashley took one, a large and stately golden Buff Orpington whom she named Cooter.

Cooter charmed the family, both avian and human. He was curious and unusually observant. “He loved to watch me work on the car,” Brian says. “He’d watch me for five or six hours at a time!” Then, when Brian was finished, Cooter (who has since died of old age) would come and intently inspect the shiny tools, as if trying to figure out how to replicate what the mechanic had just accomplished.

With his flock, Cooter “was very proactive, but also kind and gentle,” Ashley tells me. “He’d show the hens where the food was—but wouldn’t eat it himself, letting them have first dibs. And he always had his eye on the sky, watching for a hawk. If he saw one, he’d scream and I’d come running.” The kids adored him and were always carrying him around, snuggling him. He never attacked. He seemed to enjoy their gentle touch.

Cooter’s affectionate attention to his flock soon had another effect as well: fertile eggs—resulting in more roosters. Each was possessed of a distinctive personality. Carlos, for instance, was petrified of his father—but from the moment he hatched, he loved cuddling so much he began to follow people around, asking to be picked up. Ashley wrote and self-published a picture book about this legendary snuggler, titled Carlos Loves Hugs. And he’s smart: he has figured out how the doorknob works, Ashley reports, and lets himself inside the house. He brings Ashley thoughtful gifts. Once, she says, somehow “he unscrewed the plumbing to the soapstone sink—and brought me the ring and the gasket.”

Henry, another rooster, hatched out in Ashley’s hands. “He spent a lot of time inside,” she explains. “He would run to the top of the stairs each morning to crow. He had a favorite teacup he liked to drink from.”

And soon there were others. Word of mouth travels fast in the small towns of southwest New Hampshire. People learned about this rooster paradise—and started bringing their unwanted roosters to the doorstep. “People would say, ‘I have this rooster, and he’s so mean I don’t want him,’ ” Ashley says. The family always took them in.

There was Hey Hey (“He was so mean at first!”) and his brother, Toe-Gone (who lost a toe fighting with another rooster). A woman from a neighboring town brought in three roosters at once: Abraham—who likes to crow while sitting in Brian’s lap—George, and John. Neighbors down the street brought in a beautiful red-and-black cockerel. They’d been taking an evening walk and heard someone clucking. They knew no chicken could last long alone in the woods. Apparently the owner had just dumped the bird on the side of the road and driven off.

This sort of thing happens all too often. And lately, it’s worse. At Amazing Grace Animal Sanctuary in the nearby town of Sullivan, founder Donna Watterson has seen “a wicked increase” in both abandoned chickens and abandoned roosters since the pandemic. “Everybody got chickens,” she reports, “but now they’re back to school and work and they just get rid of them.” The sanctuary is already full of unwanted donkeys, alpacas, goats, mini and standard horses, sheep, and pigs. Now they have taken in twenty chickens and two roosters, Croakie and Pigeon. They were wandering on the side of the road, where a former owner had abandoned them, and were both rescued by separate Samaritans.

Modern Farmer magazine reported in 2023 that farm rescues and sanctuaries around the country have seen huge influxes of chickens and roosters since the pandemic. The problem is overseas, too: as the pandemic waned, Germany’s largest animal shelter reported trying to accommodate three times as many hens and roosters as in a normal year, while Britain’s RSPCA was struggling to cope with a record 1,562 unwanted chickens.

Why do people consider roosters in particular such a problem? Not all of them attack. But almost all of them crow (at her animal sanctuary, Watterson got a call about one who was blind and crowed twenty-four hours a day), and for this reason, some towns have ordinances against them. Too many amorous roosters prove a bother to their hens. Some ladies develop bald patches from too many guys trying to jump on their backs all the time.

Most people who adopt chicks (often at Easter) don’t realize they won’t all grow up to be hens. For most chicks, males and females look alike. (There are exceptions, like Black Sex-Links—a breed created by crossing a Barred Rock hen and a Rhode Island Red cock. The boys have a white dot on the head, while the girls are pure black.) And there are hatcheries where experts examine the sex organs of the birds they ship—no job for an amateur, as they’re hidden inside the chicken’s body—to guarantee males or females. But “nobody educates people before they take chicks home,” laments Watterson.

Another problem: if there are too many roosters in a flock, they may fight each other over access to the hens. For this reason, the Naglies have built five separate enclosures to accommodate their roosters and their hens. Abraham rules his own flock of five hens inside the Fluffy Butt Hutt, a three-by-four-by-five-foot, three-story affair surrounded with a fenced twelve-foot-by-eight-foot run. Charlie sleeps with a turkey lady friend in a former playhouse. Some roosters are housed in bachelor-only quarters (if they can’t see any hens, they usually won’t fight). Toe-Gone and Hey Hey lived together happily, until Hey Hey was eaten by a bear.

On cold days like the day of my visit, bachelor roosters may spend the night, and sometimes the day, inside the house with the family. At the moment, Charlie’s tall red comb is showing signs of potential frostbite. Brooke continues to cradle him while Tyler runs inside to get some ointment.

After an article about the Naglies’ rescue farm appeared in the local paper, Ashley started fielding rooster-related calls every day. Her advice:


	“Sometimes a rooster who seems to be about to attack is actually showing you he likes you. If a rooster seems to be dancing around you, he is trying to see if you belong to him. Pick him up.”

	“If your rooster brings you rocks and shiny objects, as they sometimes do, pick him up. I always pick up my rooster after accepting these gifts.”

	“Never kick a rooster.” (Even raising your foot toward him, without actually kicking him, counts.) “Pick him up instead.”



At one point, the family was caring for ten roosters in the rescue. Combined with caring for their hens, a flock of ducks, and Brian’s beehives, plus managing the Airbnb they now run, and with Ashley’s new job (she now works as a substitute teacher), it proved a bit overwhelming. Today, Ashley can’t accept any more roosters, but she is happy to help educate people. And she’s honored to be caring for all the roosters currently in residence.

“Why did I do this?” Ashley asks. “I did it because I wanted to help all of the roosters I could help.” She remembers the day one of her ducks, Pow, got sick. “She was egg-bound [a painful and potentially deadly condition when an egg is stuck inside]. I saw her looking to me for help.” Ashley gave Pow a warm sitz bath so she could pass her egg safely. “And I knew I had to give every bird a chance.”

My new friend’s calling reflects the words on a plaque that hangs over the door to our own chicken coop. It was a gift from our next-door neighbor, Jarvis Coffin, about whom you’ll soon read, who loved our chickens dearly.

The words are attributed to the Italian mystic and Catholic friar now known as St. Francis of Assisi. “Not to hurt our humble brethren is our first duty to them,” he preached, “but to stop there is not enough. We have a higher mission—to be of service to them whenever they require it.”

Our chicken coop is empty, but the saint’s words are not. Even though no chickens are living with us right now (you’ll find out what happened in the pages ahead), these elegant, intelligent, supremely social birds are still an important part of our neighborhood and our lives. I shall always be grateful to them.

My travels in the Chicken Universe have been a portal to an unknown kingdom. All of us see birds every day, and chickens are among the commonest birds we know. Yet again and again, as I watch the hens and roosters in my life, I am reminded how movingly like us birds can be—and how thrillingly different. This book is my small effort to be of service to them: to enhance our wonder and deepen our respect and our compassion for these common creatures we all think we know. The longer I watch them, the more clearly I see how rich and varied their lives are, as fraught and joyous and changeable as our own.
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