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This book is dedicated to my husband, Gary, my family, and my mom. In the 1970s, my mom went back to work so I could attend the University of Maryland and earn my degree in Animal Science. Since then I’ve had many jobs. It wasn’t until recent years that I have found a way to make a career writing about farm animal care, and have it mesh with our farm and family business lifestyle. Mom mentioned that I was finally doing what I set out to do. Thanks for making the sacrifice, Mom. To my husband, the steady one in our marriage. Thanks for always letting me chase my dreams, start more projects, and bring home more animals. You truly are a life partner in this journey. To my grown-up kids and baby grandchildren, I love you more than I will ever be able to say. I hope you will all follow your dreams, too.


Preface

by Pam Freeman

Having kept chickens for over a decade, I can tell you the coop and accessories I started out with are no longer around. Over the years, a huge flaw in the placement of my original coop became evident as walking up and down the hill where it was located became tedious, hard to traverse while carrying heavy loads, and downright treacherous in wet or icy weather. An accidental rooster led to a broody hen that hatched more accidental roosters who needed a bachelor pad. A fallen tree left us with no shade and necessitated a porch and trellis to keep my flock cool in summer’s heat. Honestly, my chicken coop has completely changed and will continue to change as new needs dictate.

Is this a bad thing? No. Janet is right when she points out that her coops are always evolving. It’s a natural part of chicken keeping, and frankly, of life. The key is how you handle this evolution.

No matter whether you build your coop or buy your coop, I’ve found that everyone’s chicken keeping routine and backyard is a little different.

My chickens roam freely for large parts of the day. Some folks keep their chickens confined. My backyard is a hillside, and that needs to be considered when planning improvements. No mobile chicken coops for me! I have a friend that just bought a house and discovered her backyard turns into a river when it rains. Drainage is top of mind for her. Essentially, what works in one backyard may not work in another.

That’s where this book comes in handy. Janet details DIY projects for your entire chicken keeping journey, from baby chicks to adult birds. These are useful projects that can be adapted to most any situation and need. If you’re looking for a cleaner coop, you can learn how to make a dropping board. If your chickens can’t get out to roam, learn how to keep them occupied by making some in-the-coop fun for them. If you’d like to add some healthy treats to your chicken’s diet, learn how to make an herb garden out of a pallet.

What I like most about this book is the depth of the projects covered. Some of the projects are flat out fun, but others—like predator prevention and cooling a coop in summer—are crucial to keeping your birds alive and healthy. This is a no-fuss, no-muss book that allows chicken keepers to better the lives of their birds without breaking the bank. This is a book that helps ordinary folks take their chicken keeping to something extraordinary without pretense or unnecessary glamour. It’s a book I’m going to keep on my shelf and consult often. I hope you do too!

—Pam Freeman
Author, Backyard Chickens: Beyond the Basics
Editor, Backyard Poultry magazine
Editor, Countryside & Small Stock Journal
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Foreword

by Joel Salatin

If I believed in reincarnation as an animal, I would definitely ask to come back as one of Janet Garman’s chickens. I always thought that our pastured chickens here at Polyface Farm had the best life in the world, but I think I’ve found a more pampered—albeit much smaller—flock in Janet’s backyard.

Life contains numerous gateway elements. Dr. Seuss is a gateway phonetic and reading introduction to children. Bacon is the gateway meat product for reconstructed vegans. On our farm, we call eggs our gateway product for the many restaurants we serve. If we have eggs, the chefs want chicken, beef, and pork; if we don’t have enough eggs, the chef client may skip all the other stuff. A debilitating illness is often the gateway to diet changes and non-chemical, local food sourcing.

For sure, chickens are the gateway to domestic livestock. Whether you’re in the country or the city, the day you decide to step beyond the garden and grow your own animal protein, chances are chickens will be the team player of choice.

Reasons are many:


• Chickens are small and conducive to small spaces, simple shelters, and lightweight control.

• Chickens are child-friendly; they may scratch or peck a bit, but you won’t have to worry about your ten-year-old being trampled by a goat or cow.

• Chickens are cheap—a low investment risk, easy to start, easy to stop.

• Chickens are common; you can get chickens almost anywhere.

• Chickens are quiet—at least if you don’t have a rooster—compared to barking dogs, baaing sheep, or mooing cows.

• Chickens have a fast turnover: they become productive quicker than any other barnyard animal besides mice . . . but most of us don’t eat mice.

• Chickens are by far and away the superior backyard sanitizer, relishing all sorts of pests, from ticks to slugs.

• Chickens eat kitchen scraps and lay eggs, offering a pathogen barrier between what humans eat (eggs) and what the chicken eats (scraps).

• Chickens are easy to process once their productive life is over; a pot of hot water and a knife are all that’s required.

• Chickens are the best role model for teenagers: they’re the first animal awake in the morning; they spend all day happily turning trash into treasure; at the first sign of dusk, they head to bed (no gallivanting around the countryside at night).



As ubiquitous as chickens have been in nearly every culture, the fact that in modern America most people have never seen one, petted one, fed one, or enjoyed one speaks volumes about unprecedented collective ignorance. Fortunately, cultural pendulums eventually swing back to correct themselves; the renewed interest in backyard chicken rearing indicates positive changes. Anyone dedicated to integrated environmentalism, personal self-reliance, and bio-regional resilience delights in the backyard chicken tsunami sweeping the country.

One by one, cities are rescinding anti-chicken laws. From high rise apartment complexes to suburban farmettes, chicken keeping is the status symbol of the regenerative elite. Anyone can write a check to an environmental organization. Anyone can patronize local craft beer. But only the sustainability aristocracy become chicken keepers.

In 50 Do-It-Yourself Projects for Keeping Chickens, Janet Garman takes the wanna-be on a practical and winsome journey to family-stead chicken success. The uncaring-turned-caring food participant need no longer feel intimidated and paralyzed by ignorance. Using household discards and savvy make-do, Janet’s projects in this beautifully illustrated manual take novices by the hand, leading them into the incredibly fulfilling joy and satisfaction of chickeneers.

My first flock, 50 as-hatched heavy breed chicks from Sears and Roebuck, arrived by mail in 1967, when I was only ten years old. With a light bulb, cardboard box, and some shavings for a brooder, I still remember my excitement that first morning those many years ago. We had a pet cat. We had a pet dog. But this was different—these were working team members, an entrepreneurial gateway. Chickens are wonderful partners. They work and sing their little hearts out; they’re always happy to see you; and a well-nourished egg, well-laid, is perhaps the most complete food in the world.

While my chicken rearing has always had a bit more commercial and utilitarian, I love Janet’s tips for comfort and chicken enjoyment. Simple chicken run features, painted playground equipment, and “boredom busters”—including a chicken jungle gym—offer respectful honor to the chickeness of the chicken.

The love and care Janet exhibits throughout this book is extraordinary: DIY herbal salves, chicken first aid kits . . . you get the feeling that these chickens are part of the family. How delightful in a culture that introduced chicken factories to the world. This is a welcome and necessary paradigm shift.

In my perfect world, even our Polyface Farm would not grow the number of chickens we do. Chickens would inhabit every backyard, every apartment. They would eat all food scraps and be snuggled up next to every commercial kitchen and institutional commissary. Every college dining service would have a hundred chickens next door to close the loop from scrap to human food treasure. This book facilitates such a world, and I hope it’ll catalyze timid folks to jump into enriching their lives with a couple of chickens.

If you want a working pet, nothing beats a chicken. So go ahead; jump in. You can create a place of beauty and functionality using this wonderful resource as a guide. Who knows? Maybe you’ll provide the tipping point to cascade our culture toward integrated food and functional ecological regeneration. Thank you for caring.

—Joel Salatin
Polyface Farm
Editor, The Stockman Grass Farmer


Introduction

We are the new generation of chicken keepers. As we begin raising small flocks of poultry and providing more of the food we eat from our own backyards, we learn to make do. We learn to build emergency habitats for animals. Our sheds fill with construction materials that might come in handy one day. Bring those materials out and put them to good use!

Welcome to the world of DIY projects for chickens. Homeowners, homesteaders, and farmers across the country and around the world enjoy raising backyard chickens. There is something special about these feathered pets. Having chickens to care for, right outside our back doors, brings us back to our roots, adds delicious nutritious food to our tables, and provide hours of entertainment. I’m sure there are people around the globe whose favorite time of day is watching the flock forage for bugs while relaxing after a long day at work.

At some point during chicken raising, we get the urge to upgrade, rebuild, or create a new environment for our feathered friends. Buying all the new materials doesn’t always meet with our budget! Some of us prefer a rustic, well-loved, vintage look for the chicken coop. Or maybe you love getting into a new project. Read on! As you will see, projects in these pages range from simple things that take only minutes to complicated weekend endeavors.

Many ready-made coops, accessories, and products are available to the chicken keeper. Often these are out of reach financially. It can be fun and inspiring to make your own chicken equipment. Even if you have a delightful, prebuilt coop for your flock, adding to their environment is fun. You will enjoy watching the chickens discover new activities, treats, and resting spots.
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The author feeds her chickens. Apron compliments of Fluffy Layers. >>
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Trash-to-treasure thinking has become a design trend. Old furniture, recycled containers, vintage rehab projects, and repurposed buildings can all have a part in your chicken area. Even if you have a well-manicured suburban backyard, you can incorporate DIY chicken projects. Using trash doesn’t have to be trashy! Spray paint, sandpaper, inspiration, and imagination transform old tossed aside items from the trash heap to chic chicken decor.

Keep your eyes peeled! Garage sales, flea markets, second-hand stores, and landfill centers may be holding your next DIY chicken project! One of our favorite activities, when we can get away from the farm for the day, is attending a tractor pull or steam tractor show. I was amazed to find the best flea markets seem to set up at these shows. Flea markets with lots of farm equipment, vintage furnishings, kitchen tools, dishes, and pans. Was I looking for things for me? Well, sometimes. Mostly I was keeping my eye out for things I could repurpose on the farm. Old tobacco drying frames, discarded beehive frames, and other drying racks made good covers for chicken run gardens. Wooden vegetable bins can become nest boxes, along with vintage wooden crates. Speaking of crates, look for large dog kennels to use for chick brooders or sick chicken isolation coops.

In our minds, DIY is also largely a make-do type of existence. We tend to grab what we have on hand to make the projects. Using what you have and making do with recycled materials is the essence of DIY. Challenge yourself to look around the farm, homestead, or backyard. Do you have building materials that you can repurpose? The pages of this book bring you many ideas for “do it yourself” inspiration. The measurements and instructions given are largely adaptable to your own size requirements and materials. Use our directions, but do not be afraid to vary and make each project uniquely your own. Not all projects are right for all people. The style of these projects is rustic, and in many cases, we used what we had on hand at the farm to make them. Raising chickens doesn’t need to be costly.
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Grab the tool belt and staple gun! It’s time to start spoiling your chickens. Make them the envy of all the other chickens on the block. Then sit back and relax, grab a cold drink or a hot cup of coffee, and watch your feathered egg production crew enjoy the good life, DIY style.

Disclaimer: While building any of the structures shown in this book, keep in mind that as we built the examples, some variations had to be made to adapt to our building materials. A basic knowledge of how to build a framed structure will be helpful, although not mandatory. Variations might be seen between what we used and what is shown in the photos or illustrations. We may have had something usable already on site, but the instructions call for a piece more readily available or more cost-effective. This is mentioned because our philosophy is to use what we have available whenever possible. Making substitutions will not affect the finished product but may require slightly different measurements. Please remember to always wear safety eye protection when using tools.
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Terms and Materials

I have realized that building materials and tools, as well as chicken coop parts and furnishings, may be called by different names in different parts of the world. Here are some equivalent terms that will reduce confusion.

Chick Brooder—The house or container that the newly hatched chicks are housed in for the first few weeks of life. If the chicks are hatched by a broody hen, the brooder will be bigger than if you are only housing chicks. Alternatively, the broody hen can be left with the flock.

Chicken Coop—The housing provided for the grown chickens. Should be fully enclosed with a pop door and, if applicable, a full-size door. Ventilation and security are key components.
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