
America's Favorite Poultry Magazine

HELP YOUR CHICKS 
GROW HEALTHY 

FEATHERS

ARE CHICKENS 
CLEVER? YES! 

STUDIES PROVE ITCALCULATING SPACE, FEED, 
& PRODUCTIVITY

CHICKEN
MATH!

Volume 14, Number 2
April/May 2019

WELSH 
HARLEQUIN 

DUCKS

Plus:
HARLEQUIN 

Backyard
Poultry

$5.99 US www.countrysidenetwork.com$5.99 US www.countrysidenetwork.com







4 Backyard Poultry

08 Editor’s Letter

10 Photo Essay — How My
Backyard Flock Began

14 Coming Events

16 Something to Crow About

22 Poultry Talk
Ron Kean and Marissa Ames
answer reader questions about 
their flocks.

28 Flock Photos
The best of the best submissions 
via snail mail and our social sites.

30 Cured Salted Egg Yolks
By Rita Heikenfeld

34 Are Chickens Good Pets?
By Janet Garman

36 Clever Chickens
By Tamsin Cooper

42 Chicken Math For The Budding
Production Flock
By Jeremy Chartier

48 Defend The Flock
By Marissa Ames,
in partnership with APHIS

52 Are Chickens A Huge Time
Commitment?
By Kim Ellsworth

56 Chickens In Rudyard Kipling's
Former Garden
By Susie Kearley

60 Raising Chicken Eggs for
Hatching
By Doug Ottinger

66 Help Your Chickens Grow
Healthy Feathers
By Rebecca Sanderson

70 Choosing The Best 4-H
Show Chickens
By Kate Johnson

contents // 14.2

Chicken Math For The Budding

08 

10

14

16

22

28

30

34

36

42

48

52

56

60

66

70

34

56





6 Backyard Poultry

80

contents // 14.2

Can You Find the Roo?Can You Find the Roo?

7474 Coop Inspiration: Vaughn
Victorian Coop
By Kaylee Vaughn

76 Secret Life of Poultry: Charlene
By Lacey Hughett

80 Breed Profile:
Welsh Harlequin Ducks
By Tamsin Cooper

93 Breeders Directory

95 Classifieds

96 Just for Fun

We hid the BYP roo in a story in this issue. 
It’s your job to find him! He looks just like 
the roo above. If you do, snap a pic and email 
it to editor@backyardpoultrymag.com. 
We’ll pick one random winner to receive a 
Backyard Poultry beanie and rooster sticker. 
Enter by April 28, 2019.

December 2018/January 2019 issue winners:
(Roo is on page 46.)

• Cheyenne Bonnel, California
• Eric Johansen, Illinois
• Tom Mack, New York
• Carol J Garcia, Texas
• George Gibson, Georgia
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These fluffy butts call Unconventional Acres home. 
Breed: Silver Laced Barnevelders. Photo by Mel Dickinson.
These fluffy butts call Unconventional Acres home.
Breed: Silver Laced Barnevelders. Photo by Mel Dickinson.
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EDITORIAL
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My first urban flock included five chickens, pulled from a bulk bin at 
my local feed store. Three Salmon Faverolles and two Delawares, all 
named after foods. But when Extra Crispy’s comb got too red, too fast, 

our five city chickens became four.
I enjoyed weeding my garden with pullets at my side, pulling weeds while 

they picked out worms and pecked up purslane. Kitchen scraps either met the 
compost pile or the pullets’ run. By the next year, chicken fever took full hold. 
We drew out plans for a larger coop, using metal racks as frames and bolting on 
8’x4’ wooden panels. Six nesting boxes, a mini-run entrance to act as a warming 
chamber during the winter. Then I stood inside the coop with a tape measure 
and calculator.

“Technically,” I said, “with how big this yard is, I can fit 40 hens in here and 
still have space for more perches.”

My husband blinked. “I thought you were getting 10 more.”
I was. That year. 
But year three, I ordered 20 chicks from a hatchery: Speckled Sussex, Naked 

Necks, Silkies, Minorcas, and a Cream Brabanter. Oh, and four ducklings. We 
even had a pond for them.

I capped my chicken math at 40 hens, but sometimes those were duck hens or 
turkey hens. We kept the number just under what was tolerable for neighbors with-
in the city. We worked daily to mitigate smell and noise. It was difficult, though, 
especially when chicks turned into cockerels although we had ordered pullets.

When we moved to our rural farm, we flunked chicken math once again, wan-
dering into the ranch supply store and spotting the bargain bin: 
two-week-old babies, not quite as fuzzy and cute, mixed so 
the employees couldn’t guarantee breed. With a larger run 
and coop, and more distance between us and neighbors, 
we can expand even more. We acquired a tom turkey 
and raised 12 freezer poults, keeping one daughter as a 
future breeding hen. And Turducken, our duck hatched 
by a turkey, now has a boyfriend.

Hey … math happens.

Marissa Ames
Editor
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By Brittany Zickus

How My Backyard Flock Began

I ’ve always been a farm girl at heart. When I was young, I 
loved going to my grandparents’ home next to a farm. You 
could find me climbing in the hay loft, begging to ride the 

horses, and chasing all the chickens and kittens. 
When I met my amazing husband, Justin, he had been 

warned that I was a crazy animal lover and my dream of living 
on a farm. Our first home together was only a half-acre lot. I 
needed some sort of farm animal, it was a must! Immediately 
I thought goats or a miniature pony, but ideally, we didn’t have 
the space. This led us into researching backyard chickens. We 
were sold! During my search I also found these crazy-looking 
fluffy chickens called Silkies. They instantly put a smile on my 
face and I had to have them. 

Silkies were my first love for chickens. We started with three, 
but soon that grew to 10. They have amazing personalities and 
are smaller in size. What makes Silkies different from other 
breeds are their black skin, blue earlobes and five toes. Also, 
their feather barbs have the inability to lock, making their 
feathers appear more like fur than an actual feather. Silkies, 
however, are not a breed you want when looking for plentiful egg 
production. They lay around every other day and become broody 
often, which temporarily leads to no egg production at all. 

My husband and I moved into a larger home with more land. 
More land meant more chickens, of course! Our flock still main-

ly consists of Silkies, but we’ve expanded to Easter Eggers and 
Standard Polish. Easter Eggers are known for the beauty in their 
colorful eggs and Standard Polish for their remarkable crests. 

Hatching eggs is one of the most rewarding aspects of raising 
chickens, other than collecting the eggs themselves. Hatching 
eggs teaches you patience. Having to wait those 21 days for 
your new babies to hatch seems as if it takes forever. When 
hatching day finally comes, there is nothing more exciting than 
seeing your new chicks for the first time. You’d be amazed how 
different they all are from one another!

Introducing new members to your flock can be stressful, but 
when done properly you can have a smooth transition. We use 
the “look but don’t touch” method. This allows your existing 
flock to see your new chickens without causing harm. We use 
temporary fencing or an old dog cage and use this method for 
a few weeks before taking away the barrier. Chickens can be 
bullies! 

Chickens are amazing in reducing stress and bringing joy 
into your life. They have personalities like none other! Raising 
chickens requires patience and hard work but is very rewarding. 
Walking out to your coop, grabbing an egg, and cracking it open 
for a meal you’re making is worth everything! Everyone can 
find fun in owning a backyard flock. Follow Brittany's chick-
en-keeping adventures at instagram.com/thelittlewhitecoop. 
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top left: Two-
month-old Silkie 
chicks. This is one of 
our favorite stages. 
You can really 
start to see their 
beautiful coloring. 
top middle: Our 
backyard guardians 
watch over our flock 
from predators. 
They also help with 
keeping our flock in 
a designated area. 
top right: A baby 
Polish hen. This age 
is amusing as their 
crests begin to fully 
grow. left: A day 
of egg collecting is 
always exciting.
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top left: Happy dance from our 
Silkie, Opal, after laying an egg! 
top right: A week-old Silkie chick 
checking out the big world! bottom 
right: Brittany from The Little White 
Coop with one of her favorite hens. 
bottom left: A beautiful spring 
day is always a favorite among our 
chickens.
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Hatching eggs is one of the most rewarding aspects of raising 
chickens. When hatching day finally comes, there is nothing more 
exciting than seeing your new chicks for the first time.

top left: Easter Eggers are one of my favorite breeds. Their feathers are always so different! Our hen has tiny black hearts 
in her feathers. top right: Nothing is more enjoyable than sitting out on a beautiful day with your backyard flock. bottom 
left: Our beautiful Easter Egger's egg! Collecting our daily green eggs is our favorite. bottom right: Standard Polish are 
one of our favorite breeds. They have amazing disposition and have personalities like none other. 
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COMING EVENTS
The Coming Events listing is gathered and provided by  

www.poultryshowcentral.com. Add your show listing on their website or send to:  
Coming Events, Backyard Poultry, P.O. Box 566, Medford, WI 54451, or  

email: editor@backyardpoultrymag.com. To be included in the Backyard Poultry magazine 
listing, event details must be sent 90 days in advance.

ARKANSAS

April 6, 2019 — El Dorado, 
Arkansas, South Central Re-
gional Classic – South Arkansas 
Poultry Club 
poultryshowcentral.com/South_
Central_Regional_Classic.html

April 27, 2019 — Charleston, 
Arkansas, Heart of the Ozarks 
Poultry Club 
poultryshowcentral.com/Heart_
of_the_Ozarks_Poultry_Club.
html

COLORADO

April 13, 2019 — Pueblo, 
Colorado, Colorado Poultry 
Association Spring Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Colora-
do_Poultry_Association.html

May 31-June 1, 2019 — Fruita, 
Colorado, Mike the Headless 
Chicken Show and Extrava-
ganza 
poultryshowcentral.com/ Mike_
Headless_Chicken_Show_Ex-
travaganza.html

CONNECTICUT

April 13, 2019 — Storrs, 
Connecticut, Southern New 
England 4-H Poultry Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/South-
ern_New_England_4-H_Poul-
try_Show.html

ILLINOIS

April 7, 2019 — Kankakee, 
Illinois, Tri-K Pigeon & Bantam 
Club Pigeon Fair 
poultryshowcentral.com/TriK_Pi-
geon_Bantam_Fair.html

April 27, 2019 — Medora, Illi-
nois, Tri-County Auction & Cafe 
poultryshowcentral.com/Tri_
County_Auction_Cafe.html

May 5, 2019 — Kankakee, 
Illinois, Tri-K Pigeon & Bantam 
Club Pigeon Fair 
poultryshowcentral.com/TriK_Pi-
geon_Bantam_Fair.html

May 25, 2019 — Medora, Illi-
nois, Tri-County Auction & Cafe 
poultryshowcentral.com/Tri_
County_Auction_Cafe.html

INDIANA

May 3-4, 2019 — Topeka, Indi-
ana, Topeka Exotic Animal and 
Bird Auction 
poultryshowcentral.com/Tope-
ka_Exotic_Animal_Bird_Auction.
html

May 4, 2019 — Kimmell, Indi-
ana, Wolf’s Swap Meet 
poultryshowcentral.com/Wolfs_
Swap_Meet.html

IOWA

April 2, 2019 — Center Point, 
Iowa, Nutrena Chicken Chat 
from Interstate Grain Service 
facebook.com/In-
terstate-Grain-Ser-
vice-218673154845412, 319-
849-1157

April 6, 2019 — Aplington, 
Iowa, Central Iowa Livestock 
Exchange – Tack, Horse & All 
Animal Auction 
poultryshowcentral.com/Cen-
tral_Iowa_Livestock_Exchange.
html

April 13-14, 2019 — Waverly, 
Iowa, Waverly Iowa Exotic Bird 
and Animal Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Wa-
verly_Iowa_Exotic_Bird_Ani-
mal_Swap.html

April 14, 2019 — West Burling-
ton, Iowa, West Burlington Flea 
Market 
poultryshowcentral.com/South-
east_Iowa_Pigeon_Club.html

April 20, 2019 — Algona, Iowa, 
Kossuth County Fair Board 
Exotic Animal & Bird Sale 
poultryshowcentral.com/Kos-
suth_County_Fair_Board_Exot-
ic_Animal_Bird_Sale.html

April 20, 2019 — Maquoketa, 
Iowa, Eastern Iowa Bird and 
Small Animal Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/East-
ern_Iowa_Bird_Small_Animal_
Swap.html

April 27-28, 2019 — Grundy 
Center, Iowa, Grundy County 
Bird and Animal Swap 

poultryshowcentral.com/Grun-
dy_County_Bird_Animal_Swap.
html

May 5, 2019 — West Burling-
ton, Iowa, West Burlington Flea 
Market 
poultryshowcentral.com/South-
east_Iowa_Pigeon_Club.html

KANSAS

April 13-14, 2019 — Hutchin-
son, Kansas, Heart of America 
poultryshowcentral.com/Heart_
of_America.html

MAINE

May 26, 2019 — Windsor, 
Maine, Central Maine Bird Fan-
ciers Spring Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Cen-
tral_Maine.html

MARYLAND

April 27, 2019  — Sharpsburg, 
Maryland, Maryland Poultry 
Swap & Farmers Market 
poultryshowcentral.com/Mary-
land_Poultry_Swap.html

MASSACHUSETTS

May 5, 2019 — Brockton, 
Massachusetts, New England 
Bantam Club Spring Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/New_
England_Bantam_Club.html

MICHIGAN

April 27, 2019 — Imlay City 
(Eastern MI Fairgrounds), 
Michigan, Michigan Bird & 
Game Breeders Assoc. Sale – 
Imlay City 
poultryshowcentral.com/Michi-
gan_Game_Breeders_Swap_Im-
lay.html

May 25, 2019 — Trenary, Mich-
igan, Trenary Fur and Feather 
Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Trena-
ry_Fur_Feather_Swap.html

May 25-26, 2019 — Hillsdale, 
Michigan, Saulk Trail Poultry 
Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Saulk_
Trail_Poultry_Show.html

MINNESOTA

April 6, 2019 — New Ulm, Min-
nesota, New Ulm Bird & Small 
Animal Swap & Sale Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Brown_
Co_Pigeon_Poultry_Club_Swap.
html

April 6, 2019 — Wabasha, Min-
nesota, Wabasha Small Animal 
Swap Meet  
poultryshowcentral.com/Waba-
sha_Small_Animal_Swap.html

May 4, 2019 — New Ulm, Min-
nesota, New Ulm Bird & Small 
Animal Swap & Sale Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Brown_
Co_Pigeon_Poultry_Club_Swap.
html

MISSOURI

April 4-7, 2019 — Versailles, 
Missouri, Jacob’s Cave Swap-
ping Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Ja-
cobs_Cave_Swapping_Days.
html

April 20, 2019 — Sedalia, 
Missouri, Missouri State Poultry 
Association Swap and Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Mis-
souri_State_Poultry_Association.
html

April 20, 2019 — Sedalia, 
Missouri, Missouri State Poultry 
Association Swap and Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Minne-
sota_State_Poultry_Association.
html

April 27, 2019 — Cape Gi-
rardeau, Missouri, Heartland 
Classic Poultry Association 
poultryshowcentral.com/Heart-
land_Classic_Poultry_Associa-
tion_Show.html

May 30-June 2, 2019 — Ver-
sailles, Missouri, Jacob’s Cave 
Swapping Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Ja-
cobs_Cave_Swapping_Days.
html
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MONTANA

May 4, 2019 — Hamilton, Mon-
tana, Rocky Mountain Poultry 
Association Spring Fling 
poultryshowcentral.com/Rocky_
Mountain_Poultry.html

NEBRASKA

April 7, 2019 — Miller, Nebras-
ka, Lexington Fall Exotic Bird 
and Animal Auction 
poultryshowcentral.com/Lex-
ington_Fall_Exotic_Bird_an_Ani-
mal_Auction.html

April 27-28, 2019 — West 
Point, Nebraska, West Point 
Exotic Bird and Animal Auction  
poultryshowcentral.com/West_
Point_Exotic_Bird_and_Animal_
Auction.html

NEW JERSEY

April 6, 2019 — Lincoln Park, 
New Jersey, Backyard Chicken 
Expo 
poultryshowcentral.com/Back-
yard_Chicken_Expo.html

April 13, 2019 — Augusta, New 
Jersey, Sussex Co. Poultry 
Fanciers 
poultryshowcentral.com/Sus-
sex_County_Poultry_Fanciers.
html

NEW YORK

May 5, 2019 — Schaghticoke, 
New York, Brunswick Grange 
Tailgate Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Tail-
gate_Sale-Schaghticoke.html

OHIO

April 7, 2019 — Eaton, Ohio, 
Dayton Fancy Feather Club 
Swap Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Day-
ton_Fancy_Feather_Club_Swap_
Days.html

April 20, 2019 — Fremont, 
Ohio, Fremont Pigeon Club 
Spring Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Fre-
mont_Pigeon_Club.html

April 27, 2019 — Greenville, 
Ohio, Dayton Fancy Feather 
Club 
poultryshowcentral.com/Day-
ton_Fancy_Feather_Club.html

April 27-28, 2019 — Lucasville, 
Ohio, Lucasville Trade Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Lucas-
ville_Trade_Days.html

May 11-12, 2019 — Wapako-
neta, Ohio, Moon City Poultry 
Club 
poultryshowcentral.com/Moon_
City_Poultry_Club.html

May 17-18, 2019 — Mt Hope, 
Ohio, Mid Ohio Swap Meet 
poultryshowcentral.com/Mid_
Ohio_Swap.html

May 18, 2019 — Jefferson, 
Ohio, Western Reserve Poultry 
Club Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/West-
ern_Reserve_Poultry_Club.html

OREGON

April 13, 2019 — Corvallis, Or-
egon, Oregon Spring Invitational 
poultryshowcentral.com/Wash-
ington_Poultry_Exhibitors_Invi-
tational.html

PENNSYLVANIA

April 14, 2019 — Dunbar, 
Pennsylvania, Uniontown 
Poultry and Farm Products 
Association 
poultryshowcentral.com/Union-
town_Poultry_Association.html

April 20, 2019 — Lebanon, 
Pennsylvania, Lebanon Valley 
Livestock Market & Exotic 
Animal Sale 
poultryshowcentral.com/Leba-
non_Valley_Livestock_Market.
html

May 4, 2019 — Bloomsburg, 
PA, Central PA Avian Club. 
Spring Poultry, Small Ani-
mal, and Equipment Auction. 
Bloomsburg Fairground Poultry 
Building. Doors open for con-
signment at 6 am. Sale starts at 
10 am sharp. For show catalog 
and information contact Paula 
Wise 570-809-9126 Harold 
Strawser 570-765-1742 Craig 
Russell 570-837-3157

May 5, 2019 — Bloomsburg, 
PA, Central PA Avian Club. 
Poultry Show. Bloomsburg 
Fairground Poultry Building. 
Doors open for consignment 
at 6 am. Sale starts at 10 am 
sharp. For show catalog and 
information contact Paula Wise 
570-809-9126 Harold Strawser 
570-765-1742 Craig Russell 
570-837-3157

May 12, 2019 — Dunbar, Penn-
sylvania, Uniontown Poultry and 
Farm Products Association  
poultryshowcentral.com/Union-
town_Poultry_Association.html

May 18, 2019 — Ephrata, 
Pennsylvania, Green Dragon 
Small Animial Auction 
poultryshowcentral.com/Green_
Dragon_Small_Animial_Auction.
html

RHODE ISLAND

May 19, 2019 — Richmond, 
Rhode Island, Little Rhody 
Poultry Fanciers Annual Spring 
Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Little_
Rhody_Poultry_Fanciers.html

TENNESSEE

May 4, 2019 — Newport, 
Tennessee, Something to Crow 
About Spring Poultry Show 
poultryshowcentral.com/Some-
thing_To_Crow_About.html

May 25, 2019  — Tennes-
see, Riceville Heritage Breeds 
Festival 
poultryshowcentral.com/Heri-
tage_Breeds_Festival.html

TEXAS

April 6, 2019 — Gilmer, Texas, 
East Texas Poultry Trade Days  
poultryshowcentral.com/East_
Texas_Poultry_Trades_Day.html

May 4-5, 2019 — Comanche, 
Texas, Comanche Crossroads  
poultryshowcentral.com/Co-
manche_Crossroads.html

UTAH

April 27, 2019 — Farmington, 
Utah, Utah Poultry Palooza  
poultryshowcentral.com/Cache_
Valley_Chicken_Rendezvous.
html

VERMONT

May 11, 2019 — Tunbridge, 
Vermont, Green Mountain Poul-
try Show & Sale 
poultryshowcentral.com/Green_
Mountain_Poultry_Show.html

VIRGINIA

April 20, 2019 — Berryville, 
Virginia, PS Pearrell Poultry 
Auctions 
poultryshowcentral.com/PS_Pe-
arrell_Poultry_Auctions.html

May 4, 2019 — Glen Allen, Vir-
ginia, Gilmanor Swap & Sale 
poultryshowcentral.com/Gilman-
or_Swap_Sale.html

May 25, 2019 — Berryville, 
Virginia, PS Pearrell Poultry 
Auctions 
poultryshowcentral.com/PS_Pe-
arrell_Poultry_Auctions.html

WASHINGTON

April 6, 2019 — Kennewick, 
Washington, Leftovers 4-H 
Poultry Club Show & Chick Days 
poultryshowcentral.com/Left-
overs_4-H_Poultry_Club_Show.
html

WISCONSIN

April 6, 2019 — Mazomanie, 
Wisconsin, Nutrena Chicken 
Chat hosted by Maso Hardware 
facebook.com/mazohardware, 
608-795-9919

April 6, 2019 — Black River 
Falls, Wisconsin, Jackson 
County 4-H Small Animal 
Auction 
poultryshowcentral.com/Jack-
son_County_4-H_Small_Ani-
mal_Auction.html

April 20, 2019 — Walworth, 
Wisconsin, Walworth County 
Fur and Feather Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/
Walworth_County_Fur_Feath-
er_Swap.html

April 20, 2019 — Weyauwega, 
Wisconsin, Fox Valley Rabbit 
Club Small Animal Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Fox_
Valley_Rabbit_Club_Small_Ani-
mal_Swap.html

May 4, 2019 — Neillsville, Wis-
consin, Neillsville Small Animal 
Swap & Market 
poultryshowcentral.com/Neills-
ville_Small_Animal_Swap.html

May 4, 2019 — Sturgeon Bay, 
Wisconsin Door County, Small 
Animal Sale & Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Door_
County_Small_Animal_Sale_
Swap.html

May 5, 2019 — Seymour, Wis-
consin, Outagamie County 4H 
Animal Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/Outag-
amie_County_4H_Animal_Swap.
html

May 12, 2019 — Amherst, 
Wisconsin, PK Annual Mothers 
Day Swap 
poultryshowcentral.com/PK_An-
nual_Fathers_Day_Swap.html
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Do You Have Something  
To Crow About?

We want to hear from you. Send questions, comments, opinions, advice,  
coming events, etc. to: Backyard Poultry Editor, P.O. Box 566, Medford, WI 54451  

or email editor@backyardpoultrymag.com. 

I just discovered your magazine 
yesterday at Tractor Supply. 
We love it! The whole family 
(we have 10 kids) got involved. 
The kids are coloring, dad 
solves the puzzle, they love 
the articles and especially the 
pictures. I can’t wait for our 
next issue! We have ducks and 
chickens, so this is a lot of fun! 
— Jessica Smith, North Dakota

Henri Garcia

Black Tail 

Japanese Bantams

Mixed breed chickens

Chicken Thank You

Summer Hickson, South Carolina

Hens Laying
In Vol. 13, #6, on page 24, Heather 

Pollock asked how to tell which of two 
hens was laying. The quickest way to 
determine if a hen is laying is to check the 
pubic bones. If a hen is in production the 
pubic bones will be wider than normal. 
Depending on the size of the hen, you 
should be able to place the width of two or 
three fingers between the pubis. Also, the 
distance between the bottom end of the 
keel and the pubis will increase while in 
production to three to four finger-widths. 
If a hen is fat she will have a full abdomen, 
which could cause the inexperienced to 
think she is laying. The width between 
the pubic bones should be enough. A hen 
out of production will have little spread 

Henri Garcia is an avid reader of Backyard Poultry and 
raises a mixed flock of chickens in Sartenja Village, Belize.

Chickens in Belize
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NEST BOX CURTAINS

My husband and I look forward to receiving Backyard Poultry.
After reading the article about the nesting box curtains in the August/
September 2018 edition, my husband and I thought that this was a 
terrific idea. We shared the article with our friend, Darcy, a veteran 
who proudly served our country for 22 years. Using her talents, she 
made curtains for the boxes. As we were hanging them, the hens were 
curious and hopping into the boxes. As you can see, the curtains are 
beautiful and our feathery friends are extremely happy. We have used 
other ideas from the magazine, but this one was the best!

Dan and Sue Rudy, Massachusetts

between the pubis; about the width of the 
vent or less. A hen in production will also 
have a face and comb in “bloom.” That 
is to say, her comb will be full and red as 
well as face and wattles. In yellow-legged 
varieties, such as the Buckeyes and Buffs, 
the yellow pigment in their irises, beaks, 
and legs will fade away, in that order. If 
you have a yellow-legged hen whose legs 
have turned white, that would indicate 
that she has been laying for awhile.

Hope this helps.
John Harless, California

Chickens Eating
Feathers Response

I just wanted to chime in on a response 
in Poultry Talk, December 2018/January 
2019. A reader had written in that they 
had a chicken that was picking up feath-
ers and sticking them in the feathers in 
her back. Although this is unusual for 
chickens, this is a very common behavior 
in other types of birds. It is a nesting be-
havior. For example, lovebirds will shred 
paper and stick them in the feathers on 
their back so that they can then go back 
and make a nest with the pieces of paper.

Thanks,
Jennifer Keane, Virginia

Hi, I have been a subscriber to the 
magazine for about 10 years and keeping 
chickens as pets for just as long.

In the December 2018/January 2019 
issue, “M. Booth, California” wrote about 
her chicken named Holly, who was seen 
taking molted feathers and shavings and 
placing them onto herself. I have seen 
this behavior two times myself. I had 
two Rhode Island Red hens who did 
this. They usually used pine needles and 
tried to place them into their feathers. I 
thought it was adorable and I termed them 
“decorator chickens.”

I’m no expert, but in my mind they 
seemed to be decorating themselves 
maybe as a way to appear more attractive. 
Chickens are actually very proud birds. I 
just wanted to mention it since it is sort 
of a rare thing to see.

Thanks,
Mary L., Louisiana
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The story of these two lovebirds: In 
May, 2017, I got a call from my friend 
who had just found a chicken tossed to the 
side at a chicken plant after all its friends 
had been taken to slaughter. He had a 
broken leg, couldn’t walk, and was mean 
as a snake. When he arrived at the farm, 
we treated him like we would all our other 
chickens, and made sure he had plenty of 
exercise, I limited his diet (because of his 
breed), and nursed him back to health. We 
spent lots of time together, and somehow 
that mean ole bird became one of the 
sweetest and most personable chickens 
on the farm. He has long outlived what 
most chickens of his breed live, and in that 
time he has grown bigger, and many of 
his friends have voluntarily moved away 
from his coop, leaving him all alone. He 
is now too big to hang out with my mini 
chickens, and he gets major anxiety if he’s 
around a lot of movement (bad eyesight).

OF MR. & MRS.

THE

Wedding
MAYFLOWER



www.countrysidenetwork.com        19April/May 2019

I knew he was lonely, but he seemed 
content just hanging out near the other 
chickens separated by a fence. Fast for-
ward to two months ago … I got another 
call from a girl who had picked up a 
chicken off the side of the road right after 
it fell from a chicken truck (the other one 
who fell off wasn’t as lucky). She knew 
this girl needed a farm where she would 
be loved and taken care of, and I was 
happy to take her in. At first I was gonna 
put her with the little chickens, but as 
time went on it seemed that she was more 
interested in Mr. Mayflower, as was he. 
So, we started with little visits through the 
fence, followed by short supervised visits 
together, and soon realized that all they 
needed was each other. They absolutely 
love each other, and spend every waking 
(and non-waking) hour together. And 
Mr. Mayflower’s anxiety has gone down 
tremendously! So, of course, we knew 
what needed to come next … a grand 
chicken wedding for these two lovebirds 
that are truly lucky to be alive and lucky 
to be in love!

Erin Bankston, Georgia
Venue: Eight Acres Home & Design

Photography: Erin’s Attic Photography
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@roundrockfarm @thefourteenacres @threelittleblackbirds

@skygirlfarm @jeaniegreenhens @countryfirsts

Follow along with our chicken journey on Instagram!
@backyardpoultrymag

Tag your pictures with #backyardpoultrymag 
and you could be featured in our next issue!

Facebook @backyardpoultry Pinterest @poultrymagazine
Follow us here too!

FollowFlocks to
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Marissa Ames
Editor

Backyard Poultry magazine

Ask Our Poultry Experts about Your Flock’s Health, Feed, Production, Housing , and More

If you have health-related poultry questions, send them to us at Backyard Poultry, Attn: Ask the Expert, P.O. Box 566, 
Medford, WI 54451 or email to editor@backyardpoultrymag.com. All submissions will be considered for print publication.  
Please include your name and hometown with your questions, which should be as detailed as possible. Pictures help us  

answer questions, so please include those too!

Tough Winter
We've had a tough winter here in Cen-

tral New Hampshire. Lots of snow and 
ice. The door to my chicken run becomes 
frozen often and I end up chipping the 
ice in order to let my girls out.  I was 
wondering if "pet safe" ice melt crystals 
are safe for chickens. And if not, do you 
have any other suggestions?

Please let me know your thoughts on 
this.

— Bob Patenaude, Moultonbor-
ough, New Hampshire

Hi Bob,
It's been a crazy winter, hasn't it? 

In  regards to your question about ice 
melt crystals: I would not recommend use 
of any of them around chickens. Those 
crystals are tempting to peck and eat. A 
chicken's kidneys are smaller than those 
of most other pets, and even simple rock 
salt can cause problems.

My favorite farm "hack" is to purchase 
a good, waterproof seedling heat mat. 
These don't get too hot, since most seeds 
germinate best at 70-80F degrees, and 
they are built for frequent water leak-
age. I've used these to keep pipes from 
freezing and placed them beneath rabbit 
nesting boxes and baby goat beds. Try 
plugging one in to warm it enough to 
straighten it, then lay it beneath the run 
door at night, when it is closed. Not only 
will this give you a barrier beneath the 
door and the ice but it will stay warm 
enough to prevent freezing.

Please let me know how it goes!
Thank you,

— Marissa

Old Egg Layers
Do chickens get too old to lay eggs? If 

so, how old?
— William Bragg

Hi William,
It probably can happen, but I don’t 

think there is any research on this that 
would define a specific age. As with 
humans, there is likely a wide variety of 
ages where this might occur. Typically, 
egg production continues to decrease with 
each increasing year of age, but many 
older hens, if they’re still healthy, will 
lay a few eggs each spring.

Hens are hatched with a limited number 
of egg cells — cells that will develop into 
yolks — in their ovary. While hens could 
theoretically “run out” of yolk cells, this 
likely doesn’t happen. There have been 
estimates of approximately 12,000 of 
these cells in the newly hatched female 
chick, which is far more than the number 
of eggs a hen will produce.

Economically, most hens probably 
won’t produce enough eggs after their 
second year of production to cover feed 
costs. Because of this, there aren’t a lot 
of flocks that are kept longer than that, 
so there hasn’t been research following 
older hens and their production.

On a somewhat related note, it is not 

terribly unusual for an older hen to “turn 
into” a male, or at least develop male 
feathering and characteristics. General-
ly, this is because the left ovary has lost 
function, causing the right ovary tissue 
to develop. It often develops into what’s 
termed an ovotestis, and produces male 
hormones, so the male characteristics 
develop. This is usually due to cancer, 
or some other damage, in the left ovary.

It’ll be interesting to hear from readers 
about their experiences — I’ll bet we’ll 
get some reports of eggs from hens that 
are quite old!

— Ron

Peafowl Health Question
Ten percent of our young peafowl 

come down with a respiratory disease, 
where they are opening their mouths and 
acting like they can’t breathe adequately 
and often have a swelling below their eye 
behind their beak. They make gurgling 
coughing sounds or what I might call 
honking coughs or sneezes.

I have attempted treating them with an 
injection of penicillin. To no avail. What 
might you suggest? What is it?

— Richard Joens, Iowa

Hi Richard,
There are a number of things that can 

cause respiratory disease in poultry. That 
makes it difficult to know what to do, be-
cause some can be treated and some can’t.

Since you mentioned the swollen areas, 
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which are likely swollen sinuses, that 
may narrow it down a bit. Often, swollen 
sinuses are a sign of chronic respiratory 
disease, caused by Mycoplasma gallisep-
ticum (MG). This is a bacterial disease, 
but it is usually resistant to penicillins. If 
you could get a tetracycline product, that 
might be more helpful.

MG can be passed through the eggs 
from hens to their chicks, so this could ex-
plain the young chicks getting it. Because 
of this, it can be difficult to eliminate.

Chronic fowl cholera can also cause 
swollen sinuses. It can also be difficult to 
eliminate in a flock. There are also some 
viral diseases that can cause respiratory 
disease, and they would not respond to 
antibiotics.

For a firm diagnosis, it would be best 
to contact an avian veterinarian or submit 
samples to your state veterinary diagnos-
tic lab. There is a blood test that can de-
termine if they have MG, so you wouldn’t 
have to sacrifice any birds for that.

You have a good extension poultry 
veterinarian in Iowa, too. Her name is Dr. 
Sato. If you contact your local extension 
office, they can probably put you in con-
tact with her.

Good luck with them!
— Ron

Marek’s Vaccine
In "How to Administer the Marek’s 

Vaccine to Poultry Chicks" (countryside-
network.com/daily/poultry/feed-health/
how-to-administer-the-mareks-vaccine-
to-poultry-chicks), the author states that 
the vaccine would have to be refrigerated. 
I contacted a supplier of the vaccine, and 
they essentially said the same thing: it 
needs to be shipped and kept with liquid 
nitrogen. Is there any other Marek’s vac-
cines that don’t need to be refrigerated 
or could be activated in some other way? 

— Misty

Hi Misty,
The type of vaccine that is discussed 

in the article is supposed to be refrig-
erated, but not kept in liquid nitrogen. 
You can purchase this type (lyophilized, 
essentially freeze-dried) from some of the 
mail-order hatcheries and/or mail-order 
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Meat Egg?
I am new on having laying hens, and I found something very strange today, 

I was hoping you could help me. I found a finger-like piece of meat at the 
hens coop, on top of a nest. I first I thought it was a piece of banana, but then 
I cut it and was actually meat.

The hens didn’t go out today and were fed only with their balanced food. 
I checked the “bottoms” from the fence and didn’t see any blood, but I am 
scared of what it could be ... do you have ideas? The chickens are doing fine; 
they are 22 weeks old.

— Lucia Gonzalez Anglada

Hi Lucia,
First, I’ll assume this came from the hens. I’ve seen some similar things, 

though this is pretty extreme!
I suspect it is one of two things. Either the hen was depositing egg yolks, 

and possibly albumen and membranes, internally. This can happen if the yolks 
don’t get into the oviduct, or if something is wrong with the oviduct so the 
developing egg doesn’t pass correctly. These “egg parts” can be reabsorbed 
by the hen, but if it happens too often, they will accumulate, and can form a 
compressed mass that can look something like this. Then, at some point, this 
mass can get picked up by the oviduct, and passed like an egg.

Another possibility is that this actually is a mass of tissue from the hen. 
If she gets an infection, or a bit of a tumor, or something similar, this could 
form in the abdomen. Then, similarly, it could get picked up by the oviduct 
and passed like an egg.

Either way, it probably isn’t a major concern, unless you start to see more 
of these. We have gotten quite a few pictures of things like this over the years. 
It certainly isn’t normal, but it does happen from time to time.

Good luck with your flock!
— Ron

Wow! Thank you very much for taking the time to help me! I certainly 
am new at this, so having your help means a lot to me! The good thing is it 
hasn’t happened again.

 Thank you very much for your time and knowledge, and I love your 
Facebook page!

— Lucia
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poultry supply places. It is a dry powder 
that is reconstituted with diluent, which 
comes along in a separate bottle. I think 
they will still ship it with cold-packs, but 
not with liquid nitrogen.

Commercial hatcheries usually use a 
different form of vaccine that is kept at 
-80 degrees, in liquid nitrogen, and then 
thawed out when it’s going to be used. 
This requires more handling and different 
techniques, so I wouldn’t suggest it for 
most smaller flocks.

— Ron

Hens and Roosters
How many hens should you have for 

every one rooster?
— Katherine Lusz, Wisconsin

Hi Katherine,
While it can depend somewhat on a 

few things, about one rooster for eight-10 
hens is usually good. With small flocks, 
if you want to ensure good fertility, it’s 
usually best to have at least two roosters, 
in case one isn’t effective. If you aren’t 
concerned about fertility of the eggs, 
then it isn’t a big issue. Having multiple 
roosters can be tricky, if they don’t get 
along, of course!

Things such as age, size, walking 
ability, aggressiveness, etc. can all affect 
this ratio.

Also, having too many roosters can be a 
problem. They can fight, as I mentioned. 
They can sometimes interfere with each 
other during the mating process. They 
also can cause quite a bit of feather dam-
age (and possibly wounds) to the hens, if 
they are mounting them too often.

I might add that a hen only needs to 
mate about once a week to have good 
fertility. So, if the rooster is causing dam-
age to the hens, you could limit his time 
with them and still keep good fertility in 
the flock.

— Ron

Hens and Eggs
Do you have anyone that’s had this 

dilemma? I have three hens sitting on the 
same batch of eggs. There are three Silkie 
hens: a black one, a buff one, and a white 
one. Does anyone know what will happen 
when the eggs hatch?

— Onnie Jo

Hi Onnie Jo,
In my experience, this isn’t an ideal 

situation. Often, the jostling among the 
hens can cause an increase in broken eggs 
prior to hatching. Maybe Silkies will be 
light (in weight) and docile enough that 
this won’t be a big problem.

When they hatch, I’ve seen different 
things happen. In a best-case scenario, 
they may all take care of the chicks 
together. They may fight among them-
selves, and one will drive the others off, 
then keep the chicks. It is possible that 
they may separate and each take some 
chicks.

Another concern when the hens are 
together like this is that some hens may 
continue to add eggs to the nest. If all 
three are broody, and there aren’t any oth-
er hens around, this won’t be a problem. If 
hens add eggs in at a later date, they will 
hatch at a later date, as each egg will take 
21 days of incubation. This becomes a big 
mess, as chicks are hatching and need to 
leave the nest, while other eggs still need 
more incubation.

If possible, it is best to separate a 
broody hen and her eggs to avoid these 
concerns.

— Ron

Chickens and Tomatoes
McKinley and I started with ducks for 

Easter. Five ducks and 25 chickens later 
… we found the more we learn the less 
we know. My concern: I saw a video of a 
lady making her own food, plus fruit and 
vegetables. So I gave tomatoes to them. 
They loved the plant and the fruit. Last 
week I read it is bad for them. Please 
help us out. McKinley loves feeding all 

Hens and Roosters

Hens and Eggs
Chickens and Tomatoes

our feathered friends. She is 18 months 
old and tries to crow like our Rooster 
Brooster. Thank you.

— Debby & McKinley S., Missouri

Hi Debby and McKinley,
There are lots of lists of foods that may 

or may not be bad for chickens! Some 
are probably valid, but I think some are 
pretty extreme.

That being said, the tomato fruits 
should not be harmful at all. The green 
plant parts can contain some substances 
called glycoalkaloids. These can be toxic 
to animals (including humans) though 
their absorption from the gut is limited. 
To be safe, it’s probably best not to give 
the chickens green tomato plants. If they 
do happen to ingest small amounts of it, 
it likely won’t cause a problem.

I’m a little surprised that your chickens 
ate the plants, as they tend to have a bitter 
taste, and chickens generally seem to 
avoid bitter tastes.

On a side note, I would suggest that you 
use human foods as occasional treats for 
the chickens, but keep a commercially 
balanced ration for their base diet. It can 
be difficult to provide all the necessary 
nutrients when home-mixing a diet.

Enjoy your flock!
— Ron

Strange Egg
I found this strange looking “egg” in 

a nest with other eggs. It was about two 
inches long and had a hard shell on it. I 
never cracked it to see the inside. I am 
just wondering if you have any ideas as 
to how it got its strange shape?

I have a flock of around 35 hens and a 
rooster. We really enjoy your magazine 
and especially the Poultry Talk section 
and just the wonderful pictures. I would 
also like to ask if you know of any “tricks” 
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to get the hens back to laying quicker after 
a molting period. Thank you.

— Brad & Carolyn Sell, Nebraska

Hi Brad and Carolyn,
Regarding that “weird” egg, you may 

find your answer in our February/March 
2019 issue of Backyard Poultry, in which 
Jeremy Chartier talks about "Why Hens 
Lay Weird Eggs." (countrysidenetwork.
com/topics/poultry-topics/eggs-meat-
poultry-topics/weird-eggs-backyard-
poultry/) As Jeremy says, “Most times 
you see an abnormality in your eggs, you 
can likely attribute it to the hen’s envi-
ronment. High heat, humidity, crowded 
coops, loud sounds, and other stressors 
can cause many of these weird eggs.” If 
this is the only odd egg you have found, 
and you haven’t noticed any signs of 
illness in your flock such as runny beaks 
and wheezing breath, it’s most likely be-
cause one of your hens had a stressful day.

As far as getting those molting birds 
laying again? You will see many “tricks” 
on the internet, but they don’t all work 
and some don’t even make sense. Two 
important things to consider are health 
and nutrition. That, along with age of the 
hen and season (shorter vs. long days), 
can also determine whether your hens 
will go right back to laying or will need 
to wait until spring. If they are young, 
it’s not midwinter, and they are not sick, 
consider how new feathers and eggs are 
both high in protein, so your hens could 
use a bit more of that in their diets. 
You can supplement protein needs with 
healthy foods such as black oil sunflower 
seeds, flaxseed, boiled and chopped eggs, 
and even unsalted and unseasoned meat 
scraps. Be sure water and free-choice 
calcium such as oyster shell are available 
at all times.

Good luck!
— Marissa

Sick Hen
I have had my little bird to the vet. Dai-

sy is an 18-month-old Plymouth Barred 
Rock. She has recently dropped weight 
dramatically, gave them all Marriage's  
layer feed with flubenvet pellets but 
Daisy hasn’t picked up. Her feathers have 
shafts still on them but she hasn’t had a 

Sick Hen

visible molt. She is now shuffling in the 
submissive stance instead of walking. 
Vet advice is vitamin B plus multivita-
mins which we are doing, she is eating 
scrambled eggs with vitamin B, selenium, 
and Nutri-drops, and is fed on her own. 
I’ve drastically reduced her corn intake 
as linked to FLD. I think there could be 
more to this. I need advice as the vet isn’t 
a poultry specialist. We have had free-
range hens for 30 years but never seen 
this before.

— Lesleigh Mckitten

Hi Lesleigh,
First, I’ll say it’s difficult to know what 

might be happening with your hen. The 
vitamins certainly won’t hurt, and cutting 
back on corn is probably helpful. There 
is nothing wrong with corn, but it needs 
to be part of a balanced diet. Corn itself 
tends to be pretty low in protein and high 
in energy, so it needs to be offset with 
other nutrients.

My guess is that she has some internal 
problem. Determining exactly what the 
problem is can be difficult, however. 
You mentioned fatty liver disease, and I 
think that is a possibility. She could also 
have an issue with her oviduct or ovaries. 
This can cause internal laying, where the 
yolks fall to the bottom of the abdomen, 
instead of passing through the oviduct.  
Eventually, this gets infected — this is 
egg yolk peritonitis. That could cause 
her to shuffle, though often the abdomen 
will fill up with a mix of fluids and yolk 
material, so dropping weight doesn’t fit 
that perfectly.

It sounds like you’re doing what you 
can for her. As long as she’s eating and 
drinking, and doesn’t seem to be suf-
fering, you can wait and see if she gets 
better.

Sorry I don’t have a more specific 
answer.

Good luck with her!
— Ron
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— Brad & Carolyn Sell, Nebraska

Regarding that “weird” egg, you may 
find your answer in our February/March 

, in which 
Jeremy Chartier talks about "Why Hens 
Lay Weird Eggs." (countrysidenetwork.
com/topics/poultry-topics/eggs-meat-
poultry-topics/weird-eggs-backyard-
poultry/) As Jeremy says, “Most times 
you see an abnormality in your eggs, you 
can likely attribute it to the hen’s envi-
ronment. High heat, humidity, crowded 
coops, loud sounds, and other stressors 
can cause many of these weird eggs.” If 
this is the only odd egg you have found, 
and you haven’t noticed any signs of 
illness in your flock such as runny beaks 
and wheezing breath, it’s most likely be-
cause one of your hens had a stressful day.

As far as getting those molting birds 
laying again? You will see many “tricks” 
on the internet, but they don’t all work 
and some don’t even make sense. Two 
important things to consider are health 
and nutrition. That, along with age of the 
hen and season (shorter vs. long days), 
can also determine whether your hens 
will go right back to laying or will need 
to wait until spring. If they are young, 
it’s not midwinter, and they are not sick, 
consider how new feathers and eggs are 
both high in protein, so your hens could 
use a bit more of that in their diets. 
You can supplement protein needs with 
healthy foods such as black oil sunflower 
seeds, flaxseed, boiled and chopped eggs, 
and even unsalted and unseasoned meat 
scraps. Be sure water and free-choice 
calcium such as oyster shell are available 

— Marissa

I have had my little bird to the vet. Dai-
sy is an 18-month-old Plymouth Barred 
Rock. She has recently dropped weight 
dramatically, gave them all Marriage's  
layer feed with flubenvet pellets but 
Daisy hasn’t picked up. Her feathers have 
shafts still on them but she hasn’t had a 

visible molt. She is now shuffling in the 
submissive stance instead of walking. 
Vet advice is vitamin B plus multivita
mins which we are doing, she is eating 
scrambled eggs with vitamin B, selenium, 
and Nutri-drops, and is fed on her own. 
I’ve drastically reduced her corn intake 
as linked to FLD. I think there could be 
more to this. I need advice as the vet isn’t 
a poultry specialist. We have had free-
range hens for 30 years but never seen 
this before.

might be happening with your hen. The 
vitamins certainly won’t hurt, and cutting 
back on corn is probably helpful. There 
is nothing wrong with corn, but it needs 
to be part of a balanced diet. Corn itself 
tends to be pretty low in protein and high 
in energy, so it needs to be offset with 
other nutrients.

visible molt. She is now shuffling in the 
submissive stance instead of walking. 
Vet advice is vitamin B plus multivita-
mins which we are doing, she is eating 
scrambled eggs with vitamin B, selenium, 
and Nutri-drops, and is fed on her own. 
I’ve drastically reduced her corn intake 
as linked to FLD. I think there could be 
more to this. I need advice as the vet isn’t 
a poultry specialist. We have had free-
range hens for 30 years but never seen 

— Lesleigh Mckitten

First, I’ll say it’s difficult to know what 
might be happening with your hen. The 
vitamins certainly won’t hurt, and cutting 
back on corn is probably helpful. There 
is nothing wrong with corn, but it needs 
to be part of a balanced diet. Corn itself 
tends to be pretty low in protein and high 
in energy, so it needs to be offset with 

problem. Determining exactly what the 
problem is can be difficult, however. 
You mentioned fatty liver disease, and I 
think that is a possibility. She could also 
have an issue with her oviduct or ovaries. 
This can cause internal laying, where the 
yolks fall to the bottom of the abdomen, 
instead of passing through the oviduct.  
Eventually, this gets infected — this is 
egg yolk peritonitis. That could cause 
her to shuffle, though often the abdomen 
will fill up with a mix of fluids and yolk 
material, so dropping weight doesn’t fit 
that perfectly.

can for her. As long as she’s eating and 
drinking, and doesn’t seem to be suf
fering, you can wait and see if she gets 
better.

answer.
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Egg Color
What are my ladies lacking in their 

diet? My Marans and my Easter Eggers 
are laying very pale-colored eggs. The 
Marans eggs are just a shade orange-ier 
than my brown Australorp eggs. My 
Easter Egger started laying beautiful teal 
colored eggs, and now they are a very pale 
green. So pale that I had to hold it up to a 
white egg to make sure it was even green.

My girls get layer feed with 18 percent 
protein, extra oatmeal, and mealworms 
as snacks. I also give them things like 
pumpkins, melons, and vegetable table 
scraps. I slide through oyster shells for 
them occasionally, and even flax. Why 
are my eggs so pale?

— Lynn Noll

Hi Lynn,
There are a few things that can affect 

eggshell color. Certainly, genetics plays a 
big part. Depending on the source of your 
Marans, they may not have the genetic 
ability to lay extremely dark eggs. From 
what I have seen, there is a lot of variety 
in the different strains, so that could be 
a factor.

If they started out laying very dark 
eggs, and now they have gotten lighter, 
then it’s less likely that it’s a genetic is-
sue. You mentioned this with the Easter 
Eggers, so there is likely something else 
involved.

A variety of stresses can be factors. I 
think parasites (either internal [such as 
worms], or external [such as mites or 
lice]) are a likely possibility. These have 
been shown to cause pale eggshell color. 

You could have a veterinarian check a 
fecal sample for worms. You can look 
for mites and lice yourself, by handling 
the chickens. Red mites spend a lot of 
time off the chicken, so you may need 
to check them at night while they are 
roosting. There are approved treatments 
for worms and for mites available, if this 
is the problem.

Heat stress can also affect shell quali-
ty, and thin shells will likely lack color. 
I don’t know where you live, but this 
isn’t likely at this time of year, in most 
of the U.S.

There is a coccidiostat called Nica-
rbazin that will cause loss of color in 
eggshells. I doubt this is the issue with 
your flock, but I should mention it.

There are some viral diseases that can 
cause poor eggshell quality. Generally, 
you’d see other problems, such as mis-
shapen or wrinkled eggs, thin shells, and 
possibly respiratory problems, too.

There are claims that pigments in the 
feed can affect eggshell color. I haven’t 
seen research evidence of this, but you 
could try offering some leafy alfalfa hay. 
They’ll likely enjoy pecking through it, 
even if it doesn’t change the shell color.

Those are the things I would suspect. 
Hopefully, one of them will fit your situ-
ation, and help solve the problem!

— Ron 
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Cured Salted Egg Yolks
Salted egg yolks give foods a pop of color, a boost of 

protein, and calcium along with lots of flavor.

R aising chickens for eggs allows me to be pretty free 
with creating new recipes. But one trendy recipe I 
had yet to try was cured, salted egg yolks. The whole 

process of preserving egg yolks in a salt/sugar cure intrigued 
me, so I did my due diligence. Researching this centuries old, 
yet trendy, egg preservation method was a fascinating lesson 
in food chemistry.

I was surprised at how easy it was to preserve yolks in this 
manner and was delighted with the result. If you’ve never salt 

cured anything before, let salted egg yolks be your first attempt. 
The process couldn’t be more simple. Separate yolks, place them 
snugly in a salt/sugar mixture, let them cure in the refrigerator 
to remove moisture, then complete the drying process in the 
oven or dehydrator. What you’ll wind up with is a sunny disk 
with the consistency of a wedge of Parmesan cheese, firm yet 
easily grated. Salted egg yolks add a savory, complex flavor to 
a lot of different foods. From soups to salads and more, salted 
egg yolks belong in your arsenal of good things.

By Rita Heikenfeld
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CURED SALTED EGG YOLKS

The beauty of this recipe is its versatility. This recipe 
is for four to six eggs. Make as few or as many as you 
like, adjusting the salt/sugar ratio and size of the pan. 
If you like a less-savory yolk, use equal amounts of 
salt and sugar.

Ingredients
4 – 6 eggs (I’m using 4)
8×8” or other small ceramic or glass pan
1 and ¾ cups kosher, sea, or Himalayan pink salt, 

fine grind
1 and ¼ cups granulated sugar

Instructions
Mix sugar and salt then place half in an even layer 

in the pan.
Use a whole egg to make four indentations in the salt.
Separate yolks from whites. Freeze whites for later 

use.
Gently lay yolks in the indentations in the pan.
Gently pack remaining salt/sugar mixture on top, 

making sure to cover each yolk completely.
Cover tightly with plastic wrap.
Place in refrigerator for four to seven days. This starts 

the curing process, removing moisture from the yolks.
Gently remove yolks from curing mixture, brush as 

much salt off of each as possible, and carefully rinse 
under cool water to remove all salt.

Yolks will be semi-firm, bright in color, and translu-
cent. They will feel smooth in your hand when all salt 
is removed. Pat dry.

Finish drying completely in dehydrator or in oven.

To dry in dehydrator:
Spray plastic mat and place on dehydrator shelf.
Put yolks on mat, spacing them an inch or so apart 

so air can circulate.
Turn temperature to 140 degrees F and dry until 

opaque, and texture is like a wedge of Parmesan, about 
1 and ½ hours. You should be able to cut through the 
cooled yolk with a knife or grate it easily.

Store, covered, in the refrigerator up to three months.

To dry in oven:
Follow instructions above for removing all salt.
Preheat oven to 150 degrees F. (If your oven only 

goes down to 170/175, prop it partially open with a 
wooden spoon).

Spray a wire rack and place on a baking pan.
Dry until opaque and texture is like a wedge of Par-

mesan, 1 and ½ to 2 hours. You should be able to cut 
through the cooled yolk with a knife or grate it easily.

Store, covered, in the refrigerator up to three months.
You can swap duck eggs for chicken eggs in salted 

egg yolks. Duck eggs vs. chicken eggs take longer to 
cure, due to their size.

Make 
indentations 
with whole 
egg.

Nestle 
each yolk 
in curing 
mixture.

Yolks 
completely 
covered with 
salt.

Rinse 
gently.



32 Backyard Poultry

HOW TO USE 
SALTED EGG YOLKS

One of many egg facts is that they give 
a protein boost to many foods.

Use instead of grated cheese on crostini 
appetizers.

Add to herbed butters. Salted egg yolks 
give the butter a bright golden color and 
a sharper flavor.

Grate over pastas, curries, and soups.
Add zing to your mixed green salad by 

topping with a shower of grated salted 
egg yolks.

WHAT IS SALT CURING?
The oldest naturally occurring food 

preservation technique known, salt curing 
is just covering food in salt and some-
times sugar to draw out moisture and 
transform its flavor and texture.

HISTORY OF 
SALTED EGG YOLKS

The ancient Chinese, in their salting 
food preservation techniques, included 
egg yolks cured in salt for long-term 
storage and use. Remember, there was 
no refrigeration at the time.

Today, salted egg yolks are a traditional 
pantry ingredient in Chinese and Malay-
sian cuisines. They hit mainstream here 
in the U.S.A. several years ago, when 
adventurous and frugal chefs discovered 
this ancient technique to flavor their 
special dishes.

SALTED EGG YOLKS = 
UMAMI!

My foodie friends describe the flavor 
of salted egg yolks as an “umami” taste. 
Umami is a savory kind of taste and is one 
of the tenets of the five basic tastes, which 
include sour, sweet, bitter, and salty. But 
the only thing you really need to know is 
that the flavor is darn good. A nice swap 
for Parmesan as a garnish.

ARE SALTED EGG YOLKS 
TOO SALTY?

Surprisingly, salted egg yolks are more 
eggy and savory-tasting to my palate. Yes, 
the salt flavor comes through, but not too 
aggressively.

Have you made salted egg yolks? Let 
us know! 

Salad topped with grated salted egg yolk.

RITA HEIKENFELD comes from a family of wise women in tune with nature. She is a 
certified modern herbalist, culinary educator, author, and national media personality. 
Most important, she is a wife, mom, and grandma. Rita lives on a little patch of heaven 
overlooking the East Fork River in Clermont County, Ohio. She is a former adjunct 
professor at the University of Cincinnati, where she developed a comprehensive herbal 
course. 
abouteating.com column: rita@communitypress.com

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Salted egg yolks ready to use.
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W hy would anyone keep chick-
ens as pets? Aren’t chickens 
for fresh eggs and meat?

If you’ve never owned a small flock 
of backyard chickens, that might be your 
response. However, any of us poultry 
owners knows that some chickens be-
come more than egg layers. They become 
pets. When possible, homeowners keep 
chickens for the fresh eggs, insect reduc-
tion, and companionship! But as with any 
pet, the needs of the chicken must be met.

Chickens aren’t usually kept as house 
pets. As with other livestock, chickens 
don’t like being the only one, so a small 
flock of three or more is optimal. After 
you acquire your flock, they will need 
healthy food, fresh water, and a home of 
their own in your backyard. Make sure 
that your town or county allows backyard 
chickens before bringing home your new 
pets. Some towns and municipalities have 

banned owning backyard chickens and 
livestock.

Dual-Purpose Chicken Breeds
"Dual-purpose chicken breeds" refers 

to breeds that are kept for both egg pro-
duction and meat for the table. The best 
dual-purpose chickens are often heritage 
breeds that have been around for many 
generations of chicken-keeping. These 
were often kept by early settlers and 
pioneers as egg layers in the spring and 
summer, and harvested for meat in the 
fall so they wouldn’t need food through-
out the winter when egg-laying rates are 
low and foraging is scarce. This practice 
made sense for homesteaders and family 
farmers who needed to carefully allocate 
financial resources wisely. 

Now, many backyard chickens live a 
happy life long past maximum-egg-pro-
duction age. Pet chickens earn their keep 

by offering companionship, cuddles, and 
they gobble up their fair share of pesky 
garden insects. Some hens serve as the 
flock broody, hatching out chicks that will 
provide future eggs or meat for the family.

Good Pets and Income Producers?
There are ways to make pet chickens 

sit easy with the family budget so they 
earn their keep. Fresh eggs is the most 
popular reason, but have you consid-
ered fertilizer? If you grow a garden, 
composted chicken manure is worth its 
weight in gold! Any chicken breed you 
choose to raise will produce this valuable 
commodity.

The Orpington chicken breed includes 
the Buff, Lavender, and Jubilee varieties. 
These stout, fluffy birds are often the first 
choice for those seeking slow-moving, 
gentle chickens that are willing to be 
cuddled.  Branch out from the usual with 

The Best Dual-Purpose Chickens Can Be Pets and Food Producers!
By Janet Garman

Good Pets?
ARE CHICKENS
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a Speckled Sussex: these sweet hens are 
the loveliest souls of the chicken world, 
and also pass as beautiful yard orna-
ments. Bantam breeds appeal to families 
with young children, as their size is less 
intimidating.

Selling fresh eggs from naturally 
raised hens is another way to make 
money with your pets. If this is your 
goal, choose breeds known for both good 
temperaments and higher egg production. 
Leghorns, Sussex, Rhode Island Reds, 
Wyandottes, and Black Australorps are 
heritage chickens who do a good job 
with egg production. Hybrids such as the 
Production Reds, Gold Stars, and Black 
Stars lay over 200 eggs per year.

Other Reasons to Own Chickens
Raising meat chickens isn’t for ev-

eryone and certainly takes a different 
mindset than keeping chickens for eggs. 
My recommendation to have chickens for 
pets and meat would be a dual-purpose 
heritage breed. Keeping the broody hens 
as a pets, along with a gentle rooster (yes! 
Some roosters are quite well-behaved), 
then raising the chicks for future harvest-
ing might work for you. Conventional 
meat breeds such as the Cornish Cross 
or Red Rangers grow quickly and rarely 
make good pets. They don’t live long lives 
even if they are not harvested for meat. 
Instead, consider Jersey Black Giants, 
White Rocks, Brahmas, and Plymouth 

Rocks for a dual-purpose egg production 
and table chicken.

There are quite a few breeds of chickens 
that can be kept as pets, egg producers, 
and also used for selling fertilized eggs. 
Many chicken fanciers eagerly purchase 
fertilized eggs from a quality producer 
so they can incubate and hatch at home. 
This pursuit would include keeping track 
of genetic records, occasionally bringing 
in a new rooster to increase the gene 
pool, and keeping careful health records 
for NPIP. Adding some fancy chickens 
or even Bantam breeds to your backyard 
flock is a good idea. Crested Polish chick-
ens, Bantam Cochins, Silkies, and Mille 
Fleur d’Uccle will still provide eggs while 
adding variety to your flock and might  
be a good start to a hatching-egg-selling 
business.

Chickens As Part of a Simpler Life
Although I have listed some of the 

more lucrative reasons that chickens 
make good pets, don’t forget about 
the pure ornamental beauty of a flock. 
Watching your own pet chickens peck 
the ground, take dust baths, and come 
running for treats is so rewarding. Add to 
that the pure fun of collecting fresh eggs 
for your breakfast and baking, and adding 
the composted manure to the garden. You 
will soon agree that yes, chickens are 
great pets! 

JANET GARMAN is a farmer, writer, instructor, and fiber artist living in central 
Maryland on the family's farm. She loves all subjects related to small farms and 
homesteading. Raising chickens, ducks, sheep, and fiber goats led her to write 
her most recentbooks, 50 Do it Yourself Projects for Keeping Chickens, (Skyhorse 
Publishing 2018) and The Good Living Guide to Raising Sheep and Other Fiber 
Animals, (Skyhorse Publishing, 2019). 

instagram.com/timbercreekfarmandhomestead
facebook.com/timbercreekfarm
timbercreekfarmer.com
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Research Reveals 
Complex Avian 
Intelligence and 

Emotion
By Tamsin Cooper

I t is easy to relate to our pet dogs 
and other mammals, as they express 
emotions similar to our own, but 

chickens can be harder to figure out. 
Their different styles of movement and 
mannerisms, and their ubiquitous appear-
ance, especially in commercial settings, 
may promote the tendency of the general 
public to view them as no more than food 
items and commodities. We who keep 
chickens get a glimpse into the complex 
world of their social lives. We may even 
bear witness to the Machiavellian tactics 
that they employ to keep safe and pass on 
their genes. Scientific evidence supports 
observations that they are sharp-witted, 
fast, and feeling individuals.

People who are not familiar with 
chickens are often amazed at how smart 
they are. Veterinary science students 
participated in clicker training sessions 
with chickens and were surprised by 
how quickly the hens learned. Through 
the training, students became aware that 
chickens had individual personalities and 
emotions, and could experience boredom, 
frustration, and happiness.

Neurologist Lori Marino, founder 
and executive director of the Kimmela 
Center for Animal Advocacy, is aware 
of how complex and intelligent chickens 
are. Through The Someone Project, she 
collated evidence of their mental and 
emotional capacities to raise awareness of 

CHICKENS
Clever 

Chickens are curious. Photo by David Goehring/Flickr CC BY 2.0.

Chickens are individuals. Photo by David Goehring/Flickr CC BY 2.0.
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their need for good welfare as individual 
sentient beings. She found a wealth of 
studies revealing sophisticated social and 
cognitive abilities, corroborated by a later 
review by biologists Laura Garnham and 
Hanne Løvlie.

Chicks Do Math and Geometry
Chicks are born well-developed so 

that they are relatively independent at 
an early age. Even at a few days old, 
they understand the concepts of more or 
less quantity. They can add and subtract 
up to five. This was tested by moving 
desirable objects between screens one 
at a time in both directions. The chicks 
correctly assessed behind which screen 
most objects ended up. They were not 
even taken in by the directions of move-
ment of the initial or final objects, which 
were sometimes contrary to where most 
objects were hidden. Chicks could also 
count positions and be trained to peck at, 
for example, the fourth location for food, 
whether the apparatus was presented with 
the locations stretching away from them 
or aligned from left to right. Indeed, they 
can readily reorient themselves to find 
known locations of food using landmarks 
when entering a terrain from a different 
angle. They also remember what kind of 
food they found in which location. When 
objects are hidden, the chicks realize that 
they still exist, and they can recognize a 
partially obscured object. They can find a 
hidden ball by remembering its trajectory. 
Like many birds, they have great spatial 
awareness and a good memory.

Logical Birds
Remarkably, chickens know how to 

assess the relationships between compan-
ions and objects by inference. Chickens 
do not challenge a stranger who beats 
a known companion higher up in the 
pecking order, but will often take on a 
stranger that their leader has defeated. 
In this case, they infer their place in the 
hierarchy depending on how they relate 
to their dominant and how the dominant 
relates to the stranger. Similarly, they can 
compare and rank colored symbols for a 
food reward.

Time Sensitivity and Expectations
Chickens can estimate lengths of time 

of at least six minutes. A feed dispenser 
that was programmed to deliver on the 
first peck after six minutes was accurately 
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predicted by hens. Chickens also learned 
to associate different tones with different 
outcomes: a treat, a squirt of water, or 
nothing. They were seen to anticipate 
the outcome when it was delayed by 
displaying appropriate body language 
for the treat and the unpleasant water 
stream, and no reaction for the neutral 
outcome. Hens show self-control when 
trained to expect a better reward after a 
longer delay. In tests, most of them held 
out for the larger reward, whereas the 
temptation for immediate gratification 
may flummox many young humans! This 
skill shows a complex trade-off between 
time and reward size.

Social Graces and Machiavellian 
Tactics

Chickens are highly social animals 
employing complex social strategies. 
They recognize familiar individuals, dif-
ferentiate between them, and know when 
an individual is not part of their social 
group. They establish a hierarchy that 
they commit to memory and can use to 
weigh up their chances in a contest. They 
subtly modify their behavior depending 
on who is present. For example, a rooster 
is more likely to sound the alarm when 
a subordinate is nearby, so that he is not 
the immediate target of the predator. On 
a more protective note, he will also call 
more readily when females are present, 
as he values their survival as the mothers 
of his future offspring.

Hens too call the alarm for their chicks, 
but only concern themselves with small 
hawks while their chicks are very young. 
A hen may also call for help when ha-
rassed by a subordinate suitor, but she 
only does this when she knows that a 
dominant rooster is around. Gentler males 
attempt courtship by offering to feed 
a hen in a tidbitting display with vocal 
accompaniment. Subordinates shut down 
the vocal component when the dominant 
is about and display silently. They know 
that he will try to suppress their attempt. 
As soon as he is distracted, they voice 
their offer again. This demonstrates that 
they can assess the perspective of another 
individual.

Roosters are also aware of the per-
spective of predators, and will call for 
longer when hidden in safety from hawk 
eyes, for instance under tree or brush 
cover. They have different calls for air 
and land predators, and the rest of the 

Chickens learn fast about new feeding opportunities. 
Photo by David Goehring/Flickr CC BY 2.0.
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flock recognizes what these calls mean 
and will flee to appropriate hiding places. 
Chickens have at least 24 different calls 
and communicate extensively using body 
language.

Hens can evaluate the quality of a 
rooster’s foraging discovery by his tid-
bitting call. He calls more when he has 
a high-value find. He also calls more in 

situations when a hen is more likely to 
approach. However, sometimes roosters 
give a tidbitting call when they have not 
found food, in an attempt to deceive a hen 
into approaching. Hens will ignore calls 
from roosters who attempt this tactic too 
often, preferring reliable providers.

Every Chicken Is Somebody
Chickens are individuals, whose per-

sonality affects how they react and deal 
with situations. By getting to know our 
flock, we can take into account individual 
characteristics when handling a particular 
bird. Those slower off the mark are often 
better at observation tasks, while nervous 
hens rely more on dependable locations. 

Chickens quickly learn where to find feed. Photo by gaelx/Flickr CC BY-SA 2.0.
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Activity levels affect how well chicks and 
hens notice and respond to changes: they 
may be more observant or, conversely, 
more distracted. When roosters are well 
matched in strength and size, it is normal-
ly the bolder, more curious, and vigilant 
males that become dominant. Mental 
stimulation also affects chick develop-
ment, encouraging vigilance and calming 
the urge to escape from new scenarios.

Chickens Have Feelings Too!
Chickens experience emotions that 

help them to make decisions. We can 
recognize certain behaviors as being 
indicative of how they are feeling. Fear 
can elicit rapid avoidance and alarm, 
or alternatively the limpness observed 
when a chicken is picked up by the legs. 
Many people think that this position 
calms chickens down, but in fact they 
are experiencing extreme fear. Frus-
tration is experienced when chickens 
are under-stimulated or prevented from 
meeting their needs. Pacing, whining, and 
feather pecking are signs of frustration. 
Contented chickens are also apparent by 
their cheerful calls and relaxed body lan-
guage. Mother hens have been observed 
to empathize with their chicks and direct 
them to the correct kind of food. Chicks 
take cues from their mothers about how 
to react to events.

Happy chickens have been shown 
to enjoy a more positive mood, which 
helps them to deal with stressful sit-
uations. Providing a varied environ-
ment, including perches and hiding 
places, helps our poultry to cope 
with whatever life throws at them.  

References: Garnham, L. and Løvlie, 
H. 2018. Sophisticated fowl: the complex 
behaviour and cognitive skills of chickens 
and red junglefowl. Behavioral Sciences, 
8(1), 13. Marino, L. 2017. Thinking 
chickens: a review of cognition, emotion, 
and behavior in the domestic chicken. 
Animal Cognition, 20(2), 127–147.
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Chicken Math
For The Budding Production Flock

By Jeremy Chartier

How much space 
does a chicken need?

C hicken math is more than counting your 
eggs before they hatch. For those of us 
who want to expand our home flock 

enough to feed more than just ourselves, there’s 
some vital chicken math to calculate. If you’re 
looking to start a flock that may even (gasp) turn 
a profit for a small farm or youth project, then 
this article should serve you well.
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Chicken Math
Things like square floor space, linear 

feeder space, birds per nest box and how 
many birds a single water nipple can serve 
all represent important physical chicken 
math. This is the math behind the basic 
operation of a happy flock. Then there is 
the financial side of a flock.

It’s okay to run a hobby flock, but if 
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Be sure to have 
enough roost and 
nest boxes for your 
hens, otherwise, you 
may stress the girls 
out.

you want your flock to at least pay for 
itself or turn a buck, then understanding 
some basic business chicken math will 
help and guide you along your journey.

Floor Space
Floor space per bird is a debated topic 

these days, and the answer is dependent 
on who you ask. An adult hen should 

have at least one and a half square feet of 
space according to Penn State Extension 
Service. The Merck Veterinary Manual
suggests a whopping three feet squared 
per hen, so somewhere between those two 
numbers is likely best. The University of 
New Hampshire recommends two square 
feet per broiler bird if you’re growing 
meat birds. When you’re deciding how 
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to build a chicken coop, knowing how many birds you want in 
a flock will help determine the size of your coop.

Roost Space
Chickens like to roost, and roosts add space to your existing 

barn or coop. I’m fond of using a good old two by four for a 
perch because they’re cheap and sturdy. Be sure to supply six 
linear inches of roost space per bird in the flock. Having plenty 
of roost space is particularly important when introducing new 
chickens to an existing flock. Having room for new hens to 
escape the floor and evade aggressive pen mates will help ease 
the transition.

Nesting Boxes
Penn State Extension Service suggests one nest box per every 

four hens, although Virginia Tech suggests one box per every 
five hens. Most commercial operations shoot for one nest per 
six hens, so again, the ideal number is up for debate.

Feeder Space
Feeders come in all shapes and sizes. Regardless of the type 

of feeder, there should be three inches of linear feeder space per 
bird to avoid competition between birds. Unlike floor space and 
nests, everyone seems to be on the same page with the three-
inch rule for feeder space.

Waterers
If you’re using an open-trough-style waterer, you’ll need to 

supply at least one inch of linear trough space per bird. This 
measurement rule includes round bell water dispensers and 

steel double-wall waterers. If you’ve made the transition to 
nipple valves, which is a far better system in so many ways, 
you’ll want one nipple valve per every 10 hens. I’ve seen some 
suggest up to 15 hens per valve, but more the merrier in my 
opinion. As a side note, as you’re looking into how to raise baby 
chicks, remember that day one is a perfect time to start birds on 
a nipple valve system. Unlike with trough systems, I’ve never 
had a chick drown on a nipple valve, and I’ve never seen a flock 
not take to a valve system.

Bedding
Take into account how thick you want your bedding pack to be 

when you design new coops. I strongly suggest a deep bedding 
system of at least 12 inches or more. Having a deep bedding 
pack of pine shavings makes litter management a breeze, and 
you’ll quickly realize that time is not plentiful in farming.

When I coop in a laying flock, I use a bedding pack of about 
18 inches thick. This gives me a bedding pack that should last a 
full 12 months if nothing catastrophic happens, like a significant 
water leak. The time and effort saved by only having to coop 
out the barn once a year is an enormous time saver.

The same depth bedding pack will survive two groups of 
broilers, which is 12 weeks of broiler bird population. I grow 
pullets to six weeks old these days, then sell them to backyard 
farmers. I can get up to four batches of chicks through one 
bedding pack. All this presumes that you’re following proper 
biosecurity procedures and that no flock has had an illness.

Feed Consumption
Two hundred layer chicks will burn through about 600 

By The Numbers
 Floor Space 1.5' to 3' sq per bird

 Roost Space 6 inches per bird

 Nest Box 1 box per 4 to 6 hens

 Feeder Space 3 inches per bird

 Water Trough 1 inch per bird

 Nipple Valve 1 per 10 birds

 Bedding 12" depth or more
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Buying grain 
at retail prices 
will kill your 
profit margins 
if you have a 
sizable flock 
to feed. Look 
into buying 
bulk feed from 
a local mill in 
your area.
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J.M. Hatchery
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To order Muscovy, Khaki Campbell duck-
lings and Brown Chinese goslings

 call Fifth Day Farm at 
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“To order bantam silkies, call Blue Banty 
Farm at 717-917-6729 or order online at 

www.jmhatchery.com”

pounds of chick starter in six weeks, in 
my experience. A hundred broiler birds 
will eat about the same from day-old to 
six weeks. Birds eat exponentially more 
feed as they age, so be prepared.

The Business Side
Feed is one of the most significant costs 

associated with running a production 
flock. Buying feed one 50-pound bag at 
a time, while paying retail prices, will kill 
your chances of turning a profit. Research 
feed mills in your area and see if they 
allow small bulk pickup on site.

When I was running a small layer op-
eration and growing broilers or turkeys, 
I would take my truck to the local feed 
mill and load up 55-gallon drums with 
the feed I needed. It’s a far more cost-ef-
fective way to buy feed, but it’s either 
equipment-intensive or labor-intensive. 
Don’t forget to consider your chicken 
feed storage situation, since spoiling your 
feed investment will cut deep into your 
profits too.

Feed Conversion
Feed conversion ratios are part and par-

cel of the critical chicken math equation 

for a successful flock. Big production 
farms get quite technical over conversion 
ratios, but for our purpose, merely under-
standing the concept will help.

Some breeds of birds are better at con-
verting feed into eggs or meat than other 
breeds. I love the Barred Plymouth Rock, 
but they are a dual-purpose bird that is a 
jack of all trades and a master of none. 
If you need a bird for a home flock that 
can provide meat and eggs, then they’re a 
great fit. When you’re trying to run an egg 
business, these birds will consume more 
feed to produce a single egg than, say, a 
commercial Leghorn or a sex-link variety.

Effectively, the equation looks like 
this; (Feed In):(Eggs out). It’s as simple 
as that. In a meat bird flock, your ratio is; 
(Feed In):(Dressed Weight Out). Under-
standing this concept will help you pick 
the best bird for your production flock.

Buying In Bulk
Feed is not the only opportunity to save 

money by buying in bulk. If you have 
a flock of 100 layers, you’ll find that 
buying virgin egg cartons in bulk is the 
best solution to your packaging needs. 
Additionally, purchasing bulk egg boxes 
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gives you the opportunity to brand your 
egg cartons for that professional look.

Virgin Cartons
Please don’t reuse cartons like so 

many people do. Reusing containers 
from USDA processing plants (AKA 
all-commercial egg suppliers) is illegal. 
If you don’t deface the branding, USDA 
markings, and the packing plant code, it’s 
mislabeling. The USDA frowns on that, 
and so does your local health department.

Profit And Loss
The most critical chicken math you 

need to do in a flock you’re keeping for 
profit is: Are you making money? Track-
ing where your money went and where 
you earned the most will help you make 
business decisions down the road. With-
out these numbers, you’ll be “winging it.” 
Keeping these records in a basic Excel 
sheet works well, or you can get fancy 
with a free accounting program. In either 
case, knowing the numbers can help you 
spot problems like higher-than-expected 
costs, or lack of profits. These numbers 
helped me find my niche in pullet grow-
ing, which is the best business model 
for me.

By The Numbers
Perhaps these numbers will help you 

raise a happy flock. Perhaps running the 
numbers with your children’s 4-H or FFA 
project will give them insight and teach 
them about business basics. Maybe, just 
maybe, these numbers will help you make 
your hobby a profitable venture. Let us 
know if this information helped! 

GQF MANUFACTURING CO.
PO BOX 1552   

SAVANNAH, GA   31402  USA 

visit GQFmfg.com

Incubators, Brooders, Cages & Supplies

Quality, Utility, and Performance at a Reasonable Price
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B etween December 2014 and June 
2015, over 50 million chickens 
and turkeys died in the U.S. 

Midwest. Some succumbed to highly 
pathogenic avian influenza while others 
were culled to stop the spread. Reports 
claim it started in the Pacific Northwest, 
in backyard flocks in Oregon and Wash-
ington. Then a new strain hit Mississippi 
flyways, where it impacted Minnesota 
and Iowa … agricultural poultry hubs. 
The aftermath was disastrous.

Backyard poultry owners across the 
country held their breaths, waiting for it 
to spread to our flocks. We watched egg 
prices soar as 12 percent of the nation’s 
commercial egg-production flocks died. 
We amplified our biosecurity measures 
and sifted through internet sites, looking 
for information. But that information was 
often fragmented or difficult to find.

The USDA’s Animal and Plant Health 
Inspection Service (APHIS) already had 
guidelines published for backyard flock 
owners, called “Biosecurity for Birds.” 
Launched in 2003 after the spread of 
virulent Newcastle disease, it gave tips 
on preventing/containing infection, 
recognizing infectious diseases, and en-

  Defend 
THE FLOCK
by Marissa Ames, in partnership with APHIS
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couraged poultry owners to report sick 
or dead birds.

Defend the Flock, a secondary educa-
tional program, started on the heels of 
the avian influenza outbreak, focusing 
on commercial flocks. 

While both programs successfully ed-
ucated poultry owners about identifying 
and containing disease, the USDA has 
now decided to combine both programs 
and to focus on both commercial and 
backyard flocks with one campaign.

“The timing is right for everyone in 
the poultry community to band together 
to protect the nation’s flocks,” says Dr. 
Denise Heard, “and that’s everyone in the 
backyard growers’ community as well as 
commercial producers.”

Dr. Heard, DVM, is Senior Coordinator 
of the National Poultry Improvement 
Plan, VS, APHIS, USDA. Her degrees 
include a B.S. in Agriculture and Poultry 
Science, a Doctorate of Veterinary Med-
icine, and a Master’s of Avian Medicine 
from the University of Georgia. She also 
has a Certificate of Public Leadership 
from Washington University and is a 
Diplomate of the American College of 
Poultry Veterinarians.

While explaining how the Defend 
the Flock campaign has expanded to 
include both commercial and backyard 
owners, she says, “Backyard flocks are 
as important as commercial producers. 
We have over 10,000 backyard growers 
participating in the USDA National Poul-
try Improvement Plan.”

While important biosecurity points can 
differ between small, privately-owned 
flocks and large-scale commercial op-
erations, the message is the same. Good 
practices need to be sustained whether 
disease is endemic or not. 

The Defend the Flock the program is 
poised to address those practices with 
14 different checklists, which APHIS/
USDA plans to publish at intervals 
among backyard and commercial pro-
ducers. Materials, currently available in 
both English and Spanish, will include 

additional languages in future years to 
reach all audiences.

“Commercial producers, the primary 
breeding industry, backyard poultry 
owners, and even personnel working on 
the farm can use these checklists and 
biosecurity practices as reminders. It’s 
extremely important that we have bios-
ecurity procedures in place at large and 
small establishments or operations at all 
times, because you never know when 
disease will strike.”

Free checklists, videos, webinars, 
and resources can be found at the  De-
fend the Flock Resource Center at www.
aphis.usda.gov/animalhealth/defendthe-
flock and APHIS encourages all poultry 
owners to use and share the material and 
ensure they are doing everything possible 
to keep their birds healthy. 

Sources: 
Impacts of the 2014-2015 Highly 

Pathogenic Avian Influenza Outbreak 
on the U.S. Poultry Sector by Sean Ra-
mos, Matthew MacLachlan, and Alex 
Melton https://www.ers.usda.gov/web-
docs/publications/86282/ldpm-282-02.
pdf?v=3994

Defend the Flock Resource Center 
www.aphis.usda.gov/animalhealth/de-
fendtheflock
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Y ou've probably seen those chicks sold in hardware 
stores and feed outlets. They're cute, fluffy — abso-
lutely adorable. But if you take some home, how much 

time will you have to sacrifice?
Four women were interviewed about their many years of 

caring for chickens. They shared their joys, their woes, and, 
for two women, their reasons for ending the backyard chicken 
lifestyle. Nearly 35 years of cumulative experience among 
these four women is a testament to the satisfaction 
and enjoyment that comes with chickens, even if 
some chores take more time than they would 
have liked. 

From their setup to their daily life, and 
even their decision to discontinue, the sto-
ries of these four women are as intriguing 
as they are honest. 

Growing with Ease 
Katie Painter’s backyard farm has grown 

to 20 chickens in seven years, which is about 
14 chickens more than the city’s limit, but 
who’s counting? 

When they started on their grand adventure, Ka-
tie’s husband Marty built a simple coop out of recycled 
wood, and they placed it inside an area of their yard that was 
already fenced. Overall the chicken setup was fairly quick and 
easy for them, and chicken care overall has also been a breeze. 

“Probably the biggest hassle is when we want to go out of 
town and need to have someone come over and put them in,” 
Katie says. “I want to get one of those solar-powered doors that 
closes by itself at night but I’m not sure there’s one available 
that’s large enough to accommodate my turkeys. They all live 
in the same house.” 

Aside from these special moments of travel, sick chicks 
have been the only real issue they’ve dealt with, and in order 
to prepare for it they often purchase more chicks than they’ll 
need. Chicks are incredibly hard to care for when they’re ill, 
but starting out in Katie’s heated garage tends to give them a 
good start in life. 

Katie’s family loves their chickens and doesn’t anticipate 
changing their lifestyle anytime soon. With a four- and a six-
year-old at home who are learning the ropes of the farm, it’s only 
going to get better (and maybe bigger) for them in the long run.

By Kim Ellsworth

Four Chicken 
Owners Detail 

Their Trials 
and Triumphs

Passing on the Gift 
Growing up with chickens was a memorable part 

of life for Melissa Nodzu Williams, and for eight years 
she’s been enriching her son’s life in the same way her own 
life was enriched. This time she started with eight chickens, a 
couple of ducks, a bunny, dogs, and cats, which all live together 
in her yard. 

“Some people have a tendency to pamper their chickens,” Me-
lissa asserts, “which makes them less resilient to the elements.” 
So with that thought, she repurposed an old dog house and 
covered it with five wire panels that measured 5’x16’ in length. 
Her coop and hoop-like run took a single day to put together. 

As time has gone on, Melissa’s regular chores and unexpected 
chicken issues haven’t been overwhelming for her. Every day, 
twice a day, the hens are given fresh water. During the summer 
months their coop bedding is replaced weekly, and during 
the winter months bedding is regularly added for additional 
heat. And unfortunately, one time Melissa dealt with bumble-
foot, which she believes was caused by the chicken coop being 
located too close to a berry patch. 

Overall, caring for chickens has been an experience described 
as “very low maintenance” and one that’s she’s been happy to 

ARE CHICKENS 
A HUGE TIME 

COMMITMENT?
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share with her son. Melissa believes that 
the value of learning animal husbandry 
has been worth the time commitment.

Lessening the Responsibilities 
After eight years and up to four chick-

ens at any given time, Lisa Reddick was 
ready to move on. It’s a decision that Lisa 
is still coming to terms with. 

“I find myself looking out the window 
and thinking [about them being gone],” 
Lisa says. “We had a lot of eggs for a lot 
of years. It was a lot of tending but it was 
worth it.” 

Rewind to the days when chickens 
were an exciting adventure yet to be had, 
and Lisa referenced Backyard Poultry 
magazine about  what to expect for the 
first year. She and her husband Bill also 
took tours of the local neighborhood to 
learn how to care for chickens where 
neighbors showcased their own coops, 
runs, and flocks. Eventually Bob took 
multiple days to built an expansive coop 
and run based on a drawing he found 
online. 

Even through all their research, caring 
for chickens was still a big learning curve 
that took more time than she had antici-
pated. She was hit with a mite infestation 
and a rat infestation, both of which re-
quired extra care and cleaning to resolve. 

Still, none of those issues crossed 
Lisa’s mind when she excitedly jumped 
out of her hot tub to scare away a hungry 
hawk, and the issues also didn’t cross 
her mind each of the times she filled her 
neighbor’s empty egg cartons that were 
left on the fence. Even while Lisa misses 
those days, she’s ready for the next phase 
of her life. 

Leaving the Flock Behind 
Susan Ellsworth had chickens for near-

ly nine years before she decided to find 
new homes for the last hens, which were 
the remainders of a fluctuating flock of 
up to four. 

When she first began she planned on 
raising chickens for eggs. But then it came 
time to build the coop, which was a bit 
daunting for her. “Setting up the coop and 
run, and then retrofitting them as needed 

to keep predators out takes a fair amount 
of time,” Susan reminisces. 

She started out by building her own 
small A-frame coop that she could move 
around the yard, but once she moved, Su-
san went the easier route and purchased 
a used coop off Craigslist and a new 
10'x10' dog run at Lowe’s. According to 
Susan, it was a “lot easier, and probably 
didn’t end up costing that much more in 
the long run.” 

She spent considerable time playing 
with her baby chicks to make them friend-
lier as adults; although, this became less 
important over the years. She also spent 
time researching the loss of one of her 
hens due to the often fatal issue of crop 
impaction, which is a when food becomes 
stuck inside the esophagus located near 
the neck. However, in general she’s easily 
weathered the storm by keeping an eye 
out for signs of illness among the flock-
and then by offering them lactose-free 
kefir and hard-boiled eggs. 

 Even through all of the ups and downs, 
Susan misses her chickens and thinks that 
if she were to ever return to the lifestyle 
that she’d “need at least six in order to 
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get enough eggs for the family [of three] 
on a consistent basis. Plus she’d need to 
rotate in young hens every year or two to 
sustain egg production over time.” That’s 
just not a time commitment she’s ready to 
undertake again anytime soon. 

Four Women in Retrospect 
It’s clear that Katie, Susan, Melissa, 

and Lisa have thoroughly enjoyed caring 
for chickens, irrelevant of the time com-
mitments involved. 

In some situations, the upfront needs 
were lessened by choosing the easiest 
methods of coop and run construction. In 
other situations, it seems that the ongoing 
commitments have been a roll of the dice, 
since not all four women experienced the 
same issues. 

For Susan and Lisa, the two women 
who have since stopped raising chickens, 
things are looking up though they both 
look back with a mixture of sadness and 
happy memories. Lisa described it best 
when she said, “It’s pretty amazing to 
be connected to your food source. [My 
chickens] were bonded to me, and they 
would come running. I would definitely 
do it again.” 

Author Kim 
Ellsworth 

with some of 
her hens
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A Flock's Valuable Role at a Tudor Mansion 
By Susie Kearley

Rudyard Kipling's Former Garden

Y ou’re probably familiar with the classic children’s 
stories by Rudyard Kipling, The Jungle Book and Just 
So Stories. Rudyard and his family lived in a Tudor 

mansion in Sussex, England, which today is open to the public.

Chickens in
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Len Bernamont, the estate manager, 
lives in the Mill Keepers’ cottage next 
to the watermill and keeps a dog and cat, 
plus nine chickens in the garden.

"The chickens have a valuable role at 
Batemans," he explains. "Visitors enjoy 
seeing them running around. They spend 
a lot of time scratching around in the 
grass, creating seed beds and spreading 
flower and bulb seeds. Our wildflowers 
and herbs include wild garlic, red campi-
on, speedwells, cloves, and cow parsley. 
There have definitely been more flowers 
growing in the wild gardens since the 
chickens in the garden arrived, so they’re 
doing a good job! They’re good for keep-
ing the bugs down, too." TOP: Len Bernamont, estate manager at the former home of Rudyard Kipling.
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While most are happy to stay within 
the confines of the wild garden, Amber 
likes to wander off and acquaint herself 
with diners in the cafe. 

Len explains, "The other chickens 
in the garden seem to understand that 
they’re not allowed in the formal gardens, 
but Amber doesn’t care. She goes to eat 
scones and other goodies in the tearoom. 
I get called at least twice a day to go and 
collect Amber from the tearoom. We 
haven’t worked out how she gets there. 
We see her in the wild garden, and we 
see her outside the tearoom, but nowhere 
in between!"

Rudyard Kipling and his family kept 
chickens and ducks near the main house 
while the pig farmer lived in the mill 
cottage. The self-sustaining estate had 
eggs from their chickens.

"Quite quietly, the chickens have a role 
to play in terms of both conservation and 
keeping history alive," explains Len. 

"Most of the chickens are hybrids. We 
have Skylines, Light Sussex, Cuckoo 
Marans, and Cream Legbars with blue/
green eggs. We also have Buff Orping-
tons that don’t lay many eggs, but look 
amazing — they’re big and fluffy. Amber 
is related to a White Legbar and she’s a 
very prolific layer."

Len doesn’t breed the birds, primarily 
because cockerels are noisy. "We used to 
breed chickens years ago, but my wife’s 
a nurse and when she comes home after 
a night shift, she wants to sleep. She was 
being woken up, almost as soon as she’d 

got her head down, by the cockerel, so we 
found the cockerel a new home. He was 
a very good boy, called The General." 
Today Len goes to a local breeder when 
he wants more chickens.

The chickens are quite cheeky, says 
Len. "While Amber’s finding her way to 
the tearoom, the others like to go inside 
the mill and hang around the mill door. 
We put a gate on the mill to stop them 
going inside and leaving chicken poo on 
the floor, so now they perch on the gate 
instead. They’ll sit on the back of park 
benches too, and if an unsuspecting visi-
tor sits down to enjoy a sandwich, they’ll 
have a peck at the bread."

Bird Flu Restrictions
Last year in the UK, domestic birds had 

to be confined for protection from disease 
spread by contact with wild migratory 
birds or their feces.

"This was the second year of bird flu 
restrictions, and the main thing was to 
keep the birds penned so that wild birds 
couldn’t get in." Len explains that there 
is a net over the pen and he monitors 
wildfowl that might have symptoms. "We 
had breeding mallards this year, but by 

the time they arrived in the spring, the 
restrictions had been lifted."

The bird flu restrictions also include 
biosecurity measures. Owners are re-
quired to disinfect footwear so there’s 
no risk of carrying an infection into the 
pen on the soles of their feet. Even when 
the restrictions were lifted, keepers were 
advised to continue to precautionary 
biosecurity measures.

"We have a foot wash/disinfectant for 
the soles of our shoes before we enter 
the bird pen. I wear disposable gloves or 
washable gloves." Aware of how disease 
spreads, Len ensures he protects his flock.  
To keep them entertained while penned, 
he scattered food around so they spent 
time looking for it, and gave them tunnels 
and boxes to keep them occupied. The 
restrictions lasted January to April 2018, 
and then it was considered safe to let them 
roam free again.

"Most visitors are understanding about 
the need to keep the chickens in their 
pen, but one or two people accused me of 
mistreating the chickens and said I wasn’t 
fit to look after them. You can’t please 
everyone. They’re our chickens – I know 
what’s best for them, so I keep an eye on 
them, make sure they’re not distressed,  
even in difficult circumstances."

Summer Fun
The chickens have two acres to explore 

when they’re out and about. In the sum-
mer they disappear into the tall grasses. 
When people picnic at lunchtime, they’ll 
make an appearance in pursuit of food.

"You can tell when children have found 
the chickens in the garden because they 
start making clucking noises." Len talks 
to people keen to learn more about raising 
free-range chickens.

He would like to get more varieties in 
the future. "Miniature Polish chickens 
look like they have dreadlocks, so they’re 
on my favorites list. I’m always on the 
lookout for interesting breeds to introduce 
to the flock. If they produce eggs, they’re 
welcome." 
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Raising

Simple Guidelines for Producing 
Hatchable Eggs to Keep or Sell

By Doug Ottinger

Raising
CHICKEN      EGGS 

FOR HATCHING

Chick breaking out of egg in hatcher tray. Photo credit: Christina Sauls, Happy Feet Hatchery.

R aising chicken eggs for hatching and incubating chicken 
eggs is something many of us do every year. Some of us 
set eggs for our own use at home and are not overly con-

cerned about hatching rates. We choose eggs from our favorite hens, 
including those that are several years old. Our “studs” might be 
pet roosters who, as my grandmother used to say, are “old enough 
to vote.” If we set 30 eggs in the summer and get six replacement 
pullets for our flock, we don’t mind. Six new pullets are plenty 
for home use, and we are happy.

Such a haphazard system, however, is a sure recipe for failure 
if you are raising hatching eggs for sale or are trying to produce 
large numbers of hatchable eggs for your own use or business.
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Commercial turkey hatching eggs in shipping box.

Keeping nests, bedding, and hatching eggs clean is very important. Photo credit: Christina 
Sauls, Happy Feet Hatchery.

Producing high-quality hatching eggs 
is similar to raising quality eggs for 
eating, but with some slightly different 
twists. If you want to produce hatching 
eggs for sale, and hatchable eggs that will 
consistently produce lots of baby chicks, 
there are a few things to pay attention to 
and do differently. Selling fertile eggs 
that don’t hatch will not garner repeat 
customers or very good business ratings.

Providing your breeder or parent birds 
with proper nutrition is one of the biggest 
keys to success in raising viable hatching 
eggs. Breeder birds need peak nutrition 
at all times, not just during the breeding 
season. Poultry destined to become 
successful producers of fertile hatching 

eggs must have peak nutrition starting 
as day-old chicks. Adult birds kept for 
hatching-egg production need more than 
just standard layer feed. While an all-pur-
pose layer mash or ration is suitable for 
producing high numbers of eggs for 
edible use, it is can be short on some pro-
teins and amino acids, as well as vitamins 
and fatty acids that are necessary for the 
development of the growing baby birds. 
Poultry raised to produce hatching eggs 
should be fed a breeding ration (some-
times called game bird breeder rations). 
These feeds are formulated with higher 
protein levels (about 20 percent versus 16 
percent for most laying feeds), additional 
fatty-acids essential for the development 
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Candling reveals a healthy embro forming in a fertile hatching egg. 
Photo credit: Christina Sauls, Happy Feet Hatchery.

of the baby chicks, and higher levels of certain vitamins. Each 
fertile egg contains sole nutrition for the developing bird it holds. 
If it is short on necessary nutrients, the embryo may die during 
development, or may not have enough strength to break free at 
hatch time. Hatching eggs can be produced with layer rations 
and this may be fine for home purposes, but anyone raising 
hatching eggs for sale needs to ensure that the eggs have high 
fertility rates as well as proper amino and fatty acid levels to 
support full development of the embryo. This is the reason for 
using breeding rations in producing hatching eggs.

If you want eggs that will 
consistently produce lots 
of baby chicks, there are a 
few things to do differently. 
Selling fertile eggs that 
don’t hatch will not garner 
repeat customers or very 
good business ratings. 
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Baby chicks, or other poultry, destined 
to become breeding birds should be fed 
nutritionally complete starter and grow-
ing mashes when young. Do not try to cut 
corners, or cost, at this point. Maximum 
fertility and production ability of every 
bird, both male and female, is highly 
dependent on the nutrition they receive 
during the developmental stages. Breeder 
birds should be switched to breeder ra-
tions just prior to the start of egg produc-
tion. Some owners start them on breeder 
rations about one month prior to starting 
to lay, and others switch over just when 
the first pullet eggs are produced.

Fertility rates decrease as birds get old-
er. There are many schools of thought on 
how to breed chickens, including whether 
to use flock mating or breeding family 
lines, using individual birds. No matter 
which method is used, fertility rates in 
hens can decrease up to 20 percent each 
year they are in production. Roosters also 
lose fertility, but at a slower rate. Because 
of this, most hatcheries get rid of their 
breeding stock after about six to eight 
months of laying. Commercial hatcheries 
replace their breeders every year. If you 
want to increase your stock, including 
breeders for home use, buying some of 
this spent breeder stock is an affordable 
option for many hobbyists. If you do have 
older hens that you want to breed, mat-
ing them to young, vital roosters greatly 
improves fertility rates.

Daily light-hours affect both egg pro-
duction in hens as well as the production 
of fertile semen in roosters. Breeder birds 
should have 16 hours of light daily. When 
enough daylight hours are not available, 
provide extra hours of incandescent 
lighting in the breeding pens or coops 
to supply the necessary light hours for 
maximum fertility. Start supplying the 
required light hours about 30 days be-
fore you want to use the fertile eggs for 
hatching.

Male-to-female ratios for your breed-
ing flock are also important. Various 
breeders use different rooster-to-hen 
ratios. Some use seven or eight roosters 
for up to 100 hens. Others might use 12 
roosters. One rooster for eight to 10 hens 
is usually okay for home production of 
hatching eggs. Sometimes, however, 
using one rooster for a small flock can 
be problematic; some roosters will only 
mate with a few favorite hens, lowering 
overall production of fertile eggs from 
the flock.

Success at last! Don’t worry, this baby chick is healthy and okay. It is taking a well-deserved 
rest after working for 23 hours to break out of the egg. Photo credit: Christina Sauls, Happy 
Feet Hatchery.
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eggs clean. Hatching eggs need to be kept 
clean. This is for more than just aesthetic 
reasons. Eggs which become soiled with 
manure, even if cleaned later, can get 
bacteria or viral contaminants inside of 
the egg that will multiply in the warmth 
of the incubator, damaging the developing 
embryo. Gases can also build up in these 
eggs, causing them to explode. Eggs that 
are allowed to build up in the nests, and 
jostled by multiple hens, can develop 
microscopic breaks and fissures, which 
can also allow bacteria to enter. Eggs 
left in nests often go through a process of 
being warmed by a hen sitting on them 
while she lays her egg, and then cooling 
down when she gets off. Then another 
hen gets on and the process is repeated. 
Under such conditions, a little zygote, or 
embryo will start to form. The constant 
warming and cooling can soon kill the 
developing embryo.

Unusually large eggs, unusually small 
eggs, and eggs with poor shell quality 
usually have poor hatch rates and should 
not be used. Hatching eggs should be 
stored at a temperature range of 50 to 
60 degrees Fahrenheit. Eggs should be 
set within 10 days, sooner if possible. If 

keeping hatchable eggs for more than two 
or three days, they should be “turned” at 
least twice per day. The easiest way to 
do this is to tilt the egg flat or carton, by 
propping one side up on a block of wood 
or other object for half a day, and then 
raising the other side for half a day. This 
keeps the fertile cell mass from sticking 
to one side of the egg. Avoid jarring 
or shaking hatching eggs. Jarring and 
shaking can kill the developing cell mass.

If you should decide to produce hatch-
ing eggs for sale, many states require 
that your flock is NPIP certified. This 
is a guarantee that your flock has been 
inspected and is free from a number of 
dangerous diseases. For more information 
on how to become NPIP certified, contact 
your local agricultural extension office. 

Hatching eggs 
should be gathered 
at least twice per 
day and stored in 
flats or cartons, 
pointed-end down. 

Condition and storage of hatching 
eggs, especially if you are producing 
hatching eggs for sale, needs to be care-
fully monitored. Hatching eggs should 
be gathered at least twice per day and 
stored in flats or cartons, pointed-end 
down. Clean bedding should be kept 
in the nests and replaced as soon as it 
begins to get soiled. The main reasons 
for gathering eggs twice or more per day 
is to keep the eggs from getting dirty. It 
also keeps the eggs from getting bumped 
and rolled around under all of the hens 
that will be using the nest. Replacing 
nest bedding frequently helps keep the 
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Understanding Feather Anatomy Helps 
You Provide the Right Feed

By Rebecca Sanderson

Feathers

HELP YOUR 
CHICKS GROW

FeathersFeathersFeathersFeathersFeathers
Healthy
CHICKS GROW

HealthyHealthy

W hen raising chicks, you want to be sure 

that they grow healthy feathers. Feathers 

provide temperature control and protec-

tion from the elements. They are essential to your chick-

ens being healthy and are often an indicator of when 

they are not. In order to help our chicks grow healthy 

feathers, we must first understand how feathers grow.
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Feathers are made of beta-keratin much like human hair and 
fingernails. Also like hair and fingernails, they are essentially 
dead structures that cannot repair themselves when damaged. 
Once a feather has fully grown in, its growth stops until it is 
molted out in preparation for a new feather to take its place. 
Once the previous feather is out, this molt happens as follows:

1. Each new feather grows from a small outgrowth of skin 
called the papilla.

2. As feathers mature, their tips get pushed away from the 
papilla, where the newest parts of the feather form. Like human 
hair, feathers are youngest at their base.

3. The feather’s structure develops as proteins are laid 
down around the surface of this bump of skin. It’s here that 
the branching patterns form by smaller branches fusing at the 
base to make thicker ones — barbules fuse into barbs and barbs 
fuse into a rachis.

4. As the feather grows, it stays curled in a tubular shape 
around the papilla until it is pushed away from the growth area.

5. A protective sheath maintains the feather’s cylindrical 
shape until it starts to disintegrate near the tip, allowing the 
mature part of the feather to unfurl.

6. The sheath falls off and the growth process is complete. 
(Cornell Lab of Ornithology, 2013)

Chickens, like other birds, have a few different types of 
feathers. The feathers that cover their body are called contour 
feathers. The base of the feather has plumulaceous barbs that 
do not interlock with each other. This fluffy portion helps 
keep a pocket of warm air near the chicken’s skin. The part 
of the feather that we can see is the pennaceous region where 
the barbs and barbules interlock much like Velcro. Wing and 
tail feathers have much smaller plumulaceous portions. When 
chicks hatch, they are covered with a very soft down coat. With 
down-type feathers, the barbs do not interlock. This type of 
feather helps keep heat in but does not offer much protection 

from other elements like rain or wind. During the chick’s first 
month of life, their feathers come in, often in stages of various 
body parts (wings first, then tail, body, etc.). While some breeds 
feather more quickly or slowly than others, usually they are 
fully feathered by six or eight weeks of age.

The most important factor in helping your chick to grow 
healthy feathers is by feeding them properly. The best way to 
do this is by using a commercially prepared “chick starter” 
feed. This feed in particular is higher in protein (20-22 percent 
protein versus 16-18 percent for grown chickens), lower in 
calcium (1 percent calcium versus 3 percent for laying hens), 
and is in very small pieces or almost a powder. Chick starter 
should be fed until a chick is six weeks old (eight weeks for 
those breeds that feather at a later age) at which point you 
should switch to a grower feed mix. This grower feed mix has 
16-18 percent protein but still does not have the extra calcium 
that laying hens need. The higher percentage of protein in the 
chick starter is essential for the formation of feathers. Feathers 
are made of protein, and if the chick does not have sufficient 
protein in their diet, they cannot make healthy feathers.

When you buy this chick starter feed, be sure to check that 
the formulation does in fact have 20-22 percent protein. Some 
of the cheaper feeds are simply scratch grains and do not even 
have enough protein for a grown chicken, so they especially 
do not have enough protein for one growing feathers. Because 
feathers are made entirely of protein, a chicken needs extra 
protein in their diet whenever they are growing a large amount 
of feathers. If you choose to make your own feed, you must 
carefully calculate the nutrients. The manufacturers of the 
commercial feeds hire specially trained nutritionists to calcu-
late the percentages of protein, fat, carbohydrate, and minerals 
for chicken feed. While chicken feed may be expensive, it is a 
good investment in your healthy flock. Table scraps and scratch 
grains can be a wonderful treat for your chickens, but be sure 
that you do not give so much that your chickens (much like a 
toddler child) will refuse to eat their formulated feed and “hold 
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out” for the treat (Schneider & Dr. McCrea).
As our chicks grow and prepare to enter the flock, we can help 

them to grow healthy feathers by giving them a well-formulated 
chick starter feed with more protein than what is offered in feeds 
for grown chickens. This additional protein is used to make 
feathers. By feeding a balanced diet, we can help our chickens 
not only grow healthy, strong feathers in their first months of 
life, but can help them keep growing healthy feathers throughout 
their entire lives. 
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By Kate Johnson

P oultry is one of the most popular 
projects in 4-H and I often get 
asked how to choose the best 

show chickens. 
Why is the poultry project so popular? 

Chickens are relatively easy and inex-
pensive to raise while they also provide 
useful products — either eggs or meat. 
Secondly, the land and space needs for 
chickens are minimal. With the increase 

Choosing the Best 
4-H Show Chickens

in municipalities that now allow chickens 
in residential backyards, many city kids 
who may not have access to any other 
4-H livestock programs can raise and 
show chickens. It’s also fun because they 
are just amusing critters. Plus, chickens 
can teach kids a lot while they prepare 
for chicken showmanship, and they will 
benefit from the responsibility of owning 
and caring for their birds.
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There are many popular modern breeds 
of poultry as well as heritage chicken 
breeds, so narrowing down the best for 
show chickens is hard to do. Knowing 
your goals and interests is a good place 
to start. 

Here are some questions to consider:

1. Do you want to raise poultry primar-
ily for their eggs or for meat, or do you 
just want chickens as pets?

2. Do you want your birds to be fun 
and friendly to interact with or just good 
at producing a product for you?

3. Is there a particular feature you’re 
interested in such as egg color, exotic 
looks, size, or ability to hatch chicks?

4. What kind of climate and housing 
will they be raised in?

Egg Layers vs. Meat Chickens:
There are many egg-laying breeds and 

not quite as many meat breeds. Some are 
considered dual purpose, raised for both 
eggs and for meat. The meat-specific 
breeds will grow and mature much faster 
than egg layers or dual-purpose birds and 
they will only be with you for one season. 
Typically, meat birds will be entered in 
the 4-H poultry show differently than 
egg-laying breeds (a pen of three versus 
individually).

Popular meat breeds include the 
Cornish and Cornish Crosses. They are 
cold-hardy, fairly docile, and they mature 
quickly. Another meat class of poultry 
is the turkey. There are two main types: 
broad-breasted and heritage, and both 
make great 4-H projects. Like the Cornish 
or Cornish Crosses, the turkey project 
will be one season as compared to the 
egg-laying project (where you may have 
the same bird for many years).

Some popular dual-purpose birds 
include Australorps, Delawares, Jersey 
Giants, and Langshans. The downside 
of raising dual-purpose birds for meat is 
that they mature slower than meat-spe-
cific breeds.

When narrowing down which egg-lay-
ing breeds will be best as 4-H show 
chickens, consider the following factors:

Temperament vs. Production:
Some people want chickens as pets 

while others just want lots of eggs or good 
meat. Just about any breed of chicken can 
become socialized and easy to work with 
if they are handled frequently from a very 
young age. But some breeds are known 
for being more docile and friendly while 
others are excellent egg layers but more 
high-strung or aggressive. My favorite 
calm and docile breeds that are also 
good producers include Ameraucanas, 
Jersey Giants, Orpingtons, Plymouth 
Rocks, Speckled Sussex, and Wyandottes. 
Other excellent laying breeds that might 
not be quite as calm and friendly but are 
above-average egg producers include 
Andalusians, Leghorns, and Minorcas.

Special Features/Characteristics:
• Egg Color:
I love to have a basket of mixed-color 

eggs so I often choose breeds based on the 
color of eggs they lay. Ameraucanas are 
great for various shades of blue and blue-
green eggs. Brown egg layers include 
Australorps, Brahmas, Delawares, Dom-
iniques, Jersey Giants, New Hampshires, 
Rhode Island Reds, and Orpingtons, to 
name a few. If you can find them, Marans 
are fun for their beautiful chocolate brown 
eggs. Of course, the traditional white eggs 
are nice, too!

• Exotic Feathers (or lack thereof):
I’m a sucker for those exotic-looking 

birds such as the fluffy, feather-footed 
Cochin and the goofy, poof-topped Pol-
ish. I usually have a few of these in my 
flock even though they are not the most 
productive layers, simply because they 
are so fun to look at! On the other end of 
the spectrum, I have friends who love the 
Naked Necks because they are exotic in 
their own bare-necked way.

• Pint-Sized:
For some kids when considering the 

best show chickens, size is of the essence. 
Many Bantam breeds might not be desir-
able from an egg-laying perspective, as 
their eggs are quite small, but are cute and 
easy to handle. One of the most popular 
kid-friendly true Bantams is the Silkie, 
but many other breeds come in standard 
and Bantam size, too.

• Good Mothers:
Some 4-H kids might want show chick-

ens that are good at hatching their eggs 
and will be good mothers for their chicks. 

Some of the broodier breeds of chickens 
include Australorps, Brahmas, Chante-
clers, Cochins, Dominiques, Dorkings, 
Orpingtons, and Silkies.

Climate and Housing Concerns:
Do you live in a very cold climate or 

a hot one? Will your birds be confined 
to a coop or be free-range? Some breeds 
are better adapted to these situations 
than others.
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• Cold Hardy:
For those colder climates, some of the 

hardier breeds include Ameraucanas, An-
conas, Australorps, Chanteclers, Cochins, 
Orpingtons, and Plymouth Rocks.

• Heat Tolerant:
If you live in a very hot climate, you 

might want to consider some of these 
breeds: Andalusian, Buttercups, Leg-
horns, Malays, and Minorcas

• Hardy in Cold and Heat
Some breeds are just hardy in any kind 

of climate so if you live somewhere with 
a wide variety of temperatures, these 
breeds might be right for you: Brahmas, 
Naked Necks, New Hampshires, Rhode 
Islands, and Silkies.

• Well-Adapted to Confinement
While all show chickens should have 

some access to the outdoors and fresh air, 
a few breeds are better suited for smaller 
areas of confinement than others, includ-

Why is the kids' 4-H 
poultry project so 
popular? Chickens 
are relatively easy 
and inex pensive to 
raise while the land 
and space needs are 
minimal. 

Kids show chickens in Kate Johnson's local 4-H chapter.
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ing: Chanteclers, Favorelles, Houdans, 
and Silkies.

• Prefer Free-Ranging
These breeds might get restless and 

nervous in confinement and much prefer 
the ability to be free-ranged: Anconas, 
Buttercups, Hamburgs, and Malays

• Happy Either Way — Confined or 
Free-Ranging:

If you plan to have a smaller coop and 
enclosed area but also allow for some 
free-ranging, these breeds enjoy both 
lifestyles: Ameraucanas, Australorps, 
Brahmas, Buckeyes, Cochins, Delawares, 
Dominiques, Dorkings, Jersey Giants, 
Lakenvelders, Naked Necks, New Hamp-
shires, Orpingtons, Plymouth Rocks, and 
Rhode Islands.

One final thing to consider as you 
choose your breed of 4-H show chicken is 
which bird you will use for showmanship. 
This is the part where you show off what 
you know! Typically you take one bird 
in and out of a cage in front of a judge, 
handle and manipulate the bird to show 
and describe all the body parts, and then 
answer any questions about poultry that 
the judge may ask while you stand there 
holding your bird. Any breed of chicken 
can be used for 4-H showmanship if they 
are handled regularly from the very start. 
Of course, the calmer and more docile 
breeds may be a little easier to work with, 
and many kids prefer showing a Bantam 
or a smaller breed for showmanship rather 
than a Jersey Giant or other large breed 
as your arms will get quite a workout 
with these bigger birds. I have known a 
few kids who loved to show turkeys for 
4-H showmanship, though, so really kids 
should just pick the bird in their coop that 
they enjoy working with and handling 
the most! 

Hatch your own eggs…
Brinsea the world leading incubator manufacturer is adding 
to its range of incubators, brooders, egg candlers 
and automatic coop door openers.  
All with 3 year warranty.

www.brinsea.comFor more information 
www.brinsea.com 
or call 1-888-667-7009

NEW
range

Free 
Color 

Catalog
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By Kaylee Vaughn, Idaho

Vaughn Victorian Coop
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W hen we decided to raise 
both chickens and ducks 
together (altogether, a 

flock of about 15), we knew that a tra-
ditional chicken coop wouldn’t meet 
the needs of our variety of poultry. 
We wanted to build a custom coop, 
but we simply didn’t have the time. 
We decided instead to order a play-
house kit and convert it to a custom 
chicken coop/duck house — and the 
results were better than we could have 
imagined!

After putting together the basic 
structure, we installed a floor made 
from used composite wood decking 
pieces that were left over from a fam-
ily member’s decking project. This 
made the coop super easy to spray out 
and clean on a regular basis without 
the fear of mold or mildew growing 
like it would with a wood floor,which 
is great since ducks can be so messy!

Inside, we added a lofted storage 
shelf which spans half of the coop and 
could hold up to two bales of straw 
along with additional supplies. Under 
the shelf, we build a custom brooder 
that can be removed when it wasn’t 
in use. Raising the chicks and duck-
lings in the coop along with the adults 
makes for a very easy transition once 
it’s time for them to join the flock!

We also built nesting boxes in the 
coop using reclaimed pallet wood. 
Our sweet Bantam Cochin hens en-
joyed the boxes so much that they 
immediately went broody on us! 
Silly girls!

One of my favorite features of 
this coop are the Dutch-style doors! 
There is a large “people-sized” door 
on the side of the coop and a small 
“chicken-sized” door on the front. In 
the winter, we open just the bottom 
half of the doors to allow the chickens 
and ducks to enter and leave without 
letting in as much snow, rain, and cold 
air. In the summer, we open both the 
top and bottom halves to allow for 
extra ventilation.

If you are considering buying a 
kit-style chicken coop, I would highly 
recommend exploring options beyond 
traditional coops! This playhouse 
made a wonderful and spacious coop 
that accommodated the needs of both 
our chickens and our ducks. 

TOP: Broody hens enjoying the pallet-wood nesting boxes. MIDDLE: Storage shelf; 
underneath the shelf, two new flock members are getting acquainted with there new home. 
BOTTOM: Removable brooder that fits under the storage shelf.
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By Lacey Hughett

L ast summer in western Massachusetts, Jude was visited by a stray chicken. Jude, 

having absolutely no experience with chickens, wasn’t quite sure what to make of the 

scraggly little red chicken in need of a good meal and some love. She gave the hen 

some treats and put it out of her mind.

Jude was an animal lover, so it wasn’t a big deal to show the hen a little bit of care. Her kind-

ness had an unforeseen effect on the young hen, which took to coming by every day for snacks 

and good foraging opportunities.

She became a regular sight at the family home.

LIFE OF POULTRY
Secret

CHARLENE
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Jude and her family named the hen 
Charlene but had no intention of keeping 
her. After interacting with Charlene, Jude 
realized the little hen didn’t come from 
the best home, saying, “We believe she 
ran away from her previous home where 
there was little care, interaction, or food 
and shelter provided.”

Soon Charlene was spending all her 
time in their yard. During the day, she 
was content to forage, finding bugs and 
goodies and getting treats from the fam-
ily. At night, she made her own place, 
claiming a young tree in the family’s yard 
as her roost.

Over that summer, Charlene found the 
good life. She was allowed to run free and 
sleep under the stars, while living under 
the watchful eye of a kind family.

As the weather turned colder, Jude 
and her family began to worry about 
Charlene’s well-being. It was clear that 
she had no intention of returning to her 
previous home for the winter.

It can get fairly cold in Massachusetts, 
and they had grown to love the adventur-

ous little hen who had made a home for 
herself on their property. Jude consulted 
with a friend with years of chicken expe-
rience and created a shelter for Charlene.

Catching the hen wouldn’t be a prob-
lem. During their time together, Jude 
had forged a morning routine of giving 
her a handful of sunflower seeds. It was 
something that Charlene looked forward 
to each day, and she would come right up 
to Jude for her treat.

The family decided to keep Charlene 
in the garage over winter. The garage 
was attached to the house and would 
stay warm enough for a single hen once 
the temperatures dropped. Jude set up a 
large metal dog crate, complete with a 
non-tipping water bowl, a nesting box 
with wood shavings, and a feeding area.

The family expected Charlene to be-
come agitated and stressed about being 
confined to the dog crate at night. They 
covered it with an old flannel sheet to 
create a darkened space to reduce anxiety, 
and at dusk they introduced her to her 
new home. Instead of becoming agitated, 

After interacting 
with Charlene, 
Jude realized the 
little hen didn’t 
come from the best 
home, saying, “We 
believe she ran away 
from her previous 
home where there 
was little care, 
interaction, or 
food and shelter 
provided.” 
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Charlene took to her crate like a champ, 
seeming to enjoy the change.

“She climbed right into her box and 
began cooing,” Jude said. “I think she 
realized she had fallen into a version of 
chicken heaven. No more windy, rainy 
nights spent in trees.”

Since the first night in her crate, Char-
lene has blossomed as a part of the family 
and has happily become part of their daily 
routine. “She is locked in her crate at 
night and every morning I open the door 
and she comes clucking out to say good 
morning,” Jude commented.

Charlene doesn’t seem to miss the 
other chickens in the least, preferring her 
new family as her surrogate flock.

In addition to Charlene, Jude also 
has two Labrador Retrievers. Charlene 
and the dogs get along well. She en-
joys following them around the yard, 
scratching and foraging with her strange, 
four-legged flock members. Charlene is 
incredibly curious, following the family 
around when they are in the garage or 
yard doing chores.

Jude and her family thought their first 
chicken was too old to lay eggs. They 
casually looked for eggs during her stay, 
more curious than anything. The same 
friend who directed Jude on how to set 
up a crate for Charlene also examined the 
hen and informed the family that she was 
a pullet, just beginning her productive 
window. Jude was then excited to provide 
Charlene with her first nesting box. She 
tried to make it as cozy as possible for 
the first-time layer. She also learned that 
Charlene was a Rhode Island Red.

A week before Christmas, Charlene 
gave her adopted family a beautiful gift: a 
perfect brown egg! Since then she has laid 
an egg nearly every day in her nest box. 
Jude has estimated the hen to be about 
seven months old. There are reports of 
chickens living 15-20 years, so it appears 
that the family is going to be blessed with 
Charlene’s presence for many years.

Like it inevitably does with all of us, 
the chicken fever has set in! One little lost 
hen is responsible for a non-chicken-rais-
ing family to become addicted.

As for Charlene, she is let out of her 
pen each day. If the weather isn’t too bad, 
she explores the yard. If it’s too snowy or 
cold, she still has free run of the garage. 

Like it inevitably does with all of us,
the chicken fever has set in! One 
little lost hen is responsible 
for a non-chicken-rais ing 
family to become addicted.
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Her two dog flock members frequently 
hang out in the garage with her.

Jude worries about Charlene when she 
wanders into the neighboring yards. Pred-
ators are active where she lives. Jude and 
her family plan on building a coop and 
chicken run for Charlene, and eventually 
adding another couple of lucky ladies 
who will be spoiled and loved as much 
as Charlene.

Currently, as an only chicken, Charlene 
seems happy. Jude was worried about 
her missing socialization, but the love 
and attention she gets from her adopted 
flock satisfies the little hen. Based on 
her demeanor and egg production, Jude 
knows she is healthy and happy.

Jude and her family have absolutely 
fallen in love with Charlene. Jude said, 
“She is such a treasure, she is affection-
ate, talkative, and has taught me so much 
about chickens!” Jude never thought 
she’d have a chicken, and now she wants 
more. One of Jude’s granddaughters 
loves to draw Charlene, and both love to 
hold and spend time with her. Charlene 
certainly has touched a lot of lives and 
will continue to do so for a long time. 

Based on her 
demeanor and egg 
production, Jude 
knows Charlene is 

healthy 
and happy. 
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WELSH HARLEQUIN 
DUCKS

A Small Duck Breed that Lays and Broods Well
By Tamsin Cooper

BREED 
PROFILE

Gold Harlequin female. Copyright Daniel Sörensen (flickr.com/danielmsorensen)

Breed

Welsh Harlequin

Origin

Welsh Harlequin ducks were devel-
oped in Wales, UK, from the Khaki 
Campbell, which itself descended from 
a Rouen drake, originating in France, 
crossed with a Fawn and White Run-
ner duck, originating in the islands of 
Southeast Asia, whose offspring were 
later crossed with a Mallard drake.
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A Heritage Duck Breed
History: Group Captain Leslie Bon-

net was a well-known commercial duck 
breeder specializing in utility breeds in 
Hertfordshire, UK. In 1949, his pure-
bred Khaki Campbells gave rise to two 
pale-colored ducklings that he named 
“Honey Campbells,” which he selected 
to develop a new line. The new color 
derived from two recessive genes. On 
moving to a new farm near Criccieth, 
Wales, in 1950, he renamed them “Welsh 
Harlequin” ducks.

The original color was the Gold variety 
now prevalent in the UK. By 1968, a color 
variant had arisen, although Bonnet does 
not make mention of it, and it is not rec-
ognized in the UK. However, when John 
Fugate imported fertile eggs from Bonnet 
to Tennessee, most of the hatchlings bore 
this new coloration, named “Silver” by 
Dave Holderread, a duck breeder and 
authority on how to raise ducks in your 
backyard.

Meanwhile, in the UK, a fox ravaged 

Gold Harlequin drake. Copyright Daniel Sörensen (flickr.com/danielmsorensen)

Bonnet’s flock, destroying his breeding 
stock. Fortunately, Edward Grayson, a 
keen amateur breeder, had kept stock 
from Bonnet’s original strain. Grayson 
was able to revive the breed by crossing 
with Khaki Campbells and stabilizing 
the color. He lay down a standard and 
set up a national club. Welsh Harlequin 
ducks were admitted to British Standards 

in 1997.
In the States, by 1981, Fugate’s stock 

had dwindled to two small flocks. He 
imported live birds to increase genetic 
diversity, and collaborated with Hold-
erread to set up matings and build up 
stock. At this time, Holderread noted 
that non-Campbell genes had probably 
entered the gene pool at some point, 
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changing body shape. The breeders refined conformation to the 
current standard, while recognizing the two color variations. By 
1984, they were able to supply ducklings in the United States. In 
2001, the Silver variety was admitted to the American Poultry 
Association’s Standard of Perfection.

Conservation Status: Welsh Harlequin ducks are a heritage 
poultry breed on the Watch list of The Livestock Conservancy.

Welsh Harlequin Ducks: Small But Productive
Type: Lightweight.
Description: The bird has similar conformation to the Camp-

Silver female.

Silver Welsh Harlequin ducks foraging. Photo © Moose Manor Farms.

The Silver coloration has a 
higher contrast and brilliance 
than the Gold, which has soft 
colors and no black pigment. 
The speculum of the Silver is 
iridescent blue, rather than the 
bronze of the gold."
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bell, namely streamlined in shape with 
a relatively long body, a medium-width 
back, a rounded chest, wide-spaced legs 
with a moderately full abdomen, and an 
oval head with a medium-long straight, or 
slightly concave, bill. The medium-length 
neck is held nearly vertically. The body 
is held 20–35 degrees from horizontal as 
befits a good forager.

The male has Mallard-like plumage: 
a dark head with a green sheen, a white 
collar, and chestnut shoulders breaking 
into a white frosted pattern over the back, 
wings, and down to a cream-white breast. 
The tail is black and bronze. The female 
has a cream head with fawn stipples, 
lacking eye-stripes. Her body, wings and 
tail are creamy-white with frosted brown 
and fawn markings.

Both sexes have orange legs when 
young, but females’ become brown 
as they mature. Adult females have 
olive-black bills, whereas drakes’ are 
yellow/green. However, at one day old, 
female chicks’ bills are paler than males’ 
with a dark spot at the tip. This autosexing 
color distinction is at least 75 percent Silver Welsh Harlequin Drake. Copyright Moose Manor Farms (www.moosemanorfarms.com)
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EST. 1917

accurate, but lasts only two to three days 
after hatching.

Varieties: Gold and Silver. The Silver 
coloration has a higher contrast and 
brilliance than the Gold, which has soft 
colors and no black pigment. The specu-
lum of the Silver is iridescent blue, rather 
than the bronze of the Gold.

Egg Color: Pearly white; some ducks 
lay tinted eggs.

Laying Habits: Good layers, produc-
ing 100–350 eggs per year. Females will 
brood and raise their own chicks.

Weight: 4.5–5.5 pounds (2–2.5 kg).
Temperament: Curious, active forag-

er, but also calm and not readily alarmed. 
Poor flier. Males have high libido and 
couples breed readily. Take care not to 
keep a high ratio of drakes to ducks as 
males may damage females.

Popular Use: Dual-purpose for eggs 
and meat. Lean carcass. Pale feathers on 
the breast enable clean plucking. They 
are popular as pets and backyard ducks 
due to their placid nature. Drakes from 
egg-laying lines are used as sires for 
hybrid layers.

Adaptability: Highly adaptable, effi-
cient foragers. Pale coloring makes ducks 
vulnerable to predation.

Quote: “Its supporters claim that the 
breed is a better egg producer than the 
Khaki Campbell. If this is so, it would 
be due to the docile and placid nature 
of the breed, which reduces chances of 
interruption of egg-laying through shocks 
or scares … A flock averages over 300 
eggs per year.” Leslie Bonnet in Practical 
Duck Keeping. 

Sources: British Poultry Standards, 7th 
Edition. 2018. Eds: J. Ian H. Allonby, 
Philippe B. Wilson/British Poultry Stan-
dards, 6th Edition. 2009. Ed: Victoria 
Roberts.

Choosing and Keeping Ducks and 
Geese. 2008. Liz Wright.

Holderread Waterfowl Farm & Preser-
vation Center

Storey’s Guide to Raising Ducks, 2nd 
Edition. 2011. Dave Holderread.

Silver Welsh Harlequin female. Copyright Moose Manor Farms (www.moosemanorfarms.com)
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A Well-Made 
Fence Brings 

Peace of Mind!

countrysidenetwork.com/ 
shop/fences-for-pasture

970-392-4419

by Gail Damerow
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just for fun
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just for fun

Show us your art skills by making these eggs beautiful. 
Once you're done, snap a picture and send it to us via email at editor@backyardpoultrymag.com 

or via snail mail at Backyard Poultry, Attn: Coloring Pages, P.O. Box 566, Medford, WI 54451.
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Coloring Page Fun
Beautiful Creations from Our Readers

1. Brooke Hamilton, age 9 | 2. Nancy Krueger, age 61, Colorado | 3. Grace Ingersoll, age 5, Wisconsin
4.  Brooke Mackellar, age 12, California | 5. Hadassah, age 10 | 6. Allison Cramer, Pennsylvania

7. Samuel Wick, Missouri | 8. Mylee S, age 11, Colorado | 9. Jean Reek, Minnesota

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

I am a mother, grand-
mother, and great-grand-

mother who enjoyed 
coloring this picture on my 
flight out West. Love your 
magazine! — Jean Reek, 

Minnesota








