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By elaine Belanger

FrOm the editOr: 

You Be the

Judge

With this issue, we celebrate 
one full year since the debut 
of Backyard Poultry. 

With a full year passing so quickly, 
we want to take the time to thank you for 
your great support, interest in poultry and 
Backyard Poultry. It has been a pleasure 
working with you to provide useful 
and fun information and as always, we 
continue to invite all your comments, 
suggestions, photos and articles. 

Beginning with the first issue we 
have been holding a photo contest, with 
the winning photo displayed on the front 
cover of the magazine.

Each issue’s winning entry has now 
been placed in a gallery of finalists, and 
the winner will be announced in the Feb-

ruary/March, 2007 issue. Winners have a 
chace to win the following prizes: First 
place—$50, Second place—$30, Third 
place—$20.

Now we want you to pick the win-
ner. Send us your top three (in order of 
preference) choices of cover photos. Your 
vote must be received by December 18. 
See page 20 for the photo contest voting 
form and hints to get your photo on a 
future cover.

Winter Affects Birds & People
I’ve talked in past editorials of my 

love of summer and how it affects me. 
Now I admit that I mostly just “get 
through” winter anxiously awaiting the 
first spring thaw. Because of my own at-
titude toward winter, I am acutely aware 
of the effects winter can have on our 
birds, too. In this issue we discuss winter 
care in several articles so I won’t repeat 
much of what is told elsewhere, but I do 
remind you that birds will need some 

extra attention this time of year. While 
most poultry are winter-hearty, and I am 
sure they tolerate winter better than I do, 
be sure to keep fresh water available at all 
times, and consider some extra treats to 
help give your birds added warmth. 

If your birds haven’t already begun 
to molt, expect that they soon will. It can 
take a toll on all aspects of the bird’s usual 
behavior, and will include a decline or 
complete stop in egg production, rough-
looking feathers as they fall out and are 
replaced, and can take 14-16 weeks to 
completely regenerate. Feathers are 85% 
protein, and adding protein to their diet 
will help them. Gail Damerow, in Storey’s 
Guide to Raising Chickens, suggests giv-
ing birds a handful of cat food every day. 
Cat food contains animal protein, while 
dog food and chicken feed get most of 
their protein from grain.

The Breeder’s Directory
As we wind down the first year of 

Backyard Poultry and gear up for another, 
(and with spring just around the corner), 
I want to remind readers that we offer a 
great place to sell and buy various breeds 
of poultry.

As the popularity of poultry continues 
to grow, readers often tell us that they 
are looking for a particular breed of 
poultry—and you might have just what 
they want. If your goal is to help promote 
a rare or unusual breed, provide extra 
income from your flock or you just need 
to get rid of a few birds to help reduce 
the feed bill, try advertising them in our 
Breeder’s Directory. 

Take a look at page 66 now, and con-
sider whether your farm should be listed 
there. The cost is under $9 per issue and 
will be seen by over 30,000 dedicated 
poultry enthusiasts. In order to get your 
birds in the Feb./March, 2007 issue, you 
need to place your order by December 
20, 2006.

If you are seeking to buy poultry, or 
want to support other Backyard Poultry 
readers, you can find that information in 
the Breeder’s Directory as well. 

If you are going to order from a hatch-
ery, consider one of the many hatcheries 
that advertise in Backyard Poultry—and 
tell them where you saw their ad.

Wishing you a Happy Holiday Season 
and Prosperous New Year. 

 I miss summer already. 

Our chickens are pretty spoiled this 
winter—living in a spacious shed, with 
fencing in the back to get fresh air at their 
leisure. This is definitely more space than 
the birds need for winter shelter, but we 
happened across the shed at no cost. 

A molt can 
really affect 
the look and 
energy of 
your poultry. 
In the top 
photo our 
rooster, 
Boris, struts 
his stuff this 
summer, and 
then looks 
downright 
haggard in 
the bottom 
photo 
during molt.  
Another 
photo of 
molting hens 
is on page 38.
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letters: Do you have something to crow about?
We want to hear from you.  Send questions, comments, opin-

ions, advice, coming events, etc. to: 
Backyard Poultry Editor

145 Industrial Dr., Medford, WI 54451
e-mail: byp@tds.net 

Egg Within an Egg
I read the “egg within an egg” letter in 

the Answer Man column of the Oct/Nov, 
2006 issue with great interest because we 
had one too. My wife and I have never 
had chickens before this spring when we 
decided to get 25 hatchery chicks and 
see how we would do with them. It has 
been a great adventure for us and we had 
a good time building a coop and collect-
ing feeders and waterers, etc. After about 
four months we were thrilled to start 
getting eggs. They were small at first but 
they did get bigger as the chicks matured. 
Then one day I collected the eggs as usual 
but there was one huge egg in with the 
usual assortment of sizes. It was the size 
of a medium potato. We had already had 
many double yolk eggs so we expected 
three or four yolks in this one but when 
I cracked it into the frying pan out came 
one yolk, one white and one complete 
brown-shelled egg. No one we talked 

to had heard of it happening before, so 
we were glad to read about it in your 
magazine. So that’s at least twice it’s 
happened, it will be interesting to see how 
many others have had this happen.

Tom, Iowa

Marek’s and Newcastle Disease 
Info Available

I have a very small flock of Silkies. 
By my diagnosis, the neurological variant 
of Marek’s disease is hitting my young-
sters. Does anyone have a solution for 
vaccinating a few chicks at a time? 

Pam via E-mail

Here is a reply from Peter Brown, aka 
The Chicken Doctor, First State Veterinary 
Supply: The neurological form of Marek’s 
disease is not as common as the one that 
attacks the nerves that control the legs and 
wings. In this instance it would be wise to 
consider Newcastle disease as well. Symp-
toms of Newcastle are twisting the neck 
around and constantly laying the head on 
the back; stumbling and falling when try-
ing to walk due to the loss of control over 
the neck and head; star gazing—constantly 
looking up and falling down when trying 
to walk. Since these symptoms mimic 
those of the neurological form of Marek’s 
disease it will be important to distinguish 
between the two.

If you go to www.featherfanciers.com 
and look in the section called Diseases, 
Symptoms and Remedies you will find 
two articles there; one concerning Marek’s, 
including vaccination techniques and the 
other addressing the Newcastle disease. If 
you need further assistance, please ask.

Another Reader Hatches Chick
in Frying Pan

After reading, “Out of the Pan and 
into the Coop,” April/May 2006, I 
thought if a child can do this a 65-year-
old woman can too. 

I got out my old electric skillet. I put 
five of our fresh eggs in the pan on a soft 
cloth. I put a dot on each of the eggs. Each 
morning I used my finger and turned each 
egg. I did not keep up with the days so 
I was surprised one morning I heard the 
“peep” coming from the skillet. 

The same day a duck hatched her 
eggs, leaving two eggs in the nest and 
was out on the pond. I got them out and 
placed them in the skillet. One of the duck 
eggs hatched. 

With this experiment I have learned 
the babies from the eggs need to stay 
warm for at least a day. I was sad the 
duck did not live. Junior hatched June 
26, 2006, and has his own cage. I put a 
wind up clock in his cage so he will not 
be lonely. He thinks the clock is his mom 
and that’s what he gets under when it’s 
time to sleep.

Mary, Mississippi

Poultry Feed Ideas
My great-aunt Non lived at a time be-

fore much was available for poultry feed. 
There was scratch for adults and little else 
but what she prepared. Her hens were be-
fore “broodiness was a sin” so they hatched 
their own. However spring can be nasty 
cold in Pennsylvania so she often lent a 
helping hand, and this is how she started 

Junior was hatched in an electric skillet 
by Mary after she read about the process 
in the April/May 2006 issue of Backyard 
Poultry.
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her chicks. As a little girl my mom helped 
her with the chicks. Little did she realize 
then how invaluable the information was, 
as this is how I start all my poultry—chicks, 
ducklings, goslings and poults. 

She hard boiled eggs, removed the 
shells and mashed them into tiny pieces 
with a fork. Nowadays I use my Kitchen 
Aid processor and it is done in a flash. 
She warmed the egg and fed it to the 
chicks their first few days of life. It’s 
excellent for them, easy on the tummies 
and a complete food. They love it!

A few years after she passed away 
information was put in print by a study 
done at a university–I forget which 
one–touting how great hard boiled eggs 
were for poultry!

Before my poultry arrives either from 
a hatchery or picked up at a feed store, 
I ready my eggs. That’s all I feed them 
the first day and a half. By the second 
day I add a bit of commercial chick 
starter. It’s usually the last eaten. The 
eggs always go first. They quickly learn 
what container it’s in and all but “riot” 
coming to get their share. Always warm 
the eggs the first day or two. By the third 
day I give half egg and half starter. They 
never outgrow their love of eggs. This 
year I have two batches of chicks; layers 
that are seven weeks and bantams at one 
week. However, the “cluckers” in the 
“old hen house”—five, six, and seven 
years old—still get a share too, and love 
it. For older chicks or adults I just split 
the egg open and toss it to them, after 
removing the shell to prevent egg eating 
of their freshly laid eggs. 

A thanks to my mom for remember-
ing and to my great aunt for teaching her. 
I wish I’d have been able to meet her!  

Dustee, Oregon

Poultry Feed Recipe
This recipe was sent to us by Joan 

Martin, Mississippi. She was given the 
recipe from friends, Pres & Sandy Du-
mas, Florida. —Ed. 

2 boxes Jiffy cornmeal mix
2 cups ground flax seed
2 tablespoons Spirulina* “dried blue 

green aquatic algea”
2 tablespoons kelp meal
1/2 cup wheat germ
1/3 extra cup water beyond what the 

Jiffy mix recipe calls for.

Preheat oven to 400°. Mix all ingre-
dients and bake for 22 minutes.

After baking, crumble it up and mix 
just enough yogurt to make it a little 
less moist than traditional cornbread 
dressing.

The birds go into a frenzy! Plus with 
the Spirulina and kelp meal they get all 
their vitamins, minerals and trace min-
erals without  having to put vitamins in 
the water. The wheat germ also contains 
omega fatty acids that are different than 
the flax omegas so it should be a real 
feather conditioning treat.

Pres  & Sandy, Florida

*Microalgae is 60% all-vegetable pro-
tein, rich in beta carotene, iron, vitamin B-
12 and the rare essential fatty acid, GLA. 
It offers a striking profile of vitamins, 
minerals and phytonutrients. Scientific 
studies show remarkable health benefits. 
(from www.spirulina.com)—Ed.

Washing Machine & Ingenuity 
Saved Youth Work

I have always liked chickens and just 
by seeing the many pictures in Backyard 
Poultry, I was inspired with a half dozen 
stories. I was born in Marshall County, 
Kansas in a Swede settlement. It seemed 
like all farmers had a home flock during 
the depression years, and it really saved 
the day many times. Those years were so 
bleak that it was hard to plan a future, we 
just had to exist and wait. After losing our 
father, my grandfather wrote from Napa 
Valley, California and said, “Amy (mom) 
come and live with me. I have built a new 
house and no one to live with me.” At the 
end of the letter he wrote, “And bring the 
kids too!” 

As the dust storm kept the soil mov-
ing in the Midwest, the migration to 
California began. We packed up an old 
model A Ford and so typical of all in those 
days, we hung things on every protrusion, 
roof, headlight, bumper and all. The trip 
of 1,740 miles went surprisingly well and 
Grandpa was glad to see us, but he knew 
he better create jobs for us. 

We found jobs right away, but Grand-
pa already had the idea to raise chickens 
and sell eggs. You can do that on the side 
before you go to work. That sounded 
good, but my brother was assigned to get 
up at 4:00 a.m. to turn the lights on in the 
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chicken house and open up the doors. He 
hated to get up early, but he had to please 
Grandpa. My mother had a wringer-type 
washing machine and my brother figured 
out that if he put an old pair of overalls in 
the wringer, hooked a wire to the chicken 
house doors and a string to the lights, 
he could stay in bed and set the alarm 
the night before. When the alarm rang 
and the wringer turned a spool pulling a 
string on a pull chain in a light socket, the 
electricity started the washing machine. 
The wringer, being put in gear the night 
before, began pulling the overalls through 
the wringer, thus pulling the wire to open 
the chicken house door and a light socket 
pull chain switch turned on the lights in 
the chicken house. When the doors are 
open the electric plug is then pulled out of 
the power socket, and all that hard work 
is done from your bed. So nice and warm 
on a frosty morning. I remember hearing 
that washing machine start up in the early 
morning, the wire squeaking and rubbing 
and then the chickens came flying out like 
white lightning. 

We raised White Leghorns because 
of their feed efficiency. I’m not sure how 
long we raised chickens, but as the late 
30’s brought more jobs and money, the 
chickens were fast forgotten. 

My brother is now 87 and in a care 
home in Chico, California. He would sure 
get a kick out of any rigged contraption.

Syl, California

Ordering Lives Now Easier
Postal Update

Both FedEx and UPS have agreed 
to take day old poultry as mail for the 
U.S. Postal Service. The integration of 
both of these carriers with the Post Of-
fice is occurring now. As UPS has never 
carried mail for the Post Office, it will 
probably be several months before they 
will carry lives. FedEx, however, began 
carrying lives from about 40 airports on 
September 25, 2006.

Typically FedEx has two flights a 
day leaving an airport. An early evening 
flight, called the Night Flight, typically 
takes Express Mail, and arrives at the 
final destination airport at about 8:00 
a.m. the next morning. The Day Flight, 
which normally leaves about 4:00 a.m., 
typically takes Priority Mail and arrives at 
the destination airport about 6:00 p.m. the 

following day. Both flights go through the 
FedEx hub for sorting and redistribution. 
Do not contact FedEx for your shipping 
needs. You must still go through the Post 
Office. FedEx is only carrying for the Post 
Office from airport to airport.

For those shipping out of airports ser-
viced by Kitty Hawk airlines, an additional 
$.79/lb. surcharge for lives had been levied 
but effective September 25, you should 
not be paying this additional surcharge. 
Everyone mailing lives throughout the 
nation should only be paying the $.20/lb. 
live animal surcharge except those post 
offices serviced by Detroit and Minne-
apolis. Northwest Airlines takes most lives 
from these two airports and requires the 
complete $.99/lb. surcharge.

Senate Bill 2395, introduced by 
Senator Grassley of Iowa, has been 
“tabled.” The main intent of the legisla-
tion was to force FedEx to carry lives 
since they were already carrying the 
mail and were carrying other animals 
as cargo. Once FedEx signed a contract 
with the USPS to carry lives, Senator 
Grassley agreed not to pursue the pas-
sage of the bill. 

Efforts are being made to achieve 
the two remaining portions of the bill 
concerning temperatures and transfers 
through postal regulations under which 
all postal mail contracts operate. If these 
issues are not settled, Senate Bill 2395 
may be resurrected. For more informa-
tion, visit the Bird Shippers of America 
website at www.birdshippers.org.

John Metzer, Metzer Farms
Director, Bird Shippers of America

Seeking Cream Legbar Breed
Does anyone know where I can get 

Cream Legbar chicks (a British breed 
from the 1930’s)?

Noah, Illinois

Wants Rooster Spur Covers
I would like to know if anyone knows 

where to buy or fabricate covers for 
rooster spurs. I believe these used to be 
available and were widely used not too 
long ago, but I have had no luck in find-
ing them now. Some of my hens are being 
wounded inadvertently by the rooster. I’ve 
been catching and clipping his spurs with 
help from a neighbor, but it is a constant 
thing and not much fun.  I tried to make 
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some covers myself but they fell off pretty 
quickly. Thanks for any ideas and help.

 Sura, Florida

To contact Noah or Sura, send your 
replies to Backyard Poultry Magazine, 
Attn: Editor, 145 Industrial Dr, Medford, 
WI 54451. We will forward any letters 
and may print yur reply in a future issue 
of Backyard Poultry. 

Corrections
In the article, “Handicapped Part-

ners” on page 63 of the Oct/Nov, 2006 
issue, the photos were provided by Joan 
Martin, Mississippi. We apologize for 
the omission. 

In the article, “Turkeys, History & 
Varieties” on page 28 of the Oct/Nov, 
2006 issue a portion of the article was 
misprinted. To read the corrected section, 
please see page 12.

Carrying On An Old                   
Family Tradition

Here are two photos of my family. 
The top photo is Jim Monahan, taken 
in the mid-1950s holding two of his pet 
chickens. 

The bottom 
photo is Jim’s 
g r a n d s o n , 
Cole Kline, 
taken 50 years 
later holding 
his pet chick-
ens. 

Pat, 
Maryland
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 SPPA officers and staff may be 
reached at the following:

Craig Russell, President, phone: 
(570) 837-3157

Dr. Charles R.H. Everett, Secretary-
Treasurer, crheverett@bellsouth.net or 
phone: (803) 960-2114

Christine Heinrichs, Publicity Direc-
tor, e-mail: christine.heinrichs@gmail.
com or (608) 243-8178

The SPPA main page can be found 
at www.feathersite.com/Poultry/SPPA/
SPPA.html.

Turkeys 
Follow-up to “Turkeys: History &
Varieties” originally published in 

Backyard Poultry, Volume 1, Issue 5
October/November, 2006

By craig russell

President, sPPa

While turkey patterns are not as 
complex genetically as those 
of the chicken, there are, nev-

ertheless, many beautiful variants that 
graced historic barnyards well into the 
20th century. All of them are genetically 
interesting and historically important. 
Some are variants of the various standard 
types, such as Bronze and Bourbon Red. 
Some are independent patterns, such 
as the spotted version and the grizzled 
version of Nebraskans. Some were rare 
but widespread while others were best 
known regionally. A few were developed 
and maintained for special purposes such 
as sex-linked crosses. Auburn and Silver 
Auburn were once used to produce sex-
linked poults with the typical Bronze. 
A number of these did not make the 
list included in the final version of my 
turkey article in the October/November 
2006 issue of Backyard Poultry or were 

Jake Earns His Keep As Yard Police
This is Jake. He showed up at our house the first day of turkey season two years 

ago. At first we thought he was a wild turkey, but after he marched up on the 
porch and peeked in the window we suspected he was domestic. I fed him and he 
began to follow me around like a puppy. We later learned that someone near us had 
acquired him as a pet for their grandchildren, not realizing that mature male turkeys 
can be pretty intimidating, especially during mating season. They turned him out to 
fend for himself in our predator-saturated woods. He survived a few nights on his 
own until he lucked up at our house.

What a character he is! He soon began to rule the roost, deputizing himself as 
the “yard police” and patrolling the grounds to keep everyone in line and to look 
out for trespassers upon whom he had no mercy. He once penned a sheriff’s deputy 
in his car when trying to serve a jury summons. Another time he chased a visitor 
around and around a table on my porch until I could come out and rescue the poor 
man. His gobble struck fear in the hearts of delivery people, and although I loved 
Jake dearly, his antics made him unpopular with most everyone else. I once found a 
friend of my son’s peering inside my oven. I told him that supper was on top of the 
stove and he advised me he wasn’t looking for something to eat—he was measuring 
my stove to see if Jake would fit inside it. 

Last spring Jake became amorous with my laying hens, accidentally killing two of them, and I knew I had to do something 
about him. I placed Jake with a farmer who wanted him for breeding, and to my knowledge he still resides there. —Linda, 
Louisiana

mentioned only in passing. 
 Black-winged Bronze, also called 

Crimson Dawn, (some strains have a pink-
ish sheen) are another attractive Bronze 
variant, as is Dark Brown. Besides the sol-
id reds, the buff-red group has a number of 
other associated varieties. These were best 
known in the south and included the Fawn, 
Clay or Claybank, and the Chocolate. 
They are rare today but certainly worth 
saving. The Fawn is self-explanatory. The 
Clay reminds one of a non-marked Nar-
ragansett. The Chocolate shares the color 
of the Chocolate Muscovy. It was common 
in the U.S. prior to the Civil War. It has a 
long history in France. 

 White-winged versions of the Black 
and Slate as well as Mottled turkeys were 
also once widespread.

SPPA Wants To Know About 
Your Historic Types

Readers who have or know of any 
of these old historic types or any oth-
ers mentioned in the original article are 
asked to bring them to the attention of 
the SPPA. Chocolate, Claybanks, both 
grizzled and spotted versions of the 
Nebraskans are of particular interest, 
as would be White-winged Blacks and 
Slates, which are believed to be extinct 
in North America. 

This beautiful photo of a Slate turkey was 
sent to us by Heidi Myers, Kentucky.
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Regarding the water fount design 
in the Oct/Nov, 2006 issue, I had 

this same problem a few years ago.  
My solution was a short piece of  very 
stiff wire which was bent and wrapped 
around the handle. Put the hook on the 
end of a chain. 

Bill via E-mail

Another Idea for 
Hanging Water

Founts

Campophenique Cures
Scaly Mites

Today I received the Oct/Nov, 2006 
issue of Backyard Poultry.  I read 

the article about putting petroleum 
jelly on scaly leg mites.  When my hen 
had scaly leg mites I used campophe-
nique and it worked like magic.  I try to 
put campophenique on my birds’ feet 
every season and I have not had any 
problems with scaly leg mites again.

Martha, North Carolina

Curing the Egg-Eating/
Feather Pecking Hen

I read in the Oct./Nov., 2006 issue in 
the Answer Man column that Janel 

via e-mail had a problem with chickens 
eating their eggs and feather pecking. I 
had the same problems. I used an old 
remedy that my mother taught me long 
ago.  Take old meat and tie it up high so 
they have to jump a bit to get to it. Feed 
the chickens this each day. It doesn’t 
have to be a large amount. You can use 
freezer-burned meat or scraps, but it has 
to be uncooked. This will provide them 
with the protein they are needing. It 
works as I’ve used it with my chickens. 
They were pecking each other’s eggs and 
would peck at the roosters’ combs until 
they bled. When I use the meat feeding 
method they stop both eating the eggs 
and each other.—Misty, Montana

I believe this idea works not only 
for the “protein” needs but also that it 
gives the birds something to do so they 
are not bored. Boredom will cause many 
a bad habit with birds (not unlike our 
children, and adults as well). —Ed
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helPFul hints: 

From Scraps 
to Chicken

Carrier
grace mccain

OklahOma

age: 14

I had hauled my share of chickens in 
cardboard boxes until Dad came up 
with this idea for a very nice chicken 

carrier, and the best part is you should 
be able to make this whole thing with 
leftovers from your last coop building 
project. The dimensions are 40" L x 12" 
W x 12" H. It has three compartments 
(though you could change the dimen-
sions to be fewer or more compartments) 

that are separated by removable boards. 
The compartments individually open 
and close with a simple hinged lid that 
is secured with a small bungee cord 
attached permanently to the lid which 
hooks onto an eye on the frame. Except 
for the framework, the front and the bot-
tom are 1/2" hardware cloth that allows 
adequate ventilation and keeps the carrier 
cleaner. It has a handle on each end, and 
is a length that one adult can carry. (Kids 
would have to have one person on each 
end.) Now all you need is a coat of white 
paint (it is best to do this before you add 
the cloth, etc.) and you’ll be looking like 
a pro wherever you carry this case. 

About the Author
I had decided to buy some ducks as 

pets, so I called a girl I knew who raised 
them. She said that some stray dogs had 
gotten her ducks, but she did have some 
chickens. I thought chickens were just 
birds that you bought at the grocery store 

Top: A simple handle on each end makes 
the box easy to carry.
Bottom: The hinged lids are secured in 
place with small bungee cords. 

Grace’s chicken carrier, just over three feet long, was made with leftover materials 
from a chicken coop project.

and ate their eggs, but I said that I would 
come and look at hers. That one visit 
has led to a huge change in my attitude 
about chickens, and started something 
that is now a big part of my life. I only 
bought three chickens that day but that 
was just the start. Now, just a year later, 
I have over 20 chickens, and have helped 
one family realize how great chickens 
are and got them started on their own 
flock. I am a member of my local 4-H 
club, and the APA/ABA Youth Program. 
I have only shown in 4-H, but by next 
year, I hope to be able to show in other 
larger shows. The only show chickens I 
have right now are three white Cochin 
bantams, a pair of porcelain d’Uccle 
bantams, a d’Uccle Mille Fluer rooster, 
and a brown Leghorn hen. I also have 
a coop of hens I keep mainly for their 
eggs and a rooster for protection. Almost 
all of my chickens are very friendly; you 
can walk out to their pen and they come 
running up to you. 

The carrying box has three separate compartments, with hinged lids and hardware 
cloth on the front and bottom for ventilation and cleanliness.
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I cut four to five pieces of the tape (depending on the size 
and shape of the bare spot), to about six to eight inches long. I 
stick one strip of tape to the other, one long side to the next long 
side, overlapping by approximately 1⁄2". (One 6" piece, to an 
8" piece, to a 6" piece). Then I take the joined pieces and lay it 
across the hen’s bare back and occasional injury, pressing the 
piece to the feathers around the bare spot. The longer, middle 
section goes under the wings. Because a hen’s body is dusty 
the tape does not stick to the skin and will allow air under it. 
The tape will stick to the feathers that are remaining. I leave it 
on until either the hen figures out how to remove it or it falls 
off on its own. By then the area is healed and the feathers are 
starting to come back.

I have used this taping method a number of times and it 
has worked well for me. It is a simple solution that provides 
protection for the hens while allowing them to heal.

Protect Your
Barebacked Hens

With An Inexpensive
Poultry Saddle

JOyce dixOn

Pennsylvania

We have a beginning small farm poultry operation. We 
chose Bragg’s Mountain Buff chickens because of 
the advertised “Golden Hen that Lays Jumbo Brown 

Eggs.” These hens are large and golden, and the roosters are 
even larger, and our customers buy up all those big, brown eggs. 
Such beautiful chickens! (www.braggsmountainpoultry.com) 

We purchased unsexed chicks and, as a result, I ended up 
with more roosters than we needed. All was fine until they 
became sexually mature. Until I could get the numbers under 
control, I ended up with hens with bare backs and, at times, 
injuries due to treading during mating.

I looked for solutions in one of my valuable resources, 
Storey’s Guide to Raising Chickens. It has directions for making 
a “saddle.” I tried the pattern and made a saddle. I could not seem 
to keep it on the hens. It probably was operator error.

Then, while searching for a different solution, I spied my 
husband’s roll of, what I thought was, duct tape. The tape was 
actually Nashua Tape R 357, maximum temp, 200 F (www.
tycoadhesice.com). My husband’s comment when I realized it 
wasn’t just a regular roll of duct tape, was, “You did what with 
my good tape?” I did try to do the same thing using regular 
duct tape, but it failed. This Nashua tape is stronger and has 
more body. You have to cut it, as it will not tear.  Since then, I 
replaced my husband’s roll of tape and bought a roll for myself 
to keep in our chicken coop. You can find this tape in your local 
home improvement stores.

Joyce ordered her chickens from Bragg’s Mountain 
Poultry because of the size and beautiful color. She was not 
disappointed. 

Cut and attach 4-5 pieces of tape together, overlapping about 
1/2", with the longest piece in the middle. Place the entire 
tape grouping over the bare spots, with the longer, middle 
section under the wings.

Joyce uses Nashua Tape R 357, which she says is stronger than 
standard duct tape. The “saddle” stays on the hen until she 
either figures out how to remove it or until it falls off on its own. 
Because the hen’s body is dusty, the tape does not stick to the 
skin and allows air flow to aid in healing. 
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 I keep about 150 free range chickens and this year the fox and coyotes were killing 
lots of them until I put Doodles (my mini donkey) in charge of barnyard security. As 
you can see the chickens are happy and we can now rest easy. —Ken, Illinois

Passing On Some Old-Time Wisdom
Round Eggs Produce Hens, Long Eggs Produce Roosters

I’ve just received my copy of Backyard Poultry. It is such a nice magazine and I 
enjoy it. I have a small flock of 10 laying hens. They are free-range and I have 

all the eggs I want and some to give away. They are a good hobby for me. 
I used to have a neighbor who was 98 years old. He was full of old-time wit 

and wisdom and I learned many things from him. He told me something about 
chickens that I had never heard. Nor has anyone else I’ve talked to. 

If you want to add hens to your flock, put round eggs under your setting hen. 
When they hatch, they will be hens. Long eggs produce roosters. I know it sounds 
strange, but I have tried this and it actually works. 

It’s interesting so I wanted to pass it on to others who enjoy chickens. Try it 
and see what happens. 

Gladys, Missouri 
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an almost miraculous sense of calm. As 
it turns out, when a rooster shares living 
space with an animal that’s obviously big-
ger—though not by much—he’s forced to 
admit that he’s no longer the master of the 
universe. Thus, the goat skips to the top 
of the pecking order and the rooster basi-
cally becomes just one of the hens. Oh, 
he still clucks and struts around his girls 
while they eat, still fertilizes their eggs, 

but the dominance 
and volatile temper 
so characteristic of 
roosters is simply no 
longer there. 

Gone are the 
days of tiptoeing around the chicken pen 
with a broom in hand, ready to parry the 
rooster’s incoming spurs. Now we can pick 
him up, clip his wings, check his health, 
pet him and otherwise “embarrass” him in 
front of his hens, without fear of retribution. 
Afterwards, he simply ruffles his feathers 
and crows, as if to soothe his bruised sense 
of masculine pride. No harm done.

The Wonders of Co-housing
A Pygmy Goat Brings Peace to the Flock

tiFFany hamill

arizOna

A violent, unruly rooster. To his 
hens, he’s a selfless warrior. But 
to the hobby livestock owner, 

he’s a flurry of spurs and beating wings; 
the scourge of the chicken pen. My 
great-grandmother had war wounds 
from one particu-
larly nasty rooster, 
and I’m sure many 
of you do as well. 
If he were an in-
fallible protector 
and provider for his flock, a forgiving 
owner might excuse his violent crimes 
against humanity—maybe. But the truth 
is, he’s not—and something had to be 
done about it.

 For some, the answer has been to 
either pamper the offending rooster (thus 
getting on his good side), risk further 
injury by trimming his spurs, or serve 

him up for supper. All good solutions, if 
one has the patience of a saint, a pair of 
shoulder-length leather gloves (maybe a 
shark suit), or an inexhaustible supply 
of replacement roosters. But thankfully, 
my family and I stumbled across a much 
easier way to deal with a vulnerable 
flock and an aggressive rooster over-
lord—simply keeping a pygmy goat in 
the pen with him.

 Our pygmy goat is named Skippy. 
About six years ago, we brought her home 
as a pet, and kept her in the chicken pen 
because there was nowhere else to put 
her. Luckily, pygmy goats are small and 
gentle, so we knew she posed relatively 
little danger to the flock. Since then, she 
has not only tolerated the chickens, as 
we expected, but blessed them all with 

“When a rooster shares living space with an animal that’s 
obviously bigger—though not by much—he’s forced to
admit that he’s no longer the master of the universe.”
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Since chickens can’t really defend themselves against prancing hooves and playful head 
butts, it’s still necessary to allow them some space of their own. Tiffany sectioned off a 
30 square foot corner with lengths of fencing for her birds.

The Hamills cut out an entrance in the fencing large enough for the birds to enter, but 
small enough to keep Skippy out. 

Some Unexpected Benefits

Predator Control
This amazing switch from hell-cock 

to sedate, if slightly frustrated fowl is, as 
far as I’m concerned, more than enough 
reason to add an extra animal to the pen. 
However, co-housing has its benefits 
in the animal world as well. As I said, 
roosters are big on enthusiasm but small 
on stature. He can only do so much for 
his flock when it comes to protection 
against predators. Though Skippy is 
hardly imposing enough to help fend 
off the coyotes and mountain lions that 
occasionally pass by our Sonoran desert 
home, her potbellied presence alone does 
wonders to help ward off hawks, who 
would rather keep moving than risk being 
head-butted. In fact, some years ago, an 
interloping hawk dove within feet of the 
pen—but ended up going for a nearby 
wild dove, rather than bother our chick-
ens. This sort of protection especially 
comes in handy when the flock includes 
fluffy, ‘bite-sized’ chicks. 

Goat Droppings
Speaking of bite-sized, chickens 

also gain valuable nutrients from the 
unprocessed feed in goat droppings. 
This aspect of co-housing is unpleasant 
to think about; after all, I wouldn’t want 
to “obtain nutrients” from droppings, 

myself. However, according to Storey’s 
Guide to Raising Chickens, by munching 
down on Skippy’s leftovers, the chickens 
improve their diet, cut down on waste and 
keep away the flies (and, in our experi-
ence, ants) that would otherwise pose a 
serious danger to the health and sanity of 
any creature who lingered in the pen. 

Keeping the flock safe and harmoni-
ous wins Skippy some benefits of her 

own as well. Goats, after all, are social 
animals. They delight in subtle, “goatly” 
social dynamics and flourish around their 
own kind. Unfortunately, having a large, 
rollicking herd is not always practical for 
hobby livestock owners like myself and 
my family. In that case, living with a large 
group of anything is the next best thing 
for her, especially since the alternative is 
living all alone in a pen of her own. Thus, 
Skippy grazes and socializes and skips 
about the pen, content in the company of 
her gentle, feathered little friends. 

Give Goats & Poultry Some
Personal Space

One word of caution—though co-
habitation itself is generally a safe, practi-
cal bet, it’s not a good idea to just throw a 
pygmy goat into an unmodified chicken 
pen and expect the two species to auto-
matically flourish. Since chickens—even 
roosters—can’t really defend themselves 
against prancing hooves and playful head 
butts, it’s still necessary to allow them 
some space of their own. 

According to some of the co-habi-
tation enthusiasts I’ve spoken to, this 
personal space doesn’t have to amount 
to much. “The goats had stalls that they 
slept in at night (and) the chickens used 
the high beams of the barn,” Antoinette 
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cOming events: 

Guinea Fowl Breeders Association Convention
March 16-18, 2007

Penn.  State University, Station College, Pennsylvania
 

Register to attend this annual convention for fun and education. http://www.gfba.
org/convention.

This will be a convention worthy of organic status. This event is hosted by Guinea 
Fowl Breeders Association (http://www.gfba.org/), and our personable Founder, 
President and published author of Gardening with Guineas—Ms. Jeannette S. 
Ferguson. Guinea fowl, as you may know, are one of the world’s best non-pesticide 
bug and weed control options.  They are especially prolific at munching the dreaded 
carrier of Lyme’s disease—ticks!  A bonus is that these wonderfully colorful birds 
are equally entertaining and endearing as pets, among other things. 

The weekend will be devoted to the raising and keeping of guinea fowl, com-
plete with lectures by world-renowned experts on guineas as well as hands-on 
seminars. This will be a tremendous three-day, fun-filled event. Early bird registra-
tion is only $35 per member ($45 non-members), excluding transportation, hotel 
and meals. Complete details and registration information located at www.gfba.org 
or e-mail jon@gfba.org. See you at the Poultry Science department, Penn State 
University in March 2007!    

USDA Offers Free 2007 Biosecurity Calendar
Great Info & Nice Pictures, Too

Biosecurity Tips: 6 Ways To Prevent 
Poultry and Bird Diseases

Backyard biosecurity means doing ev-
erything you can to protect your birds from 
disease.

There are six basic steps you can take to 
protect your flocks and to promote “Biosecu-
rity for the Birds.”

1. Keep your distance.
2. Keep it clean.
3. Don’t haul disease home.
4. Don’t borrow disease from your neigh-

bor.
5. Know the warning signs of infectious bird dis-

eases.
6. Report sick birds.

For more biosecurity information, order your calendar 
by e-mail to birdbiosecurity@aphis.usda.gov and write 
calendar in the subject line. Include your 
name and complete mailing address. Or you 
can send a letter requesting the calendar to: 
Biosecurity for the Birds, USDA/APHIS/
Legislative and Public Affairs, 4700 River 
Rd., Unit 51, Riverdale, MD 20737.

from Virginia explains. “In the day, the 
chickens nested and laid eggs in one 
of the empty stalls. We never had any 
problems...” Others add that when the 
two species spend all of their time shar-
ing the same physical space like that, 
the chickens tend to contaminate the 
goat feed with their droppings. Like-
wise, the goat tends to eat more than 
her fair share of chicken scratch. Thus, 
it’s important to keep the two stores of 
feed as inaccessible to the other species 
as possible—even though the animals 
themselves tend to get along. This can be 
done by simply feeding them separately 
and covering (or removing) their hay 
bales and feed bags.

Actually, my family and I found it 
necessary to go a step further in supply-
ing safe, personal space, by reserving 
an entire corner of the pen just for the 
chickens. In order to do so we sectioned 
off a 30 square foot corner with lengths 
of fencing, sunken into the ground and 
lashed together with wire. In colder areas 
of the country it may be better to use more 
airtight building materials like wood or 
tin. However, we live in a hot climate 
where chain link fencing is invaluable 
for its open weave that takes advantage 
of every precious little breeze. Either 
way, the basic principle is the same. One 
length is fitted with a gate to allow for 
easy (human) access. The other length 
is solid except for a small corner at the 
bottom that we pulled back to create an 
entrance just big enough for the chickens 
to fit through.

Inside, the flock enjoys all the ben-
efits that single-habitation normally 
brings. They can peck at their own feed 
without having a well-meaning goat 
muscle in and eat it all. They can sleep 
peacefully without being unintentionally 
trampled or having their perches pushed 
and prodded from underneath them. 
They can wander and nest and tend their 
chicks without being disturbed. 

Yet all the while there is Skippy, 
waiting just outside. She’s their honorary 
leader and she’s ready as always to look 
out for them. Her presence alone calms 
them, keeps them safe and betters their 
lives—not to mention our own. Thanks 
to her, my family and I are finally safe 
from the ravages of our formerly foul-
tempered rooster.
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Dec., 2006/Jan., 2007
Backyard 

Poultry
Photo Contest Winner

Beginning with the premiere issue we have been holding a photo contest, with 
the winning photo displayed in the position of honor—on the front cover of the 

magazine.
Each issue’s winning entry has now been placed in a gallery of finalists, and 

the winners will be announced in the February/March, 2007 issue. Winners have a 
chance to win the following prizes:

First place—$50
Second place—$30
Third place—$20
Now we want your vote! View our six covers on the next page and then send 

us your top three (in order of preference) choices of cover photos. All responses 
received by December 18, 2006 will be tallied and  the winners will be announced 
in the February/March, 2007 issue. 

Hurry, your vote must be received by December 18, 2006 to be counted.

Mail your vote to:
Backyard Poultry Photo 

contest Vote

145 Industrial Dr.
Medford, WI 54451

or 
E-mail to byp@tds.net

(Enter “Contest Winners”
in the subject line)

First Place Issue #

Second Place Issue #

Third Place Issue #
Comments:

You Be the Judge

If you prefer not to cut this magazine, just 
write your vote choices on another piece 

of paper.

Photo by Dawn Kopp, Dryden, 
Michigan. Dawn tells us, “This is a 
bantam rooster named Howie. He is a 
youngster in this photo—only about five 
or six months old.  I love these bantams 
for brightening up my barnyard and add-
ing a splash of fun to every single day. 
They are gentle, easy to care for and eat 
less than your standard size chickens.” 

Could Your Photo Be On the Next Cover?
Tips to Make Your Photo a Winner

Beauty: Photos should be just plain pretty enough to be placed on the cover.  
Think vertical with some space on top for a masthead. Many otherwise 

perfect photos are taken in a way that makes it impossible to display them in the 
position of honor on the front cover of the magazine. If we won’t be able to do it 
justice, then the judges will avoid awarding it first place.

• Clarity: The judges will be scrutinizing this aspect thoroughly and will only 
award first place to clear photos that can be enlarged to cover size without loss of 
clarity. 

• Conciseness: Photos are better if there isn’t too much clutter or aren’t too 
many things going on.

• Good photos tell a story.

Here are two photos of my daughter, Sarah, at her piano with “Chicken Little.” 
She used to love to play and compose at the piano with her chicken nearby for 

inspiration. I believe Chicken Little was her muse! 
Today Sarah is a music composition and songwriting major at Berklee College 

of Music in Boston. She still loves all of her chickens—I have to e-mail her pictures 
of them continually. Chickens have long been the love of Sarah’s life. She preferred 

them over boys while she was in high 
school (and still does).

Sincerely in Silkies —Amy, North 
Carolina

Speaking of Winners...
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Cover photo Issue 5: Sent in by Dawn Kopp, 
Michigan.

Cover photo Issue 1: Sent in by Dennis 
Harrison-Noonan, Wisconsin.

Cover photo Issue 2: Sent in by Greg 
Hutson, Tennessee.

Cover photo Issue 4: Sent in by Donna 
Clawson, Washington.

Cover photo Issue 3: Sent in by Mary 
Beth Bellah, Virginia.

Cover photo Issue 6: Sent in by Dawn 
Kopp, Michigan.

Send Your 
Photo(s) Today!

Photo Contest
Guidelines

Each issue’s winner
will be displayed in
the position of hon-

or—on the front cover
of the magazine!

Photos must relate in 
some way to  poultry or their 
products. No limit on number 
of entries. Attach your name, 
address, phone number or 
e-mail and photo caption or 
description to each photo (not 
on the front, please).

Backyard Poultry retains 
the right to publish and/or 
reproduce any and all photos 
submitted in future issues 
or publicity, with or without 
mention of source.

To have your photos 
returned, please include a 
self-addressed stamped en-
velope.

Each issue’s winning en-
try will be placed in a gallery 
of finalists, to be announced 
in the February/March, 2008 
issue. First prize—$50; 2nd 
prize—$30; 3rd prize—$20.

Send your entry to: Back-
yard Poultry Photo Contest, 
145 Industrial Dr., Medford, 
WI 54451; or e-mail photos in 
jpg format to byp@tds.net.
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health: 

rOn kean

extensiOn POultry sPecialist

university OF WiscOnsin-madisOn

the ansWer man

Ron Kean, “The Answer Man,” 
Extension Poultry Specialist, University 
of Wisconsin-Madison.

After seeing the funny egg in your 
Answer Man column, Oct./Nov., 

2006, I had to send this picture of an egg 
I found. The egg on the right is a normal 
size egg for comparison. I have also found 
several eggs with just the membrane and 
no shell. I always thought it was just from 
a young chicken that was just starting to 
lay. I really enjoy your magazine and the 
many helpful suggestions. 

Luann, Wisconsin

Getting Hens to Lay in Nest 
Boxes

I have a small farm flock of laying hens 
in three separate houses with indi-

vidual runs. Each house is 10' x 12' and 
has about 20 birds.  

 How do I break hens from laying 
eggs on the floor instead of in nests? I 
know that you are to have one nest for 
every four birds and I have double that. 
They seem to want to lay in a corner 
under the nests that are about 12 inches 

off the floor. Any suggestions would be 
appreciated. Thanks again for a worth-
while magazine.

Bob, Washington

Your goal should be to make the nest 
the most desirable place for the hens 
to lay. Hens typically seek out a dark, 
secluded, and comfortable area to lay 
their eggs. If they are laying in the cor-
ner, it must be darker, more secluded, or 
more comfortable than the nests are. If 
you have lighting in the house, you can 
try to change it so it shines more toward 
the corners. Hanging some cloth over 
the fronts of the nest boxes often helps 
add darkness and seclusion. This has the 
added advantage that it decreases the 
likelihood of chickens eating the eggs. 
Piling litter in the corners, or placing 
some object (bucket, boards, etc.) would 
be another option to make it less hospi-
table. Frequent gathering of floor eggs 
will help, too, since hens seem to like to 
lay where there are other eggs. You may 
have luck placing wooden eggs (or golf 
balls!) in the nests.

If you have heavy breeds (or Silkies), 
you may need to build a ramp so they can 
reach the nests more easily. 

Finally, if you have the time, you can 
watch for when a hen starts to go to the 
corner and move her to a nest box. A few 
days of this will often retrain them to use 
the nests.

Whether you are using the eggs for 
hatching or consumption, you should 
get cleaner eggs and fewer broken eggs 
if you can convince the hens to use the 
nest boxes. They’re also a lot easier to 
gather!

Microchipping Poultry

Have you heard tell of anyone im-
planting microchips in their laying 

hens and monitoring which ones are 

laying in which nest and how often? I 
have a small flock of about 50 laying 
hens separated in two houses as well as 
about 30 mixed breed bantams and about 
20 Polish.

Bob, Washington

This is an interesting thought! To my 
knowledge, microchips have only been 
used in cage birds (parrots, etc.) and 
ratites (ostrich, emus). Of course, they 
are quite common in dogs and cats. I 
don’t believe they are approved for food 
animals, since they would have to be 
found and removed during slaughter. 
There has been some work with RFID 
leg bands on turkey hens in a commer-
cial setting for this purpose. It certainly 
shows promise.

For many years, trap nesting has 
been used successfully to collect these 
data. These nests are designed so a door 
falls shut when the hen enters the nest. 
She must then be released by a person, 
so the egg can be marked as hers, or her 
production can be recorded. There are 
some trap nests commercially available, 
or you can make your own. You can find 
simple plans available on the Internet. 
The downside is that they are quite labor 
intensive.

(Backyard Poultry magazine will 
have an article on trap nesting in the 
Feb/March, 2007 issue—Ed.)

Can You Treat Mites/Lice
Organically?

I have a flock of 14 chickens, including 
two roosters, a variety of breeds and 

ages. One of my older girls is infested 
with mites and lice. I don’t know how 
long these parasites have been present 
in the flock as I never looked for them 
before and everyone was managing okay. 
But now I have a big problem.

My flock has been raised organi-
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cally and has responded well to herbal 
and natural treatments. My question is 
how do I get tea tree oil and thyme oil 
delivered to the surface of the chicken? 
I can stir it into diatomaceous earth, but 
then what? I tried putting the chicken 
in a bag with her head out and shaking 
it upside down. That seems to get to 
the vent area well, but not under the 
other feathers.

It seems too cold for a dip. And how 
do I get hot water into the coop for a 
total scrubdown? Should I really paste 
the roosts with something? Anything you 
can tell me would be a help. Thank you. 
I love my girls so much.

Karen, Illinois

Lice and mites are a recurring prob-
lem for many poultry growers. They 
likely are brought in by wild birds, or are 
brought home as an unwanted souvenir 
from a fair, poultry show, etc.

Since there is very little research on 
herbal treatments, I’m not sure how they 
need to be applied to the birds. One re-
search study using garlic juice dissolved 
it in water (10% solution), then sprayed 
that on the birds. It seemed to decrease the 
prevalence of mites, though did not elimi-
nate them. If the oils are absorbed by the 
bird, it’s possible that just dabbing it on the 
skin (under the wings, or the back of the 
neck is probably easiest) might work.

If you want to mix it with DE, I’d 
suggest making a dust bathing box and 
let the birds “self-apply.” Place the 
mix in a plastic storage box, or even a 
cardboard box, and the chickens should 
readily dust bathe in it. (See page 46 of 
this issue for instructions on how to ake 
a dustbox.—Ed.)

One problem with using this method 
to treat “chicken mites” is that these 
mites don’t spend their days on the birds. 
They stay in cracks in wood perches, nest 
boxes, corners of cages, etc., then crawl 
onto the birds at night to feed. For this 
reason, you probably should try to treat 
the facilities as well as the birds.

Finally, some organic certifiers 
allow natural pyrethrins as an accept-
able treatment. These are derived from 
chrysanthemum flowers, and might be an 
alternative. If you choose to go that route, 
there are some that can be mixed in water 
and sprayed on the roosts, walls, etc.

Can You Force a Hen To Go 
Broody?

I know you can force a molt. I know you 
can “break up” a broody hen. I also 

know the the hen would have to be pre-
disposed to go broody and that in some 
breeds this is bred out. But is there any 
trick to make them want to set?

Anna, Oklahoma

I get this question fairly frequently. It 
seems when you want eggs, the hens all 
want to go broody, and when you want 
chicks, none of them do. Unfortunately, 
I don’t know of any way to make them 
go broody. It might be good to look at 
methods of discouraging broodiness by 
commercial producers, and try to do the 
opposite.

Suggestions to discourage broodiness 
are to gather eggs frequently, close the 
nests at night, remove dark corners where 
the hens want to nest, etc. So, leaving 
eggs in the nests (wooden eggs, golf balls, 
etc. are probably safer than real eggs), 
making the nests dark and secluded, and 
giving the  hens access to the nests at 
all times would be the opposites of this. 
You’ve probably tried all these things 
and more!

Two other things that have been sug-
gested for encouraging broodiness are 
warm temperatures and long day lengths 
to mimic springtime. I have not seen any 
research on this topic, but these things 
may help.

Probably the best bet is to choose 
breeds (and possibly lines within breeds) 
that are known to be broody. Silkies are 
notorious for this. Many game breeds are 
also very likely to be broody. Many of the 
Mediterranean breeds are less likely to 
go broody, though I have seen individual 
hens of the supposedly “non-broody” 
breeds do quite well.

If all else fails, there are some pretty 
good small incubators available, too. 
They take a little more work from you, 
but they are an option.

Shotgun Approach With
Antibiotics Not the Answer

I am 12 years old and have a flock of 
Barred Plymouth Rocks and Buff 

Orpingtons. I also have a Polish. I sell 
their eggs, so every hen is important. This 
year, I have lost a few hens to a disease I 
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have never seen before. One day I found 
that one of the hens was acting very 
strangely. She sat in her nest without 
moving and clucked quietly over and 
over again. Her eyes were glassy and 
she had lost all of her breast feathers. 
She also did not lay. My vet didn’t know 
what it was and prescribed an antibiotic, 
which did nothing. Since then I have lost 
a few more and I am afraid that I will 
lose all my hens, Polish and all. Can 
you help me? Thank you.

Alec, Massachusetts

From your description of the indi-
vidual hen, I’d have guessed she was 
broody. I’m guessing, however, that she 
must have died, so that may not have 
been correct. It’s very difficult to diag-
nose a disease without actually seeing 
the birds. Even then, it’s usually difficult 
and requires some blood work, sample 
collections, etc. 

The “shotgun approach” of giving 
antibiotics without a diagnosis may not 
be the best thing either. If you really want 
to find out what is causing the problem, 
you’ll probably need to find a vet who 
works with poultry and who is willing to 
do some tests. There will likely be some 
cost involved, too.

I’d suggest you contact your local 
extension office, or look for a state diag-
nostic lab or poultry extension specialist. 
They should be able to help or suggest 
veterinarians who specialize in poultry 
diagnostics.

(An excellent listing of Poultry Sci-
ence Specialists can be found at http://
www.poultryscience.org/resource_list.
asp—Ed.)

Are Floppy Combs a Problem?

I have two buff laced Wyandotte hens 
(six months old) and one black bantam 

Cochin (two years old). My concern is 
that their combs are floppy. Is this a lack 
of some mineral or vitamin? They are 
healthy in every other way; they lay eggs 
on a regular schedule, are very active in 
the yard and the Cochin raised her chicks 
this year. Could it be too many chickens 
in the coop? Is this normal?

Rebecca, Kentucky

Floppy combs are not typically a prob-
lem unless you are showing the birds. In 

that case, it is a disqualification. It’s not 
normal in most breeds, especially on a 
Wyandotte. Wyandottes, especially hens, 
typically have a pretty tight rose comb. It 
is normal for hens of the Mediterranean 
class (Leghorns, Minorcas, etc.) to have 
a floppy comb. I don’t know that having 
too many chickens in the coop will cause 
this, unless these hens are low on the peck-
ing order and are being harassed by the 
other chickens. I think sometimes stress 
can cause this, though I don’t know of 
any research to back that up. If the chick-
ens are laying eggs and seem active and 
healthy, I wouldn’t worry about it. If you 
are hatching chicks to show, you probably 
don’t want to use these as breeders.

Egg Eating Causing Decreased 
Production

In the June/July 2006 issue of Backyard 
Poultry, The Answer Man (Ron Kean) 

responded to a question about decreased 
egg production, something I’ve experi-
enced recently.

He did not address what turned out to 
be the primary cause in our 60-something 
free-range flock: hen(s) eating eggs layed 
in community nests. With so many hens 
nearly identical (60% Buff Orps, 20% 
RIRs, 20% Turkens), observing and 
capturing the individual(s) responsible 
is a problem.

I think it starts when a hen pecks an 
egg to move it, breaking it enough to spill 
fluid. This leads to the curious hen tasting 
the spill and deciding to have a yummy 
snack. Once she learns where the goodie 
is, it’s a given she’ll go after more eggs. 
I’ve tried separation of an observed egg-
eater to the “hospital” coop for rehabitu-
ation, using golf balls and onyx “darning 
eggs” to make the bad habit an unpleasant 
experience (with some success), but I sus-
pect most people have the courage simply 
to eliminate the naughty hen(s).

It seems that in my flock, most often 
the culprit is a RIR, but I’ve caught a Buff 
Orp and a Turken at it —is there a breed or 
egg color correlation? I added more nests, 
put them in more secluded spots, changed 
lighting, coop space, and expanded free-
dom time without raising egg collection 
numbers. What (economical) suggestions 
can you give for dealing with this behav-
ior, other than a hatchet?

Constance via E-mail
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You are correct, I guess I focused on 
why a hen would stop laying eggs, and 
ignored some “post-lay” issues. While 
the hatchet may be the most effective 
solution, there are a few other things 
you can try. (There are some really good 
noodle recipes out there.)

Hanging a “curtain” of cloth or 
other flexible material over the fronts of 
the nests may help. It darkens the nest 
and makes it a little more difficult for 
the chicken to reach in and peck at the 
eggs. This won’t typically affect the hens’ 
willingness to use the nests for laying. 

Some people believe that increasing 
the protein content of the diet, or adding 
animal protein, will help. I don’t know 
of any research on this, but it might be 
worth a try.

Gathering eggs more frequently can 
lessen the “temptation.” Beak-trimming 
might help, if you can determine who the 
culprit is.

If all else fails, you can make roll-
away nests. These nests have a sloping 
floor and a gap in the rear so the eggs 
roll into a safe area where the chickens 

can’t gain access. You can then gather 
them from this safe place. This may take 
a little imagination and handy work to 
design, but it’s an option.

To answer your other question, I don’t 
believe there is any association between 
this behavior and specific breeds, colors, 
or eggshell colorations.

(A reader suggests blowing out the 
contents of the egg, filling it with hot pep-
per flakes or powder and placing the egg 
back in with the birds. The egg eaters get 
a taste of the hot pepper, which will not 
harm them but cure future eating. He said 
he will only need to do this one or two 
times and all egg eating stops.—Ed.) 

Allergies in Poultry

I have 25 Cornish super rock broilers. 
At about three weeks of age (they are 

almost four weeks old now) a couple 
started to sneeze and within a day or so 
most of them were sneezing. They eat 
lots, drink well, are very active and ag-
gressive, eyes are clear and sharp. The 
birds look great. The sneeze is almost like 
an allergy. A very small sneeze, like clear-

ing of the nose. I have treated with some 
sulfadimethoxine but they still sneeze. 
We removed the bedding and put in all 
fresh bedding but that changed nothing. I 
am concerned for my pullets as they share 
the same coop that is split in the middle 
with a partition. So far the layers are fine. 
Looking for some help in Alaska 

Rick, Alaska

I’m reminded of an old saying, “When 
you hear hoof beats approaching, don’t 
expect an elephant.” The point is to rule 
out the most likely reasons first. I try to 
keep that in mind when looking at some-
thing like this. It could be sneezing from 
dusty bedding, or an allergy, but I think 
it’s probably more likely they have a mild 
respiratory virus. Particularly since many 
of the birds show symptoms, I doubt that 
it is an allergic response. There is also 
a chance that it was a response to some 
mold, etc. In this case, changing the bed-
ding should have helped, unless the new 
bedding had it, too. Assuming it is a virus, 
it is quite possible that the layers were able 
to handle it without showing any symp-
toms. Fast growing broilers have a little 
more fragile immune system compared to 
layer breeds, so it’s not uncommon to see 
a few more issues such as this. 

Probably the only way to know for 
sure is to have some diagnostic work 
done. If the condition persists, or shows 
up in the layers, you may want to contact 
a poultry veterinarian or your local ex-
tension office.

By the time you read this, the broilers 
have probably been processed. Hopefully, 
they got over this much like we can get 
over a cold and did just fine!

Lethargic Hens

In March 2006 I received my first flock 
of chickens; 20 in all; a mix of bantams 

and smaller standard chickens. Two of 
my favorites are Golden Campine hens. 
The Campines are the most friendly and 
gentle, and usually will come right up to 
me. My Campines are now seven months 
old and until four weeks ago, seemed 
quite healthy, although I had not seen 
eggs from them (but I’m not sure who 
lays what since they are free in a very big 
pen and each lays where they want to, but 
I’ve never seen the Campines setting). 
But four weeks ago I was out in the pen 
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just enjoying them and noticed that one of 
the Campines didn’t come running when 
I brought out their mixed greens. Instead, 
she stayed by the water fount. It was a 
hot day so I thought perhaps she was just 
thirsty. But she stayed far longer than I 
thought was normal. She finally began 
to walk away from the fount but looked 
unbalanced, almost like she was drunk. 
She staggered all the way around the pen 
(30 sq.ft.) and by the time she was near 
their shed/coop, she just literally fell onto 
her side and just flapped her wings and 
kicked her feet trying to upright herself. 
I was shocked and ran to pick her up. I 
felt her crop, which felt totally empty. I 
checked her abdomen to see if she might 
be egg-bound, but found nothing. But I 
could tell immediately she’d lost weight, 
she seemed almost skeletal. I believe 
her weight should be around 3.5-4 lbs., 
but she was nowhere near that. She was 
lethargic, seemed kind of sleepy, couldn’t 
perch, and didn’t use her wings except to 
sort of flap to get herself around, which 
was basically backwards, with her feet 
straight out in front of her. I put her in a 
cage by herself, mixed some Terramycin 
in water and since I knew she wasn’t 
eating, I also mixed up vitamins (Quik-
chick) to moistened food and put it into a 
syringe to feed her. Over the next 2 weeks 
I had to force-feed and water her several 
times a day, as she showed no interest in 
eating or drinking. And she still wouldn’t 
stand up. She was starting to put on a 
little weight, but her feces was runny 
and dark brown (which I thought might 
also be attributed to the vitamins and 
antibiotic). Finally, after returning from 
a weekend trip I decided I had to get her 
to the vet. She was trying to stand up, sort 
of bouncing up and down, but only man-
aged to stagger backwards and would not 
put any weight on her legs. She moved 
her legs, but it was obvious she had no 
real control. If you tapped the bottom of 
her feet with your finger, she didn’t grip 
your finger like I assumed a healthy bird 
would. After weeks of force-feeding her it 
was becoming more messy and stressful 
for both of us because she’d start fighting 
me as soon as I got near her cage. I was 
afraid that if I didn’t figure out what had 
caused the problem, it might recur, or be 
contagious (although after two weeks no 
other birds had exhibited any symptoms). 
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The vet noted she was very underweight 
at just 3 lbs.; put her on 10cc Baytril twice 
a day and told me just to put food in the 
cage and see how she did. I didn’t have the 
money for X-rays, bloodwork, or a fecal 
exam, so the vet was just winging it to try 
to help. My vet said she’d call a man who 
does necropsy and see if he had any ideas. 
I was called the following week to see how 
my chicken was doing, and by then she 
was really making attempts to stand and 
seemed to be eating better. I took her out 
to where the chickens like to dust bathe 
and boy, she went to town. She probably 
spent 20 minutes bathing, was bright-eyed 
and clucked away contentedly—although 
I had to act as guard since the five roosters 
I have were all trying to get to her. I backed 
off to see how she’d cope alone, and she 
actually got up and managed to run off 
one of the most aggressive roosters, albeit 
with a great flapping of wings to get her up 
onto her feet. Anyway, the necropsy man 
said it might be peritonitis; perhaps an egg 
had dropped into the abdomen and never 
developed. She is now almost 100%, but 
still just a tiny bit wobbly now and then. 
But now I’m noticing a lethargic behavior 

in another Campine! I’ve immediately 
started her on the Baytril. However, in 
over four weeks I have not seen either of 
them lay an egg, and I don’t know if this 
is a problem specific to Campines, but 
my questions boil down to these: Do you 
have any idea what the problem could be? 
Could this be recurrent in my Campines 
for their entire lives? Is there some way 
to prevent future episodes? Any advice 
would sure be appreciated.

Michel via E-mail

As always, I’ll state that it is very 
difficult to diagnose a disease without 
seeing the birds or running some lab 
tests, and the following shouldn’t be taken 
as a diagnosis. 

One guess is that she may have had 
Marek’s disease. This is usually a fatal 
disease, and it likely would have been 
fatal without the extraordinary care you 
gave! I have heard of a few cases like 
this where a chicken was able to survive. 
Marek’s disease is caused by a virus 
and it often affects the sciatic nerve in 
the leg. The nerve becomes infiltrated 
with lymphocytes and the legs become 
paralyzed. Apparently, if you can keep 
the bird alive long enough, the paralysis 
can be reversed. This disease typically 
only occurs in young chickens (about 
six weeks to six months old), so yours 
are at the edge of that window. If that 
is the case, you shouldn’t see this as a 
continuous problem. There is a great deal 
of variation in susceptibility among lines 
(and individual chickens), so it may be 
that the Campines you have are highly 
susceptible. You can vaccinate day-old 
chicks against this disease.

The comment that they are the most 
friendly and gentle is an interesting one. We 
typically think of Campines as more flighty 
birds. I have noted over the years that, 
at least in some cases, the “friendly and 
gentle” birds have a chronic health prob-
lem so they are less likely to try to get away. 
That’s not to say that every gentle chicken 
has a problem, but when it’s an unusual 
case such as this, it raises a concern. 

If this was not Marek’s disease, the hen 
could have something else. It’s probably 
impossible to tell without doing a necropsy, 
and then the potentially chronic problem 
becomes an acute one (for the hen!).

I wouldn’t be overly concerned if they 



29December, 2006/January, 2007

are not laying now. Assuming they are be-
ing given natural lighting, they may not 
come into production until spring. Breeds 
that have been selected for egg produc-
tion will usually lay as pullets in the fall 
in spite of the short days, but breeds 
that have been selected more for color 
patterns, etc., might wait until spring. At 
least for some of the rarer breeds, high 
egg production is not a priority in most 
breeding schemes.

Hopefully, this was a case of Marek’s 
disease and you were able to get her 
past it!

Poor Growth Rate

I received 30 Jumbo Cornish X Rock 
hen chicks and seven laying hen 

chicks on July 30th from a well-known 
hatchery. 90% of the chicks have a very 
poor growth rate, in fact some of them 
are smaller than the same aged laying 
hens. All 37 birds have received the same 
feed and water and are housed together. 
I changed the feed to a higher protein 
diet (game bird turkey starter/grower 
22% protein) but the chicks are still not 
responding to the higher protein content. 
At four weeks of age I started feeding 
them fresh clover and organic lettuce. 
They are housed in a large 8ft x8ft room 
with shavings, a large south facing win-
dow and a small east facing window. I 
did start them out in a cardboard box and 
kept them warm with a light bulb. I had 
them on Quik Chick for the first four to 
five weeks.

The poor growth birds are not ener-
getic, the feathers are small and sparse 
and they seem to do a lot of sitting rather 
than walking around. I have included a 
picture of the Cornish hens. The picture 
was taken Saturday, September 2, at six 
weeks old. I have been raising Cornish 
hen meat birds and laying hens for at 
least 10 years and have not experienced 
this problem before. Any ideas of what 
the problem is? Thank you for whatever 
help you may be able to give me.

Lois, Maine

Very interesting! Six-week old Cor-
nish x Rocks should be ready for process-
ing, and these are nowhere near that. It 
seems most likely that there is a nutri-
tional problem here. A couple common 
culprits are riboflavin and pantothenic 

acid, but these should have been avail-
able from the electrolyte package. Salt 
(sodium chloride) deficiency can also 
cause severe stunting, but that is also in 
the electrolyte package.

One problem that sometimes occurs 
is getting old feed. Prolonged storage, 
either on the farm, or at the feed store, 
can cause some of the vitamins to lose 
their effectiveness. Since you switched to 
a different feed and didn’t see an improve-
ment, this lessens the chances that this 
is the problem in this case. As an aside, 
if you have to store feed for more than 
about 6 weeks, it is best to keep it frozen. 
This will help protect the vitamins from 
being degraded.

A zinc deficiency can cause stunting 
such as this. Other common signs of zinc 
deficiency include frayed feathers, espe-
cially noticeable in the wing primaries, 
scaliness of skin on the feet, thickened 
legs, and swollen hocks. Zinc is usually 
low in most grains and higher in animal 
products. Many feed mills have been 
removing animal products such as meat 
and bone meal from all their feeds and 
the zinc levels may have been overlooked. 
According to the National Research 
Council, growing meat-type chickens 
need at least 35-40 mg zinc per kilogram 
of diet. They do say that this is variable, 
depending on sources of zinc. 

There is also some evidence that over-
heating of young chicks, or extreme varia-
tions in ambient temperatures, can cause 
stunting, so this could be a possibility.

I’m not sure much can be done for 
these chickens at this point. It would be 

good to determine the cause, however, so 
you can avoid it in the future. Hopefully, 
one of these things will help.

Are Native Plants Toxic
to Poultry?

Our poultry yard is topped with bird-
netting because of all the wild birds 

in the area; song and raptor. There is a 
covered run from the yard up a slope to a 
larger covered pen which is periodically 
moved to better pasture. Our chickens 
and a pair of guineas take turns being out 
because they don’t get along.

 We are concerned about some of the 
native plants,weeds, etc. which our birds 
may come in contact with. Specifically 
wild butterfly bush, red elderberries and 
creeping buttercup. We know buttercup 
is toxic to livestock and it is quite inva-
sive here. Will any of these plants harm 
poultry? Our guineas have very recently 
molted and have not yet recovered. Sud-
denly they will not leave the yard even 
though they used to love to run up to the 
pen and eat grass and clover. Is this due 
to the moult? Any suggestions?

Sylvia & Don via E-mail

While I can find very little document-
ed evidence that any of these three are 
specifically toxic to birds, they definitely 
can cause problems in other species. It is 
probably best to be safe and avoid them. 
In a free-range situation, I don’t think 
they’d be a problem, as the birds would 
typically avoid them on their own. In a 
penned environment, if there is a shortage 
of other plants, they might choose to eat 
these plants. If your penned area is large 
enough to have plenty of other plants, it 
likely won’t cause a problem.

There is very little research on guinea 
behavior (though it would make for some 
very interesting reading, I’m sure). While 
it may be possible that they are somehow 
inhibited by the molt, my guess is that 
something in or near the pen has either 
scared them or is scaring them. It could 
be something as simple as a ribbon or 
something flapping in the wind. Maybe a 
piece of glass is reflecting sunlight. Pos-
sibly some dogs or something were outside 
the pen. I think these are more likely to keep 
the guineas from venturing out. Of course, 
with guineas, it’s always difficult to guess 
what is going on in their brains!

Lois has chicks that are growing very 
poorly as seen in comparison with the 
healthier chicks. There are a variety of 
reasons this can happen, as explained by 
Ron.
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gail damerOW

tennessee

Many years ago I kept 30 or more 
different breeds of chickens. 
Along with acquiring all those 

chickens, I also acquired a lot of prob-
lems, among them parasitic worms—both 
roundworms and tapeworms. The worst 
case of roundworm I ever saw was in a 
hen I got because an old neighbor had 
died and his estate was seeking homes 
for his chickens. This particular hen had 
a brood of newly hatched chicks, so I was 
given a pet carrier to keep them in. By the 
time I had traveled the few miles home, 
the floor of the pet carrier was crawling 
with long white roundworms. I became 
a believer that worms can be a serious 
problem for chickens.

Under good management, worms 
and chickens become balanced in peace-
ful coexistence—in other words, a few 
worms are not harmful, and some poultry 
experts believe they may be beneficial. 
Through gradual exposure, birds develop 
resistance to most parasites. A problem 
generally arises when chickens are kept 
in the same place year after year, in-
creasing the parasitic population in the 
environment.

Even then, chickens usually develop 
a parasite overload quite gradually. Once 
the scale tips in favor of the worms, 
signs begin to appear. Intestinal worms 
interfere with food absorption and other 
digestive processes, causing affected 
chickens to lose weight.

 
Controlling Worms

Controlling parasitic worms requires 
good management rather than constant 
medication. Not only can parasites be-
come resistant to medication, but worm-
ing can be an expensive and never-ending 

chore unless you eliminate the source of 
infection.

Reducing the need for worming 
medications includes providing a proper 
diet; a diet high in vitamins A and B and 
animal protein enhances immunity to 
roundworms.

To control parasitic worms in the en-
vironment, you must be aware that they 
have one of two life cycles—direct or 
indirect. In a direct cycle, female worms 
living in a chicken’s body shed eggs that 
pass out of the chicken in droppings and 
are eaten by the same, or another, chicken 
and develop into new worms. Of the 
common intestinal worms, cecal worms, 
roundworms, and some capilleria have 
direct life cycles.

In an indirect cycle, worm eggs 
expelled by a chicken are eaten by a 
grasshopper, beetle, earthworm, or other 
creature, which becomes an intermediate 
host. A chicken is infected or reinfected 
by eating the intermediate host. Know-
ing which parasites have indirect life 
cycles, and which intermediate hosts are 
involved, is an important part of your 
parasite control program.

Whether direct or indirect, most 
worms spend part of their life cycles 
away from the bird, offering a good 
chance for parasite prevention and 
control. To avoid direct cycle para-
sites, design housing so chickens 
can’t pick in their own droppings, and 
rotate pasture. To avoid indirect cycle 
parasites, keep intermediate hosts away 
from the coop. Take care when using 
insecticides, though, since chickens 
can be poisoned from eating poisoned 
insects. When possible, use an insecti-
cide only in an unoccupied house, then 
thoroughly clean up before introducing 
a new flock.

Worming
A healthy chicken can tolerate a 

certain degree of parasitic invasion. 
Avoid using a wormer unless you have 
evidence of worms. Your best evidence of 
intestinal worms is to internally examine 
dead chickens, either any that have died 
unexpectedly or while you are butcher-
ing for meat.

How often your chickens need worm-
ing, if they need it at all, depends in 
part on the way you manage your flock. 
Chickens on rotated pasture need worm-
ing less often than confined chickens, es-
pecially confined on the same litter for an 
extended period of time. Caged chickens 
need worming least often, because their 
exposure is minimal. In warm, humid 
climates, where intermediate hosts are 
prevalent year around, chickens are more 
likely to need worming than those in cold 
climates, where intermediate hosts are 
dormant part of the year.

To ensure a wormer’s effectiveness 
(especially if you’re battling tapeworm), 
withhold feed for 18 hours before worm-
ing. About an hour after worming, feed a 
moist mash so the hungry chickens can’t 
eat too fast.

After you use one wormer for a time, 
parasites will become resistant to it. Re-
sistance takes between eight and 10 gen-
erations. To minimize the development of 
resistant strains, avoid always using the 
same wormer. But don’t be quick to al-
ternate, or parasites can become resistant 
to all wormers you use. For maximum 
benefit, rotate wormers no more often 
than annually. The withdrawal period for 
most wormers is one week.

Intestinal
Worms

health: 

Signs of Worminess
• Pale head (anemia)

• Rough feathers

• Droopiness/depression

• Reduced laying

• Gradual weight loss/
    reduced growth

• Pasty vent

• Foamy diarrhea

• Death (in extreme cases)
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Roundworm
In the number of species involved and 

the damage they do to chickens, round-
worms are the most significant parasitic 
worm. The most problematic of these are 
the large roundworm, the capillary worm, 
and the cecal worm.

Large roundworm, or ascarid, infes-
tation is called ascaridiasis. The large 
roundworm is approximately the same 
thickness as pencil lead and grows as 
long as 4-1/2 inches—big enough to be 
seen without a magnifying glass. Adult 
large roundworms roam a chicken’s small 
intestine. Occasionally one will migrate 
from the intestine up the cloaca and get 
trapped inside a newly forming egg—a 
decidedly unappetizing occurrence.

One female roundworm lays up to 
5,000 eggs, which are spread by direct cy-
cle. Birds that are more than three months 
old are more resistant to ascaridiasis than 
younger birds. Heavier breeds such as 
Rhode Island Red and Plymouth Rock 
are more resistant than lighter breeds 
such as Leghorn and Minorca. Chickens 
that eat primarily animal protein are more 
resistant than chickens that eat primarily 
plant protein.

Signs of ascaridiasis are pale head, 
droopiness, weight loss or slow growth, 
emaciation, and diarrhea. In a severe in-
festation, the intestines become plugged 
with worms, causing death. Even a some-
what mild infestation may be devastating 
when combined with some other disease, 
particularly coccidiosis or infectious 
bronchitis.

Piperazine, the only wormer cur-
rently approved for poultry, controls 
only roundworms. It has a wide safety 
margin, but is so commonly used that 
worms are developing resistance to it. 
Piperazine works best as a one-time oral 
dose per bird, but for a large flocks it’s 
more practical as a water-wormer added 
to the birds’ sole source of drinking water. 
Follow the directions on the label. Repeat 
the dosage in 7 to 10 days, giving young 
worms time to release their hold on the 
intestinal lining.

Capillary Worm
Six species of Capillaria or capillarids 

invade chickens, causing capillariasis. 
Capillarids are white, hairlike or thread-
like worms. Most are too small to be 

seen with the naked eye, but may be seen 
with the aid of a magnifying glass. They 
usually lodge in a chicken’s crop, ceca, 
and/or intestines. In a serious infestation, 
worms may move into the bird’s throat 
or mouth.

Most capillarids have an indirect 
cycle, with earthworms as the intermedi-
ate host. Some have a direct cycle. One 
species (C. Contorta) is both direct and 
indirect.

Signs of capillariasis are pale head, 
poor appetite, droopiness, weakness, 
emaciation, and sometimes diarrhea. 
Chickens may sit around with their heads 
drawn in. Postmortem examination may 
reveal adult worms in a thickened and 
inflamed crop.

Capillariasis is most likely to occur in 
flocks kept on built-up litter. No approved 
treatment is readily available to small-
flock owners; levamisole is often used. 
As a drench, levamisole is added to water 
at the rate of 0.03 to 0.06 percent (10 ml 
per gallon) for one day only. Levamisole 
injectable is injected subcutaneously (be-
neath the skin) one time only at the rate of 
12.5 mg per pound of body weight.

Cecal Worm
The cecal worm is the most com-

mon parasitic worm in North American 
chickens. As its name implies, it invades 
a bird’s ceca. Other than carrying black-
head, to which most chickens are immune 
(but turkeys are not), the cecal worm does 
not seriously affect a bird’s health. Leg-
horns are more susceptible to this parasite 
than heavier breeds such as Rhode Island 
Red and White Wyandotte.

Cecal worms are slender, white, and 
about half-inch long, making them easy 
to see. Their cycle is direct.

Cecal worms are generally treated 
with levamisole or ivermectin, which 
is effective against a wide variety of 
internal and external parasites (but not 
tapeworm). It is not approved for poultry 
and can be toxic to chickens in relatively 
small amounts. Given orally, 1/4 cc is 
enough to worm a large chicken, up to 
seven drops will worm a bantam.

Tapeworm
Like roundworms, tapeworms come 

in many species. The eight species that 
invade chickens range in size from micro-
scopic to 13-1/2 inches long. Infestation 
is called cestodiasis.

Most tapeworms are host specific—
those infecting chickens invade only 
chickens and their avian relatives. All 
tapeworms lodge in the intestinal tract, 
attaching their heads to the intestine wall 
with four pairs of suckers. Each species 
prefers a different portion of the intestine: 
duodenum, jejunum, upper intestine, or 
lower intestine.

During postmortem examination, most 
tapeworms easily can be seen without 
benefit of magnification. The exception 
is the microscopic tapeworm Davainea 
proglottina. To see it, open a portion of 
the duodenum and place it in water. The 
loose ends of the tapeworms will float 
away from the intestinal tissue.

Ironically, this smallest species is also 
the most deadly. As many as 3,000 have 
been found in one chicken. Signs include 
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dull feathers, slow movement, ema-
ciation, breathing difficulty, paralysis, 
and death. General signs of cestodiasis 
are weight loss and decreased laying. 
Leghorns tend to be more resistant than 
Plymouth Rocks. 

All tapeworms require an intermediate 
host, which may be an ant, beetle, earth-
worm, housefly, slug, snail, or termite. 
Caged birds are likely to be infected by 
worms whose cycle involves flies. Litter-
raised flocks are likely to be infected by 

ous species including darkling, dung, and 
ground beetles. Ask your county Exten-
sion agent or state poultry specialist for 
information on problem beetles and their 
control in your area.

Although no drug is currently ap-
proved to combat tapeworm, a veterinar-
ian can provide a suitable medication. 
Valbazen oral drench is the most com-
monly used wormer where tapeworm has 
been identified, and that works on round-
worms as well. The typical one-time dose 
is 4.5 mg per pound of body weigh.

Bottom Line
Assuming your flock is managed to 

minimize worm infestations, your next 
best defense is to keep an eye out for any 
signs of worms, either in the droppings or 
in the way your chickens look. Whenever 
you butcher, examine the innards for 
anything unusual. If you have more than 
the occasional dead bird, examine these, 
as well, to determine if a serious infesta-
tion of worms is the culprit. Through 
vigilance you may discover that your 
chickens are not seriously infected with 
parasites, allowing you to save money 
otherwise spent on dewormer while at the 
same time giving you peace of mind that 
your chickens don’t need it anyway.

Twenty-plus years ago my chicken 
keeping changed from being a hobby 
encompassing many breeds, to raising 
a flock to provide meat and eggs for 
my family. I no longer bring in chickens 
from various sources, my flock is pas-
tured, and I have several housing options 
so I can rest housing each time I start 
a new batch of chicks. The infrequent 
times when I purchase new stock I buy 
only hatchlings, which have had the least 
amount of exposure to parasites and 
other problems. I still remain vigilant 
against worms, but I’m happy to report 
that my chickens are no longer pestered 
by these pesky internal parasites.

Gail Damerow is a well-known poul-
try expert and the author of many books 
including these on poultry: The Chicken 
Health Handbook, Storey’s Guide to Rais-
ing Chickens, Your Chickens: A Kid’s 
Guide to Raising and Showing, Barnyard 
in Your Backyard and Fences for Pasture 
& Garden. These books are available from 
our bookstore on page 40.

worms whose cycle involves beetles or 
termites. Free-ranged chickens are likely 
to be infected by worms whose cycle in-
volves ants, earthworms, slugs, or snails.

A tapeworm’s body is made up of in-
dividual segments, one or more of which 
break away each day. A chicken starts 
shedding segments within two to three 
weeks after eating an infective intermedi-
ate host. In a severe infestation, you may 
see segments in droppings or clinging 
to the area around the vent, looking like 
bits of white rice. Each segment contains 
hundreds of eggs—in its lifetime, each 
tapeworm releases millions of eggs, 
ensuring that some survive.

To control tapeworm, you must con-
trol the intermediate host. Since signs 
are similar for most tapeworm species, 
you have to know which species you’re 
dealing with so you’ll know which inter-
mediate host(s) to go after.

Exterminating beetles is particularly 
troublesome, since not all beetles found 
in and around chicken coops are harmful. 
Some are beneficial. To complicate the 
matter, tapeworms are carried by numer-
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terry BeeBe
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united kingdOm

With winter approaching we 
need to prepare for the extra 
cold and damp weather, the 

early dark nights and all the other dark 
sides to winter weather.

Here in the U.K. we do not have the 
varied winters that seem to be quite com-
mon in the U.S. I realize that with the size 
of the U.S. the difference from one end 
of the country to the other can vary from 
minus 30° to warm, sunny weather. I can-
not imagine minus 30° as we tend only 
to suffer light frosts and rain with damp, 
foggy days. Even when it freezes here it 
does not last for long periods.

Predator Protection Is
#1 Concern

Whether the temperatures are mild or 
extreme we all need to put extra poultry 
management into practice during the win-
ter. The prime consideration is in keeping 
the birds in a good, solid and well-pro-
tected poultry unit. The need for this is 
quite obvious and as well as weather 
protection there needs to be good protec-
tion from predators. I personally prefer 
poultry housing to be built on legs, with 
clear views under the house. The length 
of leg does not matter as long as there is 
a good clearance underneath to stop the 
rats, etc. from taking up residence. Rats 
and other vermin love dark places to hide 
so by raising the unit you are addressing 
a problem before it starts.

Roofing on the units is also important. 
We prefer Onduline—a rubber-based, 
corrugated sheet that screws over the 
roof and is both easy to fit and remove. 
(A similar product used in the U.S. is 
known as an ondura roofing panel.—Ed.) 

This can be power washed and is a good 
deterrent against insects such as Red 
Mite. Other types of sheeting are avail-
able which will give similar results. What 
you need to avoid is felt, this just creates 
a good hiding and breeding area for all 
types of bugs. Sheeting is easier to clean, 
helps with lower maintenance and offers 
better protection for the birds.

Having raised the housing you also 
need to make sure that the other entries 
on the poultry house are secure and safe. 
Making access difficult for predators like 
foxes, badgers, skunks and mink, etc. is 
of major importance. This is where the 
strength of a poultry shed is required. I 
have known a badger here in the U.K. to 
burrow under a shed and rip a hole in the 
floor to get access to the chickens, then 
proceed to kill all the Sussex inside the 
shed, and taking only one to eat. Again, 
the raised floor would have helped to pre-
vent this type of attack from happening. 
The types of threats you have in the U.S. 

are very similar to ours although the cul-
prits have different names and look very 
different. The other major problem is the 
domestic dog. Good protective fencing 
which is high enough to keep the dogs out 
must be used wherever possible.

Housing that is safe and secure from 
predators should be your number one 
concern.

Ventilation for the Cold Months
Next must be a very serious con-

sideration as to how these houses are 
ventilated. Having fresh, clean air all 
the year round is of great importance, 

Preparing for
Winter

hOusing: 

Roofing should be both easy to fit 
and remove, easily cleaned and offer 
protection against insects. 

Raising poultry housing off the ground with legs or stilts offers a clear view underneath,  
and stop the rats, vermin and other predators from taking up residence. 
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but this is even more apparent when 
the birds are confined during the winter 
months. Fitted air vents are good and 
sliding windows to keep out excessive 
wet are useful. These sliding windows 
are good if made from Perspex, which 
although closed, still gives light. (Known 
as plexiglas, lucite, acrylite, and rhoplex 
in the U.S—Ed.) Strong mesh fitted to 
these windows is also very important as 
this is also an access entry for predators. 
We use weld mesh, which is a lot stronger 
than chicken wire.

If you have used a roof sheet system 
such as Onduline it has its own built-in 

ventilation system created by the profile 
of the sheets. The down side to this is 
that it can give access to smaller rodents 
unless you fill in the gaps using some sort 
of wire infill to prevent entry.

The main entrance door to any poultry 
shed can be a perfect place to leave open 
and fitted with an inside wire mesh door.  
This will keep the birds confined but also 
give all the fresh air needed. 

One other thing to take into consid-
eration is the present day threats from 
disease. If the birds are kept under cover 
and clear of the wild bird population we 
are more secure for the future. 

Lighting   
Hens stop laying eggs in winter be-

cause of the shortened daylight hours, not 
because of the cold. When the number of 
lighted hours falls below 14, hens stop 
laying until spring. 

As I personally do not breed solely 
for egg production lighting is not a main 
problem for us. The amount of eggs my 
birds lay off-season is unimportant. I 
only need the eggs for hatching at certain 
times of the year for my show birds and 
this is really quite early in the year. But 
if you are wanting egg production—the 
most popular reason for keeping chick-
ens—then lighting may very well be an 
important part of your winter planning. 
The easiest way to keep the birds in lay 
is to supply extra lighting during the 
wintertime. This is easy to do by using 
a domestic-type timer that can be set for 
early morning and later in the evening. 
By using false lighting you are creating 
a longer day for the chicken and should 
guarantee continued egg production even 
throughout the winter months. 

Molt
During the winter the birds will go 

through their annual molt. This will stop 
egg production as they need all the vita-
mins, etc. to re-create the feathers they 
lose during this time. It does not matter 
how much light you supply they will still 
all go through this natural process, and as 
soon as the molt is completed then back 
to the egg production.

Heating
This is a subject that varies from person 

to person but I personally do not heat the 
shed no matter how cold it gets (commer-
cial units do have a controlled environment 
with heating and lighting control) but for 
most standard poultry keepers a dry, well 
ventilated shed is quite sufficient.

Water
Freezing weather obviously brings 

the frozen waterer problems. This means 
that you have to be constantly on hand to 
ensure a good frequent supply of water. 
In most cases just breaking the surface 
ice is enough for the birds to be allowed 
to drink. We use a plastic twist fit drinker 
which is strong enough to knock on a post 
or similar object to break the ice but not 

Terry uses weld mesh, which is stronger than chicken wire, over his windows. He also 
suggests building a wire mesh frame that will fit in the doorway of the coop. The mesh 
allows fresh air while keeping the birds safe from predators.
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the drinker. This type of drinker is easy to 
empty and fill even when frozen.

We have automatic water systems 
which are amazing for most of the year 
but when it really freezes, stand by for 
major leaks and problems. When these 
systems freeze there is very little prob-
lem, but as they defrost the damage done 
to the system becomes apparent and is 
sometimes quite drastic.

General Maintenance
This is basic common sense and 

apart from the obvious water problems 
involves simply making sure the birds 
are kept dry and draft free. It is also 
important to make sure the feed is kept 
in good condition and fresh. Bedding in 
the nest boxes and sheds will need more 
attention this time of the year. Looking 
after the flock will ensure they are kept 
in top health and disease free.

Vitamins & Extra Rations
Again speaking from my own expe-

rience over the years, I always find that 
during the winter and the molt seasons 
the birds do get stressed out, and this 
applies to the breeding season as well. 
It is these times when the birds are at 
their lowest ebb and a little extra help 
is always the best way. (Many people 
also suffer from stress during the win-
ter so it should be easy to understand). 
Giving extra vitamins can do no harm 
and if given correctly will help the bird 
through one of the worst stages of the 
year. Additives can have different effects 
on the birds; some will help stamina; 
others will improve feather quality. In 
fact they can also help to keep the body 
temperature higher with the same effect 
as sweet corn, which also produces body 
heat for the birds.

The market today is full of a large 
variety of vitamins and minerals and 
you need to research what you actu-
ally need the additives for. A very good 
quality multi-vitamin is all that is really 
required. You can distribute this by add-
ing to feed or water. My preference is to 
add a liquid-based vitamin to the water. 
I find that the birds will always drink 
water and this ensures a fair distribu-
tion of vitamins throughout the flock. 
Powder-based vitamins in feed are good 
but if you mix them into the feed without 

dampening the feed, when the birds have 
finished eating, all the dust from the 
vitamins are still in your bucket and not 
in the chickens. This is not only a waste 
of time but also a waste of money. If I 
ever have to use powder-based vitamins 
I always add a little cod liver oil to the 
feed and mix it well. This enables the 
powder to stick to the feed and be more 
evenly distributed.

Combs & Wattles 
I think I have covered quite a number 

of the basics in this article, but finally 
the general health of the birds and its 
attached parts need to be taken into 
consideration.

During the very cold spells when 
the temperature reaches freezing and 
well below, the birds’ combs and wattles 
can be very badly affected. This can 
also happen if there is an early morning 

frost. There is a very simple form of 
protection that can be used to prevent 
the birds from suffering: you can coat 
the wattles and comb in Vaseline. Rub 
it in well and quite thick. This does no 
harm to the bird and helps prevent the 
frostbite from happening. 

If the birds are affected by frostbite, it 
is quite obvious as the red on the wattles 
and comb turn black as the cold kills 
the cells. This is rarely fatal but must 
be very painful and uncomfortable for 
the birds.

As I said before keeping the birds in 
good health is so very important, and I 
must stress the need for keeping them as 
dry as possible during these months. I 
have actually seen a bird frozen to death 
because the owner washed and sham-
pooed the bird for showing and then left 
it wet overnight. Not only is this very 
stupid but also very cruel. 

Mite & Cleanliness
When the winter preparations begin 

there is the inevitable problem of mites 
and lice. There tends to be a decline 
during the winter months of this type of 
insect, but inside a nice warm dry shed 
they will thrive, no matter what time of 
the year it is. I can assure you they are 
still there.

This is the time where the use of lice 
and mite powder is a must. This helps 
kill and keep the insects at bay. If you 
have a bad infestation then you need a 
clear day to move the birds outside and 
spray the shed, giving the unit time for it 
to basically dry out before replacing the 
birds later in the day.

If possible spraying and treating the 
poultry unit before the winter actually 
sets in is a great idea, making sure you 
penetrate all the cracks and crevises you 
can—a case of prevention is always bet-
ter than cure.

Use the powders in the sheds, nest 
boxes and on the birds themselves. We 
have some excellent treatments here in 
the U.K., some that are organic and some 
chemical. Your product choice is down to 
personal preference. I would imagine that 
in the U.S. the range will be enormous. 
Before using any product please ensure 
that they are safe to use when the birds 
are confined. Again common sense but 
still needs to be considered.

Rubbing a petrolium jelly product such 
as Vaseline on combs and wattles helps 
prevent frostbite in extremely cold 
weather. 
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If in any doubt about any product try 
to find an experienced poultry breeder 
who will give you advice on which 
product they have used and recommend. 
In the U.K. we also have several products 
which are not licensed for poultry but 
are used all the same. This is down to 
the cost of licensing by the companies 
which is why I suggest you just ask—the 
voice of experience is always the best 
way to learn.

As a final note of interest there is a 
breed of chicken that is reared in Sweden as 
a breed that would withstand temperatures 
below freezing.  These are the Hedemora. 
They were specially bred for these condi-
tions and are ideal for the Swedish winters, 
but the bird adapts very easily to normal 
weather conditions and will run outside 
even in freezing, snowy conditions. They 
lay a slightly smaller egg than normal but 
the fact that the breed is so hardy outweighs 
the loss in size of the eggs. There is no 
standard color for this breed but it some-
times comes with a slightly frizzled feather, 
which combined with the color makes the 
bird very attractive.

The town of Hedemora is the town 
where the breed originated. 

(To view a photo of the Hedemora, 
visit www.feathersite.com and search 
by breed. Besides the Hedemora, there 
are hundreds of other wonderful photos, 
links, etc. at this site to keep you viewing 
for hours.—Ed.)

I hope this article will help with the on 
coming winter preparation and that it may 
help to prevent some losses or mishaps 
that can occur. Good luck for the winter 
and I would like to wish all readers a very 
merry holiday season.

Before using any product, be sure that  it is 
safe to use when the birds are confined.

A Practical 
Handbook

JerOme 
Belanger

Owners of mod-
est-sized rural 

properties who are considering raising 
small animals will find this book im-
mensely helpful. A clear and enthusiasti-
cally written guide by an independent 
rancher provides important advice on 
a number of subjects, including:  How 
much room and care animals will need, 
Different breeds of animals, Housing re-
quirements and equipment you can buy or 
build, How to manage and build up stock, 
control disease, and mix feed rations free 
from medications and growth stimulants, 
How to “companion plant” in the barnyard 
and use animal by-products.  Individual 
chapters discuss feeding, breeding, and 
butchering poultry, wild fowl, rabbits, 
hogs and other animals.  261 pages, 
$9.95, available from Backyard Poultry 
Bookstore, see page 40.

Raising 
Small 

Livestock
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nathan griFFith

West virginia

WARNING: Lit candles or 
flames of any kind are very 
dangerous in any farm build-

ing, especially where poultry or livestock 
are housed. Information here was ob-
tained under carefully controlled though 
still dangerous conditions.

Do not use candles or open flame 
lighting of any kind in your poultry 
houses or other farm buildings!

How Little Light It Takes To
Improve Egg-Laying Rates
Almost 30 years ago I did some rate-

of-lay experiments using candles as an 
artificial light source. The experiments 
showed that even very little artificial light 
strongly affects winter egg-laying rates. 
There is no need for you to repeat the 
experiments at home: Do not use candles 
for lighting poultry houses!

The barn my hens roosted in was built 
for horses, with two-by-eight inch walls 
in the stalls, topped with heavy stock 
panels at a height of about four feet. 
Using standard 4-inch kosher candles, I 
dripped some wax onto the ledge formed 
by the 4-foot high wall, and stuck the 
candles to it.

I used a total of four candles as my 
light source, in an area with plain dirt on 
the floor—no poultry manure, bedding or 
other flammable material in it.

The barn had no electricity and was 
far from other buildings, so no other 
artificial light influenced the hens’ rate 
of lay.

I had an ulterior motive in using 
the candles: I had to help a ewe with a 
difficult lambing during a long holiday 
weekend. The ewe was penned two stalls 
away, and had begun labor just as my last 
flashlight bulb went bad. In those days, 
stores were all closed on Sundays and she 
needed immediate help.

The candles were lit for between 15 

and 20 minutes, during one of the longest 
and darkest nights of winter. I hadn’t seen 
an egg in weeks.

The next day I had six eggs in the 
nests.

After the weekend I fixed the flash-
light—no more candles. I was not only 
quicker in my duties with the sheep, 
but also the flashlight beam shines only 
where needed—which was not in the 
direction of the roosting hens.

Using the flashlight, no more eggs 
appeared in the nests.

It occurred to me at the time that 
those candles may have influenced the 
rate of lay.

Years ago, we all learned in school 
that hens lay more as day length in-
creases; poultrymen use electric lights 
and automatic timers to give 14 hours 
of light to their hens. It tricks them into 
laying more eggs.

Overhead, in the barn’s widely-
spaced trusses, a dozen or so hens found 
safe roosting. And unlike with a flash-
light beam, they were fascinated by the 

candles, and I could see them up there, 
staring at them.

Once again having cleaned out all the 
straw to bare dirt, I tried the trick again, 
this time for only 10 minutes. Again, I 
got six eggs.

I fooled around with it daily for a 
couple of weeks and discovered that any 
hen with an unobstructed view of even a 
single candle, would stare at it the whole 
time it was lit, if I made some noise to 
get their attention first.

After that lambing season was over, I 
stopped the candle experiments entirely, 
and no more eggs came until the days 
got longer.

Good Timing Essential
Decades later, remembering those 

tests, I hung a lantern for an hour or so 
after dark in the hen house for about 60 
hens. It just didn’t seem to make as dra-
matic a difference, though all hens could 
see it and it gave much more light than 
those candles.

It occurred to me that the main differ-

Winter Tips For Hen Houses
Old Time Methods Still Keep Up Production

Though a single candle’s light can greatly affect egg-laying rates, flames of any kind 
are extremely dangerous in poultry houses or outbuildings. DO NOT use candles to 
influence laying rates!
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ence was the time of the night the light 
appeared. Experimentation showed this 
was correct.

In the dark of winter, with only 10 
hours or so daily when colors are dis-
cernible (my criterion for whether it’s 
officially day or night) I got the best 
egg-laying response when I hung up 
the lantern at about 8:00 p.m., and kept 
it going until about 9:00 p.m. Doing 
this, egg-laying could be kept nearly 
as productive as in springtime, other 
things being equal.

Feeding Snow
A long time ago I noticed that the 

water in my hens’ water dish froze solid 
daily, requiring me to carry warm water 
a considerable distance in often slippery 
conditions, both to keep their supply from 
freezing quickly, and to thaw what was 
frozen in the dish by the time I arrived.

Of course some hens and roosters 
always got frozen combs during these 
cold spells.

My hens have feeders and water-
ers both indoors and out. The outdoor 
feeder always requires filling far more 
often than the one inside. And there are 
always peck marks in the bank of snow 
at the edge of the covered portion of their 
yard, showing a significant consumption 
of snow, just by choice.

One time the water froze at my house, 
and I didn’t bring warm water for a full 

day. The hens didn’t seem to mind it. 
A reader in Countryside & Small Stock 
Joural wrote in to say he (or she—it’s 
been about 20 years since I saw that) 
never bothered with water if the hens had 
access to snow. The writer said frozen 
combs were never a problem when snow 
was provided instead of water, and laying 
rates didn’t change much.

I decided to give it a fair trial, and sure 
enough, we had no frozen combs.

Now, even when snow is scarce, 
I always put up a supply of whatever 
snow I can scrape together, placing it 
out of the drip range from the hen house 
roof, but in its shadow. This snow pile 
serves as my reservoir in the frigid days 
of midwinter.

The hens love to peck snow. I would 
calculate it takes about six hens for 
each gallon of snow per day if it’s fairly 
loose—not too tightly packed into an old 
pot or bucket—and placed where they 
can get to it.

Providing Safe & Warm Roosts
I’ve always been a believer in letting 

farm animals and poultry provide their 
own warmth wherever practicable.

I discovered that hens will cooperate 
if you let them.

In (I think it was) 1989 winter came 
early for this part of southern Appala-
chia.

It snowed eight to 10 inches on Hal-

loween, and we didn’t see the ground un-
til a midwinter thaw just after Christmas. 
The hens gave up on laying. It was just 
too cold. Their accommodations were 
not heated.

Having wedged a shovel above 
where they were roosting (to finish a 
manure-shoveling job the next day at 
the hen house) I noticed the following 
morning that many of them had roosted 
on the horizontally wedged shovel 
handle. Hens naturally move upwards 
to the highest roosts they can get to 
before dark.

The temperature was dropping drasti-
cally that afternoon. I got up just under 
the inside of the roof and attached dozens 
of plastic woven feed bags to the wooden 
slats that held the tin roof to the rafters 
of that outbuilding. The bags were lapped 
tightly so air couldn’t pass through easily 
at all. They also were stapled to the inside 
of the walls so all the cracks between 
vertical siding planks were not easily 
penetrated by cold air. Then, in front of 
the roost area, I hung a curtain of bags 
down from the wooden slats to the high 
side of the roosts.

While I was steadily stapling up 
the feed bags, I gradually noticed what 
felt like as much as 20°F increase in 
the perceived temperature. From the 
looks of the egg-laying activity, the 
hens noticed it too. To make maximum 
use of the effect, I moved the roosts up 
to within a foot of the feed-bag-lined 
roof. (I almost called it a “ceiling” but it 
was only the underside of a galvanized 
metal roof). Any higher and the hens 
would be bumping their heads against 
the feed bags. One foot away from the 
roosts isn’t too close.

Interestingly, I never had a problem 
with the hens pecking at the feed bags 
and destroying them. But after a year 
or so, mice moved in to nest up there, 
and the whole apparatus became some-
what unsanitary because of them. So if 
you try this method, please remove the 
feed-bag roof-liners and curtains before 
springtime.

During the course of the next few 
winters, we saw some very cold tem-
peratures for this part of the South. One 
day we recorded temperatures of -28°F 
and all that week the temperatures never 
got up to 0°F. The hens kept laying. They 

In the Appalachian Mountains, 10 inches or more of snow sometimes falls in October, 
while hens are still molting. Despite lost feathers and available warmed drinking water, 
they still love to eat snow.
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All fixtures in the hen house—like this 
galvanized laying box—need to be cleaned 
and sunned so they won’t harbor germs 
for the next batch of pullets.

were predominantly red sex-linked birds, 
with a few Rhode Island Red roosters, 
and pullets of their crosses with the hens. 
My how they lay eggs!

Fall Housecleaning
Fall is the best time for housecleaning 

in the chicken house—better than spring 
when time is short. It’s an old idea really, 
from the days before all the miracle drugs 
let folks neglect it.

It is a time when old birds are being 
used for stews and soups, replaced by 
newly-laying pullets. Before moving 
those new pullets into the house, remem-
ber not to leave the germs and bugs left 
over from the last hens to infect the new 
younger layers.

Here’s what to do, and why:
First, on a bright sunny day, take 

everything that’s not nailed down out of 
the house—feeders, waterers, perches, 
laying boxes, etc. Give it all a good go-
ing-over with the brush. Scrape off dung 
deposits and get rid of cobwebs, and ad-
hering trash of all kinds, preferably using 
soapy warm water. Many good growers 
like to spray the equipment with a good 
disinfectant of the kind so efficient at 
killing bugs on dogs, such as Creolin® or 
Lysol® liquid. In the old days, folks just 
sprayed everything with kerosene.

Then leave it outside until the sun 
dries it all completely.

After the fixtures, remove all the old 
litter, and sweep out the house. Reach up 
with the broom and get rid of all the cob-
webs. Sweep out the cracks and crevices 
in the floors and everywhere else vermin 
and germs can hide.

When things look pretty good, spray 
all of it with whatever you sprayed 
onto your fixtures. A fine mist spray is 
enough if you’re using a good bug-kill-
ing preparation. Some people like to use 
one of those whitewash style paints, the 
kind with the bug poisons in it. Whatever 
works best for you.

Leave all doors and windows open for 
the air to blow through and dry it quickly. 
Once dry, add about a foot of dry and 
absorptive bedding material (see chart).

Clean Hen Yards Too
OK so far? Yes, but we’re not done 

yet.
The hen yards may look neat and 

straight after cleaning up, but really 
they’re not—at least not until they’ve 
been plowed or roto-tilled and some 
kind of greens planted for an early spring 
tonic. This will also renew the ground, 
which will be quite fertile after a season 
of having the old hens on it.

New pullets being quite energetic, 
it’s a good time to make repairs to the 
yard fences before they’re brought in 
for the winter.

The housecleaning is not done until 
you’ve cleaned out the wimpy fowls from 
your flock. Keep only those older birds 
that remained healthy and vigorous right 
through the year. Birds that got sick are 
more likely to get sick again than the ones 
that stayed healthy.

Retain as breeders the birds that have 
a noble and erect bearing, that have bright 
eyes and nice healthy looking combs. 
Weakling hens lay few eggs as a rule, 
and those that do hatch produce scrawny, 
sickly birds for your next generation. 
Extra room unused by such hens will 
be appreciated by new pullets, so don’t 
jeopardize likely pullet profits by keeping 
worn-out or sickly hens.

While weeding out hens, you may as 

well weed out the trashy-looking pullets 
too. An awkward pullet—all neck and 
legs—rarely makes a good, persistent 
layer, especially if her rear end is propor-
tionately small and her body is narrow. 
Don’t put these kinds of pullets in the 
hen house, but in a coop to take away and 
make soup or fricassee of them.

Before the new recruits go into your 
well-cleaned hen house, it’s not a bad 
idea to powder them for lice. There are 
all kinds of powders sold for this pur-
pose, some even organic. Make sure to 
gently rub some onto every part of the 
fowl’s body.

Storing Feed
Late fall and early winter is usually 

when grain is the cheapest it’s going to 
be for the whole year. I like to put in a 
year’s supply if possible. It saves a lot of 
trips to the mill, and a lot of scheduling 
anxiety. Get all those old rodent and bug-
harboring feed bags, strings and trash out 
of your feed room too.

Nathan Griffith has kept various 
breeds of chickens, ducks and geese for 
decades, in addition to sheep, cattle, draft 
horses and swine on farms in Maryland 
and West Virginia.  He is the editor of 
sheep! magazine, and author of the books 
Husbandry and  Sheep Success, available 
through Backyard Poultry Bookstore on 
page 40.
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Backyard Poultry Bookstore

gail damerOW
This informative book for both begin-
ning and experienced chicken owners 
covers breed selection, building feed-
ers and shelters, how to collect and 
store your eggs to maintain freshness 
(or hatching), maintaining good flock 
health, raising broilers for meat, and 
showing your birds.  341 pages,  
$18.95

Storey’s Guide to Raising Chickens

Dave Holderread
Everything you need to know to raise 
ducks successfully. This comprehensive, 
fully illustrated guide takes you through 
every step of owning ducks. It provides 
the most up-to-date information on 
various breeds (including rare breeds), 
feeding, housing, egg production, health 
care and more. 316 pages, $18.95

Storey’s Guide to Raising 
Ducks

Raising Small Livestock
A Practical Handbook

JerOme Belanger

A small-farm classic is back!
Anyone considering raising small-scale 
livestock will find this book as useful to-
day as when it was originally published 

in 1974. With over 100,000 copies sold, this clearly 
written guide provides important advice on space and 
housing needs, feed requirements, equipment you can 
buy or build, how to manage stock, control disease, and 
mix feed rations free from medications and additives. 
Individual chapters discuss the feeding, breeding, and 
butchering of poultry, rabbits, goats, sheep, and hogs.  
246 pages, softcover, $9.95.

Storey’s Guide to
Raising Turkeys

leOnard s. mercia
Complete how-to information on raising turkeys from 
young poults to delicious, thick-breasted birds. Dis-
cussions on selecting the right turkey for your flock, 
breeding and management, processing, flock health, 
feeding and housing. Contains in-depth housing plan 
illustrations. Revised and updated. 199 pages, $18.95

Storey’s Guide to 
Raising Poultry
leOnard s. mercia

An invaluable resource for everyone 
who raises poultry. It contains the most 
comprehensive and current information 
on raising chickens, turkeys, waterfowl, 
and game birds. Covers selection (for 
both meat and egg production), hatch-
ing, housing and equipment, feeding, 
and rearing.  343 pages, $18.95

Chicken Coops
45 Plans For Housing Your Flock

Judy Pangman
Whether you keep one hen or 1,000 hens, you will find 
a housing plan in this comprehensive book. Coops range 
from fashionable backyard structures to large-scale, 
movable shelters. You will also find plans for converting 
trailer frames, greenhouses and sheds using recycled 
materials and simple ways to make waterers, feeders 

and nestboxes. 166 pages, $19.95

terry gOlsOn
This is not just another egg cookbook. This one 
stresses farmstead eggs. It is written by professional 
chef and cooking instructor, Terry Golson, who also 
keeps hens in her backyard. She knows the differ-
ences between factory farm eggs and farmstead egg 
and differences that affect cooking. The 70 recipes 
are simple and quick but delicious. Even though 
some have a touch of elegance, it’s a down-home, 

peasant gourmet kind of elegance. 128 pages, Hardcover, $16.95

The Farmstead Egg  Cookbook

Sheep Success
nathan griFFith

Filled with great ideas for a profitable Cotswold flock, this 
book also shows how you can earn more money regardless 
of breed. See how today’s shepherds are getting up to six 
times the usual net returns by using long-established—but 
not widely known—strategies for breeding, growing, and 
selling. Boost your flock’s profits with any one of the thrifty 
shepherd skills you’ll find in this book. 204 pages, $14.00

nathan griFFith
This book tells you how to find good land at low cost 
and get good water. Explains easy, self-supporting 
livestock methods. Teaches skills including shearing, 
milking, horse training, smithing and more. Includes 
plant breeding, growing, harvest and presevations. Un-
derstand how to deal with human and animal wastes, 
vermin and predator control, and much, much more. 
295 pages, $18.00

Husbandry
The Sure, Cheap Way To

Plenty & Prosperity in the Country
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How to Build
Animal Housing

carOl ikarius
From brooders to barns—or anything in 
between —build it yourself with the detailed 
plans and expert guidance found in this book. 
Includes detailed plans for coops & hutches,  
pens, barns of all sizes, sheds, windbreaks, 
portable shelters, and more. This book also 
provides a careful discussion of animal wel-

fare, behavior and general safety issues. You’ll get tried and true 
advice to help evaluate your housing need and to budget adequately.  
260 pages, $24.95.

Living with Chickens
Jay rOssier

  Tens of thousands of people in all areas of 
the country enjoy raising chickens, whether 
for food or companionship. Of course, you 
may want to read Living With Chickens just for 
the sheer joy of it. Straightforward prose and 
illustrations give any future chicken farmer the 
tools he or she needs to get started. Jay Rossier 
draws on his own experiences and those of 

his fellow poultrymen in discussing everything from feeding and 
housing the birds to keeping marauders from invading the coop. 
Personal anecdotes, interesting facts, and lush, full-color photographs 
round out this indispensable guide. 203 pages, $16.95

The Mating and Breeding of 
Poultry

harry m. lamOn & rOB r. slOcum
This book, first published in 1920, and 
now back in print, outlines all you need to 
know to become an accomplished breeder. 
It includes manipulating shape and color 
combinations, preparing birds for weather, 
encouraging the juiciest meat and largest 
eggs and much more. Authors Lamon & 
Slocum were the Senior Poultrymen at the 

Bureau of Animal Industry for the USDA.  341 pages, $14.95

Gardening with Guineas
Jeannette s. FergusOn

This book is a delightful and informative 
guide to raising guinea fowl on a small scale. 
It covers the life of a guinea from egg to adult, 
including incubation, feeding, housing, train-
ing and common problems. Jeannette includes 
information on reasons for raising guinea fowl 
(they eat garden pests, ticks and hate snakes), 
what you need to know before you buy guin-
eas, working with newborns and young keets, 

and much more. 131 pages,  $14.95

gail damerOW
A must-have reference for the small flock 
owner, Gail discusses the problems and 
diseases common to chickens of all breeds 
and all ages. It also explains how to hatch 
healthy chicks, provide proper nutrition, 
fight parasites, spot diseases and infections 
in their early stages, protect the flock from 

predators and building safe houses and yards. Practical charts help 
pinpoint common symptoms and causes of disease. An extensive listing 
provides quick access to treatments and remedies for everything from 
poor egg production to crooked toe syndrome.  Generously illustrated. 
352 pages, $19.95 

The Chicken Health 
Handbook

2.50
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Barnyard in YourBackyard
A Beginner’s Guide to Raising 

Chickens, Ducks, Geese, Rabbits, 
Goats, Sheep, and Cattle.

edited By gail damerOW
The essential primer for first-time farmers. 
Covering everything from which breeds of 
ducks are best for eggs and which are best 
for meat to how to buy a beef or dairy calf to 

where to find a market for manure, this easy-to-use handbook teaches 
you how to operate a mini-farm for fun, profit or both. 408 pages, 
$24.95.
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There’s an old saying: When life 
gives you lemons—make lemon-
ade. Certainly one of the most 

sour “lemons” we get when we raise 
poultry is dealing with the poops. The 
manure from our birds is foul-smell-
ing, repellent, and a potential vector for 
disease among our birds, and perhaps 
for ourselves as well. Cleaning out the 
chicken house is not a pleasant chore, 
especially if the droppings have caked 

into a hardened layer that resists hoe or 
shovel. Flies come to the accumulating 
manure in droves, and may even breed in 
it. And many are the poultry enthusiasts 
who have faced the wrath of mother or 
spouse, entering the house after having 
“stepped in something.”

A bowlful of pretty sour “lemons” 
indeed. Is there any way we can make 
lemonade? Fortunately there are two. 
First, to the greatest extent possible, we 
should keep our flocks on pasture. Poops 
laid down over a growing pasture sod in 
good condition are “digested” by the sod 
in a way that is more healthful and pleas-
ant for both the birds and for us, while 
fertilizing and boosting the teeming life 
in the top few inches of the soil—a win-
win situation for everybody.

To the extent the birds must be 
confined to a house—perhaps just at 
night, perhaps almost all the time over 
the winter—is there a way we can turn 
the lemons of manure management into 
lemonade? The recipe is: deep organic 
litter over an earth floor.

A “Slow Burn” Compost Heap
If you are planning a new building to 

house your flock, I strongly recommend 
leaving an earth floor in it. Soil under the 
litter is a source of “inoculation” of the 
litter by billions of microbes. Also, the 
slight wicking of moisture from an earth 
floor into the litter boosts healthy growth 
of microbial populations. 

Like most living things, the microbes 
at work in the litter require oxygen to 
thrive. Isn’t it fortunate, then, that chick-
ens love nothing so much as scratching. 
Their non-stop turning of the litter not 
only disperses their droppings and mixes 
them in, but aerates the litter as well, 
boosting more active microbial life. The 
busy microbes feed on the droppings 
and the litter itself, decomposing them 
into their basic elements—in accordance 
with that great principle of Nature, that 
every creature’s waste is a priceless 
resource for some other creature. What 
they create in effect is a “slow burn” 
compost heap. The decomposition is 
not as intense as in a compost heap, but 
the same processes are at work. Like a 
compost heap, a mature deep litter is 
very much alive. 

Boosting Flock Health
Read that last sentence again. It is 

good to remember that we are working 
with a living system here. And, like any 
living creatures, the microbes produce 
metabolites (byproducts of their life pro-
cesses) in the natural course of making 
a living. Fortunately for our chickens, 
these metabolites include Vitamins B12 
and K, as well as natural antibiotics and 
immune-enhancing substances, which the 
chickens ingest along with whatever it is 
they find so interesting in the litter. 

Just as in a compost pile, a “mature” 
litter becomes populated with countless 
other “critters” you and I would not likely 
even see, but which the chickens do see, 
and eat—an additional source of pro-
tein. Indeed, studies done in the 1940’s 

When Life
Gives You
Lemons ...

Harvey’s chickens find deep litter a source of appealing things to eat, health-promoting 
microbial metabolites—and an endless source of entertainment. Myrtle the Standard 
Bronze turkey joins the fun as well.

“If you are around any livestock 
operation, regardless of species, and 
you smell manure—you are smelling 
mismanagement!” Joel Salatin 

harvey ussery

WWW.themOdernhOmestead.us
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indicated flocks on a 12-inch litter could 
meet all their protein needs from what 
they found in the litter. I can’t prove that 
from my own experience, but certainly 
my chickens find plenty in a mature litter 
to get excited about. (Source for this ref-
erence is Joel Salatin’s Pastured Poultry 
Profit$. I have not been able to find the 
original source.)

What About Chicks? 
I’ve already referred to the potential 

for improvement of flock health using 
deep litter. But should we allow just-
hatched chicks access to a litter contain-
ing significant amounts of droppings 
from mature birds? Aren’t we universally 
advised to practice the strictest sanitation 
when brooding chicks, to put down a 
sterile litter when placing them into the 
brooder, and to completely change out 
the old litter between batches? 

I expect baby chickens are like young 
children: The more we try to ensure 
they will have absolutely no exposure to 
“germs,” the more fragile their immune 
systems become, and the more subject 
they are to infection when exposed to a 
pathogen penetrating the “bubble” we’ve 
tried to put around them. Normal expo-
sure to pathogens universally ambient in 
the environment, on the other hand, chal-
lenges their immune systems, stimulating 
them to become more robust. I raise 
chicks with their mothers, mixed in with 
the main flock, all the time—whether on 
the deep litter inside, or on the pasture 
outside—and find that the chicks are 
hardy and vigorous, and that mortality 
rates are extremely low. (See the sidebar 
“Brooding Chicks on Deep Litter” for a 
description of brooding chicks artificially 
on deep litter.)

Deep-litter Materials
It is good to remember the anal-

ogy between deep litter and a compost 
heap when choosing litter materials. In 
the compost heap, carbon and nitrogen 
sources must be in balance. (A ratio of 
30:1 is recommended when the pile is 
assembled). If there is too much carbon, 
the heap remains “cold”—that is, the 
microbes have insufficient energy from 
nitrogen sources to thrive. If there is too 
much nitrogen in the mix, however, the 
microbes cannot utilize it fast enough, 

Brooding Chicks on Deep Litter

To buttress some of the points made in the main article, I pass on the fol-
lowing from my friend Jean Nick who broods more chicks than most of us 

(since she produces for a local market), and she finds that brooder chicks do 
very well on a deep litter which continues to build up and develop. She also 
confirms that a deep litter actually produces edible “critters” for the flock’s 
enjoyment.—H.U.

“Our deep litter brooder generates a surprising amount of gentle heat. The 
set-up is far from fancy, just a circular cardboard wall made from old corrugated 
boxes set on a concrete garage floor bedded with commercial pine shaving bed-
ding, over which we hang one or two 250 watt heat lamps for extra warmth. 
(We had a big metal electric brooder hood in it early on, but we like the heat 
lamps much better—easier to monitor the chicks and very easy to adjust the 
heat immediately by raising and lowering.)

“It has had chicks or poults in it almost continuously since a week before 
Easter this year, and we just keep adding clean shavings as needed. Broiler 
chicks spend two weeks in it before moving outside. The pack is now almost 
a foot deep. 

“Once the pack got perhaps six inches deep (quite a while back since it 
settles a good bit) you could feel warmth radiating up from it when you held 
your hand over it.

“And not only does the bedding pack provide heat, but it also seems to be 
generating food and forage training for the chicks. A month or so back we started 
to notice the chicks scratching more than previous batches had. We thought we 
must have gotten a particularly active batch (we pick up broilers from Moyer’s 
every few weeks so the chicks should be about the same), but closer examination 
revealed masses of wiggly brown critters anywhere the pack was a bit moist 
(not house fly larvae, I know what those nasties look like). No idea what they 
are but the babies love them. They now are actually digging down four or five 
inches (yes, week-old, “lazy” broiler chicks!) and creating great craters. And 
after we have moved the last two batches outside I think they do forage a wee 
bit more on the pasture than earlier batches did.

“Deep decomposing bedding is also supposed to help prevent and combat 
disease problems. Does it? In the months since the pack started heating up we 
have not seen any diarrhea or pasted butts, and have lost just one poult to a 
respiratory illness and one chick that failed to grow and eventually starved at 
about 10 days old (not sure what might have caused that, but I suspect a defect 
in the chick rather than disease—the 50 other chicks in the same batch grew 
normally). Out of 25 poults and 250-300 broiler chicks that seems a quite re-
spectable showing. Has the deep bedding helped? Who knows, but it certainly 
doesn’t seem to hurt.

“It doesn’t smell bad either, in case anyone was wondering. Just a mild 
earthy-chickeny smell.”

— Jean Nick
Happy Farm

Kintnersville, Pennsylvania

and much of it converts to ammonia (a 
volatile gas of nitrogen and hydrogen) 
which is lost to the atmosphere rather 
than being converted to more stable 
forms usable by plants.

The major difference in the initial 

composition of litter is that the proportion 
of carbon in relation to nitrogen should be 
much, much higher—indeed, the higher 
the better. Poultry (especially chicken) 
manure is a potent source of nitrogen, so 
we must ensure that the initial mix has 
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enough carbon to absorb a great deal of 
nitrogen (poops) before the ratio gets low 
enough to start spontaneous generation of 
ammonia. As in the compost heap, am-
monia production signals a decomposi-
tion process out of balance. 

When choosing organic materials 
for the litter, physical as well as chemi-
cal (percent carbon) properties must be 
considered. Materials that will “fluff up” 
easily by chickens’ scratching are pref-
erable to those that mat down and resist 
aeration. We should use what is easily 
and cheaply available to us. Almost any 
non-toxic, high-carbon organic material 
is suitable. I have a neighbor who prefers 
to rake up and dispose of the abundant 
“harvest” of leaves from the many oaks 
on her place—she’s even willing to haul 
and dump them at my place, so that is 
my preferred material for litter. It may 
be that litter materials available to you 
are byproducts of crops grown in quan-
tity in your area—rice or buckwheat or 
peanut hulls, for example, or chopped 
corn cobs. 

Wood shavings make excellent litter, 
so long as they are cheap enough and we 
avoid black walnut and aromatic woods 
such as cedar. Wood chips are good 
(and often free for the taking from tree 
and brush clearing companies), so long 
as they are well aged—they should not 
be used “green.” An excellent example 
of successful use of wood chips is Joel 
Salatin’s “raken” (ra-bbit and chic-ken) 
house: Cages for the breeding rabbits are 
suspended over a 12-inch litter of coarse 
chips. The chickens work the urine and 
droppings of the rabbits, as well as their 
own, into the litter. With such a deep, 
high-carbon litter, Joel only has to clean 
out once a year. 

As for sawdust, it too must not be 
used fresh, though well-aged sawdust 
is a possibility. I have used sawdust 
from time to time in the past, though it 
is not my preferred material. It tends to 
pack down and resist aeration more than 
coarser materials. If mixed with looser 
materials, however, it will remain better 
dispersed and aerated in the litter, and 
will contribute abundant carbon. (The C:
N ratio is as high as 500:1.)

I prefer to avoid straw, which in the 
slightly moist conditions of litter over 
earth can support the growth of Asper-

gillus molds, the spores of which are not 
good for either birds or us to breathe. 
I’ve received reports from a number 
of poultry keepers, however, who use 
straw over earth with no problems. I 
do use straw in a wood-floor building I 
use for my breeders during the breeding 
season. In this case, the litter remains 
dry, and does not support the growth 
of molds.

Please note that certain organic mate-
rials do not make effective litter, usually 
because the nitrogen content is too high to 
effectively balance the manure being laid 
down. Examples are hay and the plant 
residues from threshing soybeans.

Litter Management
The great thing about deep litter is 

that the chickens do most of the work of 
manure management. However, a few 
management practices are required of 
us as well. 

A litter outgassing ammonia is es-
sentially poisoning the air our flock is 
breathing. Breathing ammonia damages 
the sensitive mucous membranes of the 
lungs, and leads to vitamin imbalances in 
the system and toxic reactions in the liver. 
Thus that first whiff of ammonia must 
not be ignored—it is our signal either to 
clean out the litter, or to add more high-
carbon materials.

If you are not building your chicken 
shed from scratch but using an existing 
building with a wood or concrete floor, 
that’s okay. A deep, loose, organic litter 
is still the best manure management 
choice—it will still absorb all the poops 
the chickens incorporate into the litter. 
In this case, however, you don’t get as 
much “composting” effect because the 
litter is so much drier, and microbial 
populations not as diverse and active. 
You may find that you get that whiff 
of ammonia sooner than in an earth-
floor litter, and have to clean out or add 
more carbonaceous material a bit more 
frequently. Also, since the litter has 
not had as thorough a decomposition, 
such a dry litter should be processed 
in a compost heap before use, to avoid 
“burning” crops with forms of nitrogen 
they cannot use.

When cleaning out the litter, it might 
be a good idea to leave a bit in place, in 
order to introduce active microbe popula-



45December, 2006/January, 2007

tions into the fresh litter material. (Such 
“inoculation” is probably less needed in 
the case of an earth floor, which serves 
as a reservoir of microbes.)

Be generous with the amount of 
space you allow your birds. Joel Sala-
tin observes—and my own experience 
bears this out—that five square feet 
per mature chicken is ideal. At this 
stocking density, all manure laid down 
will be incorporated by the chickens 
themselves. At four square feet, there 
will be some “capping” (build-up of a 
solid layer impervious to the flock’s 
scratching), usually under the roosts. 
At three square feet (still two or more 
times the space alloted in commercial 
operations), there may be capping over 
most of the litter surface. You should 
break up capping as soon as it occurs, 
using a spading fork. Once you have 
broken capped material into chunks 
and turned them over, the chickens can 
scratch them apart.

The litter should never be wet. Wet 
litter is anaerobic (lacking oxygen), a 
condition conducive to certain pathogens, 
in contrast to decompositional microbes, 
who thrive with abundant oxygen. Should 
wet spots develop—for example, around 
the waterers—again use your spading 
fork to disperse the soaked material 
out over the rest of the litter, where the 
scratching of the birds will dry and aer-
ate it. (Don’t be concerned about a little 
water, however. I often swish out the rims 
of waterers onto the litter in order to rinse. 
The resulting increase in moisture, if not 
excessive, actually benefits the microbial 
processes in the litter.)

Waterfowl are a special case. Since 
they do not scratch, they lay down an ac-
cumulating layer of quite wet droppings. 
Either bring the spading fork into play 
again (only this time doing all the work of 
turning and dispersing yourself), or—my 
usual choice—simply allow the chickens 
and waterfowl to share the same space, 
and the chickens will provide the service 
of turning in the waterfowl’s droppings. 

In the best of circumstances, water-
fowl are pretty sloppy with their water. 
The best choice is to water them outside 
the poultry house. Since they are quite 
cold hardy, you can do this even in win-
ter. If you have to water them inside the 
winter house, prevent soaked litter with 

the sort of catch basin described and il-
lustrated in my article, “The Homestead 
Waterfowl Flock,” Backyard Poultry, 
June/July, 2006 issue.

Deep Litter Benefits
To summarize the many benefits of 

managing the housed flock on deep litter:
• Manure does not accumulate as a 
reservoir of excess pathogens. When 
processed by our microbe friends in the 
litter, the droppings actually become a 
substrate for health rather than a vector 
for disease.
• Deep litter is incredibly labor saving: 
The chickens do most of the work, both 
of dispersing their own droppings and 
of managing the process of their proper 
decomposition. We may clean out the 
litter only once or at most twice a year, 
and (assuming we’re using an earth 
floor) we avoid the additional labor of 
composting, since the litter is already a 
finished compost.
• Since, just as in a compost heap, decom-
position of organic materials generates 
heat, a deep litter moderates the bitter 
temperatures in the winter housing.
• The poultry house is a much more 
pleasant environment for us and, I have 
no doubt, for our birds. 
• The birds when confined do not become 
stressed by boredom. They remain con-
tinually engaged in interesting natural 
behaviors—scratching the litter, taking 
dust baths in the driest areas, etc. 

The Downside
There are almost no disadvantages 

to using deep litter, and they are easily 
resolved.
• In the wettest season we ever had here, 
more ground moisture wicked into the 
litter than usual. The litter was not wet, 
but it was not dry enough for decent dust-
bathing. For the only time in the history 
of our flock, we had a serious outbreak 
of exoparasites (lice or mites). The solu-
tion was simple: I provided a dustbox for 
effective dust-bathing at any time, what-
ever the moisture content of the litter, and 
have had no further problems with lice or 
mites. (See page 46, “A Dustbox for the 
Chicken House.”)
• That same unusually wet season was 
also the occasion for a number of serious 
eye infections. It may be that molds or 

pathogens encouraged by the additional 
moisture helped cause the outbreak—in 
any case, I’ve never had a recurrence 
of the problem in more normal seasons. 
On those rare occasions when excessive 
groundwater gets the litter too moist, 
addition of spaghnum peat moss or some 
other powder-dry litter material should 
help reduce the moisture.
• I had dreadful luck trying to start guinea 
keets and turkey poults that same year. 
These hatchlings are much harder than 
chicks to start, in my experience. It may 
be they were more sensitive than chicks 
to possible higher levels of molds in the 
litter. In any case, it may be better to 
start these two species on completely 
fresh litter.
• Despite its advantages, an earth floor 
potentially exposes the flock to dig-
ging predators a wood or concrete floor 
would exclude. It is therefore crucial to 
put into place a barrier below foundation 
level. I used 24-inch metal roof flashing 
(half-inch hardware cloth would work as 
well), nailed to the sill plates under my 
siding boards, dug in to a depth of 18 
inches around the entire perimeter. That’s 
a lot of digging (my aching back! ), but 
it saves a lot of digging (by unwelcome 
intruders).
• If you use poultry litter as a major 
component of your fertility program in 
the garden, do not use any other source 
of phosphorus. Excessive use of litter 
over many seasons can lead to unhealthy 
levels of soil phosphates. 

The Sniff Test
I know I’m on the right track with 

manure management when a new visitor 
tours the poultry house. If she has ever 
been in a chicken house before, at some 
point she invariably stops talking, looks 
around, twitching her nose, and asks with 
a puzzled look, “Why doesn’t it stink in 
here? ”

I encourage you to switch to deep lit-
ter as the more wholesome, labor saving 
approach to manure management. Once 
your litter has begun to “mellow”—to 
break down well—bend down and scoop 
up a handful. Sniff. The smell will not be 
even remotely like raw manure—more 
like good topsoil, or compost, or forest 
leaf mold. A fine batch of lemonade, 
indeed! 
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Chickens can take care of the 
problem of external parasites for 
themselves, so long as they have 

good conditions for dust bathing. Since 
weather conditions sometimes interfere 
with dust bathing, I provide a dustbox as 
an always-available alternative.

As with any homestead project, the 
scrap material we have on hand usually 
determines the exact design. If what you 
have dictates a different design for a 
dustbox, go for it. I would just advise, 
on the basis of having tried several dif-
ferent designs, that you not make it too 
small (20x20 inches at a minimum), nor 
too shallow. If the box is too shallow, 
the chickens kick out a lot of the dust as 
they bathe, requiring more frequent fill-
ing with dusting materials. I now make 
dustboxes 16 inches deep, and add a “lip” 
around the top edges to help keep the 
flying dust inside the box.

If starting from scratch, you can 
make two fine dustboxes 24 inches on 
a side from a single sheet of plywood. 
For this project, I chose to use 5/8-inch 
CDX, since I could not find a thinner 
plywood that was 5-ply, and I preferred 
to save time and effort by edge-nailing. 
If 5/8-inch plywood seems like overkill 
to you, go with whatever thickness you 
are confident you can edge-nail securely 
(or install nailing cleats to use quite thin 
plywood).

Please note that in the instructions I 
am not allowing for the saw kerf. If you 
want to be really exacting, you should 
do so. However, I want to keep the 
instructions simple. (And ignoring the 

A Dustbox 
for the 

Chicken 
House

kerf would be no great problem—we’re 
not working on a kitchen cabinet here.) 
Note also that I used a table saw (except 
for the initial cut), but you could certainly 
use a hand-held power saw for the entire 
project.

(1) Cut sheet of plywood across the 
48-inch dimension into four equal pieces 
(each 24x48 inches).

(2) Cut one of the 24x48-inch pieces 
in half, to yield 24x24-inch pieces for the 
two bottoms.

(3) Cut the remaining three 24x48-
inch pieces 16 inches wide, across the 
24-inch dimension, to yield nine pieces 
each 16x24 inches. (Eight of these pieces 
will be sides for the two dustboxes, while 
the last one will be cut into “lip” strips 
for the top edges.)

(4) Edge-nail one of the bottom 
(24x24) pieces onto two of the side 
(16x24) pieces, aligning them as in the 
picture. I used 4d 1-3/8 inch coated 
sinkers.

(5) Nail the other two side pieces to 
“box in” the open ends created by the 
above step. That is, these side pieces 
cover the edges of both bottom and first 
two sides. (See picture on page 47. The 
offset of the top edges is intentional.)

(6) Assemble the other dustbox as 
above.

(7) Cut the remaining 16x24-inch 
piece into eight 2-inch strips along the 
24-inch dimension. Leave four of the 
resulting strips at 2x24 inches. Cut the 
remaining four strips to a length of 24 
inches minus twice the thickness of your 
plywood. I used 5/8-inch plywood, so I 
cut mine to 22-3/4 inches.

(8) Nail the 2-inch strips to make a 
lip around the insides of the top edges, 
aligning as in the pictures.

 Harvey’s friend Federico uses a hand-held 
saw to cut the sheet of plywood exactly in 
half, then. . .

 . . .uses the table saw (rip fence set to 24 
inches) to cut each of the resulting two 
pieces into half. (Result: 4 pieces @ 24x48 
inches)

With rip fence still at 24 inches, one of 
the 24x48 pieces is cut in half. (Result: 2 
pieces @ 24x24 inches)

Rip fence is re-set to 16 inches, and all 3 
remaining 24x48 inch pieces are cut across 
the 24-inch dimension. (Result: 9 pieces @ 
16x24 inches)

One of the 24x24 bottom pieces is edge-
nailed onto two of the 16x24 side pieces.
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The two remaining sides are nailed on, 
covering the edges of both the bottom and 
first two sides.

Assembled box. (Note offset top edges.)

Nail strips to make a “lip” around inside 
of top edges.

Close-up of alignment of “lip strips.”

Sift preferred dust materials into the 
dustbox (being sure to wear an effective 
dust mask!) and place in the poultry 
house or elsewhere out of the weather, 
where the birds have constant access to it. 
(Sifting is not absolutely necessary, and 
you may choose to omit it, depending on 
the nature of your materials.)

Sphagnum peat moss is an excellent 
base for the dust box contents, though 

One of Harvey’s hens settles in to begin her dust bath in the new dustbox.

it does have to be purchased, and is a 
non-renewable resource. Free, more 
sustainable ingredients are wood ashes 
and fine clay soil (dried and sifted), or 
even drier portions of the deep litter, 
finely sifted. I wouldn’t use wood ash at 
more than maybe two parts out of six or 
seven. You can also add small amounts 
of diatomaceous earth or elemental sulfur 
(pure sulfur as a fine yellow powder). 
You only need the mix to be a few inches 
deep, and should add more material from 
time to time as needed. The ideal mix is 
loose, fine, and easily fluffed by the birds 
up under their feathers.

Harvey Ussery and his wife Ellen 
live on 2-1/2 acres near the Blue Ridge 
in northern Virginia. They produce 
much of their own food—including all 
their eggs and dressed poultry from a 
mixed pastured flock—and offer their 
homestead as model and inspiration to 
others aspiring to the homesteading life. 
Harvey has written for Countryside & 
Small Stock Journal, Mother Earth News 
and publications of the American Pas-
tured Poultry Producers Association. 
He recently presented his talk “Achiev-
ing Food Independence On the Modern 
Homestead” at the annual conference of 
Pennsylvania Association for Sustain-
able Agriculture. 

Visit his website at www.themodern-
homestead.us.

Sifting the dust-bathing ingredients into 
the dustbox (in this case, a mix of about 
five parts spaghnum peat moss, two parts 
wood ash). Remember to wear a dust 
mask!
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Roast Goose/Pork
Pâté Meat

ruth sacartO

cOlOradO

2-3 pounds meat from roasted 
goose

2-3 pounds pork tenderloins, seared 
then steamed

2-3 large garlic cloves (to taste)
1-1/2 tablespoons rubbed sage
1-1/2 tablespoons crushed rosemary
1 tablespoon ground pepper
2-1/2 tablespoons smoked salt or 

plain salt will do
1 tablespoon garlic salt (optional)
1 tablespoon allspice
1 to 1-1/2 cups brandy

Grind roasted goose meat and 
cooked pork tenderloins and garlic 
cloves. Mix well with other ingredients 
and grind again. Portion off into quart-
size freezer bags (1/2 pound mix makes 
a nice size) and freeze.

To Use:
Mix 1 bag of mix with 1/4 cup may-

onnaise and three scallions, chopped 
fine. Spread on bread, toast, crackers, 
or your choice and enjoy. (1 tablespoon 
horseradish blended in makes a spicy 
mix.)

I think this is better than pâté de 
foie gras.

reciPe: 

lOWell sherman

district 14 
american Bantam assOciatiOn

The Wyandotte Bantam is a very 
well mannered breed which is 
well-suited to the backyard poul-

try hobbyist. It was admitted to the 
American Poultry Association Standard 
of Perfection in 1933 and included seven 
varieties. Today, there are 18 varieties in 
the Bantam Standard.

The most prevalent varieties include 
the White, Black, Partridge, Silver Pen-
ciled and the Columbian Wyandotte. The 
Partridge color pattern is red with black 
penciling and black wing feathers. The 
Silver pencil color pattern combines 
white with black. The Columbian pattern 
also combines white and black with an 
undercolor of slate blue in all sections 
of the body. The toes and legs of the 
Wyandotte are yellow, or dusky yellow 
in some varieties.

The Wyandotte has a rose comb and 
are members of the Rose Comb Clean 
Legged Class. The rosecomb should be 
set on a moderately-broad head with the 
comb tip curving to follow the curve of 
the skull. The comb should have no deep 
holes within but should be covered with 
fine points. The bantam Wyandotte cock 

should weigh 30 oz., the cockerel and 
hen about 26 oz., and the pullet about 
24 oz.

The Wyandotte is a good all-purpose 
chicken for the fancier and generally 
found at most poultry shows in Canada 
and the United States. The pullets and 
hens are good egg-layers with light 
brown eggs; and are good at hatching 
their own eggs.

This bird is very docile and good for 
both adults and youth to exhibit and use 
for showmanship.

The Wyandotte 
Bantam

Breeds:

Top: White female Wyandotte bantam. 
Bottom: Columbian male Wyandotte 
bantam. Illustrations copyright of the 
American Poultry Association, Pat 
Horstman, Secretary/Treasurer.



49December, 2006/January, 2007



50 Backyard Poultry

Pigeons
A Satisfying Hobby

For the Whole Family
tim king

minnesOta

Raising pigeons for racing, performance flying, or show-
ing can be as satisfying as raising poultry. All types of 
pigeons —the racing homers, the acrobatic rovers, the 

utility birds for eating, and the nearly 200 breeds of specialty 
pigeons—can be raised anywhere from a corner of an urban 
lot to a rural estate.

“I grew up in mid-town Oklahoma City,” said James Avery, 
who is now the co-Secretary/Treasurer of the National Pigeon 
Association (NPA) in Newalla, Oklahoma. “My dad let me have 
a corner of our hunting dog pen. It wasn’t any more than five 
feet across and three or four feet deep.  As a kid that seemed 
really big.”

Mr. Avery’s father built him a small coop to put his first 
pigeons in. When he was 10 his Uncle George helped him catch 
some wild pigeons. Wild pigeons are usually called commons. 
But it was the pair of Giant Runts that his uncle gave him that 
captured his heart.

“He raised them and I used to go over there and watch 
them for hours,” Mr. Avery said. “Giant Runts have a history 
that goes back to the time of the Romans. They are the biggest 
pigeons there are. They called them runts in England because 
they were common pigeons used for food.”

That was over 40 years ago. Mr. Avery no longer has any 
common pigeons.

But he still has Giant Runts. The numbers have increased 
to where there are over a hundred of the big stocky birds. And 
nowadays Mr. Avery is known as a master breeder of Giant 
Runts in show circles.

To become a Master Breeder Avery had to show his birds 
at shows across the nation.

“You have to get the points,” he says.  “You have to have a 
lot of champions and you have to be consistent over time,”

Avery’s wife Pat is a Master Breeder for another specialty 
breed called Jacobins.

“I think that’s more difficult than what I have,” he said.  
“They are the Cadillacs of pigeons. When I was a kid I wanted 
those so much but I could not afford them. They were expensive 
for a 10 or 12 year old kid but as adults we have hundreds here 
at the house.”

It is in part because of the somewhat difficult nature and 
potentially higher cost of raising show birds that Avery recom-
mends racing pigeons or rovers for beginners. Additionally, 
those breeds are more prolific.

“Show type birds are more delicate and not as prolific,” 
Avery said.

Learn About the Birds First
But whether a beginner wants to start with racing pigeons or 

specialty show pigeons Avery recommends doing some study 
in books, pamphlets, or the Internet before doing anything. 
Then, and perhaps most importantly, he advises beginners to 
connect with a pigeon club in their area before actually buying 
their first birds.

Raising pigeons gives children a sense of joy and responsibility. 
Photo courtesy of Deone Roberts, American Racing Pigeon 
Union.

Families enjoy raising, showing, and racing pigeons together. 
Photo courtesy of Deone Roberts, American Racing Pigeon 
Union.
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That’s exactly what Avery’s col-
league, Deone Roberts of the American 
Racing Pigeon Union (A.U.), recom-
mends.

“The easiest way to get started is to 
call this office and we’ll help you by 
finding a club that looks like it’s close to 
you,” Roberts said.

“Visiting with area clubs is probably 
the best way to get started. There’s a lot 
to learn and the best information comes 
from those that have been doing it.  Books 
can be a good starting point but they don’t 
necessarily make it perfectly clear.”

Regardless of the recommendation 
by Roberts and Avery, both organizations 
are generous with their booklets and 
pamphlets for beginners. The American 
Racing Pigeon Union’s novice booklet 
called “The Sport and Hobby of Racing 
Pigeons” introduces the essentials of 
raising and training racing pigeons from 
the loft, what’s involved in it, to the ac-
quisition of birds, to training them, and 
finally racing them.

The National Pigeon Association’s 
“So You Want to Raise Pigeons?” intro-
ductory booklet is equally as thorough. 
The following is quoted directly from 
“So You Want to Raise Pigeons?” hous-
ing section. 

Housing
“Pigeons are an outside animal. Re-

gardless of the weather, as long as they 
have feed and water to maintain body 
heat, they will do just fine. Never keep 
pigeons in a completely enclosed coop 
or loft. They must have ventilation. A 
loft with sheltered, opened windows 
facing south is common in all climates. 
A wire-bottomed cage or fly pen should 
be attached to the loft to enable the birds 
to bathe and sun themselves. For one or 
two pairs, something similar to a rabbit 
hutch is acceptable.

“A good rule of thumb is two square 
feet of floor space per bird.

“Accommodations for nesting can be 
an elaborate arrangement of deep shelves 
with fancy fronts that enclose the com-
partments but have closable doors. A be-
ginner with a small loft (4' x 6' x 7' high) 
would have success with wooden fruit 
boxes attached to the walls, open side in 
with a 3" high board across the bottom to 
keep in the nesting material. Straw would 

be provided on the floor of the loft so that 
the birds can build their own nest. Nest 
building is fun to watch. Commercially 
sold tobacco stems which repel lice and 
mites can also be provided.”

Deone Roberts of the A.U. says there 
are different parts to a loft for racing 
pigeons.

“You’ve got the basic format with a 
place for the young birds,” she said.

“Then you’ve got the old birds, you’ve 
got the breeders, and you’ve got the aviary. 
All these things play a part. But I hope be-
ginners will take the time to get acquainted 
with experienced people before they start. 
People may think they are asking silly 
questions but there are no silly questions. 
You have to start somewhere.”

Feed
Newcomers to the world of pigeons 

can also learn about proper feeds and 
feeding systems by visiting with expe-
rienced pigeon raisers. James Avery,  
recommends a feeding and watering area 
where feed and water can fall through a 
wire mesh floor. That will help prevent 
disease. But the newcomer would be best 
served by seeing a system like Avery’s 
rather than merely hearing about it. The 
NPA’s novice booklet does have intro-
ductory information on feed rations and 
watering.

 “Several combinations of grains are 
available especially for pigeons,” the 
booklet says. “Pigeon pellets are also 
available which provide a very balanced 
diet. If you plan to feed grain (not pel-
lets), you must provide your birds with 
pigeon grit and make it available at all 
times to them.

“Grit is necessary for digestion and 
provides a source of minerals that are 
necessary for good health. Your birds 
should be fed twice a day, especially 
during breeding season, although many 
breeders only feed once a day. You should 
feed enough (in a trough) to last about 20 
minutes. To determine that amount, keep 
feeding them until they leave the trough 
and there is a little grain left.

“Fresh water, kept above the floor or 
in the wire-bottomed fly pen to keep it 
clean is a must. Water fountains are avail-
able. If you have well water, you should 
add 1/2 cap of bleach to each gallon. 
Foul water is one of the main sources of 

disease in pigeons.
“Pigeon feed is usually available at 

feed stores and some hardware or garden 
shops. Once you make contact with other 
pigeon breeders in your area, you may 
find someone who caters to the needs of 
pigeon fanciers. Feed costs are from $6 
to $15 per 50-pound bag, depending on 
your location and the mix you choose. 
Each bird will eat approximately one 
ounce of feed per day. Like all poultry 
feed, it should be stored in rodent-proof 
containers,” the booklet continues.

“You have to pay attention to carbo-
hydrates and fats in pigeon feed,” Deone 
Roberts of the A.U. said. “Different times 
of life and seasons require different types 
of feeds. Feed blends are available from 
pigeon supply houses or feed mills.”

Health
The NPA’s novice book also discusses 

diseases pigeons may contract. The 
principle way to avoid disease is to give 
pigeons only clean and sufficient water 
and feed and to keep the loft clean. The 
booklet also suggests worming your birds 
two to three times per year and providing 
vitamin supplements in their feed two 
to three times a week. James Avery also 
suggests vaccinating your pigeons.

Getting Started With Pigeons
Once a “new flyer” understands 

the nature of a pigeon’s basic housing, 
feed, and health needs they can begin 
considering obtaining their first birds. To 
accomplish that those new contacts with 

Pigeons being released at the start of a 
race. Photo courtesy of Deone Roberts, 
American Racing Pigeon Union.
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experienced pigeon fanciers will come in 
handy once again. Obtaining your initial 
birds can cost you anywhere from a few 
dollars to a few thousand dollars depend-
ing on what you want and what you can 
afford. If you’re a young person and you 
live near James Avery you might get your 
birds for free.

“A lot of kids have come here wanting 
Giant Runts,” Mr. Avery said. “I won’t 
sell them but I’ll give them a pair. The 
understanding is that if they decide they 
don’t want them they should bring them 
back to me. I don’t want them to sell them 
at a swap meet or let them starve.”

That’s quite an offer since Avery has 
no trouble selling a pair of his runts, as he 
likes to call them, for $100. His wife gets 
substantially more for her Jacobins.

“A Master Breeder can pretty much 
get what they ask,” he said.

Pigeon fanciers have a well-estab-
lished tradition of generosity toward 
people, young and old, who want to 
become new flyers. The A.U. has a men-
toring program. To partner with a mentor 
you have to have at least one race season 
under your belt.

Another way both organizations 
help new fliers is through public edu-
cation.

Wild pigeons have given domestic 
pigeons a bit of a bad reputation. The 
general public thinks of pigeons as be-
ing a nuisance. The NPA and the A.U. 
will provide new fliers with materials to 
educate city councils, town boards, and 
other governing bodies about the clean 
and healthy nature of domestic pigeon 
rearing. They even have a model ordi-
nance that deals with raising domestic 
pigeons that can be provided to govern-
ing bodies.

Wild pigeons, which all types of do-
mestic pigeons are descended from, are 
strong fliers. Through selective breeding 
humans have developed even stronger fli-
ers with improved homing abilities. With 
their incredible sense of hearing, smell, 
and sight they can learn to find their 
way back to their home loft after being 
released hundreds of miles away from 
the loft. Given the right conditions they 
are intelligent, clean, and entertaining. 
Whether you are going to race pigeons or 
show them you will find your relationship 
with these fascinating birds to be reward-
ing and deeply satisfying.

To contact the American Racing 
Pigeon Union, visit the website: www.
pigeon.org or write to the A.U., P.O. Box 
18465, Oklahoma City, OK 73154-0456. 
See their advertisement on page 28.

To contact the National Pigeon As-
sociation, visit the website: www.npausa.
com or write to the NPA, P.O. Box 439, 
Newalla, OK 74857-0439.  

Turbit

Mookee

Nun

With nearly 200 varieties of pigeons 
available, it is easy to see that there is 
a choice for everyone. Photos courtesy 
of  New England Pigeon Supply (www.
nepigeonsupplies.com). Helmet

“In the Help a Beginner Program 
you have one-on-one mentoring,” Deone 
Roberts said.  “Your best thing when you 
get into that program is to listen to only 
that mentor for that period. It has a really 
great success rate.”

To have a race season under your belt 
you will no doubt have trained a few rac-
ers and participated in some part of the 
old bird and young bird race seasons.

“The race season schedule will be 
voted upon by the club members at the 
beginning of the year,” Roberts said. “In 
the spring we have the old bird season. 
That’s for the birds that are over a year 
old. They can fly from 100 to 600 miles. 
Depending on your climate you might 
have eight weekends of racing.”

The young birds will likely be hatched 
in March. They mature quickly and, if 
your training has been good, will be ready 
for a fall racing season.

“They will have races from 100 to 
300 miles,” Roberts said.  “The chal-
lenge on the young bird—since it’s not 
been out before—is how well you did 
your breeding and how well you did your 
training.”

Tumbler
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craig russell

President, sPPa
draWing cOurtesy OF sPPa memBer 

rOBert a. gary, neW Jersey

Geese are probably the most 
neglected of all poultry.  The 
decline in the keeping and use of 

geese was noted as early as the 1940’s.  
Geese remained “the Christmas bird” in 
many rural and some urban areas well 
into the 1950’s.  Since that time goose 
populations have continued to decline 
and today geese make up far less than 
1% of North American poultry stocks.  
The primary demand for geese today 
is among some immigrant populations, 
chiefly in urban areas.  There are still 
many good reasons to keep geese.  Do 
you want the finest feather pillows, the 
warmest comforters, or cold weather 
gear?  Do you want to utilize an empty 
plot or weedy corner, or employ organic 
weed control for berry plantations?  Do 
you need a cheap, reliable alarm system?  
Consider a flock of geese.

One of the major reasons for the de-
cline in goose keeping is changing dietary 

The 
Neglected 

Goose

geese are usually hand-raised birds that 
have become imprinted on people.  Such 
birds think of their keepers as geese or 
themselves as people. The males very 
naturally try to take over their flock as 
they reach adulthood.  

Geese make good foster parents for 
other waterfowl. Geese provide smaller 
waterfowl with some protection.  When 
they aren’t overstocked, geese will not 
harm pasture.  They can graze closer than 
sheep or goats, so they can be rotated to 
mow pasture short for other poultry.  If 
properly maintained, geese require less 
attention, less housing, and less prepared 
food than any other poultry.  Depending 
on the age and the size of the geese and 
the quality of their pasture, an acre can 
support ten to twenty birds.  Very good 
pasture and marshy areas can support 
even more.  From two weeks of age to 
maturity it is possible to raise geese on 
pasture without any supplemental feed.  
A pool of water is not a necessity for 
breeding geese, but fertility is usually 
improved when water is available.  

Most domestic geese are descended 
from the genus Anser.  The Graylag Anser 
Anses is the primary ancestor of the Euro-
pean breeds.  The Chinese geese and the 
closely related Africans are descended 
from the Swan Goose, Anser Cygnoides.  
At least some African strains have had 
an infusion of other Anser genes.  The 
other breeds recognized by the APA are 
the Canadian and Egyptian.  

The Canadian is a member of the 
Brant group, and while they can cross 
with Anser geese, the offspring are usu-
ally sterile.  Nevertheless, when geese 
were a typical item on the American 
menu, the crosses were considered gour-
met items.  

Until the practice was outlawed in the 
1920’s, Canadas and their crosses were 
also used as living decoys to lure wild 
geese to hunters.  

The Egyptian, which is goose-like 
in many ways, but actually a shell duck, 
has a long domestic history.  However, 
the domestic strains are not much more 
productive than the wild and in modern 
North America, it is kept mostly as an 
ornamental.  

Next Issue: “German Geese, the 
Old Gray Goose and Other Historic 
Types.”

rOBert a. gary

habits triggered by concerns about a diet 
high in fat.  Properly prepared, roasted on 
a rack and basted, goose does not contain 
much more fat than other fowl.Geese 
provide some famous delicacies such as 
pâté and smoked goose that are relished 
by most people who try them.  The much-
maligned fat is excellent in pastry, and 
used like butter, and as an ingredient in 
many traditional health remedies.  I must 
warn you that geese may steal your heart 
before you use them in pastry.  Despite 
a reputation for being vicious, geese 
quickly become pets and make pleas-
ant companions. Geese share parental 

duties and will strongly 
defend their young. Teas-
ing or harassing geese 
can make them mean. 

However, truly 
problem 
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Jeannette s. FergusOn

guinea FOWl Breeders assOciatiOn

Unfortunately, guinea fowl have been labeled as being 
noisy, wild and untouchable by many people in the 
past. Some purchased older guineas, brought them 

home and turned them loose as they would a chicken, only to 
have them fly away, never to be seen again. It is most often 
the same folks who have never actually raised guinea fowl 
successfully, or those who did own guineas for a brief period 
but were unaware that guinea fowl can be trained, who gave 
guineas such a reputation. Many people today still decide 
against even trying to keep guinea fowl based on hearsay and 
not actual experience. 

Too Noisy For You? 
When a young guinea first steps outside into the great 

outdoors, everything they see is new to them. So take a deep 
breath knowing that as these birds mature and become more 
familiar with their surroundings and the people and things 
around them, they will quiet down. It is during their first year 
of life that they are busy learning about who and what belongs 
on their turf, and who or what does not belong.

An option for those who want a quieter flock sooner, would 
be to keep only guinea cockerels and sell or give the young 
guinea pullets to a friend as soon as you can identify the sex 
of the bird (at about eight weeks of age). While all guineas 
do tend to sing rather loudly, the guys do not sing as often as 
the gals who tend to chatter at times for no apparent reason. 

Guinea cocks tend to sing only when they feel it necessary to 
alert us to a problem or something unusual. It is possible to 
keep an entire flock of guinea cocks. Yes, there is a pecking 
order as with other poultry breeds, but guinea cocks do not fight 
to kill each other as chicken roosters have been known to do. 
While some owners attempt to keep an equal number of hens 
to cocks, there is no guarantee that the birds will mate in pairs. 
Some guinea cocks will take on a harem of up to six guinea 
hens while others will remain without mates. So keeping only 
guinea cocks, or mostly guinea cocks, is just fine and would 
make for a quieter flock. 

Visitors to our farm who have been around guinea fowl 
in the past are constantly asking me why our own flock is so 
quiet. The answer is simple. My flock consists of older guinea 
fowl. I maintain a certain number of guineas to control the bugs 
and insects and ticks on our property and do not hatch keets 
to increase our own flock size every year. Unless my daughter 
hatches a few keets to raise for a 4-H project, keets new to our 
flock are ordered from an NPIP certified hatchery outside of my 
own state every three to four years to bring in new bloodlines. 
Meanwhile, we enjoy hatching eggs for others and being able to 
care for those keets until they are picked up by the new owners 
(usually the same day or within a few days).

Housing Is The First Step To Keeping
Guinea Fowl Successfully

Housing should be constructed prior to getting hatching 
eggs, keets or older guineas. In all cases, proper housing should 
be provided for these beautiful birds from Africa. Providing 
a dry and draft-free, predator-proof henhouse, shed or barn is 
important. A responsible owner will provide a comfortable 
place for their flock to survive hazardous weather, winter 
storms, deep snows and frostbite. Guinea fowl should be trained 
to roost inside that house every night, year around. The inside 

GFBA Member Dana Manchester with three of his three-week-
old guinea keets.

GFBA member Karen Tetrault with two of her tame guineas.

GUINEA FOWL
Another Look At
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of their house should offer a roosting bar 
as well as fresh, clean (unfrozen) water 
and nutritional food that is available 24/7. 
These things will also encourage guinea 
fowl to return throughout the day as well 
as to return to roost inside each night be-
fore dusk. Guineas will not enter a dark 
house, so providing a dim nightlight is a 
big plus.  Closing the little bird door to 
their house each evening is necessary to 
keep them in and predators out while they 
roost safely indoors overnight. Guineas 
that roost inside predator-proof housing 
not only live longer, but are also quieter 
than those who roost in trees and have 
all night long, talkative slumber parties 
under the light of the moon. 

Many Good Reasons For
Keeping Guinea Fowl 

Some keep guineas for their eggs 
or meat, or feathers for crafts. Others 
keep guinea fowl because they are very 

entertaining or just because they are 
“something different.” While most keep 
guineas for their gardening qualities such 
as weed seed and insect control, and to 
control ticks so as to keep our families, 
friends and other pets safe, or to work as 
soldiers on the property by alerting the 
owners and other livestock and poultry 
about intruders, there are a few of us 
who take it a step further and accept the 
challenge to hand-tame this otherwise 
rather wild, “do not touch me” poultry 
breed.  While taming a guinea is not at 
all necessary to be a successful guinea 
keeper, some do keep guinea fowl as pets 
– even as house pets, and enjoy handling 
and petting them just as they would the 
family dog or cat.

An Awesome Challenge
If you would like to take on this 

challenge, it is best to start with day-old 
keets. Handling them often is necessary 
to tame a guinea. Allowing the keets to 
become very familiar with your hand, 
arm, and person is important. The care-
taker can handle all or select one or two 
keets to tame.

Guinea Droppings You Ask? 
For some reason, guineas do seem to 

control this better than one might think 
when they are tamed and not such the 
nervous type… but to carry a tissue or 
to dress the guinea in a chicken diaper 
(offered on the Internet by various com-
panies) is an option. 

Even if you prefer not to hand-tame 
your guinea fowl, if you are calm around 
them and offer a treat, they will come 
right up to you for it, even with their “Yes, 
I want some of that treat, but don’t you 
dare try to touch me” attitude. 

In each case, the birds pictured in this 
article do live regular lives on free range 
by day and are safely housed by night, 
with the addition of making a few daily 
pit stops to go into the homes of their 
owners for visits.

GFBA will encourage and educate 
people as to the benefits in raising guinea 
fowl and provide information and support 
to those who own or plan to own them.

Jeannette Ferguson is author of 
the book Gardening with Guineas and 
President of the Guinea Fowl Breeders 

Association. For details about training 
and raising guinea fowl from egg through 
adult, you can get your own copy of the 
book Gardening with Guineas: A Step 
by Step Guide to Raising Guinea Fowl 
on a Small Scale through the bookstore 
on page 40.

For details about the Guinea Fowl 
Breeders Association, please visit the 
GFBA website at www.gfba.org or see 
their ad on page 10.

GFBA member Sally Gervin with her 
chickens and guineas.

Connie Testani is one of many GFBA 
members who has been successful at both 
training and taming her guinea fowl. 
Connie takes it further than most, and 
tames every keet she hatches. Following 
the guidelines in the book Gardening with 
Guineas, after six weeks in a brooder 
followed by six weeks in a holding pen 
inside the adult guinea house, her guineas 
are permitted to go outdoors to free range 
for bugs, ticks and weed seeds, and they 
do return home to roost safely inside their 
guinea shelter each night. 

These guineas know their way around 
inside the home of GFBA member Phyllis 
Bender.

A house guinea tamed by Mike & Calli 
Kellett.
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neW PrOducts: 

I know that some readers find a re-
view of a product nothing more than a 
blatant sales ad but I believe when you 
find a good product, with good ideas for 
the readers, they deserve to be told about 
it. I know a lot of our readers live in the 
city or have or want only a few birds. I 
thought this eglu would meet those needs 
perfectly. 

If you know of a product that makes 
your poultry-raising life easier or better, 
send it to us at Backyard Poultry, Attn: 
Editor, 145 Industrial Dr., Medford, WI 
54451 or e-mail byp@tds.net. — Ed

The idea of a small flock of happy 
hens in the backyard, producing 
eggs and entertainment for the 

whole family is really gaining momen-
tum, especially in suburban and urban 
areas. This has been driven largely by 
the organic food movement which has 
highlighted the benefits of less intensive 
farming on the land and better welfare 

standards for animals as well as people’s 
desire to eat more healthily. Of course 
once someone starts buying organic eggs 
from the local store the natural progres-
sion is for them to keep the hens them-
selves!

It’s not uncommon now to find a CEO  
in Chicago unwinding after a hard dayʼs 
work by watching his hens, or discern-
ing dinner party guests in San Diego 
proudly taking a box of home-produced 

eggs rather than the traditional bottle of 
wine as a gift for their hosts. Children 
are even leaving the computer game 
console turned off and instead inviting 
their school friends round to see their 
exotic new pets. 

So if you have been thinking about 
keeping a couple of chickens for a while 
but just didn’t know where to start, or you 
have a small flock of faithful hens you 
would like to reward with a new house 
then Omlet can help. Omlet is dedicated 
to providing people with everything they 
need to keep chickens, and aims to make 
this fascinating hobby accessible and 
fun. 

Making it Easy to Keep Chickens
The eglu is manufactured in the 

U.S. and comes delivered complete 
with a predator-resistant run, food and 
water containers, egg boxes and a useful 
guide—in fact Omlet will even supply 
you with the chickens. 

It took 18 months and more than a 
dozen prototypes to perfect the function 
of the eglu. The specification of the de-
sign was that it should be easy to clean, 
secure against predators, comfortable 
for four medium-sized chickens or up to 
six bantams and could be used all year 
round. 

The eglu is molded from medium 
density polyethylene, a food grade plastic 
that is extremely durable. Each part is 
made using a special twin walled con-
struction that gives it excellent natural in-
sulation properties. This together with the 
draft-free ventilation keeps your chickens 
warm in winter and cool in summer.

Easy Cleaning & Care 
Through its neat design the eglu also 

makes light work of the chores leaving 

Omlet’s Eglu Provides
Small Flock Keepers With

Everything They Need

Including the Chickens!

The Eglu by Omlet comes complete with poultry run, food and water containers, egg 
boxes and a guide—in fact Omlet will even supply you with the chickens.
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you more time to enjoy these wonder-
ful pets. Underneath the perching bars 
a plastic tray collects all the chicken’s 
droppings. This tray can be simply pulled 
out and wiped clean. For a more thorough 
clean the eglu’s lid can be removed, giv-
ing full access to the inside of the coop. 
It’s a very hygienic house because all the 
surfaces are smooth molded plastic and 
they don’t absorb moisture. You simply 
hose down and wipe clean—a bit like 
your bathroom! 

The nesting box inside the eglu pro-
vides the hens with a comfortable place to 
lay their eggs and it can be conveniently 
accessed using the eggport—a door in the 
side of the lid. The eggport can also be 
used to handle the chickens, a function 
which many people have found useful 
when getting their new hens used to hu-
man contact. 

Predator Protection
Every chicken owner worries about 

the safety of their flock and although 
there are likely to be fewer predators in 
urban environments compared to out in 
the country, it’s reassuring to know that 
the hens are safe even if it’s just from 
the neighbor’s overly friendly dog. To 
this end the eglu comes complete with 
its own secure run. The run is made 
from extremely tough 10-gauge steel 

weldmesh and its unique tunnel-proof 
skirt will resist animals trying to dig in. 
The run is just over nine feet long and 
five feet wide and has a door at the end 
which opens to let your chickens out to 
free range. It can also be used for access 

The eglu has a pull out tray to empty the 
bird droppings and a convenient door to 
collect eggs. 
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to the feed and water containers which 
hang on the run.

For more information on the eglu, 
visit Omlet’s website at www.omlet.us 
or call 866-653-8872 or see their ad on 
page 48.
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How do you wash an egg without 
eliminating the natural barrier to keep 
germs out? The woman with the high 
Omega-3 eggs mentions doing this but 
how? Thanks from a newbie.—Louise 
via E-mail

lisa Jansen matheWs

FarOutFarmer@hOtmail.cOm

As they open the door the aroma 
embraces them. Their heads tilt 
back slightly, they take a deep 

breath and I hear, “Ah, I knew you still 
loved me,” or “It’s great to be home.” 
That is what my husband says. The kids 

throw open their arms and dispense a hug 
while inspecting the kitchen to see if it is 
ready. What can inspire such feelings of 
warmth on a chilly evening? Baking egg 
custard can inspire, warming the heart 
and tummy or aid in healing the sick. 
Before we get to the custard let’s start 
with the eggs.

A Clean Egg Is a Safe Egg
Many new small-flock owners be-

come so wrapped up in raising and 
protecting healthy laying hens that they 
don’t think about egg handling until the 
first eggs are in their kitchen. The goal 
of egg handling is providing safety while 
preserving freshness. At the center of the 

goal and the egg handling process is the 
natural coating on an egg. The protective 
coating on the outside of a chicken egg 
is called the cuticle. It is undetectable to 
the eye. (On a duck egg it is called bloom 
and can be seen as a waxy coating.) The 
cuticle is a water soluble, proteinous 
barrier. It fills the thousands of micro-
scopic pores in the egg’s shell. Without 
the cuticle the pores are open to bacteria. 
Without the cuticle the egg white will 
begin to evaporate. Given this definition, 
the answer to safe and fresh egg handling 
seems simple: protect the cuticle and it 
will protect you.

Eggs can be cleaned with fine grit 
sandpaper or a brush. Water is not always 
necessary. Most manure can be removed 
by this method. However, avoiding soil-
age altogether is a better start. Keep nest 
boxes clean. I prefer stainless steel nest 
boxes with removable plastic bottoms. 
They are easier to clean than wooden 
boxes. Remove manure from the nest 
boxes when the henhouse is opened in 
the early morning to reduce the need 
for cleaning eggs. Use a nesting mate-
rial that lends to easy manure removal. 
I found pine shavings easier than straw. 
All I need is a gloved hand and small 
bucket for daily manure removal. I also 
recommend raking the top of floor litter. 
Clean chicken feet preserve a clean nest. 
I tried a welcome mat and wipe-your-feet 
sign but it didn’t work! Furthermore, do 
not overpopulate your henhouse or nest 
boxes. My eighty square foot henhouse 
facilitates 26 hens when floor litter is 
maintained weekly.  I provide at least one 
nest box for every four hens. 

No matter how clean you keep the 

Safe & Fresh Eggs

From the Nest Box to

the Custard Cup

A whole pumpkin can be quickly chopped with an ax and fed to chickens. Pumpkin 
encourages  dark yolks.

A clean nest yields clean eggs.
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coop, some eggs will get soiled. Small 
amounts of manure can be removed with 
a paper towel when it is still moist. If 
dry, it is time for the sandpaper. Gently 
sand the manure away. When I produced 
eggs for market I wore a dust mask while 
sanding away manure. Now you have a 
reasonably clean egg with the protective 
cuticle intact. This egg will stay safe and 
fresh for weeks.

But what about the rainy day when 
you’ve promised to bake and the eggs are 
a mess? Small flock owners may wish to 
salvage eggs that would be deemed too 
soiled for such purposes as marketing. 
Now you are left with no choice but 
washing. During my studies of Nutrition 
Science my professors emphasized sani-
tation. Sanitation is achieved by chemical 
and thermal means. A 1% bleach solution 
is recommended for washing eggs. Water 
temperature should be between 110 and 
115 degrees. After which eggs are to 
be stored in a refrigerator at around 40 
degrees. These eggs should be used right 
away, within 24 hours. They are missing 
the cuticle and are open to bacteria. If you 
must keep them longer you can coat them 
with a fine layer of cooking oil. Now that 
you have a safe and fresh supply of eggs 
let’s bake!

Warming With Eggs
When I set up my first kitchen in 

the 70s, I had to pick out a cookbook. 
I wanted a comprehensive cookbook 
upon which to develop my own style as 
a cook. I chose a classic Betty Crocker. 
Why Betty Crocker? My mother used 
one and it came free with a box of 
detergent. The pages contained a basic 
custard recipe. I used it for years but it 
really bloomed when I started using my 
own fresh eggs. I use only chicken eggs, 
duck eggs require an ingredient adjust-
ment I never learned. My feathered 
ladies do a great portion of the work and 
I get all the credit!

Custard can be served warm or cold. 
It is thick and creamy. It is gentle to the 
mouth and stomach. On a frosty day, 
fresh out of the oven it thaws the entire 
body from the stomach out. I like to bake 
it in the morning on those winter days 
when the men-folk have a long task in 
the cold. Even if you need to serve cold 
cuts for lunch, the steaming custard will 

ready them to go out and finish the proj-
ect. If you have to serve outside you can 
make the custard in oven safe mugs for 
easy handling.

Egg custard is versatile. It’s not just 
for lunch. Pop a batch of custard in a 
piecrust and you have dessert. Don’t 
limit yourself—try it in a standard 
crust; then get fancy with a graham 
cracker crust. To bring out the festive 
autumn appeal in your custard feed your 
chickens marigold petals, carrot peels, 
or pumpkin to darken the yolks. The 
custard will present with a golden glow. 
You can also vary the amount of nutmeg 
on the top. My husband goes for heavy 
nutmeg. The freshly ground nutmeg has 
a much richer flavor than the regular 
already ground kind.

If you ask me, custard can raise the 
dead. I made up a double batch of custard 
before my wisdom teeth were removed 
and before I had my tonsils removed. 
(I had my tonsils removed at age 40.) 
I am a small woman and I lose weight 
easily during illness. Custard contains a 
perfect, complete protein: eggs. All the 
amino acids are present in egg protein. 
I feel for folks who are allergic to eggs. 
I have found no other complete protein 
as easy to consume and digest. Made 
with your own safe and fresh eggs, what 
can be healthier? On both of these occa-

Treat your family to custard made with your own eggs.

sions I consumed the custard cold. The 
chill helped with the discomfort. Since 
these experiences I have taken custard to 
friends and family after tooth extraction 
and surgery.

No matter if you are warming hands 
on a cold day with a warm cup of custard, 
serving it as a holiday dessert or taking it 
to a healing friend, I guarantee you will 
warm the hearts of all who partake. You 
can no longer think of custard as just an 
old fashioned dessert. Custard is the way 
to warm with eggs!

Best Baked Custard
(Betty Crocker’s Cookbook

Twenty-ninth Printing 1977, page 184)
3 eggs slightly beaten
1/3 cup sugar
Dash salt
1 teaspoon vanilla
2-1/2 cups milk, scalded
Nutmeg

Heat oven at 350 degrees. Mix fresh 
eggs, sugar, salt and vanilla. (I find real 
vanilla makes a richer custard.) Gradually 
stir in scalded milk. Pour into six 6-ounce 
custard cups. Sprinkle with nutmeg. Place 
cups in a baking pan, 13" x 9" x 2"; and 
pour very hot water into the pan to within 
1/2" of tops of baking cups.

Bake 45 minutes. Makes six serv-
ings.
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BOOk revieW: 

The Farmstead
Egg Cookbook

The Farmstead Egg Cookbook, by 
Terry Golson; 124 pp; illus; hardcover; 
St. Martin’s Press, NY NY; $16.95. 

revieWed By Jd Belanger

editOr emeritus

This is not just another egg cook-
book. This one stresses farmstead 
eggs. It was written by a pro-

fessional chef and cooking instructor 
who also happens to have 13 hens in 
her backyard. In other words, she is 
well aware of the differences between 
factory farm eggs and farmstead eggs. 
Not just the infamous pale yolks, runny 
whites and insipid flavor of the caged 
hen egg compared with a farmstead egg, 
but differences that affect cooking. For 
example, while the USDA regulates the 
sizes of commercial eggs so the con-
sumer gets a uniform dozen, the typical 
farmstead produces eggs of all sizes. 
A small (1-1/2 oz.) egg will obviously 
affect many recipes differently than a 
medium, large, X-large or jumbo (2-1/2 
oz.) egg. A recipe calling for four large 
eggs might, on the farmstead, require six 
bantam eggs, or maybe two from Ginger 
and one from Eleanor.

With some recipes the cook should 

also be aware that small eggs have a 
much larger proportion of yolk than large 
eggs do.

These kinds of factoids, along with 
personal poultry experiences, make this 
book educational and interesting as well 
as unusual, Also unusual is the mix of 
excellent photographs—a peach lemon 
chiffon pie followed by a lad gathering 
eggs, or a yummy-looking soft cooked 
egg in a nice eggcup not far from some 
foraging Rhode Island Reds and Barred 
Rocks.

Still, the stars of this show are the 
recipes, which hew to the essence of 
farmstead cooking—a few simple in-
gredients of excellent quality prepared 
with care but not fuss. They are divided 
into sections: Morning Eggs, Brunch 
and Noontime Eggs, Evening Eggs, and 
Dessert Eggs. And if that isn’t enough 
to convince anyone that eggs aren’t just 
for breakfast, look at the section called 
Anytime Egg Snacks.

The more than five dozen recipes all 
appear to be relatively simple and quick 
but delicious. Even though some have 
a touch of elegance, it’s a down-home, 
peasant gourmet kind of elegance. (No 
pancetta? Use slab bacon. No queso 
fresco? Try feta.)

Even chicken lovers who don’t cook 
might enjoy this book. But if you have 
more eggs than ways of using them, this 
cookbook certainly deserves a place on 
your shelf.

However, if you’re someone who en-
joys cooking and good food; likes people 
who raise chickens; and can’t resist a 
professional chef and teacher who sees 
nothing wrong with eating eggs every 
day, admits to (gasp) eating raw eggs (as 
in raw cookie dough) and who suggests 
you use the whole tablespoon of real 
butter in those scrambled eggs, order a 
copy right now! 

The Farmstead Egg Cookbook is 
available from the Backyard Poultry 
Bookstore, see page 40.

Pickled Beets and Eggs

(from The Farmstead Egg
Cookbook, page 15)

Eggs don’t get any prettier than this. 
The whites absorb the beet juice and 

turn purple, and yet the yolks remain 
bright yellow. Not only are these beauti-
ful, but they taste great too. Add pickled 
eggs to a green salad, use them in the 
Cobb Salad (included on page 43 of the 
cookbook) or serve them quartered with 
the beets as part of an antipasto plate. 

6-12 hard-cooked eggs, peeled
8 small beets, cooked, peeled, and 

quartered, or one 15-ounce can whole 
beets, drained

1-1/2 cups apple cider vinegar
1-1/2 cups water
2 teaspoons kosher salt
2 teaspoons sugar
1 teaspoon yellow mustard seeds
1/2 red onion, sliced

1. Place the eggs and beets in a glass 
container or jar with a tight-fitting lid.

2. Place the remaining ingredients in 
a small saucepan and bring to a boil for 3 
minutes. Remove from heat and let cool 
to lukewarm.

3. Pour the contents of the pot over 
the eggs and beets. Refrigerate for at least 
a day. Eat within two weeks. 

reciPe:
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to mention. There are white, yellow, 
and black skinned birds and breeds that 
lay white, brown, pastel, and chocolate 
colored eggs.

In general poultry folks are a friendly 
sort and more than willing to answer 
questions and discuss the various breeds 
and varieties. At most shows there are 
also retailers who sell everything from 
poultry feed and supplies to incubators 
to medicines to all types of poultry books 
and literature. There are also sales areas 
where exhibitors display birds for sale 
plus bird auctions carried on to offset 
the cost of the show. Basically, poultry 
shows are a fun event to visit and, if you 
aren’t careful, you may just go home with 
additions to your flock!

The APA also has a very active youth 
program that provides awards and incen-
tives for young poultry enthusiasts. This 
includes prizes and free memberships 
for exhibitors and those who participate 
in poultry showmanship. The showman-
ship contests allow youth to compete with 
those of their own age in displaying their 
poultry knowledge and ability to work 
with birds. These contests are growing 
in popularity and it is not unusual to find 
20-50 participants at any given show.

Thus the APA and poultry hobby have 
a lot to offer anyone with an interest in 
poultry. At the very least, by joining 
the club and attending shows you will 
increase your knowledge and wind up 
with many new friends willing to share 
experiences and “talk chicken.” 

If you wish to know more about 
the APA please visit our website at: 
www.amerpoultryassn.com or con-
tact our secretary, Pat Horstman, via 
telephone at (724) 729-3459 or e-mail 
secretaryapa@yahoo.com

dave andersOn

President, aPa

The American Poultry Association 
(APA) is an organization dedi-
cated to the keeping and improve-

ment of domestic fowl. This includes 
large chickens, bantam chickens, water-
fowl, turkeys and guinea fowl. The APA, 
founded in 1873, is the oldest livestock 
organization in North America. 

The primary responsibilities of the 
APA are to publish and maintain the 
American Standard of Perfection which 
describes all the breeds and varieties of 
poultry in detail, sanction poultry shows, 
license judges, and, in general, look out 
for the well-being of the poultry hobby. 
Currently there are approximately 260 
sanctioned shows held annually through-
out the United States and Canada. This 
means that, no matter where you live, 
there is probably one within a reasonable 
driving distance.

So what can the APA do for you? If 
you choose to join the organization, you 
will receive quarterly newsletters and an 
annual yearbook containing informative 
articles on the keeping and breeding of 
poultry. In addition, the poultry shows 
offer you an opportunity to visit with 
other poultry enthusiasts and have a 
chance to see, in person, the more than 
150 breeds of poultry ranging from the 
tiny Dutch bantam (20 ounces) to the 
massive Toulouse and Embden geese 
(26 pounds) or the Bronze and White 
Holland turkeys (36 pounds). There are 
sizes and shapes to interest everyone 
including naked neck fowl, rumpless 
fowl with ear tufts, Frizzles, Silkies, 
bearded and crested breeds, quackless 
ducks, and other oddities too numerous 

assOciatiOns: 

The American 
Poultry Association

What Is It?

APA sanctioned poultry shows bring out 
all kinds of birds—large and small, and 
everything in between.
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Regarding Chickens, 
Cottages & Jungle Gyms

…Poultry Deserve To
Be Pampered

erick & linda WOOds

caliFOrnia

Palaces built for precious potbelly pigs, chalets lovingly 
constructed for cherished felines, super-deluxe doghous-
es, lavish birdcages and aquariums—all for the purpose 

of spoiling the pets we love, while simultaneously fueling our 
own creativity and pleasure. Can’t the same royal treatment be 
extended to our adored poultry? To that question, we answer 
a resounding “cocka-doodle-do. Yes!” We have 18 wonderful 
chickens on our 1-acre slice of rural heaven, in Northern Cali-
fornia. In addition to supply-
ing all the essentials our hens 
require, we take great pleasure 
in observing their use of the 

five-star accommoda-
tions we have created 
for them.

Our imaginations and 
love of chickens provided the inspiration, while some basic 
building skills helped with the implementation of our dreams. 
Months before our rainbow-colored peepers arrived by mail, 
we thought it would be fun to build for them a multi-level 
coop with an Old-English Cottage look and feel. The finished 
structure (known officially as the “The Prancing Poultry”) 
includes: Tudor trim, balcony shutters, glass window, ramps 
and walkways leading to roosts and nest boxes within the cot-
tage (it is so hard to call it a coop), and even a solar-powered 
porch light. What began as a crazy idea has hatched into a 
rewarding pastime!

The following is a descriptive tour of our ongoing project, 
along with accompanying images:
-- Overall dimensions of the cottage are 8' square by 8' high 

Creators Erick & Linda Woods, along with their 13-month-old 
granddaughter, Taylor, observe the birds enjoying their home. 

Some of the fun lies in the 
details. Bottom: A close-up 
view of the front door—for 
the birds, that is. There is 
also a door for humans.

Top: A front view of The 
Prancing Poultry cottage.

Right: One of the window 
openings the birds love 
eating from.

Just FOr Fun: 
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in the center. The covered and electrified run (to keep out the 
other chicken lovers) is roughly 50' by 24'.
-- The front of the cottage includes a person-size door with a 
chicken size opening at the bottom.
-- Hanging above the main entrance (there are a few ways in 
and out of this dwelling) is a sign bearing the name of their 
home. It is loosely fashioned after a similar sign from Lord of 
the Rings fame, which we are both huge fans of.
-- Note the faux rooster near the entrance ramp, holding up 
a not-so-subtle reminder. Our hens seem to revel in a little 
gathering before bedtime, presumably to discuss the day’s 
activities.
-- The levels inside add a lot to the usable space of the cottage. 
Most of our hens roost way up high on their perches, yet a few 
find the mid-levels more to their liking.
-- Early on, the cottage served as the location for the chick brooder 
and related accoutrements. It made for a great nursery!

Adding on the Jungle Gym
Far from being enough, building “The Prancing Poultry” 

merely served to whet our appetite to add even more to our 
fledgling poultry resort. We assumed that since our ladies enjoyed 
perching high, as well as using the cottage balcony, they would 

Are they fascinated with each other, or their amazing 
surroundings?

A view of the side of The Prancing Poultry house and the Jungle 
Gym that soon followed.  

The birds get plenty of exercise and Erick and Linda get plenty 
of entertainment. 

surely fancy a series of ramps and walkways, which could be 
accessed from different locations, and allow entry into and out of 
the cottage. Another goofy idea, you say? Perhaps, but soon after 
the “Jungle Gym” (as it is now called) was finished, our chickens 
went for it big time, and they have been using it regularly ever 
since. How truly entertaining it is to watch our feathered friends 
start at the bottom and make their way up, around, and over to 
the cottage, on the opposite end from where they started. We held 
a ribbon cutting ceremony for the grand opening of the Jungle 
Gym. Those in attendance had a super time. 

It has been extremely satisfying sharing our creation with 
family and friends. The Prancing Poultry resort has hosted many 
guests of all ages. They have all given unanimous thumbs up 
for our efforts. As for the chickens themselves, well, after all, 
they are just chickens. Still, in ways that are hard to define (as 
with their frequent happy chicken noises and time spent on our 
laps), they seem to approve of their fancy digs. 

We are presently incubating future plans to add still more 
to the resort in the coming months and years. They include 
(though are certainly not limited to): A Jungle Gym mezzanine, 
a run extension with an additional 3-section coop (already 
dubbed “Egg Manor”) and run extension, cobblestone pathways 
throughout the run, more ramps, walkways, solar lights, and 
a sitting bench done in castle motif. Oh, and, of course, more 
chickens, too.

We have a large variety of breeds including Blue Anda-
lusians, Silver Penciled Hamburgs, Delawares, White Rocks, 
Black Giants, Salmon Faverolles, Birchen and Red Cochin 
bantams,  Black Silkies, Buff Orpingtons, Golden Laced Wy-
andottes, and Americaunas.

To all who currently have poultry housing, or are planning 
new construction, why not give some thought to spicing things 
up a bit? There is no telling where your ideas may lead you. 
Your poultry will love the results, and so will you!

We welcome any comments about our project, as well as 
the sharing of your own poultry constructions with us. Please 
send responses to phillcc@gmail.com.
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We all know how popular chickens 
have become. From seeing them in 
commercials for restaurants to groups 
fighting city hall so they can keep them 
in their backyard, they are everywhere. 
In this article, author Allison Adams tells 
us about the effect poultry are having 
on owner’s thinking through the eyes of 
filmmaker Christie Herring. If you have 
Internet access, take a minute (7 minutes, 
21 seconds, to be precise) to view poultry 
through another’s eye. If you don't have 
the Internet at home, visit your local 
library. And check out one of the many 
new books on poultry while you’re there. 
— Ed.

Urban Chick
Chickens in the City

A documentary by
Christie Herring

7 minutes, 21 seconds

allisOn adams

geOrgia

Our introduction to Miss Mon-
eyhenny takes place in Allison 
Kozak’s San Francisco living 

room. The divine Miss M, a fat and sassy 
reddish-gold hen, roosts on the back of 
a sofa, just behind Kozak’s shoulder, as 
Kozak tells the story of her bird’s life (she 
was purchased at a poultry market as a 
prop for a neighbor’s Survivor audition 
tape). A moment later, we see Miss Mon-
eyhenny and Kozak in the kitchen, ami-
ably sharing fresh biscotti—homemade, 
of course, with Miss Moneyhenny’s 
eggs.

And so it goes for the life of one 
chicken in the city. But Miss Money-
henny is not a single phenomenon. In 
her short documentary, Chickens in the 
City, filmmaker Christie Herring play-
fully explores the way two San Francisco 
chicken owners came to acquire their 
birds and how the experience has influ-

enced their thinking about food and food 
production.

Herring’s other subject, Shawn Han-
non, acquired two chickens and two 
ducks at first to enrich his backyard 
garden of rare fruits and vegetables with 
manure compost and pest control, but he 
also enjoys 25 eggs per week from his 
flock. She also interviews an employee 
of a local animal shelter, who affirms that 
with a chicken “network” at the ready, 
he generally has no problem placing in 
permanent homes the stray poultry that 
come through. 

Is San Francisco suddenly teeming 
with backyard flocks? Are the animals 
pets, or are they food? 

“I think it’s a new middle-class 
phenomenon,” Herring says. “The thing 
they all have in common is an interest in 
organic food and in having a connection 
to their food. This is maybe a wonderful 

response to our growing concern about 
mass production of food and factory 
farms, and problems related to that in 
damage to the earth and to ourselves.”

Herring, who produced the film 
in 2004 as a graduate student in the 
documentary film and video program of 
Stanford University, became interested 
in the topic when her sister mentioned a 
friend who had started raising chickens in 
Austin, Texas. “They had kids, and they 
wanted the kids to have organic eggs, and 
to be around chickens,” says Herring. “I 
started poking around and discovered this 
trend of having chickens in the city.

“I’m drawn to things that are a little 
out of place. Chickens are at home any-
where, but they’re also a little out of 
place, funny and unpredictable.”

Chickens in the City has been screened 
in a variety of different settings, including 
a number of environmental film festivals. 
It won the best short documentary award 
at the 2005 Toofy Film Festival.

Both Kozak and Hannon have contin-
ued to eat chicken, but they have faced 
the dark side of eating meat and made 
peace with their poultry.  Their chickens 
have forced them to take a look at the 
means of modern food production. “It 
has significantly affected the kind of 
meat products I’m willing to buy,” Kozak 
says in the film. “They have to be raised 
in humane conditions… It’s a very dif-

Just FOr Fun:
POultry taking Over 

Film Festivals

These three-day-old chicks strike a pose 
for Christie. Photo by Davina Pardo. 

Filmmaker Christie Herring feeds Miss MoneyHenny a well-deserved treat. Photo by 
Allison Kozak.
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Miss MoneyHenny watches the traffic go 
by on 18th Street from the comfort of her 
living room in San Francisco.

ferent recognition of what eating meat is 
about. It’s about killing animals. Living 
in the city, you just don’t even have to 
think about it.”

And what of Herring’s own relation-

Jay cOlvin & BOnnie cOlvin

OhiO

Our small back yard flock is an in-
teresting mix of ducks and chick-
ens. We have three original birds 

remaining of the 10 we started with.
Foghorn, our rooster, is the master 

of the yard. There are two of his origi-
nal hens and two transients from the 
neighbor’s game birds, making his flock 

of four. We also have eight Pekin ducks. 
This is not to mention the numerous dogs 
and cats my wife Bonnie has taken in and 
cared for until suitable homes could be 
found for them.

Over the last two years several of 
the neighbor’s game hens have taken 
up residence with our birds. Bonnie has 
prepared a nice house for them and in her 
own way pampers them as if they were 
house pets. The hens naturally roost in 
their house each night and she puts the 
ducks in there with them and they seem 
to like it.

In 2005 we had only three ducks: a 
male and two females. The females are 
good egg producers but just can’t get the 
hang of hatching any young. In August 
2005 one of the game hens built a nest un-
der a bush in our front yard. (She can fly 
over the fence we have built to contain the 
flock). When Bonnie discovered her there 
she was already sitting on 12 eggs.

After a month, two chicks had hatched 
but almost immediately died. She kept 
sitting on the other eggs and it seemed 
they were way past due. Our neighbor 
suggested we put some of the duck eggs 
under her to see if she would hatch them 
so we reluctantly tried it. It was very hot 
and my wife had me construct a small 
shelter for the hen. Bonnie kept feed and 
water there for the hen.

After about 30 days we saw activity in 
one egg. Bonnie took the egg and carefully 
peeled the shell a little to try to help the 
young one along. Lo and behold, a baby 

Mamma Chicken 
Recognizes the 

Voices of  “Her” 
Ducklings

Bonnie carries the ducklings that were 
hatched by a hen. 

These ducklings were hatched by a hen 
and then placed in a brooder. About 20 
days later Bonnie put them in with the 
other chickens and ducks. The babies did 
not know the mother hen but she sure 
knew them. It must have been from their 
chirps she recognized when they were still 
in the eggs.

ship to the food chain?
“I actually became a vegetarian 

while making the film, especially while 
filming the little baby chicks,” she says. 
“Everything changed while I was film-
ing them.”

To see the film:
The film is currently available 

for viewing online at the website for 
KQED’s “Truly CA Online,” at http://
www.kqed.org/arts/truly/shorts/episode.
jsp?id=6220

On December 4, however, the PBS 
program Independent Lens will launch its 
Online Shorts Festival, which will include 
the film at http://www.pbs.org/indepen-
dentlens/insideindies/shortsfest/

duck soon appeared all wet and wobbly. 
Bonnie put it in a small cardboard box she 
had prepared with a small stuffed baby 
duck. For the next few hours the baby 
struggled and it quickly became insepa-
rable from the little stuffed duck. Soon it 
was joined, over the next several hours, 
by five other siblings and soon they were 
all climbing over one another.

One egg didn’t hatch and one of the 
babies died. But this is not the end of 
the story.

About 20 days later Bonnie put them 
in with the other chickens and ducks, in 
a specially prepared area. The babies did 
not know their mother but she sure knew 
them. It must have been from their chirps 
she recognized when they were still in 
the eggs.

When the ducklings made the slight-
est alarmed sounds the mother chicken 
would come running to chase away 
anyone nearby. She would even chase 
away the very large rooster we have. She 
was very protective. One time Bonnie 
was cleaning out the duck area and the 
mother chicken attacked her leg because 
her babies were making noise. She was 
a good and attentive parent. 

Sadly, one day the mother chicken 
was nowhere to be found and we sus-
pected a hawk that frequents the area got 
her as my wife found a pile of her feathers 
and some bones.

That was the summer of 2005 and we 
still have five of the six babies that were 
hatched by the chicken.
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New York
HIDDEN ACRES, Jessica, Sullivan County, NY. 
<www.myminifarm.com> <sales@myminifarm.
com> Serama, Silkied Serama & Booted 
Serama.

Iowa
WELP HATCHERY. Specializing in Cornish 
Rock Broilers. Also offering Baby Chicks, Duck-
lings, Goslings, Bantams, Exotics, Turkeys, 
Guineas, Pheasants. Free Catalog. MC/Visa/
Discover. 800-458-4473. Box 77, Bancroft, Iowa 
50517. <www.welphatchery.com> 

Massachusetts
GOLDEN EGG FARM, Kate Morreale, 
PO Box 280, Hardwick, MA  01302. 413-
477-8872. <www.goldeneggfarm.com> 
<cmorreale@goldeneggfarm.com> Chicken 
pottery, hatching eggs, Bearded Silkies, Ban-
tams, Indian Runner ducks, Aylesbury ducks.

Iowa
WINTERS GUINEA FARM, Ralph Winter, 
21363 White Pine Ln., New Vienna, IA 52065. 
563-853-4195. <www.guineafarm.com> 
<rwinter@guineafarm.com> Guinea fowl, 
Pea fowl.

Arizona
STEWART’S PETRIFIED WOODS/OSTRICH 
FARM, Charles Stewart, PO Box 68, Holbrook, 
AZ 86025. 800-414-8533. <www.petrifiedwood.
com> <cstewa24@frontiernet.net>

Oregon
GEMSTONE SEBRIGHTS, Jennifer Scheidt, 
86663 North Bank Lane, Coquille, OR 97423. 
541-347-4567. <sebright999@yahoo.com> 
<http://community.webshots.com/user/gem-
stonesebrights>

DOMINIQUE CLUB OF AMERICA, Tracy 
Allen, sec/treas., 113 Ash Swamp Rd., 
Scarborough, ME 04074-8963. 207-885-
5167. <domchickens@gwi.net> <www.domi-
niquechickens.org>

Minnesota
HAWK’S VALLEY FARM, Joanne Griffin, 
18005 Truman Dr., Spring Grove, MN 55974. 
507-498-5108. <hvfarm@springgrove.coop> 
<www.hawksvalleyfarm-hatchery.com>

Minnesota
OAKWOOD GAME FARM, INC., Jim Meyer, 
PO Box 274, Princeton, MN 55371. 800-328-
6647. <oakwoodgamefarm@earthlink.net> 
<oakwoodgamefarm.com> We sell day-old 
pheasants and Chukar partridge and eggs. 
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Backyard 
Poultry

Advertise in the Backyard 
Poultry Breeder’s Directory for 
less than $4.50 a month. Your 
ad will be seen by the 30,000 
poultry enthusiasts who read 
every issue.  Fill out the order 
form to the left and 
return it today!

Breeder’s Directory

Associations

Bourbons

Game Birds
Sebrights

Ostriches

Guineas Seramas

Various

Considering a new breed, new blood or entirely new variety?
Take a look at what these quality breeders have to offer!

Classification/Breed:___________________________________________ 

Your Farm Name:_____________________________________________

Your Name:__________________________________________________

Address:_____________________________________________________

City, State, Zip:_______________________________________________

Phone Number:_______________________________________________

Email/Website:_______________________________________________ 

Additional Words:_____________________________________________ 

One Year Directory Listing (6 issues):   $     50.00      
Additional Words $1.50 each:                $                    
Total amount enclosed:                           $                    

  Backyard Poultry
145 Industrial Drive, Medford, WI 54451
Phone: 800-551-5691 FAX 715-785-7414

email: csyclassifieds@tds.net

Mail this form along with your payment to:

Breeder’s Directory Order Form
Have birds for sale?
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