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A Buff Silkie hen, Lilly, 
poses for the camera. Photo 
by Dawn Kopp, Dryden, 
Michigan. Dawn has shared 
many wonderful photos with 
us and we have used them in  
several issues to date. This is 
the first time one of Dawn’s 
photos has been chosen 
for  the cover, but don’t be 
surprised to see more in the 
future.  See page  24 for photo 
contest details.

Dennis Harrison-Noonan entertains readers with 
a tour of  seven Mad-City Chickens poultry coops, 
(Page 46) and Jd Belanger reviews  a new book by 

Storey Publishing, Chicken Coops (Page 50).  

Harvey Ussery and Lisa 
Mathews offer unique feed-

ing options for the home-
stead flock. Pages 55 & 61. 
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By elaine Belanger

FrOm the editOr: 

Something For 
Everyone

In the August/September, 2006 issue 
of Backyard Poultry, we covered the 
topics of culling and butchering. This 

is a sensitive but necessary part of keep-
ing poultry. These topics, like every other 
topic, may—or may not—be of interest 
to every reader. The joy of reading a 
magazine is that if you don’t want to read 
the article, you can turn the page and go 
on to those you do want to read. 

The most vexing letter we received 
was from a horrified mother who feared 
her four-year-old child would see the 
process of butchering and culling. We 
feel children should learn to respect basic 
animal husbandry, (not to mention  under-
standing where their food comes from). 

Everything children are exposed 
to—be it from tv, peers, schools, maga-
zines, etc.—should be monitored by the 
parent, not the author of an article, or the 
editor of a magazine. 

There are two basic types of poultry 
keepers: those who raise them as a food 
source to support the family and those 
who regard their birds as pets. Which-
ever you are, you are invited to read and 
enjoy Backyard Poultry. We welcome 
and value your opinion, stories, photos, 
etc. and strive to provide useful and 
enjoyable information for all. For that 
to work, we must learn to respect every 
poultry keeper’s right to raise birds as 
they choose—their way. 

Helpful Hints
You will notice a new feature begin-

ning with this issue entitled “Helpful 
Hints.” A special thanks to Martha King 
from Massachusetts for getting this 
section started. She writes, “I am writ-
ing to suggest that you include in your 
magazine a feature like ‘Tips From Our 
Readers.’  I’m sure there are many small-
flock poultry owners with smart, handy or 
thrifty ideas they’ve come up with over 
the years. I believe readers would enjoy 
contributing something to the magazine 
as well as getting something from it. 

As a possible submission, I would 
like to contribute an idea on fencing poul-
try runs...” Please see Martha’s helpful 
hint on page 12, as well as several other 
great ideas sent by readers. 

Now it’s your turn. Do you have a 
great tip, trick or tool to share with oth-
ers? Send your ideas to Backyard Poultry, 
145 Industrial Dr., Medford, WI 54451 
or e-mail to byp@tds.net. As always, we 
continue to invite all your other commu-
nications as well. 

Wishing you all a spooky Halloween 
and a happy Thanksgiving. 

Photo by Cheri Skipp,  Littleton, 
Colorado. She says, “We have a small 

business and use our chickens to create 
a fun chicken calendar.” If you would 

like information about ordering a 2007 
calendar, contact Cheri via e-mail at 

WeRChicken@aol.com.

• Save money 

• Enjoy gardening, nature                    
   and the outdoors 

• Raise chickens, rabbits,    
   cows, goats, pigs, and more 

• Make better use of your   
   time 
• Become more self-reliant     
   and secure

Mail to: 
Countryside 

145 Industrial Dr.
Medford, WI 54451

1-800-551-5691
www.countrysidemag.com

$18 for 1 year (6 issues)
If Countryside doesn’t save you money and 
enrich your life, just tell us and we’ll refund 

every cent you paid!

Name

Address

City     

State      Zip

With each issue of 
Countryside 

you’ll learn how to:

Subscribe Today!

& Small Stock Journal

Credit cards accepted

Discover a better 
way of life... right in 
your own back yard!
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letters: Do you have something to crow about?
We want to hear from you.  Send questions, comments, 

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

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

Liberty Ark Coalition Fights NAIS
I read with interest Mr. Griffith’s 

article on the National Animal Identi-
fication System (“NAIS”), titled “Feds 
Eyeing Your Flocks & Fields!” in the 
August/September, 2006 issue. He did a 
very good job pointing out many of the 
problems with the concept of NAIS, and 
with how it has been brought into being.

There are a few things worth adding–
or emphasizing with more force. There is 
no statutory basis for the NAIS. USDA 
claims it has statutory authority, but that 
authority could best be characterized as 
flimsy on a good day for the USDA. The 
numerous proposed statutes to establish 
an animal identification system certainly 
put the lie to USDA’s claim that they 
already have a statute.

This is not a “done deal” that we 
must figure out how to live with. It 
can be stopped. Liberty Ark Coalition, 
a national coalition of people united to 
fight the NAIS, was formed in March, 
2006. We have a number of organiza-
tional supporters, among them NON-
AIS, one of the best known websites 
about NAIS. We were deeply involved 
with the attempt of Ron Paul, U.S. Rep. 
from Texas, to terminate funding for 
the NAIS under the Agriculture Ap-
propriations bill this year. While that 
did not succeed, we did raise awareness 
about the NAIS and numerous staffers 
for U.S. representatives were inquiring 
about the NAIS and why they were re-
ceiving calls from constituents on Mr. 
Paul’s amendment. We made noise, and 
the noise was heard. The more people 
that stand up on this issue, the more 
we will be heard. We are distributing 
a paper petition, and urging people to 
sign up on the web as supporters of 
the cause.

The NAIS is being implemented on 
a federal and state level. Liberty Ark 

has state teams that people can join. We 
strongly support writing letters to state 
and U.S. representatives and senators. 
We encourage those letters to instruct that 
NAIS be terminated—completely.

Now is the time to be heard. This can 
be fought, and we can win. You can join 
us at www.libertyark.net. Sign up as a 
supporter, and also visit the state analysis 
for your state, to find out what’s new. 
You will also find letters to legislators, a 
hardcopy petition against the NAIS, and 
a flier under our Citizen Action Tools. 
We can also be reached at P.O. Box 191, 
Hollow Rock, TN, 38324. 

Karin Bergener, Esq.
Founding Member

Steering Committee
Liberty Ark Coalition

www.libertyark.net

Sneaky Way to Get Our Names?
Yesterday the mail brought a postcard 

from the USDA APHIS offering free 
information on biosecurity and poultry. 
From the way it’s addressed, it looks like 
they got our address from our federal 
farm income tax return. To get this free 
info, all we have to do is fill out and 
return the card, or visit their website and 
fill out a handy form. It looks to me like 
a sneaky way to “register” poultry farms. 
As long as NAIS is pending, I won’t sign 
up for anything.

Name Withheld by Request 

Bird Shipping Postal Update
As many of you may know, this past 

spring has been very difficult for many 
hatcheries to ship their birds throughout 
the nation. Oftentimes the Post Office 
refused to accept birds for certain des-
tinations as undeliverable or shipping 
was delayed and birds did not arrive in 
as good of condition as they should have. 
Fortunately there has been a tremendous 

amount of change recently concerning 
the ability of the Post Office to carry 
live animals. Some areas of the United  
States are extremely difficult to reach 
with lives as airlines that carry lives do 
not fly there or the planes on that route 
are not designed to carry live animals 
(lives). The hope is that by spring, a much 
better network will be in place. 

The USPS contracts with commercial 
airlines to carry the mail from airport 
to airport as they do not have their own 
airplanes. Therefore they are completely 
dependent on the airlines to carry the 
mail long distances. Prior to July 1, we 
could not ship to about 35% of the na-
tion, including entire states such as Mon-
tana, both Dakotas, Louisiana, Alaska 
and Alabama. A very small number of 
other hatcheries, because of their location 
could reach virtually the entire nation.

Bad News: Delta and United Airlines 
stopped carrying any mail on July 1, 2006. 
Kitty Hawk began carrying mail for the 
USPS in October, 2005. They will not be 
renewing their contract and will not be 
carrying the mail after October 1, 2006. 
The contract with Northwest, which has 
been taking lives from Minneapolis and 
Detroit will not be renewed.

Good News: Several smaller national 
and regional airlines began carrying the 
mail in July including US Airways, ATA, 
Jet Blue, Sun Country and Midwest 
Air. These are in addition to American 
and Continental who continue to carry 
throughout the nation. 

•UPS: UPS recently signed an agree-
ment to carry the mail, including lives. 
This is being implemented in stages but is 
to be complete by September 15, 2006. 

•FedEx: Up to this point, FedEx is 
the only carrier of mail that has refused 
to carry lives for the Post Office though 
legislation and the USPS said they must. 
However FedEx has signed a new con-
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tract with the USPS and will be carrying 
lives starting October 1, 2006. As with 
UPS, they will not be delivering to your 
door, but rather will be flying the mail on 
their planes from airport to airport. The 
USPS will continue to get the birds to the 
airport and take them from the airport to 
your Post Office. 

One last critical step is the passage 
of Senate Bill 2395. Senator Grassley of 
Iowa, who has been a critical supporter 
of our industry in the past, has come to 
our assistance again with the introduction 
of this bill. If this legislation is passed 
and implemented and these new airlines, 
including UPS and FedEx, are fully avail-
able to the USPS, I anticipate that next 
year will be much better for shipping 
day-old poultry throughout the nation. 
With these changes you should be able 
to purchase from the hatcheries you want 
and have your birds delivered within the 
proper period of time. 

For more detailed information, please 
visit the Bird Shippers of America web-
site at www.birdshippers.org. 

At some point in the near future 
we will need your help. Only by your 
contacting your representatives will 
they understand the importance of this 
legislation to you. When that time comes, 
we will put a notice with instructions on 
the website.

John Metzer, Metzer Farms
Director, Bird Shippers of America

Retiree Shares Housing Hints
I’m from Maryland where I lived all 

my life, and am now in my third year of 
retirement. I saved all my life to buy a 
little place for our four horses. One thing 
led to another, and now we own a 14-acre 
mini farm in Virginia. 

I sent for catalogs last year to buy 
some chicks and got a few ideas from 
them.

We turned an old tack shed into a 
coop. The first thing we did was to ce-
ment a 5" flooring over the dirt. I made a 
couple windows (and put a fan in one of 
them), then built perches for the chickens. 
I decided I needed a shelf to store things, 
but as the chicks grew up they took this 
shelf over and would roost there. They 
must have felt safe there. So I built more 
shelves and as I did the chickens would 
take these over also. 

I now have shelves all around the 
inside of the coop about 20" from the 
ceiling, and most of the chickens will 
roost there at day’s end. 

Some use the perch, and under this, 
I place a large piece of cardboard, that I 
clean every day. I also clean the shelves 
each morning when I feed the chickens. 
Most of the droppings are on these 
shelves, except down the center on the 
floor, which I also clean every day. 

My chickens also have clean, fresh 
water in the coop and chicken yard every-
day.  The yard is 12' x 20', enclosed with 
a 7' fence of 1" chicken wire. Around the 
top runs an electric wire. I’ve also run a 
nylon cord back and forth from one end 
of the top to the other, and crossed back 
and forth about 18" apart. From this 
net-type layout, I tied strips of plastic 
(orange) tape streamers every foot or so. 
These streamers will flutter in the slight-
est breeze and will startle any hawk or 
wild animal that tries to get in. No animal 
except a large black snake has ever been 
in the yard.

Also this yard has a couple bales 
of wood shavings on the earth. These 

Carl tied steamers across the top of his coop to keep flying predators away.

Carl originally built shelves for storage in 
his coops but the birds have taken them 
over for roosting.

shavings are cleaned up about once a 
month and new shavings put down. As 
I leave the coop each morning I clean 
up any droppings from the previous 
day from the yard. Also the chickens 
will mix the shavings as they scratch 
around all day. 

I started with 25 week-old chicks, 
and didn’t lose any. All were hens that 
grew into layers. I lost one layer and had 
to put down a runt that had a bad leg. I 
get 18-20 eggs a day and the neighbors 
buy up the excess for $1 a dozen. So far 
I haven’t had any sickness of any kind. I 
contribute this to a clean coop and proper 
food. Also the type of breed (Bar-Rocks) 
plays an important part. I now subscribe 
to Backyard Poultry where there is plenty 
of ideas and advice.

Carl & Betty, Virginia

Powdered Sulfur Keeps
Snakes Away 

In response to Anna who was hav-
ing snake problems in her poultry house  
(Aug./Sept., 2006; page 31): In eastern 
North Carolina we are knee deep in 
snakes during certain times of the year 
and I use powdered sulfur to keep the 
snakes away. I was told years ago by 
an “old timer” about sulfur and at first I 
didn’t believe it but it really does work. 
Just a dusting around the perimeter of 
the pen and inside the chicken house in 
the corners, etc., where the snakes like 
to hide is all it takes. After it weathers 
for a while the chickens seem to seek it 
out for dust baths. Perhaps it also aids in 
getting rid of mites? 
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 The brand name I use is “rattlesnake 
brand” powdered sulfur and it is sold by 
Agri Supply (www.agri-supply.com). I 
think Agri Supply is only in North Caro-
lina and Virginia. Also southern states 
carry their brand of it and you can order 
it via the Internet. Also, most garden sup-
plys should carry it. Normally it is with 
the organic products.

Steve, North Carolina

Readers Offer Solutions to Leg 
Problems In Turkeys

I am writing in response to “Leg 
Problems in Turkeys” (Aug./Sept., 2006; 
page 30). We have raised different breeds 
of turkeys for about 10 years with great 
success. 

I have noticed that the leg problems 
occur mostly in the heavy commercial 
type of birds: BB Bronze, and BB Whites. 
Part of the problem (aside from not 
enough protein) is that they grow too fast, 
and the high protein feeds are not always 
available if you buy commercial feeds. 

I suggest Hollie try a heritage breed 
of turkey such as Bourbon Red, Narra-
ganset, Slate, Royal Palm, to name a few. 
They grow much slower, free range or 
forage really well and don’t suffer from 
the leg problems that afflict the heavier 
breeds. Also they don’t need to be artifi-
cially inseminated to reproduce. 

Catherine, Colorado

We found a way to help reduce tendon 
and ligament problems or “leg splaying” 
in turkeys. We used two-inch elastic hair 
bands (not rubber bands) tied around the 
ankles of the turkeys.

The bands need to be able to spread 
about eight inches apart to provide free 
movement. 

We tested this on six of our young 
Broad Breasted Bronze turkeys that 
started to show signs of this condition. 
We used this method when the chicks 

Sept., 2006, page 14): At about six or 
seven months of age my first flock of 
Red Sex-Links  found themselves with 
a good case of worms.  Knowing noth-
ing else, I too used Wazine, gave it a 
couple of weeks and during this period, 
destroyed the eggs. Long enough? Who 
knows? 

  Then somewhere along the line I 
heard about using food grade diatoma-
ceous earth (DE) to help control worms.  
The theory is that the tiny, sharp DE 
particles create a most inhabitable envi-
ronment in the digestive system without 
hurting the girls. I’ve been mixing DE in 
their laying rations now for over 1-1/2 
years and have not one case of worms. I 
simply dry mix two heaping tablespoons 
of DE to a large Folgers coffee container 
of feed, mix and serve. Make sure you 
use food grade, not agricultural grade. I 
don’t recall who our source is but if you 
Google ”food grade diatomaceous earth“ 
you’ll find a number of Internet suppli-
ers. I’m sold on  this non-chemical way 
to control worms.

 Mike, Tennessee

were a week old for eight days on and 
two days off and repeated as necessary. 
We made sure there was enough room 
for circulation and that the bands were 
not too tight around the legs. We kept the 
experiment birds separate to keep them 
from being smothered by the stronger 
birds. A clean and dry cardboard box 
is suitable, but needs to be cleaned 
regularly as the birds are restricted from 
regular movement. Use a thin level of 
shavings to cover the bottom. In addi-
tion to the bands, we reduced feed intake 
and protein levels. Our choice was to 
use a 17% Grower Mash as opposed to 
the 21% or 25%. This keeps them from 
bulking too quickly and causing tendon 
stress. We fed them as much as they 
would eat in 15 minutes, which was 
about 1/3 of a small yogurt container 
per bird, three times per day. Five out 
of six birds are alive and well with the 
only noticeable sign being slower with 
wider leg spread. 

Splayed toes were also a problem so 
we taped (with medical tape) a tongue 
depressor or popsicle stick to the bottom 
of the foot below the toenails of the outer 
toes and in the center of the middle toe as 
shown in the diagram below.

Small legs—
double loop

Large legs—
Single loop

Tongue depressors 
or popsicle sticks 
are taped to the 
bottom of the foot 
and medical tape 
is affixed at toe 
junctions. 

This prevents the toe joints from 
bending or curling under the bird’s 
weight. It is suggested to do only one 
procedure at a time as it does cause 
some stress and the birds need to be 
able to move. Toes need to be taped 
for about six days and the tape needs 
to be changed when dirty or after it 
tears. Usually the success is judged by 
the way the birds walk while banded 
or taped. If they fall over, adjustments 
need to be made to create balance be-
neath the body. 

Christina, Vermont

Diatomaceous Earth (DE)
To Control Worms

In response to Patrick Hopps ques-
tion about worming layinghens (Aug./
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By gail damerOw

Automatic watering is the ideal way to keep clean fresh 
water in front of poultry at all times. Where plumbing 
isn’t practical or feasible, my second preference is to 

use galvanized two-gallon founts. Although founts come in 
three, five, and eight gallon capacities, I prefer the two-gal-
lon size for two reasons. First, they are not as heavy to carry. 
Second, having multiple watering stations reduces peck order 
squabbles.

Founts have their problems, though. When used in wire-
floor grower housing, they get bounced up and down by active 
teenagers. The result is a prematurely empty fount and a muddy 
mess below.

As the chickens get older and are moved to housing with 
shavings on the floor, the fount’s rim quickly fills with shav-
ings tossed by birds scratching nearby. Placing the fount on a 
block or screen to raise the rim above the shavings won’t keep 
the water clean, either. Chickens like to roost on top, resulting 
in droppings in the water. And a fount set on a base is more 
easily knocked over. Finally, whether set on a base or on the 
floor, the bottom of the fount eventually starts to rust, leading 
to pinhole leaks.

What to do?
Looking at our hanging feeders one day, I wondered why 

waterers couldn’t be hung in a similar fashion.  So, as an experi-
ment, we taped two lengths of hose to a fount handle, leaving 
a small gap between them at the handle’s center, and hung the 
fount from a double bolt snap clipped to a chain hanging either 
from the rafters inside the coop or, when the weather was warm 
enough, outdoors underneath the coop’s overhang.

The result: No more bouncing founts or knocked-over 
founts = no more spilled water. No more shavings in the water. 
No more roosting on the swinging founts. And no more moisture 
collection on the bottom to cause rusting.

It worked so slick we hung all our watering founts. But 
eventually the electrical tape began to let loose, the fount tipped 
sideways, and the water leaked out. After replacing the tape 
several times we realized: (1) hanging a fount is a great idea 
but (2) we needed something more permanent than electrical 
tape.

The solution we devised requires:
* a two-gallon fount (a larger size might be too heavy for 

hanging),
* a drill with a 3/32” bit to make a hole in the fount 

handle,

helpFul hints: 

Hanging Water Founts

The original system for hanging a fount worked well, but didn’t 
hold up. Photos by Gail Damerow.

Drill a vertical hole through the center of the fount handle.

File the rough edges at both ends of the hole.
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* a 6d finishing nail to form a hook to hold the snap,
* a wire cutter to cut 1/2 inch from the end of the nail,
* a pair of long-nose pliers to bend the nail,
* a fixed eye snap (which we find easier to use than the 

original bolt snap),
* a length of chain to hang the fount,
* a few minutes of time for assembly.
Hanging the founts not only keeps the water clean, but has 

the additional advantage of encouraging drinking, because 
they are so easily raised or lowered according to the size of the 
chickens being watered.

Gail Damerow is a well-known poultry expert and the author 
of many books including these on poultry: Storey’s Guide to 
Raising Chickens, The Chicken Health Handbook, Your Chick-
ens: A Kid’s Guide to Raising and Showing, Barnyard in Your 
Backyard and Fences for Pasture & Garden. These books are 
available from the Backyard Poultry bookstore, page 38.

Cut off 1/2 inch from a 6d finishing nail and slip the nail through 
the hole from the bottom.

Bend the nail into a loop.

Secure the snap’s fixed eye with the nail 
loop.

Hang the fount from a chain so the water is about the height of 
the chickens’ backs.
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martha King

massachusetts

I would like to contribute an idea on 
fencing poultry runs, especially for 
use in dividing off areas of lawn for 

grazing. I built 10 frames, each three feet 
high, and four feet wide, out of 1" x 3" 
lumber. I stapled 36-inch–wide chicken 
wire to each frame to make fence panels. 
Along both short edges of each panel 

I installed three large screw eyes, at 
three different heights. I can line up the 
three “eyes” of one panel with the three 
“eyes” of another, and slide a four-foot 
long, 1⁄4" rebar through all six “eyes,” 
joining the panels and making a sort of 
hinge. The linked panels can be moved 
into different angles and configurations 
thus fencing in different shaped patches 
of lawn. When I get an arrangement I 
like, I stabilize it by driving the rebar 

into the ground. When that patch of lawn 
is grazed down, I pull up the rebar and 
rearrange the panels. 

I place the fencing side of each panel 
facing outward, so a stray sharp wire 
doesn’t cut the hens. I treated the bot-
tom four-foot board of each panel with 
a water sealer, as it rests on the ground. 
The rest of the panel is painted to match 
the coop. (Actually, it’s best to paint the 
panels before attaching the chicken wire. 

Portable Poultry Runs
Light-weight & Inexpensive Fence Panels

Duct tape Tarp GrommetNailGrommet

Screw eye

Rebar

Close up view of two panels with 
tarp “roof.”

Enclosed area of each pen is about 125 sq. ft.

10 panels can 
enclose 
this area,
 or
 this area.

Tarp & netting can 
exchange places to dry out 
an area.

Bird 
netting

Tarp

TarpCoop

Rebar

An example of how to use 
the 10 panels to alternate 
between two grazing areas 
without moving the coop.

Tarp side panels 
overlap at corners.

Rebar

Grommets 
joined with 
wire.

helpFul hints: 
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Materials List Per Panel:
-2 lengths 4' long
-3 lengths 3' long
-2 wood screws at each joint
-4 feet of 36" chicken wire
-6 screw eyes

Additional Materials:
-Rebar
-Chicken wire
-Tarp

(I found this out the hard way.)
I stretch 1⁄2" plastic bird netting over 

the run to keep out wild birds and keep 
the hens in. It is hooked over the tops 
of the rebar and over nails that stick up 
halfway along the top of each panel. I 
also cut an old tarp to size, edged it with 
duct tape, and put in metal grommet holes 
along the edge to hook over the rebar and 
nails. Tarp can also be used to make side 
panels for wind protection. These would 
also have grommets along the top edge, 
as well as down each side so they could 
be fastened to each other or to the fence 
so as not to flap around. 

These pens are also stackable for easy 
storage when not in use.

3 ft.

T
Nail

Screw
eyes

2 wood screws

Rebar

Screw eyes

1" x 3" lumber

Nail

T

Bird netting

Chicken wire

Two panels are 
linked together 
and bird netting 
is stretched 
across the top.

One panel-4 ft. 

Martha’s light-weight, portable fence panels are inexpensive to build and easy to 
rearrange.
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Bill and aimee case/nichOls

FlOrida

My wife Aimee and I have had 
several flocks of chickens over 
the last few years. For the last 

two years we have had a flock of six, 
two Buff Orpingtons, two Black Sex-
links and two Ameraucana hens. They 
produced plenty of eggs for the first year 
and a half, going through a winter molt 
one time, but we had the unfortunate situ-
ation of having a couple of dogs attack 
the flock at different times, and even a 
fox, in broad daylight, took a hen right 
under my nose. The last straw was when 
we were down to one Black Sex-link and 
we were late in getting home one night 
and found that one had been taken by the 
dogs again.

I might preface the situation stating 
that we had a stand alone coop, with a 10' 
x 10' pen, a 4' x4' elevated house and two 
nesting boxes in that. We had considered 

fencing in the yard around that but had 
absolutely no problems for the first year, 
letting the hens out during the day and 
locking them up after they cooped up in 
the evening. They were used to free roam-
ing our 1-1/2 acre yard, seldom straying 
into the neighbors’ yards and got along 
well that way.

Then came the foxes, carrying off two 
of the hens, and then the dogs, gradually 
eliminating the rest of the flock.

We decided it was time to fence in 

The main coop with the addition on the right.

Archie and four hens enjoy the safety of a 
fenced-in yard.

Integrating Chickens
of Different Ages

the backyard and did so, creating a 100' 
x 100' yard with fencing all around.

This spring, we awaited the arrival of 
chicks at our local feed store, and when 
they came in, got three Buff Orpingtons, 
three Black Sex-links and two Barred 
Rock hens. We had wanted some Amer-
aucanas but none came in that shipment 
so we decided to wait till the next ship-
ment came in.

We got the first batch of eight on 
February 13, and the remaining four 
Ameraucana chicks on March 20.

The first batch was raised in the 
henhouse, under heat lamps and did well 
and grew just fine as chicks tend to do. 
Eventually they gained enough size to 
be let into the pen and gradually became 
accustomed to that.

When we got the Ameraucana chicks, 
we decided to brood them in a large, 50-
gallon aquarium we had sitting empty in 
the shed. We brought it inside and I have 
to admit it was more fun than we realized 
watching the little critters grow up right 
in front of us. We actually coined the term 
“Redneck Television” for the whole pro-
cess since sometimes we would just sit 
and watch them instead of television.

Eventually, they became too large for 
the aquarium so we put them in a large 2' 
x4' dog crate, still in the front room, and 
that worked for a while but soon we need-
ed to enlarge their quarters even more. I 
extended the outdoor coop adding another 
10' x 10' x4' high pen, separate from the 
original coop. This worked quite well and 
we installed the dog crate in that pen along 
with food and water and the chicks were 
just fine with that arrangement.

Soon, the chicks were large enough for 
us to start thinking about combining the 
flocks into one. In the meantime, a neigh-
bor had gotten an Ameraucana rooster as 
a bonus with his order from his supplier. 

helpFul hints: 
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Having some problems with feather pull-
ing, indicating that the rooster was eventu-
ally going to get pecked to death if it was 
not removed from his flock, he offered, 
and we accepted, the rooster.

Archie had no feathers at all on his 
rear end, a few missing on his wing, 
and a tail section in pretty rough shape 
with a bloody nub for a tail. We brought 
him over, applied some antibiotic lotion 
to his rear end and turned him in with 
the four Ameraucanas. They got along 
quite well. Archie was the same age as 
the first batch we got in February thus 
making him a month older than the four 
hens but he seemed to get along quite 
well with no friction noted. Eventually 
his tail feathers began to fill in although 
he still is missing a few.

About three weeks ago, I decided to 
open the dividing wire and see what the 
flocks would do. Then the fun began.

The older hens immediately invaded 
the Ameraucana’s half, and raised hell 
with the hens and mostly Archie. The 
alpha hen, a Black Sex-links, was the 
main instigator but they all kept repeat-
edly attacking Archie and the other hens. 

Archie and the hens investigating the brush pile.

At one point I noted they had driven the 
Ameraucanas and Archie on top of the 
dog crate, keeping them from food and 
water.

Needless to say, we once again closed 
the divider and peace returned to the hen 
pen again.

At that time, and since we now had 
a fenced in yard, we decided the main 
flock was big enough that the hawks and 
owls weren’t going to be a problem, so 
we let them free roam the yard, leaving 
the Ameraucanas in the pen.

Last week, I decided to let Archie and 

the girls out in the yard and watched to 
see what happened. They did fine until 
Archie and the alpha hen began fighting 
like a couple of roosters, bouncing up in 
the air and chest butting and chasing each 
other around. Meanwhile the hens in the 
main flock did some chasing of the Am-
eraucana girls but no serious damage was 
caused on either side. Eventually it sort 
of became a standoff, with Archie and his 
four girls staying in one part of the yard 
and the other hens in another. There was 
still some minor sparring going on but 
nothing to really be concerned about.
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Cure Egg Eating Hens With Rubber Mat Covers

When we first built our chicken coop, we did not cover the fronts of the nest boxes. 
They were left open. This didn’t cause any problems for the first year. 

However, then I noticed I was getting fewer and fewer eggs until finally, I wasn’t getting 
any. Obviously, one or more of the hens was eating the eggs. You would think there would 
be some other kind of evidence that this was happening, like a few pieces of eggshell or 
yolk left over. No way! Chickens are messy about everything except eating their own eggs. 
They devour every little piece possible with nothing left.

I remembered reading that to prevent chickens from doing this all you had to do was 
cover the opening of the nest boxes with some type of material, kind of like a curtain, so it 
would be dark and they couldn’t see well once inside the nest box.  It actually works. They 
know they go in there to lay an egg, but if they don’t see it they won’t eat it. Well, chickens 
aren’t known for their intelligence. 

I covered the nest boxes with burlap which they thought was great fun! As they 
sat in there, they would pull on the strands of the burlap and add this to their nest. No 
amount of sewing a hem or even using duct tape on the edge would help. They just saw 
this as a new challenge. 

Finally, my husband suggested covering the opening with sheets of rubber material he 
gets from work. This worked great. The rubber is about 1/8" thick and is nice and pliable. 
We cut pieces slightly smaller than the nest box. The chickens can easily get in and out. To 
attach the rubber pieces we stapled the top edge to the nest box frame. 

This has worked great for a year and a half. They have made no attempt to tear these 
coverings apart (not that they could.) If you can’t get a hold of sheets of rubber material, 
you could easily substitute old carpet or linoleum pieces. — Kelly F. Schaefer, Missouri

Archie began to crow. Prior to then,  
we had not heard a word out of him.

Yesterday, I went out in the morning 
to turn them out, and was flabbergasted 
to see Archie actually mount and mate 
with two of the older hens. Something 
had changed somewhere. 

Now Archie tends his flock, all the 
hens coexisting peacefully, and he has 
taken over as the head honcho of the 
neighborhood.

I guess the moral of the story, if there 
must be one, is be patient, the chickens 
will work it out among themselves and 
everybody will be happy. The flock now 
grazes in the yard, tending to stay under 
trees and large bushes for the most part. 
They love going under the boat and 
scratching the ground there.

I might add that when we first let 
them out, one of the hens immediately 
flew over the four-foot fence, thus ne-
cessitating some wing clipping to keep 
them within the fence.

The hens are due to start laying in 
about three to four weeks so we are ea-
gerly anticipating enjoying some eggs.

I know much of the written informa-
tion warns against mixing flocks of dif-
ferent ages, but I think if you are patient, 
and give them time to adjust to each other,  
and plenty of space to do it in, you will 
have few problems integrating your hens 
and roosters of different ages.

One concern about mixing birds of 
different ages or flocks is potential for 
disease to spread. Always keep newcom-
ers separate from the current flock for at 
least six weeks while watching for signs 
of  illness or disease. 

Additionally, birds of different spe-
cies can pass germs that are harmless in 
one but may be devastating to another 
—Ed.

Electric Trap Catches Rats
I enjoyed your series on rodent 

control. The solution I finally 
found is the Electric Trap available 
at Lowe’s and HomeDepot. It takes 
four C batteries and is too small for 
chickens to be harmed. I baited it 
with peanut butter and got a rat 
every night. Now I turn it on every 
few weeks to get any new arrivals. 
— Bob, Florida
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Exhibit
Poultry At The
Ohio National

Columbus, Ohio
November 11-12, 2006

Everyone that lives to exhibit poultry 
is very lucky if they live in, near or 

around Ohio. The largest poultry show 
in the country is held annually, this year 
on November 11-12, 2006 in Columbus, 
Ohio. The show is held at the Ohio State 
Fairgrounds. 

There is something for everyone at the 
Ohio National. This is the largest youth 
show in the U.S. We offer shows with age 
groups of Under 6, 7-10; 11-14; 15-18. 
The Ohio National will typically have 
about 100 of the nation’s youth in the 
showmanship competition, with family 
members also participating. 

For those over 18 we host the larg-
est senior open show in the country 
annually, with just about every breed of 
standard-bred poultry on exhibit.

The Ohio National has it all—for 
every member of the family interested 
in poultry, shopping, fine restaurants, 
historic German Village or the COSI 
Science Museum. Make plans for a 
weekend trip to Columbus and the Ohio 
National Poultry Show this November. 

For more information about the Ohio 
National and other things to do while 
in Columbus, Ohio, or for a catalog to 
exhibit, visit the Ohio National website 
at www.ohionational.org. 

You may also contact Secretary Eric 
Markley, Ohio National, 19454 Miller 
Rd., Wapakoneta, OH 45895; (419) 568-
7402; E-mail markley@ohionational.
org.

There is something for everyone at the Ohio National.

This year’s show marks the 86th an-
nual Midwest Roundup of poultry, 

sponsored by the Bay City Poultry 
Club. This is the first time the show 
will be held in Frankenmuth, which is 
also referred to as “Michigan’s Little 
Bavaria.” It will take place in the new 
Harvey Kern Pavilion, located in 
Frankenmuth’s Heritage Park, October 
14-15, 2006. Show hours will be from 
7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. Saturday and 
7:00 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. Sunday.

The Bay City Poultry Club is a not for 
profit organization. Over 1,000 birds are 
expected to be entered into competition. 
There is no admission fee and families 
are encouraged to attend.

Besides the Open Show competi-
tion open to all exhibitors there will be 
a Junior Show, on Saturday only, for 
exhibitors between 5 and 17 years of 
age. The Junior Show is always a great 
opportunity for youth, including 4-H and 
FAA members. Other youth activities 
include Showmanship competition and 
a Skill-A-Thon to test their knowledge 
of poultry. 

Mid October is a great time to visit 
Michigan, so make plans now to head to 
Michigan’s Little Bavaria and take in the 
Frankenmuth Fowl Fest.

For more information visit the Bay 
City Poultry Club’s website: www.
baycitypoultryclub.org or contact John 
W. Blehm, Show Superintendent, 4599 
Lange Rd., Birch Run, MI 48415-8137; 
(989) 777-1234 or (989) 598-5555.

cOming events: 

The Crossroads of America Poultry 
Club will host an APA-ABA Joint 

National Poultry Show on November 17-
19, 2006 at the Indiana State Fairgrounds 
in Indianapolis, Indiana. All profits from 
the show will be donated to the  APA-
ABA Youth Program. 

Our goal is to have 10,000 birds at 
this show and we will have plenty of 
space. The building has 171,000 sq. ft.

This is a three-day show. Judging 
starts at 9:00 a.m. Friday morning and 
birds will be released at around 11:00 
a.m. Sunday. 

We are seeking sponsors for the 
$50 plaque. This donation supports the 
ABA/APA Youth Program We still need 
10 more sponsors—your name goes on 
the plaque as a sponsor and you will be a 
part of this history-making show. We are 
also planning a raffle—we won’t need the 
raffle items until you come show. We are 
also planning a bird auction. 

Our show catalog will be in the Sep-
tember issue of Poultry Press. 

Come join the fun at “America’s 
National.” For information or to send 
your donations,  visit www.crohio. 
com/crossroads/ or contact Dave Wulff, 
943 North My Lane, Connersville, IN 
47331-8217; (765) 825-0621; E-mail 
info@poultrypress.com. 

For an article directed to our young 
readers about the  APA-ABA Youth Pro-
gram, see page 18. —Ed.

Crossroads of
America

 APA-ABA Joint
National Poultry 

Show

November 17-19, 2006
Indianapolis, Indiana 

86th

Annual 
Midwest 
Roundup 

Frankenmuth Fowl Fest

Frankenmuth, Michigan
October 14-15, 2006
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By dOris rOBinsOn

apa-aBa yOuth prOgram

natiOnal directOr

I have received many inquiries from 
people around the country that have 
been reading our articles in the Back-

yard Poultry Magazine, other publica-
tions and visiting our websites, asking 
what this big poultry show is all about, 
what do we do and why. I thought I would 
try to explain the process.

It’s All About The Youth
The show you are hearing so much 

about is called the APA-ABA Joint Na-
tional and is being hosted by the Cross-
roads of America Poultry Club. It is going 
to be held at the Indiana State Fairgrounds 
on November 17-19, 2006. All  proceeds 
of the show are being donated to sup-
port the  APA-ABA Youth Program—an 
educational program for youth interested 
in breeding, raising and showing poultry 
of all types—perhaps some day to be 
poultry judges themselves or focusing 
in poultry sciences in college. 

The goal of the show is to have 
10,000 birds all in one showroom. The 
show is being held in a 171,000 square 
foot showroom which means all of the 
birds will be in one huge building. The  
American Poultry Association (APA) and 
the American Bantam Association (ABA) 
are the two major associations represent-
ing show poultry, exhibitors, and breeders 
in the U.S. and Canada.

There are two shows in one at this 
special show. There will be an “Open 
Show” where people of all ages (from 
kids to adults) can show their best breed 
of fowl. there will be a “Youth Show” 
where just our juniors from ages 5 to 18 
can compete against each other. Each of 
these shows will be in the same building 
but they will be separate shows in a dif-
ferent part of the building. Don’t let the 
term “youth” fool you! Some of the best 
birds to be seen are shown and raised by 
these serious young exhibitors. 

What do they do with all of these 
chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys, etc.? Just 
like a horse show or a dog show each and 
every bird will be judged individually by 
a certified poultry judge that has studied 
every breed of chicken, waterfowl, turkey 
or guinea in the American Poultry As-
sociation Standard of Perfection and the 
American Bantam Association Bantam 
Standard for years. Each bird is removed 
from the cage it was assigned and exam-
ined for size, weight and the shape of 
its body with the exception to some of 
the heavy ducks, geese and turkeys that 
are too large to handle. Every individual 
breed of poultry has its own particular 
color of legs, number of toes, color and 
shape of comb and wattles, color of ear 
lobes, color of eye, some have feathers 
on their feet, some don’t, some have four 
toes, some have five, some have smooth, 
tight feathering, some have soft, fluffy 
feathers, some have straight feathers, 

some have curly feathers. Not only do the 
judges look for these particular idiosyn-
crasies, they also look at the color of each 
feather on the bird and the overall color 
of each bird in the class it is representing. 
Some might have the appropriate white 
tips or lacing on their feathers, where 
some should have a solid color feather 
with no other odd color showing on the 
feather. For example: A white tip on one 
breeds’ black feathers could be a disquali-
fication or a defect which would mean 
that bird is not good enough to win its 
class or even get on champion row. These 
are just some of the examples of what a 
poultry judge is looking for; the judge 
is looking for the bird that is as close to 
the Standard of Perfection as possible. In 
the Standards for both associations there 
are approximately 61 breeds of bantam 
chickens, 53 breeds of large chickens, 
14 breeds of ducks, 12 breeds of geese 
and eight breeds of turkeys. There are 
so many colors (or as we in the poultry 
fancy call them varieties) of each of 
these breeds of poultry I couldn’t begin 
to list them all. We’re talking hundreds 
of colors that have to be perfect for each 
special breed being shown. 

If you are looking for some great 
quality chickens for your breed pens or to 
raise in your backyards, there will a bird 
auction. The hosts are hoping to get 100 
pairs of top quality breed stock in each 
breed that can be auctioned off and will 
give folks an outstanding start in their fa-
vorite breed and variety of poultry. We are 
talking about top of the line poultry as the 

What Is the APA-ABA Joint
National Poultry Show?

Poultry of all kinds will be available for 
your viewing pleasure.

A poultry judge handles and examines 
all of the birds in a showroom. This is 
APA/ABA certified judge Paul Monteith 
of Canada. 

Poultry as far as the eye can see at a 
previous APA/ABA National show. This 
is just part of the showroom. 

yOuth: 
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auction bids are expected to start at $100 
per pair of birds. None of these birds will 
have any cross breeding or cross varieties; 
we are speaking definitely top quality. 

Also there will be a huge sale area 
set up where the public as well as other 
exhibitors can purchase birds from a 
breeder of different types of poultry. If 
you are thinking about attending and are 
even contemplating buying some great 
birds, be sure to bring the appropriate 
box, a feed dish and water cup to take 
them home comfortably. 

Fun, Games & Contests
Let’s talk about the youth part of the 

show for a minute. This will be one of the 
larger youth shows held in the country and 
the first youth show supporting the  APA-
ABA Youth Program. There are several 
different types of activities that will be 
going on at the show, including games and 
contests. Some of the contests the youth 
are already working on. There is an artist 
contest for youth to enter their painting 
or drawings, photography contest, poster 
contest, essay contest and a show carry 
box contest. All have to be submitted by 
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a deadline before the show begins or de-
livered during check in at the show. 

During the three days of the show we 
will be holding a showmanship contest 
where the youth display their favorite 
showmanship bird in front of a judge. 
They will be questioned by the judge and 
scored on their handling skills, knowl-
edge of poultry including housing, feed-
ing, treatment of diseases or parasites, 
knowledge of their favorite breed, special 
defects or disqualifications and perhaps 
even the history of the breed itself. They 
may be questioned on showroom and 
poultry-raising ethics and more.

There is a painting contest that youth 
can paint wood cut-outs of different 
breeds of chickens and an egg decorating 
contest. Youth can display their chicken 
stamp collection for judging, participate 
in a timed relay race where a team of 
two students race to set up a show cage. 
There will be an egg separating contest, 
a profiles in poultry contest is planned as 
another team event. We will have a dress 
up (dress the chicken or other poultry) 
and youth in matching costumes, and a 
button, pin and patch day where the youth 
wear all of the pins, patches, etc. on their 

jackets, shirts or preferred apparel. We 
hope to hold a rooster crowing contest if 
we can work it in.

All the events listed above will be 
given awards for the top place finishers 
in each event. Some of the awards will 
include beautiful plaques, special event 
certificates, special awards by individu-
als, such as beautiful hand made carry 
boxes and cash awards. 

Each person or company that contrib-
utes awards will also be given a special 
framed certificate with their name, the 
name of the contest and the winner of the 
awards name. This is a wonderful event 
for all the youth in the country to show 
their talents in raising poultry and their 
skills in other fields.

Visit the Backyard Poultry
Magazine Booth

There will be many vendors selling 
their wares. We will have poultry supply 
vendors, publishers, photographers and 
more. Just about every breed of chicken, 
duck, geese, turkeys and guineas have 
their own special “breed clubs.” Many of 
these clubs will be setting up tables, hold-
ing special events for their breeds and 
will have experienced breeders there to 
chat with. Editors of poultry magazines, 
authors of chicken books will be there 
autographing copies of their books. The 
APA, ABA and the APA-ABA Youth Pro-
gram associations will have booths.

This is not an event you should 
miss. We can guarantee lots of noise, 
fun, excitement and a vision your eyes 
shouldn’t miss. If you come visit us at 
the APA-ABA Youth table we will have 
people there who will be happy to give 
you an insightful tour of a poultry show 
in action. 

For more information about the show, 
you can visit the website set up for the 
show: www.crohio.com/crossroad/main.
htm. You can also visit the youth program 
website: http://www.apa-abayouthpro-
gramsite.org and visit the special show 
area, then link to the Crossroads website. 
You can also contact me at (865) 717-
6270 Monday through Friday from 9:00 
a.m. to 5:00 p.m. or e-mail me anytime 
at nanamamabrahma@att.net

All of us hope you will stop and 
visit us in Indianapolis, it’ll be a great 
experience.
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By terry BeeBe

regency pOultry.cOm

united KingdOm

The United States is, to my wife Clare and I, one of the 
best places in the world. I just love the country and the 
way of life. Over the years I have been very lucky to be 

able to visit the U.S. on many occasions; the main reason for this 
is the contacts made through keeping and breeding poultry. The 
hobby of keeping poultry is a world-wide interest and involves 
people from all walks of life, and no matter what the background 
of the keeper we all have the same interests at heart.

A few years ago I had the privilege of visiting the Ohio 
National Show and was very impressed by the organization and 
standard of the show. The show was large by English standards 
but the size did not take away from the very good atmosphere 
that could be felt throughout the show. (See Coming Events, 
page 17, for details on the 2006 Ohio National—Ed.) This is 
the show when I first met our friend Channing Grisham from 
Anderson, Alabama. He travelled to the show with his wife 
Tara and, although not exhibiting, came all that way through 
his interest in poultry. I invited them over to visit us in the U.K. 
when they had a chance. This they did a couple years later and 
I do believe they really enjoyed their visit.

Friends Made Through Hobby
We then had an invite to visit Channing and his family in 

the U.S. but this time in the south. What a superb place to visit. 
The welcome was unbelievable and the start of the best visit 
to the U.S. to date.

Over the years I have had many U.S. breeders visit our home 
in the U.K., the most recent being Silvia Babus from Midland, 
Virginia. She is, like my wife and I, an avid Poland breeder and 
a very good one with some superb White Polands. Jan Brett 
also came to visit. She is a famous writer of children’s books 
in the U.S. but also another keeper and breeder of Polands. 
We had a very enjoyable visit with both these people and we 
were invited to visit them in the U.S., which I hope to do one 
day in the future.

Channing’s hometown, Anderson, Alabama, is a lovely 
small town with a population of just over 300 people. There 
are many poultry breeders in the area but my main interest was 
seeing the birds at Channings. I was not disappointed; there 
were Polands, Large Light Sussex, Orloff, Delaware, Javas, 
Buckeyes, Hamburgs, Marans, and the most recent addition of 
Lavender turkeys. Channing is the vice president of the Crested 
Breeders Club. He has kept poultry for over 20 years. 

During my stay we also visited Atlanta, Georgia to see 
another breeder named Wade Jeane. Wade is the Deputy of the 
French Maran Club in the U.S. He keeps and breeds Maran, 
Black Copper, Blue Copper, Wheaton, Black Tailed Buff, 
Blacks and Bantam Cuckoo Marans.

While visiting the U.S., Terry had the opportunity to visit with 
fellow poultrymen, saw many poultry breeds, took some time to 
visit famous sights and even went fishing. 
Top: Channing Grisham and Wade Jeane in Atlanta, Georgia.
Bottom: Tara and Channing Grisham with a large Gold-laced 
Poland cock at their home in Anderson, Alabama.

Mr. Beebe Comes To America
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Seeing the Alamo Becomes a 
Dream Come True

I had a dream of visiting the Alamo 
during my visit but had no idea how far 
the Alamo is from Alabama. The trip was 
planned and made by car. It took four 
days and we covered well over 2,200 
miles but it was a trip to remember for-
ever. The journey took us through many 
states but when travelling through Texas 
we paid another visit to Henry and Carla  
Allen in San Marcos. Carla is a lovely 
lady who keeps Appenzeller and a num-
ber of assorted breeds. The housing was 
well laid out and spotlessly clean. Most 
of the work in the poultry shed could be 
done while inside which due to the heat 
is probably an excellent idea. Again, we 

Poultry Health: One item which I 
did find both unusual and at the same time 
very sensible was the fact that medicine 
for the birds is easy to obtain and use. 
This, in the U.K., is not allowed and 
unfortunately is run by the vets most of 
which know either nothing or very little 
about birds and poultry in general. What 
I do agree with is that a poultry keeper 
with knowledge can treat and sort out the 
basic poultry problems without the huge 
bills you receive in the U.K.

I actually saw Tylan for sale in a 
garage cabinet. This I found unusual but 
yet a great idea, being able to treat the 
birds and prevent problems from start-
ing has got to be good for all concerned 
and leads to both better management and 
basic poultry keeping.

[Tylan is a therapeutic management 
tool that helps beef, swine and poultry 
producers prevent, control and/or treat 
animal diseases to ensure animal well 
being and improve the quality and 
nutrition of the food they produce. The 
premix form of Tylan is added to the 
feed of pigs and cattle to prevent and 
treat disease, and to poultry feeds to 
improve feed efficiency. Information on 
Tylan taken from Elanco website: www.
elancous.com -Ed.]

Poultry Practices: I find that the 
way we all keep our birds and look after 
the stock very much similar. What I did 
notice was that self sufficiency seems to 
be more practiced in the U.S. than in the 
U.K. Breeding for food seems to be more 
common there on a smaller scale, again 
probably due to the land available.

Culling is a subject that raises contro-
versy in any country but to breed good 
quality stock and keep it pure there is no 
other way. Keeping bad or poor quality 
birds proves both costly and a total waste 
of time and food. My old dad used to say 
it cost just as much to keep a bad one as 
a good one and it is very true.

One question which never seemed 
to arise was the problems caused by the 
noise created by cockerels (roosters), 
but as I said before we were in a rural 
location yet I wonder how the cock bird 
is received in the more built up or city ar-
eas. Cockerels crowing is possibly one of 
the largest complaints made to the local 
councils in the U.K. This is very sad as in 
a lot of cases the birds have to moved by 

had an amazing reception with a superb 
barbecue thrown in for good measure.

The rest of the journey did not really 
involve any poultry, but we did travel 
through New Orleans and that was a 
sight I hope I never have to see again. 
The devastation is quite unbelievable 
with miles of deserted homes and land. I 
hope that in time this will all be repaired 
and a disaster like this can be prevented 
in the future.

We arrived home very tired but still 
on a high from what we had experienced. 
The following morning it was back to 
the chickens. I write in the U.K. for a 
number of magazines all based on the 
keeping of poultry and livestock, so this 
trip had to be recorded in detail for future 
use. The poultry sheds (barns) are quite 
large in the U.S. compared with the U.K. 
but I am sure that is due to the amount 
of space available. The barns I saw all 
had strongly meshed sides but were all 
open to the elements. This again is not 
possible in the U.K due to our weather. 
If the pens are left open here, they would 
be constantly wet, and this would cause 
diseases and other problems. The ones 
I saw there were lovely and dry which 
keeps the birds in a fit, healthy and clean 
condition. 

A Comparison of Two Countries
I covered some of my visit and men-

tioned the most interesting and enjoyable 
parts of the trip. Now I will compare 
some of the differences I saw between 
the U.S. and the U.K.

To try to compare the two countries 
is very difficult and really not a fair com-
parison. The reason being that we have 
a number of different ideas and also the 
standards for the breeds vary between 
the countries. The poultry standards 
are, in a lot of cases, totally different. I 
personally feel we should all work under 
one standard and that is the standard of 
the country of origin. This, to me, is 
the only way but I doubt that will ever 
happen, but a world standard would be 
excellent. Through that we should all be 
able to breed the poultry to its original 
and true standard.

Even with our differences we all seek 
to achieve the same aim—which is to try 
to breed, enjoy and preserve the breeds 
for future generations.

Top: Terry (center) with his U.S. host, 
Channing and brother, Shannon Grisham, 
Anderson, Alabama.
Middle: Terry goes fishing on the 
Tennessee River. 
Bottom: Terry visits the Alamo, which 
took him on a 2,000+ mile road trip.
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Terry visited several poultry 
farms while in the U.S. 
1:  Appenzellers belonging 
to Carla Alan, San Marcos, 
Texas.
2: Buckeye Bantam cock 
belonging to the Channings, 
Anderson, Alabama.
3 & 6: Rare Delawares 
belonging to the Channings, 
Anderson, Alabama.
4 & 5: French Maran cock 
belonging to Wade Jeane, 
Atlanta, Georgia.
7: Chamois Poland Large 
Fowl belonging to the 
Channings, Anderson, 
Alabama.

law. This alone loses the British poultry 
fancy many members.

Avian Influenza (AI) Threat: This 
subject is a nightmare. I did find again 
in the U.S. that this problem was taken 
very much as part of life, but I was in 
very rural places and I was dealing with 
poultry and animal people. I would think 
that as in the U.K. the cities were in a state 
of panic. The chances of AI coming is 
quite remote and although not a subject 
to push to one side, it needs to be kept 
in perspective. Yes, it is a frightening 
thought but it has not arrived in the U.S. 
and I doubt that it ever will. Be vigilant 
and as the breeders I met on my trip did,  
enjoy what you do. Carla Allen in Texas 
did state that if any birds are ill in Texas 
no matter what the problem it is a good 
chance that they would all be slaugh-
tered—seemed a little over the top but 
may be a good idea depending on how 
you look at the results.

In the U.K. there was a state of total 
panic with hundreds of breeders giving 
up their birds and in fact slaughter-
ing many good quality flocks—what a 
terrible waste. The television and the 
media did a very good hatchet job on 
the whole of the poultry hobby and the 
commercial poultry industry. When the 
initial scare was announced here in the 
U.K. there was an unprecedented panic 
with people giving away and dumping 
parrots, geese, ducks and in one case a 
cat, all of which I found very unnecessary 
and very strange.

Many of the top breeders have given 
up due to the reaction caused by the AI 
and I am afraid that many may never 
return to the hobby.

While I was in the U.S. I was very 
impressed with the people and breeders 
I met who were concerned with today’s 
poultry-related problems, but were treat-
ing the whole situation with common 
sense and I also found that the negative 
feeling that seems to be in the U.K. did 
not exist in the U.S. 

I really enjoyed my visit and felt 
that I wanted to write this article to both 
thank the people who made our stay so 
enjoyable and for the hospitality we were 
offered. The fact that keeping poultry in 
the U.S. seems to be on the increase is 
really a boost and should be followed 
worldwide.

1

2
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45

6

7
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Backyard Poultry
Photo Contest Winner

Jennifer Gregory, from Acampo, California says, “This is my Royal Palm 
turkey, Gobbles. I was using him as a model for our Thanksgiving cards. I 
think he did a great job.”

Jennifer Riebe, Caldwell, Idaho tells 
us, “As the only turkey in a crowd of 
chickens, this Broad-Breasted Bronze 
paraded around trying to impress the 
hens, who of course took no notice. He was 
as entertaining as he was delicious. When 
butchered, he dressed out at 38 pounds.”

Michaela Reinke and her pet Bronze 
turkey, Teary. Photo by Kelli Reinke, 
Dale, Indiana.

“These three 
toms not only 
gobble on 
command but 
strut when 
told to do 
so. They are 
camera hams 
and so are my 
four children: 
Warren, 
Wyatt, Bailey 
and Morgan.” 
Photo by Rita 
Johns, Tuscola, 
Texas.

Cheri Skipp from Littleton, Colorado says, 
“We love your magazine. It’s nice that we 
chicken enthusiasts have a new magazine 
to enjoy and relate to. We have a small 
business and use our chickens to create a 
fun chicken calendar. This photo is titled 
“Witch way did they go?” It isn’t hard 
to figure out which month this photo is 
from. If you would like information about 
ordering a 2007 calendar, contact Cheri 
via e-mail at WeRChicken@aol.com.

A Buff Silkie hen, Lilly, poses for 
the camera. Photo by Dawn Kopp, 
Dryden, Michigan.  Dawn tells us, 
“Lilly was five months old in this 
photo. Now at 1-1/2 years old, she and 
another hen hatched their first brood 
of babies. They took turns setting on 
the eggs and then shared parenting 
responsibilities.”
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Photo Contest Rules
Send Your Photos Today!

Each issue’s winner will be dis-
played in the position of honor—on the 

front cover of the magazine!

Photos must relate in some way to 
domesticated 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 pho-
tos submitted, in future issues or publicity, 
with or without mention of source.

To have your photos returned, please 
include a self-addressed stamped enve-
lope.

Each issue’s winning entry will be 
placed in a gallery of finalists, to be an-
nounced in the February/March, 2007 
issue. First prize—$50; 2nd prize—$30; 
3rd prize—$20.

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

Agnes, a Buff Cochin. Photo by Linda Linder, from Lindsborg, 
Kansas. 

“Our curious rooster, Chicken Little, investigates our 
Halloween decorations. As you know, nothing gets past 
nosey chickens.” Photo sent by Marc & Connie Minster, 
Cornstock Park, Michigan. 

Photo by Brenda Schwarzmann, Platteville, Wisconsin. She says, 
“In the evening, our turkeys flap up to the top of the shed until we 
put them away. Friendly, our tom, is sitting with the two chicks 
hatched this spring. The chicks settle under the tom’s wing each 
evening until bedtime.” 

Tom, a Broad-Breasted Bronze 
turkey. Photo by Dawn Kopp, Dryden, 
Michigan. 

A young Broad-Breasted Bronze 
turkey. Photo by Dawn Kopp, Dryden, 
Michigan. 
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By tOm Fuller

medina, new yOrK

I had been raising turkeys on and off for 20 years. The Broad 
Breasted White or Bronze were the only birds familiar to 
me. I wanted the November feast to be of my own produc-

tion, from the bird to the yams. I came pretty close too. I just 
couldn’t get those coffee beans to grow. I also provided a few 
birds for the neighborhood that almost paid the feed bill. It 
was enough to rationalize that my organic treat was virtually 
without cost.

Those production varieties certainly had their issues, the 
least of which was size. They just got too big. Forty pound toms 
had to be cut in half or dictate a very large roasting bag. Most 
of my customers didn’t want to pay for or deal with a holiday 
bird that large. Too often, we found ourselves facing the age-
old problem of what to do with all that left over meat. Turkey 
surprise in mid December just isn’t a surprise anymore. Of 

Searching for a “New” Breed
The fact that you could not naturally breed these oversize 

monster turkeys was why I finally went looking for a “new” 
breed. What I hadn’t realized was I was looking for an “old” 
breed, a heritage breed, a breed of turkey that had worked well 
for decades before we got so greedy with weight gain and so 
technologically sterile in our reproduction concepts. 

I found my answers in a Bourbon Red tom turkey named 
Bubba. Bubba became a farm mascot and an ambassador of 
education to the local elementary school. I also gained a lifetime 
memory from this majestic bird. For those of us who have had 
poultry around us our whole lives, individual birds come and 
go in the blink of an eye. There is however the unique fowl that 
leaves us something special in their short time with us. Bubba 
was one of those special birds.

I came across Bubba the Bourbon Red and his two girls at a 
relative’s farm. He had gotten them as an after thought with his 
big whites for raising his own turkeys the following year. I’m 
not sure if it was their lack of size in comparison to the broad 
breasted or the fact that they made his sun porch their roost but 
I was able to acquire them from him with no regrets. 

There was newness to this venture that I was to share with 
Bubba and family. I had only recently acquired my very own 
farm at the age of 42 and was looking for a way to have my 

Bubba the Bourbon Red in school. The article’s author, Tom, is 
the teacher—the one with the mustache.

Tom’s heritage hybrid breeding pen. 

let’s talK turKey:

Bubba the 
Bourbon Red 

“I finally went looking for a ‘new’ breed. 
What I hadn’t realized was I was looking 

for an ‘old’ breed, a heritage breed.”

course there are ways to curb some of these problems but they 
are influenced by when the “little guy” can get poults and when 
you can get that “fresh” turkey processed for the big day.

Considering medicated feed was imperative for the new and 
improved industrial sized broad breasted turkey. (Which, to my 
understanding, is due to a genetic deficiency in their immune 
systems.) They were far from cheap to raise. 
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hobby at least pay for itself. 
Bubba and his harem settled in 
nicely and soon began to nest. 
Turkey hens seem to like a nest 
site that is open with just a hint 
of cover. I would use a box about 
12" x 18" and angle a pine bow 
over the top. I have also used a 
half barrel with a front board and 
covered it in the same way. I let 
them clutch some eggs to see if 
they were truly able to reproduce 
on their own. I was apprehensive 
and was anxious to assist in 
incubation and or brooding, not 
trusting a mere turkey with the chores of 
motherhood.

It was a long 28 days of incubation 
and typically Bubba was unconcerned 
about hen business. He would greet 
everyone that came to my farm in full 
display and with a melodious gobble. 
Bubba never pushed or pecked a soul; 
he was always a gentleman and a credit 
to his breed. He would follow me wher-
ever I went, waiting patiently outside of 
buildings till I would come out and once 
again lead his parade. I remember think-
ing Bubba must have had a dependency; 
he appeared to be a strut-aholic.

That first brood was small, only five 
chicks but a huge success for me. Now I 
could generate this historic bird from my 
own breeders and not be hostage to the 
local feed store. I let mother hen turkey 
raise her babies, confined of course for 
at least four weeks. We are still talking 
domestic turkeys here and they are noto-
rious for being …well…turkeys! Once 
released they did well foraging, hardly 
interested in my high protein feed when 
compared to grasshoppers. I figured I was 
going to raise the cheapest Thanksgiving 
dinner since the Pilgrims. 

One Sunday morning I heard regular 
horn blasts coming from the road, I dis-
missed it at first as friends saying hello. 
As the salutes continued and I realized I 
don’t know that many people, I looked 
out the window to see my mother turkey 
and half grown brood perched on the 
guard rail…on the wrong side of the 
road. Needless to say that evening we 
had to confine the adventurers, no more 
free lunches, it was going to be turkey 
grower from now on.

The toms ended up dressing out a 

good 20 pounds and the hens that I didn’t 
keep were lucky to make 15 pounds. 
What could not be denied was we had a 
truly home grown turkey with the flavor 
of a mature bird.

Bubba Goes to School
What about Bubba, the bird that 

started it all? Bubba’s big claim to fame 
was his visit to elementary school. I am 
a biology teacher by profession. I made 
a connection with our elementary school 
to bring Bubba in for the Wednesday 
before Thanksgiving—kind of a “show 
and gobble.” I put a big doghouse on 
my little Nissan truck and loaded up my 
ambassador of education and brought him 
to school. Bubba was a big boy by this 
time. There was no way for me to carry 
him from room to room so, I put him on 
the floor and he did what he did best, the 
barnyard parade…strut and gobble. He 
marched into any room that welcomed 
him, fanning and gobbling. 

Bubba got his name in the paper that 
year, and I dare say a stay of execution for 
future Thanksgivings. This infamous bird 
lived on for several more years helping 
me convince other backyard poultry en-
thusiasts of the practicality and versatility 
of his breed.

I have enjoyed the Heritage turkeys 
for more than 14 years now, thanks to 
Bubba. I still call every tom turkey I 
keep by that name. They are a wonderful 
addition to my backyard poultry flock. 
I have found the Bourbon Reds, Black 
Spanish and Narragansetts to be hardy 
and peaceful breeds, with significant 
productivity and the natural ability to 
produce a Thanksgiving delicacy that you 
will not soon forget. Thanks Bubba!

This nest box is used successfully by Tom’s turkey 
hens.
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By craig russell, pennsylvania

sppa president

phOtOs By dr. tOm t. walKer, texas

Old-fashioned farm turkeys de-
clined in the 1950s, became 
rare in the 1960s, and all but 

disappeared by the end of the 1970s. If 
you appreciate history, beautiful creatures 
and/or gourmet food, you should make 
room for some in your backyard. 

The greatest changes in agriculture 
took place after the Second World War. 
Prior to that time, the variety of livestock 
generally available was considerably 
more diverse than is the case today. This 
is nowhere more apparent than when 
poultry is considered. Formerly, poultry 
was the most diverse segment of live-
stock operations. Today, less than a dozen 
“improved” breeds are in use in large 
scale agriculture. We might expect that 
these improved birds have greatly eased 
management and improved the product. 
This is not always the case. The problem 
is with the definition of “improved.”

Turkeys are a good example. Most  
farms prior to World War II had a few 
turkeys—mostly Standard Bronze; 
however, many Narragansett could also 
be found. Some individuals kept Blacks, 

Slates, Reds, Buffs, Whites or  some of 
the non-standard colors or hybrid flocks. 
The average flock consisted of one or two 
toms and three to six hens. Young tur-
keys were produced by their mothers or 
fostered under chicken hens. A few were 
produced in home incubators or custom 
hatched by local hatcheries. The end re-
sult was home-grown turkey dinners for 

are required, which hinders small scale 
production. Those who attempt to breed 
their own broad-breasted turkeys need to 
artificially incubate the eggs or provide 
foster mothers. The breeding emphasis on 
meat production has produced hens that 
often lack the maternal instincts of their 
ancestors. Even when the broad-breasted 
birds do set properly, their weight and 

Turkeys
History & Varieties  

Dr. Tom T. Walker’s Heritage Gold 
turkey hens.  

Dr. Walker’s Regal Red turkey hen. 

“The greatest changes in agriculture took place after 
the Second World War. Prior to that time, the vari-

ety of livestock generally available was considerably 
more diverse than is the case today. This is nowhere 

more apparent than when poultry is considered.”

the holidays and family gatherings, plus 
some extra birds for the fall and early 
winter markets. A few specialized turkey 
farms existed and most maintained their 
own breeding flocks. The specialists used 
turkeys of all varieties, but Bronze pre-
dominated. White turkeys, mostly White 
Hollands, represented a larger percentage 
of the specialized commercial flocks than 
they did of home use or small flocks.

Starting in the 1920s, genetic en-
gineering was applied to the turkey. 
During the 1940s, selection was accel-
erated. Production of stockier turkeys 
with compact but heavier carcasses was 
the primary goal. The birds produced 
were called Broad-Breasted and have 
made commercial turkey production an 
important agricultural industry. However, 
these super birds are only fit for factory 
production. The broad-breasted, heavy 
build has been carried to the point where 
normal mating is barely possible. Suc-
cessful fertilization is rare and the female 
is often injured in the attempt. Artificial 
insemination or special breeding saddles 

ungainly movements often break all or 
most of the eggs. These birds also have 
problems, perhaps not surprisingly, with 
their legs and digestive tracts that are not 
commonly found in older varieties. My 
experience is that they also tend to be 
more susceptible to blackhead and other 
diseases. This problem is handled with 
medicated feeds in commercial opera-
tions but leaves the do-it-yourselfer with 
a bird that won’t do well in the backyard 
if expected to rustle part of its own liv-
ing. In fact, one handbook on livestock 
for small farmers has a one-page chapter 
on turkeys that says “don’t.” Even books 
and articles that tell you how to outline 
programs of more stringent care and 
sanitation than would be the case with 
any other farm animal suggests buying 
new poults each year.

Such programs may make fine side-
line businesses or provide good meat for 
the table but are hardly self-perpetuat-
ing. Old style turkeys can add to the 
self-reliance of diversified small farms 
or homesteading operations and need 
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no unusual care. They also provide real 
“turkey,” not the turkey available in the 
supermarkets today. 

A Quick History of the Turkey
The turkey is one of the only do-

mesticated animals of American origin 
to achieve widespread importance in 
agriculture. Despite rather widespread 
current interest in llamas and alpacas, the 
turkey’s only real competitor is the Mus-
covy duck, which has achieved greater 
geographical distribution but is generally 
far less important economically.

When Europeans first reached the 
New World, the turkey had undoubtedly 
undergone a long period of domestication. 
This has been confirmed by archaeological 
studies, and the fact that early descriptions 
of domesticated turkeys do not conform 
to any wild race. Early records are not 
precise. Most authorities place the first 
Spanish importations in the period 1498-
1520. Whatever the exact date, turkeys 
were probably in Spain by 1518 and may 
have reached England by 1521.  By 1570, 
turkey was part of the common Christmas 
fare, along with beef, mutton, veal, pork, 
goose and capon. It should be pointed out 
that the Spanish may not have made the 
first importations to Europe. St. Peter’s 
Cathedral at Schlesing, Norway has a 
frieze with eight medallions depicting 
American turkeys below a 13th century 
mural. Most authorities believe the frieze 
was painted at the same time as the mural, 
around 1280. If so, some domestic strains 
may have undergone a much longer period 
of European development than was previ-
ously believed.

The ancestry of the original domestic 
turkey is in doubt. Some writers have 
concluded, based on area of origin, the 
relatively small size of early domestic 
types and frequent occurrence of spotted 
individuals among early dark varieties, 
that the ocellated turkey was the ancestor 
of the original domesticated race. Others 
suspect a mixed origin, developed from 
the southern races of the common tur-
key. They conclude that except for some 
“native” turkeys in Central and South 
America and a small light colored Dutch 
breed, the ocellated turkey has played no 
role in the domesticated race. Since pure 
ocellated turkeys have no beard, we can 
safely rule them out as the sole ancestor of 

the modern domesticated turkey.
Whatever the original source of the 

domestic turkey, northern races of the 
common turkey have played a major 
role in its development since the English 
settlement in North America.

While English colonists brought 
domesticated turkeys back to the New 
World, from the beginning these were 
crossed with local wild turkeys. The 
results of these crosses were soon being 
exported back to Europe. In fact, one 
account claims turkeys were introduced 
to France in 1676 from Boston. Turkeys 
had almost certainly reached France prior 
to this importation. Some other recorded 
dates are 1518 and 1540 (take your pick), 
but in France they were controlled mostly 
by royalty and great landowners – not the 
common man. This slowed their spread.

The term “turkey” probably deserves 
some explanation. Some writers have 
tried to show that these birds reached 
England first from Turkey, not Spain. 
While this is possible, the famous poul-
try writer of the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, Harrison Weir, concluded that 
when first imported into England, “it 
was confounded with the guinea fowl, 
then often called turkey, and that as 
people became acquainted with the two 
birds, the term guinea clung to one and 
turkey to the other.” However, if the first 
turkeys in Europe do predate the Spanish 
importations, they may in fact have come 
from Turkey. The Norse carried on con-
siderable trade with Turkey at the time 

of the cathedral painting. With growing 
British naval power, trade with Turkey 
was established, and the British may have 
acquired the birds through trade.

When the American Poultry Associa-
tion (APA) published its first American 
Standard of Perfection (Standard) in 
1874, it recognized six varieties of tur-
key: Bronze, Narragansett, White Hol-
land, Black, Slate and Buff. In 1909, the 
Bourbon Red was recognized. The Belts-
ville Small White was added in 1951. The 
ornamental, but practical, Royal Palm 
was admitted to the Standard in 1977. 
After the admission of the similar, but 
darker colored, Bourbon Red, the Buff 
turkey was dropped from the Standard. 
This was due as much to political ma-
neuvers by Red supporters as any decline 
in popularity. Buffs remained important 
commercially through the 1940s.

Characteristics of Various
Varieties of Turkey

The Bronze: This is the best-known 
American turkey and formerly the most 
common. It was developed by using com-
mon wild turkeys on a domestic base and 
selecting for size. The color is a pleasing 
combination of copperish bronze and 
black with white bars in the wings. The 
Bronze differs from the wild turkey in 
its generally greater size, light color and 
white tipped tail. The wild turkey gener-
ally has a dark-tipped tail, although the 
Mexican race of the common wild turkey 
is marked like the Bronze. Historically, 

On the left is a Harvest Gold tom and on the right is a Regal Red tom.
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the Bronze was the largest turkey. Stan-
dard weights are: Old tom – 36 lbs.; 
Young tom – 25 lbs.; Old hen – 20 lbs.; 
Young hen – 16 lbs. Today many broad-
breasted strains will greatly exceed these 
weights. The Broad-Breasted Bronze 
was developed in England in the late 
1920s. It reached the U.S. by 1935 and 
underwent further 
commercial de-
velopment here. 
After World War 
II, it became the 
dominant com-
mercial variety. 
The old Standard 
Bronze is very rare today. Even at poul-
try shows, the broad-breasted type is 
often seen. Fortunately, most judges still 
prefer the more balanced conformation 
of the Standard type, and the Standard 
does give preference to birds nearest 
the Standard weight. While I have al-
ready noted the practical problems with 
broad-breasted turkeys on a small farm 
or homestead, breeding such hens to stan-
dard toms of any variety or wild turkey 
toms can produce near normal fertility. 
The eggs must be fostered or artificially 
incubated. Still, the offspring of such a 
mating will be toms that can mate and 
hens that probably won’t break all of their 
eggs when broody, but are still somewhat 
meatier than a standard turkey. 

The Whites: There are actually several 
varieties of Whites, but I will deal with 
them as a group. The first White turkey 

in the Standard was referred to as the 
White Holland. This still remains the of-
ficial name of large white turkeys today, 
although not all such turkeys come from 
Holland. Except for wild albinos, the first 
white turkey in the English colonies prob-
ably came from England. Importations 
from Holland and elsewhere followed. 

Originally, white turkeys, like most other 
white livestock, were considered delicate. 
This bias continues into this century and 
traces of it can still be found today. While 
the idea that white turkeys are more 
delicate than colored varieties is gener-
ally nonsense, the original strains were 
probably developed with a great deal of 
inbreeding. Also, during natural incuba-
tion, white fowl are more susceptible to 
predation. Perhaps because Holland had 
fewer problems with predation than most 
areas, it was the first area where white 
turkeys predominated. Whatever the 
reason, white turkeys became associated 
with Holland. 

One problem slowing the popularity of 
white turkeys was feather density. While 
most white fowl dress better than col-
ored birds, most strains of white turkeys 
have higher feather density than colored 

varieties, making them more difficult to 
pick. This disadvantage disappeared with 
modern dressing plants and the scald/
pick method. Still, the development of 
the Broad-Breasted Bronze slowed the 
increasing popularity of white turkeys 
in commercial operations. Then in the 
1950s, Broad-Breasted White strains were 

developed by cross-
ing White Hollands 
to Broad-Breasted 
Bronze and by se-
lecting white sports 
from Broad-Breast-
ed Bronze flocks. 
In effect, the Broad-

Breasted White is a white Broad-Breasted 
Bronze. White turkeys all carry a reces-
sive gene which prevents the appearance 
of pigment in the shanks and plumage. 
However, dark eye color proves this is 
not true albinism. 

At the same time giant turkeys were 
being developed, smaller turkeys were 
also being bred to fill special niches in 
the market. For practical reasons, most 
of these small turkeys were white. In the 
U.S., much of this development took place 
at the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
Research Center in Beltsville, Maryland. 
During the 1940s, small turkey develop-
ment centered in a Broad-Breasted small 
turkey. In 1951, the Beltsville Small White 
turkey was admitted to the Standard. 
Standard weights were: Old tom – 21 lbs.; 
Young tom – 17 lbs.; Old hen – 12 lbs.; 
Young hen – 10 lbs. After that, an even 
smaller white turkey, the Midget White, 
was developed. This turkey was never 
standardized, but approximate weights 
are: Old tom – 13 lbs.; Young tom – 11 
lbs.; Old hen – 9 lbs.; Young hen – 8 lbs. 
Due to lower weights and slightly less 
extreme breast development, the small 
commercial turkeys were capable of natu-
ral reproduction. They were also selected 
for egg production and can prove practi-
cal on a small farm. However, continued 
development of the large Broad-Breasted 
turkeys has produced strains that develop 
the characteristic body type at a very 
young age. As a result, the demand for 
small turkeys is filled by young Broad-
Breasted White turkeys. The small white 
varieties, which never really caught on 
with fanciers, are very rare today. 

In the 1983 Standard, the weights for 
On left is a back view of Regal Red tom. On right is a back view of Harvest Gold tom.

“Modern commercial production is dominated by 
Broad-Breasted Whites.  Until recently, other types had 

all but disappeared.”
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White Hollands were raised to conform 
with those of the Bronze. Previously, it had 
been the same as the Narragansett and the 
Black. This produces an interesting situ-
ation. The Broad-Breasted White, which 
caused the change, are usually larger and 
true White Hollands are still the same size 
as a Narragansett. The White Holland 
turkey maintained a limited commercial 
role. Modern commercial production is 
dominated by Broad-Breasted Whites. 
Broad-Breasted Bronze maintain a minor 
and shrinking role. Until recently, other 
types had all but disappeared.

The Narragansett is one of the most 
interesting of this group. Historically, this 
was the turkey of New England. It takes 
its name from the Narragansett Bay area. 
Some authors have suggested an exotic 
origin for the Narragansett, suggesting it 
may have come originally from Mexico 
or Central America. While this sugges-
tion seems to have little basis, some of 
its ancestry did come from that area, but 
by way of Europe. Such turkeys, crossed 
with local wild turkeys, produced the 
Narragansett. It could in fact be consid-
ered an intermediate step in the produc-
tion of the Bronze. Early writers praised 
the quality of its meat as well as its egg 
production. I can’t disagree with that, but 
perhaps I should warn you that this is my 
favorite turkey. It’s an active bird, but 
when kept at liberty, doesn’t wander too 
far from home. It is also a good mother. 
The pattern is similar to the Bronze, but 
bronze is replaced with steel gray and 
the brown in the tail is a lighter tan. The 
gray has a slightly golden or brown tint. 
If it were not a Standard type, the Nar-
ragansett could have been covered in the 
Bronze section. 

A grown-out young Narragansett will 
feed you, your family, your friends, your 
neighbors and a few people you don’t 
even like. Even the Standard Bronze is 
too much turkey for general use; okay for 
holidays, but otherwise you better like 
lots of leftovers.

At one time, fanciers had developed 
a Silver Narragansett. In this variety, 
white replaced gray and tan. It was never 
accepted by the APA and is very rare, 
although such sports appear from time 
to time in Narragansett flocks.

The APA proudly claims that all 
turkey varieties listed in its Standard, 

with the possible exception of the White 
Holland, were developed in the United 
States. The claim may be a bit too bold. 
While all turkeys are of American origin 
and most colors originated in Mexico and 
Central America, others were probably 
developed in Europe. 

 The Black, sometimes called Black 
Spanish or Norfolk Black, is one of these. 
As its other names indicate, the Spanish 
and English also claim its development. 
However, Blacks were probably among 
the first turkeys sent to Spain, perhaps 
because they were a rarity in their own 
land. Black or mostly black turkeys 
were mentioned by early explorers but 
don’t seem to have been the dominant 
type anywhere. They did better in the 
Old World, quickly becoming the domi-
nant type in Spain and Norfolk County, 
England. They were also common in 
the rest of England, as well as in France 
and Italy. In this country, flocks referred 
to as Norfolk Black are usually marked 
with white as the original Norfolk Black 
flocks were. Today, in England this color 
is found on Longer Right Breasts, while 
the Norfolks are completely black. White 
winged Blacks, marked like Bourbon 
Reds, may be extinct in North America 
but were once wide spread if not as com-
mon as the solid Blacks. 

The Slate, sometimes called Blues 
or Blue Slates, are related to the Blacks 
but they are less common and their ac-
tual development is more obscure. The 
color could have been developed before 
European contact. In Europe or in the 
U.S. the color is analogous to self blue 
or splash in chickens. It may have origi-
nally been produced by breeding blacks 
to near-white black sports. Turkeys that 
are accepted as slate can have any of three 
color gene combinations: splash/splash; 
splash/black; or self-blue/self-blue. When 
crossed with black, self-blue is recessive. 
Those who become involved in breeding 
this color must be aware of the genetics 
to predict hatch outcomes. 

The Buff, also called Jersey or New 
Jersey Buff, also has an obscure origin, 
or perhaps origins, since different strains 
could have been developed in different 
places at the same or different times. 
Whether or not it originated in the U.S., 
it certainly achieved its greatest promi-
nence in this country. Elsewhere, with 

Bronze hen. 

White Holland tom. 

Narragansett hen. Illustrations copyright 
of the American Poultry Association, Pat 
Horstman, Secretary/Treasurer.
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the exception of Britain, it never obtained 
wide popularity. This is probably due 
to the difficulty of producing properly 
colored specimens. While a properly 
colored Buff is beautiful, part of its early 
popularity was the ease of dressing a 
light-colored bird. With old-fashioned 
picking methods, it produced a better-
looking carcass than even the whites. 
Some of the old-time professionals felt 
that Buffs and the related Bourbon Reds 
were meatier than other Standard types. 
The Buff is supposed to be an even buff 
throughout, with the exception of the 
flight feathers, which are allowed to be 
very light. In fact, they are often white.

The Bourbon Red, developed from 
the Buff by selection, is certainly a U.S. 
product. Development started in Pennsyl-
vania with the selection of Jersey Buffs 
for deeper color. The result was called 
Tuscarora Red, sometimes Tuscawara 
Red. Settlers heading West took them to 
Kentucky along with the long rifle. Final 
development was centered in Kentucky 
and southern Ohio, where they were 

but crossing with other varieties has pro-
duced strains of the Royal Palm pattern, 
but with red, slate or brown replacing the 
normal black. These variants and other 
varieties could be produced. With the 
exception of black backs with some white 
edging and the larger comparative size of 
surface feathers, which give a fish-scale 
appearance, the Royal Palm has the same 
basic pattern as the Narragansett, only 
with white replacing gray. While this is 
usually a small turkey, some strains are 
as large as the medium Standard varieties 
like the Narragansett and the Bourbon 
Red. This may be due to the inclusion or 
conversion of silver Narragansetts. Just 
as Narragansetts produce silver sports, 
Royal Palms produce gray sports, which 
seems to argue for a close relationship of 
the two varieties. 

Another related type is the Nebras-
kan, sometimes called Nebraska Royals, 
which is also white and black. However, 
the pattern is less defined and black is 
scattered throughout the plumage. Now 
rare, some of these may also have been 
bred toward the Royal Palm pattern. The 
pattern is  also called Spotted Nebraska. 
There are also Buff and Blue strains of 
this pattern. 

Another related type is the New 
Turkey. I’ve read and heard of it but I’ve 
never seen it. It reverses the Royal Palm 
pattern and must be quite rare. 

A more common, but still rare, re-
lated type is the Royal Nebraska, which 
roughly reverses the pattern of the 
Nebraska Royal. These birds are very 
much like the original Norfolk Blacks 
but have more of a charcoal gray ground 
color. There is also a blue version of this 
pattern. The gene responsible for this pat-
tern is very much like the grizzled gene 
found in pigeons. 

Some Non-Standard Types Worth 
Mentioning

Some other non-standard types worth 
mentioning include the Lilac, which is 
blue or slate with light maroon or red bar-
ring. This is one of the most popular non-
standard varieties and could well make it 
into the Standard in the future. It is the 
same size as the medium-sized Standard 
group such as the Black and the Slate.

A non-standard variety that should be 
in the Standard now is, of course, the Wild. 

American Livestock Breeds Conservancy
2006 Heritage Turkey Census Underway

The American Livestock Breeds Conservancy is again conducting a census of 
heritage turkeys. We need your help.

As recently as 1997 heritage turkeys were teetering on the edge of extinction, 
with the ALBC census finding only 1,335 breeding birds in the United States. 
Because of the efforts of hundreds of breeders, producers, consumers, and orga-
nizations across the country, breeding populations are on the rise. Conversations 
with hatcheries and the large producers show the populations reaching towards 
6,000 breeding birds.

ALBC would like to get a comprehensive understanding of who is breed-
ing turkeys, and the breeder bird numbers of each variety. Through this census 
ALBC expects to learn which populations are thriving, and which are in need of 
additional attention.

If you breed or raise turkeys, we invite you to complete the 2006 Heritage 
Turkey Census. To get a copy of the survey form go to www.albc-usa.org and click 
on the 2006 Heritage Turkey Census link on the right hand side of the page. Or, if 
you prefer write, call, or e-mail ALBC.  Please know that confidential information 
you provide will be protected. The final report will identify and provide contact 
information for those who breed and sell stock.

Conservation success depends on people like you, and I am personally honored 
to work with you. Thank you for participating in this year’s turkey census.

To obtain a copy of the census, contact:
Marjorie Bender, Research & Technical Program Manager
American Livestock Breeds Conservancy
PO Box 477, Pittsboro, NC  27312
Phone: 919-542-5704, Fax:  919-545-0022
E-mail: mbender@albc-usa.org, Website: www.albc-usa.org

also called Kentucky Reds and Bourbon 
Butternuts. Except for required white 
flight feathers, the Bourbon Red pattern 
is just a darker, richer version of the buff 
pattern. Claims that the Bourbon Reds 
were discovered in the wild are without 
merit. Solid Reds are know as Regal or 
Tennessee Reds. 

The buff-red complex, like the Bronze 
pattern, has some associated non-Stan-
dard varieties.

Royal Palm: The final Standard 
variety is the Royal Palm. This little 
turkey is about the same weight as a 
Beltsville but has a lighter build and 
larger frame. Standard weights are: Old 
tom – 22 lbs.; Young tom – 16 lbs.; Old 
hen – 12 lbs.; Young hen – 10 lbs. This 
is the only turkey not heavily selected 
for meat production. It was developed 
along ornamental lines. However, if you 
have a small family or a small place, it 
may well be the turkey for you. Palms 
can be high-strung but are thrifty and can 
fend for themselves. Only the black and 
white variety has ever been standardized, 
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Why it has not been treated like the Canada 
goose and Mallard is hard to explain. The 
races vary slightly in color and in size. 
They can be practical homestead fowl. 
This is also true of the smaller ocellated 
turkey, which is best adapted to warmer 
climates. While wild turkeys bolt when 
disturbed, they tame easily but are more 
susceptible to blackhead and some other 
illnesses than most domestics. Generally 
speaking, the northern races are larger than 
the southern. In some states, special per-
mits are required to keep or sell wild tur-
keys. In the past, wild turkeys were widely 
used for crossing, and at least one attempt 
was made to develop a commercial “wild” 
type. The Nittany was developed at Penn-
sylvania State College through selection 
from the native wild turkey. This is another 
commercial type that never made it into 
the Standard. Some of these may still exist 
in the hands of fanciers. They are slightly 
smaller than Beltsvilles and fall between 
Standards and true Broad-Breasted turkeys 
in type. While the Nittany’s commercial 
niche has been usurped by modern Broad-
Breasted Whites, it could be an excellent 
homestead bird.

I should also mention Greys or Grays. 
This term is often used for slates or Nar-
ragansetts; but in the past, it more prop-
erly applied to a turkey with patterned, 
not solid, plumage of varying shades of 
clear gray. These were once the dominant 
variety in Ireland and were common in 
England and Italy, but some were found 
in the U.S. also during the last century. 

Other grays like the Oregon Gray 
are less integrated blends of white and 
black.

The Copper is another variety. Once 
common in Cambridgeshire, England, 
this bird was also mentioned by old-
timers here in the U.S. It was, or is, a 
redder or less bronze version of the dark 
brown, but the term is also used for reds 
on occasion.

Calicos really do have the same color 
combination as the cat of the same name 
but the orange isn’t as orange. There are 
also Blue Calicos, a Calico strain that ap-
peared in a Wishard Bronze flock known 
as the Sweet Grass. SPPA member Tom 
Walker recently produced a beautiful new 
Bronze Variant called Harvest Gold.

Other turkey varieties that you might 
hear about include Spotted, Cinnamon, 

Lavender, Red Slate, Grizzled, Nutmeg, 
Crimson and Chestnut. While I’m not 
sure of all of these, they are, to the best of 
my knowledge, other names for, or varia-
tions on, varieties already mentioned.

While I have tried to be as complete 
as possible, this article focuses only on 
types found in the U.S. and Canada. I 
have used what I believe are the most 
generally accepted names in the non-
standard varieties. Not everyone would 
agree with my choices, but I tried to cover 
the rival names also.

General Turkey Care
The old types of turkeys will thrive 

under conditions that Broad-Breasted 
strains would find hard to tolerate. 
Letting turkeys run with other poultry, 
especially chickens is always a risk; 
however if you have clean ground (no 
poultry on the premises for 20 years or 
more) and you start all your flocks from 
newly hatched birds, all risk of blackhead 
(the disease that made keeping turkeys on 

ground risky) can be avoided. Without 
overcrowding and when care is taken to 
avoid damp, unsanitary conditions, the 
old types will do well on free range or 
in grass runs. Artificial incubation and 
rearing will give greater production and 
often a lower mortality. But I like to see 
poults running with their mothers, and 
natural production takes less labor than 
any other method. If you have the room, 
young turkeys with their mothers can 
grow up on greens, insects, wild seeds 
and fruits. Under confinement, one tom 
can handle 10-12 hens. On free range, 
half that many is about right. 

Consider some heritage turkeys on 
your place. As a group, heritage turkeys 
are the most endangered class of poultry, 
the most American and extremely practi-
cal. Lend these historic birds a hand.

You can help protect and preserve 
historic and rare breeds of poultry by 
joining the SPPA. Send dues of $12.50 
to Dr. Charles Everett, 1057 Nick Watts 
Rd., Lugoff, SC 29078.
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health: 

By rOn Kean

extensiOn pOultry specialist

university OF wiscOnsin-madisOn

the answer man

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

Candling Eggs

We’re raising chickens for eggs, and 
are also keeping a few roosters to 

breed. But I don’t know how to candle 
eggs, and I don’t want an unborn chicken 
in my omelet. So please help!  

Amanda, New York

None of us would like to find some-
thing like that! Candling is really nothing 
more than shining a bright light through 
the egg to visualize its contents. The 
first important key is to work in a dark 
room. The next key is to have a light 
focused into a fairly small beam. Some 
people will use a small flashlight. If it’s 
a bright one, this can work pretty well. 
Another method that is commonly used is 
to make a box with a small hole cut into 
it. A hole about one inch in diameter or 
smaller should work well. The box needs 
to be able to handle some heat. Wire a 
light bulb inside this box and you’re set. 
A 40-watt bulb (or less) will work just 
fine. The actual candling can be done 
in a couple of different ways. If you’re 
looking at partially incubated eggs (to 
determine fertility/viability), it’s usually 
easiest to shine the light near the large 
end of the egg. You can usually see a 
spider web of blood vessels if there is a 
developing embryo. 

If you’re looking for eating quality, as 
you mentioned, you can gently spin the 
egg in your hand. This will cause the yolk 

to move inside the egg, and you can see if 
any dark spots are present. The yolk will 
look like a darker shadow, and the cha-
lazae may be visible. These are normal. 
After doing a few, you’ll get more famil-
iar with normal vs. “abnormal.” Most 
spots of blood (or tissue) in the egg will 
not be developing chicks. They are from 
the hen’s body while the egg was being 
formed. Still, many people like to remove 
these. Finally, it can still be difficult to 
candle dark brown-shelled eggs. 

Gathering eggs frequently (once a 
day or more if you can) and keeping 
gathered eggs cool will help a great deal 
to prevent a “surprise” in your omelet.

Feather Loss Raises
Many Questions

I enjoy reading your articles in Backyard 
Poultry.  We have seven layers and one 

rooster. They live together in a covered 
pen 40' x 50' and a night-safe coop of 10' 
x 20' but there still seems to be a pecking 
order problem that gets pretty serious, as 
you can see in the attached pictures. What 
is this pecking order all about?

Jim & DeeAnn via E-mail

Missing feathers in this pattern al-
most certainly point to the rooster. Dur-
ing mating, the rooster will grab hold of 
the feathers behind the comb, and tread 
on the back of the female. This is exactly 
where the feathers are missing on these 
hens. Sometimes clipping the toenails of 
the rooster can help. Most likely, these 
are the “favorite” hens and he is mating 
them more often. It may also be that the 
hens themselves, or other hens, pick at 
the new feathers as they grow in, thus 
perpetuating the problem. Getting more 
hens might help, but I wouldn’t guarantee 
it. Fitting the hens with cloth “saddles” 
is a possibility. These used to be used for 
turkey hens, and they are still available 
through some mail-order poultry supply 
houses. 

More suggestions for dealing with 
feather picking are given below.

I currently have 10 Rhode Island Reds—
one rooster and nine hens. I have them 

in a fenced in lot approximately 8' x 16' 
with three laying boxes. Three of the hens 
are missing the feathers on their back and 
wing section. I noticed that the rooster 
and the other hens are pecking at these 
three hens. This is so bad that you can see 
even under the skin. Can you think of a 
reason for this? Someone told me that 
they needed protein. Any suggestions?

Tony & Sandy, Kentucky

You can try extra protein. In some 
cases, it will help. Unfortunately, in 
many cases, this is the natural “pecking 
order” of chickens. Contrary to what 
many of us would like to think, chickens 
are not really “nice” to each other. They 
will quite often harass the lowest mem-
ber of the pecking order until it dies. If 
they are especially aggressive, they may 
move on to the next in line. Usually, this 
doesn’t occur as long as all the birds are 
healthy. 

Feather loss on 
birds has  brought 
about more 
questions than any 
other topic. In this 
issue, Ron addresses 
a variety of common 
problems and 
offers some helpful 
answers. 
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You can try trimming the chickens’ 
beaks so they are not so sharp. Taking the 
tip off won’t interfere with their ability to 
eat, but it can help with the feather pull-
ing and pecking. You can also try coating 
the pecked areas with some commercial 
anti-pick lotions. There are a few different 
brands available. 

I have a flock of about 45 Black Austral-
orp laying hens. They are 15 months 

old. I did have five roosters with them, 
now I have two. They do not free range. 
They are fed commercial laying pellet 
scratch, and a variety of scraps.

My question is, almost all of the hens 
have lost their feathers on their backs near 
their tail. They are also now losing their 
feathers around their necks and some all 
the way from the base of the tail to the 
base of the neck. Also one of the roost-
ers is now losing the feathers at the base 
of his tail. I initially thought that it was 
caused by having too many roosters. 

I have also closely inspected for 
mites. The flock is clean. Can you please 
help me out in this area? They seem to 
be laying fine. They lay between 24 and 
30 eggs per day. They have been laying 
steady since they started in October, 
2005. Any suggestions will be greatly 
appreciated. 

Erin via E-mail

We’ve had several questions about 
feather loss recently. In some cases, 
overly aggressive (or overly populous!) 
roosters are to blame. In a few cases, 
mites are sometimes to blame. Some, 
however, can’t be explained by these 
things. 

Often, the other hens are pecking on 
the feathers. This is sometimes caused 
by an excess in energy in the diet. When 
lots of high energy “treats” such as 
cracked corn, or bread, etc. are given, 
this can cause some pecking. I have also 
seen where the hens would “groom” the 
male to the point where his feathers were 
very tattered. Chickens will often peck 
the lowest birds in the pecking order, 
too. These will often end up missing a 
lot of feathers, or worse. Feeding high 
fiber feeds, such as hay, oats, or even 
root vegetables (turnips, etc.) have been 
used to dilute the energy of the diet. Some 
of these also probably give the chickens 

something else to peck at. Some even sug-
gest hanging vegetables from the ceiling 
(within reach of the chickens) so they 
have to work to peck at them.

In some cases, it is probably just 
normal wear and tear on the feathers. 
High-producing hens put a lot of nu-
trients into laying eggs, and that often 
comes at the expense of feathers. The best 
producing hens often look very tough, 
while the “prettiest” hens aren’t laying 
many eggs.

Finally, and I suspect that may be 
what is happening in the second case, 
some hens go through a sort of slow, 
long-term molt. They often lose feathers 
around their neck and tail, yet continue 
to lay eggs. It’s probably not an unhealthy 
situation, but it’s unsightly. There may be 
a combination of molt and then feather-
picking of the new feathers as they grow 
in.

Some people report improvement 
when feeding protein supplements such 
as cat food. This might help in some 
cases. In others, it will probably just 
take some time until the hen completes 
her molt.

Egg-Eating Hens

I have a couple of conundrums with my 
backyard flock. I have 14 laying hens, 

two each of several different breeds. Ten 
of the hens are a year older than the other 
four. They have established a pecking 
order with the older ones on top. The 
“dominant” hen has all of her feathers 
and is a beautiful white leghorn. Unfor-
tunately, the further down the pecking 
order the fewer feathers each hen has. The 
poor pathetic Araucana at the bottom of 
the order has very few feathers to speak 
of. Any suggestions?

My other dilemma is that some of the 
hens are cracking and eating the eggs in 
the nest box. I have tried putting wooden 
eggs in the nests. I have also tried to gath-
er eggs more often which helps some, but 
I can’t run out to the coop every time an 
egg is laid. My parents were both raised 
on farms and their suggestion/solution is 
to smash up the egg shells of the eggs we 
use in the house and give them back to the 
girls (hens) with other fruit and veggies. I 
have tried this but I don’t know if it really 
makes a difference. As far as nutrition 
goes they receive commercially prepared 
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laying pellets (lower protein in summer), 
commercially prepared scratch occasion-
ally, greens (pesticide free) from the yard 
frequently, and all the insects and worms 
my boys and they can catch.

 We live in Salt Lake City, Utah, so 
the summers are hot and the winters are 
cold, I have done my best to minimize 
temperature extremes by heating the 
coop with a red heat lamp in the winter 
and a shaded yard in the summer. I would 
greatly appreciate any suggestions you 
have to offer.

Janel via E-mail

Several answers have been offered for 
possible treatments for feather pecking. 

Regarding the egg-eating hens, this 
is a difficult habit to break once it has 
started. If one hen (or rooster) is the 
guilty party, it’s often better to remove 
that one before others pick up the habit. 
If that’s not an option, some people have 
tried wooden eggs, as you mentioned. 
Some have tried filling an egg with 
a less-than-desirable substance (hot 
sauce, etc.) but this is probably more 
effective for mammalian predators. It’s 
doubtful that a chicken tastes much of 
this. I doubt that it is a nutritional defi-
ciency, unless they are calcium deficient. 
Laying hens should have access to a 
calcium source (oyster shell, limestone, 
etc.) at all times. 

Darkening the nest, such as by hang-
ing a cloth over the front, can sometimes 
help. Some people have gone to the 
extreme of designing roll-away nests so 
the eggs roll out of the reach of the of-
fending eater.

Offering fruits and vegetables (es-
pecially high-fiber items) might distract 
them from the eggs by giving them some-
thing else to peck on.

Unusual Egg Shapes Make
Conversation Pieces

Attached are two pictures of eggs 
from two different Rhode Island 

Red hens we have.
Egg 1 has a darker part shell on the 

bottom of the egg and this happens with 
almost every egg she is laying. And this 
morning I found one of her eggs, I’m 
almost sure it was hers, without the shell, 
just the membrane holding the yolk and 
white together.

Egg 2 is from a hen we separated and 
had inside our garage, because it was 
the rooster’s favorite hen and she had no 
more feathers on her back and a wound 
under her wing. This “umbilical cord”-
egg only happened one time so far and 
she is laying normal eggs again. 

They are both a little over one year 
and five months of age and I feed them 
layer feed and some cracked corn. they 
have free run of the yard all the time. 
They also get oyster shell, but not on a 
regular basis.

I hope you have seen such strange 
eggs before and can help.

Claudia, Tennessee

It’s amazing to see some of the inter-
esting egg shells that occur! Egg 1 is a 
fairly common one to see. The darker 
part is actually a very thin section of 
shell, so the “darkness” from the liquid 
egg inside is showing through. You can 
compare this to ice on a frozen lake, 
and when it gets thin enough that you 
can see the water below, it looks very 
dark. Allowing oyster shell free choice 
might improve this, or it may be that 
this particular hen just produces poor 
quality egg shells. Generally, oyster 
shell should be available to the hens at 
all times, so they can eat as much of it 
as they’d like.

The second egg is not so easy to ex-

plain. Strangely shaped eggs such as this 
happen occasionally, and I don’t really 
know what causes it. A virus that causes 
infectious bronchitis can cause misshapen 
eggs, but this is usually a more permanent 
thing and you’d see it more consistently. 
It’s possible that the wound under her wing 
might be associated, but that would be 
difficult to test. I don’t think it is anything 
to worry about, and it definitely produced 
a conversation piece!

Calcium In Layer’s Diet

In the Aug./Sept., 2006 issue there was 
the article about making your own 

feed. 
It was very interesting, but sounds too 

complicated for me. I do let my chickens 
run free during the day, and get a com-
mercial feed also. 

I grind up my eggshells and mix 
with my coffee grounds and put this in 
my flowerbeds. I see the chickens eat-
ing the shells. My question is, are the 
eggshells as good for them as oyster 
shells are? 

Sometimes I find that my chickens 
have broken and eaten their own eggs, 
and shell. What is the reason they do 
this? 

Anita, Tennessee

Feeding the eggshells back to the 
chickens certainly won’t hurt them. 
There is some evidence that the particle 
size of the calcium carbonate can affect 
shell quality. Larger particles (rather 
than ground calcium) have been shown 
to produce stronger eggshells. If the 
eggshells are their only source of cal-
cium, you may not want to crush them 
very finely, but I still don’t think you’ll 
notice a problem.

You’ll want to avoid having them 
break and eat their own eggs, however. 
This can be a bad habit, and a difficult 
one to stop once it starts. Often, it starts 
with weak egg shells, or nests without 
adequate cushioning material, and then 
one or a few chickens develop a “taste” 
for eggs. They will break eggs and more 
will discover them. Wood shavings, straw, 
or even outdoor carpeting can be used 
to line the nests. Frequent egg gathering 
is also a good idea. This is definitely a 
situation where an ounce of prevention 
is worth a pound of cure!

If you raise 
enough 
laying hens, 
you are 
bound to 
find some 
unusual 
shaped eggs 
along the 
way.
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Irritating Scaly Mites

I have bantys and chuckers that run free 
on our farm yard and when they get 

older they get a growth on their legs that 
looks like tree bark and must hurt them 
to walk because they show it. What is it 
and how do we cure it? Thank you for 
your help.

John, Wisconsin

This is probably scaly leg mites. 
The tiny little mites burrow under the 
scales of the legs and feet. The waste 
they produce (and probably some scab 
material from the bird) cause the scales 
to push up and give the tree bark ap-
pearance you mentioned. Fortunately, 
this is pretty easy to treat, assuming 
you can catch the birds. Just apply some 
petroleum jelly on the affected areas and 
rub it in well. This will suffocate the 
mites. You may need to retreat after 10 
days or so. This should get rid of them. 
It will take a while for the scales to go 
back down, but they should eventually 
return to normal.

I enjoy Backyard Poultry and find it both 
enjoyable and educational. 

I have raised chickens my entire life. 
For the most part, they free range. The 
only time they are confined is at night or 
occasionally when we are dealing with 
a fox or hawk. I have about 25 bantams 
and a couple of Rhode Island Reds. Our 
bantams are always bothered with scaly 
leg mites. The big chickens are never 
affected with this condition. I treat the 
bantams periodically with Ivermectin 
and this works but it’s a real nuisance 
trying to catch them all and administer 
one drop to each chicken. If I let it go too 
long, their feet get sore and their toes get 
inflamed. Someone told me that dipping 
the chickens’ feet and legs in vegetable 
oil will smother mites, but I have not 
had much luck with this treatment. This 
too can be difficult. Do you have any 
suggestions? Could the Ivermectin be 
put in the water and if so, how much 
per quart of water? Where do the mites 
come from and why do they only affect 
the bantams? 

Sandie, Tennessee

Scaly leg mites seem to be a recurring 
problem. It is interesting that different 

chickens seem to have more resistance to 
them than others do. Could there be any 
environmental differences among your 
birds? Different roosting areas? Different 
exposure to wild birds? Some travelling 
to shows while others do not? There is 
definitely evidence of varying resistance 
among genetic strains, so it’s possible 
that you won’t find any environmental 
differences. As stated in response to the 
previous question, I like to use petroleum 
jelly instead of vegetable oil. It is more 
viscous, so it stays on the tissue longer, 
so it’s better at suffocating the mites. 
Some permethrin based sprays may work 
to treat these mites, as well. Ivermectin 
will probably work, but it is not approved 
for use in or on poultry. There are no 
published directions for use, withdrawal 
times, etc. If you are not using the birds 
for consumption, or are only using them 
for your own use, you can find informa-
tion on the Internet about usage. I believe 
some people do put it in the water and 
administer it that way. At least some of 
the Ivermectin products are oil-based, so 
I’m not sure how well they will dissolve 
in the water. Regarding where the mites 
come from, most likely they are either 
coming from wild birds or from exposure 
to other chickens that have them. It is also 
possible that you are never quite killing 
all of them on the bantams, so the few 
that survive just keep multiplying until 
you notice a problem again.

An Egg Within An Egg

A few years ago, I became interested 
in raising chickens, more so like a 

hobby. I would start with 50 chicks from 
the hatchery. This last batch started lay-
ing in March. 

I have taken great pride in caring for 
my chickens; by feeding them the proper 
food and keeping their quarters clean of 
litter. Now they are producing nice big 
brown eggs. 

One day I decided to boil some eggs 
to pickle. After peeling one I noticed it 
was extra hard, and I could see some 
brown showing through. A small brown 
hard shell egg was embedded within the 
big egg with the white all around. 

I have done a lot of research, no one 
seems to know, nor have seen an egg like 
this. (I have frozen the egg to keep.) I 
feel this is a very rare occasion. I would 

greatly appreciate any information, and 
your point of view on this matter. 

Leonard, West Virginia

While quite rare, I have heard of this 
happening. First, a little explanation 
about the hen’s reproductive tract may 
help. In a nutshell, the yolk forms on the 
ovary. When it is released, it travels down 
the oviduct where thin and thick albumen 
(the whites), shell membranes, and then 
the shell are added. It has been shown 
that these latter components will be ap-
plied to any object that passes through 
the oviduct. [A retired professor at UW-
Madison tells of putting a note in a small 
glass vial and surgically depositing it at 
the top of the oviduct. It was in the egg 
that was laid the next day!] In the case of 
your hen, a fully-formed egg must have 
passed back up the oviduct, so the second 
set of whites and shell was added the next 
day. I can’t explain why this might have 
happened, and you are right, it is a very 
rare occasion! I’d be quite surprised if 
you ever see it again! 
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Backyard Poultry Bookstore

gail damerOw
This informative book for both beginning 
and experienced chicken owners covers 
breed selection, building feeders and shel-
ters, how to collect and store your eggs to 
maintain freshness (or hatching), maintain-
ing 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

Chicken Tractor
andy lee &
pat FOrman

This revolutionary, practical book will delight 
gardeners and poultry growers everywhere.  
A chicken tractor is a bottomless, portable 
pen that can be moved wherever you need 
help in the garden. Chickens aerate the soil 
while eating pests and weeds, then fertil-
ize the beds with manure. Best of all, they 

provide the great tasting eggs and meat not available in any grocery 
store. Chicken Tractor  shows how building a better garden can result 
in twice as much food from half as much land. You’ll find complete 
instructions for building and using pens, tips on breed selection, plus 
money-making ideas. 318 pages,  $22.95

Raising Small Livestock
A Practical Handbook

JerOme Belanger

A small-farm classic is back!
Anyone considering raising small-scale live-
stock will find this book as useful today 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 tur-
keys from young poults to delicious, thick-
breasted birds. Discussions on selecting the 
right turkey for your flock, breeding and 
management, processing, flock health, feed-
ing 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 compre-
hensive and current information on raising 
chickens, turkeys, waterfowl, and game birds. 
Covers selection (for both meat and egg pro-
duction), hatching, housing and equipment, 
feeding, and rearing.  343 pages, $18.95

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.

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

For a complete listing of all books available from Backyard Poultry Bookstore,
visit our website at www.backyardpoultrymag.com.
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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

Barnyard in Your Backyard
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.

JOhn J. mettler, Jr., d.v.m
Clear, concise, step-by-step information 

covers processing and preserving beef, 
hogs, veal, lamb, venison, poultry, 
rabbits and small game. Includes a nice 
selection of recipes.   208 pages,  $16.95

Basic Butchering of  
Livestock and Game

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, 
training 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 guineas, 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
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By rOnda wilKOFF

texas

I got chickens for the first time in May 
of 2005 and was completely new to 
the task. I ordered six Sicilian But-

tercup pullets and one cockerel from Ideal 
Hatchery. In the process of maturation, 
two of the females died leaving me with 
four healthy hens and one very healthy 
rooster. My interest in them would have 
to be characterized as more pet ownership 
than anything else. We find they require a 
bit of maintenance but nothing comparable 
to a dog or cat. They never fail to delight 
me and are constantly pushing the enve-
lope when it comes to dispelling rumors 
about chicken intelligence.  

I am interested in most poultry topics 
raised but especially in health and solu-
tions to health problems. I have read every 
available book on the topic and find all 
of them are lacking everyday solutions 
to the sorts of problems we see raising 
chickens. They all touch on the basics 
but when something happens, there is no 
place to turn. Even though I live in a rural 
area with a city close by, I have not been 
able to find one veterinarian who will treat 
poultry. Aside from that, I couldn’t begin 
to afford to run to the vet’s office every 
time one of my chickens had a problem. 
So, if anybody has practical information, 
please come forward. I will share my two 
experiences in the hopes that it might help 
someone who may need it.

Cod Liver Oil
The first problem cropped up when 

the chickens were four weeks old. One of 
the pullets suddenly stopped eating and 

drinking and her legs became stiff and 
spastic. I could not find any information  
that would help me understand what her 
problem was. I knew I had to act fast. We 
took her out of the flock momentarily and 
forced fluids by eye dropper. Nothing too 
traumatic, we just put a drop of sugar 
water on the end of her beak and she 
drank it. (One teaspoon sugar dissolved 
in 1/2 cup water). The next step was go-
ing to Petsmart to buy Superworms used 

to feed the lizards they sell. She couldn’t 
resist a live worm and that got her eating 
again. The next step was cod liver oil in 
tiny amounts over a period of a couple of 
weeks, every day, in a hollowed out worm 
or just by eye dropper. We also gave her 
what we called “physical therapy” which 
amounted to very gently working her 
little legs up and down with one finger, 
and massaging them a bit. Sound stupid? 
She recovered totally and is still alive 
a year later. What little information I 
could find on the Internet said when they 
have leg weakness and paralysis at four 
weeks of age, they will “not recover.” 
This time they were wrong. It only took 
a few minutes three times a day and it 
saved her life. She is a little scrapper, 
too. She really knows how to get by. As 
for the cod liver oil, it has some amazing 
properties and I credit it with saving my 
little chicken’s life.

Electrolytes
The second experience was just a 

few weeks ago. I had purchased some 
Qwik Chik from McMurray Hatchery 
because  I was thinking about getting 
some more baby chicks and wanted them 
to have the electrolytes and vitamins my 

first bunch didn’t have when I got them. 
I had the packet in a cabinet but had not 
used it yet. One hot Sunday morning, the 
rooster did not crow. I knew something 
was wrong. I went out to find him with 
his head hanging and his eyes closed. 
He was listless and sick. He would not 
eat and would not drink.  Again, I didn’t 
know what it could be. I went inside 
and mixed up some of the electrolyte/
vitamins, added a teaspoon of sugar, 

1/2 crushed aspirin and a 1/2 crushed 
vitamin C. I dissolved all this in cool 
water and got the eye dropper. It was 
not easy catching him, sick though he 
was, but we caught him four times and 
forced several eye droppers full down 
him every hour or two.  He was silent 
throughout the day and the chicken yard 
seemed somber indeed. When evening 
arrived we put him on his favorite bale of 
hay in the coop and the “girls” gathered 
around him even though he was just a 
shadow of his former self. He had shown 
no sign of improvement at all. I knew 
he might be dead in the morning so we 
were prepared. 

The next morning I heard him crow 
and he has been crowing ever since. The 
secret to his recovery was that he was 
in relatively good health and if I could 
keep him from dehydrating, his own im-
mune system defenses would take over 
from there. When a chicken gets sick it 
just stops taking fluid or food thereby 
hastening death. We can intervene, give 
them fluids and maybe give their immune 
system time to recover.

I hope these words will help someone 
who has no place else to turn for help. It’s 
worth the effort if you love your birds. 

Cod Liver Oil, 
Electrolytes & TLC 

Saved Her Birds

health: 

Ronda Wilkoff checks the health of her 
birds.

“When a chicken gets sick it just stops taking fluid or food 
thereby hastening death. We can intervene, give them fluids 

and maybe give their immune system time to recover.”
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predatOr cOntrOl: 

By harvey ussery

www.themOdernhOmestead.us

phOtOs cOurtesy u.s. Fish & wildliFe

service: http://www.Fws.gOv/

A Rude Awakening

“Hey, what’s going on?” I 
heard my wife ask, fol-
lowed by a snick of the 

latch on the door.
“Don’t open the door! ” I screamed. 

“Do not open that door!” In a deranged 
frenzy, I continued swinging the spade at 
the nimble-footed creature dancing among 
scattered carcasses. “You nasty little 
varmint, you killed my little chickens!” I 
shrieked, taking another wild swing.

My daughter Heather started our first 
flock of chickens, more than 20 years 
ago. We brooded that first group of 26 
New Hampshire Red chicks in an ersatz 
brooder in my shop, then, when fully 
feathered (about four weeks), put them 
out into an 8 x 16 foot shed that was on 
our place when we moved in. During the 
day, they happily enjoyed sunshine and 
bug chases out in a fenced run, but we 
were careful to shut them in the coop at 
night, to ward off raids from predators. 

One morning a week later, my wife El-
len opened the coop—onto a scene of ap-
palling carnage: little feathered carcasses 
lay everywhere, a few missing head or 
leg, all with bloodied necks. Numbed with 
horror, she shut the door again.

When I got home to the sad news, 
I went out to clean up the massacre. I 
had gathered up more than a dozen stiff 
little casualties, sick at heart, when the 
cutest little head popped up from behind 
a board, a look of Who, me?  innocence 
on its face. I didn’t even know what this 
critter was, but knew it had to be the 
source of this horrible mayhem. Grabbing 

a spade and shutting the door, I began 
chasing the little villain around the coop, 
screaming and cussin’.

The little guy was amazingly good 
on his feet, but finally I landed a blow 
that almost cut him in half. I picked 
him up, feeling both astonishment that 
anything so small could be such a killer, 
and admiration for his perfection—his 

needle-like teeth and silk-like pelt. Here 
was a creature evolved to do one thing 
supremely well: kill for food.

I realized now that I had been naive 
when I set up my defenses against fox and 
’possum and raccoon, never dreaming 
that I had to exclude a stealthy stranger 
this small from the henhouse. If I even 
thought of the possibility of a weasel, I 
assumed it was the size of a mink. Now 
I confronted a Least Weasel, smallest 
(by far) of the weasel tribe. Excluding a 
short tail, he was no more than six inches 
long, amazingly slender—anywhere a rat 

could get in, this guy could as well. Using 
the head as a template in reverse, I went 
around the coop, testing every opening 
under the eaves, beside the rafters. Where  
ever I could fit that head, I nailed blocks 
to exclude further attacks.

We lost 19 out of 26 in that initiation 
into raising poultry near neighbors who 
like our chickens as much as we do. (I 
was amazed to find as I continued pick-
ing up the bodies that seven little chick-
ens had actually survived, hidden well 
enough to escape the weasel, though for 
days afterwards utterly traumatized.) 

We have had losses to a Least Weasel 
only once more in the intervening years. 
As said in my article on electric net fenc-
ing (April/May, 2006, page 44), I have 
found electronet almost foolproof for 
protecting the flock from predators. One 

In the Shadow
of the Hawk

The Least Weasel, the smallest of the weasel tribe. Photo courtesy of the Illinois Dept. 
of Natural Resources: http://www.dnr.state.il.us.

When hawks, like other aerial raptors, 
stoop on their prey, they hit with incredible 
force. 

“I didn’t even know what this critter was, but knew it 
had to be the source of this horrible mayhem.”
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August, however, when the ground was 
extremely dry, I found a dead hen inside 
my electronet fence three mornings in a 
row. Though I ensured both fence and 
charger were in good working order, the 
kills were all inside the fence, and each 
hen showed the chewed neck characteris-
tic of weasel attack. I could only assume 
that a Least Weasel had come in under the 
lowest charged wire of the net. It would 
have made contact with the wire, but 
the insulating effect of the pelt together 
with the dryness of the soil provided no 
ground for the current in the fence, and 
the weasel received no shock. For two 
weeks thereafter, I shut the chickens 
inside their pasture shelter at night—that 
is, I put into place a physical barrier to 
the weasel. At the same time, I increased 
the robustness of the ground in the fence 
system: I purchased three 1/2-inch thick, 
eight-foot ground rods, which I drove full 
length into the ground under the eaves 
of the poultry house and near the water 
hydrant, where the soil was certain to be 
moist any time of year, and connected 
all three with heavy gauge wire. With 
the enhanced ground in the system, I’ve 
never had a subsequent problem with 
grounding (or with weasels), even in 
times of drought.

Your Worst Potential Predator
Most beginning poultry enthusiasts 

think of foxes or raccoons when think-
ing of predation threats. But your most 
bloody-minded predator could be—your 
neighbor’s dog (or even your own). Even 
dogs who are the sweetest of poochies 
at home may transform into entirely dif-
ferent creatures on the roam. Especially 
if running with other dogs, the hunting 
pack mentality—which for millennia 
meant survival—takes over, and they can 
become cunning and efficient killers. 

The first summer we abandoned the 
static chicken run, we had 50 Cornish 
Cross broilers in a Joel Salatin style 10' x 
12' mobile pen on pasture. The birds were 
growing well, obviously benefiting from 
the pasture, and I was pleased by the new 
direction we were taking—until I went 
out one morning to find mangled white 
carcasses scattered over the pasture. Two 
of my neighbors’ dogs were still on the 
scene, clearly pleased with their exploits. 
(They had both dug under the bottom rail 

of the pen, and torn a hole in the poultry 
netting itself, to get at the hapless birds 
inside.) When I called them, they came 
without hesitation, wagging their tails. 
I then called the animal control officer, 
who hauled them away to the pound. 
Later, at my request, their owners came 
over to review the remains of the attack. 
Fortunately, they paid what I asked for 
the slaughtered birds and the repair of 
the pen. 

Unfortunately, not all owners are 
so cooperative when solicited by flock 
owners being harrassed by their dogs. 
A buddy of mine has gotten fed up with 
going to owners of dogs on the loose 
who say, in response to his report of 
harrassment of his flock, “Oh, really?  
Wow, you’ve really got a problem there, 
don’t you! ” My buddy says that these 
days such owners only get one courtesy 
call. After that, it’s “shoot, shovel, and 
shut up.”

My solution to the attack on my 
mobile pen was to “wire for defense”: I 
mounted a small battery-powered fence 
charger right on the pen, and ran single-
strand electric wire around the pen, both 
at nose level near the ground and about 

12 inches up, standing it off from the 
pen with insulators. I never again had an 
attack on a movable pasture pen with a 
functioning electric defense.

I have, however, experienced two 
successful dog attacks on chickens in-
side fencing. One was from a wily old 
bitch and her year-old daughter (kept by 
a neighbor but not especially well fed, I 
suspect—these dogs were hunting not as 
fun and games, but out of hunger). Again, 
that pack mentality came to the fore: One 
dog would rush the fence, spooking the 
chickens inside into panic flight over the 
fence—right into the waiting jaws of the 
other dog. Another case where the animal 
control officer came riding to the rescue, 
and hauled the marauders off to jail.

I once lost a young goose inside elec-
tronet to two dogs who obviously were 
wise to the sting in the net, but who used 
the same cunning to rush the geese in a 
narrow portion of the fence, forcing one 
to panic over the net and meet its doom. 
Since then, I avoid net fences with cor-
ridor-like portions, but configure them 
with plenty of interior space into which 
the birds retreat when threatened from 
the outside from any angle. If you are 
installing fixed runs with conventional 

poultry netting, I recommend wide and 
roomy over long and narrow.

I have heard reports of large dogs (or 
coyotes) jumping over electronet, which 
is usually 42 inches or so high. Certainly 
large canines can jump that high; but in 
my experience, they tend to lead with 
the nose. Once that sensitive probe gets 
a jolt from the fence, they do not back 
off and think, “Hmmmm, if at first you 
don’t succeed—” but rather, high-tail it 
into the next county.

A bit of research into your local and 
state laws regarding livestock and unre-
strained dogs could be useful, especially 
if you have to confront the owner of a 
dog that is harrassing your flock. Most 
areas favor the livestock owner in such 

Your worst predator could be your 
neighbor’s dog (or even your own). Photo 
by Elizabeth Kuhls.

“A bit of research into your local and state laws regard-
ing livestock and unrestrained dogs could be useful. 

Laws...even give livestock owners the right to kill dogs 
‘running at large’ and harrassing their animals.”
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cases. Laws of both my county and state, 
for example, require dog owners to keep 
their dogs under control, and even give 
livestock owners the right to kill dogs 
“running at large” and harrassing their 
animals.

The Masked Bandit
One season when I was negligent 

and didn’t have a battery in the charger 
on my movable broiler pen, I had a 
sharp reminder from Mr. Raccoon of the 
importance of keeping my defenses up. 
The raccoon visited the pen during the 
night and tore a hole in the wire poultry 
netting (I bet you can’t do that! ), then 
simply reached in and helped himself. 
There were eleven young broilers on the 
menu that night. Needless to say, I didn’t 
waste any time getting a new battery in 
service, and there was no more midnight 
drama out on the pasture.

The only other time I had losses to 
a raccoon was, again, my own fault. I 
had used electronet to “park” a flock of 
layer hens on a plot of grass I intended to 
convert to blueberry bed—the chickens 
were busily “tilling in” the established 
sod for me. The site was on a slight in-
cline, and as the chickens scratched up 
the existing grass, the debris gradually 
sifted downslope and accumulated over 
the lower charged horizontals of the 
fence. Every day as I serviced that pen 
I would say to myself: “Hey, boy, better 
pull that stuff off the fence! ” But you 

wizardry in my fence. 
The most recent sighting occurred 

just a few days ago. A red fox came into 
the backyard while Ellen and I were 
having lunch by the kitchen window. As 
it entered the orchard, I assumed it was 
“just passing through,” like so many 
foxes we’ve seen on our place. But when 
it suddenly doubled back, I wondered—
since it was obviously a rather young 
fox—whether it would make an attempt 
on the chickens, not having been properly 
instructed by my fence. It crept closer to 
the fence, apparently intent on prey. Then 
it pounced—and came up with a plum 
that had fallen from a tree. Holding its 
better-than-nothing plum daintily in its 
mouth, it made off into the woods.

A Sly Fellow
It’s easy to keep most intruders out 

of the henhouse. It is almost impossible, 
however, to keep out a snake. Aside 
from giving one a start when one comes 
upon them unawares, though, snakes are 
unlikely to do a great deal of damage. 
Keeping the rodent population in check 
will help limit the interest of snakes in 
the poultry house, as they usually come 
in first seeking rodent prey, and only then 
discover the joys of eggs in nests and 
recently hatched chicks. 

My most interesting close encounter 
with a snake followed my discovery one 
day that one of my Muscovy ducklings 
was missing. Next day a second duckling 
had mysteriously disappeared. When yet 
a third was missing the next morning, I 
ransacked the poultry house, and found a 
big black snake under a piece of plywood, 
three distinct lumps decorating its ample 
length. Putting on long thick gloves, I 
pinned the snake’s head with a stick and 
caught it with my free hand. When I took 
it up to the house to show Ellen, I held it 
up as high as I could, its head in my left 
hand, its tail dragging the ground. Since 
I am five feet eight, the snake was well 
over six feet long—the biggest black 
snake I ever encountered on our place.

The rule here with snakes (black 
snakes are the only ones I’ve ever found 
in the chicken house) is this: If I find 
them when they’re still just checking 
things out, I catch them and release them 
elsewhere on the property. If they’ve 
already had a taste at Harvey’s Diner, 

know how it is on the homestead—al-
ways on the run—and I failed to take the 
needed action. Then one morning alarm 
bells went off in my head even before I 
consciously registered the splashes of 
feathers out over the pasture. I grabbed 
the electronet—not a whisper of charge. 
“Well, duh, boy,” I castigated myself, 
“got it now? ” The masked bandit charged 
me only four laying hens for his kind and 
most valuable lesson: When using elec-
tronet, keep the fence lines clean.

Leprechaun
There are a number of potential 

predators—skunk, ’possum, coyote, bob-
cat, mink—that I won’t discuss because 
we’ve never had a problem with them. 
Please do become familiar with the likely 
predators and their modus operandi in 
your own locale.

I will discuss one potential predator 
we’ve never had a single loss to, simply 
because we see this leprechaun of the 
woods so frequently, and meet so many 
people who complain that they can’t 
keep chickens on their place because 
of—foxes. Brer Fox is resourceful and 
wily, a competitor for our chickens wor-
thy of our respect. I have friends who 
wail every time I see them about all the 
chickens they’ve lost to the fox. Invari-
ably, I recommend electronet fencing. 
Invariably, I hear the same tale of woe 
next time I see them. I want to shake them 
and demand, “When are you gonna start 
raising chickens—rather than feeding 
the fox? ! ”

We love to see the foxes come 
through our property—beautiful crea-
tures who seem to be enjoying their out-
ings to the fullest. Many times I’ve seen 
them walk within yards of my flocks and 
not even glance at the birds—doubtless 
they’ve already gotten a snoot-full of the 

Raccoons are the predator most people 
think of  as the worst threat to poultry. 
A raccoon usually attacks birds by biting 
the head or upper neck area. The heads 
of adult birds are usually bitten off and 
left some distance from the body. More 
than one kill may be made during a single 
night. Dead fowl may be at the kill site or 
dragged several yards away.

The fox is resourceful and wily, a 
competitor for our chickens worthy of our 
respect.
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they have to go: I catch them, tie them 
inside a feed bag, then drive about six 
miles away, where I release them in some 
woods, hoping they’ll readily make the 
transition to the new environment.

Visitors From Above
With only rare exceptions, subject 

to my correction, I have found that elec-
tronet gives complete protection from 
anything on the ground with a nervous 
system. But it is no defense from aerial 
predation, and we have occasional losses 
from raptors. I don’t mind “occasional 
losses,” since I have great respect for 
the hunting birds, and am grateful for 
the services they provide, particularly 
rodent control. On only one occasion 
have I come close to “fighting dirty” 
with a raptor—a juvenile Cooper’s Hawk 
who wore out his welcome Chez Harvey. 
I lost count of the number of half-grown 
chickens taken by that Cooper’s—he was 
eating those little guys like popcorn. Just 
as I started looking at the old literature’s 
strategies for taking out a rogue hawk, my 
friend moved on, I assumed as the next 
stage in his migration. Our homestead’s 
bounty certainly strengthened him for 
the journey.

Be aware of local and federal laws 
protecting raptors—they can be quite 
severe, and for good reason: These 
magnificent birds deserve our protection. 
Under certain circumstances, the owner 
who is losing poultry to a raptor may ap-
ply for a permit to kill the bird. A better 
option, though, might be to contact a local 
falconry club—often, aficionados of this 
sport have the equipment and the exper-

Snakes usually first seek rodent prey, and 
then discover the joy of eggs and recently 
hatched chicks.  To lessen snake problems, 
make extra efforts to keep rodents out of 
your poultry house. 

Be aware of local and federal laws 
protecting raptors—they can be quite 
severe.

tise (and the permits) to live-trap hunting 
birds. My friend Mike and I called on a 
member of a falcon club one year after 
a number of “hits” from the same Red-
shouldered Hawk. He set up a live trap of 
most interesting design, cleverly baited 
with live pigeons (not accessible to the 
hawk), and left it in place for three weeks. 
We didn’t catch a hawk, but we didn’t 
have any more hits, either.

One year I lost three guinea hens in 
a three-week period. My buddy Sam, a 
trapper, speculated they had been taken by 
some eagles whose nest he had observed 
not far away. It being nesting season, Sam 
suspected the parents were feeding fledg-
lings heavily. Later that year I saw one of 
those Bald Eagles, perched in the top of a 
tree not far from my home. An awesome 

in its pasture pen, uneaten but obviously hit 
hard by something with long talons.

Repeat “hits” from the same aerial 
predator can be discouraging, but there 
is usually a solution to the problem if you 
observe closely and find the patterns of 
behavior. This pasture season, I have had 
a number of hits from a good-sized rap-
tor I’ve never seen, though I have seen a 
number of his half-eaten kills, of fairly 
big young chickens. After several hits, it 
became obvious that my visitor was ar-
riving in the early hours, before I got out 
to feed the flock. My solution was to stop 
rotating the flock over individual pasture 
plots, using open pasture shelters, and to 
net the entire pasture area, anchoring the 
electronet system on the main poultry 
house. I now keep the flock shut up at 
night, and release them to the pasture 
only when I go out to feed. Since adopt-
ing this strategy, I have had no further 
losses to the hawk.

Being Good Neighbors
All of us who love raising poultry 

do so in the shadow of the hawk, in the 
eye of the fox in the hedgerow. I urge 
you to see these neighbors—and yes, 
eager diners on our birds if given the 
chance—not as The Enemy, on which 
we wage merciless war, but as fellow 
members of the great community of 
life in which we are privileged to live. 
Ellen and I have always tried to receive 
predator attacks as lessons to be learned, 

“I don’t mind ‘occasional 
losses’ from raptors since 
I have great respect for 

the hunting birds, and am 
grateful for the services 

they provide.”
sight, and one that made me see the pil-
fered guineas as more gift than loss.

When raptors stoop on their prey, they 
hit with incredible force. Sometimes they 
injure or even kill a bird that they actually 
cannot lift to carry away. I once saw a hawk 
hit one of my juvenile ducks, then fail to 
get off the ground. When I came running, 
the hawk flew away, leaving the duckling 
dazed but unharmed. A less felicitous 
outcome met a young turkey at my friend 
Mike’s place: I found the turkey lying dead 

Perched in the top of a tree, Bald Eagles 
are an awesome sight. 
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instructions in the adjustments we need 
to make to live in harmony with these 
worthy neighbors, while keeping our 
flocks (mostly) intact.

I have at times placed the offal from 
slaughter day out in the edge of our 
woods as a conscious offering to Fox 
and Raccoon and ’Possum—a way of 
expressing my sense of fellow-creature-
hood; of saying “Thank you” that I have 
been able to raise my poultry in peace 
with them; a recognition of their need as 
well to eat; and respect for the fact that 
they were here first.

My longtime mentor Joel Salatin has 
designed his farmscape with conscious 
intent to accomodate the maximum 
diversity of life possible, incorporating 
numerous ponds and wooded plots as 
habitat. His assumption is that there is 
safety in diversity: If there is habitat for 
Rabbit and Field Mouse, then Fox has 
plentiful hunting and leaves Joel’s layer 
flock alone. If Hawk and Owl have their 
place, they snatch up Mink or Weasel 
venturing out onto open pasture with an 
eye on Chicken.

Don’t get me wrong, Joel is no senti-
mentalist—if he has a persistent problem 
with a “rogue predator” who isn’t satis-
fied with the table he has tried to set for 
it, Joel is not above going out at night 
with a strong light and a scoped rifle. 
But the main thrust of his efforts, and 
his mindset, is to create neighborhood 
rather than war zone. That should be the 
goal of us all.

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, publications of American Pastured 
Poultry Producers Association, Virginia 
Independent Consumers and Farmers 
Association, and other organizations. 
He recently presented his talk “Achiev-
ing Food Independence On the Modern 
Homestead” at the annual conference of 
Pennsylvania Association for Sustainable 
Agriculture. Visit his website at www.
themodernhomestead.us.

You Think You Have Predator Problems? 

In order to give us all a new perspective on 
our own challenges, I asked my friend Oogie 

McGuire to describe the industrial-strength pre-
dation threats she deals with in the mountains 
of Colorado:

“Our area has all major predators except—
not yet—wolves. We have bear, mountain lion, 
bobcat, coyote, dogs, hawks, eagles, foxes, rac-
coons, skunks, etc. Our primary fencing for the 
pasture is DOW [Department of Wildlife] provided game fence, eight feet 
tall,  with two strands of barbed wire on top, then two segments of woven wire 
hog fence ringed together, then a barb wire at ground level. Ours is old—over 
25 years—and is in poor shape so we’ve reinforced it with 16-foot welded 
wire panels around the entire bottom section. Internal cross fences are either 
electric netting from Premier or welded wire fences. Sheep and geese are the 
ones in the pasture. Chickens have always been totally free range and can go 
anywhere. That will change now based on problems we have had this year. In 
spite of that fencing and even though we put the poultry in the barn at night 
we’ve had losses so to back up the fencing we have guard dogs. Unfortunately 
we have not been able to get our guardians to also protect the poultry. They 
either ignore them or keep them away from the sheep.

“This year we lost 49 out of 100 chickens 
to coyotes. These have been daytime attacks 
and we’ve been unable to get back to the barn 
in time to kill the offenders. At the time of 
the most recent big attack we had one dog in 
with ewes and lambs and our other working 
dog was at the vet. The coyotes came under 
the game fence, over two hot electric nets and 
killed one adult goose, two half grown gos-
lings, injured the adult male goose, attacked 
one adult ewe and also one lamb. The kills 
were devoured, the gander is recovering as 

are the sheep. The dog that was at the vet would have prevented that because 
she would have caught them digging and repelled them but it’s clear that even 
with our fences we need the assistance of dogs to keep our stock safe.

“We have had bears in the driveway and between our house and sheep pens 
and the dogs kept them from attacking the sheep. We have also had the bobcat 
come right up to the sheep pen fences but never went in. In that case we did not 
have a dog with that group but it was a pen of about 25 adult rams with horns 
and I think the cat decided not to take them on. We have lost sheep to moun-
tain lions in the past, they can jump the eight-foot 
fences carrying an adult ram. But that was before 
we had guard dogs. No attacks from cats since we 
got the dogs.

“Guard dogs 
take a while to 
train/grow up and 
some don’t work 
but overall they 
are the best preda-
tor repellant we 
have.”

The wily coyote.

Black bear

Bobcat Mountain lion
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text By dennis harrisOn-nOOnan

madisOn, wiscOnsin

im-handy@sBcglOBal.net

cOOp phOtOs By Ben van male

milwauKee, wiscOnsin

Under a threatening sky, the Second Annual Backyard 
Chicken Coop Tour of Madison was held on Sunday, 
June 25, 2006. Seven coop owners spent the week 

leading up to the tour repairing, raking, washing and gener-
ally tidying up their backyards in anticipation of the large and 
lively turnout of curious visitors. Undeterred by the occasional 
raindrops and rumble of thunder, more than 80 visitors were 
recorded as passing through one of the tour sites. 

The houses were marked by a colorful nylon wind sock in 
the shape of chickens. These yard streamers, along with shoe 
coverings and other tour info were distributed to each tour site 
in advance of the event. Why the foot coverings?

Poultry diseases are often spread from coop to coop by 
contact with the birds’ droppings. Some tour site hosts, wish-
ing to keep the risk of disease to a minimum, asked the visitors 
to don disposable cotton foot coverings while walking in and 
around the coop.

The seven coop sites were selected by geographic location. 
This year’s tour took place on Madison’s east north/east side, 
allowing quick travel between the coops. While six of the sites 
were in the backyards of the owners, one coop on the tour took 
the visitors to a community garden site. 

While each of the coops displayed the idiosyncrasies of its 
owner, one deserves spe-
cial mention. (See photo 
of Lucinda’s Saloon, 
Coop 5.)  According to 
the owners/designers, this 
nearly authentic repro-
duction required no less 
than 20 hours of viewing 
of the old TV series, Gun-
smoke. As the four hand-
some hens strutted in their 
run area, tiny speakers 
hidden somewhere in the 
roost box played ragtime 
piano tunes. 

This tour was delight-
fully over the top!

hOusing: 

Mad-City Chickens Host
Backyard Chicken Coop Tour

Visitors linger in the yard of JoAnne Lehman and Martha 
Kauppi, who have a garden space encompassing their entire yard. 
They have a chicken run that spans from the backyard all the way 
to the front. Photo by Julie Drigot.

Coop 1 owners are JoAnne Lehman and Martha Kauppi. They 
say, “Our coop was made from reclaimed materials for the most 
part, most noticeably two old cold frames and a bunch of kitchen 
cupboard doors. We also used some leftover metal roof from a 
friend’s garage and a bunch of old 2x4's and plywood from the 
basement and the curb. We purchased the hardware mesh. We 
scrounged the bamboo shade which covers one of the cold frame 
windows.”Photo by Julie Drigot.
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This hen keeps a watchful eye on the tour visitors from one of two 
pine treess that are growing inside the chicken run at the home of 
JoAnne Lehman and Martha Kauppi. Photo by Julie Drigot.

Coop 2 is owned by Jeff  Kjos & Sara Arscott. Sara tells us, 
“I made my coop with the help of my husband Jeff Kjos. Our 
daughter Zoe Kjos (10) helps keep the chickens. The coop is  4' 
wide x 2.5' deep x 3'  high. The back side opens wide with cabinet 
doors for easy cleaning. It has a fully-enclosed, predator-proof run 
that is 6' wide x 8' deep x 6' high. It is home to Bessy and Snow 
(Speckled Sussex), Sunny (Bantam Buff Cochin), and Midnight 
Dominique).”

Coop 3 is owned by Josh Dodge. He tells us, “I built the coop 
from scrap lumber I had laying around my house. It is an 8' long 
x 4' wide by 5' tall structure, with some bamboo fishing poles 
cut down to size as slumber roosts for the birds inside. There 
are two nesting boxes within the structure. The yard is fenced in 
and has about a 25' x 20' play area. I also have my entire back 
yard fenced in (I did this for my dog a long time ago) and let the 
girls out to forage in the garden and yard. They have kept my 
Japanese beetle population to a minimum and done a great job 
fertilizing the sod.

My total cost for adding the four hens to my household was 
$100. That includes $7 for each bird as pullets, and the miscel-
laneous construction materials. So far they have laid about 24 
dozen eggs and provided 100 pounds of well-mulched fertilizer 
to my garden. What a great investment!”
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Coop 4 was designed by Alison Brookins and built by Alison 
and Brad Brookins. This 4' x 8' coop (6' tall at the gable peak) is 
made of cedar, wire and a little plywood for the roosting box. The 
nesting box is inside the roost and accessible through the small 
door on the left. The roof is an asphalt composite product we got 
at Menards. (Which, by the way, did not stand up to the hale 
storm last April.) It is home to Lizzie, a White Brahma, Jane, a 
Buff Orpington, Lydia, a Black Australorp, and Kitty, a Golden 
Laced Wyandotte. The girls just began laying in July and we are 
having lots of four egg days and a surprising number of double 
yolk eggs. 

Coop 5 (right) was designed by Andy & Chris Yero.
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I built this coop myself 
in 2004. It housed three 

ducks, 12 hens, and a stray 
cat that moved in one rainy 
night. It has survived three 
hurricanes, and currently 
houses 12 hens, one roost-
er, one rabbit and a cat. I 
am proud of my chicken 
coop; it is the first thing I 
ever built.—Alice Madden, 
Florida

Coop 6 was designed and built by 
Dennis Harrison-Noonan. The two 
coops on this page were featured in 
our premiere issue of Backyard Poul-
try. For instructions on building these 
coops, see page 10 of the Feb/March, 
2006 issue.To discuss ordering a coop, 
contact Dennis. See hisad on page 51 
of this issue.  Photos by Dennis Har-
rison-Noonan.

Coop 7 was built by Dennis’ son, Tobias and his Boy Scout 
troop. They built the coop as a Boy Scout Eagle service project 
for the Children’s Community Garden in Madison, Wisconsin. 
Dads and scouts spent several Saturdays assembling and trans-
porting the coop to the garden. 
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BOOK review: 

Chicken Coops, by Judy Pangman; 
166 pp; illus; paperback; Storey Publish-
ing, North Adams MA; $19.95. Available 
at the Backyard Poultry Bookstore, see 
page 38.

reviewed By Jd Belanger

editOr emeritus

Not too long ago a chicken coop 
was nothing more than a shed—
smaller than a barn and bigger 

than a dog house, but basically, four walls 
and a roof. No more. With the growing 
popularity of poultry even in the city 
(where a “flock” might consist of three 
hens, making the traditional henhouse 
overkill) chicken housing has become as 
varied as the birds themselves. Chicken 
Coops takes a look at 45 of these (includ-
ing a few for turkeys). It runs the gamut 
from a setting hen hut (capacity: 1 hen) 
to a cordwood chicken house (16 hens 
and one rooster) to Joel Salatin’s well-
known Polyface Farm’s several housing 

systems, including the Feathernet unit 
(1,000 laying hens on pasture).

Some are whimsical. Cézanne’s Gar-
den Coop, for example, with its intention-
ally sagging roof, lopsided windows and 
crooked door, looks like a playhouse built 
by an elf who, if sober, was extremely in-
competent. Others are contemporary. The 
San Miguel coop, designed by an architect 
for his chicken-raising mother, is little 
more than a six-foot tall steel and stone 
monolith filled with over a ton of gravel, 
and three “henhouses” that appear to be 
horizontal barrels (they’re really 14-inch 
ductwork and function as nest boxes). This 
is California, where, apparently, walls and 
roofs aren’t considered important. And 
many, of course, are on wheels or skids. 
Moveable poultry housing is hot today.

Almost any of these could be built by 
the average handy person. However, the 
“plans” in the subtitle (45 Building Plans 
for Housing Your Flock) might lead some 
people astray. Few, including the author, 
would consider the sketches provided 
as working plans, much less blueprints. 
You’ll need some construction experi-
ence, and a little native intelligence, to 
convert most of these ideas into actual 
poultry housing. The author suggests 
reading How to Build Animal Housing by 
Carol Ekarius, Storey Publishing, 2004. 
(This book is also available at the Back-
yard Poultry Bookstore, page 38.) 

Another potential disappointment is 
that photos of the coops are in a separate 
section, not next to the sketches and 
descriptions. This was no doubt done 
to save money—the book is basically 
printed in black and white on uncoated 
stock with only an eight-page color insert 
on glossy paper. While we appreciate 
frugality as much as anyone, this design 
doesn’t contribute much to reader satis-
faction.

And don’t expect to see many in-
novative, original or creative designs, 
along the lines of some showcased in 
magazines recently. Oddly enough, some 
of the most interesting coops are in the 
section on coops for small farms, not 
urban backyards.

Nonetheless, anyone contemplating 
coop construction—and what poultry 
enthusiast doesn’t fall into that catego-
ry?—will probably get some ideas and 
inspiration from this book.

Chicken 
Coops

By Judy Pangman



51October/November, 2006

By lOwell sherman

district 14 
american Bantam assOciatiOn

The Plymouth Rock Bantam 
chicken is a breed that always 
commands attention at poultry 

shows. It is a proud little breed that is 
docile and easily trained for exhibition 
purposes. It is an excellent breed for 
the urban fancier who has a desire for 
a backyard chicken flock. The females 
produce eggs that weigh approximately 
one ounce each; the roosters crowing 
voice is much quieter than standard large 
breeds of chickens.

The Plymouth Rock weighs on the 
average of two pounds each; the cock 
a little more than the pullet. The breed 
originated in the United States and ap-
peared in the first Poultry Standard of 
Excellence in 1874. 

The bantam Plymouth Rock resulted 
from a downsizing of breeding and be-
came recognized as an official breed. 

Today this bantam breed has proven to 
be one of the most popular breeds on 
exhibition in poultry shows and shown 
in the Single Comb Clean Legged Class. 
The SCCL class also includes Japanese, 
Leghorns, New Hampshire, Dutch, Or-
pington, and Rhode Island Red breeds.

The Plymouth Rock comes in a num-
ber of varieties; the most popular seems 
to be the white variety and the ones with 
barred feather pattern. Other varieties 
include the buff, black, blue, partridge, 
and silver-penciled. The Columbian 
variety is an attractive bird with its black 
hackle feathers and black tail feathers on 
white body feathers. All varieties have 
yellow legs and toes; combs are single 
medium sized. The comb, face, wattles, 
and ear lobes should appear bright red 
in color.

The Plymouth Rock Fanciers Club is 
very active in the promotion of this breed. 
For further information, you may contact 
Pat Horstman, 5 South Kings Creek Rd., 
Burgettstown, PA 15021-2207.

Breeds: 

Bruce & Lowell Sherman received the Champion SCCL Award with this bird 
at the California Classic Poultry Show in January, 2006.
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By stephen nelsOn

rhOde island

“Chickens? You raise chick-
ens? In Rhode Island? Why, 
don’t you have supermar-

kets?” These are the most common re-
sponses when I strike up a conversation 
with someone about my backyard flock. 
I travel a lot for work, each week I get 
to meet many new people, and it never 
ceases to amaze me that most people in 
our country know little to nothing about 
this simple but versatile bird that is 

consumed regularly by most everyone. 
We are a nation of chicken eaters, but 
it wasn’t always like that. Last summer 
I stopped and visited my 85-year-old 
grandmother. On the way to her house 
I picked up a hot roasted chicken at 
the local supermarket. Gram grew up 
on a farm in Williamstown, Vermont. 
Picking on the carcass of the small bird, 
she reminisced about the time they first 
brought electricity to the farm, the hard 
work, cows and the perpetual flock of 
barnyard chickens. Although she always 
had chickens, she told me to my surprise, 
that they rarely ate a whole roasted bird. 
What I think of as a weekly staple was 
not a part of her family’s diet. The birds 
they raised were for eggs, and when the 
odd tough rooster or stringy old hen 
was culled, it would be transformed into 
stewed chicken. Something happened 
between the time my grandmother grew 
up, and the chicken eating 70’s when I 
was a kid. This was the decade when my 
Grandfather would regularly cook great 

piles of quartered chickens over his mas-
sive homebuilt stone grill. His simple oil, 
vinegar, salt, pepper and sugar dressing 
would be used to baste the birds, flames 
charring the outside, inside juicy. He was 
a master at his craft. 

The Second World War led to the 
rationing of commercial beef and pork, 
spurring the increase of the backyard 
food production along with the swell 
of commercial production of poultry to 
fill the void. It seems that around this 
time Americans began to acquire a taste 
for chicken dinners, even though the 
chickens of the time were not necessar-
ily very tasty. According to a great short 
documentary produced by the National 
Chicken-of-Tomorrow Committee in 
1948, there was a multiyear contest 
sponsored by the Great Atlantic & Pacific 
Tea Company (better know as the A&P.) 
The contest brought together some of the 
best breeders in the country to develop a 
crossbreed chicken with meaty breast and 
thighs, great taste as well as great feed-
to-meat conversion ratios. You can watch 
the whole event on a short documentary 

The Pleasures of Raising Poultry
Dominiques & Javas Are Best

Choice For This Farm

Stephen’s experience with raising chickens started a few years back when he and his 
wife, Ruth Rodriguez-Nelson, purchased a reproduction 1750’s post-and-beam cape 
with 10 acres, a small pond and an old two-stall barn.

Dominique chickens (back) purchased as 
original 30-chick mail order and Black 
Javas from eggs purchased on eBay.  One 
Java hatched white.

Breeds: 
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that can be viewed for free from www.
archive.org.

My experience with raising chickens 
started just a few years back when my 
wife and I purchased a reproduction 
1750’s post-and-
beam cape with 
10 acres, a small 
pond and an old 
two-stall barn in 
the town of Foster, 
Rhode Island. On 
the border with 
Connecticut, Foster’s rural setting feels 
far removed from the bustle of Provi-
dence or Newport. Over 23 square miles 
of the neighboring town has been fenced 
to support the Scituate reservoir, repre-
senting most of the states drinking water. 
This large natural area has created a bar-
rier between Foster and the urban sprawl 
on the coast. With only a few thousand 
residents, and residential/agricultural 
zoning, no cable, no Wal-Mart, for me 
and my wife, Foster is a perfect place. 
One of the first things that I did when 
we moved into our new home was to put 
in an order for 30 Dominique chicks and 
30 guinea fowl keets. 

I chose to start with Dominique 
chickens because I wanted a heritage 
variety, a good layer that not only would 
do well scrounging food on the property, 
but would be reminiscent of the hardy 
barnyard chickens found on a 18th and 
19th century New England farm. 

After reading Jeannette Ferguson’s 
Gardening with Guinea’s I also chose 
guinea fowl, poultry more common in 
my wife’s native Puerto Rico, where 
her grandfather always had a few on his 
property. What sold me on the idea of 
guinea fowl was the natural insect and 
tick control and my wife liked the thought 
of them stewed. 

Both the Dominique chickens and the 
guinea fowl arrived as day olds in the post 
office the same warm day in mid-July. 

First, we started the day old chicks 
and keets in large specie-specific crates. 
That is, we stuck the Dominiques in one 
large wooden box, the guinea fowl in 
another. A brooder lamp hung over each 
crate, and I adjusted the height depending 
on first the thermometer that I dutifully 
placed on the floor of the crate, then 
secondly, after I got tired of cleaning 

the wet poop off the thermometer, I just 
watched the chicks. If the 60 little fuzzy 
thermometers avoided the light, I raised 
it, if they huddled under it, I lowered it. 
I had actually intended for the day-old 

chicks to go directly into the fancy bat-
tery brooder that I purchased just for the 
new chicks. 

The K.I.S.S. Method Still Best
Now that I had a new farm, I rational-

ized that I needed a battery brooder, I saw 
one in the Agway and had to have it. I 
work my regular job as a technology sup-
port person, so the shiny contraption with 
an automatic watering system, wire floors 
over pull out trays for cleaning waste and 
a built-in heater, thermostat, all on one 
unit, compact and on rollers appealed to 
me. For the price, which was not cheap, 
and the cost of shipping, ouch, you would 
assume that all I would need to do is plug 
it in and drop my little chicks in for a per-
fect start. It arrived on my back porch as 
a pile of boxes. The assembly directions 
were irritatingly negligible, the parts not 
marked. Once assembled, the wire floor 
was the best part of an inch shy of the 
size of the brooder, the thermostat system 
was archaic, and the float valves for the 
automatic watering troughs needed to be 
bent around, played with and adjusted to 
work properly. The manufacturer’s de-
scription of this battery brooder described 
the perfect machine, put the chicks on the 
top row with the heated unit and shorter 
height, and move them down to one of 
the taller growing units, great concept of 
a continual production unit. 

Now the reality. Thirty chicks void-
ing through the wire on metal pans is a 
messy and smelly proposition. Even with 
regular cleaning of the tray, long before 
30 days you will be ripping the unit apart 
and hosing it down. I have tried the unit a 
number of times, and have now officially 
given up on it. 

If I had just read Joel Salitin’s Pas-
tured Poultry Profits before ordering 

the battery brooder I would have saved 
myself lots of aggravation and the best 
part of a week’s pay. I probably delayed 
in reading Salitin’s book because the title 
sounded like a get rich on chickens tract. 

If the book had been 
called, “Rethinking 
traditional poultry 
production for the 
small farm: My de-
cades of experience 
eloquently presented 
to you for $35 plus 

shipping,” I would have not been lured 
by the shiny techno junk and stuck with 
raising chicks in a wood crate on litter. 

I am certainly not a traditionalist 
when it comes to labor saving devices and 
technology. The one device that was well 
worth the investment was the Featherman 
Pro, the industrial tub chicken picker. The 
Featherman Pro is right up there with my 
’63 Ford 4000 industrial backhoe/front-
end loader, and my Stihl chainsaw as 
indispensable farm tools. If you are just 
going to pick one or two culled roosters 
now and again, then Featherman is over-
kill, just as it is to move a wheelbarrow 
load of dirt with a backhoe, but if you 
are going to regularly process 30 or more 
chickens, then the Featherman will make 
slaughtering day fun. Well, maybe not 
fun, but it saves a lot of work.

Now back to the chicks, I believe I 
left them sitting in the crate, day old with 
a brooder lamp. The little barn that came 
with the property had two horse stalls, I 
filled the floors with a good six inches of 
wood shaving litter, then started my by-
then-couple-week-old chicks on one side, 
the keets on the other. I had a few weeks 
while they grew to rip down the old rot-
ted horse corral and install my chicken 

“I chose to start with Dominique chickens because I 
wanted a heritage variety that would be reminiscent of 
the hardy barnyard chickens found on a 18th and 19th 

century New England farm.”

The metal battery brooder being cleaned 
after last use and is getting ready to go to 
auction.
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fence. I used eight-foot 4x4 posts and 
planned a good six foot fence. In my 
penchant to overbuild, I set the posts 
in cement, abandoned the rather flimsy 
chicken wire, and used heavy welded 
wire fence, which I buried four inches 
or so under the ground to slow down 
any dogs that might want to dig around 
the perimeter. Under the gate, I put a 
large stone slab that was wide enough 
for my wheelbarrow and the fortress 
was complete. Once the young chickens 
and guineas were large enough, they 
had run of the barnyard, and quickly 
turned the area to a barren wasteland. 
I just knew I was failing as a farmer. 
After I brought in 30 or so wheelbar-
row loads of sand, my yard was again 
dry and clean. 

Change is Good
The reason I wanted to jump into rais-

ing guinea fowl was tick control. I am not 
a big fan of ticks and I live well within the 
range of Lyme disease. I read Gardening 
with Guineas and remembered all the 
great attributes of raising guinea fowl; 
that they control ticks, they control ticks 
and they control ticks. I glossed over 
the drawbacks. Unlike chickens, guinea 
fowl are pretty good at flying. Unlike the 
rather docile Dominiques that wander 
about the yard and the farm scratching 
for bugs, worms, maybe a tick or two, 
guinea fowl are a bit more high strung 
and tend to move as one. Kind of like syn-
chronized swimmers, they ebb and flow 
as day old keets in their crate, as young 
guinea in the barn stall, and as full-grown 

birds over the fence and around the farm. 
They screech and squawk at everything 
strange, and to guinea, everything is 
strange. They are adventurous and wan-
dered all about, they constantly escaped 
to our neighbor’s pond—which must be 
better than ours—and two farms over, 
they liked sitting on the fence squawking 
at the horses. On a cool crisp autumn day, 
with my wife’s wholehearted blessing, I 
culled the flock. We ate Puerto Rican-
style stewed guinea all winter.

My next project was to raise poul-
try by incubating eggs. I purchased a 
tabletop Styrofoam incubator with the 
automatic egg turner, and being a loyal 
eBayer since ’97, I was high bidder on a 
couple dozen Black Java hatching eggs 
for under $20. Javas were originally im-
ported in the early 19th century into the 
U.S. from the Far East and possibly the 
Island of Java. 

Many historians believe that crossing 
the larger imported Black Java with the 
Dominique led to the Barred Plymouth 
Rock that dominated the barnyard for 
much of the 19th and into the 20th century. 
Some of the bloodline of this popular 
cross runs through the Rock Cornish 
hybrids that dominate the meat bird in-
dustry today, including the supermarket 
that roasted the young full-breasted bird 
that I brought to my Grandmother. 

My hatch rate for the Javas was just 
over 50%, which probably is not too 
bad for a first try and with mailed eggs. 
When the Javas feathered out, I let them 
comingle with the Dominiques. When 
I purchased my Dominiques from the 
hatchery, I could specify how many 
that I wanted to be hens, and how many 

roosters. Since they were mostly for 
producing eggs, I purchased 25 female 
and five male and ended up with 23/7. 
I culled one of the young cockerels 
due to a genetically twisted leg and the 
neighbor’s German Shepherd culled 
several more before they put in a new 
fence. With the Javas, I had almost 
half male, which left me with too many 
roosters. I culled a couple to reduce the 
general rooster population. My first cull 
was for looks and not temperament. 
Th second cull was for the rooster that 
was ripping holes in the hen’s neck 
while mating. I tended the wounds of 
the hens while the pot of coq-au-vin 
simmered. 

With our factory foodstuff, we may 
have gained a cheap (yes and I may say 
tasty) meal, but we are losing our per-
sonal connection with dinner. Maybe it 
should not be so easy. On a recent trip 
to Denver, I spoke with a woman I work 
with about my backyard flock; I showed 
her pictures of our 10-acre homestead, 
the poultry barn and my wandering flock 
of chickens. I mentioned that I had a 
freezer full of guinea fowl I had raised 
last summer, and that we had stewed 
guinea that weekend. She looked at 
me aghast, “Did you kill those birds 
yourself?” And when I replied that I had 
slaughtered them with the help of Bob, 
my old friend and crusty Vermonter, and 
Willy, a friend from the countryside of 
Puerto Rico, she was further shocked. 
“How could you do such a thing?” 
At this point I started to feel a bit un-
comfortable and asked her if she was 
a vegetarian, or vegan, and that I was 
sorry that I had offended her, but no, she 
replied, “ I eat meat, I just don’t see the 
necessity to kill it since it already comes 
that way from the market!”

Next summer’s projects include an 
addition to the barn for the chickens with 
an attached brooder area. It will be one 
open room with thick litter, better light 
and ventilation and an expanded chicken 
yard. For replacement layers this year, 
Javas and Dominiques will fit the bill 
again, and mid-summer a good size order 
of Cornish Rocks should keep the freezer 
stocked this winter. 

I am sure that for my next trip down 
south, I will have a lot more to talk about 
with Gram.

The Dominique has a rose comb, 
terminating in a spike at the rear.

Javas were originally imported in the 
early 19th century into the U.S. from the 
Far East.
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By harvey ussery

text & phOtOs ©2006 
www.themOdernhOmestead.us

In the last issue I described how I make 
feed mixes that replace commercial 
feeds for my flocks. Remember my 

two criteria for superior poultry food: that 
it be live and raw. For the following dis-
cussion, let’s add a third: and produced 
from the homestead’s own resources.

There are several reasons we might 
produce more of our birds’ food our-
selves, from saving money to the simple 
desire to be more independent (and de-
pendence on purchased feed ingredients 
is a serious dependency indeed). Some of 
us suspect that the era of easy prosperity 
we grew up assuming almost as a natural 
right may soon come to an end. One way 
to prepare for a time of economic con-
striction, a time when the way we now do 
agriculture in this country will no longer 
be a possibility, is to learn to raise poul-
try with less dependence on purchased 
inputs. For me, however, producing more 
of my birds’ feeds is foremost a quest for 
higher quality foods, an attempt to get 
closer to the way the completely natural 
chicken would feed herself.

net fencing [see my article on electronet 
in the April/May issue, page 44], birds on 
pasture have constant access to foods the 
natural chicken would choose for herself: 
living green forages, wild weed seeds, 
and live animal foods such as worms 
and insects.

Don’t assume that you have to 
have the perfect sward of mixed pas-
ture grasses and clovers. Those plants 
make wonderful forage for the flock, 
but some broadleaf “weeds” are also 
quite nutritious. For example, I recently 
noticed how thoroughly my geese had 
“harvested” the chicory on my pasture, 
an excellent forage plant I had not sowed 
or cultivated in any way. 

Sprouting
I’m going to include sprouting in this 

discussion even if the grains and legumes 
we sprout are purchased, since sprouting 
is a kind of “value added” feeding we 
can achieve by our own efforts. Sprout-
ing grains boosts the protein, vitamin, 
and enzyme content (while decreasing 
carbohydrate). On balance it enhances 
the starting ingredients and boosts more 
thorough utilization of everything we 
are feeding.

There are several possible approaches 
to sprouting. I experimented with sprout-
ing in trays, and allowing the sprouts to 
green up by exposure to sunlight. (I have 
also seen pictures of a setup used by dairy 
farmers in earlier times, a rack holding 
numerous trays of greening sprouts which 
were fed to the cows when the sprouts 
reached 2-3 inches high.) I found working 
with trays too time consuming, so devised 
a bucket system instead. (See sidebar.) I 
cannot produce green sprouts in the buck-
ets, but that is not a problem for me, since 
I have other sources of green forages. If 
you do not, you might experiment with 
sprouting to the green stage in trays. That 
method should work even in cold winters 
if the trays are brought inside at night.

Feeding the Flock from the
Homestead’s Own Resources

Three plants as beautiful as they are useful, 
with which Harvey is experimenting 
to feed the flock: Sunflower, amaranth 
(splash-of-red seedhead), and sorghum 
(like tall corn).

Both geese and ducks love comfrey.

Pasturing the Flock
The best first step we can take toward 

utilizing the homestead’s own resources 
for flock nutrition is pasturing the flock. 
Whether free-ranging entirely, or con-
fined where we want them using electric 

Feed: 
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Green Forages
We do not think of chickens as graz-

ers, but they actually make good use of 
fresh green forages as a small but im-
portant part of their total intake. In my 
winter greenhouse, I grow grain grasses 
(wheat, barley, oats, rye) and mixed 
crucifers (turnips, mustards, rape, etc.) as 
cut-and-come-again greens for the birds. 
If you do not have a greenhouse, you can 
still grow these cold-hardy species deep 
into the chill season. Indeed, cover crops 
planted to protect and build garden soil 
over the winter can do double duty as a 
source of cut greens for the birds.

A couple of excellent green feeds for 
the flock are dandelion and yellow dock 
(Rumex crispus). Though much maligned 
as “weeds,” both are palatable and highly 
nutritious to poultry, and they stay green 
deeper into the frost season than any other 
wild forages in my area. As long as I can 
get a spading fork into the ground, I dig 
these plants by the roots and throw them 
to the flock by the bucketful. The birds 
eat the tops down to the roots, then (in 
the case of dandelion, though not yellow 
dock) eat part of the root as well, after 
which the roots generally get buried in 
the deep litter by the scratching of the 
chickens. There the roots put out new 
growth (like Belgian endive, forced in a 
cellar)—when the chickens turn them up 
again, they have “second helpings.”

Two extremely useful plants I recom-
mend to all homesteaders are comfrey and 
stinging nettle. In addition to myriad food 
(for both humans and plants), medicinal, 
and soil-building uses, both plants are 
excellent feed for poultry. Comfrey is 
amazingly productive, especially if fer-
tilized heavily (and it will take any form 

Comfrey, one of the most useful of all 
plants for the homestead, makes excellent 
feed for poultry, fresh or dried.

In the winter, when the flock does not 
have access to pasture, I sprout the 

entire small grain portion of my feed 
mix—and sometimes the peas as well. 
(See the August/September, 2006 issue 
for sample mixes I have used.) 

When I feed both sprouted peas and 
sprouted grains, the chickens go for 
the grains by preference every time. 
When I return later in the day, how-
ever, they have usually cleaned up all 
the sprouted peas as well. There is no 
reason I shouldn’t also sprout the whole 
corn, but doing so would leave little in 
the dry mix other than extremely fine 
ingredients—flax seed, kelp meal, dried 
yeast, etc. Chickens resist eating feed of 
mostly small particle size.

Since I do not require a green sprout, 
my system is based not on sprouting 
trays but on six 5-gallon food grade 
plastic buckets. Two buckets are soak 
buckets (if I am sprouting peas as well as 
grains)—four are drain/sprout buckets. 
The latter I drill with dozens of small 
holes, in the bottoms and half-way up the 
sides. The size of the holes is important: 
They must permit the flushing through 
of dusty debris, but not get blocked by a 
grain of wheat or oats.

Here is the schedule I follow when 
sprouting both peas and grains, assuming 
I desire a five-day sprout:

Day 1: In one of the soak buckets, I 
soak all the whole wheat, oats, and barley 
called for in the mix I am currently using. 
(I would certainly use other whole grains 
if available.) Since it is usually winter, I 
set the bucket in my basement to prevent 
freezing.

Day 2: I pour the small grains into 
one of the drain/sprout buckets and rinse 
well, allowing thorough drainage through 
the holes in the bucket before returning to 
the basement. I set another batch of small 
grains to soak in the soak bucket. In a 
second soak bucket, I soak the amount of 
whole peas called for in the mix.

Day 3: I again pour the soaked small 
grains into a drain/sprout bucket. I pour 
yesterday’s soaked peas into the grains 
from Day 1. Both drain buckets get 
thoroughly rinsed before returning to the 
basement. I start new (separate) batches 

A simplified version of Harvey’s 
sprouting system, for sprouting grains 
only. Soak bucket on the right, drain/
sprout buckets on the left. This setup 
produces a four-day sprout.

of grains and peas soaking.
Day 4: Repeat, this time putting the 

soaked peas into the bucket containing 
grains started Day 2.

Day 5: Again, repeat. Note that at this 
point I have contents in four drain/sprout 
buckets. 

Day 6: The most advanced bucket of 
sprouts is now ready to feed. Note that 
the grains are five-day sprouts (including 
the first day in the soak bucket), and that 
the peas are four-day sprouts. (The peas 
sprout at a faster rate than the grains, so I 
enter them at a later point in the rotation.) 
I take that bucket out to the poultry house 
and scatter the sprouted seeds onto the 
deep litter. If it is a day when the birds 
can be out on the pasture, I scatter some 
outside as well. Now I put yesterday’s 
soaked grain into the bucket I’ve just 
emptied, and the cycle rolls on. 

Note that every day, every bucket 
gets a thorough rinse—otherwise, the 
sprouting grains get “funky.”

Sometimes I prefer to sprout the 
grains only, in which case I eliminate one 
of the soak buckets (and grind the peas 
instead, adding them to the dry part of 
the mix). Also, I might reduce the num-
ber of drain/sprout buckets, or increase, 
depending on how developed a sprout I 
want, and the point in the season. (In the 
winter, the sprouting process slows down, 
even in my basement which is warmed by 
waste heat from the furnace, thus I might 
add one drain bucket—for an additional 
day—to the system.)

The above is doubtless confusing 
when read off the page. If you play around 
with coffee cups representing the buckets 
as you follow along, however, you will 
understand how the system works.

Sprouting to Enhance
Poultry Feeds
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of fertility you throw at it, including raw 
chicken manure). Protein content is high 
(higher than alfalfa, and can if well grown 
be as high as soybean, dry weight basis). 
I cut and feed as needed, more at times 
in the season when the pasture is less 
generous. Chickens eat comfrey well. 
Geese love it.

I am in the process of greatly ex-
panding my comfrey plantings. (It is an 
extraordinarily easy plant to propagate.) 
The next big “wave” of propagation will 
feature planting comfrey patches out on 
the pasture, where the birds will “graze” 
the comfrey themselves. I plan to keep 
the plantings tight, dense, and relatively 
small. They are incredibly tough plants, 
but if they seem to be suffering from 
over-grazing by the birds, I can protect 
the patches with temporary fencing.

Both comfrey and stinging nettle can 
be dried and fed as “hay.” My experi-
ments with both have been challenging 
thus far—they are much more fragile 
than a grass hay. My next attempts with 
both will feature thorough drying, then 
stuffing into large burlap bags, in which 
the shattering into leaf meal will not be 
a problem. I will experiment with feed-
ing straight, and with adding to ground 
feeds.

[It should be added that in recent 
years there has been some “scare talk” 
from official quarters about pyrrolizidine 
alkoloids found in comfrey. The alko-
loids are indeed present, and are indeed 
toxic to the liver in massive, pure doses. 
However, my conclusion from research 
I have done is that there is no toxicity 
problem, acute or chronic, associated 
with consumption of whole comfrey, by 
either humans or livestock. (See Comfrey 
Report, by Lawrence D. Hills.) When-
ever I slaughter fowl, I practice a form 
of divination I call “reading the livers.” 
As long as the livers of birds who have 
been eating comfrey remain healthy and 
free of abcesses, I will have no concerns 
about feeding comfrey.]

Grain Substitutes
Of course, the homesteader can grow 

corn and conventional small grains as 
well as anybody. Growing and storing 
them on a small scale can be labor-in-
tensive, however. A labor-saving strategy 
with the small grains is to grow to matu-

rity, then turn the flock in to self-harvest 
the seed heads.

I grow amaranth and sunflowers, 
both for their beauty and for their sup-
port of beneficial insects, and continue 
to experiment with using the seed heads 
as poultry feed. The challenge with the 
sunflowers, I find, is catching them at the 
point at which the seeds have ripened, 
but before wild birds have stripped the 
heads. Heads can be cut and tied together 
in bunches, then hung from rafters under 
shelter for use in the winter. The same 
can be done with amaranth, an extremely 
nutritious (and high-protein) seed that 
was an important food source for the 
Aztecs. The seeds are extremely tiny, 
and it’s been hard to determine how well 
the birds utilize them when I just cut the 
heads and throw them to the flock. I plan 
experiments with threshing and feeding 
them straight to get a measure of how 
much the birds like them. I also plan to 
soak whole heads, sprout the seeds, then 
throw the whole sprouting head to the 
birds. It may be they will eat the sprouts 
better (more visible) than the tiny black 
seeds.

For the first time, I am experiment-
ing with growing sorghum. I grow this 
extremely tall plant as additional pollen 
source for beneficials, and to screen 
other crops needing shade, but I plan to 
harvest the seed heads, tie in bunches, and 
experiment with feeding (whole heads) 
in the winter.

Double Duty Cover Crops
I use buckwheat and cowpeas as cover 

crops that are easy to start in the summer 
when many of the cool weather covers 
will not establish. Buckwheat is the “in-
stant cover crop”—from seed to flower in 
as little as 30 days. Cowpeas are legumes, 

and set atmospheric nitrogen in the soil 
in forms plants can use. If you can leave 
these crops long enough to mature their 
seeds, they do double duty as cover crop 
and feed for the birds. Indeed, it’s pos-
sible to net the area with electronet, and 
allow the flock to self-harvest the seeds 
while tilling in the cover crop. That’s a 
homestead version of “multi-tasking.”

Carbohydrate Sources
Potatoes and sweet pototoes can be 

tremendously productive crops. In times 
of war, when people in England and 
other European countries had to grow 
more of their own feeds, potatoes have 
satisfactorily replaced grain feeds, in 
whole or in part. When I harvest these 
crops, I save for the flock the smallest 
tubers and those badly damaged by the 
spading fork. In an economic crisis, po-
tatoes would be one of the first alterna-
tives to grain I would turn to. Ducks will 
make good use of potatoes, as well as 
chickens. (It is generally recommended 
that potatoes be lightly cooked before 
feeding to the flock.)

Pumpkins are usually easier to grow 
than other members of the cucurbit tribe. 
If you have the space for the big, sprawl-
ing vines, you can grow and easily store 
large numbers of pumpkins. To feed, just 
“bust ’em open” and let the flock have 
at them. The seeds are a good source of 
protein. 

Mangels or fodder beets are also 
easy to grow, producing roots up to 10 
pounds or even more which store well. 
(I store them in a “clamp,” a simple 
24-inch hole in the ground protected by 
a sheet of plastic and a couple bales of 

Cowpeas are valuable as people food, 
cover crop, and feed for the flock.

When mangels (fodder beets) are 
harvested at about first frost, they can 
be 10 pounds or even more. They store 
well and are excellent fresh winter feed 
for chickens.
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Mulberries have a wide geographic range 
and are among the easiest care of all fruit 
trees. Both their shade and their dropped 
fruits can be a boon to chickens.

straw.) I feed one at a time, raw. In the 
winter house, the entertainment value is 
probably as high as the feed value—the 
chickens really get into pecking away at 
them. When one has been consumed, I 
throw in another.

Another tremendously productive 
carbohydrate source is Jerusalem arti-
choke. This is a crop to be careful with, 
as it can easily get out of hand, and be 
difficult to eradicate. I recently read of a 
Vermont farmer who lets his large layer 
flock forage in big plantings of Jerusa-
lem artichokes. The birds eat some of 
the foliage, and feed on the enhanced 
earthworm populations at the base of the 
plants. There was no mention of digging 
the tubers to feed the flock. However, 
Jersulam artichoke tubers are good food 
for humans, and I expect they would be 
a good carbohydrate source for poultry 
as well. I plan experiments with feeding 
them, raw and cooked, when they are 
ready to harvest this fall.

Tree Crops
We have had a big mulberry tree in 

the orchard for years, and the chickens 
have always loved the abundant dropped 
fruit. I have just planted two additional 
mulberry trees out on the pasture. The 
trees will provide shade for the flock, as 
well as large amounts of dropped fruits. 
(In earlier times, it was common for farm-

ers to fatten both pigs and fowl from the 
windfall crops of mulberries.)

I have ordered three chestnut tree 
seedlings, which I will also be planting 
out on the pasture. Again, the trees will 
shade the birds, who should help control 
the chestnut weevil, both in the emergent 
phase in the spring, and when going to 
ground in the winter. (Multi-tasking 
again.) Any year that brings good crops 
should provide far more chestnuts than 
we can eat. I plan to crack the hulls of the 
surplus in my feed grinder, then feed the 
nutritious chestnuts to the birds.

Persimmons also make excellent feed 
for chickens—and for turkeys. At the 
moment I have three Asian persimmons 
(Diospyros kaki), and am not inclined 
to share their succulent fruit with the 

flocks. However, wild persimmons (D. 
virginiana) grow profically in my area, 
and I may encourage their growth in our 
bit of woods, and make the dropped fruit 
available to the chickens using electronet 
fencing.

Many homesteaders know that in 
earlier times pigs were routinely fattened 
on crops of acorns wherever there were 
oak trees. J. Russell Smith points out in 
his classic Tree Crops that acorns can be 
used as feed for chickens and turkeys as 
well. He quotes a report from England 
during World War II of acorns being 
used to replace up to half of the feed ra-
tion for chickens. There are a number of 
large white oaks on our property. I plan 
to experiment with acorns as feed for the 
flocks this fall, crushing the acorns in my 
feed grinder just enough for the birds to 
pick out the contents.

Of course, any nuts are highly nutri-
tious and can be used as food for fowl, 
to the extent they are not desired as 
human food. I am planting a number of 
grafted cultivars of nuts for our own use. 
However, there are several wild hicko-
ries and black walnuts on our property. 
I pick out a few nut meats for us, but the 
kernels are small and time-consuming 
to pick. I have found it easy, however, 
to gather them, place on a rock, smash 
with a hammer, and let the birds have 
at them. 

And don’t forget the orchard as a 
source of food for the birds. Getting rid 
of dropped fruits is an essential part of 
orchard sanitation. Either pick them up 
and throw them to the flock, or simply 
give the birds access to the orchard and 
let them do clean-up. I couldn’t believe 
the amount of dropped and cull apples 
the geese polished off last year.

Alternative Sources of Protein
There are several sources of proteins 

and fats which many homesteaders can 
develop for their birds. Earthworms top 
the list as a dual-purpose way to convert 
“wastes” such as manures to both feed 
and fertility. I experimented with a 3' x 
4' ft. worm bin for several years, then 
last fall installed 160 sq ft of worm bins 
in my greenhouse (a total of almost 
300 sq. ft. when there are no chickens 
“in residence” in two pens in one end 
of the greenhouse). For both feed and 

Chickens enjoying buckwheat, grown as a cover crop, allowed to ripen its seeds.
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bedding for the worms, I use horse 
manure from a neighbor who breeds 
and boards horses. I am still working 
to get my populations up to optimum 
levels, but my intention is to perfect the 
operation to the point I can make regular 
harvests of worms to feed the flock. A 
huge bonus, of course, is the use of the 
castings as a major part of our garden 
fertility program. 

I recently researched use of the Black 
Soldier Fly (Hermetica illucens—42% 
protein, 35% fat), which has been suc-
cessfully used in manure management 
systems. The larvae of the flies feed on 
manure, reducing the residue to high 
quality compost, and are harvested for 
feeding to chickens and pigs. I decided 
not to pursue use of BSF myself. How-
ever, I have noticed BSF larvae in my 
earthworm bins, so expect they will be 
an added bonus when I harvest worms 
for feeding.

Suppose you had the chance to “har-
vest” a source of feed for your flock that 
is up to 50% protein, 20% fat, absolutely 
free—right out of thin air?  How could 
you pass that up?  I was inspired to ex-
periment with fly maggots for poultry 
feed by a “recipe” on the Journey to 
Forever site (http://journeytoforever.
org/farm_poultry.html#flies), based on 
kichen rejects—cooking water, scraps, 
soured milk, etc. The batches did indeed 
generate maggots, but were not produc-
tive enough for my needs. Then I noticed 
references elsewhere on the Journey to 
Forever site to the practice in Europe in 
earlier times of fattening poultry with 
maggots grown on fish heads and chunks 
of scrap meat. Instantly I thought of my 
buddy Sam, and the carcasses generated 
by his “nuisance trapping” service, and a 
new source of free protein on our home-
stead was born. (See sidebar for more on 
my system.)

If you are in an area of the country 
“blessed” with an abundance of Japanese 
beetles, you can collect them for poultry 
feed. I no longer use the beetle traps with 
sex lures, since a friend who studies water 
pollution observed that the pheremones 
used in the lures are possible sources of 
hormone pollution in the environment. I 
do accept trapped beetles by the gallon 
from a neighbor. I also collect by hand. 
The secret is to collect early morning 

or early evening, when it is cooler and 
the beetles are less likely to fly. I put a 
gallon or so of water in the bottom of a 
bucket, hold the bucket under a cluster 
of beetles on vine or branch, and shake. 
Once the beetles get wet, they do not 
fly. When I throw them to the flock, the 
chickens gobble them up before they 
have a chance to get back on the wing. 
Ducks also gorge on Japanese beetles, 
looking like animated vacuum cleaners 
as they siphon them up.

If you keep a goat or cow, any surplus 
whole or skimmed milk can be used as 
excellent feed for poultry in almost any 
amounts. If you culture the milk first (a 
kefir or mjolk culture is ideal, since you 
do not need to heat the milk, as you would 
making yogurt), it should be even better 
for the birds, boosting the micro-flora 
in the gut.

Most people with a laying flock 
at some time have either an excess of 
eggs, or have eggs that are cracked or 
“just too gross” (chicken-with-diarrhea 
syndrome) to use. Such eggs can be 
fed to the flock for a protein boost. I 
hard-boil the eggs, then crush coarsely 
by hand as I throw them to the birds. 
Even when I do not have excess eggs to 
feed routinely to the flock, I set some 
aside for just-hatched chicks to give 
them a good start. Feeding a little egg is 
especially beneficial for hatchlings that 

have come through the mail, always a 
stressful experience.

Last winter I did a successful experi-
ment in live-food winter feeding which 
I plan to repeat. I don’t allow the winter 
flock out much onto the pasture, since 
they would quickly degrade the dormant 
sod. However, I kept a couple dozen 
chickens in one end of the greenhouse, 
and released them every day onto a heav-
ily mulched area I was developing into 
garden. The mulch, six to eight inches 
deep, kept the ground from freezing, 
resulting in active populations of animal 
life—earthworms, slugs, etc.—in addi-
tion to germinating seeds in the mulch 
hay—to which the chickens had access 
right through the winter.

The above ideas do not exhaust the 
possibilities we will discover if we learn 
to look at our homestead the way our 
chickens do—as an expanding, con-
stantly renewed smorgasbord, a gift we 
receive simply by cooperating with what 
Nature is so eager to do in this little bit 
of Eden.

Earthworms in this bin in Harvey’s 
greenhouse turn pony poop into garden 
fertility and live animal food for the 
flock.
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By Harvey Ussery

Using food grade 5- and 7-gallon buckets, I drilled numerous 
3/8-inch holes in the bottoms, sides, and screw-on lids. 

(Holes of this size allow flies to enter, but prevent pecking by 
the chickens.) My buddy Sam keeps me supplied with 30-35 
lb. beaver carcasses. These I seal inside the buckets. After just 
a few hours, flies have “blown” the carcasses with eggs, which 
within a day hatch into a mass of greedily feeding larvae, or 
maggots.

Please note that for this system to work, it is essential that 
the buckets be suspended, either by hanging (from a tree or a 
rafter of a shelter) or by placing on a wire platform. When the 
larva has grown enough to pupate, it has the instinct to leave 
the feeding medium and burrow into the ground—it will not 
pupate in the feeding medium. 
By suspending the buckets, I 
ensure that larvae migrating 
out of the carrion will free-
fall, attracting the attention of 
the ever-alert chickens, who 
instantly snap them up.

I have found the beaver carcasses from my friend to be 
tremendously productive. He also passes on the occasional 
raccoon, and I have even cycled the odd roadkill through my 
buckets, as well as a groundhog who sadly did not understand 
the intensity of my feelings about my sweet potato planting. 
When I slaughter poultry for the table, I now run the offal 
through the buckets as well—a more efficient, and productive, 
way of disposing of them than burying or composting. I even put 
in any domestic birds that died by accident, though of course do 
not use carcasses of birds who may have died of disease.

No doubt the reader has anticipated potential problems with 
the use of carrion to breed maggots, so let’s consider them:

Odor: The first beaver Sam gave me I simply stuffed, whole, 
into my largest bucket. The bucket produced an abundance of 
maggots but, not surprisingly, smelled pretty “ripe” during the 
last few days of “processing.” I now have five working buckets, 
so I chop each beaver carcass into five pieces. I line the bottoms 
of the buckets with litter from the poultry house (mostly oak 
leaves), lay in the beaver chunks, then pad with more leaves 

around and on top, and screw 
on the lids. (The loose leaves do 
not impede access to the carrion 
by the flies.) With this adjust-
ment, I find that the processing 
time—the time from carrion 
addition until the maggots have 
reduced it to fur and bones—is 
greatly accelerated, and there is 
very little smell. Indeed, I catch 
a whiff only when I am working 
in the immediate vicinity of the 
buckets. (Suburban flock own-
ers, however, would do well to 
seek free protein elsewhere.)

Curiosity seekers: The 
buckets would certainly draw 
dogs, foxes, raccoons, and other 
curiosity seekers if allowed ac-
cess to them. Therefore this sys-
tem is useful only where access 
can be denied. I use electric net 
fencing [see my article on elec-
tronet in the April/May issue], 
and never have any problem 
with raids on the buckets. Plac-
ing the buckets inside permanent 
predator fencing would work 
as well. Only once have I had 
a visit from buzzards, drawn to 
that first heavily scented bucket. 
They hung around most of a day, 
clearly intoxicated by the heady 
aroma, but frustrated they could 
not get at its source. They finally 

gave up and lumbered into 
flight, never to return. I think 
the lack of repeat visits has 
much to do with the greatly 
reduced odor in the buckets 
these days.

Breeding flies: Many 
people have objected to my system because it amounts to a 
deliberate breeding of flies. Let me emphasize that I am breed-
ing fly maggots, not flies, and actually my methods should 
decrease the ambient fly population. Imagine there are 100 
female flies in the vicinity, and I manage to convince 20 of 
them that my carrion buckets are the best place imaginable to 
lay their eggs. They do so (rather than laying them elsewhere). 
But not a single fly larva gets to pupate and hatch—my sharp-
eyed chickens see to that. I’ve just reduced the local fly hatch 
by 20 percent.

Disease: Naturally my reader, however dedicated to the 
ideal of self-sufficiency, will worry about the potential for 
generating disease out of carrion worked by maggots. I am duty 
bound to pass on industrial-strength warnings I’ve received to 
that effect: There is a condition the old-timers called “limber-
neck,” which turns out to be paralysis caused by botulin poi-
soning. My friends who warned me about limberneck insisted 
that it could be caused by maggots ingested by chickens from 
any source. However, in all the links they sent, the references 
actually described the condition associated only with spilled 
feed which had become wet, had soured and begun working 
with maggots, and then been consumed by the birds. Sounds to 
me as if the botulism bacterium was growing in the soured feed 
mash, not in the maggots. In any case, I have always avoided 
using a grain mash as a maggot breeding substrate. However, 
I fed carrion-bred fly larvae the entire fly season last year, and 
this season I have honestly lost track of the number of beaver 
carcasses I’ve put through my buckets—and I have not had a 
hint of a disease problem. Neither has my longtime mentor Joel 
Salatin, who follows beef cattle on his pastures with a big flock 
of laying hens, who scratch apart the cowpies for the maggots 
growing in them. Based on such solid experience, I conclude 
that the homestead flock owner need not fear disease if he 
chooses to tap into this rich source of free protein.

Chopping a sizable carcass 
such as a beaver into smaller 
pieces, and padding on all 
sides inside the bucket with 
loose organic material, greatly 
decreases “processing” time 
and almost eliminates odor.

An essential element of 
the maggot-feeding system 
is that the buckets be 
suspended in some way, such 
as hanging under a pasture 
shelter, or setting on a wire 
mesh platform.

Protein From Thin Air:
Breeding Fly Maggots For Poultry Feed

“By suspending the buckets, I ensure that larvae 
migrating out of the carrion will free-fall,
attracting the attention of the ever-alert 
chickens, who instantly snap them up.”
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By lisa Jansen mathews

FarOutFarmer@hOtmail.cOm

I receive calls each winter concerning 
loss of chickens or the reduction in 
egg production. Both of these issues 

are related to diet. The callers are pleased 
to get manageable answers. I am not sure 
why the poultry feed industry builds its 
rations on growth stage alone. It is true 
that chicks need the higher protein in 
chick starter. Layers require less protein 
and higher calcium found in layer rations. 
However, these are not the only nutri-
tional needs of the flock. As a college 
nutrition science major I look at poultry 
diet differently. I look at the calories, vi-
tamins and minerals needed for the stage 
of development, the desired output, and 
the weather.

Spring Means Higher Protein Rations
In the spring I allow my hens to hatch 

chicks. I prefer to renew my flock in this 
manner. Breeding and setting require 
more protein. I put my breeders on 20 
percent or higher rations. Additionally, 
in spring my layers increase their egg 
production. They are putting out a high 
protein, high calcium, high fat and vita-
min A and E product. They require an 
increase in these same nutrients. If you 
pasture your flock you can choose pasture 
grasses that contain good levels of these 
nutrients. I plant alfalfa and legumes in 
my pasture. Alfalfa is 20% protein and 
high in both vitamins A and E. Legumes 
are high in omega-3 fatty acids and 
vitamin A. Adding scratch to the diet 
increases vitamin E.

Winter Means Increased Calories
In winter my flock reduces egg pro-

duction and has to endure cold weather. 
These are the issues about which small 
flock owner’s contact me. To meet these 
changes I reduce calcium and protein 
while increasing calories. The increase 

in calories allows the bird to stay warm. 
When birds are able to stay warm they are 
less likely to become ill or die. I decrease 
their protein intake to 17 percent. This is 
the standard protein content of most layer 
rations. I reduce calcium by reducing the 
availability of oyster shell. To increase cal-
ories I increase the proportion of scratch. 
Scratch is low protein but high calorie. I 
allow my hens to reduce egg production 

water and tuck the jar away in a warm 
dark place. Empty the jar of water after 
eight hours. Then rinse the seeds daily. 
Drain the seeds well. When they begin 
to sprout place the jar in a sunny kitchen 
window. Continue to rinse daily. When 
the sprouts have greened up nicely feed 
them to your birds.

My husband is a hopeless junk col-
lector. He is always bringing home items 

A jar of sprouts plus good information 
from the AAFCO Official Publication 
equals great eggs and healthy chickens.

A Winter Menu
Changing Poultry Feed by the Season

Feed: 

 “I encourage you to think about what you expect from 
your birds and then look at the rations you feed.”

in winter to prepare for spring breeding. 
If you don’t want to allow reduction of 
egg production you can increase protein 
with sprouting.

Increase Protein With Sprouts
Sprouting is simply allowing grains 

and legumes to sprout. This source of 
amino acids, vitamins and calories will 
increase winter egg yields and boost 
your birds’ immune systems to ward off 
illness. Poultry get cold and flu viruses 
just like we do. Sprouting can be done 
in your kitchen window. Fill a mason 
jar 30% full with wheat, barley, and 
oats or any bean. Cover the seeds with 

discarded at work. One day he came 
home with a stack of plastic yellow tool-
box trays. They sat in front of the barn 
for months. When trying to streamline my 
sprouting process, I discovered I could 
sprinkle sprouts on a thin layer of pot-
ting soil in the trays. The trays are easy 
to place in with pullets. I limit the time I 
leave the tray in the pullet enclosure so 
the birds don’t munch the sprouts down 
to the plastic. When the tray is removed 
it can be watered and continue to grow 
for another serving. My junk-collecting 
husband is a genius!

Chickens love sprouts no matter how 
you serve them. I have sprouted flax, 
mung beans, vetch, lentils, buckwheat 
and alfalfa in addition to the seeds men-
tioned above. I have omitted poppy seeds 
to avoid getting my chickens loaded. I am 
not sure but I think poppy seeds are an 
opiate. Peaceful Valley Farm and Garden 
Supply offer a number of seeds and seed 
blends in their cover crop section I like 
to sprout. Their website is www.grow-
organic.com. I highly recommend the 
omega-3 egg blend on page 48 of their 
2006 master catalog.

Compare & Adjust Rations
In order to properly provide and 

change poultry diet as needed one must 
learn to read poultry ration tags. The tag is 
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usually attached to the bottom of the bag. 
I keep a collection of poultry tags to show 
students in my poultry classes. Poultry ra-
tions are required to have the percentage 
of protein, fat, fiber and ash listed on the 
tag. The tags list the ingredients too. I like 
to know the sources of nutrients. Ingredi-
ent listings can help you adjust nutrient 
levels in the diet and compare the quality 
of rations. For example, there are three 
brands of layer feed sold in my area. One 
of them is slightly cheaper but, according 
to the tag, contains a lower percentage of 
protein. Therefore, the cheaper feed is not 
a savings but a lower protein feed.

Knowing ingredients is useful infor-
mation. An example of this is the brand 
of food I always tell my students about. 
I will not mention the brand name, but it 
contained dried bakery products. Some 
folks may not mind feeding their birds 
dried bakery products but I do. I am 
looking for nutrient dense foods, not 
empty calories and sugar. I advise my 
students to read their feed labels on a 
regular basis. The above-mentioned food 
did not contain bakery products when I 
began purchasing it. I also keep tabs on 
the amount of soy in rations. I have a 
theory about plant estrogens and ovary 
diseases in layers.

If you want to know even more about 
what you are feeding your birds I recom-
mend “The Association of American 
Feed Officials’ Official Publication.” 

Lisa’s Buff Orpington pullets enjoy a tray of wheat grass.

This publication defines the ingredients 
listed on poultry and other feed labels. If 
your layer ration lists soybean meal as an 
ingredient it means “the grindings of soy 
flakes after the extraction of most of the 
oil from dehulled soybeans.” Ground corn 
means the entire kernel of corn ground 
up. Dried bakery goods is “a mixture of 
breads, cookies, cakes, crackers, flours 
and doughs, which has been mechanically 
separated from non-edible materials.” 
(Association of American Feed Officials’ 
Official Publication, 2004) For further 
information about obtaining a copy of the 
American Feed Association Publication go 
to www.aafco.org.

At times I have mixed my own ra-
tions. Knowing the nutrient content of 
each grain or other ingredients, such as 
fish or kelp meal, is necessary. A good 
table for nutrient content is in the book 
Ducks & Geese in Your Backyard, by 
Rick and Gail Luttmann. I have a copy of 
the 1978 edition. The nutrient table is on 
pages 122 and 123. Some poultry keep-
ers prefer vegetarian ingredients only. I 
have a great respect for fishmeal with 
its 65 percent protein level. I encourage 
you to think about what you expect from 
your birds and then look at the rations 
you feed. If you expect your chickens to 
survive cold winters in poorly insulated 
housing be sure to increase their calorie 
intake. If you want rich healthy eggs 
provide rich healthy rations!
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Richard the Chicken Hearted, a Japanese Bantam rooster with a vision impairment.

By carla s. gerrard

mississippi

Having many and different spe-
cies of animals is not unusual 
for my household. I have two 

burros, 14 cats, four dogs and two 
bantam chickens. None of them are 
perfect. Some are in their senior years 
with assorted ailments and others have 
a handicap of various forms. It seems I 
am becoming an expert on how to deal 
with life’s inconveniences. This story 
is about a Japanese Bantam rooster that 
has a vision impairment since I am not 
convinced he is totally blind. His name 
is Richard the Chicken Hearted.

Richard came to me from a friend 
who wasn’t sure what to do with him 
as she has a large flock plus the fact 
he was so disoriented (confused and 
frightened) that she needed to keep him 
isolated. Richard appeared to be totally 
blind. Then as luck would have it, Rich-
ard became acquainted with my darling 
Chammie ( a porcelain d’Uccles) when 
she needed to be babysat while I was out 
of town. When I returned, Cham=mie 
became lonesome so I agreed to take on 
Richard. This was quite a stretch for me 
because I really do not like roosters.

Chammie has full run of the house 
and loves to be in the sunroom with her 
cats. I decided that Richard needed that 
same freedom to explore with safety. I 
keep their food in a particular place in 
large cat/dog bowls. I keep an extra large 
bowl of water for them because Richard 
became frustrated with narrow or small 
receptacles. This is very important so 
these guys do not get dehydrated. Rich-
ard started to sense where the food was 
placed and when I filled the bowls, he 
would meander toward the east wall with 
steady and even strides. I now believe his 
vision has improved because he does not 
bump into objects or go the wrong way. 

Also, I could tell he was enjoying his 
new-found freedom and also developing 
a sense of self-worth.

I watch Richard as he keenly senses 
others around him or he sees shadows of 
large birds outside. He is acutely aware of 
his surroundings. Sometimes I catch him 
talking to himself or expressing delight 
in some food I have brought them. He 
knows the word “cantaloupe” which is 
his favorite and the cantaloupe provides 
water, vitamins, and fructose. He likes to 
go outside with Chammie, but stays close 

to the edge of the porch. Chammie shows 
him where the nice dirt is for bathing or 
they may do some sun bathing if it is not 
too hot. Because Chammie is such an 
independent bird, Richard has had to rely 
on himself to figure out problems—some 
with success, others I need to intervene.

They each sleep in a Pet Taxi (Bunk 
Beds) in the garage at night. I always 
know when it is getting time for their bed 
as Richard finds his way to the kitchen 
where I am feeding the cats and dogs. I 
then fix their evening meal and put them 
to bed.

Richard has had one series of seizures 
while living with me and another where 
he lived before. My guess is he may have 
had some mini-strokes. It will be hard 
to determine how much longer he will 
be with us. One thing for sure, I am not 
sorry I took him in. All animals want to 
be treated with the same dignity as we 
humans when we can no longer take care 
of ourselves.

Adopting a handicapped animal is 
not difficult; however, it does take some 
patience, understanding, and love. What 
they give back to us is absolutely price-
less—unconditional love!

Richard is five years of age now. To help 
ensure he is getting enough moisture he 
is given cantaloupe every day. Chammie 
calls him to come and find it.

Handicapped
Partners

Just FOr Fun: 
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text By gena husman

phOtOs By rOBin arnOld

“C’mon Betsy, ready to go for 
a walk?” The little Barred 
Rock hen pokes her head 

out from under a bush in the middle of 
the chicken yard and hops on one leg to 
the open gate where we wait. In spite of 
her slightly twisted body and her useless 
left leg which curls up alongside her wing, 
she moves pretty fast. Afternoon “walk” 
is a daily thing—except in the very worst 
of weather—and means we walk and one 
of us carries Betsy. The daily treks are a 
change of scenery for her since she can’t 
go as far from the chicken yard as her 
sisters. From the chicken yard we head out 
on the path through the field. A five minute 
hike brings us to the “fallen logs”—the 
first stop on our journey. We set Betsy 
down and she hops over to stand in front 
of one of the logs. From countless other 
walks she has learned that Robin will roll 
the log over and help her find the plump, 
pink earthworms that live underneath. This 
is Betsy’s first favorite stopping place. We 

sit on one of the fallen logs and watch 
while Betsy gobbles up every worm in 
sight and then pokes around in the tall 
field grass. Satisfied, she hops over to let 
us know she is ready to move on, and in 
a few more minutes we reach her other 

favorite place: a patch of yellow wild 
flowers where she settles down to wait 
for bugs, her black and white head barely 
visible in the middle of the blossoms. We 
sit on the ground and wait for her. After 
10 or 15 minutes, we scoop her up and 
pick our way along the back path through 
the bushes. This is where we get into the 
serious hunting: the bushes are full of 
bugs and spiders and snails. Betsy’s head 
swivels from side to side, her sharp eyes 
searching for the prize as she cranes her 
neck to look up under the leaves. We reach 
the end of the path and come out back at 
the chicken yard. Robin sets Betsy on the 
ground outside the gate. Sometimes she’ll 
hop in to get a drink of water, thirsty from 
her “walk”; and sometimes she’ll just hop 
on over to the dust bath to relax after a hard 
afternoon of “hunting.”

Caring  For
Betsy

Just FOr Fun: 

Betsy loves to hunt for spiders, snails 
and grasshoppers along the edges of the 
walking paths.

Using her wings to balance herself, Betsy gets around well on her good leg.

We’re not real chicken farmers—if 
we were, Betsy probably would have 
been culled long ago and we would 
have been robbed of the pleasure of her 
company. She came to us along with 20 
other day-old Barred Rock chicks nearly 

two years ago. At first, she looked like all 
the other chicks as they scurried around 
under the warmth of the brooder lights. 
But then one day, a couple of weeks after 
their arrival, we noticed the leg of one of 
the chicks seemed to be turning out and 
she was walking on her hock. Our first 
concern was that she might have some 
horrible disease that could be passed on 
to the other chicks. But everything we 
read said that probably was not the case. 
Then we were worried that the others 
might gang up on her—but that wasn’t 
happening either. She was eating and 
drinking, and none of the other chicks 
were picking on her, so we let her stay 
in the flock. Day by day, her leg became 
more twisted and eventually curled up 
alongside her wing. The other leg was 
perfectly normal and she hopped to all the 

“We’re not real chicken farmers—if we were, Betsy
probably would have been culled long ago and we 

would have been robbed of the pleasure of her company.”
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same places the other chicks walked to. 
She seemed content and she was thriving. 
We named her “Little Betsy”. 

We spent hours in and around the 
coop watching the chicks grow and play-
ing with them. They seemed to enjoy the 
diversion as much as we did. We learned a 
lot about chicken behavior and how they 
interact with each other as well as with 
their human family. From the beginning, 
Betsy wanted to do everything the other 
chicks did. Her handicap only increased 
her determination—and sometimes, her 
frustration. When they no longer needed 
the brooder lamp and started roosting on 
the stepladder at night she would fight 
and flap angrily trying to get up on the 
first rung. Finally, Robin fixed a platform 
for her next to the ladder so she could at 
least sleep on the same level as the oth-
ers. That seemed to satisfy her. But when 
the other chickens got older and began 
sleeping on roosting poles at night, she 
accepted the fact that she couldn’t get 
up there with them, so she slept in a box 
we fixed up for her in the corner of the 
chicken coop. 

As they grew, we watched special 
friendships develop. For instance, we 
noticed Betsy and another young hen 
hanging out together as if they were two 
little girlfriends. Betsy would hop along 
and the other little chick would walk 
slowly beside her. For a few months they 
were inseparable—except at night when 
Betsy slept in her box and the other chick 
slept up on the roosting poles. Now that 
they are a little older, Betsy’s little friend 
has left her to mingle with the rest of the 
flock and we frequently see Betsy sitting 
off by herself. Sometimes it’s by choice, 
since she gets along fine with most of the 
other chickens. 

Her latest best friend is a bald, blue-
headed pearl guinea named “Keetie.” 
She doesn’t seem to mind that he is bald 
and has a blue head with a point on it; 
and he doesn’t seem to mind that she 
only has one good leg. They frequently 
graze together and nobody bothers her 
when he is close by. Now he tags along 
with us on the daily walks and it’s quite 
a parade: Robin leads the way carrying 
Betsy, Keetie runs along behind them, 
and I bring up the rear. 

Except for the limitation on where 
and how far she can go, Betsy is as pro-

ductive as any other hen. Every couple 
of days we find a perfectly formed beige 
egg behind her bed. She hops outside ev-
eryday the weather is decent and forages 
for food along with the other chickens. 
The little extra time and effort we put 

into the care and feeding of Betsy has 
given us the opportunity to get to know 
and appreciate the individual personali-
ties that make up the whole flock. It’s 
a little like “stopping to smell the roses 
along the way.”

Storey’s Guide to
Raising Turkeys

leOnard s. mercia

A complete how-to guide on raising turkeys 
from young poults to delicious, thick-breast-
ed birds. Discussions on selecting the right 
turkey for your flock, breeding and manage-
ment, processing, flock health, feeding and 
housing. Contains in-depth housing plan 
illustrations. 199 pages, $18.95. Order your 
copy from the Backyard Poultry Bookstore, 
see page 38.
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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>

New York
HIDDEN ACRES, Jessica, Sullivan 
County, NY. <www.myminifarm.com> 
<sales@myminifarm.com> Serama, 
Silkied Serama & Booted Serama.

Minnesota
OAKWOOD GAME FARM, INC., Jim 
Meyer, PO Box 274, Princeton, MN 
55371. 800-328-6647. <oakwoodga
mefarm@earthlink.net> <oakwood-
gamefarm.com> We sell day-old 
pheasants and chukar partridge and 
eggs. 

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

California
DOMINIQUE CLUB OF AMERICA, Tra-
cy Allen, sec/treas., 113 Ash Swamp 
Rd., Scarborough, ME 04074-8963. 
207-885-5167. <domchickens@gwi.
net> <www.dominiquechickens.
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>
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