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from the  
editor

On The Cover 

More Control, Please 
In early 2020, as the pandemic flared, 

we experienced a surge in poultry own-
ership. Along with that came a surge in 
gardening, food storage, baking sour-
dough bread, and raising homegrown 
meat.  

People were scared. They saw supply 
chains interrupted or outright broken. 
As staples disappeared from grocery 
shelves, they grappled for control: of 
their health, food supply, jobs and fami-
lies, their way of life, anything.  

On the pyramid of sustainability, 
poultry enjoy a solid place at its base. 
Our chickens, ducks, and geese eat 
simple carbohydrates, bugs, and weeds 
then provide high-protein food with 
little energy expended. 

In Zambia, where my husband and 
I advise on agricultural techniques, 
people raise two kinds of chickens. 
There are the broilers: unsustainable, 
mass-produced in cities and sold 
streetside, with high disease spread 
and mortality rates. Then there are the 
“village chickens,” hardy dual-purpose 
birds adapted to the different rainy and 
dry seasons, the green growth or the 
brown famine, living off the land and a 
few handfuls of scattered maize. 

The desire to take care of our own is 
universal. 

But, as many of us have learned the 
hard way, just keeping chickens doesn’t 
automatically give you control over 
your food supply. There’s a learning 
curve. What can we feed them out of 
the garden, and how can we use chick-
ens to help our gardens grow? Different 
breeds are hardier than others; differ-
ent breeds are meatier. Certain foods, 
though offered with the best intentions, 
shorten a bird's otherwise long and 
healthy life. When our birds get sick, 
some of us wield supplements with ease 
while others tread the stormy waters of 
medicine vs. nature. 

We have cultivated these stories and 
designed this issue for you: the home-
steaders, small-scale and backyard 
farmers, and even larger-scale farmers 
who want a healthier and more natural 
chicken along with a healthier and more 
natural family. Through these stories of 
poultry and human health, of maximiz-
ing coop efficiency, and choosing the 
best birds and feed, we hope you find 
inspiration. We hope these stories help 
you gain even more control over the 
way you want to live. 

May your poultry systems be natural 
and sustainable, 

Marissa Ames
Editor

Blue Laced Red Wyandotte hen, bred and owned  
by North Star Poultry (northstarpoultry.com).  

Photo by Joshua Krebs.
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Do You Have 
Something to Crow About?

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

or email editor@backyardpoultrymag.com. 

Raising Turkeys 

I was reading your article here about raising turkeys: 
backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com/poultry-101/a-guide-
to-raising-turkey-poults 

I have had to deal with blackhead disease on many  
occasions. It's a bacteria that gets into the soil — and once 
it's there it lasts for something like five years. Every raft 
will get it from then on … but there's an easy solution. Mix  
cayenne pepper flakes or powder into their food. We use 
around 1/2 cup per gallon of feed. We feed it continuously to 
the birds until about one to two weeks before butcher. 

 If you don't stop one to two weeks before butchering, the 
cayenne will stay in the interstitial fluid of their joints and 
while butchering your hands will begin to ache unless you 
are wearing gloves. It doesn't appear to affect the quality  
of the meat, but it keeps their digestive system clean and 
parasite free. It works on chickens, too, to help reduce or 
prevent occurrence of coccidioidomycosis. 

 Anyways, just figured you'd want to know the tip. 

Aaron 

Excellent Article 
Thank you for the excellent article by Kenny Coogan regarding  

engaging youth in agriculture. It went well beyond the usual essay  
contests and coloring pages! I was especially impressed when he pointed 
out the need for non-ag related professionals such as business managers 
and politicians to understand agriculture. What a difference that would 
make! Great article, Kenny, keep them coming! 

Barb Ritchie

Making a Chicken Tunnel 
I used baling strings because they are 

all close to the same length.  

Gerald Strong

Photo by Suzy Brooks on Unsplash. 
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ask the expert

ALL-ACCESS MEMBERS can read hundreds of health questions and answers online and submit their questions  
directly to our experts through LIVE CHAT: backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com/ask-the-expert/connect

TWO SOFT SHELL EGGS TOGETHER 
I have been raising chickens for nine years now, and I 
saw this for the first time. I don’t know who laid this. 
Rhode Island Red or Partridge Rock? Previously, some 
occasionally laid soft shells, and some came out like a 
water balloon but single-laying. 

Napi Dorram 

Hi Napi, 
If this is the first time, it’s usually a “this thing happens” 

type of deal. An oviduct glitch, if you will. But if you get 
these consistently, then at least one of your hens has a prob-
lem. 

Many chicken owners will tell you to add calcium. But 
a calcium-deficient hen will still layer some kind of a shell 
onto her eggs, even if it’s so soft that your fingers dent it and 
it stays caved in. A shell-less egg is a different matter. 

So many diseases affect the oviduct that it can be confusing 
whether or not you have a problem. Most of these diseases, 
such as Mycoplasma and Newcastle disease, have additional 
symptoms so you know your bird was sick. But with infec-
tious bronchitis and egg drop syndrome, the ONLY symptom 
may be a change in the number of eggs laid, quality of shell, 
or egg shape. 

So, if this only happens once in a while, I wouldn’t worry. 
But if it’s happening consistently with one or more of your 
chickens, I recommend speaking with a veterinarian. While 
viruses (egg drop syndrome, infectious bronchitis) have no 
cure and must run their course, some other diseases (vent 
gleet, and some bacterial diseases) can be treated with medi-
cation. 

I hope this helps! 
Marissa 

STUNTED GROWTH 
Thanks so much for 
taking the time to 
answer our questions. 
Sometimes the infor-
mation hasn’t quite 
gotten out there or 
hasn’t been developed 
enough for those of 
us who keep backyard 
chickens as pets. On 
May 18, 2021, we 
received nine-day-old 
heritage breed chicks. 
All are doing wonder-
ful, thank goodness!  
However, one chick, a 

Frost White Legbar, has stunted growth. Little Cosette 
does everything her flockmates do except perching 
five inches above the ground on a half-inch round 
dowel. She hasn’t been able to get up to four inch-
es as of yet. But what worries me more is for stunted 
growth. She seems as if she is still a day-old chick in 
her appearance. She eats and drinks just like everyone 
else and even plays the lead in keep away games! Last 

ASK THE ExpertExpert

Marissa aMes

Editor
Backyard Poultry magazine

ASK OUR POULTRY EXPERT  
ABOUT YOUR FLOCK’S HEALTH, FEED,  
PRODUCTION, HOUSING, AND MORE!
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week, I brought this up to the hatchery and they really 
had nothing to say about my concerns unless she went 
“downhill.” 
According to information on the internet, stunted 
growth can be caused by many factors. Being a retired 
biologist myself, I am very keen on keeping these 
Marek’s-vaccinated chicks in ultra-clean conditions. 
I started with organic mash but after a week, seeing 
that little Cosette wasn’t growing, I thought perhaps I 
should use medicated feed for a week. I am presently 
switching back to the organic. I also have been giving 
Sav-A-Chick probiotics in their water a few times a 
week. That’s about it. I am worried about eventually 
putting this new flock out with my eight-and-a-half-
year-old hens because of Cosette’s size. I am also very 
concerned and worried about her prospects for a nor-
mal healthy life. Can you please give my husband and I 
and the advice on what we may expect? 
P.S. We are all up to date with the latest books on rais-
ing baby chicks and have diligently worked with avian 
vets in the past concerning our older flock. So, we are 
fairly more educated with poultry health and manage-
ment. 
This picture shows her sister Daisy, which is also a Frost 
White Legbar. So, it’s helpful to see the difference 
between the same breed. 

Paree and John Hecht, Connecticut 

What a sweet little angel! It does look as if she has frozen 
in time. It’s frustrating when research doesn’t turn up a de-
finitive answer but instead a list of, “Well, it could be this but 
maybe not.” I can think of two things this could be, and only 
one is treatable: It could be a genetic condition, or it could be 
malabsorption syndrome. If it’s genetic, there’s nothing you 
can do but give her the best health and life possible, making 
accommodations such as purchasing some tiny friends like 
Seramas or Silkies. Malabsorption syndrome is caused by 
a virus, and though viruses aren’t curable, you can combat 
the nutrient malabsorption with some good poultry vitamins. 
Rooster Booster makes great supplements that were recently 
recommended by poultryextension.org, a collaboration of 
university extensions. 

Will she live a normal, healthy life? That’s hard to predict, 
but all the supplements and accommodations you’re making 
will be a deciding factor. It’s possible that she will remain 
small, which means she can’t go out with the existing flock 
and will need her own little coop with her own little friends. 
With all your knowledge of biology and avian health, I feel 
she is in the best hands possible if she faces a rough road 
ahead. 

I wish I could offer the exact answer you’re hoping for! 
Good luck with Cosette and the rest of the flock. 

Marissa  

WONKY EGGS 
In the 15 years I’ve raised chickens, I’ve never had nor 
remember reading about my current problem, and 
there's very little information on the internet. BTW, I’m 
a “plank owner” for your Backyard Poultry magazine 
and have kept every issue. 
The girls are producing eggs with no defined yolk. It 
is very liquid and spills out of the shell when cracked. 
When hard-boiled, some yolks never set; others set 
but the egg is a consistent pale yellow where yolk 
and white have mixed during cooking. The shells are 
strong. 
Until this year, I ordered chicks only from either Meyer 
Hatchery or Murray McMurray and never have been 
disappointed … and everyone says I have the best 
eggs around. Because of limited availability late last 
year, I placed a small order with a different hatchery. It 
wasn't until those chicks began to lay that I noticed a 
problem. I wrote to the hatchery, explaining the issue 
and asking for help. They never gave me the courtesy 
of a reply. 
My girls free-range on untreated pasture from early 
morning until they put themselves to bed, and their 
main food source always has been Layena crumble. 
Ample water is available at all times, and they get 
occasional scraps from the kitchen. 
If I had an extra tractor, I would try separating them out 
a few at a time to see exactly who’s laying the duds. 
However, I highly suspect the new hatchery gang and 
may have to cull all of them if you can’t provide a work-
able solution. The number of bad eggs is pretty consis-
tent, so I’m ready to rule out a disease that would have 
spread. Could this be genetics?    
I’m at a total loss and, of course, cannot sell my eggs 
until this disaster is corrected. Help!  

CK Griffing, Louisiana 

Hi CK, 
That’s truly baffling. I’ve often had that happen during the 

hottest days of summer, when my children forgot to gather 
eggs early and they sat in the heat. Before we look at the 
chickens themselves, can you provide a little more  
information? Such as: 

• How many weeks has this been going on? 

• Of those weeks, how many days was the temperature  
 above 95 degrees F? 

• Have the chickens shown any symptoms at all, such as  
 lethargy or runny noses? 

I would love to help you get to the bottom of this and I 
look forward to hearing back from you. 

Marissa 
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ask the expert

Thanks for getting back to me so 
quickly. 
This has been happening since 
some time in February, when the 
newbies began to lay. At first, I 
thought perhaps they had frozen, 
as we were having some really cold 
weather at the time. Our spring was 
wet and mild, and it’s just been the 
past couple of weeks that we’ve 
gotten in the 90s. We had some 
bad eggs throughout all this time. 
We get some really hot days here, 
with heat indexes into the triple 
digits, but I’ve NEVER had eggs 
like this. I’d say I will get anywhere 
from zero to four per dozen. There 
are 22 of the new hatery girls and 
about 30 of my older ones. 
There have been no symptoms of 
sickness. 
I've spoken to several chicken 
people, and it’s a mystery to them 
as well. 

CK Griffing 

Since heat hasn’t been a common 
factor, we can exclude that as a cause, 
though it will exacerbate an already 
weak membrane. 

Homesteading author J.D. Belanger 
wrote, “The yolk of a fresh chicken egg 
is round and firm. As it ages, it absorbs 
water from the albumen and enlarges. 
This weakens the vitelline membrane, 
causing a flattened top and a generally 
out-of-round shape. The weakened 
yolks are prone to rupture in the frying 
pan.” 

What would make albumen (egg 
white) so watery that the vitelline 
membrane weakens before the egg is 
actually old or has sat in the heat too 
long? Viral disease infectious bronchitis 
causes multiple quality issues in eggs, 
with watery whites being common. And 
often, an IB infection can pass through 
a flock without noticeable symptoms, 
though you will usually see at least a 
few birds with a “chicken cold.” Since 
it’s a virus, IB isn’t curable, but most 

chickens almost always return to nor-
mal within six months.  

Other factors can also cause weak 
vitelline membranes. The heat, as we 
discussed, is commonly the culprit. 
Janet Garman, a longtime contributor 
for Backyard Poultry, also lists stress: 
from molting, illness, heat or cold, or 
inadequate protein. 

These diseases are often viral and 
must run their course. However, if you 
are concerned, you can take a chicken 
to a veterinarian to rule out any bacteri-
al infections that can affect yolk quality. 

Regarding what you can do to help 
your hens: In addition to mitigating 
any weather-related stressors, you can 
add protein to the hens’ diet. They will 
appreciate some mealworms or black 
oil sunflower seeds midday. 

Egg quality can also be a genetic 
factor, too. To know for sure if the cul-
prit hens came from this hatchery, you 
would need to separate them for a few 
weeks then study their eggs compared 
to those from the rest of your flock. If 
ONLY the new chickens have the prob-
lem, you will know if it’s something 
within their breeding pool. 

I hope this helps unravel the mystery 
a bit! 

Marissa  

Thank you for your efforts, but I’m 
afraid I don’t know any more now 
than when we started.   
I’ve tried adding the black sunflow-
er seeds; and since I can’t sell my 
eggs, I’ve been hard-boiling them 
and giving them back to the girls, 
shell and all. I have not given meal-
worms because of prohibitive cost 
for such a large number of hens. 
They should be getting plenty extra 
protein since they’re on pasture all 
day. I’ve often seen them consum-
ing small amphibians and mice. 
I don’t leave the eggs in the nest to 
sit in the heat or to age. 
I’m back to thinking the problem is 
genetic, and I plan to separate out 

some of that batch to check eggs. 
If genetic, the hatchery certain-
ly should be aware by now that 
they’re cheating their customers. 
You can be sure I’ll never purchase 
from them again. 

CK Griffing 

I’m sorry we couldn’t provide more 
information than you had already re-
searched. It is, indeed, a mystery. I am 
very curious to know if this is genetic, 
and if you find an answer, I would love 
to hear it. There are so many genetic 
factors that we don’t consider when 
choosing chicks from certain sourc-
es, until something happens with our 
flocks. 

Good luck! 
Marissa 

TRANSITIONING CHICKENS 
I have five layers about 35 weeks 
old and seven chick-pullets about 
10 weeks old. A couple of weeks 
ago, I successfully transitioned the 
young seven to the run the big girls 
use. I did this for them to get used 
to each other and they seem to be 
fine together although they still are 
in their little flock groupings. 
The younger ones have a safe place 
to go to: a very small coop for two 
chickens that’s in the run. To my 
surprise, when dusk came, and the 
big girls went into the coop, the 
young ones went into the small 
coop placed in the run! They are 
all curled up in it and I can lock it, 
but it won’t last long as it’s a tiny 
space. I’d like to get them to go 
into the big girls’ coop soon so they 
get used to it as their night place. 
How do I get them to go into the 
big coop and not head for the tiny 
coop at night? What else would 
you recommend to get the big girls 
to allow them to use their coop. 
Thanks a lot. 

Amy 
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Hi Amy, 
Congratulations on successfully inte-

grating your flock! It sounds like older 
and younger girls are already bonding, 
which is great. How to get them to use 
the big coop? The best trick I’ve found 
is to put a light inside the big coop and 
turn it on when the sun sets. Then close 
the small coop before the chickens can 
enter. With the light on, the chickens 
more naturally gravitate toward it for 
their rest. You may need to patrol their 
run for the first few nights to collect 
confused stragglers, but this shouldn’t 
last long. After perhaps a week of using 
the light, remove it and watch to be sure 
they have considered the big coop to be 
their home. 

Marissa

HEAT STRESS 
It has been really hot here in Min-
nesota almost 100 degrees F for 
a week and a half. I have a Rhode 
Island Red chicken whose comb is 
drooping over. She’s hanging out 
by herself and not eating much, and 
I don’t know what to do to make 
her come back to be socialized with 
the other chickens. Can you please 
help me and tell me what to do? 

Kimberly 

Heat stress can be hard on chickens. 
I’m not sure if your Rhode Island Red 
is trying to recover from the heat or has 
gone broody. If it’s broodiness, you can 
choose to break the broodiness or set 
her in a sheltered, shady location where 
she won’t overheat as she sits on a 
nest. It’s easy to tell if a hen is broody: 
extend your hand toward her face or lift 
under her. If she puffs up and makes a 
dinosaur-like noise, it’s just broodiness. 

But if she is sick from the heat, she 
needs palliative care that includes vita-
mins and electrolytes in her water plus 
anything else you can do to keep her 
cool as she recovers. I have put fans in 
my coop, set on low so they don’t scare 
the chickens too much, have created ar-

tificial shade, and have put ice cubes in 
their water to keep it cool and inviting. 
Be sure to buy poultry-specific vitamins 
and electrolytes, since the human kind 
might provide too much salt or sugar. 

I hope she recovers and is social 
soon. 

Marissa  

ALOHA!  
We would like to share our experi-
ence with fowlpox. It’s been rainy 
this spring on the northeast slope 
of Maui, bringing mosquitoes and 
much moisture to our chickens. 
Their combs and wattles devel-
oped black spots and affected a 
few chickens’ eyes, closing them. 
Fowlpox? We researched the 
options of dealing with this condi-
tion. Vaccinations and vet are ruled 
out. We tried a product called All 
Good Goop, basically extra virgin 
oil, beeswax, calendula, comfrey, 
plantain, lavender, yarrow, and 
vitamin E.  
We applied the ointment twice to 
combs and wattles, and within four 
days the pox fell off leaving combs/
wattles bright red again. Birds are 
active, and egg production did not 
drop off. 
My question is: We dealt with the 
external appearance, but is there 
any internal infection we should be 
concerned about? 
Love your magazine! 

Colette and Rhonda 
Nahiku Pines, Maui 

Hi Colette and Rhonda,  
I’m happy to hear that the ointment 

worked for you! A lot of Backyard 
Poultry readers will be happy to hear 
about this as a natural product to assist 
recovery. And congratulations on 
making it through an infection without 
seeing an egg drop!  

Regarding internal infection: it de-
pends on the type of fowl pox that your 

birds contracted. The diphtheritic form 
of fowlpox creates lesions on the mu-
cous membranes of the mouth, esopha-
gus, and trachea, which causes prob-
lems with eating and breathing. Birds 
with the diphtheritic form rarely survive 
without intervention. And you would 
have known if your birds had this type, 
as you would have noticed weight loss 
and dehydration due to growths in the 
mouth/esophagus or trouble breathing 
due to growths in the trachea.  

However, it sounds like your birds 
caught — and overcame — the cuta-
neous form. That’s great news! That 
means, though any future birds will be 
in danger of catching fowl pox from the 
mosquitos, these particular birds will be 
naturally inoculated against recurring 
infection. If you intend to purchase or 
hatch out more chickens, and vacci-
nation is an option for you, then the 
fowl pox vaccine is available without a 
veterinarian prescription and is a simple 
wing stick with instructions available 
from the manufacturers.  

I hope this helps! 
Marissa 

Mahalo nui! 
P.S. We like the new look. Keeping 
it fresh! 

Nahiku Pines   

WE LOVE TO HEAR  
FROM YOU! SEND IN  
YOUR QUESTIONS: 

VIA EMAIL  
editor@backyardpoultrymag.com 

OR SNAIL-MAIL TO  
P.O. Box 566 Medford, WI 54451 

DIGITAL AND ALL-ACCESS 
MEMBERS may receive prompt 
answers by using our Expert Chat. 
backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.
com/ask-the-expert/connect
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This is Betsy. She’s always been a little bit of a different chicken. She’s never laid an egg, but has been a flock mascot. This picture captures her personality quite well.  — Kalene Rivera, New Jersey

My rooster dirt-

bathing in my 

flower bed.
— Becky 

Robinson, 

Pennsylvania

6-year-old Emma with her very first flock. From left 

to right: Lucy, Olive, June, Flora, Poppy, Lemon, and 

Willow. — Melissa Hunter, New Jersey
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This is one of my favorite chickens Fancy Pants. She is a 3.5 year-old Easter Egger. She lays pretty green/blue eggs, loves all treats, and runs like a T-rex.— Rachel Eckert,  Michigan

This is Lemon. — Stephanie Aguilar, California

This is Mia and her hen, Henny Penny.

— Lauren Hanrahan, Florida

Meet Heihei (left) and Snow (right). It's amazing to 

see the different personalities of all the girls. The world of 

owning chickens is amazing and will change your life. 

— Britany Woodhouse, Massachusetts
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BY TAMSIN COOPER

Mother Hen  
Knows 
Best! 

Raising Chicks 
Naturally for 
Healthy Behavior

A BROODY HEN has natural 
skills that equip her to give her 
chicks the best start in life. She 

is so much more than a mobile chick 
warmer! As well as providing heat and 
protection, she teaches her chicks what 
is good to eat and what is not. She also 
guides them to drink, rest, explore, 
perch, and roost. And they learn what 
to fear from her. She provides this care 
until they are about six weeks old and 
are sufficiently feathered to maintain 
their body temperature, strong enough 
to perch and escape danger, and smart 
enough to make their own choices.  

LEARNING STARTS IN THE EGG 
A hen knows instinctively how long 

to sit on eggs and when to turn them. 
Occasionally, she will stand to rear-
range eggs or briefly leave the nest to 
see to her own needs. These periods 
allow enough light to reach the eggs 
to enhance brain development but are 
short enough to prevent eggs from los-
ing too much heat in her absence.  

While still within the egg, the 
embryos learn the sound of her cluck, 
and close to hatching they will respond 
to her by beak clapping. They emit 
distress and contentment calls to which 
she responds. Their clicks and beak 
claps allow them to synchronize their 
hatching. 

KEEPING SAFE BY MOTHER’S SIDE 
When they hatch, they quickly 

imprint on their mother’s voice and 
appearance (especially her facial 
features), with the result that they keep 
close to her and immediately respond 
to the special rhythmic cluck she makes 
to keep them by her side. These clucks 
not only attract them but aid memory 
formation. By four days old, as they 
leave the nest, they can distinguish her 
from other hens. As they learn about 
their mother, an emotional bond grows 
between them so that they become 
inseparable for the first six weeks of the 
chicks’ lives. After the first day, they 
also bond with their siblings. 

After three days, they develop a fear 
of new things, an instinct that keeps 
them safe from danger. However, 
mother hen’s presence makes them feel 
secure, and she provides a safe base 
from which they can explore and learn 
about the world. She positions herself 
near resources to encourage feeding, 
drinking, and exploration.  

A mother hen gives special alarm 
calls when she senses danger relevant 
to her brood’s age. She adjusts these 
calls as chicks mature to only call for 
small predators when they are a danger 
to them. They respond to these calls by 
stopping whatever they were doing in 
readiness for danger. 

In addition to providing warmth and 
protection, researchers have found 
that mother hens provide an import-
ant source of social learning. Three 
important tasks are guidance over food, 
synchronization of resting and active 
periods, and mitigation of fear. 

LEARNING ABOUT FOOD 
Newly hatched chicks peck at small 

round and moving particles indiscrim-
inately until they are about three days 
old. Their pecking is not affected by the 
qualities of what they consume. They 
may peck at non-food items without 
heeding the consequences. As chicks 
hatch with enough yolk nourishment 
to survive the first few days, they have 
some time to engage in learning. It is 
the hen’s role to guide them as to what 
is suitable to eat. Farmers feed artifi-
cially incubated chicks by supplying 
large amounts of crumb on a smooth 
surface (usually paper) to ensure they 
eat the right thing and learn what 
suitable feed looks like. In the variable 
environment of the open range, the 
mother hen uses a special food call 
and pecking display to indicate what 
is suitable to eat. The display is a short 
burst of repetitive calls, accompanied 
by ground pecking. When she displays, 
they approach and feed on items she 
points out. If the chicks do not feed or 

Hen picks up and drops suitable food to teach chicks what to eat. Photo by Andreas Göllner 
from Pixabay. 
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remain at some distance, she enhances her display and in-
creases her calls. If she sees them eating something she con-
siders the wrong food, based on her experience of the item, 
she increases her calls, picking up and dropping suitable food 
and beak wiping, until they switch to the right food. 

During the first eight days, they learn most about food 
quality from her. She adjusts her calls according to the quan-
tity and quality of food she has found, giving more calls for 
a larger find and longer, more intense calls for better quality 
items, such as mealworms. Chicks learn to respond rapidly 
to her calls, increasing their reactions within the first week. 
After three days, they start to react to feedback from the food 
they eat and start learning for themselves by trial and error. 
They also learn from each other, avoiding items other chicks 
react to with disgust. 

COORDINATING CHICK BEHAVIOR 
When chicks first hatch, they rest together and become 

active at the same time. However, this synchronization dis-
appears after the first three days unless a mother is present to 
organize their activity. A lack of synchronization can result 
in active chicks disturbing resting brood-mates. Synchroni-
zation helps chicks to keep together, staying warm and safe. 
Initially, chicks spend 60% of their time resting under the 
hen. She broods them in bouts of about 30 minutes, but this 
varies from hen to hen. Active periods increase gradually 
with age. Even after her care period, the brood will remain 
more synchronized in their activity, which helps keep them 
safe as they enter the wider world. 

LEARNING TO PERCH AND ROOST 
Chicks start perching at around two weeks, but earlier if 

encouraged by mother hen. Perching helps them to avoid 
danger and improves their spatial and navigational skills. 

Adults raised with perches as chicks have better muscle tone, 
spatial awareness, and balance, making them better able to 
escape using three dimensions and less likely to lay eggs 
on the floor. Perching during the day increases within the 
first six weeks to around a quarter of daytime activity. Then 
chicks start to follow their mother to roost at night, perching 
at progressively higher levels as they gain strength. 

MATERNAL EFFECT ON FEARFULNESS 
Fear is stressful for chickens, makes handling difficult, 

and can lead to panic reactions that may cause birds to injure 
themselves. Hens calm their chicks by emitting clucks and 
brooding them. Her presence gives them the confidence to 
explore. Artificially raised chicks tend to react more fearfully 
than those raised by a serene mother. But their level of fear is 
dependent upon her reactions. Hens who overreact to events 
will have more highly strung offspring. Chicks can learn 
specific fears from their mother. Hens used to human contact 
raise chicks less fearful of people. 

AVOIDING BEHAVIOR PROBLEMS 
Feather pecking is a common problem that appears to 

result from a lack of opportunity to forage. Chickens peck 
their flockmates’ feathers instead of foraging for food. Poor 
synchronization, elevated fear levels, and poor early learning 
of suitable feed may be contributory factors. Natural brood-
ing may help to avoid these problems by keeping the brood 
synchronized, teaching chicks what to peck, and reducing 
fearfulness. There is evidence that brooding alters brain 
structures involved in social behavior. Furthermore, chicks 
who can rest undisturbed and avoid unwanted attention by 
using perches appear to suffer less from feather pecking and 
cannibalism. 

In summary, it appears that the security offered by a moth-
er hen facilitates healthy behavioral development. Compared 
to artificially raised chicks, brooded chicks exhibit more 
floor pecking and dust bathing, longer active and feeding 
bouts, and suffer fewer interruptions. They are generally less 
aggressive, more sociable, and react more to others’ calls. 
They seem less fearful and employ a greater use of space. A 
confident mother can help her chicks to grow up with appro-
priate behavior for their environment, leading to a happy and 
healthy life.  

SOURCE 
Nicol, C.J., 2015. The Behavioural Biology of Chickens. 

CABI. | Edgar, J. et al., 2016. Influences of maternal care on 
chicken welfare. Animals, 6(1).

TAMSIN COOPER is a smallholder and goat keeper in France. She 
follows the latest research on behavior, welfare and sustainability, 
and mentors on animal welfare courses. 

Find her at goatwriter.com.

Mother hen provides comfort and safety when raising chicks. Photo 
by Lolame from Pixabay.
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ONE OF THE BIGGEST CHALLENGES of the  
organic poultry farmer is handling illness in the 
flock. How do you treat it? Do you break from the  

organic path to use commercial medications? Do you try  
less effective organic solutions? Do you let them ride it out? 
What of the welfare of your hens? 

What if I told you that you could avoid the problem 
altogether? 

BIOSECURITY 
Biosecurity is a concept leveraged by farmers in the know. 

What do they know? They know how to keep diseases away 
from their birds. They do so by following a few farm rules, 
adding a couple of good habits to their routine, and under-
standing some basic concepts. 

STARTING CLEAN 
It’s unreasonable to expect someone to keep birds healthy 

when they’ve been given sick birds from the start. Avoid 
starting behind the 8-ball by buying your day-olds or juvenile 
birds from National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) partic-
ipating flocks and hatcheries. The NPIP is a program run in 
conjunction with the US Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
and the US Poultry & Egg Association. NPIP participants 
follow strict biosecurity guidelines and monitor their flocks 
for diseases through regular testing, so you know you’re 
buying clean birds. 

DISEASE VECTORS 
Diseases don’t just teleport into your flock; they have to 

physically enter your farm and make their way to your birds. 

Different pathways diseases can use to get to your flock are 
collectively known as “vectors.” The most common vectors 
are new birds, pests, dirty equipment, and you. 

QUARANTINE 
When you bring new birds onto the farm, isolate them 

from the rest of your birds. Note I said isolate, not segregate. 
Keeping them in a different pen in the same barn doesn’t 
count. Please keep them in a separate barn as far from your 
other birds as possible. Keep them isolated for 14 days and 
watch for signs of illness. 

RODENTS 
Chicken coops are notoriously attractive to rats and mice. 

Remove junk and brush from around your barns and keep  
the grass short. Rodents don’t like moving around in the 
open, and removing their hiding places makes your coops 
uninviting. The less they have to hide in, the less they’ll 
appreciate your farm. Rodents also love spilled and spoiled 
feed. Tend to your feeders and fix problems before rodents 
come knocking. 

WILD BIRDS 
Discourage wild birds from hanging out on your farm.  

Discourage perching and nesting on the farm by blocking 
eves and other surfaces they like to roost or nest on. You can 
also add spike deterrents to discourage them from perching. 
Ditch the wild bird feeders, too. Allowing your chickens to 
feast upon the dropped seeds from a wild bird feeder is  
begging for new diseases and chicken mites. 

BY JEREMY CHARTIER

Biosecurity:  
The First Line  
of Defense 

Healthy Flocks Depend 
on Healthy Habits
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BUGS 
Don’t underestimate the ability of 

bugs. They may be small, but they are 
a disease vector. Watch your coops for 
ants, beetles, and the worst of them all, 
flies. All of these bugs can bring dis-
eases into your barn if left unchecked. 
Correct litter and water dispenser man-
agement go a long way to prevent flies 
and other insects from moving in. 

CLEANING 
My poultry professor had a favorite 

catchphrase; “You can’t clean dirt.” It’s 
true, so when you’re cleaning surfaces, 
remember that the first step is to wash 
all the foreign material off. Scrub that 
surface with a bristle brush along with 
some soap and water. Rinse, and let dry. 

DISINFECTION 
Many people misunderstand how 

disinfectants work. Disinfectants need 
time to do what they do. This time is 
known as “contact time,” or simply: 
how long it needs to sit on the surface 
to do its job. This contact time will 
allow the chemical to break down any 
biological material it contacts, such as 
bacteria and viruses. In the world of 

commercial poultry, the broad-spectrum 
disinfectant Vircon-S® is a popular 
choice. If you don’t have any on hand, 
a bleach solution is an excellent second 
choice. 

EQUIPMENT 
Did you buy or borrow used equip-

ment? Was your new equipment housed 
in a warehouse that had wild birds in it? 
Did other chicken keepers handle the 
equipment at the store? Who knows, but 
you should know that you need to clean 
your new gear when you bring it home. 
Clean any tools, cages, or nest boxes 
before getting them near the flock. 

PEOPLE 
You and any other human that walks 

into your poultry coop have the oppor-
tunity to infect your birds. We don’t 
mean to do it, but boots are adept at 
picking up pathogens from the outside 
environment and transporting it into our 
flocks. There are a few basic rules that 
pertain to human traffic. 

NO VISITORS 
It’s hard for most small flocks to do 

this, but if you’re serious about keeping 

your birds healthy, don’t allow visitors. 
The only people that should be entering 
the coop are the people that have to. 
Don’t give coop tours in person; You-
Tube it instead! 

DESIGNATED CLOTHES 
It’s good practice to keep a set of 

clothes just for the coop. The point is 
to have a designated outfit that doesn’t 
leave the farm, reducing the likelihood 
of bringing disease in on your clothing 
from off the farm. Also, keep a pair of 
dedicated coop boots. Tall rubber boots 
are easy to clean and relatively cheap, 
but a dedicated pair of work boots will 
do the trick too. 

CLEAN BOOTS 
To reduce the likelihood of tracking 

disease into the coop, leave a spray bot-
tle of disinfectant at the door. It’s good 
hygiene practice to wash off your boots 
to remove any dirt, then disinfect them 
before entering the coop. Most farms 
have pans of disinfectant they step into 
before entering the barn, but I find that 
a spray bottle is more convenient for the 
average backyard farmer. 

TRAFFIC FLOW 
The route you take during your 

chores matters too. Allow me to offer 
you a practical scenario; you have three 
barns. Barn one is your regular laying 
flock, barn two has some adult birds 
you just brought onto the farm and are 
in isolation, and barn three has your 
new day-old chicks from the hatchery. 
Who do you feed first? 

PATHING 
The proper route would be to visit 

your day-old chicks first, layers second, 
and the birds in isolation last. The the-
ory is: your day-old chicks (assuming 
you bought them from a clean flock) 
should be the least likely to be sick and 
the most vulnerable to illness. Your 
layer flock would be the next stop. The 
isolation flock should be presumed to 
be ill until proven healthy. Hence it 

Rubber boots are cheap, but keeping an old pair of work boots for the coop works too.  

sustainable health
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should be the last flock to be visited. If 
you were to reverse the pathing, you’d 
risk dragging infection from the isola-
tion flock through your entire farm. 

GOOD HUSBANDRY 
None of this matters if you’re not 

holding up your end of the deal. Your 
birds still need the basics like clean 
food and water, good shelter, safety 
from predators, and everything else 
that comes with keeping chickens 
healthy and happy. They need you to 
keep a wary eye on them too. Watch-
ing for signs of illness and identifying 
sick chickens is paramount. If you see 
disease in your flock, the sooner you 
identify it and deal with it, the better. If 
you need help, you can call the USDA 
APHIS bird hotline at 1-866-536-7593. 
The hotline will get you in touch with 
professionals that can advise you. 

INFORMED ADVANTAGE 
With this basic knowledge, you can 

draw up a biosecurity plan that works 
for you. If you’d like to learn more 
about biosecurity, check out the USDA 
APHIS’s Defend The Flock campaign 
page ataphis.usda.org for more infor-
mation and tips on how to keep your 
birds safe.  

They may be cute, but they can easily share 
disease and mites with your chickens! 

Flock Pro
TM

Flock Pro

POULTRY PRODUCTS

Chick Boost™ and Hen Boost™ Probiotics

•    Contains probiotics, digestive enzymes, vitamins, minerals 
and electrolytes

•    Ensures that the digestive tract has good bacteria to assist 
with selective exclusion to help fight off bad bacteria

•    Improved overall health and digestion of the birds
•    Helps birds during and after molting
•    Use daily to help during molting, sickness and antibiotic or 

wormer treatment
•    Mix into water (scoop included)
•    Can be fed to all species of poultry

www.animalhealthsolutionsinc.com
FIND THEM AT:

Made in the USA

Flock Pro

Give Your Flock a Boost!

At 12 years old, JEREMY CHARTIER 
became involved with his local 4-H group, 
later joined the local FFA chapter, and 
showed livestock until his college years. 
After graduating from the Ratcliffe Hicks 
School of Agriculture at UConn, he joined 
University of Maine’s Poultry Service 
Provider training program. Today Jeremy 
sells started pullets to local backyard 
farmers, is still involved with 4-H as a 
poultry showmanship judge, and writes 
about his passion for farming. 



22     SPECIAL ISSUE 2021  |  BACKYARD POULTRY

Fatty liver hemorrhagic 
syndrome (FLHS) is the 
most common cause of 
death in laying hens.

The  
Danger  
of Fat 
Chickens  
BY TOVE DANOVICH

JOAN WAS ALWAYS A PLUMP 
chicken. Part of it probably had to 
do with genetics; as a Dominique, 

she’s considered a dual-purpose breed. 
Though my flock all free-ranges in the 
yard, and I try not to give them treats 
too often, she was always the first to 
come running, jiggling her body down 
the hill whenever I came out with some 
mealworms in my hand. When people 
visited the chickens and wanted to try 
holding one, I’d steer them away from 
Joan — by far the heaviest girl in my 
flock.  

In May 2020, I walked down to the 
coop to let the girls out in the yard and 
knew something was wrong from 20 
feet away. Joan lay on her side on the 
coop floor, legs sticking out straight in 
front of her. I hoped she was just asleep 
or taking a dust bath even as I knew she 
seemed too still. Just yesterday, she’d 
laid an egg and been as talkative as 
ever. Today she was dead. I didn’t know 
what could have happened and decided 
to get a necropsy to make sure there 
wasn’t an invisible killer going through 
the flock. 

As it turned out, there was, but a 
virus didn't cause it. Joan had died of 
an affliction I’d never heard of before 
but is the most common cause of death 
in laying hens: fatty liver hemorrhagic 
syndrome (FLHS) or, in plain terms, 
being severely overweight. Hanging 
around the bottom of the bird feeder, 
eating spilled sunflower seeds and suet 
crumbs, killed her. 

Joan had two inches of fat on her 
abdominal wall. Her liver had gotten so 
enlarged that it was prone to rupturing. 
In all likelihood, she’d jumped off a 
perch or down from the nest box, rup-
tured her liver, and bled out internally, 
all without me knowing anything was 

ever wrong with what I thought was 
just a pleasantly plump chicken. 

Deaths from FLHS are most common 
in spring and summer. “In springtime, 
they’re more likely to put weight on,” 
says Dr. Marli Lintner of Oregon’s 
Avian Medical Center. She’s been 
working exclusively with birds for 30 
years and treats many of Portland’s 
pet chickens, including my own. This 
springtime weight gain is caused by 
hormonal changes that prepare hens for 
egg-laying after a winter break. “You 
know what estrogen does to all of us,” 
Lintner says.  

But the danger doesn’t end there. 
In summer, fat chickens have a more 

sustainable health
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TOVE DANOVICH is a writer based in 
Portland, Oregon where she catalogs her 
flock's antics on Instagram  
@BestLittleHenhouse. 

You can also find her on Twitter  
@TKDano

ToveDanovich.com

challenging time cooling themselves 
and are prone to heatstroke. Chickens 
rely on their respiratory systems to cool 
themselves down, Lintner says, and 
they can’t do that when they’re filled 
with too much fat. So on a hot day, 
which for a chicken is anything above 
80 degrees F, running across the yard 
can be enough to give them heatstroke 
and cause them to keel over.  

“Fat chickens aren’t cute,” Lintner 
says, pointing out that even when they 
don’t die from it, overweight can make 
them more prone to issues like bumble-
foot. Though Joan was plump, it's hard 
to tell when a chicken has put on a few 
too many pounds in most cases. 

Chickens tend to have a pointy keel 
bone, an extension of the sternum that 
owners often feel when they pick up 
their birds and put on most of their fat 
internally, says Lintner. “I have people 
feeling on the chest expecting a big fat 
pad, and that’s the last place it shows 
up. By the time you feel a fat pad there, 
it’s too late.” Weighing chickens also 

presents a challenge since they can 
store up to half a pound of food in their 
crops.  

Luckily there are a few ways you 
can tell if your birds are packing on the 
pounds. The easiest and least intrusive 
way is to simply pick them up regu-
larly. “When you pick up a chicken, it 
should feel slightly hollow and lighter 
than what you’d think a large fluffy 
animal should feel like,” Lintner says. 
Of course, this is subjective, especially 
since some chicken breeds are particu-
larly fluffy while others have feathers 
that lie tighter to their bodies. But if 
you pick them up enough over time, 
you can get an idea of a normal baseline 
weight for different chickens in your 
flock.   

If a chicken seems overweight, 
Lintner recommends looking at the skin 
underneath the vent. Usually, a chick-
en’s skin is somewhat see-through, but 
a fat chicken will have yellowish puck-
ery skin that seems opaquer and has a 
dimpled texture like skin with cellulite.  

As for how to keep your chickens 
from getting fat in the first place, 
there are a few easy things to avoid: 
keep them away from birdfeeders and 
spilled bird food, which can contain 
high-calorie items like sunflower seeds 
and suet; cat and dog food left where 
chickens can get to them can also lead 
to weight gain. Unfortunately, chickens 
are also social eaters, which means that 
if one or two birds in the flock want 
to stand around eating at the feeder all 
day, other chickens are likely to follow. 
Lintner has seen chickens get fat on 
layer ration. If you catch your chickens 
hanging out by the feeder too often, 
switching to smaller feedings once or 
twice a day rather than free feeding is a 
good option.  

Then there’s the part that’s the easiest 
and hardest for loving chicken owners 
to pull off — make sure you’re not 
feeding your chickens too many treats. 
Lintner understands the impulse, “It’s 
such a social thing and so much fun." 
But treats should always represent less 
than 10% of a chicken’s daily diet, 
which is about a quarter-pound of food 
a day for a laying hen (more for larger 
breeds and roosters and less for small 
Bantams). Lintner says that popped 
popcorn and freeze-dried peas and corn 
are good lower-calorie treat options for 
chickens that you can’t resist spoiling. 

After I learned why Joan died, I put 
the rest of the flock on a diet. Now I 
hand out treats sparingly and created a 
poultry netting fence around the bottom 
of the bird feeder to keep the chickens 
out. Though I initially felt bad, the girls 
hardly noticed the difference anymore 
and still come running when they see 
me walking toward them, hoping that I 
have some treats in hand — even if they 
are low-calorie.  

Deaths from FLHS are most common in spring and 
summer. This springtime weight gain is caused by 
hormonal changes that prepare hens for egg-laying 

after a winter break. 

sustainable health
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KIDNEY OR RENAL FAILURE 
is currently a leading cause of 
death in commercial laying 

hens. Kidney disease in laying flocks 
has been on the increase for at least 30 
years. Most backyard poultry keepers 
rarely give such damage and disease in 
poultry much thought. Home flocks do 
not generally experience as many issues 
with kidney health and malfunction 
as commercial flocks. Nonetheless, 
the possibility is still present. A flock 
owner can do several simple things to 
maintain optimum kidney health in 
their birds. Hens with healthy kidneys 
will have a much greater chance of 
staying productive and healthy for 
many more years. 

 Kidney failure often exhibits a 
sudden onset, and a seemingly healthy, 
productive hen may succumb rapidly, 
often within 24 to 72 hours. The most 
common signs of kidney malfunction 
are pale combs, dehydration, and de-
pression. Other signs may be latrophy 
of breast and leg muscle. Unfortunately, 
these signs may not appear until the 
final stages of the disease. 

ABOUT AVIAN KIDNEYS 
A bird’s kidneys are housed in 

protective pockets, in the upper regions 
of the pelvic bones, on either side of 
the spine. Each kidney has three major 
divisions, and each division contains 
several smaller lobes. Like in mam-
mals, the kidneys filter wastes and 
toxins from the blood. Healthy kidneys 
are an integral part of maintaining the 
proper chemical composition of the 
blood and other body fluids. They also 
help regulate blood volume, produce 
hormones that regulate blood pressure, 
and produce red blood cells. 

A hen can look healthy and still be 
laying regularly with only one-third of 
her kidneys functioning. For this rea-
son, we may not recognize progressive 
kidney damage in birds until it is too 
late. Two of the three lobes of each kid-
ney can be impaired, and the bird will 
still act and function normally. While 
the damaged lobes will atrophy and 
shrink, the working lobes will increase 
in size as they take on the other sec-
tions’ work. If the causative problem is 
not identified and remedied, these lobes 
will also succumb to the same issues, 
and the bird’s death will occur. 

WHAT CAN CAUSE KIDNEY 
DAMAGE IN POULTRY?  

The most common causes of kidney 
disease in poultry stem from dietary is-
sues. Other, much-less-frequent causes 
of kidney damage can be certain strains 
of avian bronchitis, some disinfectants 
and insecticides, and overuse of some 
antibiotics. However, as dietary and 
mineral-intake issues are the most com-
mon causes of kidney damage in fowl, I 
will concentrate on these.  

The most commonly found kidney 
disease in pullets and laying hens is 
gout or urolithiasis. This is an often- 
lethal build-up of calcium and other 
crystalline mineral  
deposits in the kidneys and ureters of 
the bird. Gout can result from exces-
sive dietary calcium that does not have 
adequate phosphate balance, too much 
calcium when the bird was still young, 

Avoiding 
Kidney 
Damage 
in Laying 
Hens 
BY DOUG OTTINGER

A hen can look healthy 
and still be laying 
regularly with only one-
third of her kidneys 
functioning. For this 
reason, we may not 
recognize progressive 
kidney damage in birds 
until it is too late. 
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or dehydration from lack of water. Sometimes known as 
visceral gout in poultry, a chalky layer of calciferous com-
pounds eventually forms on the surfaces of the abdominal or-
gans and the heart sac and may be found during post-mortem 
examination. Fortunately, common calcium supplements fed 
to flocks, such as oyster shell, contain adequate phosphorous 
in the natural state. 

A balance of both calcium and phosphorous (phosphate) 
must be present in poultry and other animal diets. While 
calcium is an essential dietary mineral, especially in egg  
production, corresponding phosphorous levels must also be 
present. Calcium and phosphorous are very closely related  
in the diet and work in conjunction with each other. One 
important feature of this balance is proper kidney function. 
Phosphorous acts as a buffer and neutralizer in the urine. 
Without it, damaging mineral deposits will build in the 
kidneys and urinary tract, resulting in renal failure and death. 
Feed manufacturers try to make sure adequate levels of 
phosphorous are included in processed feed. Laying rations 
may contain 3% or more dietary calcium, while necessary 
phosphorous in prepared rations is generally at a level of  
0.4 to 0.5%.  

In commercial flocks, prescribed amounts of ammonium 
chloride or ammonium sulfate are sometimes added to the 
feeds to help acidify the urine in the birds and break down 
crystalline deposits if gout does develop. However, if a  
poultry owner can avoid getting into these problems first, it  
is so much better. 

ENSURING GOOD KIDNEY HEALTH IN YOUR BIRDS  
Here are a few simple things you can do to help your birds 

maintain healthy kidneys: 

Maintain an adequate supply of fresh drinking water 
at all times. Whether you are dealing with chicks three 
days old or hens three years old, a constant supply of fresh 
drinking water is one of the most important things you can do 
to ensure good renal or kidney health in your flock. Adequate 
fluid intake will help ensure excess mineral levels are flushed 
from the system and kidneys. We often think of hot weather 
as a critical time for dehydration risk. However, if you live in 
an area where drinking water freezes in the winter, your birds 
are at serious risk of developing kidney damage during this 
time. Make an extra effort to ensure they have as much fresh 
drinking water as possible during the cold, freezing winter 
months. Their metabolisms require adequate hydration in all 
types of weather to function correctly.  

Do not raise baby chickens, young pullets, or other 
young poultry on laying mash or laying feeds. Growing ra-
tions usually contain about 1% calcium, total. Laying rations  
can contain 2.5% to 4% calcium. The kidneys in young, 
growing poultry cannot process these high levels of calcium. 
The high calcium levels will start to build up at a very young 
age and damage the kidneys. Unfortunately, the damage 
will be hidden and will generally show up later, often during 
the final onsets of kidney failure. Once this type of damage 
starts, it can exacerbate and worsen at an almost exponential 
rate. Kidneys damaged from excess calcium will not pro-
cess either calcium or phosphorus correctly. Wastes will not 
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adequately discharge, and the back-up 
of mineral compounds will start to 
block working areas of the kidneys and 
urinary system. Sections of the kidneys 
will begin to atrophy and die. Eventu-
ally, loss of production and early death 
will result. 

Use antibiotics with care. If your 
birds are sick and need antibiotics, 
by all means, give them the medi-
cine. Some diseases, including certain 
strains of avian bronchitis, can leave 
lasting damage to kidneys and other 
organs. These are generally treatable 
with antibiotics. In these cases, it is far 
better to use the drugs and eradicate the 
problem. However, if the problem does 
not remedy after a couple of medication 
rounds, consult a veterinarian for the 
next options. 

Use only insecticides tested and  
manufactured for use on poultry. 
Some insecticides contain toxins that 
are harmful to avian kidneys. 

Last but not least, make sure there  
is a correct calcium-to-phosphorous 
ratio in your feeds. Commercial  
rations should already have this bal-
ance. If you formulate your own feeds, 
pay close attention to this. As hens get 
older, supplemental calcium may be 
required to maintain shell strength and 
bone health. Fortunately, most natural 
sources of calcium also contain  
phosphorous. When supplemental  
calcium is supplied, make doubly 
sure that lots of water can allow their 
systems to utilize and process the extra 
minerals properly. 

A little awareness of potential kidney 
problems and knowing ways to avoid 
damage will help a poultry owner  
maintain healthy and productive birds 
for a much more extended period  
of time.  

Red-Kote®

A non-drying, soothing, and softening skin treatment that stimulates 
new, healthy skin growth while discouraging scar tissue formation.

Developed during WWII under the name “Wound Heel,” 
Dr. Naylor’s Red-Kote has a new title but remains 
a staple among farmers, equestrians and pet 
owners. For fast, safe healing of lac-
erations, wire cuts, scratches, burns, 
chafes and other superficial wounds, 
thoroughly clean the wound area, and 
apply Red-Kote once or twice daily.
Red-Kote is non-drying, soothing, and 
softening, and stimulates new, healthy skin 
growth while discouraging scar tissue formation.
Available in 4oz dauber bottle or 128g aerosol spray.

For animal use:
 • Treats dry scales, leg mites and scaly leg in chickens
 • Treats bumblefoot, fowl pox; wire cuts
 • Useful against proud flesh in horses
 • Helps to prevent white hair in healing wounds

H.W. NayloR CompaNy
www.drnaylor.com

We also sell gray Kosher King and 
Color Yield Freedom Rangers and 

Cornish Cross chicks!

  Perfect for free-range environments, these  
tri-colored or red feathered chickens grow to  
5-6 lbs in just 9-11 weeks. They are an active 
breed and thrive when allowed to free range, 

scratch and dust bathe in natural sunlight.

Quality You  Can Count OnQuality You  Can Count On

717-336-4878 • www.FreedomRangerHatchery.com

DOUG OTTINGER lives in northwest 
Minnesota with his wife, Connie. They raise 
chickens, ducks, and geese on their small 
hobby farm. Doug's educational background 
is in agriculture, with an emphasis in poultry 
and avian genetics. 
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DISEASES ARE AN UNFORTUNATE REALITY 
when it comes to lifeforms, and poultry are no 
exception. Most of the multiple diseases that affect a 

chicken’s nervous system have the same clinical signs. Com-
mon signs are full or partial paralysis of one or multiple body 
parts, loss of balance, walking in circles, blindness, wryneck, 
and even convulsions. 

Thankfully, there are a few practices that can decrease the 
likelihood of one of these diseases occurring. We’ll touch on 
the most common neurological diseases seen in poultry and 
actions that can help prevent them. General prevention in-
cludes excellent biosecurity, buying from NPIP-tested flocks, 
and rigid quarantine of new or sick birds. While frightening 
to encounter, we can prevent most neurological diseases 
through diet, environmental control, and disease-specific 
vaccines. 

ASPERGILLOSIS: This is a pulmonary disease found in 
young poultry that directly results from mold spore inhala-
tion. All the signs of respiratory infection are present, and the 
common neurological symptoms are wryneck and tremors. 
The mold spores are usually found in contaminated bedding 
or improperly sanitized incubating and hatching equipment. 
You can do prevention through thorough cleaning of equip-
ment and frequent litter changes as the chicks soil it. 

BOTULISM: The notorious Clostridium botulinum bacte-
rium can infect many species, and poultry are no different. 
It is neurotoxic and eventually blocks the cells in the body 
from receiving signals. Paralysis begins in the legs, wings, 

and neck. Outbreaks occur most commonly in waterfowl. 
This toxin is produced by plant and animal waste in the form 
of rotting vegetation and carcasses. Prevent botulism by 
removing any dead birds, controlling flying insects that may 
serve as a vector, reducing standing water, and not feeding 
any rotten or questionable table scraps to poultry. 

EASTERN EQUINE ENCEPHALITIS (EEE): Most 
commonly infects horses. However, EEE has been known 
to cause central nervous system infections in poultry. Signs 
include loss of balance, leg paralysis, and tremors. This is 
commonly attributed to mosquitos carrying the disease from 
wild birds. Controlling mosquitos, clearing standing water, 
and using wild bird netting can prevent EEE. 

ENCEPHALOMALACIA: This disease is the result of 
vitamin E deficiency within a flock. Signs are problems 
balancing, tremors, and paralysis. Lack of vitamin E causes 
softening of the brain tissues, which will lead to typical neu-
rological symptoms. Preventative measures include feeding 
balanced diets and ensuring birds have the correct amounts of 
vitamins and minerals for their age. Selenium is a beneficial 
vitamin to add to the diet because it helps with the metabo-
lism of vitamin E, but too much can cause toxicity. 

ENCEPHALOMYELITIS: Marked by the loss of balance 
coupled with tremors and paralysis, encephalomyelitis is a 
nasty neurological disease that results from lesions growing 
on the bird's brain and spinal column. Vaccinate birds against 
this viral disease ideally before the bird begins to lay. This 

Environmental control, 
diet, and disease-specific 
vaccines can help.

Most Chicken 
Neurological 
Diseases are 
Preventable
BY LACEY HUGHETT
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disease can also occur in birds that eat a 
high-saturated-fat diet, so keep treats to 
a minimum for prevention. 

MAREK’S DISEASE: Well-known 
and very common, Marek’s is a viral 
disease that results in the enlargement 
of peripheral nerves. Neurological signs 
include weakness and paralysis, but the 
bird may also grow tumors through-
out various organs. Once Marek’s is 
seen in a flock, it is highly contagious 
and life-threatening. The vaccine for 
Marek’s is effective if given shortly be-
fore (in-ovo) or after the bird hatches, 
and most hatcheries and breeders offer 
it for a small fee. 

MYCOTOXICOSIS: This collection 
of ailments comes from the ingestion 
of toxic fungi in the form of moldy 
feed. Poor feed quality or bad storage 
techniques are the usual suspects here. 
Symptoms again are poor coordination 
and paralysis, but birds can also devel-
op lesions in and around their mouths. 
Often with this type of disease, signs 
are subclinical and result in a chronic, 
unseen weakness that increases the 
bird's susceptibility to other illnesses. 
Prevention includes buying feed from 
trusted sources and inspecting feed for 
apparent signs of mold. 

NEWCASTLE DISEASE: A viral 
disease that was recently in the news, 
signs include tremors, wing and leg pa-
ralysis, convulsions, neck twisting, and 
walking in circles. The other symptoms 
mirror those of a respiratory infection, 
though they're not always present. This 
zoonotic disease can transmit to people. 
There is an effective vaccine available 
for Newcastle Disease. 

NUTRITIONAL MYOPATHY: 
Myopathy means “muscle disease” 
and is due to inadequate nutrition. The 
muscles break down and stop working 
as intended, leading to coordination 
and balancing issues. This results from 
a lack of vitamin E, methionine, and 
cysteine, the latter two being amino 
acids mandatory for healthy growth. 

Providing nutritious feed is the best 
prevention. 

POLYNEURITIS: A result of thi-
amine deficiency. Thiamine is a key 
player in the glucose metabolism taking 
place so that the brain can receive the 
energy needed to function. The first 
signs of this deficiency are the bird 
sitting back on its hocks and “star 
gazing” with its head rolled back over 
its shoulders. The bird will eventually 
become paralyzed and lose interest in 
eating. This is another disease where 
good quality feed is the prevention.   

LACEY HUGHETT is an artist, author, 
mom, and homesteader based 
out of Reno, Nevada. She focuses 
on sustainability, heritage breed 
preservation, and ethical animal raising. 
She has been raising poultry since she 
was six years old. She can be found on 
Instagram and Facebook at Hughett 
Heritage Farms.   
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CARING FOR 
CHICKENS 

DURING MOLT
Molt is the natural shedding of feath-
ers and the regrowth of new ones. 
This usually happens in the fall as day 
length shortens, and starts at the head, 
down the back, breast, and ends on 
the wings and tail.

1. Start now. 
Hens 14 months or older will molt as fall and 
winter approach. Prepare and stay ahead of 
the curve.

2. Feed appropriately.
Chickens need a higher level of protein to 
replace feathers, since feathers consist of ap-
proximately 85% protein. Treats like scratch 
and straight grains dilute protein content and 
should be no more than 10% of the birds’ to-
tal diet.

3. Clean the coop thoroughly.
Include nest boxes, perches, and cracks and 
crevices. This reduces the bacteria and chance 
of infection for birds with bare skin due to 
molt.

4. Check for creepy critters.
Parasites like chicken mites and lice will af-
fect feather quality and add stress on molting 

HOW TO GET THROUGH THE MOLT

birds. Examine your flock and their housing 
for any parasites and treat accordingly.

5. Monitor aggressive flock mates.
Tender, exposed skin and blood-filled pin 
feathers can become prime targets. 

6. Reduce Stress.
During molt, avoid handling chickens and 
bringing new birds into the flock. 

7. Alert the neighbors.
If you are in the habit of giving away or sell-
ing eggs to neighbors, friends, and family, 
alert them as soon as you see the drop in egg 
production. They’ll appreciate a heads up that 
they’ll need to source their eggs elsewhere for 
a while.

With some forethought and research about 
molt, your chickens can stay comfortable and 
healthy.
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The best prevention is 
to stop diseases from 
happening in chickens in 
the first place.

Chicken  
Diseases 
That Affect 
Humans
BY REBECCA SANDERSON
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HAVING A SICK CHICKEN is stressful enough but 
knowing that their illness may affect you certainly 
adds to the pressure of chicken care. Although not 

all chicken diseases can cross the species barrier, there can 
cross not only to humans but also to other animals. Diseases 
that can affect multiple species are called zoonotic diseases. 
The risk of these diseases is why the CDC has recently asked 
backyard poultry owners not to snuggle or kiss their chick-
ens. Because we all love our chickens and probably will not 
stop hugging and snuggling them anytime soon, the best way 
to prevent catching a zoonotic disease is to prevent it from 
affecting your chicken in the first place. 

AVIAN INFLUENZA: Avian influenza varies highly in 
severity. Most strains are mild and cause upper respiratory 
symptoms in chickens. Most commercially raised poultry 
in developed countries are free of this disease, but it can be 
present in backyard flocks and other domestic birds. In some 
cases, it transmits from migratory wild birds to domestic 
poultry. Mostly, it is transferred from farm to farm by poor 
biosecurity measures. Most strains are not transmissible to 
humans, but mutations occur on occasion that allow this 
transfer. Governments in developed countries work hard to 
catch and extinguish these infections quickly. 

CAMPYLOBACTER ENTERITIS: Campylobacter is 
commonly found in the intestinal tract of poultry and does 
not usually cause disease to the bird. However, the most 
common way that humans contract enteritis (intestinal in-

flammation) is through consumption of undercooked poultry 
or just from handling infected backyard poultry. It is possible 
for some species of Campylobacter to be transmitted through 
eggs either on the surface or through eating undercooked 
eggs. 

ESCHERICHIA COLI: There are different strains of E. 
coli, and chickens can often live symptom-free with strains 
in their intestines that would make you extremely ill. Always 
wash your hands after handling your chickens, especially be-
fore preparing food, and practice good biosecurity measures 
to avoid bringing it to your coop. Avian pathogenic Esche-
richia coli can be devastating to a flock. When a chicken is 
sick with E. coli, it is referred to as colibacillosis. 

ERYSIPELAS: Rodents can bring in this bacterium, as can 
feces from infected birds, contaminated food (particularly 
cannibalism), artificial insemination, and possibly biting 
insects. It is often confused with E. coli, Salmonella, or New-
castle infections. There are vaccines approved for turkeys and 
swine, but otherwise, prevention is best done with a closed 
flock kept away from rodents. Erysipelothrix rhusiopathiae 
can survive in the environment for a long time, even with 
most sanitizing methods. In humans, it can cause an acute 
skin infection or become septic with endocarditis. 

LISTERIOSIS: Listeria bacterium is commonly found 
in the environment, especially in animal feces or decaying 
vegetation. This is one of the reasons why we should not 
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use our livestock as a garbage disposal 
for spoiled food. Corn silage that had 
been stored or preserved improperly 
is a common source of listeria poison-
ing in livestock, including chickens. It 
can then be transmitted to humans via 
contact with the chicken’s droppings 
either in the run or possibly on an egg, 
not fully cooking a contaminated egg, 
or improperly cooked poultry. 

NEWCASTLE DISEASE: Newcastle 
has low, medium, and high virulence 
strains. The low virulence strains are 
not problematic, but the high virulence 
strains are what most people mean 
when they refer to Newcastle Disease. 
While it is found worldwide, the United 
States and Canada have virtually elim-
inated it in domestic poultry and keep 
strict importing regulations to keep it 
out. However, it does still occasional-
ly make its way to domestic poultry, 
often through the transport of exotic pet 
birds. In areas where Newcastle Dis-
ease is prevalent, vaccines are a great 
precaution. However, in the U.S. and 
Canada, the best way to keep it from 
your flock is to keep wild birds away 
from your chickens and practice good 
biosecurity measures such as not track-
ing chicken poop from another farm 
onto yours. Chickens may have respira-
tory symptoms as well as neurological 
symptoms. The virus sheds through the 
air they exhale, their droppings, eggs, 
and even their meat. In humans, New-
castle Disease can cause conjunctivitis 
(pink eye). 

RINGWORM: Also known as Fa-
vus, ringworm is a fungal disease that 
spreads very easily through direct or 

indirect (contaminated equipment) 
contact. On chickens, it presents as 
white, powdery spots on their wattles 
and comb, which progresses to thick-
ened, crusty skin on their head. This 
is more prevalent in humid areas or if 
your chickens do not get much direct 
sunlight. It is hard to avoid ringworm 
entirely, so be watchful and treat imme-
diately to prevent spread to not only the 
rest of your flock but also to you. 

SALMONELLA: There are many 
subtypes of Salmonella, and the ones 
that can make your chicken sick are not 
the same ones that can make you sick. 
However, your chicken can carry the 
ones that make you sick without any 
symptoms, which is why proper food 
handling is vital. 

STAPHYLOCOCCUS: Staph bac-
teria are typically introduced through 
a wound or compromised intestinal 
lining. The wound could be as simple as 
beak or toenail trimming. It can cause 
a local lesion or a systemic infection. 
Bumblefoot and omphalitis (mushy 
chick disease) are commonly seen as 
staph infections. Still, it can cause a 

large variety of different symptoms 
such as joint inflammation, bone death, 
or sudden death of the chicken. Be sure 
that instruments are sterilized for toe 
and beak trimming to prevent bacteria 
introduction. Keep the coop and run 
clear of wires, splinters, and other 
sharp objects that can cause injury. If 
you treat a chicken with bumblefoot or 
other staph infection, wear gloves and 
sanitize all equipment. 

CONCLUSION 
When protecting yourself from 

zoonotic diseases that affect chickens, 
the best protection is preventing those 
diseases from coming into your flock. 
Good biosecurity includes quarantining 
new birds, preventing fecal contamina-
tion from other farms or flocks, keeping 
contact with wild birds or rodents to 
a minimum, good ventilation, and 
cleanliness in the coop, and sanitizing 
all equipment that comes into contact 
with your chickens. Even with great bi-
osecurity measures, chickens may still 
harbor diseases that can make you sick. 
Always wash your hands after handling 
your chickens and cook poultry or eggs 
thoroughly.    

sustainable health

We all love our chickens 
and probably will not 

stop hugging and 
snuggling them  
anytime soon.
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REBECCA SANDERSON grew up 
in a very small town in Idaho with 
a backyard full of chickens, goats, 
sometimes sheep and ducks, and 
other random animals in addition 
to the cats and dogs. She is now 
married with two little girls and loves 
the homesteading life! Her husband 
is very supportive (tolerant) of her 
continued experiments in making 
many items from scratch and he 
even helps sometimes. 
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TWO REMEDIES I WOULDN'T BE WITHOUT 

Homeopathy for Poultry and People

BY JENNIFER SMITH, ND, DHANP, CCH

PRACTICING HOMEOPATHIC 
medicine for over a quarter of a 
century prepared me to treat al-

most any conceivable malady and work 
with people of all ages and all walks of 
life. What it didn’t do was prepare me 
for the moral dilemma that would arise 
for me one morning when a large white 
hen fell out of a cage — one that was 
stacked atop lots of other cages that 
were piled on a truck that was speeding 
towards a local chicken-processing 
plant — and landed in my front yard. 

I didn’t know the first thing about 
chickens at the time, but I know suffer-
ing when I see it. 

One thing led to another, and I 
wound up with a pet chicken, which 
ultimately led to more chickens and a 
reputation as someone who would take 

in sick, injured, shunned, and wayward 
chickens. 

One of the more important things I 
learned along the way is that there is a 
difference between a hen and a rooster, 
and if you are going to keep either or 
both of them in your backyard, you will 
do well to have a homeopathic first-aid 
kit for both poultry and people. 

Two homeopathic remedies I have 
used the most through the years for 
chickens and the people (me), who had 
to learn the hard way how to handle 
chickens, are homeopathic Arnica mon-
tana and Ledum palustre. 

Homeopathic Arnica montana (most 
often referred to as simply arnica) is 
the world’s most-used homeopathic 
remedy. It’s the first remedy to think of 
for treating shock, trauma, and injuries. 

Some surgeons use it routinely to speed 
recovery. 

I’ve used homeopathic arnica to treat 
infants who accidentally rolled off of 
beds or toddlers who toppled from 
chairs or fell down steps in my profes-
sional practice. I’ve given it to many 
athletes and weekend warriors who 
were sore and bruised or had strains 
and sprains. I’ve given it to banged-up 
spouses who refused to hire profession-
al plumbers and electricians, and I’ve 
used homeopathic arnica many times 
on chickens who got into altercations 
with other animals. Of course, I used 
it for a hen who fell from a speeding 
truck. 

Time and again, I’ve seen people 
and poultry recover quickly when 
given homeopathic arnica. With only 
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a few doses of the remedy, I would 
watch chickens go from refusing food, 
isolating themselves, and hanging their 
heads as they leaned against a wall in 
their coop to scratching, pecking, and 
energetically socializing with other 
chickens. Their turn-around after only 
one or two doses of arnica was quite 
notable. 

Another remedy I wouldn’t be 
without is homeopathic Ledum palustre 
(often referred to as simply ledum). 
Ledum is the best-known homeopathic 
remedy for treating puncture wounds. 
It can treat tiny punctures, like those 
made by mosquitos and spiders, as 
well as deep puncture wounds made by 
objects such as nails, knives, fencing, 
and the incisors of a large Labrador-re-
triever mix who loses patience with a 
territorial, bossy rooster. 

I’ve successfully used homeopath-
ic ledum to help patients with severe 
spider bites, mosquito bites follow-
ing family picnics or camping trips, 
children who wound up with objects 
sticking out of one of their limbs, and 
one startled — and then very irritat-
ed — rooster. Oh, and myself, after 
treating the rooster.

I can say from personal experience 
that the pain from having a beak and 
talon pierce my calf muscle was gone 
quickly following a few doses of ho-
meopathic ledum, but the remedy did 
little to ease my hurt feelings.

Homeopathic remedies are easy to 
find these days. Most are available 
online, in health food stores, and select 
drug stores. There are good homeopath-
ic pharmacies in the United States that 
supply remedies online as well as brick 
and mortar stores. Boiron and Wash-
ington Homeopathic Products are two 
reliable and popular sources.

The homeopathic remedies are put 
onto sugar pills, making them easy to 
dispense and, given their sweetness, are 
desirable to most. Depending on which 
pharmacy supplies your product, you’ll 
either turn the tube upside down and 
twist the cap to drop a pellet into the 
cap or tap a few pellets from a small 

glass vial into the lid of the vial.
You administer the pellets direct-

ly from the lid into a mouth. Unless 
that mouth belongs to a chicken; they 
don’t appreciate that approach. It may 
increase your chances of needing a 
homeopathic remedy yourself, and 
spending another 10 bucks or replacing 
the vial that was pecked out of your 
hand, strewing little sugar pellets across 
coop floor.

To administer homeopathic remedies 
to poultry, I suggest putting a pellet of 
the remedy into their drinking water, 
making sure to clean the water contain-
er thoroughly after the injured chicken 
has consumed a few doses (sips) of the 
water. Waiting for a chicken to take a 
few sips of the water may take hours. 
I don’t worry about my other chickens 
drinking from the same water container 
because a few sips of the remedy won’t 
hurt them. However, repeated doses of 
the medicated water could pose a prob-
lem for the healthy chickens and should 
be removed as soon as the injured 
chicken has had a few sips.

If an injured chicken won’t drink, 
I use a small syringe or lid from a 
dropper bottle to withdraw a little of 
the medicated water and squirt it into 
the chicken’s mouth. You can try this 
at home, but I would not recommend 
trying it alone. It’s my recommendation 
that you ask for assistance and that you 
ask only those people who will contin-
ue to love you no matter what happens 
in the coop. 

Having witnessed the healing powers 
of these gentle, safe, and consistently 
effective homeopathic remedies for 
many years, I wouldn’t be without 
them.  

DR. JENNIFER SMITH is the author 
of My Chicken Thinks I’m a Quack 
and Other Side Effects of Practicing 
Natural Medicine. She is a licensed 
naturopathic physician who has  
specialized in homeopathic  
medicine for 30 years.

New  
coop 
lights!
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USING HERBS IN YOUR CHICKEN FLOCK isn’t 
a new concept, but using essential oils on your flock 
— that’s something we need to talk about. While it’s 

easy to jump headfirst into herbal remedies for your flock, 
there are some things we need to understand about essential 
oils and poultry before we start treating “all the things.”  

I think you’ll find that, when used properly, essential oils 
are beneficial to the modern-day chicken keeper. But you 
may also find that they need to be used more wisely than 
generic herbs from the pantry. For example, because essen-
tial oils are highly potent, you would use far less oil on your 
five-pound chicken than you would your 150-pound self.  

WHAT ARE ESSENTIAL OILS? 
Essential oils are highly concentrated volatile compounds 

from plants. In order to make essential oil, you distill the 
plant in a distiller to extract those volatile essential oils. 
Plant essential oils are the part of the plant that keeps plants 
healthy and protected from toxins and outside intruders. 
Often, they can be harmful to a plant predator, but their 
primary purpose is to protect the plant matter itself.  

These oils contain about five times or more the medicinal 
power of using the dried herb alone due to the extraction 
concentration. They are also just one part of the plant. 
Technically, they aren’t part of the “herbalism” world at 
all. Because they are a single compound extraction, they 
hover between the herb world and the pharmaceutical world. 
Meaning, since you are not using a whole herb to treat an 
entire body, you are using only one herb compound to treat 
one symptom or another, much like a pharmaceutical works.  

As you may have guessed, essential oils are also used 
much differently than herbs. You can use them for chick-
ens much similarly as you do for yourself, but with extra 
precaution.  

USING ESSENTIAL OILS ON CHICKENS 
There are a few different ways — and a few different rea-

sons — to use essential oils on chickens. Let’s go over some 
of the most common ways and how to use them efficiently 
and safely.  

DILUTE WITH CARRIER OIL 
The first way you can use essential oils (EOs) on chickens 

is to add one to two drops of EO to one tablespoon of carrier 
oil. A carrier oil is simply another oil — like fractionated co-
conut oil, jojoba oil, or even olive oil. Thoroughly combine 
the oil mixture and apply where needed. You would use this 
in instances like healing a wound or under the wings (direct-
ly on the skin) for internal organ issues or respiratory issues.  

IN A SPRAY BOTTLE 
One of my favorite ways to treat an entire flock (or even 

just one chicken), is to use a spray bottle. I especially love 

BY AMY FEWELL

Essential oils are beneficial to the 
modern-day chicken keeper. 

How to Safely Use 
Essential Oils with 
Chickens

sustainable health
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this option for external parasites, like 
mites or lice. In a 16 oz glass spray bot-
tle, fill 1/2 of the bottle with water, ¼ of 
the bottle with alcohol or witch hazel, 
and add about 20 to 30 drops of your 
desired EOs. Shake before each use, 
and spray directly on skin. Just a couple 
of squirts will do.  

The alcohol helps the oils to distrib-
ute throughout the water when shaken. 
This delivers just enough oil efficiently. 
I also use this spray to spray down 
chicken roosts and to clean with. It 
works wonders! 

AROMATICALLY IN THE COOP 
Another fantastic way to incorporate 

EOs into your chicken-keeping life-
style is to use them aromatically in the 
coop. You can use them to deter pests, 
freshen up the coop, or even to help 
ease respiratory issues in your flock. 
Just take a few strips of old rags, place 
several drops of EOs on the rags, and 
hang them around your coop.  

I like to add tea tree (melaleuca), 
peppermint, and lemon balm in the 
summertime because this combination 
does well at keeping the flies away! If 
my birds have an irritated respiratory 
track, I do a few drops of eucalyptus, 
peppermint, and sage.  

Just make sure your coop has plenty 
of ventilation. You never want to coop 
up a chicken in a confined space. The 
aromatics could become too much for 

them and have adverse side effects.  
Essential oils are readily available 

to so many people nowadays that it’s 
almost a no-brainer to add them to your 
chicken first aid kit. Just keep in mind 
that chickens need far less EO than 
you would need. When in doubt, less 
is sometimes more, as chickens don’t 
necessarily absorb and excrete EOs the 
same way humans do.  

Take this into consideration during 
the placement of the EOs as well. 
For example, if you are using EOs on 
your chicken’s feet, you may consider 
adding an extra drop to help increase 
the absorption through the thick skin. 
But if you are using the EOs on a more 
tender area, the one drop with a carrier 
oil should suffice.  

Enjoy this wonderful world of herbal-
ism and chicken-keeping! It is constant-
ly changing and expanding as more and 
more studies become available, and 
I’m so happy I get to share them with 
you!  

AMY FEWELL, along with her family, 
resides in the foothills of the Blue 
Ridge mountains in Virginia. She is 
the founder of the Homesteaders of 
America conference and organization, 
and the author of the books, The 
Homesteader’s Herbal Companion and 
The Homesteader’s Natural Chicken 
Keeping Handbook. 

thefewellhomestead.com
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CHICKEN MITES AND LICE are some of the worst 
pests you’ll ever come into contact with while poultry 
keeping. For years, people told me that there was no 

natural way to prevent or treat chicken mites and lice, but as 
an herbalist, I knew this just wasn’t true. I’ve put together 
a tried-and-true natural treatment I’ve been using for years. 
With just a few simple ingredients, you can prevent these 
creepy crawlies from happening. Or, you can treat an infesta-
tion within just a few weeks.  

My chicken mite treatment spray works great on lice as 
well. But there are a few key things you should do as soon as 
you notice a mite or lice outbreak. The key to staying on top 
of external chicken parasites is consistency. If you don’t stay 
diligent about treating the chickens, the parasites will end up 
ruling the roost. Here are some things to do when you see the 
first sign of mites of lice: 

• Clean out the coop thoroughly, then spray down every 
part of the coop with the chicken mite spray. You may have to 
make a couple of bottles for this process.  

• Douse each chicken with cooled wood ash directly on 
the skin to help kill any mites or lice currently on them.  
If you cannot do this, you can add wood ash to their dust 

bathing area. Once you get the mites and lice off of them, 
now you’re just treating any scavengers and their eggs.  
Diatomaceous earth (food grade) also works. Either way, 
wear a mask if you’re concerned about particles from dust 
getting into your lungs. 

• That evening, directly spray the chicken mite spray 
onto the skin of the chicken. Concentrate on the neck, under 
the wings, and the vent area (again, directly on the skin). The 
spray will deter the mites and kill them as well. It’s best to 
spray down the chicken roosts as well.  

• Spray your chickens every day for at least two weeks. 
After two weeks, you can spray them every other day for at 
least three more weeks. Continue adding wood ash to their 
bathing area when necessary. After six full weeks of treat-
ment, you should be mite-free!  

• I tend to leave bedding out of the coop for at least the 
first month if possible, so mites don’t live in the bedding 
before the chickens are efficiently treated. There’s nothing 
worse than getting rid of the mites on your chickens, only to 
find they are living in your coop bedding! Make sure you’re 
spraying down the roosts each day as well. 

A tried-and-true natural 
treatment I’ve been using 
for years; with just a few 
simple ingredients, you 
can prevent these creepy 
crawlies from happening. 

A Natural 
Treatment 
for Chicken 
Mites and 
Lice
BY AMY FEWELL
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CHICKEN MITE TREATMENT SPRAY 

The essential oils are really optional, but they 
do maximize the efficiency of this spray. 

25 cloves garlic, peeled and smashed 
(or 1 oz garlic extract) 
45 drops eucalyptus essential oil 
30 drops lavender essential oil 
30 drops peppermint essential oil 
20 drops cinnamon bark essential oil 
2 tablespoons white vinegar or witch 
hazel (unless using garlic extract) 

water 

METHOD 

1. In a 16 oz. glass spray bottle, combine garlic (or garlic 
extract) and essential oils. If using smashed garlic, allow it 
to sit for several hours before using. 

2. If using garlic extract, do not use white vinegar. Fill the 
rest of the bottle up with water ¾ of the way full. If using 
smashed garlic, add vinegar. 

3. Shake the bottle well before each spray. Spray direct-
ly on the skin of the chicken, concentrating only on the 
neck, the vent area, and the top of the tail where the oil 
gland is. I also spray their feet and the roosting bar base so 
that when they lay back down on their feet and roost, the 
mixture gets onto their bellies. Do this treatment at night 
after they’ve gone to roost. 

4. Continue this treatment for two weeks, then twice a 
week for two weeks, to rid your chickens of mites. You 
can continue to dust your chickens with wood ash once a 
week, but it may not be necessary. 

This spray has worked wonders for many people, my-
self included. There’s a reason it’s one of the most popular 
mite and lice sprays when it comes to chickens. It’s easy 
to make, versatile, and effective!   

RESOURCES: 
"Topical Application of Garlic Reduces Northern Fowl Mite Infestation in Laying Hens"1 G. P. Birrenkott, G. E. Brock-

enfelt, J. A. Greer, and M. D. Owens. Department of Animal and Veterinary Sciences, Clemson University, Clemson, South 
Carolina 29634-0361 https://goo.gl/uD9C5w  

Organic parasite control for poultry and rabbits in British Columbia, Canada (essential oils). Cheryl Lans and Nancy 
Turner. ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3143080/ 
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THE RECENT POPULARITY of 
coconut oil may make you won-
der if it has a beneficial role in 

the barnyard. This topic is still contro-
versial in human health and appears to 
be less studied in domestic fowl. 

Enthusiasts claim antimicrobial and 
antioxidant properties that may also 
bestow anti-inflammatory and heal-
ing effects to humans. On the other 
hand, coconut oil is high in saturated 
fats and low in polyunsaturated fatty 
acids (PUFAs), contrary to human diet 
recommendations.1 Research into car-
diovascular health in humans indicates 
that coconut oil raises cholesterol of 
types considered both healthy (HDL: 
high-density lipoprotein) and a health 
risk (LDL: low-density lipoprotein). 
Moreover, it raised both types of 
cholesterol more than plant oils high 

in unsaturated fats, but not as much as 
butter.2 However, the main saturated 
fats in coconut oil are medium-chain 
fatty acids (MCFAs), which some be-
lieve in having health-giving properties. 
Coconut oil averages 82.5% saturated 
fatty acids by weight. Three MCFAs, 
lauric acid, caprylic acid, and capric 
acid, comprise on average 42%, 7%, 
and 5% by weight, respectively.3 These 
MCFAs are being studied for their 
beneficial properties, but research is not 
yet conclusive. So, do these health risks 
and potential benefits apply to poultry? 

IS COCONUT OIL SAFE 
FOR CHICKENS? 

Similarly, there is insufficient 
research to draw a conclusion for 
chickens. Studies have been carried 
out in poultry to examine the effects of 
dietary saturated fats on blood choles-
terol and the effect of cholesterol on 
artery health. A review of these studies 
concludes that a rise in blood cholester-
ol increases hardening of the arteries in 
poultry. It also found that consumption 
of polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs) 
rather than saturated fats resulted in 
lower blood cholesterol.4 

FEEDING TREATS TO CHICKENS 
In view of this similarity to the 

effects in humans, I would be very 
careful not to feed much fat of any 
kind to my chickens, and especially 
not saturated fats. A commercially 
produced balanced ration includes only 
4–5% fat, and I would not want to upset 
a carefully formulated diet, particularly 
in young birds.  

The problem with adding homemade 
treats is that we upset their dietary 
balance. Treats made with coconut oil 
or mixing it into feed could provide too 
much saturated fat. Bear in mind that 
manufactured products containing  
coconut oil may have processed the 
oil into trans fat, which increases 
LDL further. Moreover, chickens may 
favor treats and reduce intake of their 
balanced feed, missing out on essen-
tial nutrients. Incidentally, there is one 

Know the risks, facts, and 
maybes of this popular  
oil.

Is Coconut 
Oil Good for 
Chickens? 
BY TAMSIN COOPER
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essential fatty acid that chickens must 
consume, albeit in small quantities: 
linoleic acid, an omega-6 PUFA.5 How-
ever coconut oil is not a good source, 
containing only on average 1.7% by 
weight.3 

I find that mature free-range chickens 
are adept at acquiring the nutrients they 
require if they have sufficient varied 
pasture to forage. These birds could 
probably take the occasional fatty treat 
in careful moderation.  

Penned birds dependent on humans 
to feed them are better off with a 
complete, balanced ration. The lack 
of variety can be boring for them, so 
we should provide enrichment to keep 
them occupied. Rather than giving them 

treats, consider providing pen enhance-
ments that satisfy the desire to forage. 
Foraging materials, such as fresh dirt, 
straw, or fresh grass turfs, fulfill the 
urge to scratch and seek food, rather 
than altering the nutritional balance. 

CAN COCONUT OIL IMPROVE 
MEAT AND EGG PRODUCTION? 

MCFAs extracted from coconut oil 
and other sources have been tested on 
broilers for growth and weight gain. 
There have been some positive results 
in improved breast yield and lower ab-
dominal fat deposition, probably due to 
the metabolism of MCFAs for energy. 
However, long-term effects on health 
are not known, seeing that broilers are 

harvested at around 
six weeks of age. 
Some MCFAs have 
been tested on 
layers, but mainly 
capric, caproic, 
and caprylic acids, 
of which coconut 
oil contains very 
little. In any case, 
MCFAs have not 
been found to con-
sistently improve 
performance in 
poultry. Benefits of 

selected MCFAs for growth and weight 
gain in young birds are linked to anti-
microbial properties.6 Little research 
has been done on coconut oil, and that 
has shown mixed results.7 

DOES COCONUT OIL FIGHT 
CHICKEN DISEASES? 

Research has shown that MCFAs 
are effective against micro-organisms, 
reducing colonization of the gut. This 
includes some of the major poultry 
threats: Campylobacter, Clostridium 
bacteria, Salmonella, and E. coli. Trials 
were performed using individual fatty 
acids, often converted into a more 
effective form, such as being encapsula-
tion to protect from digestive processes, 
allowing transfer to the lower intestines. 
These results give hope to finding 
effective alternatives to antibiotics, but 
more research is required to find the 
appropriate dose and form of adminis-
tration. MCFAs make up just over half 
of coconut oil, and the effectiveness of 
administrating coconut oil in any dose 
is unknown.6 

CAN COCONUT OIL AID 
HEALING IN CHICKENS? 

Coconut oil makes an excellent mois-
ture barrier, so it can aid in the healing 
of skin damage. For children with mild 

Photo by Kenneth Lu (flickr.com) CC BY 2.0 (creativecommons.org)
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to moderate dermatitis, virgin coconut 
oil promoted healing better than miner-
al oil.8 So far, we have no studies on the 
effect on chicken wounds or skin. 

As an important ingredient in 
soap-making, coconut oil produces a 
hard soap that lathers well. Soap and 
moisturizer are so crucial for maintain-
ing hygiene while caring for animals 
that we can be grateful for coconut 
oil’s excellent properties in this respect. 
The potential of coconut oil for further 
health applications is promising but 
needs more research.  
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BY REBECCA KREBS

Protein and 
Enzymes 
in Organic 
Non-GMO 
Chicken 
Feed

Choosing Nutritious 
Organic Chick Feed and 
Layer Feed 

FEEDING CERTIFIED organic 
non-GMO chicken feed has 
become a popular choice for 

the home flock as people increasingly 
return to a natural way of life. Chick-
ens’ diets influence the nutritional value 
of the eggs or meat they produce, so 
flock owners find it important to feed 
organically to avoid the genetically 
modified organisms, pesticides, and 
herbicides present in most conventional 
feed. The organic buying options have 
increased at a pace with the demand. 
Unfortunately, organic feed rations 
are not made equally. This is a serious 
problem because balanced nutrition is 
essential for chickens' development, 
the correct maturation rate, egg-laying 
potential, and psychological well-being. 
It is, therefore, necessary for the flock 
owner to have a basic understanding 
of chicken nutrition to select a quality 
organic feed. For this discussion, we 

will address the nutritional factors of 
digestible protein and enzymes, two 
areas in which organic feed is often 
deficient. 

In evaluating the protein content of 
rations, we will begin with peas. Since 
non-GMO peas are more available in 
some regions than non-GMO crops like 
corn or soybeans, peas are a common 
ingredient in organic non-GMO chicken 
feed. They are an acceptable ingredient 
in moderation; however, some manufac-
turers rely too heavily on peas for pro-
tein, failing to properly balance them 
with other elements so that the chickens 
have enough digestible protein in their 
diet. The protein in peas is not fully 
utilizable by chickens — the ingredient 
label may claim “18% protein,” but 
the actual protein chickens can use is 
less. Alyssa Walsh BA, MSc, animal 
nutritionist with the organic animal 
supplement manufacturer, The Fertrell 
Company, discusses this quandary: 
“Peas have tannins, which decrease 
the protein digestibility. Tannins bind 
to protein, thus making the protein 
less digestible. Peas are also low in 
sulfur-containing amino acids like me-
thionine and cysteine. Methionine is an 
essential amino acid, meaning it needs 
to be provided in the diet at adequate 
levels to help birds grow and lay eggs. 
Amino acids are the building blocks of 
protein, and a protein source is only as 
good as its amino acid profile.” 

One way of providing a good amino 
acid profile is to find an organic non-
GMO chicken feed that uses soybeans 
for protein. “Roasted soybeans or 
soybean meal is a great protein source 
because it has an excellent amino acid 
profile and can be used at unlimited 
levels once heat treated,” Alyssa Walsh 
says. Soybeans and corn work well 
together in a ration, as their amino acid 
profiles complement each other. Non-
GMO soybeans can be difficult to find, 
though, and even if they are available, 
some flock owners prefer not to feed 
soy. In these cases, Alyssa points out 
that there are limits on how much of 
each of the alternatives can be added to 



46     SPECIAL ISSUE 2021  |  BACKYARD POULTRY

sustainable feed

The protein in peas is not fully utilizable 
by chickens — the ingredient label may 

claim “18% protein,” but the actual protein 
chickens can use is less.

the feed, so replacing soybeans requires four to five different 
protein sources. (Grains, other legumes, and flaxseed — 
among other things — may help meet this demand.) 

In solving this dilem-
ma, there is an additional 
advantage to organic 
feed: it is possible to 
find an organic non-
GMO chicken feed that 
contains animal pro-
tein, such as fishmeal, 
whereas this option is 
rare in conventional feed. 
Chickens are naturally 
omnivores, not vegetar-
ians, so offering animal 
protein improves their 
overall health and is 
particularly beneficial 
in organic chick feed for 
young birds with their 
higher protein require-
ments. Alyssa is excited 
about this option. “The 
amino acids in an animal 
protein help to meet a 
chicken’s amino acid 
requirements for growth 
and development! Fishmeal is high in methionine, lysine, and 
threonine. All of which are essential amino acids. I really like 
fishmeal in a growing bird’s ration, especially in the starter.” 
Fishmeal must be kept at 5% or less of the diet for adult lay-
ing hens or broilers because too much can give eggs or meat 
a “fishy” flavor. 

 Alyssa encourages chicken owners to “know where it’s 
coming from to avoid negative outcomes from feeding ani-
mal products. I prefer a wild-caught fish because that’s what 
I’ve had the most experience and success with. The fishmeal 
I use in rations is either a sardine meal or an Asian carp 
meal. Both are wild-caught. Meat and bone meal does not 
perform as well as fishmeal. If meat and bone meal is all you 
have access to, make sure it isn’t poultry-based.” Meat and 
bone meal — particularly poultry-based — can potentially 
transmit diseases to the chickens consuming it. This danger is 
virtually eliminated with wild-caught fish. 

Besides fishmeal, some organic non-GMO chicken feed 
manufacturers use soldier fly grubs or other insects to 
provide animal protein. This is an excellent option, with the 
additional nutritional benefits of the insects’ mineral-rich 
exoskeletons. The dried insects are available separately as 
well. They make a nutritious treat when chickens don’t have 
access to insects through free-range or to organic feed that 
already contains animal protein. Milk, whey, yogurt, or well-

cooked chopped eggs are also great for adding animal protein 
to chickens’ diets. 

Once we’ve found a feed with complete protein, we need 
to look at what it has for 
enzymes. In some regions, 
organic non-GMO chicken 
feed manufacturers incor-
porate high levels of wheat, 
barley, and other small 
grains into their rations, all 
of which require special 
enzymes for chickens to 
digest them properly. It is 
common for these enzymes 
to be missing in organic 
feed. While it may sound 
daunting to determine if the 
feed contains the correct 
enzymes, Alyssa explains 
it simply: “Read the label. 
Look for ingredients like 
Lactobacillus acidophilus, 
Lactobacillus casei, Lacto-
bacillus plantarum, Entero-
coccus faecium, Bacillus 
licheniformis, and Bacillus 
subtilis.” These bacteria 
produce the necessary 

enzymes within chickens’ digestive systems. If the ingredient 
label lists only “dried Bacillus,” you can ask the manufactur-
er which species that includes. 

Note that fresh greens and free-choice grit are also vital 
to chickens’ development and productivity. Organic feed 
often comes unground or coarsely ground, so grit (coarse 
sand for chicks or fine gravel for adults) helps chickens grind 
grains during digestion. Finely pre-ground feed like organic 
layer pellets or chick mash doesn't require as much grinding 
during digestion, but feeding grit still improves feed utiliza-
tion. Once hens reach laying age, in addition to their organic 
chicken layer feed, offer them free-choice oyster shell to 
meet their calcium needs for making strong eggshells. 

Owning chickens is a fulfilling pursuit, providing great 
homegrown food and constant enjoyment. And I have to say, 
it’s even better when I know my chickens are eating a nutri-
tionally balanced organic diet that makes them happy and 
both of us healthy.  

REBECCA KREBS is a freelance writer and genetics 
aficionado who lives in the Rocky Mountains of Montana. 
She owns North Star Poultry, a small hatchery that breeds 
Blue Laced Red Wyandottes, Rhode Island Reds, and 
five exclusive chicken varieties. Find her farm online at 
northstarpoultry.com.  
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PROPERLY STORING
CHICKEN FEED

RODENT DAMAGE
If your feed remains in the bag you bought 
it in, a rodent may chew it open. Mice or 
rats can consume lots of feed plus carry 
diseases your birds can catch. If rodents 
infect your feed supply, your birds may 
soon fall ill, and your rodent population 
will soar. 

INSECT DAMAGE
Insects, just like rodents, can be carriers 
of disease. If those carriers live in your 
feed, then you could be feeding your birds 
diseased feed. Moths, weevils, and beetles 
love to eat livestock feed. They thrive and 
reproduce best between 75 and 100 de-
grees.

FUNGAL DAMAGE
Small chunks of spoiled feed are nothing 
to be concerned about, but when your en-
tire feed store is infected with fungi, you 
have an issue. Fungus can create myco-
toxins that can poison your birds. Fungal 
growth occurs most when humidity hits 
65% or higher, and 77 degrees or higher.

HUMIDITY
Humidity can encourage fungal growth 
and outright spoil your feed. The most 
common reason is rain or natural con-
densation effect that occurs in storage 
containers, especially when bins are in 
direct sunlight.
Keep your bins out of the sun or add re-
flective insulation to slow temperature 
changes. Allow containers to vent mois-
ture out but make sure it doesn’t allow 
bugs, rodents or rain in.

RANCID FEED
Mixed feeds don’t last forever. Fats in 
chicken feed eventually oxidize, which 
turns the feed rancid. A rancid feed has 
an unpleasant pleasant odor. It contains 
toxins that will stunt a bird’s growth, and 
the taste will be off-putting, which means 
lower weight gains. 

HOW LONG DOES FEED KEEP?
Contamination at the mill is unfortunate 
and unavoidable, but buying pelleted feed 
helps. When feed is pelleted, it’s pressed 
through a blazing hot die. This kills the 
lion’s share of contaminants. If properly 
kept, pelleted feed should store three to 
six months.

If stored incorrectly, your chicken feed can make 
your birds sick, make them stop laying, or in extreme 
instances, kill them. Livestock feed is a relatively stable 
product, but rodents, insects, fungi, moisture, and 
rancidity cause most feed loss on the farm.

DOES FEED TYPE MATTER?
Some feedstuffs are more prone to spoil-
age than others. Manufactured and pel-
leted feed, that does not include extras 
such as molasses, should all keep three to 
six-months. Feedstuffs store longer in the 
right environment but will spoil quickly 
if exposed to moisture, sun, and rodents.

WHERE TO KEEP FEED
Formulated feed likes a cool, dry place. 
For those of us who don’t have feed rooms, 
keep your feed in containers that stay out 
of direct sunlight and are watertight, but 
not necessarily airtight.
Trash cans and metal drums can react 
with feed. If using steel, keep feeds in 
the bag instead of spilling them into the 
container. Food-safe steel barrels have a 
non-reactive liner, usually made of porce-
lain or food-safe paint. Plastic or “poly” 
barrels are best for avoiding reactivity. 
However, they don’t resist light as well as 
metal, and they don’t resist chewing by 
rodents as well as steel.
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BY JACLYN KRYMOWSKI

The Home  
Fodder  
System 

Sprouted grains 
may save money on 
feed, and evidence 
indicates it provides 
additional nutrition.

IF YOU ARE A BACKYARD farmer 
who frequents the internet for 
advice, chances are you’ve come 

across the concept of growing and 
feeding fodder — sprouted grains — to 
poultry. Not only does this offer a way 
to save some money on feed, but there 
is evidence to support it provides a bit 
of extra nutritional value. 

On these principals alone, fodder 
is certainly an idea worth exploring 
and experimenting for those with the 
patience to try something new.  

For the unacquainted, the process of 
growing feed in a hydroponic-based 
system might seem like an overwhelm-
ing undertaking. After all, few quick 
internet searches will show up a myriad 
of highly technological looking systems 
with questionable labor intensity.  

The good news is that, despite their 
appearance, fodder systems are incredi-
bly simple to make on the large or small 
scale. In fact, the whole process isn’t 
much different than people who grow 
sprouts in their kitchen for their own 
consumption. For poultry purposes, 
grains can be sprouted in a very simple 
and cost-effective way on small and 
larger scales. 

DESIGNING THE SYSTEM 
The foundation for the fodder system 

is quality seed. The four basic types of 
seed grains used to sprout fodder are 

rye, oats, barley, and wheat. All of these 
are fairly common ingredients in poul-
try diets, you may even find them in 
your prebagged feed. When these grains 
are sprouted, the germination process 
is said to make the nutrients up to 40% 
more digestible and available. 

All of these grain types are readily 
available at most feed stores and farm 
co-operatives. Just be sure that you 
purchase seed that has not been treated 
with any sort of fertilizer or product. 

The tools required to sprout grains 
into fodder are very simple. You need 
some sort of container with some form 
of drainage (or a device to strain the 
seeds), a way to spray water, and a 
favorable growing environment (ap-
proximately 60 to 70 degrees F). Some 
fodder growers prefer to put lids on 
their containers to help trap heat in if 
temperature stability is a concern. 

You can get quite creative on mate-
rials using anything from disposable 
baking tins and potting trays to shallow 
Rubbermaid® totes. Because the process 
does take some time to grow and space, 
it may be a good idea to have a desig-
nated shelving space to store fodder 
as it grows. Whatever the case, just be 
sure you store you are growing in a 
place where excess water can be easily 
drained.  

Self-contained fodder systems on 
various scales are commercially avail-
able, some with impressive automatic 
watering and draining mechanisms. But 
for the purposes of the backyard flock, 
a homemade setup is all you need. If 
you want to scale up, you can investi-
gate options moving forward — there 
are some sizeable homemade hydro-
ponics and fodder systems you may be 
able to re-create yourself. 

THE PROCESS 
Prior to sprouting, seeds should 

be rinsed thoroughly to remove any 
impurities or pathogens. Some growers 
opt to use a tiny bit of bleach during the 
initial washing process before rinsing 
thoroughly to ensure bacteria and any 
mold spokes are killed. 
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For maximum sprouting, it’s recom-
mended that you soak your grains for 
a full 12 hours to help soften the outer 
shell. After that, the seeds should be 
thoroughly watered at least twice a day. 
For growing in small containers, you 
can simply fill with water and rinse the 
seeds through a strainer. After a few 
days when a solid root mat has formed, 
the container can simply be tipped 
to remove excess water. For larger 
seed beds, it will be necessary to drill 
multiple small holes in the bottom and 
placed in an area where they can drain 
on their own. 

It only takes about three days for the 
initial sprouting and root formation to 
begin, with a “harvest” ready in about 
a week or so depending on climate — 
the sprouts should be about four to six 
inches high, but there’s no hard and fast 
rule. While thick, the root mats can be 
cut through with a sharp knife for easy 
removal and feeding.  

THE SYSTEM 
Dealing with copious amounts of wa-

ter and organic matter, mold can be an 
issue. One way to avoid this is to thor-
oughly wash every tray between each 
batch of fodder to remove any spore 
introduced from the last batch. There 
are also some fertilizer companies who 
sell hydroponic-specific liquid nutrients 
that can be added to your system, some 
of these promote help to reduce or elim-
inate issues with molding.  

Because of the space needs and time 
to grow, feeding fodder on a regular ba-
sis will require multiple batches grow-
ing at the same time to ensure there is 
always a fresh harvest to feed.  

How much fodder you feed to your 
flock will depend on you. Fodder can 
be supplemented to reduce feed, or 
they can be used as the primary source 
— but be aware that chickens need to 
consume between 2% and 3% of their 
entire bodyweight each day. If fodder 
becomes a substantial part of the diet 
compared to a complete feed, be sure to 
offer a mineral mix and calcium supple-
ment (for layers) as well.  
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Visit www.yardbirdpluckers.com
1160 8th Avenue  |  Cumberland, WI 54829  |  800-345-6007

Simple.  Fast.
Take the hassle out of backyard chicken 
processing.  Plucking a chicken by hand can 
take as long as 30 minutes.  

Yardbird has revolutionized this painstaking 
and messy process.  With the Yardbird, you can 
fully defeather two birds in 15 seconds or less!

Features:
Hands-Free Irrigation Ring
1.5 HP Electric Motor
Removable Tub For Cleaning
Simple Debris Collection

Take the hassle out of backyard chicken 

JACLYN KRYMOWSKI is a graduate 
of the Ohio State University with a B.S. in 
animal industries. A dairy enthusiast, she 
milks, raises, and shows registered Alpines 
and Nubians. You can find her blog at the-
herdbook.com.



50     SPECIAL ISSUE 2021  |  BACKYARD POULTRY

sustainable feed

IN MY MIDDLE SCHOOL CLASSROOM, my students 
have learned how to raise mealworms, superworms, and 
Dubia cockroaches for years to feed our pet bearded 

dragon: Bob Ross. I bring the colonies home during the sum-
mer, and they make an excellent treat for my poultry. When 
searching for what chickens can eat as a treat, many people 
cringe when the results include black soldier fly larvae, 
crickets, and beetles. But molting chickens welcome the extra 
protein. 

Learning how to raise mealworms and other insects for 
your chickens is cost-effective and ensures their treats are 
high quality. Mealworms and superworms, compared to 
raising crickets for chickens, will not smell. Crickets have 
this horrible habit of going to the bathroom all the time. 
Mealworms and superworms don’t chirp or jump. And if my 
students can raise them and get over their phobia, so can you! 

HOW TO RAISE MEALWORMS (TENEBRIO MOLITOR) 
A container 20 inches long and 10 inches wide is a good 

size to start a colony of 1,000 to 5,000 mealworms. I find 
plastic tubs are perfect as you can easily see the colony's 
health, and they are easy to clean. Cutting a large hole in the 
lid and attaching a screen prevents items from falling into the 

container. The beetles will not be able to crawl up the smooth 
plastic sides. I prefer plastic tubs over glass aquariums 
because the surface area is more important than depth. Our 
containers are four inches tall. Adequate airflow prevents the 
mealworm's food from spoiling quickly. 

Add a few inches of wheat bran, cornmeal, bone meal, 
crushed bran flake meal, or store-bought mealworm bed-
ding to the bottom of the container. Another option is using 
chicken feed as the substrate. If using chicken feed, freeze for 
a few weeks to kill unwanted pests and beetles. 

The price for 1,000 mealworms will be between $14 and 
$20. Mail ordering will be cheaper than shopping at a local 
pet store. 

WHAT DO MEALWORMS EAT AND DRINK? 
Part of learning how to raise mealworms for poultry snacks 

includes feeding them. Mealworms do well on a diet of root 
vegetables, vegetable and fruit peels, and other vegetative 
scraps. The higher quality food the beetles receive, the more 
nutrients for your chickens. This is a great reason to breed 
your own bugs. Dried mealworms, sold as chicken snacks, are 
often only fed a diet of white potatoes. The more food you 
give the beetles, the more offspring they will produce. 

BY KENNY COOGAN

How to Raise  
Mealworms 

and  
Superworms

Learning how to raise mealworms and other insects for your chickens  
is cost-effective and ensures their treats are high quality.
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While the mealworms do best with 
consistent moisture, many colonies fail 
because of excess moisture. Do not 
provide a water bowl. Fresh greens or 
vegetable scraps will provide enough 
moisture. Sweet potatoes and kale, for 
example, provide high water content 
and often do not promote fungus or 
mold. 

The ideal temperature for breed-
ing the worms is 70 to 80 degrees F. 
Only feed the larvae (worms) to your 
chickens, as you will want the pupae 
to mature and the beetles to lay eggs. 
Usually, the beetles will stay on the sur-
face of the substrate. When they bury 
themselves, it can be a sign of egg-lay-
ing. A female beetle can lay 500 eggs 
in her lifetime. After the eggs hatch, it 
may take two to three weeks to see the 
tiny larvae. Feed them ample food to 
grow to the desired size before feeding 
them out. 

If you start feeling overwhelmed 
with a surplus of mealworms, your 
chickens or other backyard poultry will 
happily help you out. After one year 
of feeding wild songbirds mealworms 
as treats, a friend of mine was able to 
get a mockingbird to take mealworms 
from his hand. The mockingbird, who 
has raised many broods, is still hanging 
out and landing on his hand after 10 
years! If for some reason, you want to 
slow down the breeding and not feed 
the worms out as a treat, the meal-
worms can be kept in refrigeration. This 
extends their larva stage by a couple of 
months and stops breeding. 

 If you are feeling famished as you 
feed the tasty mealworms to your 
chickens, snack away! In Southeast 
Asia, mealworms are baked, deep-fried, 
and added to a stir-fry. And although 
larva from a moth is usually associated 
with tequila, mealworms are sometimes 
added to tequila-flavored novelty candy. 
Bon appétit! 

RAISING SUPERWORMS 
(ZOPHOBAS MORIO) 

Superworms are super compared 
to mealworms. Measuring up to 2.25 

One of my students studying the characteristics of a superworm. 
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inches, they are nearly double the size 
of mealworms. Also, a member of the 
darkling beetle family, they share 20,000 
cousins with mealworms. Their housing 
requirements are similar to mealworms. 
Allow at least five inches for the height of 
the enclosure to prevent escapees. Un-
like mealworms, superworms should be 
separated into containers for pupae, larva, 
and beetles. Never put superworms in the 
fridge. They do best at 80 to 85 degrees F, 
although they will survive and reproduce 
at room temperature. 

Start with 100 superworms for your 
breeding colony. The price range is around 
$5. Superworms naturally take a long time 
to pupate. You can expedite the process 
by placing worms individually in film 
canisters or small drawers from hardware 
containers. We have had great success with 
the clear grid jewelry organizer boxes. 
Add a small breathing hole per cell. Place 
the containers in a dark area, like a closet, 
for 10 days. The superworms will curl up 
and pupate. Once they change into a pupa, 
place them in a container designated as the 
nursery. This will prevent the beetles and 
larvae from eating them. It’s a bug-eat-
bug world out there. Once the pupae turn 
into beetles, place them in the breeding 
container. Feed them as you would meal-
worms. 

Superworms will also lay around 500 
eggs in their lifetime. The eggs will attach 
to the substrate and a week later will hatch. 
You can then move the baby superworms 
into the third container. However, it is eas-
ier to remove the adult beetles after a week 
or two of being in the breeding container 
to allow the eggs to hatch and the larvae 
to grow up where they were laid. Adult 
beetles will eat the eggs and may prey on 
the baby larvae.  

sustainable feed

KENNY COOGAN is a food, farm, and 
flower national columnist. He has a 
Master’s degree in Global Sustainability 
and leads workshops about owning 
chickens, vegetable gardening, animal 
training, and corporate team building. His 
upcoming book, Florida’s Carnivorous 
Plants, will be published late 2021 and 
will be available at kennycoogan.com.

Feeding mealworms.

Mealworms and superworms teach my 
students valuable lessons, including 

animal behavior, life cycles, food 
webs, and diversity. Insects are easy 

to raise and promote good husbandry 
practices for children.

Feeding superworms.
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FEEDING CHICKEN TO CHICKENS. Just now, you 
either cringed, or you perked up with interest. The sub-
ject, often discussed among poultry owners, circulates 

in social media groups and blogs. Arguments for or against 
chickens eating chicken involve sustainability, healthy pro-
tein vs. prion diseases, cannibalism, and moral issues. If you 
want to allow your flock to finish off that rotisserie meal and 
pick the bones clean, but you’re worried about whether it is 
okay to feed chicken to chickens, this might help you decide.  

PROMOTING CANNIBALISM 
If you start feeding chicken to chickens, will you encour-

age them to kill and eat each other? 
Yes and no. 
If you feed raw meat to chickens, they may taste and 

appreciate it, then may realize that their flockmates are made 
of the same thing. This is why I won’t let my dogs in the area 
when I process chickens and won’t give them raw scraps 
from the processing. Because raw meat smells similar to 
freshly killed chicken. 

To be honest, the only time I tried to feed raw scraps to my 
chickens, they ran from them. Because raw meat smells sim-
ilar to freshly killed chicken. My chickens would have to be 
very hungry to overcome their fears and try the meat — and 
I'm not willing to let them become that hungry. 

Feeding raw meat can promote other issues, though. For 
instance, if a chicken suffered from certain diseases that 
could spread in raw meat, you could introduce those diseases 

to other chickens. Poultry products offered within commer-
cial chicken feed may spread diseases if the meat hasn’t been 
fully cooked or has been contaminated in the time it sat in 
storage. 

Cooking the meat first will change the scent, texture, 
appearance, and possibilities of disease transmission. It won’t 
change the protein content, though, so chickens can receive 
the same nutritional benefits whether their meat is raw or 
cooked. Providing the scraps of your rotisserie meal will not 
convince your chickens to eat each other. Just be sure the 
meat isn’t rancid; you wouldn’t want to eat that, either. 

PRION DISEASES 
Back in the 80s and 90s, British cattle suffered a mysteri-

ous disorder that made them walk around disoriented, lick 
their lips, tremble uncontrollably, then die. The agriculture 
sector worried about the disease but, since most infectious 
agents die over 160 degrees F, they kept pushing these sick 
cattle into the food system. But they had a disturbing practice 
that they felt was harmless: they also processed meat from 
sick cattle into more cattle feed to boost the protein. This 
“forced cannibalism” caused what later became termed “mad 
cow disease.” 

A prion is a specific protein that exists naturally in DNA. 
In humans, it resides in chromosome 20. It's rarely a problem 
until a prion misfolds. This mutated protein touches other 
prions, and they mutate, and the disease spreads. Eventually, 
cells die. When cellular death occurs in the brain, symptoms 

BY MARISSA AMES

Feeding 
Chicken to 
Chickens 

Balancing a  
Moral Dilemma With  
Scientific Facts. 
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occur from areas responsible for certain 
functions such as vision, sleep cycles, 
and muscle control. The cellular death 
results in tiny holes in the brain, which 
gives a prion disease the scientific 
name transmissible spongiform enceph-
alopathy. 

Prions are heat-stable well over 1,000 
degrees F. They transmit via consump-
tion, blood transmission, and organ 
transplant. They exist in the environ-
ment for years. And prion diseases are 
always fatal. 

Are prion diseases species-specif-
ic? Scientists thought so until mad 
cow disease spread to humans. As of 
2019, 232 people have died of variant 
Creutzfeldt-Jacob disease (the name for 
mad cow disease in humans). Most of 
them lived in Great Britain. 

It’s the reason it’s illegal in the U.S. 
to feed meat from ruminants to oth-
er ruminants. It’s why all ruminants 
leaving their property of birth must 
have permanent identification. And it’s 
the reason “downer” cattle may not be 
processed into the food system. 

Prion diseases are called bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy (mad cow 
disease) when it happens in cattle, scra-
pie when it occurs in sheep and goats, 
and chronic wasting disease (CWD) 
when it happens in deer and elk. Kuru, 
a mysterious and unique disease caused 
by human cannibalism, plagued the 
Fore tribe of Papua New Guinea until 
eating human flesh became outlawed. 

There is no name for prion diseases 
occurring in poultry.  

Here are several reasons why the 
“feeding chicken to chickens causes 
mad cow disease” argument doesn’t 
work: 

So far, all cases have been mam-
malian. Chickens have shown strong 
resistance to prion diseases, though 
scientists found a single case of prion 
divergence in Pekin ducks. 

Before animals succumb to  
prion encephalopathies, they present  
neurological symptoms such as pupils 
shrunken to pinpoints, a “drunken” gait, 

trouble walking, tremors, and disturbed 
circadian rhythms. Necropsies would 
not indicate diseases like Marek’s or 
mycotoxicosis, which could also cause 
these symptoms. 

If chickens did present with prion 
diseases, the USDA would shut the  
industry down fast in the same way 
they shut down sheep and goat farms 
that present positive scrapie diagnoses. 

Prions have been proven to pass 
among different species. In 2016,  
scientists fertilized wheatgrass with 
manure from CWD-infected elk. The 
roots and leaves took up the prions. 
Then they fed the grass to hamsters, 
which contracted the disease. 

Given chickens’ resistance to prion 
mutations, and given the surge in wild 
deer and elk cases, it would be far more 
likely for a chicken to contract this dis-
ease by eating the neurological tissue of 
a deer brought back by hunters than to 

get the disease from another chicken. 
Prion research has only been done 

since the 1960s, with new information 
regularly available and long-held theo-
ries recently debunked. Even given the 
facts, many poultry owners feel uneasy 
about feeding chicken to chickens, 
which is understandable. Prion diseases 
are terrifying. 

HUMAN MORALS 
One of the strongest and most  

prevalent arguments against feeding 
chicken to chickens is that the owners 
“just don’t feel right about it.” 

Morals and science, two driving 
forces in why we do things as a society, 
don’t often cross paths. And recent  
politics and religious arguments prove 
that the human moral compass is a  
multifaceted dynamic that differs  
between individuals. 
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It would be insensitive and myopic to 
assume someone else’s morals based on 
our own. 

But chickens 
have no moral 
compass and no 
guide to what 
they should and 
shouldn’t do. 
They mate with 
their siblings, kill 
chicks that aren’t 
theirs, eat their 
own eggs, and will 
eat another chick-
en under the right 
circumstances. 

All morals, 
all “should” and 
“should not” 
pushed onto our 
flocks, come from 
ourselves.  

If you don't feel right about feeding 
chicken to chickens because cannibal-
ism is immoral within human society, 
that is fine. And if you do feel okay 

about chickens eating chicken, that’s 
also fine. Much about raising animals 
and knowing where our food comes 

from culminates in 
our decisions about 
our flocks, herds, 
and families. It’s a 
personal journey. It 
should be. 

CAN CHICKENS 
EAT CHICKEN? 

Scientifically, 
the answer to that 
question is “yes.” 
That may not be 
your personal 
answer, based on 
your own morals 
and gut intuition. 
But if you want 
to provide those 
meat scraps to 

boost protein and ensure nothing goes 
to waste, you can rest assured that fully 
cooked chicken and other poultry will 
not harm your birds.  

RESOURCES: 
“The First Report of the Prion Pro-

tein Gene (PRNP) Sequence in Pekin 
Ducks (Anas platyrhynchos domestica): 
The Potential Prion Disease Suscepti-
bility in Ducks” by Min-Ju Jeong, Yong-
Chan Kim, and Byung-Hoon Jeong 

“Grass Plants Can Transport Infec-
tious Prions” by University of Texas 
Health Science Center at Houston 

The Family That Couldn’t Sleep: A 
Medical Mystery by D.T. Max

Chickens have no 
moral compass and 

no guide to what they 
should and shouldn’t 
do. They mate with 
siblings, kill chicks 
that aren’t theirs, 

eat their own eggs, 
and will eat another 

chicken under the right 
circumstances. 

Senior Editor for Countryside 
Publications, MARISSA AMES runs a 
small homestead in Fallon, Nevada, 
where she focuses on saving and 
propagating rare poultry and goat 
breeds. She teaches homesteading 
skills for her local Grange chapter. 
Marissa and her husband, Russ, 
travel to Africa where they serve as 
agricultural advisors for the nonprofit I 
Am Zambia. She spends her free time 
eating lunch.
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Extraordinary
Nutrition

Feed them like 

you love  them...

Complete, Nutritious, 
Superfood for your 

Backyard
Hobby Farms.

AVAILABLE AT YOUR LOCAL DEALER OR ONLINE AT:
kalmbachfeeds.com/where-buy • amazon.com • chewy.com
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BY JEREMY CHARTIER

Geared Up  
for Success:  
Equipment  
to Save 
Time and 
Money 

Suitable upfront 
investments help save 
you time and money.

TIME AND MONEY are finite 
resources. We have day jobs, 
families, and some of us are 

trying to profit with poultry. It’s a tall 
order, but with suitable upfront invest-
ments, you can save a ton of those two 
precious commodities down the line. 

BUY IT RIGHT 
The cheapest option is seldom the 

best, but sometimes we need to find a 
financial middle-ground. I’ll be identi-
fying what to avoid, the best compro-
mise, and the go-for-broke options. 

WATERERS 
Screw base and double-wall water 

dispensers are ubiquitous amongst 
backyard flocks, but they’re not a 
great way to water birds, nor a good 
investment. Plastic screw base waterers 
seldom last over a year and the same 
for steel double-wall dispensers. I had 
some long-lived metal dispensers back 
in the day, but they don’t make them 
like that anymore. 

These gravity trough waterers are 
time-intensive to manage, and the open 
design means you’re feeding your birds 
dirty water within the first five minutes 

of placing them down. Litter manage-
ment becomes a pain because they leak, 
spill and tip over. There’s no redeeming 
factor to these waterers for a production 
flock, and they don’t present a value. 

NIPPLE VALVES 
Water nipples are not new news. 

These gravity water valves dispense 
water to birds when they peck the valve, 
leaving the reservoir protected from 
contamination. The poultry industry has 
been using them for years, and thank-
fully they’re catching on in the back-
yard flock community. Commercial 
manufacturers suggest one valve per 10 
to 12 layer or meat-type chickens. 

NIPPLE BUCKETS 
If you haven’t seen a nipple valve 

bucket yet, a quick YouTube search will 
cure your curiosity. The DIY nipple 
bucket system is hands-down the best 
value to the poultry keeper up to 500 
birds. If you have over 500 birds, you’re 
barking up the wrong tree. The cost 
of these waterers is directly related to 
your decisions when building them. 
You can buy cheap buckets from home 
improvement stores, expensive food-

grade buckets, or get them free from 
your local deli. Don’t cheap out on the 
valves; buy the best you can find. The 
nipple bucket gives you the absolute 

These nipple buckets have served me 
well through the years. 
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best value, clean water, minimal dripping, and longevity. 
You’ll invest a little time building them, but you’ll make that 
up in reduced time managing them. 

CONDUIT SYSTEMS 
If I were to run a flock of 500 birds or more, I’d be using a 

commercial grade, low-pressure conduit nipple system. These 
systems are an investment but worth every penny for a seri-
ous flock. You need water service to the barn, and you need 
electricity to run the anti-roost shock wire; otherwise, you’ll 
have roosting birds flood your coop. An in-line dosing pump 
to chlorinate your water is also an essential maintenance con-
sideration on these systems. You can build your own or buy 
pre-built systems from places like FarmTek. 

FEEDERS 
The feeders at your local store are sub-par. Galvanized 

steel feeders won’t survive proper disinfection without 
rusting. Thin plastic feeders are bound to crack sooner than 
later. You won’t get the mileage you expected out of them in 
a production flock in either case. Speaking of wasted money, 
forget chick feeders. Just place a regular feeder on the ground 
and mound your litter up to the lip for day-olds. 

COMMERCIAL GRADE 
I have no relation to Kuhl Corp, and they’re not interested 

in marketing to the small producer, but I’m a fan of their 
products. Kuhl builds feeders out of thick, durable plastics 
meant to withstand harsh disinfectants and put up with the 
abuse of a commercial operation. They’re the last feeder 
you’ll ever need to buy. Additionally, they have built-in fea-
tures that stop your birds from tossing your expensive grain 
all over the ground, which alone should recoup your added 
expense of these feeders. 

I suggest these feeders to anyone with a coop that will 

fit them and flocks of any size. I recommend the 35-pound 
feeders unless you have free-ranging birds, then I’d point 
you to the 300-pound range feeders. You can buy direct from 
Kuhl or find their products on FarmTek.com and other online 
retailers. The upfront cash layout may be twice as much, but 
it's money well spent. 

NESTING BOXES 
Nesting boxes are required if you’re running a layer opera-

tion, but of all the places you might cheap out, this is the best 
place. Birds need a quiet, secluded, and preferably dark spot 
to safely lay eggs. How you achieve that doesn’t matter to 
them. You’ll need one nest hole per every six hens. 

DIY BOXES 
If you’re handy, a plywood nest box is a great idea. I 

suggest fine-finish plywood over coarse construction or 
chipboard to minimize cracks for poultry mites to hide in. 
Seal your surfaces with durable paint or a hard finish of your 
choice to block bugs and make them last. Give them a 12” 
cube to lay in, and be sure to add a lip to keep shavings in. 
Look at pictures of commercial nest boxes for design ideas. 
Also, I’ve seen creative people use five-gallon buckets and 
other containers to build nest boxes. If it saves a buck and the 
birds use them, I’m all in. 

STORE-BOUGHT BOXES 
Most feed stores sell nest boxes these days. For small 

flocks, I like the plastic single-box nests. I use them in my 
coop because they’re easy to mount. The plastic also makes 
them easy to clean and impervious to bugs. I don’t advise the 

This Leghorn is drinking from a conduit nipple system. They're 
worth the investment for big flocks. 

Hens are not all that picky about nesting boxes. 
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open-top wooden style; hens aren’t a 
fan of those. 

COMMERCIAL NESTS 
Steel commercial layer boxes are of 

great value to the serious egg flock. 
The standard design features flip-up 
roosts and removable nest bottoms, but 
you can find roll-out nests that roll the 
egg to the outside of the nest, so you 
don’t have to get pecked by defensive 
hens. You can find standard nests for 
sale in the used market; I buy mine on 
Craigslist. You’ll need to disinfect them 
and probably perform some repairs, but 
you might get them for cheap. Don’t be 
surprised if the nest bottoms are junk or 
missing; be prepared to buy new ones 
or fabricate them yourself. Avoid using 
wood for nest bottoms; they’ll rot the 
boxes out in a hurry. 

LIGHTING CONTROLS 
There is no excuse for not using 

light controls in your coop. Layers are 
sensitive to light duration, and if you 
forget to turn them on or off, you can 
cause serious problems. It’s okay to buy 
a cheap timer, but you need one! 

MECHANICAL TIMERS 
The standard wall plug timer is not 

the best choice for a chicken coop, but 
if you have one kicking around the 
house, it’ll do. If you’re buying a new 
one, spend a few extra bucks and buy 
an outdoor timer with a shielded con-
trol. These timers are sold for outdoor 
holiday lights, and I’ve seen them year-
round at home improvement stores, 
usually for $15 or less. I suggest only 
running LED bulbs on these. Never use 
these timers on a heat lamp, they’re not 
designed for a load like that, and you 
can burn your coop down. And don’t 
forget that you need to reset them after 
a power outage. 

COMMERCIAL TIMERS 
If you’re building a coop and want 

to invest in a quality timer, look at 
hard-wired units. You can buy wash-
down-grade enclosed timers, which are 

pricey, but a worthy investment. These 
can cost over $100, but it’s the last 
timer you’ll ever buy. 

SMART PLUGS 
If you have Wi-Fi reception in your 

barn, smart plugs are an option. Smart 
plugs are a great way to set a sched-
ule for your lights. They’re not super 
expensive; you can buy a four-pack for 
around $25 bucks, and most of them are 
app-agnostic, so you can use any app 
you want. If you’re going to control a 
250-watt heat lamp with one, you need 
a 15-amp rated plug or higher to avoid 
a fire hazard. Only plug one heat lamp 
in per each 15-amp smart plug. You can 
expect to spend about $25 on each 15-
amp smart plug. 

LIGHT FIXTURES 
For LED lightbulbs, any fixture will 

do. For your 250-watt heat lamps, you 
must use 250-watt rated sockets. These 
sockets are usually porcelain, and if 
you’re buying the clamp-style lights, 
they’re typically labeled as “brooder 
lamps.” Don’t put a 250-watt bulb in a 
fixture not meant to handle them; it’s 
the most common cause of barn fires. 

LAST WORDS 
There’s no good reason to skip out 

on nipple buckets; they present the best 
value, and yes, you can add a heater. 
I urge you to buy quality commer-
cial-grade 35-lb feeders because they 

do matter over the long term. Feel free 
to get creative with nest boxes. If you 
have more time than money, build your 
own or look for used ones in need of 
fixing. Don’t burn your coop down; use 
proper fixtures for heat bulbs. You need 
a timer for your lights, so grab a cheap 
outdoor one to avoid accidental changes 
or damage from the elements.   

Outdoor timers are cheap; get a nice one. 

At 12 years old, JEREMY CHARTIER 
became involved with his local 4-H group, 
later joined the local FFA chapter, and 
showed livestock until his college years. 
After graduating from the Ratcliffe Hicks 
School of Agriculture at UConn, he joined 
University of Maine’s Poultry Service 
Provider training program. Today Jeremy 
sells started pullets to local backyard 
farmers, is still involved with 4-H as a poultry 
showmanship judge, and writes about his 
passion for farming. 

If a hen could choose…

Free 
Color 

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

Brinsea the world leading incubator manufacturer has a full line 
of incubators, brooders, egg candlers, starter kits
and much more! All with 3 year warranty.  

Free Free 
Color Color 

CatalogCatalog Incubation Specialists

Hatching your own 
chicks is fun, easy and 

reliable with Brinsea
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BUILDING A DIY CHICKEN 
waterer with nipples is a quick 
and easy project for any skill 

level. Making your own waterer is 
cost-effective, will save you time down 
the road, and give your birds a clean 
reservoir of water throughout their day. 
The best part of this DIY project is: 
you can use your imagination and build 
something unique, but let's cover some 
basics first, and then I'll explain what 
I've done on my most recent build. 

FOOD-GRADE BUCKETS 
Not all buckets are created equal. 

Food-grade buckets are certified not 
to release toxins into their contents. 
The cheap buckets you buy at the local 

home improvement store are seldom 
food-safe. Food-grade buckets are 
typically made of thicker plastic and 
withstand freezing, which is of particu-
lar use to farmers using these in barns. 
They also don't release toxins when 
heated, like leaving them out in the sun. 

WHERE TO SOURCE BUCKETS 
Yes, you can go to your local big-

box store and buy a cheap bucket, 
and I’ve done that. You can also find 
second-hand food-grade buckets at 
restaurants and delis for cheap or free. 
I’ve also ordered quality buckets from 
online suppliers like Uline. However 
you source your pail, just understand 
that not all plastics are safe for holding 
water. 

THICKNESS 
Bucket manufacturers refer to their 

bucket’s wall thickness in “MIL.” For 
example, a 90 MIL bucket is what I’d 
consider a thick-walled bucket. For 
comparison, your average “Homer 
Bucket” from Home Depot is 70 MIL, 
which is sufficient but certainly thinner. 
The thicker the bucket wall, the better 
chance it has of surviving a freeze, and 
the less likely the bottoms are to buckle 
when you're adding chicken waterer 
nipples to them. 

LID TYPE 
You can find a few different lid 

types for five-gallon pails, and I’ve 
tried many. The spout style works well 
for a while but eventually breaks. The 

All the components you need for a freeze-proof nipple bucket waterer.  

BY JEREMY CHARTIER

Building  
a DIY  
Chicken 
Waterer

A quick and easy project 
for any skill level. In my latest bucket build, I opted to use a 

solid cover and make my own holes.  

sustainable coops and runs
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solid lids are promising but require modification; otherwise, 
they're inconvenient to remove every day. There are two-
piece screw lids called Gamma Lids which are handy for the 
right situation, but you can't easily use them when the bucket 
is hanging. 

FEET 
If you plan to set these DIY chicken waterers with nipples 

down on the ground to refill them, you’ll have to add some 
legs to them; otherwise, you'll be setting the bucket down on 
the valves. I found free scraps from a vinyl fence installer 
works excellent for adding feet to these buckets. I attached 
them using stainless steel self-tapping screws on a previous 
bucket build, but I'm sure the right glue or some tenacious 
double-stick tape would work better. 

VALVES 
There are two types of install methods for valves; push-in 

and threaded. Push-in nipples rely on a rubber grommet to 
mount and seal to the bucket. Threaded nipples thread into 
the hole you've made and rely on a gasket to create a seal. 
Both function well, but my preference for ease of installation 
is push-in, mostly because I’m afraid of stripping the plastic 
threads on the threaded type. 

VENTING 
Remember that as your birds drink from your nipple 

waterer, they will cause a vacuum to form in the bucket. 
Unless you've modified the lid and your modifications give 
you sufficient venting, you'll have to add it. My favorite place 
to add a vent hole is just under the first ridge near the top 
of the bucket, so it’s protected from the coop environment. 
You don’t need a huge hole to vent the container; a 3/32” hole 
should suffice. 

SIZING AND USE 
There are a few things you need to remember when using 

these types of waterers. These valves need to be suspended 
above the head of your chickens, just tall enough that they 

need to stretch up slightly to reach the valve stem with their 
beak. If you hang them too low, the birds will tap the valve 
from the side and drip water onto your bedding, making a 
mess. If you have a mixed-size flock, you may have to add 
another waterer and hang one to accommodate your taller 
birds and one for your shorter birds. Also, 10 to 12 chickens 
is the magic number for how many chickens per water nipple. 

FREEZE PROTECTION 
Many people over the years have told me that they’ve 

avoided making a DIY chicken waterer with nipples because 
they freeze. Any waterer will freeze, but contrary to popular 
belief, a nipple bucket can be heated. I picked up a 250-watt 
pail de-icer online for my most recent build, and it kept my 
water moving through the valves all winter long in New En-
gland. To keep the de-icer from moving in the bucket, I used 
a strip of double-sided tape to secure it to the bottom of the 
bucket. If you use a de-icer, be sure to remove it every season 
and clean the deposits off the heater element. Otherwise, 
you'll get hot spots that will kill your de-icer. 

MY LID 
My most recent chicken nipple waterer build was a bit of a 

rush job, but it came together nicely. I went with a solid top 
because I wanted to make my own holes. I made two holes 
with my hole saw. One hole was for the fill hole and one for 

These square plastic tubes are from plastic fencing, and let me set 
the can down on the ground. These are my preferred push-in style 
nipples installed in thick food-grade pails. This setup has worked 
well for years in my barn.

My latest nipple bucket in action.



64     SPECIAL ISSUE 2021  |  BACKYARD POULTRY

the de-icer cord. If you consider hole one as 12 o’clock, hole 
two was at the 9 o’clock position. I did this so that the cable 
would come out of the lid right where the bucket's handle 
was to zip-tie the cord to the handle. I also wanted the fill 
hole 90 degrees from the handles and as close to the edge for 
filling convenience. 

COVERING HOLES 
I didn't want to leave the holes wide open to contamination 

from the coop environment, so I had to cover them somehow. 
I found large rubber stoppers at my local hardware store, to 
which I added a small eye-bolt to tie a retention cord to. I 
needed a hole large enough to pass the plug for the electrical 
cord, so I found a plastic cap at the hardware store to cover 
the large hole I had to make. I drilled a hole the size of the 
cord in the center of the cap, then cut from the hole to the 
edge. This way, I could manipulate the cable into the cap. 

NIPPLE VALVES 
I usually buy push-in-type valves, but my preferred valves 

were on back-order, so I bought the threaded nipples my feed 
store had in stock. It was as easy as drilling the prescribed 
hole size and threading the valves into the holes. 

I modified a cap I found at the hardware store to act as a cord pass-
through for the de-icer.  

HINDSIGHT 
Every time I build a DIY chicken  

waterer with nipples, I seem to learn 
something. 

CHEAP PARTS
I’ve learned that cheap nipple 

valves are less than ideal. I wasn’t 
impressed with these valves from 
the start, and they seized up in the 
spring on me, which I’d never seen 
before, and caused my hens to stop 
laying. I have since replaced them 
with my preferred push-in style 
valve. 

CORRECT TOOLS
Using a wrench to screw valves 

into the bottom of a bucket isn’t fun. 
If I have to do that again, I’ll use a 
deep socket instead. I also ran into 
a random issue of needing a metric 
drill for the threaded valve holes. I 
only have imperial size bits and had 
to buy a lone drill bit to install them. 

LIVE AND LEARN
Lastly, I was in a hurry and used 

a thin-walled Home Depot bucket, 
and I didn’t like how the bottom 
of the bucket buckled when add-
ing the valves. I used thick-walled 
food-grade buckets last time I built 
waterers, and this didn’t happen. 
The system still worked just fine, but 
I’ll use thicker-walled buckets next 
time. 

sustainable coops and runs
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AN AUTOMATED CHICKEN COOP is well within 
our grasps today, thanks to the plethora of technolo-
gy and the wonderful world wide web. I’ve been on 

a quest to automate my chickens’ lives. As part of that quest, 
I've been looking at what the market has to offer for automat-
ed chicken coop doors, and there are quite a few! 

AUTOMATED CHICKEN COOP DOORS 
But why buy an automated chicken coop door? My family 

is a bunch of night shifters. We tend to wake up late, which 
leaves our birds cooped up for several hours of daylight. 
Especially in the winter, that can equate to a lot of missed 
freedom for the girls. 

TRANSPARENCY 
I reached out to several companies I believe to be leaders 

in the space, and some replied. These companies sent me 
samples at no charge, and the manufacturers did not compen-
sate me in any way. There was no offering or guarantee of a 
favorable review.  

The following is my personal opinion and findings. 

RUN-CHICKEN 

The first test subject was the T50 automated chicken coop 
door from Run-Chicken. Run-Chicken is based out of Slove-
nia but markets to the USA. Find them at run-chicken.com. 

OVERVIEW Two AA batteries power the T50. It features 
one multi-color LED indicator light and one lone momentary 
button. The door is driven with a gear that interfaces with 
the door directly. The gearing, battery, and electronics are all 
housed in the removable black box on the top of the frame. 

ASSEMBLY The T50 comes assembled, but you do need to 
remove the control box via four screws. Once the frame is 
installed on the coop, you power up the box and reattach it to 
the frame. 

INSTALLATION The installation of the T50 was very 
straightforward. Place the frame against the wall you’re in-
stalling it onto, and trace the inside of the frame. I drilled the 
corners of my tracing and cut the hole with a jigsaw. I then 
screwed the frame to the wall with the six included screws. 

OPERATION The T50 was the simplest of all the test sub-
jects. Out of the box, it’s programmed to open on sun-up and 
close on sun-down. If you wish to set it to a schedule instead, 
you can. Programming the unit is somewhat inconvenient 
since you push and hold the one button until it flashes, then 
again to confirm, at the actual time you want it to open or 
close. It’s somewhat rudimentary, but it’s effective. Other-

BY JEREMY CHARTIER

Automated 
Chicken Coop 
Doors

Giving your chickens and you 
freedom to roam.

The T50 installed on my test wall.  
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wise, it’s as simple as it gets, and you can manually 
trigger the door with a momentary press of the 
button to open or close at any time. 

MY OPINION My first look at the T50 was prom-
ising. It’s a cleanly designed unit with sturdy steel 
construction. The fit and finish are top-shelf, and 
the construction gives an appearance of security and 
promises longevity. I did notice that the door shuts 
with authority, and Run-Chicken warns about the 
potential danger. Please don’t stick your finger in 
it as I did; It is forceful. I don’t believe it’s forceful 
enough to squash a chicken, but it certainly won’t 
stop on accord of a bird in the door. On the flip 
side of that note, it also won’t be pushed open nor 
chewed through. 

The T50 embodies the KISS (Keep It Super Sim-
ple) principle. It has a rudimentary logic capacity, 
which is just enough to give you scheduling abilities. 
It's a great set-and-forget type of automated chicken 
coop door with strong security, and I'm quite fond of 
it. If you're looking for advanced control options and 
connectivity, however, this is not your jam. 

The T50 in the open position. 
. 

MY FAVORITE CHICKEN 

The second test subject was the Coop Defender by My 
Favorite Chicken. My Favorite Chicken (the company) hails 
from Texas. Find them at myfavoritechicken.com. 

OVERVIEW The Coop Defender is a winch-type opener 
that reels a string in or out to actuate the door. It holds four 
AA batteries, and you open the driver box with four plastic 
screws to load them. The box is well sealed and weath-
er-tight. Notably, it has a tension sensor inside. The door is 
nothing more than two aluminum tracks and an aluminum 
plate. Simple but effective. 

ASSEMBLY The Coop Defender drive unit comes pre- 
assembled, and it was simple to open with four plastic screws 
to add batteries. The battery tray is not anchored but fits  
nicely into a slot in the box. 

INSTALL The Coop Defender kit was a bit more fidgety to 
install. I used the same hole I made for the T50, but it would 
have been simple to trace the door plate and detract a small 
margin. The fidgeting began with the string. I had to ascertain 
if the mechanism was in the open or shut position, then tie 
the string to the door. I didn’t read the directions well. Had 
I done so, I would have known there was a way of adjusting 
the string length via the interface. Instead, I untied and retied The Coop Defender Gold kit. 

sustainable coops and runs
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my knot three times like the silly individual I am. After 
that, it was a simple matter of dangling the door from the 
string, lining it up with the hole in the wall, and attaching the 
drive unit to the wall with the included screws. That step is 
important since the hole the string comes out of is off-center 
in the driver box. I then screwed the tracks on either side of 
the door. I ran into a binding issue, having set the tracks too 
close to the door. To fix it, I had to fiddle with the tracks until 
the door ran true.

OPERATION The Coop Defender has a straightforward 
yet intuitive interface. A minute of poking at the buttons will 

show you most of the unit’s abilities without reading up on 
it. Its menu allows you to set the time, select modes, set daily 
open and shut times, and fine-tune the sensor value thresh-
olds (how much light it takes to trigger open or shut). It’s 
impressively comprehensive for its size. 

OPINION Honestly, I like the Coop Defender more than I 
thought I would. It lets you open and close with the sensor, 
timer, or mix the two, which I thought to be very clever. 
For example, I can set it to open with sunrise but close at 
10 pm regardless of when the sun falls. The winch cord 
seems robust, but time will tell of its weathering ability. The 
included door and track are simple and effective. I also like 
that the drive unit adapts its self to whatever size door you 
have. When tension is released by the door reaching its lower 
stop, it knows to stop winching out. The same design feature 
also stops the door from continuing to drop if a chicken is 
perched in the door, making it a built-in safety feature as 
well. 

I believe the Coop Defender is best for those who already  
have a guillotine door on their coop (up to two pounds) or 
someone looking for a custom door size. The Gold kit is best 
for coop-to-run openings that won't be exposed to predators 
because it's easy to slide the door open. My Favorite Chicken 
offers a self-locking door, which would be a requirement for 
my free-range coop. I didn't receive a sample of that door, 
but it looks robust enough to keep the trash pandas at bay 
from what I can surmise from their web page. 

The Coop Defender has a very intuitive menu. Don't mind the crinkle 
on the screen; that was the screen protector I didn't realize was 
there.  

COOP TENDER 

My third contender came from 
Pennsylvania, built by the Coop Tender 
team. Find them at cooptender.com. 

OVERVIEW The Coop Tender is a 
standout in the crowd for many reasons. 
Visually, it’s the robust, hefty wooden 
construction of the cabinet and door. 
Mechanically, it’s the impressive ma-
chine screw that actuates it; it’s a slow 
actuation but the most forceful of all 
our contestants. Operationally, it’s the 
web connectivity it offers. It really is a 
unique offering at a minimum. 

ASSEMBLY There was effectively 
no assembly required, except for two 
plugs. You don’t need to open the cab-
inet for anything, as far as I know. The 

unit I received was a 110-volt plug-in 
unit; however, you can add a backup 
battery and a solar panel for off-grid 
operation. 

Assembly was simple, but the setup, 
however, was a little trickier. I'm a 
relatively tech-savvy individual, but 
I myself nearly made a fatal (to the 
unit) error while setting it up. Read the 
instructions thoroughly, and note that 
the “order number” you need to register 
the device with is printed on the Wi-Fi 
manual, not your actual order number 
from your emailed receipt. The setup 
procedure is not insurmountable but 
certainly not self-explanatory by any 
means. 

INSTALL The install is a little more 
carpentry-centric on this unit. On any 
wall with sidings such as texture-111 or The Coop Tender stood out from the crowd.  
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plywood, it behooves you to place studs on either side of the 
cutout. I also found it necessary to add trim to hide my lack 
of carpentry skills when installing it. A plate across the entire 
door serves to hold it from falling in, and you can screw that 
to your coop. Long story short, cut the prescribed hole, frame 
it, slide the door in, and secure it. 

OPERATION The front of the unit has a 12-key number 
pad, four LED lights, and an LCD screen. I admittedly did 
not read up on the number pad; however, it's far from 

intuitive. Once I achieved Wi-Fi connectivity and success-
fully made my second account on the Coop Tender web 
interface (I botched the first), I found myself wandering the 
webpage. I accidentally found all the important bits when 
I spotted the faint gear icon to the far right of the status 
indicator. I was largely befuddled beforehand, but once I 
found that, I was golden. The web interface allows you to 
open, stop, or close on command. You can also set schedules 
as well as set temperature and light thresholds. With optional 
expansion units, you can also control lights, heating units, 
and more. 

OPINION The Coop Tender is truly an automated chicken 
coop door in the highest sense. One must appreciate the 
amount of ingenuity baked into this unit. The Coop Tender 
smacks of an electrical engineer that went wild on an IoT 
(internet of things) coop door using a mix of open-source 
hardware. The Coop Tender is more of a remote coop man-
agement system than a door with all its add-ons. 

This door requires Wi-Fi. If your coop is too far from 
your router, you lose some functionality, which may entirely 
defeat the purpose. I would suggest this door to someone like 
my friend Nick; he's a tinkerer and an IT guy by trade. The 
incredible things it can do would put him over the moon. My 
parents, however, would be utterly lost. 

The Wi-Fi unit has two more plugs for additional optional units.  

OMLET 

The Auto Door by Omlet was our fourth and final  
contestant. You can find Omlet on the other side of the pond; 
In the United Kingdom, or at omlet.us.  

OVERVIEW Omlet’s Auto Door is yet another beast unto 
itself. This refined, injection plastic-built automated chicken 
coop door features a gear-driven door and a control unit to 
keep everything working. The unit I received also included a 
coop light, and I noted a power jack for 12-volt input and a 
jack labeled “heater.” This leads me to believe that you could 
plug into 110-volt power with a converter or add a solar kit 
of some sort. The heater jack, I’m willing to believe, is for an 
Eglu coop of some design. 

ASSEMBLY The Omlet comes with a dauntingly large 
instruction manual; until you realize it contains multiple lan-
guages and an Ikea-like pictorial. You need to put a whopping 
four parts together; the gear, its holder, and the two rails to 
hold the door to the track. The four AA batteries go into the 
control unit, which is held together with four screws. Aside 
from that, it’s plug-and-play. 

INSTALL The installation was about as simple as the T50. 
Place the Auto Door on the surface you want to install it 

onto, then trace the door opening and the four bolt holes. Af-
ter some drilling and a jigsaw, your coop is ready to receive 
the door. I used the four long bolts with wing nuts and brace 
plates, all included in the "fixings" kit. The control unit has 
an angled bracket to be hung on, and the light screws onto 
your wall. 

The Auto Door. I clearly didn't pay much attention to routing wires, 
but I certainly would give more attention to detail on a permanent 
installation. 

sustainable coops and runs
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OPERATION The Auto Door’s interface was intuitive, 
much like the Coop Defender. I didn’t need the manual to set 
the door up or understand all its functions. You can set it up 
in manual mode; it will open and close when you push the 
button. You can set it up on Light sensor mode and adjust the 
sensitivity, and you can set it up on timer mode and set your 
schedule. You can also manually open or close under any 
mode, as well as lock the door or turn on the light. 

OPINION The Auto Door by Omlet was the most polished 
and comprehensive offering, but what makes it truly stand 
apart for me is the crash bar. This door has a crash bar sensor 
that stops the door from crushing a bird or errant finger. If 
an object impacts the bar while the door is closing, such as a 
roosting chicken, it will reverse the door then reattempt the 
closing. It will keep doing this until the obstruction decides 
to find a new perch. 

The Auto Door is a stand-alone unit that works with any 
coop, but it clearly exists in Omlet’s ecosystem of coops. 
The Auto Door can be ordered with fitment kits to add this to 
fenced runs or specific coops that Omlet sells. If you have an 
Eglu coop or a wire mesh run you want to add a door to, this 

door is your pick. My only qualm with the Auto Door is its 
plastic; it's not the most chew-resistant material.

The most intuitive interface, with the right features.  

THE BOTTOM LINE 
Each door I tested holds its own; they all have their merits 

and pitfalls, and it’s more a question of which you believe 
will work best for your scenario. 

I love the T50 for its “nifty” factor and simplicity. The 
Coop Defender is a top-notch product that fills a specific 

need and offers customizability that the others can’t.  
The Coop Tender is an IoT wonder sure to please the  
technologically inclined, and the Auto Door is a great  
all-around crowd-pleaser with mounting options for about 
any surface you can think of. 

Which door tickles your fancy?  
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BY CHRISTINE HEINRICHS

Six  
Sustainable 
Hens 

The American Poultry 
Association’s Standard 
of Perfection organizes 
breeds into six classes.

HENS OF EVERY CLASS IN 
the American Poultry Asso-
ciation’s (APA) Standard of 

Perfection have fed their keepers over 
the centuries. The American Poultry 
Association’s Standard of Perfection 
organizes breeds into six classes. Each 
breed has its special history. These six 
tell their own stories and continue serv-
ing today. American Plymouth Rocks, 
Asiatic Cochins, English Cornish, 
Mediterranean Leghorns, Continental 
Polish, and the Games, now in the All 
Other Breeds catch-all, are still leaders 
in small flocks, exhibition, and the 
hearts of all who keep them.  

PLYMOUTH ROCKS 
Plymouth Rocks were developed 

in Massachusetts after the Civil War 
and named for one of the state’s most 
famous landmarks.  

The 1912 edition of Harrison Weir’s 
Poultry Book invited H.P. Schwab, ex-
perienced breeder and secretary of the 
American Plymouth Rock Club, to re-
write its entire Plymouth Rock chapter. 
Weir, an Englishman, didn’t do justice 
to this popular American breed. “Their 
constitutional vigor appears to have 
no limit,” Schwab wrote. “They thrive 
anywhere and under all conditions.” 

H.P. Schwab cites the origin of 
Barred Rocks as a single-comb Domi-
nique male on a Black Cochin (at that 
time, the clean-legged Shanghae), with 
others later adding Minorca, White 
Cochin, Black Spanish, Gray Dorking, 
Buff Cochin, and others.  

D.A. Upham first showed Barred 
Rocks in Worcester, Massachusetts in 
1869. Upham was an influential breeder 
whose birds were used to develop 
several prominent strains that became 
important commercial birds. 

Plymouth Rocks are useful, active, 
dual-purpose birds that have attracted 
many followers over the years. Their 
eggs range from lightly tinted to dark 
brown. Frank Reese of Good Shepherd 
Poultry Ranch in Lindsborg, Kansas,  
considers it “the perfect bird for 
outdoor production,” along with New 
Hampshires. 

COCHINS 
Cochins now are big, round puffy 

chickens, masses of soft feathers cre-
ating a rounded silhouette. Their fluffy 
feathers make them look even larger 
than they are. Those soft feathers beg to 
be touched. Combined with their calm 
and friendly disposition, they make 
excellent backyard birds. The hens are 
often good broody hens and mothers.  

The first Cochin China chickens 
brought to England and America were 
tall, leggy birds.  

These stylish birds attracted many 
breeders, and Cochins were bred into 
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flocks of other breeds. Franklane Sewell, noted poultry ex-
pert and artist, wrote in 1912 that although style had influ-
enced development of birds with very short legs, the ideal is 
“one that will preserve all the vitality of the ancient Asiatic 
and prove, as they have with some fanciers who study their 
proper management, to be productive and profitable as well 
as exceedingly showy.”  

Cochins are a dual-purpose breed, big for meat and good 
egg layers. Mostly they are shown as exhibition birds. 

THE CORNISH 
The Cornish takes its name from Cornwall in England, the 

Cornish coast. Originally, they were Indian Games, descend-
ed from Asils and Malays brought to Falmouth and other 
Cornish ports from India, and the local English Games. The 
breed was recognized in England in 1886, and at least a trio 
was bought to the U.S. in1877. Here, they became known 
as Cornish, perhaps to avert the whiff of cockfighting that 
comes with the name Indian Game. The APA recognized 
them as Cornish in 1893. 

Legs planted wide apart, the Cornish is a bulldog among 
chickens, a roast chicken on legs. Their heads are strong, 
with a small pea comb and small wattles. They hold their 
short, hard feathers close, bringing out their vibrant colors 

and showing off their muscular physique.  
Keeping those short, burly chickens vigorous can be a 

challenge. They are inclined to gain weight — the meat 
producer’s goal, but not any healthier for chickens than for 
people. See them active on pasture, where they can eat plenty 
of grass to keep their legs and feet bright yellow. Their nat-
ural inclination to develop muscle can also put on fat, which 
interferes with fertility and egg production. A fat hen lays 
fewer eggs. Cornish need exercise as well as nutritious but 
not high-calorie food to stay at their best. 

LEGHORNS 
Leghorns, with their yellow skin and prolific white eggs, 

originated in Italy. They take their name from the English 
version of the central Italian port city from which they were 
shipped, Livorno. Back in the 19th century, Italian egg-layers 
were popular all over Europe, where they were called simply 
Italians. They were usually white, black, and brown.  

Leghorns were popular everywhere they came to roost, but 
breeders focused on different qualities. In American, the Leg-
horn became “America’s Business Hen” in the 1880s, setting 
it on the path to industrialization. Although Leghorns were 
respected egg layers when they arrived from Italy in the mid-
19th century, Edward Brown, editor of the Fanciers’ Gazette 
(England), says, “To America first belongs the credit of dis-
covering their value and developing their special qualities.”  

Today, Leghorns have the most efficient feed-to-egg con-
version ratio of all the Standard breeds. They produce more 
eggs in relation to the amount of feed they consume than any 
other breed. Standard quality Leghorns lay 225-250 eggs a 
year. Hens lay at that level for seven years.  

POLISH CHICKENS 
Polish chickens aren’t necessarily from Poland, although 

some of these popular chickens undoubtedly were raised 
there. Italian Aldrovandi called them Paduan in his classic 
work On Chickens, published in 1600, which could have  
referred to the city of Padua. The name may also have  
referred to that knob, as in polled cattle, which have no 
horns, so their heads are round. Or it could have come from 
the custom of pollarding trees, the poll being the round knob 
that grows after branches are pruned back. 

The crest is the distinguishing feature, sometimes called a 
top-knot or a top hat. It’s full and round. Polish may have no 
comb at all or only a small one covered by the crest feathers.  

Polish chickens have been popular through the centuries as 
good layers of white eggs. Four varieties were included in the 
first Standard in 1874, with four more following in 1883.  

Today, Polish chickens are raised in seven color varieties, 
bearded and non-bearded. A beard is the cluster of feathers 
on the throat, under the beak. Muffs are the feathers on the 
sides, joining the beard to cover the face from the eyes down 
to the throat.  



BACKYARDPOULTRY.IAMCOUNTRYSIDE.COM     73

TOTAL 
POULTRY 
CARE
   Clean and help the healing  
of wounds and pecking sores 

   Soothe skin irritations 

   Great for vent prolapse,  
frost bite, bumblefoot 

   Free of alcohol, steroids,  
and antibiotics 

   Will not sting or burn 

   Safe if ingested

Made in the USA  |  vetericyn.com

GAMES 
Games, both Old English and 

Modern, are the classic chickens of 
history. 

Old English Games are the chick-
ens of the English countryside as well 
as early America. They are the home-
stead fowl, good layers, and tasty 
meat birds who could find their own 
food and take care of themselves. 
Busy farms didn’t have time to pro-
tect the chickens that added so much 
to their farm economy: eggs and meat 
for the family, the surplus for sale. In 
America, Old English Games were 
the utility small farm chickens into 
the early 20th century. 

Old English Games are the chick-
ens of nursery rhymes and chicken 
decor. Their feathers glisten. Flow-
ing feathers of orange-red, green, 
and iridescent black that catches the 
sun, shimmering with flashes of red, 
purple, blue, and green, “as if the 
very color lived,” wrote editors Willis 
Grant Johnson and George Brown in 
their 1908 Poultry Book. 

Modern Games have been around 
since the 1800s, and eight color va-
rieties are included in the APA’s first 
Standard of Excellence in 1974. Only 
one more has been added since, in 
1981. So “modern” is relative to the 
ancient heritage of other game chick-
ens. Breeders who loved their games 
when they were fighting cocks turned 
their attention from the pit to the 
show ring. They bred Malays with 
Old English Games and refined the 
result to produce the Modern Game. 

Modern Games are different from 
all other chickens. They stand tall and 
graceful, whether large fowl, which 
weigh up to six pounds, or the tiny 
Bantams, at no more than 22 ounces. 
Their shape and the way they carry 
their body is called “station.”  

They are adequate layers, and some 
are good broody hens, but those who 
love them keep them for showing. 
They were developed to be admired. 
They are curious and friendly and 
make good pets.  

CHRISTINE HEINRICHS writes from her home on California’s Central Coast. She keeps a 
backyard flock of a dozen hens: eight large fowl of various breeds and four Bantams.  

Her book, How to Raise Chickens, was first published in 2007, just as the local food 
movement was starting to focus attention on the industrial food system. Backyard chickens 
became the mascot of local food. The third edition of How to Raise Chickens was published 
in January 2019. The Backyard Field Guide to Chickens was published in 2016. Look for 
them in Tractor Supply stores and online. 

She has a B.S. in journalism from the University of Oregon and belongs to several 
professional journalism and poultry organizations.
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BY ANN ACCETTA-SCOTT

Sustainable 
Meat  
Chicken  
Breeds 

Broiler breeds can 
provide exceptional  
meat for your family.

sustainable on the farm

SELECTING A MEAT CHICKEN 
breed will vary based on your 
needs. The Cornish Cross is most 

popular among broiler breeds due to 
the short time it takes to reach maturity. 
However, many other broiler breeds 
can provide exceptional meat for your 
family. 

RAISING CHICKENS FOR MEAT 
Raising your own meat allows you 

to be sustainable and consume a clean 
food source. It also gives you a greater 
appreciation for the food you put onto 
the table. However, raising chickens for 
meat takes work and knowing which 
breed is best for your property. Is the 

type of broiler you wish to raise import-
ant? It most definitely is. 

SELECT THE BEST MEAT 
CHICKEN BREED 

Make sure to do your research on 
raising, housing, and feeding broilers 
prior to incorporating them onto the 
property.  

WHITE OR DARK MEAT? 
The first thing to consider is the type 

of meat your family enjoys. Take for 
example, the Cornish Cross broiler. 
This breed is a large-breasted breed, 
containing quite a bit of white meat, 
which is enjoyed by many. However, 
other breeds produce darker meat such 
as the Delaware Broiler and Big Red 
Broiler. 

BUTCHERING AGE 
Consider how long a broiler bird 

takes to reach maturity. The Cornish 
Cross is the quickest meat chicken to 
reach maturity — at eight weeks of 
age — producing roughly five to seven 
pounds of meat depending on the sex 
of the bird. For the bird’s health it is 
best to butcher this breed between eight 
to nine weeks. The quick turnaround 
makes it worthwhile. 

Red broiler breeds are ready to be 
butchered between 12 to 14 weeks, 

A processed Freedom Ranger cockerel. 
Photo by Lacy Armentor. 

Murray’s Big Red Broiler.  
Photos by Jake Grzenda of White House on the Hill, 

provided courtesy of Murray McMurray Hatchery. 
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twice as long as the Cornish Cross. Unlike the Cornish Cross, 
red broiler breeds are a much heartier bird, maintaining good 
health past the prime butchering age. The Delaware broiler 
takes a bit longer to fill out, between 12 to 16 weeks. With 
this breed, the roosters mature quite quickly, yet the hens can 
take longer to reach a good butchering weight. 

PASTURE-RAISED 
Many individuals, myself included, raise our Cornish 

Cross separate from our poultry flock, opting to house and 
raise them on grass. The red broiler breeds also do great on 
pasture; however, in a pinch, they can be integrated with your 
flock. Red broiler breeds are known to be slightly feisty, so 
if you intend to integrate them with your flock watch them 
closely around feeding time. 

Unlike the two breeds mentioned, the Delaware broilers 
are an exception to the rule. This broiler breed takes on the 
personality traits of the Delaware heritage bird, gentle and 
loving, making them ideal for raising with your flock. In 
addition to their personality type, they also free-range and 
forage quite well. This breed does exceptionally well when 
integrated with your flock. In fact, you may forget they are 
considered to be one of the six meat chicken breeds available. 

A quick tip: For those who wish to raise these breeds with 
your existing flock, place leg bands on the bird to make iden-
tifying them easier. 

SUSTAINABLE 
For those who seek to raise meat chickens for sustainabili-

ty purposes, the broiler bird must: 

• Remain healthy past the advised butchering time. 

• Breed true, keeping the same traits as the parent flock 
 in appearance and size. 

Unfortunately, out of the six breeds mentioned here, there 
is only one breed which can achieve this: the Delaware broil-
er bird. This particular broiler will maintain the same traits as 
the parent flock regardless of how many years they are bred. 
These traits are essential for individuals like myself who seek 
a sustainable life. 

DELAWARE BROILER 
Delaware broilers have become a favorite on our home-

stead. Not only are they bred and raised for meat purposes, 
they are also good egg layers, laying four eggs per week. Due 
to the white feathers this bird plucks clean, leaving behind no 
undesirable dark pinfeathers. 

Though this bird has the longest grow-out than the other 
broiler breeds, the wait is worth it. When butchered, the 
rooster weighed in at roughly six and a half pounds, where 
pullets dressed out at roughly five pounds. On our home-
stead, the Delaware broilers free-range from day to night, 
consuming the same high-quality feed our chicken flock con-
sumes. These birds are an exclusive to McMurray Hatchery 
and a great addition to our property. 

BIG RED BROILER 
The Big Red Broiler is from McMurray Hatchery, an up-

dated version of the Red Ranger. This bird is great on pasture 
and an excellent forager, consuming a high protein feed 
each day. These broiler birds can be butchered as early as 12 
weeks with the roosters weighing in between five to seven 
pounds and the pullets at four to five pounds. 

These birds have a calmer disposition that other red broiler 
breeds. When allowed to become layers, the Big Red Broilers 
lay three to four eggs a week. Unfortunately, these breeds to 
not breed true and you could end up with offspring with an 
inconsistent weight pattern. 

Murray’s Big Red Broiler. Photos by Jake Grzenda of White House 
on the Hill, provided courtesy of Murray McMurray Hatchery. 

Delaware broiler.  
Photo by Ann Accetta-Scott.
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FREEDOM RANGERS 
Much like the Big Red Broilers, the Freedom Rangers 

grow at a moderate rate, reaching their peak weight between 
nine to 11 weeks, weighing roughly between five to six 
pounds. They are an active breed, do well on pasture and 
foraging, and will lay roughly two to three eggs a week. 
However, this breed has a tendency to be aggressive during 
feeding time. 

Based on experience, Freedom Rangers level out at 11 
weeks; any weight gained after 11 weeks consists of fat. 

RED RANGERS 
Red Rangers are much more robust than Freedom Rangers 

and a much larger meat bird. This bird is butchered at nine to 
10 weeks, with males weighing six to seven pounds, females 
five to six pounds. They forage well and do good on pasture; 
however, they are not good egg layers. 

RAINBOW RANGERS 
Rainbow Rangers are a dual-purpose bird, dubbed as both 

meat and egg layer. Unlike the breeds mentioned above there 
is no rhyme or reason as to what feather pattern you will re-
ceive. Since this breed can be butchered as early as 10 weeks 
they are classified as a broiler bird. However, they are the 
smallest of the broiler breeds providing an average of three to 
five pounds of meat.  

ANN ACCETTA-SCOTT homesteads on two acres in 
Washington State, raising poultry, goats, and rabbits. She is 
also the face behind the website A Farm Girl in the Making 
and author of The Farm Girl’s Guide to Preserving the 
Harvest.
afarmgirlinthemaking.com 

 @afarmgirlinthemaking 
 facebook.com/afarmgirlinthemaking
 youtube.com/afarmgirlinthemaking 

Freedom Ranger. Photo by Ann Accetta-Scott. Freedom Rangers. Photo by Ann Accetta-Scott. 

Rainbow Rangers. Photo courtesy of Meyer Hatchery. 
Meyerhatchery.com. 

Rainbow Rangers. Photo courtesy of Meyer Hatchery. 
Meyerhatchery.com. 
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BY PATRICE LEWIS
Chickens and Permaculture 

Chickens play a unique role in the exciting world of permaculture.

CHICKENS ARE ONE of the 
most versatile livestock for the 
small farmer, lending them-

selves to nearly any venture, from 
backyard to commercial. They also play 
a unique role in the exciting world of 
permaculture. 

For those unfamiliar with permacul-
ture, it’s a “whole systems” method 
of small-scale farming in which every 
component is interrelated and plays a 
part in the whole. Permanent plantings 
are encouraged for minimal main-
tenance, such as “food forests” with 
seven layers: High trees, smaller trees, 
shrubs, perennials, groundcover layers, 
root crops, and climbers. Food plants 
are planted in “zones” resembling 
concentric circles, with those requiring 
the highest maintenance closest to the 
house and lowest maintenance farther 
away. 

Permaculture also has a philosophical 
component, demonstrating the environ-
mental impact of everything and how 

interconnected everything is. The goal 
is to minimize the negative impact and 
return to a close-to-nature solution, but 
within the confines of a homestead — 
in other words, working with nature, 
not against it. Plants and animals are 
utilized for all their functions and 
abilities rather than treated as a single 
product system. 

Permaculture also gives resilience. 
Unlike monocultures, in a permacul-
ture scenario, if one component fails 
(let’s say a peach tree dies), the rest of 
the system is rarely affected. A diverse 
approach to gardening gives maximum 
resilience. Ideally, permaculture is a 
closed-loop system approximating what 
happens in nature. 

Chickens are the easiest livestock to 
incorporate into permaculture. Most 
people who have enough space to 
keep chickens usually have enough 
space to practice at least some form of 
permaculture (even in suburban yards). 
Chickens contribute to the system by 

their instinctive habit of scratching, 
which mixes leaf litter and helps break 
down organic waste while uncov-
ering pests for them to eat. In other 
words, this symbiotic relationship with 
chickens and permaculture harnesses 
the natural behavior of the birds. A key 
feature with chickens and permacul-
ture is decomposition, which feeds the 
soil and attracts biota (insects, worms, 
crickets, slugs, etc.), which the chickens 
eat. In turn, chickens speed the process 
of composing, which then attracts more 
biota. Their droppings also work to 
enrich the soil. 

Chickens can also clear overgrown 
land and prepare the soil for planting. 
As one permaculturalist put it, there’s 
no sense in having chickens if you don’t 
make them work for a living. Movable 
chicken tractors, runs, tubes, and tun-
nels can direct the birds to precisely the 
area you want them to work over. 

Never underestimate chickens as pest 
controllers. They’ll eat almost anything, 
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including random rodents. By allowing 
them access to fallen fruit in an orchard, 
they’ll break the life cycle of fruit flies 
by eating maggots on the fruit. They’ll 
eat snails and slugs. This kind of nat-
ural pest control is an integral part of 
permaculture. 

Chickens have even been used to 
contribute to aquaculture systems. For 
example, enterprising permacultural-
ists have built their chicken coops over 
a pond, so their droppings enrich the 
water with nitrogen, phosphorus, and 
potassium, which feeds phytoplankton 
and algae, which in turn feeds edible 
fish. 

For even more self-sufficiency, with 
enough chickens (and an easy way to 
gather their manure), methane gas is 
given off during the decomposition 
process, which can be used as a gas for 
cooking or even powering vehicles. 

In short, the sky’s the limit when 
it comes to working chickens into an 
integrated food production system. It’s 
a mutually beneficial relationship. 

There are several factors to keep in 
mind to maximize chickens in perma-
culture: 

• Make sure chickens have access 
to the proper habitats. Chickens don’t 
want lawns; they want leaf litter, mulch, 
compost, and forest floor — in short, 
anything they can scratch up. Serious 

permaculturalists 
will try to recreate 
the original jungle 
habitat of chicken 
ancestors — a food 
forest of mixed 
perennial edibles. 
(The ability to 
provide this kind 
of environment 
clearly differs be-
tween northern and 
southern climates.) 

• Bigger is not 
necessarily better. 
Unless you’re 
raising birds for 
commercial pro-
duction (eggs or 

meat), as few as two to six chickens can 
do wonders. 

• Working birds are happy birds. The 
more exercise they get — scratching, 
dust bathing, foraging — the healthier 
they are, both mentally and physically. 
Active birds are less likely to eat eggs, 
peck each other out of frustration or 
boredom, or go places they’re not sup-
posed to go. 

• The more foraged foods the chick-
ens can eat, the better. Not only will 
this reduce the amount of commercial 
feed they need, but they’re happier 
when they’re getting their own food. So 
let them do the work! 

If chickens and permaculture sound 
overwhelming, fear not. Even begin-
ning — or partial — permaculture 
systems benefit from avian input. 

 Experienced permaculturalists 
exclude chickens from areas where 
annual food plants are grown. Giving 
chickens free rein in a vegetable garden 
is not the solution, as anyone who 
has had their veggies scratched up or 
their blueberries decimated will attest. 
Netting vulnerable plants, or directing 
chickens via strategically placed fences 
(permanent or temporary), tunnels, or 
cages will prevent damage. Alternately, 
letting chickens free-range in a garden 
space for limited periods under close 
supervision (“Shoo! Out of the blue-

berries!”) may be an option, perhaps an 
hour before nightfall when their natural 
roosting instincts will return them to 
the coop before dark. Most permacul-
turalists restrict chickens to the peren-
nial food forests where their constant 
scratching benefits woody plants. It’s 
necessary to harness scratching to the 
garden's benefit, not a detriment. 

Mixed permaculture-type systems 
can also work. For example, one avid 
gardener excludes chickens from the 
productive garden spaces but dumps all 
farm debris (livestock manure, garden 
waste, kitchen scraps) onto a massive 
compost pile and encourages the birds 
to scratch it up. This keeps the birds 
happy and engaged while breaking 
down the organic material. The com-
post pile is flipped twice a summer to 
encourage decomposition, then applied 
to the garden beds in the fall to further 
break down over the winter. Essentially 
the compost pile is a soil manufacturing 
plant powered by both chickens and 
microorganisms. 

For best results in using chickens as 
part of a permaculture system, select 
hardy “working” breeds such as Buff 
Orpingtons, Wyandottes, Australorps, 
Rhode Island Reds, etc. These tradition-
al farm breeds may not be the best meat 
birds or the best egg layers, but they 
are good dual-purpose breeds that will 
thrive on their own efforts. For addi-
tional self-sufficiency, think in terms of 
what breeds will go broody and hatch 
their own chicks, then add a rooster or 
two to the mix. 

The bottom line with chickens and 
permaculture is to put the chickens to 
work, utilizing their natural and instinc-
tive behaviors to benefit the system. 
Then sit back and enjoy the fruits of 
their labors.  

PATRICE LEWIS is a wife, mother, 
homesteader, homeschooler, author, 
and speaker with almost 30 years of 
experience in preparedness. Her skills 
include animal husbandry, small-scale 
dairy production, food preservation, 
and financial sustainability. Follow 
her at patricelewis.com and rural-
revolution.com.
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BY CHRISTINE HEINRICHS

The Historical 
Impact of  
Standard 
Breeds 

Standard breeds carry their 
strength, hardiness, and beauty 
from the past into the future.

STANDARD BREEDS CARRY THEIR STRENGTH, 
hardiness, and beauty from the past into the future. 
The first breeds to be recognized back in the American 

Poultry Association’s first Standard in 1874 came through 
the devastation of the Civil War to provide food, income, and 
inspiration to a struggling nation. 

Chickens and other poultry, as “everyman’s livestock,” 
suffered and flourished alongside their 
human keepers. War took its toll, while 
wealth and status favored the signifi-
cance of breeds after conflict. 

AGE OF SCIENCE 
Science was advancing fast in all 

areas. Darwin’s On the Origin of  
Species was published in 1859, the most 
revolutionary book of the 19th century. 
Botany, zoology, geography, and other 
sciences became true scientific disciplines. Improvements in 
lenses and the advent of electricity to light specimens in the 
late 19th century advanced microscope technology to study 
microbes. 

The American Museum of Natural History opened in  
New York City in 1877, filled with exhibits illustrating  

Darwinism, scientific achievement, geographical discovery, 
and the natural sciences. 

The intellectual changes influenced agriculture. Breeders 
examined their programs in light of Darwin’s insights. The 
APA organized, one of many professional organizations to 
advance the interests and knowledge of their specialties. 

NEED FOR CONSERVATION 
Wildlife was taking a beating. Bison 

were nearly exterminated from the 
Great Plains. Birds were in the public 
eye, especially wild birds. Whole wild 
bird populations collapsed. Carolina 
parakeets were hunted to extinction, 
along with the passenger pigeon, the 
ivory-billed woodpecker, the great auk, 
and the Labrador duck.  

The frenzy for feathers and even 
whole birds was catapulting to catastrophe in women’s fash-
ions. Plume hunters in Florida took roseate spoonbills and 
great white herons, taking hundreds of thousands of birds of 
many species. 

Theodore Roosevelt, whose father was influential in found-
ing the Museum, became president after President McKinley 

Chickens and other 
poultry, as “everyman’s 
livestock,” suffered and 

flourished alongside 
their human keepers. 
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became the third president assassi-
nated in Roosevelt's lifetime (Lincoln 
and Garfield were the other two). A 
dedicated bird lover, he created the first 
National Bird Refuge by Executive 
Order in 1903 at Pelican Island. 

Domestic animals were included 
in the fervor. The humane movement 
gathered momentum, focusing public 
attention on the treatment of domestic 
animals as well as wildlife.  

CHICKENS AND HUMAN HISTORY 
Chickens have the advantage of being 

small and easy keepers. Arising in 
Southeast Asia thousands of years ago, 
they traveled with armies and explorers 
up to China, across India, and along 
the Silk Road to Greece and Rome. 
They became part of the livestock, the 
entertainment, the religion of every 
society that adopted them. Their bounty 
of eggs and meat, easy reproduction of 
the flock, became an important protein 
mainstay of the diet.  

During the 16th and 17th centuries 
of European naval exploration, a small 
flock could be kept on board ships to 
provide eggs and 
meat. As ships 
docked in exotic 
ports, new chick-
ens could be add-
ed. So different 
from the chickens 
at the home ports, 
those chickens 
became exciting 
and valuable cargo 
when the ships ar-
rived back home. 

All those 
chickens had to 
be strong, adapt-
able, domesticated, and productive. 
Their astonishing plumage made them 
eye-catching. Their rarity enhanced 
their value, not only in money but also 
as a cachet of prominent estate holders. 
The points of a cock’s comb are re-
flected in the points of a king’s crown. 
Chickens carry cultural importance. 
Chickens were prestige accessories. 

The 17th-century 
breeds, although no formal 
system was in place, were 
recognizably different. 
Generally, they fell into 
five categories: Game 
Cock, Top Knot, Italian 
Hen, Malay, and Bantam. 
The prosperous middle 
class of professionals kept 
them and showed them off. 
Breeding them selectively to keep their 
unusual traits strong became part of the 
fancy.  

Breeds emerged, breeding recogniz-
ably and reliably 
true. A Leghorn is 
a good egg layer 
but doesn’t brood 
her own eggs. 
Dorkings lay well, 
are meaty, and 
make good moth-
ers. The unique 
qualities have 
the advantage of 
identifying their 
owners. Game-
fowl today have 
a broad palette of 
colors and feather 

patterns, many recognized and many 
others kept only by their fanciers. 

As livestock, they were included 
in shows. By the middle of the 19th 
century, the first show exclusively for 
poultry was organized. The Boston 
Poultry Show in 1849 was a sensation.  
Breeds were well established by then. 
Plymouth Rocks, Yankee Games, Great 

Javas, and Pearl White Dorkings were 
on display. 

The Civil War tore the country apart 
in the 1860s. Chickens sometimes trav-
eled with the troops, and occasionally 
a rooster became a mascot. More com-
monly, invading soldiers slaughtered 
local flocks, leaving nothing behind to 
start the new flock. 

THE APA STANDARD 
The path to the future was clear, 

though. Poultry breeders continued to 
organize. Local clubs needed com-
mon standards to compare their birds. 
England had published its first standard 
in 1865. Those dedicated breeders 
published the first American Standard 
in 1867, expanded in 1871. By 1873, 
a group of poultry leaders formed the 
American Poultry Association and went 
public with a 102-page Standard that 
included 46 breeds in many varieties. 
The next year, the new edition had 79 
breeds. 

The early Standards had few illus-
trations. In 1905, illustrations became 
important to show what the word 
descriptions meant.  

Asian chickens had exerted influence 

TOP: This Buff Cochin portrait 
by A.O. Schilling is in the Watt 
Poultry Collection.  

BOTTOM: The Bearded Buff 
Laced Polish was added to the 
Standard in 1883, after the 
buff color became popular in 
the 19th century, in this 1928 
A.O. Schilling portrait. Watt 
Poultry Collection.

sustainable on the farm

Chickens had to be 
strong, adaptable, 
domesticated, and 
productive. Their 

astonishing plumage 
made them eye-

catching. Chickens were 
prestige accessories. 
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on American and British chicken breeds 
by then. The Langshans, Brahmas, and 
Cochin Chinas were a sensation when 
they came off the boats. Buff color 
became so popular that it was bred into 
nearly every breed. 

That first Standard had 11 classes, 
now reorganized into six. American, 
English, and Mediterranean classes still 
exist, but Hamburgs, Polish and French 
are now subsumed into the Continental 
class. The Miscellaneous class is now 
included in the All Other Standard 
Breed class, covering the Malays, 
Sumatras, and Cubalayas of the former 
Oriental class as well as both Modern 
and Old English Games, which former-
ly had their own class, Sultans, Frizzles, 
and others. 

BREEDS REFLECT AMERICA 
American breeds such as the Dom-

inique and the Barred Plymouth Rock 
took the lead in that first Standard. 
They remain the classic American birds, 
with their dappled feather patterns that 
are so adaptive in the sun and shade 

of the barnyard. Rocks have a single 
comb, Dominiques rose comb. The cov-
er beauty shot of the November 1911 
Poultry Item magazine shows a Plym-
outh Rock champion. The back cover 
advertisements play on that popularity. 
They remain popular brown egg layers, 
although Dominiques are now rare.  

Hamburgs, now seldom seen at 
shows, were so popular back then, they 
had their own class. L. Frank Baum, 
before he wrote The Wizard of Oz in 
1900, wrote The Book of Hamburgs. 
It was published in installments from 
July through November 1882 in Poultry 
World magazine, then as a book in 
1886. He also served on the new APA’s 
executive committee in 1880. PBS 
focused on him in an American Experi-
ence documentary, American Oz. 

The current Standard is the exhibi-
tion and small flock bible. Breeds wax 
and wane in popularity, but those that 
have stood the test of time continue to 
delight their keepers. The vitality they 
carry in their genes is a bridge to the 
future.  

Hermon, Maine 207.478.6426 
info@MaineOutdoorSolutions.com
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The cover beauty shot of the 
November 1911 Poultry Item 
magazine shows a Plymouth 
Rock champion. The back cover 
advertisements play on that popularity. 
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WITH A NEWFOUND enthu-
siasm for homesteading, local 
food, and backyard poultry, it 

seems like heritage breeds are always in 
the spotlight recently. Individual breed 
groups, supported by organizations 
like The Livestock Conservancy and 
the Rare Breeds Survival Trust, have 
brought attention to endangered breed 
livestock across the UK and the Amer-
icas.  

However, not all heritage breeds are 
endangered. Despite the prevalence of 
more modern, industrialized breeding 
methods, which have all but erased  
genetic diversity, some of the older 
breeds and species have adapted and  
still hang on. 

One of the more impressive examples 
of this is the Muscovy duck. Domes-
tic and wild, the Muscovy has thrived 
where other species have fallen to the 
wayside. They have been domesticated 
since the days of the Aztecs and show no 
signs of decline any time soon. In fact, 
they are doing so well in certain parts of 
the southern United States that they are 
considered a nuisance, and there is open 
season on them year-round.  

So why are Muscovy so prevalent 

while other species falter? Many factors 
play with this gigantic quacker that com-
bine to make the Muscovy an unusually 
hardy — and adaptable — species. 

The most immediate factor making 
the Muscovy such a powerhouse is 
its size and build. The Muscovy male 
weighs anywhere from 10-18 pounds. 
While the females are much smaller, 
traveling with such a huge compan-
ion means even their slight six-pound 
average is a less tempting target for 
predators. Not only is it hard to carry off 
one of these giants, but their powerful 
wings and wickedly clawed feet make 
for formidable weapons. And if all else 
fails? They will poop on you! 

Another physical feature setting the 
Muscovy apart is its voice. If it looks 
like a duck, swims like a duck, and 
quacks like a duck? Well, then it prob-
ably isn’t a Muscovy. Muscovies make 
a minimal sound. Females make a high-
pitched squeak if agitated, and the males 
make a hissing sound as if they had 
laryngitis. Both males and females com-
municate mainly with body language by 
raising the crest on their head if agitated 
or wagging their tail when pleased. This 
lack of chatter makes them popular with 

BY SHERRI TALBOT

Just Ducky 

The Sustainability of 
Domestic Muscovy Ducks

sustainable on the farm
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homeowners who don’t care for more 
vocal poultry, and their breathy voice 
means they will attract less attention 
from your neighbors and from the local 
wildlife.  

Domestic Muscovy are good fliers, 
though not as strong as their wild breth-
ren. While it can make them challeng-
ing to contain, it does give them options 
when threatened by predators. Mus-
covies prefer to roost in trees and build 
their nests in the trunks, giving them 
an advantage over ground-dwelling 
ducks. Their clawed feet and an extra 
toe on the backside of the foot mean the 
Muscovy is out of reach or sheltered 
from most predators at night. They will 
also sleep on open water — if available 
— which likewise allows them an easy 
escape from prowling carnivores.  

Survival isn’t just about escaping  
predators, though. Thriving also 
involves future generations, and the 

Muscovy is a champion brooder. So 
much so that breeders seeking egg lay-
ers overlook them. They lay fewer eggs 
than many duck-types because they’d 
much rather be making more Muscovy! 
Mothers will brood up to three or four 
times a year with a clutch of 15-20 eggs 
per clutch. Since domestic Muscovy 
can live up to 20 years in captivity, this 
means that — theoretically — a single 
female can hatch out over a thousand 
young in her lifetime.  

While Muscovy partnerships are not 
monogamous, the drake from an annual 
breeding season will frequently stick 
around to help protect the female and 
her nest. This means more support for 
the ducklings and it can improve their 
survival rate. In addition, females will 
sometimes co-brood, sheltering the 
young even further. 

Their adaptable dietary habits also 
allow for the Muscovy to feast wher-
ever it finds itself at home. Plant life 
of all sorts, especially aquatic plants, 
are demolished with gusto. They will 
keep the grass clipped short and the 
cattails cleaned out of your pond. Even 
low-hanging tree leaves are fair game. 
Be aware! Fenced gardens with an open 
top are no match for their powers of 
flight if other, easier vegetation isn’t 
available. 

Ducks are omnivores, however, and 
they are equally undiscerning when  
it comes to their protein sources. A 
Muscovy favorite is mosquito larva, so 

duck owners with a pond may appre-
ciate fewer bugs in the evenings. They 
will also eat slugs and snails, decreas-
ing the chance of meningeal worm lar-
vae spreading to other livestock. They 
have even been known to catch and eat 
mice, frogs, and fish. 

Being adaptable also helps Mus-
covies to expand their territory. Despite 
having initially evolved in warm 
climates, the Muscovy has thrived 
throughout most of the Americas. Small 
colonies have also been found in New 
Zealand, Australia, and Europe. They 
have been shown to thrive in tempera-
tures down to 10 degrees Fahrenheit 
and survive in temperatures even 
colder.  

A determined survivalist indeed. 
While their ability to fly and ten-

dency to wander might not be a good 
fit for a more suburban homesteader, 
Muscovies are an excellent choice for 
a beginning homesteader and have a lot 
to offer. 

Their abilities to forage, defend 
themselves, and reproduce with little 
outside assistance make them an easy 
addition to any backyard farm. Their 
production of eggs is enough to keep a 
family comfortable but not so prolific 
as to be overwhelming. And, of course, 
their broodiness suggests generations of 
cute, fluffy ducklings in years to come.  

There is a lot of drive toward en-
dangered breeds that need support for 
those looking for a heritage breed. But 
the Muscovy should not be ruled out 
simply because it has been so success-
ful. Instead, it should be celebrated for 
its determination to survive.  

SHERRI TALBOT is the co-owner 
and operator of Saffron and Honey 
Homestead in Windsor, Maine. She 
raises endangered, heritage breed 
livestock and hopes someday to make 
education and writing on conservation 
breeding her full-time job. 
Details can be found at 
SaffronandHoneyHomestead.com 
or on Facebook at facebook.com/
SaffronandHoneyHomestead
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BY SHERRI TALBOT

Waste Not 

Finding a new life for 
eggshells.

HOMESTEADING AND FARMING aren’t just 
about long hours, cute babies or coveralls, and 
straw hats. It’s also about learning to make do 

with the things other people would throw away — saving 
bits of wire fencing “just in case,” recycling scrap wood 
into the next project, and tossing the ends of vegetables 
into the compost or out to the chickens. 

One of these traditional homesteading tips involves 
eggshells. Most of us in the farming world just throw them 
back to the chickens to be recycled into calcium for the 
next round of eggs. There are many fancy steps one can 
take after cracking an egg. I’ve seen suggestions for wash-
ing the shells, baking them, grinding them into a powder 
so they don’t look like shells, and more. We crack them 
and throw them straight out the back door. The ducks prac-
tically have them cleaned up before they hit the ground.  

However, when you get several dozen eggs a day, you 
might find yourself using more eggs than normal. Even-
tually, even the birds seem to begin looking at them as 
if to say, “Shells? Again?” Other than the compost heap, 
though, what is one to do? Here are just a few ideas.

  
NUTRITION 

Chickens and ducks aren’t the only ones who can benefit 
from extra calcium. Powdered eggshells can do some good 
for any animal — whether sprinkled on your dog’s food  
or blended into your smoothie if your vet or doctor has  
suggested supplementing is in order. A word to the wise: 

sustainable on the farm

You can sprinkle  
crushed eggshells onto  
your garden and rake or 
till them into the soil. 
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while we choose to throw our shells to the chickens without 
washing, boiling, baking, etc., is probably best for other 
household critters — two-legged and four — if the eggs are 
cleaned first.  

In fact, if there are lots of shells, there is no need for you 
to choose between the smoothie and the dog! According to 
Healthline.com, “Half an eggshell may provide enough calci-
um to meet the daily requirements for adults, which is 1,000 
mg per day.” They further state that studies have suggested 
the calcium from an eggshell is more readily absorbable than 
most available supplements.  

FOR THE ARTISTIC
Are you getting enough calcium in 

your diet already? How about using 
eggshells as the medium for your artistic 
talents? Etsy, Pinterest, and other sites 
are full of people who have painted 
shells, and in some cases, even carved 
them. The results are stunning. Chicken 
and duck eggs make lovely decorations, 
while carved ostrich and emu eggs 
make nightlights, lampshades, and in 
one case, even the body of a beautiful 
jewelry box! 

Perhaps you are like me and lack the 
dexterity to paint on such a delicate canvas or the patience 
to blow out the eggs. Google “eggshell mosaics” and take 
a look at how many beautiful things have been made with 
broken eggshells. 

GARDENING
Many of our eggshells go into the compost pile and will 

become nutrients for our gardens eventually. The same might 
be said of those shells digested by our chickens. However, if 
you want a more immediate boost to your garden, you can 
sprinkle crushed eggshells onto your garden and rake or till 
them into the soil. Or, if you want to have a fun project with 

your kids, why not start seeds in the shells and sprout some 
seedlings? They can then be planted right into the ground 
when ready. We hear they are extra good for the tomatoes. 

You can also use shells as a deterrent for slugs and snails. 
Crush them into large pieces with jagged edges, and no 
soft, squishy bug will want your veggies enough to journey 
through that labyrinth. Rumor has it this also works for deer 
and even cats, but it seems like that just wasn’t a very deter-
mined cat. 

OTHER HOBBIES
Art and gardening aren’t your cups of tea? For all you 

hunters out there, it isn’t just domestic birds that love egg-
shells! Check the regulations in your 
state, but wild ducks and turkeys love 
your eggshells just as much as their 
domestic brethren, making it the perfect 
bait for hunting season.  

AVOID THOSE CHEMICALS 
Sink drains, narrow vases, those 

other annoying hard-to-reach spots: 
eggshells are the answer! Crush some 
up into rough chunks and add them to 
hot, soapy water. Let things soak for a 
bit and — if possible — give it a good 

shake! The hot water will soften up all the ick stuck to your 
dishes, and the eggshells will act like a scrubby sponge and 
slough it all away. No need to worry about the chemicals in 
store-bought cleaners or spend the money on them when you 
have the necessary ingredients right at home. 

The same is true, by the way, for stained tubs, showers, 
or dishes. A mix of baking soda, eggshells, and just enough 
warm water to make a paste will get the job done. In this 
case, make sure your shells are crushed fine — no cutting 
yourself on jagged edges! — and remove the membranes 
from the inside of the shells before making your cleaning 
goop.    

Did we miss your favorite use for eggshells? 
Before throwing away your shells, or other scraps around your homestead 
that may seem useless, take a look around. Ask other homesteaders if they 

can use them — or how they use them! Check your favorite homestead sites, 
magazines, and search engine for ideas. 

Share your ideas with us by emailing editor@backyardpoultrymag.com  
and use the subject line “Eggshells.”

Powdered eggshells 
can do some good for 

any animal.
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BY KENNY COOGAN

4 Tips for Composting 
Chicken Manure

sustainable on the farm

FOR THOSE OF YOU WITH 
vegetable and flower beds, or 
for those of you who just have 

lawns, I feel it is unnecessary, if not 
wasteful, to discard poultry manure 
every week and then also purchase 
fertilizer. As any poultry owner knows, 
in addition to companionship and fresh 
eggs, our birds produce manure. Ma-
nure can be one of the major benefits of 
keeping poultry, and utilizing it should 
be a priority. Everyone who has space 
for poultry in their backyard has a need 
for better soil. I have eight layers, and 
now with the aid of their manure, I en-
rich my flower and vegetable gardens to 
yield even more produce by composting 
chicken manure. 

BIOLOGY 101: Off of some chick-
en species’ intestines are two pouch-
like tubes called caeca (also spelled 

c-e-c-a). These take in manure for 
extra absorption of nutrients. When the 
manure is expelled from these pouches, 
the fecal is usually much larger, has 
a different coloring — usually more 
tan — and has a higher water content. 
Due to the diet and age of the bird, the 
fecal could be highly variable. Caeca 
droppings are usually released in the 
early morning. 

TIP 1: MANAGE THE SMELL 
A well-maintained coop, just like a 

well-maintained backyard compost bin, 
should have a neutral smell. Also like 
a compost bin when it comes to raising 
chickens, recycling, rain water har-
vesting and conserving resources, the 
more energy you put in the more assets 
you get out. Those of us lucky enough 
to raise backyard poultry are one step 

closer to living a sustainable life. 
In order to achieve a pleasant indis-

tinct smell in your poultry coop, you 
will have to manage your poultry poop. 
Putting a little effort into manure man-
agement will prevent your coop from 
being a smelly problem. It can quickly 
pile up in enclosures or coops, attract 
flies and produce excessive amounts of 
ammonia, which is not healthy for any 
organism’s respiratory system. It will 
also give your neighbors an unkind re-
minder that you keep poultry. If manure 
is not composted and left in piles, it can 
pollute the soil and water in the runoff. 

If you are going to use poultry ma-
nure to fertilize your garden, either: 1) 
Mix it with other things prior to laying 
it on the gardens; or 2) Do what is more 
common and compost it. 

TIP 2: BLEND THE MANURE 
Using waste collections to help fer-

tilize your garden can be very helpful, 
but it’s not as simple as just dumping 
the waste on your plants. Many of the 
new coop designs — especially those 
designed for urban areas — include a 
collection pan underneath the roosting 
area of the night house. One great thing 
about having a type of collection sys-
tem underneath the night house is that 
almost half of a bird’s manure is de-
posited at night or in the early morning 
before they are let out of the coop. 

That said, it can create a problem — 
the concentration of chemicals in the 
poultry manure is too high for garden-
ing. Do not directly apply this to your 
beds. Applying fresh manure to existing 
plants can result in ammonia burn and 
can be prevented by first composting 
chicken manure prior to its use. This 
will require blending the manure with a 
carbon source, such as chopped straw, 
leaves, newspaper or wood shavings, 
and allowing it to break down into more 
stable nitrogen fractions. 

Once the ammonia nitrogen has been 
consumed by microbes in the compost 
or volatilized, the compost will be 
much more stable and ready to apply. 

Manure can be one of the major benefits of keeping 
poultry, and utilizing it should be a priority. 
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TIP 3: BREED FOR YOUR GARDEN 
A vigorous garden is a result of 

well-maintained soil. Most of the time 
gardeners need to add supplements 
— soil amendments — to the existing 
landscape to get a properly balanced, 
thriving medium for our plants. 

By composting chicken manure, we 
are becoming one step closer to being 
sustainable and benefiting from the 
results. 

If you were curious to know which 
type of poultry has 
the richest or best 
manure, the an-
swer may surprise 
you. All poultry 
have simple stom-
achs (unlike sheep 
or cows) and 
due to this, their 
digestive systems 
have similar form 
and function. They 
will digest feed 
in the same way 
and will therefore 
defecate the same 
as well. A “richer” 
manure would in-
dicate an increase 
in pass-through 
nutrients that were 
not utilized by the 
birds for growth 
and reproduction. 
Those would be 
nutrients that were 
paid for but wast-
ed. This would be 
a bad thing! 

But do not 
fear, poultry manure is a great organic 
manure source and certainly higher 
than four-legged livestock manure in 
important elements such as nitrogen, 
phosphorus and potassium. 

When purchasing fertilizers in 
the store, the packaging will usually 
include three numbers indicating the 
percentages of nitrogen, phosphorous 
and potassium. The first number, nitro-
gen, is used by plants to grow green-

er, abundant leaves. Phosphorus, the 
second number, aids in fruit and root 
development. 

The last number, potassium, helps 
with flower color and size and the 
strength of the plants. 

On the industrial side, when poultry 
manure is mixed with shavings or litter, 
those numbers average 65-55-45 per 
ton. That’s 65 pounds of nitrogen per 
ton of material and so forth. Looking at 
percentages it is roughly 3-3-2. 

To compost in 
your backyard, the 
ideal composting 
conditions include 
25:1 carbon to 
nitrogen ratio; 40 
percent moisture; 
sufficient depth of 
material to help 
generate micro-
bial heat (140° 
to 160°F); and 
weekly turning of 
the material for 
aeration. 

TIP 4: FREE 
RANGERS 
CAN DO IT! 

For those of 
us who have 
truly free-range 
chickens or other 
poultry, do not 
worry. For birds 
that have access to 
our gardens, their 
daily droppings 
will still be adding 
organic matter 

to our beds over a period of time. The 
good news is that it is in small enough 
dosages not to burn the plants. 

You should pay attention, though, 
to where you step. There are patho-
gens present in fresh chicken manure. 
Fortunately, the pathogens die off as the 
manure dries, or is exposed to sunlight, 
oxygen, freezing temperatures or pH 
extremes. What’s left is black gold for 
our gardens.   

Carbon & Nitrogen 

Carbon (20-30 parts) 
• Brown, dry  materials 
• Bedding 
• Leaves 
• Newspaper 
• Sawdust 
• Shredded cardboard 
• Straw & spoiled hay 

Nitrogen (1 part) 
• Green, wet materials 
• Garden waste 
• Lawn clippings 
• Weeds 
• Poultry manure 
• Coffee grounds 
• Kitchen scraps 

What composting tips 
would you add to this 
list? 

Share your ideas  
with us by 
emailing editor@
backyardpoultrymag.
com and use the 
subject line “Chicken 
Manure.”

BONUS TIP: 
If your chicken coop 
has a collection pan 

and you want to use it 
to fertilize your garden, 

line the pan with 
newspaper, and cover it 
with a thick layer of hay 

or wood shavings.
By adding these  

carbon-heavy items, 
you will adjust the 
chemistry of your 

poultry litter to the 
appropriate levels. 
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HOW TO COMPOST 
CHICKEN MANURE 

Composting chicken manure allows you 
to use your flock’s waste in vegetable or 
flower beds, or to feed perennials like 
berry bushes and trees. But fresh manure 
is too “hot” to put directly onto a garden, 
unless it’s just a drop here and there from 
chickens enjoying the shade and fresh fo-
liage. This means it has so much nitrogen 
that it will burn the plants rather than 
nourish them. Also, chickens’ omnivo-
rous diet makes them more likely to carry 
microbes which can sicken humans. 

Hot-composting the manure allows the 
higher temperatures of beneficial thermo-
philic bacterial growth to kill off the dan-
gerous mesophilic (lower-temperature) 
bacteria such as E. coli and Salmonella.  
To hot-compost, combine one part chick-
en manure to 20 parts “browns” such as 
bedding, dry grass and leaves, or card-
board. Wet it down if you don’t expect 
rain in the next day or so. Insert a com-
post thermometer to ensure that the pile 
reaches the 130-150 degrees F necessary 
to kill bad bacteria. Since the beneficial 
bacteria need both moisture and oxygen 

to grow and do their work, turn the com-
post (mix it with a pitchfork) after it has 
maintained at least 130 degrees F for at 
least three days, then wet it down again. 
This allows more areas of the pile to use 
the oxygen and water they need. After at 
least three cycles of heating and turning, 
your compost is ready to rest. Move it to 
an area where it can sit for about 60 days 
before adding it to a vegetable garden, 
to reduce any chance that surviving bad 
bacteria can cling to your tomatoes. For 
crops eaten raw and unpeeled, and grown 
at ground level, such as strawberries or 
raw spinach, allow the composted ma-
nure to cure 90-120 days before adding to 
the garden, or wait and add it in the fall 
for a spring crop.  

Cold composting also mellows out the 
high nitrogen content and bad bacteria, 
but it takes much longer. One method 
of cold composting involves adding the 
manure to a garden bed in the fall, after a 
killing frost, so it can compost all winter 
and be ready for planting in the spring. Be 
aware that not all microbes may die over 

Correctly composting chicken manure  
avoids nitrogen damage to plants and bacterial 
contamination onto food crops.

the winter, so avoid cold composting for 
berries and raw greens. 

Cleaning out a chicken coop, then pil-
ing the manure and bedding off to the 
side for a few seasons, is another way 
to cold-compost. This is easier, as it 
doesn’t require turning every few days, 
but should be stirred once in a while so  
oxygen and water can help the microbes 
do their job. If composting this way, wait 
a full year before adding the compost to a 
vegetable garden. 

Other composting tips: 
• Never compost manure from the  
 three Ps: people, pigs, or pets. 

• Wear gloves and face protection when 
 turning compost. 

• If the compost pile starts to smell, 
 turn it more often. 

• Always wash produce before eating, 
 even if you waited that full 60 days  
 before applying the compost. 
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Backyard 
Be eeping 

How Long Will a 
Colony Survive 
Without a Queen? 
September 27, 2019 · Rusty Burlew · 
Ask The Expert 

Even without a queen, a honey bee 

can complete her normal adult 

lifespan of about four-to-six weeks. 

DIGITAL PLUS 
ALSO INCLUDES: 

   ANNUAL ANTHOLOGY (PRINT) 
LIFE IS BETTER WITH BEES 

TOTE & STICKER 
BEEKEEPING THROUGH 
THE SEASONS (PRINT) 
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LYN LISTER FROM BUCKINGHAMSHIRE,  
England, first started keeping chickens 35 years ago. 
She’d grown up with them, so when her husband 

Gerry suggested they start keeping hens, it was a no-brainer. 
Today the chickens help raise funds for Parkinson’s UK and 
the Rennie Grove Hospice, which provides care for people in 
their own homes. 

Lyn and Gerry keep Warrens, a gingery brown hybrid hen. 
“We’ve kept chickens for years and had Rhode Island Reds, 
Leghorns, and all sorts, at various times,” she says. “This 
time, it was all about the eggs, so we went for the best layers. 
They lay all through the winter and summer alike.” 

When I spoke to Lyn, the birds were in their enclosure due 
to bird flu restrictions, but they’re usually free-range and 
running about foraging in the garden. “They are looking a bit 
scruffy at the moment because they’re not running free,” she 
explains.  

“They go into the coop at night and are in the pen in the 
daytime, so they have a change of scenery, but it’s not the 
same as having free run of the end of the garden. They don’t 
seem as happy. I think they find being locked in quite stress-

ful, but it’s necessary to keep them away from wild birds 
while bird flu restrictions are in place.” 

Do they keep cockerels? “We had cockerels before but 
gave them away as we didn’t think it was fair on the neigh-
bors.” That hasn’t stopped their broody hens from raising 
young birds, though. “We had a duck that laid eggs. A fox 
took the adult, so we put her eggs under a broody hen. When 
they hatched, the mother hen was confused. She couldn’t 
understand why her babies wanted to go in the water.” 

Lyn’s grandparents kept chickens, and she was always very 
fond of them. “My grandad kept them when I was a child. 
I lived with my grandparents because my mum was in the 
hospital for six months. So, I’ve had chickens around me for 
most of my life. When my husband said he’d like some, 35 
years ago, we decided to get some. It was nice to have the 
fresh eggs, and it’s been nice to be able to supply eggs to the 
neighbors during lockdown.” 

A LIFE-CHANGING DIAGNOSIS 
Eleven years ago, Lyn was diagnosed with Parkinson’s 

disease, a nervous system disease that causes shakes, slow 

BY SUSIE KEARLEY

The Chickens That 
Help Raise Money  

for Charities

The chickens help raise funds for Parkinson’s  
UK and the Rennie Grove Hospice.

sustainable on the farm
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movement, and stiffness, leading to 
disability. 

“When I was diagnosed with Parkin-
son’s disease, I’d just had treatment for 
carpal tunnel syndrome,” Lyn explains. 
“A short while later, my hands started 
shaking, so I went back to the hospital, 
but they said it was nothing to do with 
the treatment they’d given me. They 
sent me to see a specialist, who said I 
had Parkinson’s disease. I was crying 
and distraught, but it’s been 11 years, 
and some people say they wouldn’t 
even know I’d gotten it, as it’s quite 
mild at the moment. I stay active, enjoy 
gardening, and walk the dogs, which all 
helps. 

“I wanted to do something about my 
Parkinson’s diagnosis, but I didn’t want 
to go to clubs and sit in a room with 
people who are worse than me. That’d 
make me more worried about the 
future. So, I decided to do something 
positive to help the research instead. 
I’m hoping they might find a way to 
prevent the disease, stop the deteriora-
tion, and ultimately, find a cure. So, I 
decided to raise money for Parkinson’s 
UK. My daughter-in-law, Emma, works 

as a Rennie Grove Nurse, so I decided 
to raise funds for the Rennie Grove 
Hospice too.” 

It's been about five years since Lyn 
started selling eggs and plants to raise 
money for the charities. “We used to 
sell duck eggs too, but when we went 
on holiday, it was too much to ask a 
neighbor to look after them because the 
ducks would give them the run around 
the garden. The chickens are easy — 
they’ll go inside on their own in the 
evening. But it didn’t seem fair to ask 
people to look after the uncooperative 
ducks while we were away too, so the 
ducks went to live with my daughter 
Kelly, on her smallholding in the Outer 
Hebrides.” 

In addition to selling eggs and plants, 
Gerry raises funds by playing the banjo 
in a bluegrass band called the Hemley 
Hillbillies. They even have a song about 
chickens, called Cluck Old Hen. Watch 
videos of the band on their Facebook 
page: www.facebook.com/hemleyhill-
billies 

People in the band grow plants to 
support the fundraising effort. One 
of their wives volunteers in a Ren-

nie Grove Charity Shop, so they’re 
very invested in the project. In total, 
Lyn, Gerry, and the band have raised 
£16,000 for the two charities, £4000 of 
which was raised last year due to the 
lockdown and all the plant nurseries 
being closed. Lyn and Gerry don't take 
anything from the proceeds for chicken 
feed, seed, plants, pots, or even band 
equipment or expenses, as that is their 
financial contribution to the charities. 

DEMAND FOR THE PLANTS 
CAN GET CONFUSING! 

“I take cuttings of anything,” says 
Lyn. “I divide the big plants, and I 
have two greenhouses, where I sow 
seeds and cultivate the plants. Last year 
I couldn’t keep up with the demand 
and got confused with all the orders. 
In summer, it’s bedding plants, seeds, 
tomatoes, runner beans. In the early 
spring, I sell hardy perennials, bulbs, 
and winter flowering plants. Everything 
is £1 unless marked. I love gardening.” 

Do the chickens enjoy some of the 
plants too? “No. The hens are fenced 
off, away from the plants. When we 
had one or two, they’d have the run of 
the whole garden, but with 10, they’d 
destroy the plants, so we keep them 
apart.” 

Lyn likes to be sustainable with her 
gardening. She reuses pots as planters 
and asks people to return egg boxes to 
be used again. 

“It all helps to reuse pots,” she says. 
“I use various yogurt pots and meat 
trays for my plants. I don't have to buy 
so many planters if I have more tubs 
and yogurt pots. Someone made some 
plant labels from cutting up milk bot-
tles, which was a great idea.”  

SUSIE KEARLEY is a freelance writer 
and journalist who lives in Great Britain 
along with two young guinea pigs 
and an aging husband! In Britain she 
has been published in Your Chickens, 
Cage & Aviary Birds, Small Furry Pets, 
and Kitchen Garden magazines.  
facebook.com/susie.kearley.writer 
twitter.com/susiekearley
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BY MATTHEW WOLPE & KEVIN MCELROY

Reinventing the Chicken Coop

Backyard chickens meet contem-
porary design! Here are 14 com-
plete building plans for chicken 
coops that range from the purely 
functional to the outrageously 
fabulous. Complete step-by-step 
building plans are accompanied 
by full-color photographs and 
detailed construction illustrations. 
192 pages. $19.95

Backyard Poultry Bookstore

BY DAVE HOLDERREAD

Storey’s Guide to Raising Ducks

Raise ducks successfully, this book 
covers everything from choosing the 
right breeds to breeding and rearing 
practices, feeding, housing, health 
care, butchering, and much more. 
This revised and updated second 
edition includes coverage of more 
breeds plus expanded information 
on facilities for ducklings, health and 
disease treatment, marketing, record 
keeping, color genetics, and rare 
breed conservation. 356 pages.
$19.95

Now $14.99 — Save 25%

Raise ducks successfully, this book 

SAVE
25%

BY CAROL EKARIUS

Storey’s Illustrated Guide 
to Poultry Breeds

This defi nitive guide includes a brief 
history of each breed, detailed 
descriptions of identifying charac-
teristics, and colorful photography 
of more than 128 birds that cele-
brate the birds’ quirky personalities 
and charming good looks. Includes: 
chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys, emus, 
guinea fowl, ostriches, partridges, 
peafowl, pheasants, quails, and 
swans. 277 pages.

$24.95
Now $18.71 — Save 25%

Storey’s Illustrated Guide 
SAVE
25%

BY GAIL DAMEROW

Storey’s Guide to 
Raising Chickens 4th Edition

Completely revised and rede-
signed, making Storey’s Guide to 
Raising Chickens full of more ac-
cessible and updated informative 
than ever. You’ll get the most up-
to-date details on shelter, food, 
health care, eggs, chicks, and 
meat, and recent research into 
chicken behavior and communi-

cation makes the sections on fl ock management truly au-
thoritative. 424 pages.  $24.95  Now $18.95

BY GAIL DAMEROW

Chicken Health Handbook

A must-have reference for the 
small fl ock owner. Gail Damerow, 
leading authority on all things 
chicken, provides a complete ref-
erence to answer the questions 
and resolve the problems of any 
chicken raiser from beginner to 
professional. This fully updated 
and expanded edition of a long-
time classic offers expert guid-
ance on nutrition, reproductive 

issues, and a full range of health problems. 487 pages.

SAVE
25%

$24.95
Now $18.75 — Save 25%

SAVE
25%

Sign up for our FREE newsletters to stay up-to-date on our new 
books and sales: iamcountryside.com/homesteading/newsletter

$19.95
Now $14.99 — Save 25%

BY GLENN DROWNS

Storey’s Guide to Raising Poultry

A diverse fl ock of poultry can pro-
vide free-range meat, a rainbow of 
eggs, and endless entertainment—
all delivered from the confi nes of 
your backyard or small farm. Glenn 
Drowns, an expert on rare breeds 
and varieties of turkeys, ducks, geese, 
chickens, and other birds, delivers ev-
erything you need to know to raise 
healthy, safe poultry. 454 pages.

Storey’s Guide to Raising Poultry
SAVE
25%

WANT BLUE EGGS?
PICK THESE

CHICKEN
BREEDS!

ARAUCANA CHICKEN

Araucanas were created from imports from South America to 
the United States in the 1930s, a cross between two Northern 
Chilean breeds, the Colloncas (a rumpless blue egg layer) and 
the Quetros (a chicken with tufts and a tail but not a blue egg 
layer). The first imports paved the way for breeding that led to 
two distinct breeds — the Araucana and the Ameraucana. In the 
Araucana, the gene for blue egg color is dominant.

AMERAUCANA CHICKEN

Ameraucanas were developed in the 1970s by breeders that 
liked the blue or tinted eggs of the Araucana but wanted closer 
head feathering and a plump, well-feathered body. Ameraucanas 
were admitted to the American Poultry Association’s Standard 
in 1984. Unlike the Araucana, Ameraucanas have a tail and they 
have muffs and beards, not tufts.

EASTER EGGER CHICKEN

Some hatcheries accurately call their stock by the Easter Egger 
name. Others, as indicated, call their stock Araucana, Amerau-
cana, or Americana. This hybrid bird lays blue, green, rose or 

even brown eggs. It’s impossible to know what color egg your 
Easter Egger will lay until it lays its first egg. Whatever color 
egg it lays first is the color it will continue to lay for a lifetime.

OLIVE EGGER CHICKEN

Olive Eggers are a hybrid chicken that can come from a variety 
of breeding combinations. Most hatcheries use Marans (dark 
brown egg layer), Ameraucanas, Welsummers (dark brown egg 
layer), and Cream Legbars in their pairings. Crossing a brown 
egg layer with a blue egg layer can result in an olive green egg. 
And depending on the depth of the brown egg layer used, the 
deeper the olive color.

Some can have crests, some can have feathered legs, some 
have pea combs, and others have single combs.

CREAM LEGBAR CHICKEN

Not recognized by the American Poultry Association, Cream 
Legbars were created by R.C. Punnet, a renowned geneticist, 
in the United Kingdom in the 1930s. Cream Legbars are an 
autosexing breed so males and females can be determined by 
color at hatch.

Why not step up the unique a notch and go beyond 
the standard brown and white eggs by adding blue egg 
layers to your flock? 

Here’s an interesting fact: all eggs start out white 
because they are formed of calcium carbonate. If you 
have a blue egg laying chicken, the blue pigment, oo-
cyanin, is added after the white shell is formed and it 
sinks through the entire shell. Brown eggs get their color 
from a pigment called protoporphyrin. 
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Drowns, an expert on rare breeds 
and varieties of turkeys, ducks, geese, 
chickens, and other birds, delivers ev-
erything you need to know to raise 
healthy, safe poultry. 454 pages.

Storey’s Guide to Raising Poultry
SAVE
25%
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$19.95
Now $14.99 — Save 25%

BY GAIL DAMEROW

Chicken Encyclopedia

New and indispensable for all chicken 
enthusiasts! Beginners and old pros alike 
will welcome Gail Damerow’s latest con-
tribution to the poultry world. Anything 
you want to know about chickens is ei-
ther included here or it’s probably not 
worth knowing. Not only a reference 
work, it’s interesting enough to read on 
its own, to get an education in chickenol-

ogy. Or enjoy fl ipping through it to pick up fascinating facts 
on every page. The full-color photos and illustrations are also 
superb, both educational and a pleasure to look at. 319 pages. 

Backyard Poultry Bookstore

BY DAVID TOHT

40 Projects for Your 
Backyard Homestead

40 Projects for Building Your 
Backyard Homestead provides 
details on how to build more than 
40 projects to enhance readers’ 
sustainable living. Even if you are 
only moderately handy, you’ll 
discover the tools and techniques 
for building your own feeders, 
fences, and structures. In the pro-
cess, you’ll save money and have 
the satisfaction of doing it your-
self. 255 pages. $16.95

BY GAIL DAMEROW

Hatching & Brooding 
Your Own Chicks

If you want to incubate, hatch, and 
brood chicks yourself, rather than buy-
ing them from a hatchery, this is the 
guide you need. Learn how to hatch 
healthy baby chickens, ducklings, gos-
lings, turkey poults, and guinea keets, 
addressing everything from selecting 
a breed and choosing the best incu-
bator to ensuring proper set-up and 
sanitary conditions, understanding 
embryo development, and feeding 

and caring for newborn chicks in a brooder. 240 pages.
$24.95

Now $16.25 — Save 35%

SAVE
35%

BY FRANK HYMAN

Hentopia

More eggs, less work! And more 
enjoyment for both the chickens 
and their keeper! Hyman's in-
novative building projects are 
designed to save time and mon-
ey while keeping chickens safe, 
healthy, clean, and well fed. 
Featuring easy-to-follow instruc-
tions and colorful photos, the 
21 projects for the chicken yard 
range from creative doorways, 

nest boxes, fencing, and roosts to a predator-proof pen, a 
"Chunnel" chicken run, and a sturdy but inexpensive coop 
made from wooden pallets. 208 pages. $24.95

� e Ultimate Guide to Preserving Vegetables

Angi Schneider guides you 
through the basics of each pres-
ervation method, then shares an 
A to Z guide to preserving com-
mon garden vegetables, from 
asparagus to zucchini and every-
thing in between. Each veggie’s 
chapter includes Angi’s growing 
tips, a reference chart, and at 
least one recipe for each pres-
ervation method starring that 
vegetable. Whether you want to 

become a more self-suffi cient household, reduce food waste 
for a greener planet, or make the most of the fresh produce 
you have on hand, see how easy and fun it is to fi ll your 
pantry with preserved foods your family will be excited to 
eat. 320 pages. $25.00

BY ANGI SCHNEIDER

SAVE
25%

Backyard Poultry Magazine 
Anthology For the Love of Poultry

If you missed the fi rst year of
Backyard Poultry here’s your sec-
ond chance. The complete collec-
tion of articles and photos from 
2006 is now a book! 307 pages 
featuring more than 30 writers. 
Enjoy reading as they share their 
knowledge, and be entertained. 
307 pages.

WOW — ONLY $3.99!

� e Ultimate Guide to Preserving Vegetables

NEW!

backyard poultry bookstore

BY CAITLYN KEEGAN

Country Life Coloring Book

The delightful rural images and 
timeless country sayings in the 
Country Life Coloring Book pro-
vide a distinctive take on the 
current coloring craze. These 45 
ready-to-color pages include 
a mixture of intricately hand-
lettered phrases and charming 
scenes of farm life and outdoor 
beauty — including chickens, 
honey bees on fl owers, and 
barns. 45 pages. $12.95

BY DON SCHRIDER

Storey’s Guide to Raising Turkeys

Not only are turkeys an excellent source 
of succulent meat, rich eggs, and nutri-
ent-dense manure, but they are curious, 
social, and friendly as well: a perfect 
and profi table choice for many farm-
ers. Don Schrider brings his hands-on 
experience to this one-stop reference 
for humanely raising healthy turkeys. 
Here is everything you need to know to 
raise turkeys successfully, from selecting 
the right breeds to housing, feeding, 

breeding, health care, marketing, and much more. This all-
new edition of the best-selling classic covers a wide range 
of breeds, humane raising practices, pastured feeding meth-
ods, organic certifi cation standards, and on-farm processing 
guidelines. 310 pages. $19.95

Visit:
shop.iamcountryside.com
for full table of contents 
of each issue.

Compact Farms
BY JOSH VOLK

Small is beautiful, and these 
15 real farm plans show that 
small-scale farmers can have 
big-time success. Compact 
Farms is an illustrated guide 
for anyone dreaming of start-
ing, expanding, or perfecting 
a profi table farming enter-
prise on fi ve acres or less. The 
farm plans explain how to 
harness an area's water sup-
ply, orientation, and geogra-

phy in order to maximize effi ciency and productivity while 
minimizing effort. 226 pages.

$19.95
Now $14.95 — Save 25%

SAVE
25%

2021 
Backyard 

Poultry
Back Issues

• Dec 2020/Jan 2021
• Feb/March 2021
• April/May 2021
• June/July 2021
• Aug/Sept 2021

      $5.99 each

100 Plants to Feed the Bees
BY THE XERCES SOCIETY

The international bee crisis is 
threatening our global food sup-
ply, but this user-friendly fi eld 
guide shows what you can do to 
help protect our pollinators. The 
Xerces Society for Invertebrate 
Conservation offers browsable 
profi les of 100 common fl owers, 
herbs, shrubs, and trees that at-
tract bees, butterfl ies, moths, and 
hummingbirds. 240 pages. $16.95

BY JAMES E. TEW

� e Beekeeper's Problem Solver

Beekeeping requires understanding, 
commitment, and attention to detail. 
Laying the groundwork for a success-
ful hive is essential, and demands a 
keen appreciation of critical areas 
like hive management, breed choice, 
and health requirements. Bees often 
disguise problems, though, making 
recognizing trouble in the crucial, ini-
tial stages that much more diffi cult. 
Whether you're a newcomer or an 
old hand, The Beekeeper's Problem 

Solver provides the information you need to nip problems in the 
bud, or avoid them in the fi rst place. 224 pages. $24.99

� e Beekeeper's Problem Solver
NEW!

Visit:
shop.iamcountryside.com
for full table of contents 
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50 DIY Projects for 
Keeping Chickens

Talking Chicken
BY KELLY KLOBER

Get ready to jump into the world 
of chickens, one DIY project at a 
time. Owning and raising chickens 
doesn’t have to be an expensive 
hobby. With imagination, simple 
tools, and salvaged or bargain 

materials, you can make everything your fl ock needs for 
their health and safety. 168 pages. $19.99

NEW!

Titles:

2.50

Send to: BYP Bookstore, P.O. Box 1690, Greeley, CO 80632
Call 970-392-4419 • iamcountryside.com/shop

If you prefer not to cut your magazine, or if you need more room, please write your order on another piece of paper.

Book(s) Total   $_____________

S&H $4   $_____________
(Call 970-392-4419 for priority & international rates)

Subtotal   $_____________

CO Residents Add
2.90% sales tax   $_____________

Total Enclosed  $_____________

Backyard Poultry Book Order Form

Phone: _________________________________________________ 

Credit Card # ____________________________________________

Exp.: ________________  CVV #: _____________

E-mail: _________________________________________________

Name: __________________________________________________

Address: ________________________________________________

City:______________________ State:_________ Zip:____________

Check Enclosed❍ ❍ Charge my credit card:

Books:
$
$
$
$
$
$
$

Want Free Shipping? Upgrade your subscription to ALL-ACCESS MEMBERSHIP and your books 
ship free in the U.S. every day. Visit backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com to learn about all the 

perks of membership or call 970-392-4419. It’s less than $1 more a month!

BY JANET GARMAN, TIMBER CREEK FARM

How to Raise 
Chickens for Meat

BY MICHELLE MARINE

If self-suffi ciency and raising your 
own food is important to you, this 
book will help you pull together a 
complete farm-to-table experience. 
Divided into four easy-to-navigate 
sections, How to Raise Chickens for 
Meat is packed with practical infor-
mation. 176 pages. $16.99

A resurgence of interest in heritage poultry breeds has invigorated poultry raising on family 
farms and backyards across the country. These are the birds that can and should be produc-
ing for today’s marketplace – for consumers that have come to value locally bred and grown, 
historically signifi cant agricultural food. This book, written by poultry expert Kelly Klober, offers 
valuable insight into rare, heritage and heirloom breed selection, chick raising, breeding and 
marketing so you can start your own fully sustainable heritage chicken fl ock and raise eggs 
or meat for your family or small farm business. 396 pages. $28.00

NEW!

backyard poultry bookstore
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Chicken Matching Game
Have fun solving this matching game! All the words are found in this issue of Backyard Poultry. 

Chickens and Sustainability Bingo
How sustainable is your flock? Mark off all boxes that apply.

Matching Game 
Answer Key

just for fun

Name: ___________________________________________ Date: ___________________

Sustainability Matching Game

1. What chicks and young chickens should never eat A. Delaware broiler

2. Fatty liver hemorrhagic syndrome occurs often in B. Plymouth Rocks

3. Something that can carry disease to your flock C. spring and summer

4. Good habits/rules that prevent disease transmission D. arnica

5. Encephalomalacia and polyneuritis E. laying feed

6. Prevents zoonotic disease transmission F. nutritional deficiencies

7. Homeopathy good for trauma and injuries G. superworms

8. Rule for using essential oils for chickens H. vector

9. Good protein source in organic feed I. biosecurity

10. Double the size of mealworms J. handwashing

11. Sustainable broiler that breeds true K. fishmeal

12. Developed in Massachusetts after the Civil War L. use much less

6/25/2021 Chickens and Sustainability Bingo - WordMint

https://wordmint.com/puzzles/3630600 1/1

Name: ___________________________________________ Date: ___________________

Chickens and Sustainability Bingo

organic non-gmo
feed

mother hen
raising chicks

chickens helping
to compost

time-saving coop
automation

sustainable meat
chickens

raising
mealworms

natural
treatment for

mites

safe use of
essential oils

raising chickens
for profit

DIY coop
elements

reusing eggshells
good diet avoids

disease

composting
chicken manure

biosecurity muscovy ducks
sustainable

heritage breeds
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NEW!

1. E
2. C
3. H
4. I
5. F
6. J
7. D 
8. L
9. K
10. G
11. A
12. B
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just for fun

Show us your art skills by coloring this bird.
Once you're done, snap a picture and send it to us via email at editor@backyardpoultrymag.com

or via snail mail at Backyard Poultry, Attn: Coloring Pages, P.O. Box 566, Medford, WI 54451.



(800) 720-1134
www.strombergschickens.com

CLICK OR CALL TO ORDER TODAY!CLICK OR CALL TO ORDER TODAY!

Gather
‘Round

Stromberg’s has everything you need for your 
backyard beauties. Feeders, waters, coops and 
runs - everything they need to thrive!

Brooder
Kits

Coops & 
Runs

Feeders &
Waterers

BackyardQuantitiesof ChicksAvailable

*Free shipping applies to most orders over $100 shipping to the lower 48 states. Photo courtesy of Gigi Copeland.




