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Introduction

When was the last time you tasted a really fresh egg? One with a high yolk that was a deep, dark yellow, bordering on pink, and a white that stayed together in a plump circle instead of running all over the frying pan? If your answer is, “I guess I never have,” you aren’t alone. When my wife, Louise, and I first made our move from city to country, I really believed that the lighter colored the yolk, the fresher the egg. It wasn’t until our first pullets began laying that I learned the facts, that the yolk color is dependent on the pigments in the feed.

You see, an egg is in many respects a living thing, even if it is not fertile — which is the case with store-bought eggs; a hen will lay her quota of infertile eggs without ever setting eyes on a rooster. And in the time most commercially produced eggs spend in storage or transit, they slowly lose water. You can tell a fresh egg from a stale one easily. Hard-boil it. If the dent in one end where the air pocket was is good-sized, your egg is stale.

We think there’s a big difference, too, between poultry raised commercially and raised at home. Here the difference isn’t the age of store birds, but the methods and feeds used to raise them.

Commercial eating birds live out their brief spans in totally artificial surroundings. The heat, light, and humidity are all manipulated to generate quick growth. Birds are packed into the broiler factories nearly feather-to-feather.

We believe the difference is quickly apparent, that there’s a better flavor and firmer texture to our home-grown chickens.

Nutritional Value and Economic Sense

Now, does it make nutritional and economic sense to raise your own birds for eggs and meat?

Yes, emphatically.

An egg contains everything that goes into a chick that will hatch, ready to walk, peep, feed itself, and do most every chicken thing but fly. It is protein in large part, all usable by the human body. Just a couple of eggs a day will provide an adult with one-quarter to a third of his daily protein needs, with relatively few calories accompanying them.

Cholesterol

Cholesterol is a fat-like substance manufactured by the body, and we can’t live without it. Thick deposits of it are found clogging the arteries of some people, so it has been implicated as a factor in arteriosclerosis. And it is found in eggs. This has led many doctors to advise their patients not to eat too many eggs.

The answer should be between you and your doctor. If you are 35 or more, you should have periodic blood tests anyway. If these show you are high in cholesterol, your physician may advise you to cut down on a lot of things, eggs included. Most people who eat normally and exercise regularly will have no problem and presumably can eat as many eggs as they want to. On the other hand, other physicians recommend that any adult should hold his egg consumption to three a week. Growing children use the cholesterol in body-building. Louise and I pretty much keep to the three-egg rule, but our two preschoolers gobble down at least one a day. You do as you and your doctor see fit.

There is probably less of a potential health problem from chicken than from any red meat. It is low in calories per unit of protein provided, particularly if you don’t eat the skin, and is lowest when broiled.

The fat content can be reduced if you prick the skin to let melted hard fat out while you fry or roast the bird. This puts you lower in calories and saturated type fats than well-marbled beef or any other red meat.

So far as economics go, both eggs and chickens rank high among the animal foods for feed-efficiency. It takes more than twenty pounds of protein to produce one pound of protein in a beef steer, but a chicken can do much better. The protein content of poultry is 25–30 percent. A four-pound live weight broiler will yield about one pound of protein. It takes about eight pounds of a 17 percent protein feed to produce it. That’s 1.36 pounds of protein.

It takes about four pounds of an 18 percent diet to produce a dozen large eggs. The eggs are about 13 percent protein, and the dozen consists of about 0.23 pounds of protein. Thus 0.72 pounds of food protein produces 0.23 pounds of egg protein.

Such efficiencies by the chicken in conversion of the protein feed, plus the relative efficiencies of modern poultry management, are why chicken is usually the best meat bargain in the store, and eggs are still cheap.

No home poultry operation can match a commercial factory in capital and labor efficiency and in cheap feed production. Most people, too, agree that a home operation will be a money-loser if it is based on buying all of the chicken feed, though it may be justified purely on grounds of improved quality and food safety. However, if you can produce as much as a quarter of the birds’ food needs yourself, you’ll probably break even, money-wise. The cooking and table scraps from an average household will provide this for a small laying flock, and from that point on, the more of your birds’ diet you raise yourself, the more cash you are ahead. I’ll go into the details of this later.

The Legalities

Before buying any birds or obtaining equipment, be sure you aren’t going to be breaking the law. In the old days, nearly every house, in town or country, had a flock of layers out back. But as America grew in population and became urbanized, housing density increased to the point where there were four or five homes where one stood earlier. Too many people too close for the normal smells, crowing, bugs and hen-clucking of a traditional poultry yard to be anything but a nuisance.

Towns grew into cities, expanding out to encompass nearby farms, and soon the farmer’s pig lot and barnyard became offensive to the surrounding townsmen. And into law came zoning ordinances, one of the first items in many places being prohibitions against keeping farm livestock within the town or city limits, poultry in particular being singled out as major malefactors.

So, check your municipality’s zoning ordinances.
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Housing and Furniture

The more space you can give your flock, both under cover and out in the open, the better. Nature takes care of any odor problem in a large run, and a deep layer of litter in the house, changed several times a year, does the same for the inside quarters.

Expensive

Problem is, unless you are a natural carpenter and have a barn full of old lumber you will pay many hundreds of dollars just buying the raw materials, to say nothing of labor costs. Though a well spread out arrangement is highly recommended for both health and attractiveness to the flock, you can make do with considerably less space if you must. At minimum you should provide two square feet of inside floor space and one square foot of above-ground roost per bird. (The roosts can be two or more feet above the floor and the area under them will count as floor space. Make the run as large as you can.)

We’ve kept as many as twenty-five birds happy with a little five-by-nine house partitioned off one end of the barn and a nine-by-twelve outside run — but not for long. Once they reached broiling weight, all but the half dozen best potential laying hens and a rooster or two went into the freezer. By that time they had figured out the facts of chicken life, and that small space produced more than love spats. It was all-out war as the young roosters battled over the hens, and the hens scrabbled around working up their pecking order.

This is more than a trite phrase, by the way. The birds do have a status system. No. 1 hen can peck everyone but never gets pecked, and so on down the line to the bottom one, which gets pecked by all, but can’t peck back.

Toss a strange hen into an established flock and she has to rough it for a bit, as the order must be redefined, with the newcomer usually ending up on the bottom.

One way for the space-short chicken fancier to keep birds is to use cages. Look for the addresses of game and pet bird by-mail sellers in the back of most gardening and outdoor sports magazines. Some of them sell cages and other equipment. Investigate, too, the commercial-type cages with roll-out floors. They are available from agricultural supply houses and feed stores. Many small flock owners use these quite successfully.

Make Your Own

Or you might make your own. Just be sure to provide a foot and one-half to two feet of headroom and two square feet as a minimum floor space per bird. You can build the floor of reinforced steel fence or hardware cloth with a half-inch mesh. Under the floor you’ll want a dropping board, perhaps covered with newspaper for an easy daily cleaning. Paper and droppings can go into a compost pile, layered with organic matter and soil. One chicken raiser I know has a yard-deep worm pit under his half-dozen birds to produce eggs and fishbait from the same operation.

The best place for a cage such as a four-hen design is a sunny back porch; the sun provides vitamin D to poultry as well as to you and me. Many folks will have to keep their birds inside, perhaps in the basement, in cold weather or full-time. If so, provide them with thirteen or fourteen hours of light, and use a standard incandescent bulb along with one of those “Gro-light” fluorescent bulbs sold for plants or to light aquariums. Also, the birds will need a vitamin supplement, which you can buy from a veterinarian or pet store. If you use much commercial feed, it will supply needed vitamins.

Remember, They Smell

Chickens anywhere smell, since their droppings contain high concentrations of ammonia. The birds, too, scratch continually, and preen and flap, providing a continual rain of powdery dust. In time your basement can become covered with the stuff. It’s caustic and smelly and makes me sneeze my head off. You can control the odor by putting an exhaust fan into a cellar window. To control dust, though, it is best to isolate the birds. Ideally, you can build them a closet big enough for the cage, dry feed and other chicken equipment, locating it where there is a window above and a cellar floor drain below. The fan goes into the window (put several holes in the door bottom for air to enter) and every week or so you can spray off the dust and run it down the drain. Lacking a drain, a weekly vacuuming is in order.

A step between cages and a home-built henhouse is to buy one of those metal lawn buildings, half a dozen to a dozen steel fence posts, and a roll of poultry netting six feet high. Before setting up the house (all I’ve seen come with excellent directions that must be followed to the letter), cut a foot square door out of the bottom of an end or back panel to lead out into the yard. Re-attach the cutout by drilling holes to bolt on a pair of hinges or make a sliding door. You’ll want to be able to keep birds in or out of the house, to catch them or when cleaning up.

In the South, and other climates where there is no shade during hot summer days, the birds will go inside to keep cool. If you can, locate the henhouse under a shady tree. And provide plenty of ventilation or the birds will roast. Install the screen window accessories most sellers offer in both peaks of both walls, or drill a lot of holes in each place, then rig up a screen insert for the house door.

In the North, you needn’t worry about protecting the birds from cold; we have winters that go down to minus 30°F, and the only ill effects are that egg production falls off and the tips of some roosters’ combs get frostbitten, blacken and slough off. In cold weather you should keep out drafts, though, so be sure the door closes tightly, bank earth or sod up around the house base to keep out the wind, and close the door to the yard on stormy days. To have best winter egg production, you should insulate. Glue Styrofoam insulation to walls and ceiling, and board it up along the bottom, so the birds can’t peck it off.

Outside Run

The outside run can be any size or shape that suits your fancy. Pound in your posts about five feet apart, and tighten the wire by pulling on the three or four reinforcing wires (they’re bigger than the mesh) woven into the mesh. Stretching the mesh itself will get the netting all out of whack. Be sure to leave at least a foot of netting at the bottom of the fence, and bury this a few inches deep, bending it out from the pen in an “L” shape. This will keep hen-hungry animals from burrowing into the pen. It is a good idea to lay a similar length of wire all around the henhouse, too — better still to dig out a trench, and pour a concrete base to anchor the house to — it will also keep out the critters. Instructions for pouring such a foundation or full floor, using needed anchor bolts, etc., come with most lawn buildings.

It is also a good idea to cover the run with netting. Chickens don’t fly very well, except for the bantams, but they can get to the top of a six-foot fence, and then out and away. Worse, wild birds often will come in to share the feed. All free-flying birds are a hazard from a disease standpoint. Pigeons especially carry avian cholera which can wipe out a chicken flock in a brief time The netting will keep them out.

[image: image]

If you lack space for a lawn building, why not block off a corner of the garage, or perhaps close up a section of the back porch? Chickens are not finicky.

If you want to build a real henhouse, you can find a plan for a 10-foot by 12-foot henhouse in Storey’s Guide to Raising Poultry by Leonard S. Mercia. The plan is suitable for a small flock and provides room for storage of feed and supplies. By the way, this excellent source book contains all the technical details you will ever need to know about chicken raising from the perspective of a professional poultryman. The book offers a great deal more than we can get into this bulletin.



Chicken Breeds

The breed you select will depend to some extent on the section of the country you live in. For a reason that is a mystery to me, people in most of the country prefer eggs with white shells, while we New Englanders know full well that the only egg worthy of the name comes in a brown shell. Of course there is not one whit of nutritional difference between the two, and chickens are categorized by far more important criteria than the color of their eggs.

In essence there are three major divisions.

First are the hybrids, developed over the years for maximum egg production. These are most commonly bred from the White Leghorn (pronounced “leegern”) breed — a small-bodied temperamental little bird, but a super egg producer. Fed a high protein ration for about six months, then switched to a lower protein, high calcium feed, these little egg machines will produce an egg every day or two for the next year and longer. Still, the commercial factories are lucky if they earn two or three dollars egg money over feed costs per hen — one reason that an egg producer has to have a huge operation to stay in business. The profit on a dozen eggs is computed in pennies — sometimes there is no profit or even a loss, but hopefully he can make five or ten cents per dozen eggs.

The laying breeds don’t have much flesh, and male birds (or cock-erels) are usually destroyed at hatching. Being hybrids, by and large, the breeding stocks are different for male and female parents, hybrid eggs don’t produce good birds, so the hybrid males are of little commercial value. Once their first full year of laying is over the females — pullets as youngsters, graduating to hen status when their first small pullet eggs become full-sized hen fruit — end up being eaten. Many of them are sent to places such as Camden, New Jersey, where they turn up in chicken and noodle soup and such canned goods.
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Meat-Only Breeds

If you want to raise birds for meat only, you can obtain special broiler crosses, the best known being the produce of a White Cornish male and a White Rock female. Properly called a Rock-Cornish cross hybrid or Rock-X Cornish, these fast-growing birds are stuffed with high-protein feed, slaughtered at about five weeks and sold as one-pound single-serving “Rock-Cornish Game Hens” in fancy restaurants. They’re also frozen, inside plastic bags and sold in supermarkets.

Few home-fed producers will be able to come up with a ration that can produce eating birds in that short a time; but they can plan on growing those or any other broiler cross to three-pound fryers in three or four months, and into four-plus pound roasters in another month or so. Fully mature at seven or eight pounds, these birds can replace a turkey on the small family’s Thanksgiving table.

Best for Small Flock

In my view, the best for the small family flock would be any of the multipurpose breeds, hybrid or standard. These are heavy-bodied, large breeds such as the Rhode Island or New Hampshire Reds, Barred or White Rocks and numerous hybrids such as the several kinds of sex-links. Here parents of different breeds and colorations are mated and the offspring come in sex-coordinated colors, males buff and females black, for example. All of these multipurpose breeds produce more eggs than the broiler crosses and more and better meat than the egg layers. However, they don’t match up to the special purpose breeds in either category.

We’ve tried both hybrid and pure-blood, brown-egg laying multipurpose breeds with varying degrees of luck. One white and black-faced hybrid served us well for breakfast eggs and the main course of Sunday dinner for several years. When we decided to try raising chicks from our own eggs we found out that hybrids came out all colors and were not worth much of anything.

Then we kept a series of pure bloods. Rhode Island Reds, with lovely mahogany-red plumage, did well, producing fertile, healthy eggs for a few years until inbreeding produced a club foot deformity in the chicks. Most recently we’ve run Barred Rocks, with a speckled black and white plumage, to good advantage. The next change will likely be back to a cross that we keep only for one season, then replace. Hatching chicks is fun, but time-consuming.

How to Start

Now, my advice to anyone who asks me is to buy day-old chicks — prices vary from breed to breed — from a reputable hatchery, brood them for a month under a warmth-producing infrared light bulb, and raise them in the henhouse from then on. You can also buy started pullets, about twenty weeks old. However, with the young hens you may be buying all the parasites and diseases the grower has on his farm. One new homesteader we know got a ready-to-lay flock, but before the first egg appeared, all their feathers fell out and they died. There are excellent growers who sell started pullets which will perform and live much better than those raised by the inexperienced grower with inadequate facilities who provides poor management.

My advice again — get young chicks, and not from a friendly neighbor or local farmer. Avoid potential problems and buy them from a hatchery that is U.S. and state-certified to have pullorum-typhoid-clean stock. This automatically avoids the worst poultry diseases.

Vaccination

You can buy chicks vaccinated against Marek’s disease, and the added cost seems worth it even for the small home flock. It is essential for the huge commercial flocks. Remember the giant California factory flock that came up with a new strain of Newcastle — a virulent respiratory disease which also effects nervous systems?

The federal government destroyed the entire flock of 3.5 million birds and paid the operators for them. A total of 13 million birds were eradicated at that time, after the disease came into the country from Mexico via fighting stock. Even the small flock growers were reimbursed for their birds.

However, with good chicks and a screen over the run to keep out wild birds and their diseases, we’ve never had any serious problems, and I doubt that you will either.

Chicks are available singly, but you will save more money the more chicks you order. For the even greater savings, go together with several neighbors and buy a lot of 50 or 100. Expect to pay more if you want all pullets in egg-laying breeds or all cockerels in meat producers.

Find the name of the nearest hatchery from your County Agent, the Extension Service, a local feed store or, if you are lucky, in the yellow pages. Several firms sell them by mail, and our first chicks were ordered from the Sears farm catalog. The shipping carton identified the hatchery, one of New England’s finest, and we’ve been dealing directly with them ever since. No reflection on Sears, though.

Fancy Breeds

If you wish, you can keep one of the fancy or exotic breeds that are mainly pets or show birds. The bantams come in all shapes and colors. Their eggs are small and are produced mainly as nature intended — in spring and through early summer.

The hens are good mothers, and the little “banty” roosters can get a lot of crowing out of their tiny bodies. They are excellent flyers, too, and will roost in the trees if you let them. The pure show birds — some with huge tails, one with a bare neck like a vulture — are worthless for meat and eggs, by and large, with one exception — the araucana.

This is a bird from Peru that is small in size, though the caponized males grow to a good rooster size. Their plumage is a reddish gold with black and speckled trim. The eggs come in a variety of pastel colors — in our experience mainly an olive drab.

While it is commonly thought that araucana eggs contain less cholesterol than others, research at Iowa, Kansas and the University of California found that the cholesterol level is about the same as normal eggs to 2–6 percent higher.

Chances are that any fancy breed will have to be shipped from distant, by-mail sellers. Bantam chicks can’t stand more than a few hours without a hen or brooder (while regular birds can go as much as seventy-two hours), so they should be brooded within a day of hatching.

Mail service being what it is, you should plan to have the chicks sent air freight. This means you’ll have to be waiting at the nearest airport that has a commercial flight facility, when the chicks arrive — something of a nuisance for most folks, but necessary.

The best time to order chicks is for early spring, March through June, delivery. A month of brooding, perhaps another month or two with a light bulb to take any chill off the henhouse, and the birds will be able to cope with any weather conditions. They’ll begin producing eggs in late summer when your garden residues are available for feed, and will keep you in eggs for the next twelve months at a minimum.
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Day old chicks in brooder



Brooding and Early Care

Before the chicks arrive, be sure you have all needed equipment ready. For feed, I recommend buying a 100-pound bag of medicated chick starter. This starter contains everything the young birds need to live on, plus a medication against the most serious disease of young chickens, an infection of the gut called coccidiosis. Since the little birds eat very little, a 100-pound bag will last a long time if you keep it free of varmints and in a cool, dry place to avoid mold. (Get a steel trash can with a tight lid to store it safe from mice or rats.) We’ve had one bag last through four batches of chicks.

You can house small lots of birds in a big cardboard box, make miniature feeders and waterers and keep them warm with a 100-watt light bulb around which you fashion a foot-wide cone of aluminum foil. We kept our first chicks in the kitchen in just such an arrangement (and I bet you will, too) until we noticed the dust that even tiny chicks kick up was beginning to settle on everything within range.

The hatchery normally will send the birds by mail. You will receive a note telling when they are to arrive, and the post office will telephone you when they come. Be sure the box, feed, and water are heated up to about 100°F before you bring the chicks home. A fever thermometer placed under the light will help you find the right height for the lamp. If you purchase a commercial brooder such as we use, with a foot-wide bell-shaped infrared lamp holder with a ceramic socket, the directions will tell you how far to have the bulb base from the floor.

Once the chicks are in, they will quickly tell you how well you are regulating their heat. If they cluster together just under the bulb, it’s too cold; if they run to the corners of the box, it’s too hot. Ideal is to have them scratching and running all over the box, but napping and feather-ruffling, stretching and such leisure time activities just under the rim of the reflector.

At the end of the first full week, raise the bulb the six or so inches needed to reduce temperature at floor level by five degrees, and do the same for the next three weeks. At the end of a month or up to six weeks in very cold weather, they will be fully fledged, and will be safe from normal spring chill.

If you’ve used a small carton as a nursery for the first few days, you’ll find it is quickly outgrown. We now have a stout wooden box, four feet long, two feet wide and eighteen inches high, with a top of dog-, rat-, and other varmit-proof poultry netting that fits securely over it, especially at the ends. By four to six weeks, the little birds can jump and even flap up a foot or more and are understandably curious about what is happening in the world outside. A lose chick is surprisingly quick and can hide in the most unexpected places. Often your dog or cat will find a chick before you do. Cats will ignore tiny chicks and grown birds, but will chase one- to two-month-old birds out of an instinct that must place the youngsters right in the cat food range.



Henhouse Furniture

Once the chicks are fully feathered — in six weeks to two months — you can put them in the henhouse. First I like to cover the house floor with several inches of leaves. Shavings are also good, being dry, absorbent, and clean. So are pine needles, and other free organic material. The small birds will scrabble around in the covering for a while, and in time the covering will pack down, making a good base for the more permanent litter. The run outside will be sod until the birds get large enough to pick it clean. Then, any time the soil appears muddy, or there is a trace of odor, on goes a six-inch layer of leaves. With a small flock, this treatment is needed on our place only during spring thaw and rains, and the November pre-snow precipitation.
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A common roost with perches designed to collect droppings beneath it for several months

The furniture itself consists of roosts plus feed, water, and supplement containers. Roosts are recommended for laying flocks, not for meat birds. The roosts should be rough boards an inch or two in width, placed about a foot apart. Have at least six inches of roost space for each bird if yours are small, eight inches to a foot for the larger breeds.

The brooder-sized food and water dispensers will serve for a time, but soon you will want to obtain larger scale equipment. Any feed store or the mail order houses referred to earlier sell a wide range of devices. We prefer the domed-type waterer for winter; it can be placed on a heater and the water won’t freeze. A five-gallon waterer will keep twenty-five birds happy. Water should be changed daily. The waterer and the heater stand should be placed on a box so the water trough itself is just at the bird’s jaw level. That way the birds will kick the least amount of litter into the water.



Feeders

A 30-pound capacity hanging dry feeder will serve for commercial ration or your own home-ground dry feed. For wet table scraps, the type with a pair of chicken head-sized holes running its length is best. Easier to clean, it also prevents the birds from scattering the feed into the litter. And for such home-provided foods as protein-rich meat scraps, I collect those mesh onion bags. They used to be made of string, but now are usually of plastic. A bag filled with meat and fat is suspended by a wire in the middle of the outside run. The birds peck the food out from between the small mesh without getting enough at any one peck that will get lost in the litter. Such meat and fat will decay, smell, and attract all manner of vermin. Of course, any fly eggs that hatch end up as chicken food, but it’s best to avoid the problem altogether. It’s also best to feed no more than the birds can clean up in one day. We freeze meat scraps, suet, and the like in fist-sized lumps and feed one every couple of days. The onion bags get pretty well pecked apart in time, and greasy to boot, so are discarded after serving well in this recycled capacity.

Summer Feeding

For summer feeding, we find that feed and water containers that can be pen-mounted (on the mesh of the run) are easiest to service. Filling is done from outside the pen, and the only time you need enter the henhouse is to gather eggs. We, and most everyone else we’ve talked with, agree that the so-called dark nest works best. This is nothing but a box about eighteen inches wide, a yard long, a foot high in the front, and with a hinged roof sloping sharply up and back so the hens won’t roost and deposit droppings on it. A perch in front and a hen-sized opening in the middle of the front panel complete this nest. Put it on two-foot legs so the hens can scratch under it, keep it filled with clean straw or wood shavings and the hens will enter happily — one to four at a time — lay and leave, and all you have to do is lift the box roof every morning and evening and gather the eggs.

If you like, you can keep the hens at maximum production all winter by installing a 60-watt light bulb in the house and, either manually or with a timer, be sure they have a full fourteen hours of light each day. A small electric heater in the northern states, to keep nighttime temperatures above freezing, will help too, as the hens will be able to put their energy into egg production rather than keeping warm.

Be sure the birds have fresh, clean water available at all times. Just a few hours without a drink, particularly in warm weather, can knock egg production off by 30 to 50 percent.
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Producing Your Own Feed

As stated above, you are better off providing young chicks with a finely ground, medicated commercial feed for their first two months of life. You surely can toss in grass clippings, pieces of lettuce, perhaps finely chopped left-over eggs and shells. It’s a good idea to give them a small bowl of rough sand at about two months. They will ingest it, store it in their crops, and begin to prepare for an adult ration.

As you know, “scarce as hen’s teeth” is another old bromide with a foundation in barnyard truth. Chickens “chew” with a collection of rocks they store in the gizzard. This organ is not used with finely ground chick starter or the mash fed to commercial birds. Your home flock will need it, though, so keep a pen-located feeder full of rough sand or very small gravel, or with bought grit of a size appropriate to the birds’ ages.

You’ll also want to supply adequate calcium to the growing birds to strengthen their own bones and for egg shells — although this can be overdone, with too much calcium damaging the birds’ kidneys. We routinely crush egg shells and include them with the table scrap feeding. After a meal of steamed clams, I crush the shells in an old gunny sack. (Soft-shelled clam shells crush under the foot, hard shells need a trip through the garden shredder-grinder.) You may want to purchase ground oyster shell, a fine source of soluble calcium that spends some weeks “chewing” in the bird’s gizzard, doing double duty. It is very inexpensive.

This is a crucial period for the birds, and some family flock owners prefer to purchase a commercial diet for the birds, not trusting their knowledge of the nutrition needs of the birds at this time.

For the first month or so, each chick will consume only about two pounds of starter mash. After the fourth week, you should switch to a grow mash. There are several formulas, different for broilers and for layers. This should be finely ground, and kept before the birds for another full month. Supplement it with as much home-provided feed as the birds will clean up in a quarter-hour or so, one to three times a day. Feeding after each of your own meals is fine. Chop it all fine, never feed potato peelings unless you cook them first, and it is a good idea to get into the habit of putting trimmings and leavings of all fruit, onions, leeks, garlic, or chives on the compost pile. They won’t bother the chicks, but can taint the flavor of the eggs when they start coming along.

After the eighth week, switch to pelletized commercial feed. Notice how the birds eat. They pick out bites with a sideways twist of the head. Much finely ground feed is wasted this way, particularly since at six weeks to two months, you have begun building up a permanent litter in the henhouse. Wasted feed will be scratched in quickly. For litter, add coarse sawdust, wood shavings, ground corncobs, cotton or tobacco waste, chopped cornstalks, wood chips from the road crew — just about anything that will hold together for a reasonable time and that the birds can scratch around in. Build it up to perhaps a twelve-inch depth. Droppings and spilled feed will be worked under in the birds’ continual scratching, and the sub-surface composting action of the waste will generate heat by the time fall rolls around. With just a few birds this litter can be semi-permanent. You’ll have to replace the west spots, under roosts in particular, and once or twice each a year you should rake aside the loose top material and dig out the ammonia-charged hard-packed base layer.

Be prepared for a strong ammonia smell, and either put the stuff right into compost or till it into the garden. We do the latter, so we reserve the cleanout for early spring or late fall. And once again remember that any feed that gets scattered into the litter is lost forever. Best to keep that wastage to a minimum.

The Feed Itself

Now, precisely what is in chicken feed? The original wild chickens lived on what they could come by, seeds, bugs, some greens and grasses. I know of several chicken flocks that range widely, helping control bugs and weed seedlings in established gardens on some larger country places. They get a daily feeding of “scratch” — ground corn just tossed on the ground behind the house. On the odd occasions they may lay in the nest boxes — rather than off in a field, back in the wood pile, or snuggled up cozily on the warm engine of the farm truck. The farmer, when he or she can find the eggs, is getting them for a minimum of bother. Most folks will want to keep the flock confined, and feed it for optimum growth and production.

Basically, you should provide growing birds with a balanced diet (in chicken terms) containing some 20 percent protein. Layers’ ration can go down to 15 or 16 percent protein, and egg production will remain high.

Here, just to show you what the commercial feeds consist of, are Leonard S. Mercia’s recommendations for a home-mixed complete feed, along with the nutritional components taken into consideration. The wheat middlings referred to, by the way, are little chunks of wheat sifted out in the production of flour.

You’ll notice that well over half the feed consists of yellow corn. Figure that an average heavy-bodied layer needs about one pound of corn a week or fifty pounds a year, plus an equal amount of other feeds. Cracked corn is much cheaper than mixed feeds, and you may be able to buy your corn and provide the balance from your kitchen. If you have the land — either your own, a neighbor’s vacant lot, or a rented or borrowed plot within easy driving range out in the country — you can do as we do and raise your own. Up to 60 percent of the ration consists of corn, the balance from various scraps from cooking, the gardens, vegetables that go bad in the root cellar, and waste you can obtain from any grocer; stale bread, fat and gristle, lettuce leaves, carrot tops and such, all from various store departments.

At eight weeks the males will be a scrawny broiler size, having consumed about eight pounds of feed. For the remainder of their lives they will eat about a quarter-pound of feed per day — half corn and the balance whatever we can get. Say we keep them until the frost does away with the bugs in early fall, and each will have eaten about twenty pounds of feed — half or ten pounds being corn.

So for the ten or so birds we raise as capons, we need about 100 pounds of feed corn, or a bit less than two standard bushels (each weighing some 55 pounds) shelled from the cob, of course.

For the dozen or so birds we overwinter, the same quarter-pound of feed per day figure holds true. Keeping them at peak egg production after the initial eight-week mash diet period takes about 100 pounds of feed in total, and half of it corn. Feeding them for four pullet months (after two months of chick growth plus the 12-month or so laying periods — 16 months in all) requires 1,600 pounds of feed, with 800 pounds of it being corn.

Commercial growers can produce 80 to 100 bushels of corn (on the cob) per acre. This is large-eared “horse corn,” not the sweet corn you and I grow in the garden. The commercial yield might be as much as two and one-half tons per acre.
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Grow Your Own

We grow corn on a plot of about an acre and a half, planting sparsely a third of it to the nutrient-gobbling corn, along with beans and squash (Indian style), and rotating the plot so corn occupies the same space only once every three or four years. This way we get the 1,000 pounds or 20 or so bushels of corn we need without depleting the land.

See your County Agent or a good feed store to find the proper strain of corn for your climate and soil conditions. Here in New England we get the shortest season corn we can, so it will mature and dry on the cob before the hard-freeze harvest in early November. Some varieties are bred to resist lodging — getting blown down in Nebraska-type winds. Others resist particular disease, the southern corn blight in particular. Seeding rates and width of rows will vary with corn types, too.

At harvest we pick only the ears, then till stalks and most husks back into the land. During the years we lived on a working homestead, the corn was stored unshelled in a ratproof corncrib and we shelled it as needed. Now, with a place in a country town, we pretty much have to shell it and run it through the shredder-grinder and into 100-pound feed sacks.

Cobs are shredded and bagged separately, to be saved for use as litter for the henhouse.

Then, come the annual cleanout of the henhouse (and the leaves and all that have built up in the outside run), we truck several loads of this rich material up to the corn field and pitch it along the former corn rows. In effect, even on a relatively small place, the poultry operation can be largely a cash-free recycling operation: Chickens eat the feed you grow on their manure, you eat the eggs and poultry, and feed the birds whatever leftovers you may have, eggshells included.

What to Feed

Notice in the chart showing Mercia’s “natural” laying hen diet, many important ingredients will be provided automatically if you feed the birds as we recommend, table scraps included. The suggested animal protein from herring meal and bone meal will come from your meat scraps. If you are a vegetarian, it will come from your protein-balanced diet of beans, corn, soybeans, and other legumes.

Calcium from the dried milk will likely come from the milk you or your kids leave. Salt, iodine included, will be in your leftovers, and the protein and calcium from alfalfa (plus calcium from limestone) will be provided from eggshells or clam or oyster shells. And, as the chart says, if the birds are exposed to direct sunlight, the vitamin problem will be even less of a worry.

Of course, all during the garden year, the wastes such as pea vines and carrot tops, should go into the chicken pen. The birds will love it all and do well on it. We just toss the waste and trimmings into the run, and what isn’t eaten gets added to the litter. Just be sure you don’t put in any woody vines, tree or shrub limbs, though. They will not decay quickly, and can make digging out the run a much harder chore.

Your Own Eggs and Meat

Five or six months after you took the carton of peeping chicks home from the post office, the first pullet eggs will appear — seldom in the nest at first. Some may come out with only vestigal shells, in odd shapes and colors, as the hen’s equipment gets broken in. All will be about half-sized, but perfectly delicious. Don’t worry about a blood speck in an egg, particularly in the first offerings. It’s normal, just a bit of strain on the egg-making machinery, and it will disappear in the cooking. In time the eggs will become full-sized and may come on in a considerable quantity the first few months.

Usually there will be some chicken manure on an egg. A gentle rinse under warm water will remove it if you wish, but don’t scrub the egg, even if it is covered with those hard bumps that are just extra calcium deposits. The hen coats the eggs with a cuticle or bloom, a natural coating that helps seal in moisture.

An untreated egg will keep for weeks in a properly chilled refrigerator. In the old days they stored washed fresh eggs in a crock of waterglass — a thick, gooey mixture of sodium silicate or potassium silicate and water. Kept in a cool place and protected from air or bacterial action by the waterglass, the eggs would keep for up to six months — or so I’ve heard.

You can freeze eggs for future cooking use, but I wouldn’t plan to use them as-is for breakfast. The texture changes, yolks become thick and gummy, the whites become almost cooking hard. You can improve the texture of frozen eggs by separating the whites from the yolks, adding a good sprinkling of salt per yolk and a pinch of cornstarch or arrowroot per white, then stir each in gently. Don’t whip any air into either.

If you like, you can freeze several eggs unseparated. Just add the salt and starch and whip all in together. At 0°F they will keep for nine months or a year, and you’ll never tell them from fresh-laid in your cakes. The natural additives will reduce texture change considerably. But don’t try them scrambled.

The Molt

After a good twelve or fourteen — or occasionally as many as eighteen — months of solid production, your hens will quit laying for the most part and put their energy into molting, which is changing their suits of feathers. Then, after several months’ rest, they will start laying again, but never producing as many eggs or for as long as in the first pullet year.

Best economy, really, we find, is to buy a whole new set of chicks, say in March, and keep them segregated for three months, until June. By then our original flock will be down to perhaps a half-dozen birds — some having died, most having gone out of the egg business and into the stewing pot. We shut the older birds in the yard, introduce the youngsters to the house, and after a day (if it doesn’t rain) let the generations get acquainted. There will be a lot of chasing around, and the young birds will tend to crowd into a corner where the bottom layer will contentedly let itself get smothered. So, we visit the chickens often during the week or so they need to settle down.

If you have the facilities to do it, it’s best to keep the age groups separate. This competition as well as the possibility of spreading disease are factors to be considered.

Into Meat

When the young birds are beginning to start laying, the old ones go into the freezer. Same is true of the culls, birds that lose the bright eyes and combs and the cantankerous disposition of good layers. Also out go any birds whose eye rings and legs don’t bleach from yellow to white — the color going into the egg yolk — or whose vents lose the plump, moist look of layers and become dry and puckered. A productive bird, by the way, should have rumpled, soiled feathers. Any hen whose plumage remains shiny and clean gets a once-over, a vent inspection in particular, and usually gets the axe.

You may not have the stomach to slaughter your birds, but instead, you could sell them at any country livestock auction. We slaughter our own, both the old hens and extra roosters. Our own preference is to order twenty-five as-hatched chicks for June delivery. Once the young roosters develop enough of the upright stance and larger comb of a male bird, I caponize all but the two largest and feistiest. The desexing operation involves major surgery, as the gonads are located well inside, up along the spine. Look for caponizing sets in the farm supply catalogs. They will come complete with instructions. By November, the June-hatched hens of the year before and the capons of the current year are slaughtered, leaving only the small over-wintering flock of a dozen or so birds. The old hens will be fit for stew and soup only, but the capons will be plump, tender, and wonderful roasters.

The easiest way to kill a chicken is to hang it up, each foot in a rope with a noose or slipknot at the end, and cut the throat just behind the lower beak. Then get away quickly. The bird will flap, scattering blood all over. Once it is bled, swish the carcass for 30–60 seconds in 160° to 180°F water. This is called the hard scald method. Pull out the tail and wing feathers first, and the rest should come all almost in sheets. If they come out hard, you’ve scalded for too short a time. If the breast skin tears, you scalded too long.
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You can clean the birds whole, but it’s easiest to split them up the back. Get a strong pair of poultry shears. Cut off the feet, head and end of the neck, and the pointed oil gland at the base of the tail. Be sure to get out all the yellow glandular material. Then, with a sharp knife, cut around the vent in a funnel shape to avoid cutting into the gut. Then cut up the spine and the bird will open like a book. You’ll recognize the giblets. Cut the green bile sack from the liver and the tubes from the top of the heart. Split the gizzard, peel off the tough yellow inner lining, dispose of the rest of the innards, including the tubes in the neck and the crop, a sack that may be empty or full of food, located under the skin just at the base of the neck. Oh yes, keep the egg-making machinery of any old hen, including the ropes of developing yolks. Delicious and proof that the bird that went into the stew was homegrown.

Miscellaneous Points

Don’t worry much about chicken disease; clean out the litter and the run and disinfect the house and furniture twice a year with Clorox, and you should be largely problem-free, if you have bought good stock. Dispose of any bird that looks ill. If it is plump, you may as well eat it. If scrawny and wasted, the bird should be killed and buried. Bloody droppings, especially in young birds, means coccidiosis and a trip to the vet for medication to put in the water. (Several types of coccidiosis don’t show symptoms of bloody droppings.)

A hen may go broody on you, acting fussy and wanting to sit on her eggs. Most brooding instinct has been bred out of modern strains, and she won’t do a very good job of it. Suspend her in a private cage with wire or flat floor and with small feed and water receptacles for a few days and what the breeders have let remain of the hen’s maternal instinct will pass.

Want to raise chicks from eggs? Keep a rooster or two, tolerate the crowing and the jumping on the hens. Then look through the catalogs for an incubator — some will double as brooders — and follow the directions supplied. Eggs need constant heat of about 100°F, water to supply humidity, and a twice-daily turning.

But any way you do it, whether you buy started pullets or incubate your own eggs, you can look forward to eggs and poultry with a flavor — and at a cost — to be found in no supermarket.
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A “NaTUurAL” LAYING HEN Diet*

To be fed as all-mash to medium size layers kept in floor pens

Amount (Ibs.)

Ingredient Per 100 Ibs. Per Ton
Yellow corn meal 60.00 1200
Wheat middlings 15.00 300
Soybean meal (dehulled) 800 160
Maine herring meal (65%) 375 75
Meat & bone meal (47%) 100 20
Skim milk, dried 3.00 60
Alfalfa leaf meal (20%) 250 50
lodized salt 040 8
Limestone, grd. (38% Ca) 635 127
Totals 100.00 2000

Recommended

Calculated Analysis (N.E.C.C.) (Per Pound)
Metabolizable energy Cal./lb. 1252 1292
Protein 16.07 16
Lysine 079 074
Methionine 031 029
Methionine & cystine 055 054
Fat 367 333
Fiber 315 251
Calcium 277 275
Total phosphorus. 053 050
Available phosphorus 044 042
Vitamins (units or mgs./Ib.)

Vitamin A activity

(US.P. units/Ib) 5112 5290

Vitamin D (LC.U.) 1000

Riboflavin (mg.) 136 138
Pantothenic acid (mg.) 389 405

Choline Chloride (mg.) 411 500

Niacin (mg.) 17.46 1695

‘The birds must receive direct sunlight to enable them to synthesize
vitamin D. Unfortified cod liver oil can be fed in place of sunlight to
supply vitamin D. The amount of cod liver oil would depend upon the

potency of the oil — the need is for 1000 (LC.U.) per pound of feed.
*(Prepared by Dr. Richard Gerry, Department of Animal & Veterinary Sciences,
University of Maine, Orono, Maine)






ops/images/f0015-01.jpg





ops/images/9781603423014.jpg
EGGS
CHICKENS

JOHN VIVIAN

i A Storey Country Wisdom Bulletin






ops/images/f0017-01.jpg
wire mesh

= TT=T3" space between






ops/images/f0019-01.jpg





ops/images/pub.jpg
¥ A Storey Country Wisdom Bulletin





ops/images/f0011-01.jpg





