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Tempe Wassam and her Silver Laced Wyandotte "Silver" at 
the Racine County Fair, Wisconsin.
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My three favorite chickens of all time were Original, 
Finger, and Soup.  

Arriving in my very first box of “nuggets,” Original 
the Delaware was the smartest. One day she waited beside the 
pond until a duck flipped a goldfish onto dry ground. Then Orig-
inal dove between the duck’s legs and snatched the fish from her 
bill. That started a frantic flock-wide game of Capture the Fish. 
Even ducks waddled after the prize. When Original got the fish 
again, she ran into a rocky shelter, with her fluffy butt blocking 
the entrance. Nobody could get past her. 

I saw a one-inch tear on Finger the Naked Neck’s chest and 
immediately brought her inside. My husband entertained city 
folk in the living room when I walked in and said, “Hon, can 
you help me sew up a chicken?” We sutured and bandaged her. 
Then, worrying that she would peck the wound, we tucked her in 
a padded box in my closet … where she did unspeakable things 
inside my husband’s shoes. Two lessons learned from Finger: If 
you're a newbie with a suture needle and thread, super-glue your 
chicken instead. And two: cloth Band-Aids stick to chicken skin 
but the plastic ones don’t. 

Soup the Blue-Laced Red Wyandotte had a case of bumblefoot 
we couldn’t seem to cure. We dug out the “corn,” disinfected and 
bandaged, but it came back. This earned Soup a long-term position 
as free-ranging House Chicken, where she found innovative ways 
to keep that foot warm and comfy, such as sleeping on my dog. 

We all have our favorite chickens that bring back 
memories. And it’s to those chickens that we 
dedicate this issue of Backyard Poultry and 
the best stories run in the past few years. 

Here’s to the best poultry memories!

Marissa Ames
Editor
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A xe & Root Homestead is a six-acre 
homestead in Whitehouse Station, 
New Jersey. What started as a family 

initiative to grow our own produce has turned 
into a small farm with ducks and geese for 
eggs, two honeybee hives, draft horses, vege-
table plots, sugar maples for tapping, and an 
orchard. 

We started growing our own food on a 
.67-acre plot and later moved to this six-acre 
historic farm built in 1775. We are as self-sus-
taining as we can be and craft as many home-
grown or home-created items as possible such 
as soap, kombucha, sourdough bread, beer, 
and wine. It is our goal to pass these skills 
and values onto our children and to strive for 
a simpler way of life. 

— Angela Ferraro-Fanning 

You can follow Axe & Root at
 

instagram.com/axeandroothomestead
or axeandroothomestead.com

For five days, Axe & Root Homestead took over Backyard Poultry’s Instagram account and 
filled our Stories with geese, ducks, and more farmyard goodness. Here, we share the highlights. 
Thanks, Angela! Follow @backyardpoultrymag on Instagram for more fun and helpful tips.



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        11Spring 2019



12 Backyard Poultry



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        13



14 Backyard Poultry



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        15Spring 2019



16 Backyard Poultry

Why did you join 4-H?  
I joined 4-H because I thought it would be a fun experience. 

Every year I would go to the Racine and Walworth county fairs 
and admire all the animals, projects, and competitions. That’s 
what motivated me the most about joining 4-H. I knew it would 
be a chance to learn something new, especially because I’ve 
always been prone to learning new things.  

What are you learning in 4-H?  
In 4-H I am currently learning about showmanship: when the 

judge asks you a question, and you are able to answer it. You 
must be able to know your bird, to understand them, to make 
sure they trust you. You need to know when your bird has a 
disqualification, and to do that, you need to check your bird, 
spend time with your bird, take time to practice with your bird, 
and if you can, try to get the American Standard of Perfection. 

Which 4-H program do you belong to and where is it 
located?  

I’m currently part of Waukesha County 4-H and I’m part of 
the Washington club. We meet in New Berlin once a month. 
I was originally part of the Yorkville club in Racine County 
before moving here. 

Tell us about your favorite chicken of all time.  
I’d have to say that my favorite chickens of all time would be 

my rooster, Nutella, and my hen, Eggs. Nutella was a Chocolate 
Orpington, a color not yet submitted into the Standard of Per-
fection. He died last year. At the time, I had too many roosters 
and could not yet find a home for them before they attacked 
him. Eggs was a Golden Cuckoo Marans. She won 1st place my 
first year doing poultry. Sadly, she died right after fair ended. 
She had a great personality, she was the only one that followed 
me around, and the only one that didn’t freak out when I held 
her or tried to grab her.

- Tempe Wassam, age 12

On The Cover:
FUN 

WITH 
4-H
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@highlandhomestead @alchemistfarm @rustymoosefarm

@5rfarmoregon @finefowlfarm @sweetpicklefarm

Follow along with our chicken journey on Instagram!
@backyardpoultrymag

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

Facebook @backyardpoultry Pinterest @poultrymagazine
Follow us here too!

FollowFlocks to
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RAISING CHICKS
By Kenny Coogan

Getting chicks is very thrilling 

Caring for them is so fulfilling  

First, before your chicks arrive 

Set up their brooder so they thrive 

This is the place for the chicks to grow 

Before they lay eggs and begin to crow 

To warm them, provide artificial heat  

Huddling together, they’ll look so sweet 

Allow half a square foot per chick in the brooder 

Keep them safe by excluding intruders 

Prevent a chick from being a tormentor  

By placing the feed and water bowl in the center 

Starter feed has the vitamins chicks need 

For now, you skip the scratch feed 

Clean often and keep the brooder tidy and dry 

And in a few weeks, they’ll enjoy the fresh sky 

Soon you’ll have a dependable group 

Providing fresh eggs straight from the coop 

Kenny Coogan is a freelance 
columnist and author in 
Tampa, Florida. He earned a 
B.S. in animal behavior and 
is a certified middle and high 
school agriculture teacher. He 
writes about food, flowers, 
and farms for national and 
state magazines. He shares 
his one-acre homestead with 
chickens, ducks, cats, guinea 
pigs, and honey bees. On 
the homestead, and chicken, 
garden, animal training, and 
corporate team building 
workshops are available. Find 99 1/2 Homesteading Poems in 
our bookstore:
iamcountryside.com/shop/99-1-2-homesteading-poems/
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Poultry Talk
Ron Kean  
Extension Poultry Specialist
University of Wisconsin-Madison

Marissa Ames
Editor

Backyard Poultry magazine

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

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

answer questions, so please include those too!

Your questions, through the years, 
have helped and inspired many poultry 
owners. Poultry Talk has remained one of 
Backyard Poultry's most popular features. 
Keep those questions coming! Here are 
some of the best:

Healthy Hens (and Roosters)

Feather Questions 
(October/November 2015)

What is the sequence for young chick-
ens to feather? Do they get more  new 
feathers at about four months of age and 
shed older feathers?

— Cleo

Hi Cleo,
As early as six days old, you’ll start to 

see some small feathers on your chicks' 
wings and tail replacing the downy fluff. 
By week five, your chicks will have lots 
of new feathers and look more like adult 
chickens. Then between  seven and 12 
weeks old, your chicks will lose their first 
feathers and get  their second feathers. 
Chickens molt yearly in the fall so they 
are prepared for the winter. This process 
starts at the head and works back to the 
tail. Young  chickens will usually expe-
rience their  first molt around 16 to 18 
months of age.

We hope this is helpful!

Egg Inside An Egg 
(December 2015/January 2016)
I discovered  a huge egg in a nesting 

box. When cleaning, the thin shell broke. 

Inside was another egg! How does this 
happen?

— Amy Wilson

Hi Amy,
Wow! What a cool find! An egg in-

side an egg is a rather rare phenomenon 
and very interesting.

Jen Pitino wrote about this exact is-
sue  in January 2014, explaining: “The 
cause  of this phenomenon is called a 
counter-peristalsis contraction and occurs 
while the hen is in the process of forming 
an egg in her oviduct. A hen typically re-
leases an oocyte (the ovum that becomes 
the yolk of an egg) from her left ovary 
into the oviduct every 18 to 26 hours. The 
oocyte travels slowly through the oviduct 
organ, adding layers of the egg along the 
path to the chicken’s vent from which it 
will lay the egg.”

The second eggshell gets built, she ex-
plains, “after a counter-peristalsis  con-
traction, when a second oocyte is released 
by the ovary before the first  egg has 
completely traveled through the oviduct 
and been laid. The second oocyte  then 
travels down the oviduct and has albumen 
and a shell deposited over it and first egg 
together. This creates a very large egg for 
your poor hen to lay.”

Ouch. Luckily this is usually a rare oc-
currence, and we hope everything returns 
to normal.

For a fascinating video detailing "How 
a Chicken Lays an Egg Inside an Egg," 
visit:

backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.
com/eggs-meat/how-a-chicken-lays-an-
egg-inside-of-an-egg/

Stopping Egg Eaters 
(June/July 2016)

Is there a way to cure the egg eat-
ers from eating eggs? I used to let my 
egg-eater group free roam until our neigh-
bor dog got a hold of one of the hens. He 
didn’t cause any harm other then bruising 
the hen and plucking a lot of feathers from 
her. When they where allowed to free 
roam, I noticed they would stop eating 
their eggs, but when locked up, they eat 
the eggs. Do you have any suggestions for 
getting my egg eaters to stop eating eggs 
while penned up? I don’t trust having 
them free roam anymore.

— Marsha Martin

Hi Marsha,
Egg eating is a nasty habit. It sounds 

like your girls are doing it because they’re 
bored. That’s why they stop when they’re 
allowed to get out and free range.

If you’re able to give them a fenced 
free-range situation, that would be the 
best solution. Maybe a compromise could 
be giving them a bigger secure coop 
and run area. At a minimum, we would 
suggest giving them lots of boredom 
busters like hanging a cabbage for them 
to peck, adding a Flock Block, and even 
giving them a bale of straw to pick and 
distribute around the coop. We would 
also collect the eggs early and often so 
nothing is left to eat.

The problem with egg eating is that the 
others will catch on and start the habit 
too. At that point, it’s almost impossible 
to stop and you’re left with few options 
other than culling.

We hope this is helpful!
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Strange Eggs (June/July 2017)
Just wanted to ask you about the strange 

eggs I’ve gotten. About three months ago 
one of my six golden sex links (the girls 
are just turning two years old) started giv-
ing me wrinkled eggs. Then, one day last 
week, I got a soft egg (different girl I’m 
sure). I’m not sure if it’s food related or 
something else. I would like your opinion. 
I feed a layer pellet by Dumor and I also 
give the girls a couple of handfuls of fresh 
spinach and lettuce every morning. What 
do you think is the cause? My brother 
Ken would also like to know why some 
of the eggs have a blood spot in them. Is 
my rooster, Johnny causing that? I gather 
eggs every day so they are not older eggs. 
Love reading Backyard Poultry! Keep up 
the good work!

— Mary Ann Marconette 
Yucca Valley, Calif.

Hi Mary Ann,
Odd eggs are really one of the neat 

things about raising backyard chickens. 
We’re all so used to perfect grocery store 
eggs, but in reality, eggs aren’t always 
perfect. A few odd eggs here and there 
are normal. It’s really the consistent 
laying of odd eggs over time that should 
be concerning.

Wrinkled eggs are typically caused 
when more than one egg is moving 
through a hen’s reproductive tract and 
the egg behind bumps the egg in front. 
This can cause damage in the form of 

wrinkles. It can also be caused by rough 
handling of the chicken while the egg is 
being formed. The hen’s body does try to 
repair damage, but usually, the egg will 
be laid looking a little rough.

Soft eggs are common during warmer 
weather because chickens pant during 
that time to keep cool. This causes a re-
duction in calcium going to the egg which 
means the shell is soft. These eggs can 
also happen as young hens are adjusting 
to laying routines or if your hens do not 
have enough calcium. Make sure to feed 
a well-balanced layer feed and offer cal-
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cium free choice.
Blood spots in eggs are caused when a 

blood vessel ruptures and a bit of blood 
is released into the yolk. They are fine to 
eat, but most will either pick out the spot 
or choose to pass on it.

Hope this is helpful!

From Mites to Marek's

Watery Stools 
(August/September 2015)

We have a 2-and-1/2-year-old hen who 
has been having watery stools with tiny 
pieces of green stool. When I have been 
nearby it sometimes sounds like an explo-
sion when she expels the liquid stool. This 
began about three weeks ago.  I mixed 
probiotic and electrolytes in her drinking 
water. She eats the non-GMO layer grain, 
and in the afternoons, I feed her cooked 
brown rice with peeled chopped apple or 
banana and grated cheddar cheese. The 
past three days, we switched the drinking 
water from the probiotic water to unpas-
teurized organic vinegar, a tablespoon to 
a gallon of water. When we let her free-

range a couple hours, she is normally 
active and her appetite is pretty good. All 
the other hens have normal stools.

What do you suggest to correct this 
problem?

— Rose Gates

Hi Rose,
Since only the one hen seems to have 

this problem, we suspect that she may 
have a health problem internally. At that 
age, she could have lymphoid leukosis, 
which is a fairly common viral disease in 
chickens. It is slow to develop and often 
causes internal tumors. She might have an 
infection of some sort. It’s also possible 
that her kidneys are damaged, causing the 
watery stools. We suppose she could have 
a bad case of worms, too, which might be 
causing a problem.

The first thing I’d try would be to get a 
balanced chicken feed for her, and cut out 
all the extra things. I don’t think there’s 
anything wrong with them necessarily, 
but I’m not sure she’s getting a balanced 
diet.

Aside from feeding a balanced ration, 
it’s best to keep her warm, with feed and 

water, and hope that she can overcome 
the problem.  As long as she is active 
and eating and drinking, she’s probably 
doing all right.

For a firm diagnosis, you’d need to 
contact an avian veterinarian or your 
state veterinary diagnostic lab. Good 
luck with her.

Mighty Mites (June/July 2016)
Several of my Bantams have leg mites, 

which cause them to hobble around as if 
they are in pain. It has been so wet this 
year that they could not properly dust. 
They are confined in a yard about 50 
feet by 50 feet, but roost in a eight-foot 
by eight-foot house. How can I treat the 
chickens, the coop, and the yard?

— Bobbie Holliday

Hi Bobbie,
Scaly leg mites are a small insect that 

lives underneath the scales on a chicken’s 
legs and feet. They can lead to severe, 
even lifelong problems if not treated. 
Once one chicken in a flock has scaly 
leg mites, then the coop needs to be 
thoroughly cleaned and all the chickens 
watched for any signs of mites.

There are many methods for treating 
scaly leg mites. The most common is to 
soak the chicken’s legs and feet in warm 
water, and then gently dry the legs while 
removing any dead scales. Generously 
slather Vaseline on the feet and legs. You 
can also douse the chicken’s legs with 
white vinegar, garlic juice, or neem oil. 
Then scrub the legs with a toothbrush 
and slather with Vaseline, coconut oil, or 
Green Goo. Whatever method you use, 
please know that it can take a few tries 
to get these mites under control.

Good luck with your flock.

Disinfecting After Marek’s 
Disease (April/May 2017)

I recently lost my last two nine-year-
old hens to Marek’s disease — one from 
the ocular form (she was vaccinated) 
and the other from the neural form (she 
was not).

What is the best method for disin-
fecting the coop/run? I know the virus 
remains viable for years. My veterinar-
ian said anything that is used for parvo 
would be sufficient. I have checked sev-
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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 much 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!   

eral disinfectants and most indicate “do 
not use on untreated wood.” I do have 
several unpainted areas in the coop, so I 
will clean and then paint those first. My 
run is large (20' x 40') and completely 
wire fenced, including the top. It is dirt 
and there are several large rocks. I don’t 
know if it is possible for a disinfectant to 
work on organic matter (soil/rocks) and I 
would need one that is also noncorrosive 
on metal wire. If I have to resort to just 
sunlight and disturbing the soil, how long 
would you recommend waiting before 
introducing new, vaccinated birds? I had 
planned on waiting until spring. Is steam 
a viable option against this virus?

Thank you for your help with this.
— Gail Frank

Hi Gail,
It sounds like these hens did pretty 

well if they lived to nine years old!
As you mentioned, Marek’s disease 

virus is very common in the environ-
ment  and can remain viable for a long 
time. According to some old studies, the 
virus does seem to be pretty vulnerable 
to several cleaning agents. Chlorine 
(sodium hypochlorite, or bleach), qua-
ternary ammonia, phenolics, and cresols 
all seemed to be effective. Typically, the 
phenolics and cresols tend to do better in 
the presence of organic matter. Getting 
the sanitizer to the virus may be the most 
difficult thing, as little bits of dust can 
settle in lots of nooks and crannies.

Heat (and especially moist heat) was 
somewhat effective, too. When stored at 
four degrees C (so just above freezing), 
the virus remained infective for at least 
two years. At 37.5 C (so close to 100 F), 
and at 80 percent humidity, it was no 
longer infective after one week. Steam 
may be a solution, though it’s unclear 
how long you’d need to use it. This study 
didn’t do any tests shorter than one week, 
from what they reported.

Again, one of the biggest issues with 
any of these is getting rid of as much dust 
and feathers as possible first. The virus 
spreads in the feather follicle tissue, so 
any dust that contains dander is likely in-
fective. Even vaccinated chickens contin-
ue to spread the virus, if they are infected 
— they just don’t show symptoms of the 
disease. It’s important to note, however, 
that the vaccination itself is a different 
virus (turkey herpes virus), so vaccinating 

won’t introduce Marek’s disease into a 
flock. It’s just that if the chicken becomes 
infected, the vaccination won’t stop them 
from spreading Marek’s.

Certainly, if you are able to get vacci-
nated chicks, that is the best solution. If 
not, keeping them isolated from dust from 
any other chickens is good biosecurity. In 
places where other chickens are around, it 
may be difficult to completely eliminate 
exposure to Marek’s disease virus. It 
is thought to be present in most places 
throughout the world.

Good luck with a new flock!

Rooster Yawning 
(October/November 2017)

One of our two-year-old Leghorn hens 
occasionally just bursts into these fits of 
yawning. They just come at random times 
like when she is eating and just throws 
back her head and opens her mouth but 
no sound comes out. They are about 20 
seconds apart for about 10 minutes. She 
has had them before but not for a few 
weeks. We treat for worms two times a 
year with Ivermectin. Any advice would 
be appreciated, she is a pet so culling is 
not an option.

My Rhode Island Red is doing it now 
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too and it looks like it hurts a bit. Please 
help.

Thanks!
— Calvin Boss, Illinois

Hi Calvin,
This behavior could be caused by a few 

different things.
Gapeworm is a parasite that lives in the 

trachea of birds. They tend to be more 
common in game birds (pheasants, etc.) 

than in chickens. They can cause “gap-
ing” where the bird holds its beak open 
and gapes, trying to expel the worms. 
Your Ivermectin treatments should treat 
this.

Infectious laryngotracheitis (ILT) is a 
fairly common viral disease of chickens. 
This also damages the trachea and can 
cause bleeding (and blood clots) in the 
trachea. Again, the birds often gape and 
cough in an effort to clear the blockage. 
In some cases, you may see clots of blood 
on the walls of the coop, where the birds 
have coughed them out. Since this is a 
virus, there’s not a lot you can do, other 
than to keep the chickens warm and well-
fed, in hopes that they can fight off the 
virus. You may be able to vaccinate your 
flock to prevent future outbreaks.

It could just be dry feed getting “stuck” 
in their throats. Chickens do exhibit this 
behavior occasionally when they are 
eating. Your picture seems a bit extreme 
for this, however.

For a firm diagnosis, you’d need to 
contact an avian veterinarian or your state 
veterinary diagnostic lab.

Good luck with your birds!

Eating Those Delicious Eggs!

Floating Eggs? 
(October/November 2016)

I love your magazine. I have a friend 
who says his chickens lay two eggs a day, 
every day. I do not think that can happen, 
can it? Also my very fresh eggs never 
float in water. I have read that they will 
float if they are fresh. Mine are fresh but 
do not float. What is the real story?

Thank you.
— Connie Salsbury

Hi Connie,
We had to giggle, as you’ve asked us 

two questions that we get all the time.
To answer your first question, we 

would be highly skeptical that your friend 
has a chicken laying two eggs every day. 
In fact, we would be skeptical that your 
friend has a chicken laying one egg ev-
ery day. A good chicken output for the 
year would be 200 eggs, and an amazing 
output would be close to 300, but what 
your friend is suggesting is that his hen 
is laying close to 700.

While technically we guess it could be 
possible, we’re not sure a hen would live 
very long if it was spending that much 
energy every day laying eggs. A consis-
tent stream of nutrients and hormones 
are needed to create each egg, and those 
nutrients and hormones can be affected 
by a multitude of factors ranging from 
sunlight to temperature to illness. Simply 
put, it’s hard enough to keep a hen laying 
all year; we can’t imagine getting double 
the production.

Yet, if your friend owns pictures and 
proof to back up their claim, please pass 
their information onto us. We’d love to 
learn their secret.

Secondly, we’ll answer your floating 
eggs question. Unfortunately, if you 
read that fresh eggs will float, you read 
incorrect information. Fresh eggs should 
sink like a rock, as there has not been time 
for an air pocket to form between the egg 
liner and the shell. As an egg ages, the egg 
whites shrink, and a pocket of air starts to 
take its place. This air allows the egg to 
eventually float, and that air pocket also 
allows you to peel a hard-boiled egg a 
little easier.

So, we hope this helps you with your 
questions, and keep the urban myths 
coming!
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The Best Way to Clean Eggs (April/May 2017)
What is the correct way to clean eggs? I have read various 

ways but I’m not sure which is the best way.
— belenjeske

Hi there,
Fresh eggs have a bloom that surrounds them and keeps 

bacteria from entering the egg. Washing your eggs removes this 
layer of protection and leaves them vulnerable.

The best advice is to help make sure your eggs aren’t dirty 
in the first place. Make sure you give your hens plenty of clean 
bedding to protect the eggs. Remove the eggs often throughout 
the day. And, don’t let your hens sleep in the nest boxes since 
they will defecate during the night and soil the bedding.

With that said, it’s inevitable that your eggs will get dirty at 
some point. This is especially a problem in wet weather when 
hens come in from outside and have dirty feet. If your eggs are 
soiled, it’s best to wash them in warm, running water. Don’t 
scrub too hard. Just lightly use your fingertip to remove soiled 
spots. Dry your eggs gently and then immediately store them 
in the refrigerator. It’s a good idea to eat the washed eggs first.

Runny Yolks (October/November 2017)
I am getting a lot of yolks that spread out in the skillet the 

same thickness as the whites. This makes it impossible to have 
an over-medium fried egg with a runny yolk. Plus a lot of the 
yolks break when I pour the egg in the skillet. The entire yolk 
cooks just as fast as the white. This has been going on for about 
the last month. I live in central Oklahoma and have six Rhode 
Island Reds that are about two years old. I feed Purina Omega 
3 Plus, no scratch or table scraps. I have had the hens about one 
year, they were laying when we got them. It’s like the membrane 
that holds the yolk together is very weak or disappearing. Any 
help is appreciated.

Thank you!
— Jerry Tune

Hi Jerry,
There are nutritional things that can affect yolk strength, 

including Nicarbazin (a coccidiostat for young chickens) and 
gossypol (which is often found in cotton seeds). Since you said 
the hens only eat Purina feed, these shouldn’t be issues.

Aging of the egg can also make the yolk flatten and weaken 
the membrane. Warm temperatures increase the rate of this 
aging, so that might be a concern. Depending on how often you 
gather the eggs, and how you store them, this might be a cause. 
It is often said that one day at warm temperatures will age an 
egg as much as a week in the refrigerator. (This is not specific, 
but it is probably loosely accurate.)

So, if you can gather the eggs more frequently, and refrigerate 
them promptly, that might help.

If those things don’t seem to fit your situation, then it’s hard 
to tell what is the problem. Other things would change the yolk 
structure, but they’re not common. Some weed seeds can cause 
changes in the yolk, but they cause the yolk to be rubbery, not 
flatter and weaker. 



Start basic then make it fancy
Frittatas 101

By Rita Heikenfeld
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W hen I learned to make frittatas, I knew I had a dish simple enough for a family supper yet 
fancy enough for entertaining.

Frittata, which translates to “fried” in Italian, is an egg-based classic dish. Yes, eggs are 
the main ingredient in any basic frittata recipe, and that’s good news for us who have a daily supply of 
healthful, fresh eggs. Think of a basic frittata as a blank canvas. Even with just eggs and seasonal herbs, 
it’s a winner. Take my best frittata recipe, for example. All it takes are eggs, cheese, and fresh herbs 
to make this delicious savory meal in a pan. Frittatas take just minutes to make, a boon for busy folks.

Along with my best frittata recipe, I’m sharing two more. One is a spinach and bacon frittata suitable 
for Paleo guidelines. The other has a Southwestern flair and uses fresh or frozen corn.

Best Eggs for Frittatas
I use eggs from my chickens, but I 

have used Pekin duck eggs in place of 
chicken eggs. Since Pekin duck eggs are 
larger, use one duck egg for every two 
chicken eggs.

Folding Yolks into Whites
If a recipe calls for beaten egg whites, 

beat until stiff but not dry, then pour the 
yolks over the beaten whites and fold 
them in with a spatula.

Filling Possibilities
Herbs, meat, greens, cheese, vege-

tables, potatoes, or pasta. Check to see 
what’s leftover in the refrigerator!

Use the Right Pan
Although you can use any ovenproof 

pan, a nonstick ovenproof omelet pan 
with sloping sides or my trusty well-sea-
soned cast iron skillet is my preference. 
For these recipes, a 10-inch pan works 
well.

Don’t Overbake
Frittatas typically don’t get brown on 

the top since they’re in the oven such 
a short time. Overbaking results in a 
spongy texture. If you insist on a golden 
brown top, run the almost-cooked frittata 
under the broiler for a few minutes.

Yolks over whipped whites.

Measure top of the skillet for accurate dimension. This is a 10-inch skillet.
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My Best Frittata Recipe: Frittata  
with Tarragon, Parsley, and Onion Chives

This recipe is lovely for brunch, lunch, or light supper.

Ingredients
4 large eggs
Salt and pepper to taste
4 tablespoons unsalted butter
8 oz. shredded Gruyere, white cheddar, or Fontina 

cheese
Romano for sprinkling on top
2 tablespoons each: fresh tarragon, onion chives, and 

parsley plus extra for garnish

Instructions
Preheat oven to 375 degrees F.
Separate eggs. Whisk yolks with a little salt and 

pepper, until thick and fairly light.
Beat whites with a dash of salt until stiff but not dry.
Pour yolks over whites and gently fold them into 

whites.
Melt butter in a 10-inch nonstick ovenproof skillet 

and heat just until starting to foam but not brown. Pour 
egg mixture into skillet, spread evenly and smooth top.

Cover pan with a lid whose underside has been 
sprayed to prevent sticking. (You can also use sprayed 
foil).

Cook over low heat for about five minutes. Remove 
cover and sprinkle omelet with both cheeses and herbs.

Put the pan in oven until top is set, about 10 minutes.
Remove from oven, using mitt since the handle is hot.
Use a spatula to loosen edges and bottom.
Place on a plate, sprinkle with Romano and extra 

herbs. Cut into wedges to serve.

Change It Up
If you don’t have the herbs on hand from my best 
frittata recipe, you can certainly substitute with 
what you have on hand. Substitute parsley, basil, 
and garlic chives for the tarragon, parsley, and 
onion chives.

Tips from Rita’s Kitchen
• Serve shredded cheddar cheese on the side for 
those who like it. That addition makes it a modi-
fied Paleo dish.
• Substitute spinach for the chard.
• Use bottom part of leeks only. Leaves are too 
tough to eat but are flavorful additions to stocks.
• Wash leeks after dicing. It’s easier that way!

Paleo Chard and Bacon Frittata

My daughter-in-law feeds her family a modified 
Paleo diet, rich in protein. She would like this recipe. 
Leafy greens fit the Paleo profile, too, so I can use my 
garden chard.

Ingredients
1/2 pound pork or turkey bacon, cut into small pieces
1/2 cup leeks or onions, diced or to taste
1 clove garlic, minced
2-3 cups Swiss chard chopped
5-6 large eggs, beaten or whisked until light and 

somewhat fluffy
Freshly ground black pepper to taste
Tomatoes for garnish

Instructions
Preheat oven to 375 degrees F.
Cook bacon over medium heat in a 10-inch non-

stick, ovenproof omelet pan. Remove and leave the 
drippings in the skillet. Put leeks in skillet and when 
they start to get soft, add garlic and chard. Cook until 
chard wilts. Add the bacon back into the pan and mix. 
Pour in the eggs and cook just until the eggs start to 
set around the edges.

Place in the oven and bake for 8-10 minutes or until 
middle is set. Remove from oven, using mitt since the 
handle is hot.

Loosen edges and bottom with a spatula, and turn 
over upside down onto a plate.

Cut into wedges to serve.
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FRITTATAS, OMELETS AND CRUSTLESS QUICHES: 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

Frittata Cooking starts on top of the stove and finishes in 
 the oven.

Omelet Cooked entirely on top of the stove; eggs folded 
 around filling.

Crustless Quiche Cooked in the oven. (Some fillings may be cooked 
 on top of the stove and then added to egg mixture.)
 Eggs and filling either mixed together or poured in 
 layers in the pan.

Tex-Mex Frittata with Corn and Bell Pepper

One of my students shared this recipe with me. “My family likes anything 
Southwestern, and it’s a kid-friendly dish, too,” she told me. When corn is 
in season, this is a “must have” on our table. I’ve adapted her recipe only 
slightly.

Ingredients
6 large eggs
1/4 cup whole milk
Salt and a dash of cayenne pepper
Olive oil
3/4 cup onion, diced
1 small red, orange or yellow bell pepper, diced
1 cup corn, fresh from cob or frozen, thawed
8 oz. Mexican blend shredded cheese

Garnishes: Your Choice!
Salsa
Avocado
Sour cream
Cilantro
Diced tomatoes

Instructions
Preheat oven to 375 degrees F.
Beat or whisk eggs, milk, salt, and cayenne pepper until light and some-

what fluffy.
Film the bottom of a 10-inch ovenproof nonstick skillet with olive oil 

over medium heat. Add onions, peppers, and corn. Cook until tender. Pour 
in eggs, stir to mix, and cook until edges start to set. Remove from heat and 
sprinkle with cheese.

Place in the oven and bake 10 minutes or until middle is set.
Remove from oven, using mitt since the handle is hot.
Loosen edges and bottom with a spatula, and place onto a plate.
Cut into wedges to serve. Pass sides.

Cut Corn From The Cob Easily
Put corn in the center of an angel food pan for easy cutting from the cob. 

No flyaway kernels!

Change It Up
Substitute sautéed zucchini and tomatoes for the bell pepper and corn. 

Instead of Mexican blend cheese, use Italian blend cheese. For garnish, serve 
warm marinara sauce on the side. 

An easy way to remove corn from the cob.

Chopping yellow peppers.
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By Hannah McClure

I ’ll admit, this recipe may be one of 
my favorites, but it is a seasonal one 
in our home. It brings the comfort 

of a warm kitchen during cold or dreary 
weather. It is my personal favorite be-
cause it is a prep-ahead breakfast that 
EVERYONE in our home loves. From the 
toddlers to my hubby who doesn’t often 
eat sweets for breakfast. And for me, it 
means a sweet and delicious breakfast 
with not a load of work and waking up 
before the rest of the family just to have it 
made in time. We serve it up with orange 
juice and sausage. A bit savory and sweet 
combo. I hope y’all enjoy this McClure 
home favorite.

Ingredients
Half a loaf of Texas toast (cut into 

cubed pieces)
8-10 eggs
2 cups whole milk
1 tablespoon vanilla extract
2 tablespoons brown sugar
1/2 teaspoon sea salt
1/2 tablespoon cinnamon
1/2 teaspoon ground ginger
A pinch of cloves and nutmeg

Instructions
(Prepare the night before needed.)
Fill a large casserole dish/cake pan 

(sprayed with nonstick cooking spray) 

with cubed chunks of Texas toast.
In a large mixing bowl, whisk together 

eggs, milk, vanilla, brown sugar, sea salt, 
cinnamon, nutmeg, cloves, and ginger 
until well-blended.

Pour egg mixture over Texas toast 
until thoroughly coated. Place plastic 
wrap over top and let sit overnight in the 
refrigerator.

In the morning, set casserole in the 
oven and bring to 375 degrees. DO NOT 
PREHEAT OVEN as this may cause 
some glassware or stoneware to crack.

Once the oven is at 375 degrees, bake 
for 25-30 mins or until egg is completely 
baked.

Serve with buttered maple syrup.

French Toast Casserole
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Buttered Maple Syrup

1-11/2 cups pure maple syrup

6 tablespoons of butter

1/4 cup packed brown sugar

On the stove or in the microwave, heat 

maple syrup, butter, and brown sugar until 

hot. Stir to dissolve sugar. 
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ROAST CHICKEN RECIPES
Roast Chicken Recipes with Vegetables: 

Bake and Serve From One Pan
By Rita Heikenfeld

W hether it’s an oven fried chicken or old-fashioned chicken pot pie, roast 
chicken recipes are becoming staples in our kitchens. Here are two roast 
chicken recipes with vegetables that work well as a family supper or 

for having company. The Greek roasted chicken recipe fills the whole house with 
the tantalizing aromas of oregano, garlic, and lemon. When you bite into a piece of 
paprika chicken with Brussels sprouts and smoked paprika, you’ll understand why 
smoked paprika is a trend that’s here to stay. Assemble, bake, and serve these roast 
chicken recipes from the same roasting pan. Cleanup is easy and minimal, and who 
doesn’t love that?

What kind of chicken to use for these roast chicken recipes depends on you. Learn 
how to cut up a whole chicken or simply use your favorite chicken pieces.

One Pan

Greek roasted chicken with vegetables.
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Greek Roasted Chicken with 
Tomatoes and Root Vegetables

As it roasts, this chicken dish fills the 
whole house with tantalizing aromas. I 
choose the tomatoes from what I have 
on hand. Sometimes it’s Italian/plum, 
other times heirloom, grape, or cherry 
tomatoes.

Ingredients
21/2 to 3 pounds chicken thighs, bone 

in and skin on, or your favorite bone-in, 
skin-on chicken pieces

6 Italian or garden tomatoes, cut into 
quarters or 1 pound or so grape or cherry 
tomatoes

1 very large yellow onion, cut into 
quarters, then into eighths

5 medium potatoes, peeled or not, cut 
into quarters or big chunks

Salt and freshly ground black pepper 
to taste

2 teaspoons dry oregano or 2 table-
spoons fresh, chopped, or more to taste

Sprinkling of dry thyme or 2 sprigs 
fresh, pulled from stem (optional)

1/3 cup olive oil
1/3 cup fresh lemon juice
1 generous tablespoon fresh garlic, 

minced

Instructions
Preheat oven to 425 degrees. Toss 

chicken, tomatoes, onion, and potatoes 
with salt and pepper.

Mix oregano, thyme, oil, lemon juice, 
and garlic together. Pour over chicken 
and vegetables.

Lay vegetables on sprayed rimmed 
roasting pan/baking sheet first, then place 
chicken skin-side-up on top of vegetables. 
Pour any remaining sauce over chicken.

Roast until vegetables are tender and 
an instant-read thermometer inserted into 
the thickest part of the chicken without 
touching bone registers 165 degrees, 40 
to 45 minutes. Skin will be golden brown 
and crisp.

Greek roasted chicken with tomatoes and root vegetables ready to serve.
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Paprika Chicken 
with Brussels Sprouts

My daughter-in-law served this for a 
family dinner, and I immediately asked 
for the recipe, adapted from one in the 
Washington Post. Combining Brussels 
sprouts on a baking pan with chicken, 
shallots and flavorful herbs and spices 
makes this a stellar dish.

You can double the recipe if you like.

Ingredients
1 pound Brussels sprouts, trimmed and 

cut into halves if large
2 large shallots, cut into eighths
1 large lemon, sliced
5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, 

divided into 3 and 2 tablespoon mea-
surements

1 teaspoon salt, divided
1 teaspoon freshly ground pepper, 

divided
1 generous tablespoon garlic, minced
1 tablespoon sweet smoked paprika
1 teaspoon dried thyme or 1 tablespoon 

fresh, chopped

21/2 pounds chicken thighs, bone in and 
skin on, or your favorite bone-in, skin-on 
chicken pieces

Instructions
Preheat oven to 450 degrees.
Combine Brussels sprouts, shallots, 

and lemon with 3 tablespoons oil and 1/2 
teaspoon each salt and pepper. Place on 
a large sprayed rimmed roasting pan or 
baking sheet.

Mash garlic and the remaining 1/2 tea-
spoon salt with the side of a chef’s knife 

Mashing garlic.

Paprika chicken ready for the oven.

to form a paste. Combine the garlic paste 
with paprika, thyme, and the remaining 
2 tablespoons oil and 1/2 teaspoon pepper 
in a small bowl.

Rub the paste all over chicken. Nestle 
the chicken into the Brussels sprouts.

Roast until the Brussels sprouts are 
tender and an instant-read thermometer 
inserted into the thickest part of the chick-
en without touching bone registers 165 
degrees, 25 minutes or so. Skin will be 
golden brown and crisp, and some of the 
Brussels sprouts will be a little charred.

Quick Tips

What’s the best place 
to store paprika? In the 

freezer, to maintain 
flavor.
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REGULAR PAPRIKA VS. SMOKED PAPRIKA
Regular Paprika Made from sweet or hot bright red peppers dried in the sun. Hungarian is the most common. Flavor 
 is fruity, a bit bitter, and either sweet or hot depending upon the variety of pepper used.

Smoked Paprika Made from dried and smoked sweet or hot bright red peppers. Peppers are smoked over an oak fire. 
 Spanish/Pimiento is the most common. Flavor is smokey, warm, and complex and can be sweet, 
 bittersweet, or hot depending upon the variety of pepper used.

How to Substitute Fresh Herbs for 
Dry Herbs

Use the 3:1 rule. Fresh herbs contain 
moisture so use three times the amount 
of dry herbs.

Dry herbs contain no moisture, so their 
flavor is stronger than fresh.

Likewise, if a recipe calls for fresh 
herbs and you use dry, use the 1:3 rule. 
An example is if a recipe calls for a ta-
blespoon (three teaspoons) fresh herb, use 
one teaspoon dry herb.

True or false? Always remove chicken 
skin before eating for roast chicken 
recipes.

False! Yes, you can enjoy chicken with 

the skin on without blowing your saturat-
ed fat allowance. To me, eating the crisp, 
golden skin of roasted chicken is part and 
parcel of the pleasure of eating chicken.

Take chicken breast, for example. For 
years the skinless, boneless breast reigned 
supreme. Healthy, yes. Tasty, not to my 
palate.

Research has shown that a 12-ounce 
chicken breast with bone in and skin on 
contains just 2.5 grams of saturated fat 
and 50 calories more than its skinless 
counterpart. Plus, chicken with the bone 
left in and skin on stays moist as it cooks. 
So go ahead, enjoy every bite of the crisp, 
yummy skin! 

Paprika chicken ready to serve.

Order at iamcountryside.com/shop/ or by calling 970-392-4419
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9 LESSER-KNOWN FACTS 
ABOUT CHICKENS AND DUCKS

Fun Facts About Chicken Anatomy and More!
By Doug Ottinger

D o chickens have tonsils? Can chickens get 

rabies? How do ducks mate? Do questions 

about these facts about chickens ever keep 

you up awake at night? If so, this article will hopefully 

answer these questions and give you some bits of trivia 

and facts about chickens and ducks to share.

Let’s look at some lesser-known facts about chickens.
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1. Do Chickens Have Tonsils?
Chickens have tonsils, but they are not 

found where yours and mine are found. 
Chickens and most other birds have two 
small, whitish-colored, finger-like pro-
jections, at the cecum, or beginning of 
the large intestine. Called cecal tonsils, 
they are part of the lymphatic system and 
serve as germ traps just as tonsils found 
in humans. There are several other areas 
of tonsillar tissue in various areas of the 
chicken’s gastrointestinal tract, but the 
two main units are the ones found at the 
cecum.

2. Can Chickens Get Diabetes?
Chickens, as well as other birds, nor-

mally have very high blood-sugar levels. 
In lab studies, White Leghorn roosters 
were found to have blood-sugar readings 
well-in-excess of 200, after 24 hours of 
fasting. This would signal severe diabetes 
in a human, but chickens normally main-
tain non-fasting blood sugar levels in the 
300 to 400 range. Temporary spikes of 
more than 500 are not unknown. Chick-
ens can get diabetes, but it is not com-
mon. The pancreas in humans, as well as 
chickens, makes two hormones, insulin, 
and glucagon. Insulin lowers blood sugar 
and glucagon raises blood sugar. Constant 
glucagon production is the main agent re-
sponsible for higher blood sugar in birds. 
Because of a bird’s constant activity and 
high metabolic rate, higher blood-sugar 
levels are needed.

3. Can Chickens, or Other Birds, 
Contract Rabies?

The first lab experiments on this were 

done back in 1884. Numerous studies 
have been conducted since then. It was 
found that birds did not get rabies, but 
the exact reasons remained unknown for 
many years. The rabies virus can attach 
to one of the specialized protein recep-
tors in the brain cells of most mammals, 
including humans, causing degeneration 
and death of the cells. Chickens and other 
birds have the same specialized protein 
receptor in their brain cells, but it has 
some slight structural differences, making 
it impossible for the rabies virus to attach.

4. Are Chickens Musically Inclined?
Chickens seem to have definite pref-

erences for music. Some owners of 
backyard chickens have observed and 
commented on this fact for years, but 
now there are scientific studies to back 
up what they already observed and knew! 
In one study, baby chicks, incubated in 
a sound-proof incubator, were placed 
in a brooder, with two identical objects. 
Both objects had speakers attached. One 
played melodious, or consonant music 
and the other played clashing, or disso-
nant music. The majority of chicks im-
mediately chose to bond with the object 
playing the melodious sounds.

In another study, chickens laid more 
eggs in nests that played classical music, 
versus nests that played none. Classical 
music and polkas seem to be the music 
that chickens prefer. Just don’t make it 
too loud, though! Studies indicate that 
chickens become upset with constant 
sounds of eighty decibels, or higher (the 
equivalent sound levels of a dishwasher 
or garbage disposal).

Okay, so chickens like music. Does it 
put them in a romantic mood?

That is one study I have never seen! But 
since we’ve moved on to this, let’s look 
at some anatomical facts about chickens 
and chicken mating. Most male birds, 
including chickens, do not have a penis, 
or phallus (as it is sometimes referred to, 
in birds). In chicken mating, the rooster 
simply jumps on top of the hen. She 
moves her tail to one side and everts her 
cloaca. He quickly positions his everted 
cloaca down to meet hers, and once 
contact is made, ejaculation takes place 
and seminal fluid is transferred, in what 
ornithologists refer to as the cloacal kiss.

Chickens have 
tonsils, but they 
are not found 
where yours and 
mine are found. 
Chickens and most 
other birds have 
two small, whitish-
colored, finger-like 
projections, at the 
cecum, or beginning 
of the large intestine. 
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5. How Do Ducks Mate?
In ducks, copulation is significantly 

different. Male ducks, or drakes (along 
with male geese, swans, and ostriches), 
are among the few male birds with an 
actual penis, or phallus. The phallus is 
contained inside the cloaca and is everted 
at the time of mating. However, the duck 
is one of the most unusual. The duck’s 
penis is coiled into a pointed mass, 
resembling a corkscrew. Depending 
on species, this organ can be anywhere 
from one-fourth the length of the drake 
(mallard ducks), or longer than the drake 
itself (Argentinian Pond Ducks). Ducks 
often mate in the water, but will also mate 
on land. In both cases, the drake gets on 
top of the hen, just as roosters do. For 
many years, we knew very little about the 
actual anatomical action of the mating. 
Thanks to modern technology and high-
speed digital photography, researchers 
have been able to observe, record and 
measure the copulation. The duck penis 
everts, makes internal contact with the 
female and retracts, usually in less than 
one second total time. Among the more 
amazing facts about ducks; the female 
duck is one of the few birds that has a 
true vaginal tract. It twists and turns and 
has pockets, which means only the most 
virile drakes can penetrate and fertilize 
the eggs.

6. How Do Ducks Sleep?
Another amazing fact about ducks is 

that they sleep with only one hemisphere 
of their brain shut down. The other half 
is awake and watching for predators. 
Studies have been, and are currently being 
done on this issue, in hopes of learning 
more about human insomnia.

We’ve addressed facts about chickens, 
and facts about ducks, now how about 
some egg facts?

7. Are Eggs Truly Solid?
Egg shells are not solid. The average 

chicken egg contains about 9,000 pores. 
These exist for the transfer of oxygen and 
waste gases, to aid in the development 
of the baby chick. The shell of a normal 
chicken egg has four distinct layers of 
calcium. For many years, we believed 
that the shell pigment of brown eggs, pro-
toporphyrin, was only on the exterior of 
the eggshell. In fact, I said this in a recent 
article. Updated research has found that 
bits and pieces of this pigment are found 
in every layer of calcium in the shell! The 
solid application of brown color, however, 
is just on the exterior.

8. Which End of an Egg is Laid 
First?

Roughly two-thirds of eggs are laid 
pointed end first. About one-third are laid 

blunt-end first. How can this be? All eggs 
are formed the same way in the oviduct 
and move along, blunt-end first. However, 
shortly before laying, the eggs rotate in 
most hens, to a pointed-end-first position, 
but not always.

9. What Are Those White Things in 
Eggs?

An egg contains four separate layers 
of white, or albumen. Those little white, 
twisted things that you see, when you 
break an egg open, are called chalazae. 
They are considered one of the albumen 
layers and are safe to eat. These twisted 
membranes attach to the yolk and each 
end of the egg, keeping the yolk in the 
center, where it belongs.

With some slight variations in indi-
vidual eggs, the shell makes up about 10 
percent of an egg’s total weight, albumen 
about 60 percent, and the yolk roughly 
30 percent. 



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        39Spring 2019

Order at iamcountryside.com/shop/ or by calling 970-392-4419



40 Backyard Poultry

HOW TO STOP CHICKEN 
PECKING & CANNIBALISM

Dealing With Aggression Beyond 
The Chicken Pecking Order

By Jeremy Chartier

C hicken cannibalism is an unfortunate problem many 
first-time flock owners face. Inexperience, circum-
stances, and accidents can ignite a ruthless chain of 

destruction within your flock. Let’s talk about the things you 
can do to prevent chicken cannibalism, and how to stop chickens 
from pecking each other to death.

Chicken Cannibalism
Chicken cannibalism is seldom a problem that occurs spon-

taneously, but instead, it’s usually a reaction to something else. 
The experienced poultry keeper will note that cannibalism is a 
symptom of an underlying issue in the flock, and it’s up to you 
to play chicken detective.

Space Constraints
The number one instigator of chicken cannibalism is limited 

space. Commercial birds typically require a minimum amount 
of floor space per bird. These birds should get along with each 
other, as long as they’re in a homogeneous flock.

Most backyard chicken keepers don’t keep a homogeneous 
flock, which creates problems if we’re not careful. When mixing 
chickens of different sizes, breeds, ages and energy levels, we 
need to provide ample coop space. Be conscious of the fact that 
birds lower on the pecking order need to have space to evade 
the more aggressive birds in your flock.

Room to Move
To avoid chicken cannibalism because of crowding, supply 

ample square footage of floor space when planning your coop. 
According to Penn State University, adult chickens require a 
floor space of at least one and a half square feet per bird in a full-
time coop. For those of us using an outdoor run, we can make 
do with reduced floor space if our flock ranges every day. Perch 
space is equally important. Be prepared to supply six inches 
of linear perch space per bird to give everyone a place to sit.

Limited Resources
When chickens perceive a shortage of food, water or space, 
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they fight for it. The stronger and more aggressive birds win, 
and the lesser birds suffer. This fighting can lead to bloodshed, 
and bloodshed leads to chicken cannibalism.

If using a water trough style dispenser, supply at least one inch 
of trough space per bird. For feeder space, a three linear inch 
allotment per bird is suggested. If you’ve gone over to nipple 
watering valves, have one valve per eight to 10 adult chickens.

It should go without saying, but if you’re looking for poten-
tial problems, check your water and feed supply. Is the water 
freezing in the winter? Is someone shirking their duties and not 
keeping the feeder full? Any situation that causes food or water 
shortages can incite chicken cannibalism.

Lights
Chickens are extremely photosensitive, so light intensity and 

duration can make or break your flock. For optimum laying, 
provide a total daylight span of 16 hours; be it artificial, natural, 
or combined. Exceeding 16 hours of white light per day will 
agitate your birds, which will result in fighting and picking, 
which can lead to chicken cannibalism.

Bright lights are also an issue. If you use a bright white light, 
such as a 100-watt incandescent bulb (or equivalent), body 
features become more apparent to other birds. A small wound, 
glistening skin or colorful feather may go unnoticed in lower 
wattage lighting, but in bright light, it draws other bird’s atten-
tion. Keep light bulbs to a 40-watt incandescent (or equivalent) 
to avoid these issues. Nightlights should be red if needed.

Blowout
A common source of chicken cannibalism is “blowouts.” 

Blowout is an industry term associated with the aftermath of 
a hen who experienced a prolapse. Prolapsing of the oviduct 
occurs when a bird passes an egg too large for her body. When 
a hen prolapses, she exposes her oviduct, which other chickens 
see.

Chickens are notorious for cannibalizing prolapsed hens. 
Some high-production breeds are prone to the situation, such 
as commercial Leghorns and Red Sex Links. The condition can 
be spontaneous, but a common cause of prolapse is a sudden 
change in your lighting schedule. If you need to change your 
lighting plan, do so slowly to avoid blowouts.

Unavoidable Situations
Sometimes you can’t prevent aggressive behavior. Introduc-

ing new birds into your flock, especially younger birds, can be 
problematic. I suggest adding them to the flock at night when 
the coop lights are off, so they wake up together, instead of 
creating an immediate challenge to the pecking order.

Knowing things like when do chickens molt will help you 
plan for regular chicken life events that could lead to chicken 
cannibalism. Additionally, if you bathe your chickens for any 
reason, be sure to let birds dry fully before replacing them into 
a flock because they will stand out in the crowd and be harassed 
by pen mates.

Temperament
Not all breeds are the same when it comes to personality and 

disposition. I’ve found many red-type breeds and red hybrids to 
be more aggressive than most, and the commercial Easter Eggers 

to be excessively timid birds. That’s my personal experience, 
but temperaments can vary between bloodlines. Mixing a high-
strung, aggressive type of bird with an exceptionally timid bird 
is another recipe for disaster.

Poly Peepers
Sometimes you may have a particularly aggressive bird in 

the flock. You’ll have to choose if you want to remove that bird 
from your flock or not. If you can’t bring yourself to “kick them 
off the island,” then consider using a blinder.

Poly peepers are a device that clips to their nares (nostrils) 
and makes it hard for an aggressive bird to see directly in front 
of them. There are different styles of poly peepers, some require 
an intrusive anchor mechanism, and some just clip on, so in-
vestigate them before ordering. I’m not a fan of them, but if it’s 
a blinder or the stew pot, I suppose the blinder will do the job.

Cock Fighting
Roosters are notorious for fighting. It’s in their nature, how-

ever, you may need to intervene if they shed too much blood. 
Unlike a staged cockfight, most roosters will battle it out and 
stop when they’ve decided amongst themselves who won, and 
who is the underdog.
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You can sand your bird’s spurs to blunt 
them, and you can trim the hook off their 
beak (not de-beak, that’s different) with a 
fingernail trimmer and a file. Doing this 
may reduce the viciousness of the battle. 
Additionally, avoid continual fighting by 
making sure your rooster to hen ratio is 
about ten to one. Having too many males 
just will add fuel to the fire.

Boredom
Chickens can get bored easily. Those 

of us who let our birds free range, or give 
them access to a fenced-in yard, seldom 
have issues with boredom ending in 
chicken cannibalism. Sometimes we need 
to keep our birds in for a while, such as 
during harsh storms, snow or to protect 
them from a persistent day predator. In 
cases like this, you may run into boredom 
issues.

Chicken boredom is easy to resolve. 
You can try bird toys, especially hanging 
mirror type bird toys. Food is also a great 
way to keep chickens busy. I like to hang 
a head of cabbage from the ceiling of 
my coop to give my pullets something to 
peck at during the day. You can screw an 
eyelet into the base of a head of cabbage 

and hang it by a string, making it an in-
teractive food toy.

Training
Sometimes your best efforts are laid to 

waste. Despite keeping a safe, enriched 
environment, chicken cannibalism may 
still rear its head occasionally. The solu-
tion becomes a matter of training, and I 
prefer to use a product known as “pick-
no-more” by Rooster Booster.

Anti-pick lotion such as the pick-no-
more product is a lifesaver, and every 
chicken keeper should keep it in stock. 
When you begin to see the effects of 
aggressive pecking or the beginnings of 
chicken cannibalism, spread this paste 
on the affected area of the battered bird.

Releasing the injured bird back into 
the populous will invite further aggres-
sion, but it won’t last long. This lotion 
is as eye-catching as it is horrifically 
disgusting to a chicken. Aggressive birds 
will attack the lotion, realize just how 
disgusting it is, associate that taste to that 
bird and they should learn in short order 
not to pick on that bird.

I’ve been using this type of product 
for more than 20 years. The brand names 

have changed, but the effect hasn’t. I trust 
these anti-pick lotions to stop the prob-
lem, which is why I recommend them 
without hesitation.

Wounds
Chickens are good at getting into 

trouble, and sometimes they get injured 
in the process. I’ve seen healthy chickens 
survive some gruesome flesh injuries. 
Additionally, roosters who have been 
duking it out too much may also need 
medical attention.

I’ve seen birds escape from the jaws of 
foxes, survive an aggressive encounter 
with hungry raccoons and manage to 
injure themselves on fencing or farm 
equipment. If you have a bird that has 
endured a flesh wound, address it with 
an aerosol antibiotic covering.

Being segregated from the flock may 
throw them into depression, but if you 
release them to the hoard, the other birds 
are likely to cannibalize them. I like to 
suggest caging them inside their home 
coop, so they still can interact with the 
flock, but not be exposed to aggressive 
pecking. I use a small dog crate when I 
need to isolate a bird like this.

Unfortunate Realities
Chicken cannibalism is one of those 

unfortunate realities of keeping poultry, 
but it’s a reality we can handle easily. 
Be sure to avoid situations that can 
cause aggression in the flock, be wary of 
changes to your lighting plans and treat 
injured birds promptly. Training aids and 
distractions work wonders, but be sure 
to use these interventions early, before 
you end up in a vicious circle of chicken 
cannibalism. 
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TOP 7 
QUESTIONS 

About 
Vaccinating 
Your Flock

By Michelle Miller

I t’s spring again, which means lots of us are bringing home 
new birds. However, with new birds, come new (and old) 
questions about vaccination. It can be difficult to decide 

what is necessary for small flocks. Here are some common 
questions and answers to get you started.

What Vaccines are Important?
There are a multitude of vaccines on the market but only a few 

of them are serious considerations for small flock owners. It isn’t 
practical or advisable to vaccinate for every potential illness. 
Some diseases, such as Fowl Pox, should only be vaccinated 
against if there have been outbreaks in the area. My vaccine list 
includes Marek’s, Newcastle, and Infectious Bronchitis. You 
may also consider adding Infectious Bursal Disease.

Can I Purchase Vaccinated Chicks?
It has become common for hatcheries to vaccinate day-old 

chicks for Marek’s. Some offer additional vaccines but you may 
have to request these as part of the purchasing process. Keep 
in mind there are restrictions if you receive your birds by mail. 
The USPS specifically outlines that one-day-old birds that have 
received a live vaccine against Newcastle cannot be shipped. 
Some vaccines may need to be administered when your birds 
are older so you have to do those yourself.

Where do I Get Poultry Vaccines?
Most vaccines are sold online in 1,000+ dose vials as the 

target market consists of large production farmers. Even at this 

scale, a 5,000 dose vial may only cost $20-$30. Try to find other 
poultry owners who are interested in vaccinating to coordinate 
splitting an order and vaccinate your entire flock at one time.

I Ordered Them, Now What?
Vaccines must be temperature controlled so be prepared to 

store the vials in a refrigerator until you are ready to vaccinate. 
Understand the methods of vaccination before purchasing: 
subcutaneous, wing web, nasal spray, and drinking water are 
most common. Take precautions to avoid exposure by wearing 
nitrile or latex gloves and washing your hands thoroughly after 
handling. Do not administer a vaccine to a sick bird. I can’t 
reiterate that enough. The only time this is acceptable is if you 
are treating an outbreak. If this is the case, I recommend you 
have an in-depth conversation with a veterinarian or call the 
free USDA hotline staffed with veterinarians (1-866-536-7593) 
before treating your birds.

What if I Already Have Birds that Aren’t Vaccinated?
It’s always good to be consistent. If you are vaccinating chicks 

that will be added to your unvaccinated flock it isn’t too late to 
vaccinate the older birds as well. If you are raising meat birds 
instead of layers, read the label carefully. A general rule is that 
vaccines should not be administered within 21 days of slaughter, 
but this will be clearly stated on the product.

Does Organic Mean Vaccine-Free?
The USDA clearly states that preventative vaccines are 
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allowed for organic birds (broilers or 
layers). I would take this a step further 
and suggest that organic poultry farmers 
should practice vaccination. Vaccinating 
early in life prevents infected birds later in 
life who may lose organic status if treated 
(some treatments are acceptable but others 
may not be allowed under the guidelines). 
Vaccinating is actually the most effective 
way to ensure a higher quality of life and 
reduce potential suffering in your flock. 
See more about the USDA Guidelines 
for Organic Certification of Poultry here: 
bit.ly/USDAOrganicCertificationofPoultry

Will Vaccines Make my Birds Sick?
One aspect of vaccination that deters 

a lot of people is the black box of how 
they work. Most vaccines are live or 
modified live. This means you are giving 
your birds an actual virus. Yes, these can 
cause some mild and short-term effects 
resembling illness such as a nasal dis-
charge or lethargy. This does not mean 
you have given your bird a disease. Like 
people, chickens have an immune system 

that has to be introduced to the bad guys 
ahead of time so that when that virus 
does show up in your backyard, they 
already have an established immunity. 

There are a 
multitude of 
vaccines on 
the market but 
only a few of 
them are serious 
considerations for 
small flock owners. 
It isn’t practical 
or advisable to 
vaccinate for every 
potential illness. 

These vaccines have gone through years 
of extensive study before being sold to 
the public. The doses are high enough to 
stimulate the necessary immune response 
(this is why you see those effects) but low 
enough not to cause the disease. As long 
as you follow the instructions specific to 
the vaccine, the risk of serious side effects 
is extremely small.

One last piece of advice: write down 
the hatch dates and vaccination dates 
for each of your chickens for future 
reference.

Happy vaccinating! 
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A VOCABULARY LIST BUILT 
JUST FOR CHICKEN OWNERS

Chickens (n): Defined
By Kenny Coogan

M y substitution for Sports Illustrated, Men’s Fitness, 

and Harper’s magazines were always easy: Strom-

bergs, Murray McMurray Hatchery, and Hold-

erread Waterfowl. These magazines would keep me occupied 

for not only hours, but days. I would study all the one-inch by 

one-inch cells that would contain an exemplar picture of an adult 

male and female duck, chicken, turkey, or goose. The magazines 

would arrive in late winter, days apart from one another, just in 

time for placing an order in the early spring. This way the chicks 

or ducklings would be ready to be judged at the summer fairs.

For those new to the hobby or for veterans who want to brush 

up, here are the must have vocabulary words for a chicken owner.
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FEMALE CHICKENS

DAM
Mother.

HEN
A female chicken.

IMPACTION
The blockage of a part of the digestive 

tract, typically the crop or cloaca.

ISTHMUS
The part of the female reproductive 

tract where the inner and outer shell 
membranes are added.

NEST EGG
Artificial egg placed in a nest to en-

courage hens to lay there.

OVARY
A part of the female avian reproduc-

tive tract which holds the female genetic 
material and collects the yolk material 
normally associated with eggs.

OVIDUCT
A part of the female avian reproductive 

tract where the egg white (albumen), shell 
membranes, shell and bloom (cuticle) are 
added to form a complete egg.

OVIPOSITION
The laying of an egg.

OVULATION
The release of a yolk from the ovary.

PULLET
A female chicken under one year old.

SET
To keep eggs warm so they will hatch; 

also called “brood.”

MALE CHICKENS

COCK
A male chicken; also called a rooster.

COCKEREL
A male chicken under one year old.

SIRE
Father.

SPUR
The sharp horny protrusion from the 

back of a bird’s shank (typically larger 
in males than in females).

STAG
A cockerel on the brink of sexual ma-

turity, when his comb and spurs begin 
to develop.

TESTES
The male reproductive glands (located 

internally in birds).

HUSBANDRY

BROODER
A heated enclosure used to imitate the 

warmth and protection a mother hen gives 
her chicks.

CANDLE
To examine the contents of an intact 

egg with a strong light source.

FLOCK
A group of chickens living together.

FREE RANGE
To allow chickens to roam a yard or 

pasture at will.

GRIT
Sand and small pebbles eaten by a 

chicken and used by its gizzard to grind 
up grain and plant fiber.

Broody (n):
A hen that covers eggs to warm and 

hatch them. Sometimes refers to a hen 
that stays in the nest for an extended 

period without producing eggs.

Pecking 
Order (n):

The social rank 
of individuals 
within a flock.
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PERCH
A place where chickens can get off the 

floor (also called a roost).

PINFEATHERS
The tips of newly emerging feathers.

STARTER
A feed ration for newly hatched chicks, 

also called “crumbles.”

STRAIGHT-RUN (CHICKS)
Day-old chicks who have not been 

sorted by sex (also called unsexed).

ZOONOSIS
A disease transmissible from an animal 

to a human.

ANATOMY & HEALTH

ALEKTOROPHOBIA
Fear of chickens (probably no one 

reading this magazine.)

BLOOM
Also known as the cuticle, it is the nat-

ural coating on the eggshell. The bloom 
helps to prevent bacteria from getting 
inside the shell and reduces moisture loss 
from the egg.

CARRIER
An apparently healthy individual that 

transmits disease to other individuals. 
This individual carries the recessive trait.

CHALAZAE
Two white cords on each side of a yolk 

that keep the yolk properly positioned 
within the egg white; singular: chalaza.

COCCIDIOSIS
A parasitic protozoal infestation, usu-

ally occurring in damp, unclean housing.

COMB
The fleshy, usually red, top of a chick-

en’s head.

CREST
A puff of feathers on the heads of 

breeds such, as Houdan, Silkie, or Polish; 
also called a “topknot.”

CROP
A pouch at the base of a chicken’s neck 

that bulges after the bird has eaten.

EGG TOOTH
A tooth-like structure on a chick’s up-

per beak that helps the chick pip through 
the shell.

GIZZARD
An organ that contains grit for grinding 

up the grain and plant fiber a chicken eats.

HACKLES
Feathers over the back of a chicken 

that are pointed in males and rounded 
in females.

HELMINTHES
A category of parasitic worms.

KEEL
The breast bone of birds.

MOLT (MOULT)
A part of the hen’s reproductive cycle 

when she stops laying and lose her body 
feathers. Males loose feathers during a 
molt as well.

Embryo (n):
A fertilized egg at any stage of 
development prior to hatching.

Brood (n):
1. To care for a batch of chicks. 

2. The chicks themselves.
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PREEN GLAND
An oil sack on the back, near the base of the tail of birds 

providing oil used in preening (also called the oil or uropygial 
gland).

SADDLE
A part of a bird’s back just before the tail.

SPLAYED LEGS
The legs are positioned making the bird unable to stand up 

(also called “spraddle legs”).

VENT
The outside opening of the cloaca in birds through which the 

digestive, excretory and reproductive tracts empty.

POULTRY SHOWS

AMERICAN STANDARD OF PERFECTION
A book published by the American Poultry Association de-

scribing the ideal specimen for each breed recognized by that 
organization.

BANTAM
A miniature chicken. Banty (pl.).

BREED
A stock of chickens, having a distinctive appearance and 

typically having been developed by deliberate selection.

BROILER
A young, meat chicken; also called a “fryer.”

CLEAN LEGGED
Having no feathers growing down the shanks.

CONFORMATION
A chicken’s body shape/structure.

FEATHER LEGGED
Having feathers growing down the shanks, i.e., Cochins and 

Brahmas.

LACING
Border of contrast color around the entire feather.

TRIO
A male with two females of the same species, breed and 

variety. 
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Therapy Chickens Combat 
Isolation and Loneliness

Therapy Birds in Special Needs Schools, on 
Hospital Visits, Nursing Homes, and More

By Susie Kearley

T he therapeutic value of taking 
dogs to visit hospitals, special 
needs centers, schools, and nurs-

ing homes is well known. Even docile 
cats are now sometimes used as therapy 
animals, providing companionship, con-
fidence, and a feeling of well-being to 
people in need. But therapy chickens? 
Whoever heard of chickens being used 
in therapy?

Chickens as pets are wonderful birds, 
full of life, and with the instant ability 
to make us smile. So perhaps that’s why 

Ione Maria Rojas thought they’d make 
great visiting companions for elderly 
people in London’s nursing homes.

Ione founded the Furry Tales project 
at Stepney City Farm in London in 2013, 
and with the help of volunteers, took Pe-
kin Bantam chickens, rabbits, and guinea 
pigs to residential care homes and day 
centers across the capital.

“Living in London is intense!” she 
explained. “So I started volunteering 
at Stepney City Farm and found the 
experience really beneficial for my 

well-being. I’d had a long-term interest 
in art therapies and elderly health, and 
I’d volunteered in a couple of care homes 
running painting workshops. My positive 
experience with the farm animals made 
me think the elderly people would bene-
fit from meeting the animals too. I took 
a few small animals into a home and it 
snowballed from there.”

The reaction from elderly people to 
seeing therapy chickens arrive in their 
communal lounge was delightful. They 
were smiling broadly and keen to par-
ticipate.
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“Pekin Bantam chickens are known 
for being really docile,” explained Ione. 
“They like to be stroked and enjoy perch-
ing on people’s laps, making them the 
perfect therapy animal. The experience 
promotes interaction and can make those 
who are very reserved and withdrawn 
want to join in and hold a chicken! For 
some people who kept chickens in their 
youth, it brings back happy memories.”

Therapy animals provide physical 
comfort, laughter, and are a great topic 
of conversation. The very fact that the 
therapy chickens seem so content is a 
talking point because people think they’ll 
run away, but the hens are born and raised 
on the farm. “When the animals are very 
young, volunteers spend a lot of time 
with them. They get a lot of handling, so 
they’re used to it,” said Ione.

In 2015, Ione visited animal therapy 
centers across America to learn best 
practices and share experiences of an-
imal therapy in care homes and other 
environments. At the Life Care Center 
of Nashoba Valley in Littleton, Massa-
chusetts, she learned about their hugely 
successful animal therapy program. They 
have a brood of therapy chickens and the 
residents with Alzheimer’s benefit hugely 
from just sitting and watching the birds; 
they say the experience is calming. One 
resident started feeding the chickens to 
improve his mobility.

In Kansas, a day care worker showed 
the clients how to care for chickens and 

encouraged those with DIY skills to build 
a coop. It was a thoroughly enjoyable 
activity, which gave them purpose and 
a sense of accomplishment, lifting their 
spirits.

When Ione returned from her trip, 
she was struck by the range of physical, 
emotional, cognitive, and social benefits 
she’d observed, including faster healing 
times in patients, and greater community 
cohesion when animals were involved in 
treatment regimes. It opened her eyes to 
new ideas, some of which were integrated 
into her work in the United Kingdom.

Then in March 2017, Ione handed over 
the responsibility for Furry Tales to her 
coworkers, Jane and Merlin. Jane said, 
“We’ve now developed a series of out-
reach packages where we take chickens 

and other animals to a hospital dementia 
ward, various residential homes, and to 
sheltered housing, visiting each location 
for eight weeks. Some of our clients are 
isolated or socially excluded, so we help 
to combat that, generate conversations 
and promote positive relationships.

“Some of our beneficiaries are living 
independently, but they’re socially isolat-
ed and struggle to get out. Some are in 
wheelchairs or have mobility problems. 
We can help. We’ve also introduced 
weekly Friday afternoon drop-in ses-
sions at the farm, so people who enjoyed 
their eight-week session can prolong 
the experience. We help with a range of 
issues including anxiety and depression. 
Although most beneficiaries are older, we 
do accept people as young as 25 if we can 
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identify a need and see that they’ll benefit 
from the experience. They get a mini-tour 
of the farm and one-to-one contact with 
the chickens,” said Jane.

Although the work can be therapeutic, 
Jane is keen to stress that they don’t actu-
ally undertake therapy. “We offer Animal 
Assisted Interventions and activities,” 
she says.

Elsewhere, a charity called Henpower, 
set up in 2011 in the north of England, 
encourages hen-keeping as a way to 
combat loneliness and depression among 
older people. A study by Northumbria 
University, published in 2013, showed 
that Henpower not only helps to beat 
loneliness and depression, it also reduces 
the need for antipsychotic medication in 
care homes. Henpower encourages peo-
ple to take full responsibility for therapy 
chickens, so they’re not just petting them. 
Participants have a lot of interaction with 
the project while learning about different 
aspects of chicken care. Volunteers take 
therapy chickens to schools, events, and 
care environments, where people enjoy 
the interaction and learn about the birds.

Chickens can change lives too. Paul 
Checkley from England suffered abuse 
as a child. As an adult, he couldn’t shake 

off the feelings of shame and depression, 
had a full psychotic breakdown, retired 
from his job on medical grounds, and 
then a friend suggested he adopt battery 
hens. “They’ve had a horrible life, just 
like you.” His friend persisted.

Paul adopted four hens; they were 
featherless and terrified from their or-
deal. But as he watched them grow into 
beautiful, confident chickens. He found it 
immensely rewarding and the experience 
gave him the strength to fight his own 
demons. “The hens accept me. They calm 
me down and I feel that, through the hor-
rors in both their lives and mine, we con-
nect,” he told The Guardian newspaper.

Today therapy chickens are used 
around the world to help those in nurs-
ing homes improve their mobility and 
have fun. Residents are more inclined 
to go outdoors if they can interact with 
animals when they get there. This means 
people are motivated to push themselves 
to achieve greater mobility and indepen-
dence. The therapy chickens make people 
laugh, and bring simple pleasures to 
people who face huge challenges with ill 
health, disabilities, or have serious mental 
health issues.

Criminal Rehabilitation
Therapy chickens are also being used 

to rehabilitate prisoners. At The State 
Hospital in Scotland, where 75 percent 
of patients have schizophrenia, chickens 
roam the animal garden. You might think 
the patients are a threat to the animals but 
in fact, they treat them with kindness and 
compassion. Animals offer non-judge-
mental companionship, so the sessions 
can be the first positive relationship that 
some criminals experience in their lives, 
opening the door to new positive attitudes 
and successful rehabilitation. It’s thera-
peutic, calming, and can enhance their 
well-being.

Ashworth Hospital in Merseyside, 
England, looks after dangerous criminals, 
using therapy chickens to help them deal 
with a wide range of mental health issues. 
One of the patients called Chris was hurt-
ing himself in prison and was suicidal. 
He was sent to the hospital to recover 
and told a BBC reporter, “I look after 
the chickens. I enjoy it.  It’s therapeutic. 
It helps me. It’s good to get off the ward 
and forget about where I am.”

On Rikers Island, the main prison in 
New York City, the Horticulture Society 
of New York administers a horticulture 
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course called the GreenHouse program, 
which trains prisoners to be gardeners and 
provides employment in gardening roles 
in the city, following their release. Part 
of this experience is working with chick-
ens, where they have the opportunity to 
nurture the birds. For some prisoners, 
learning about horticulture and animal 
care provides a valuable connection to 
nature, which begins a healing process.

At Dartmoor Prison, England, the 
therapy garden is home to a brood of 
ex-battery chickens who are now thriv-
ing in the prisoners’ care. Their eggs are 
sold and the money raised is spent on the 
garden project.

Edinburgh Prison in Scotland has a 
brood of therapy chickens, who improve 
the mood of the prisoners who care for 
them. The prisoners built a chicken coop 
for them and learned about their welfare. 
They use the eggs in cooking lessons, and 
one prisoner said the chickens “put more 
light into every day.”

Registration and Training
A good therapy chicken needs to enjoy 

being handled, so the process of social-
ization, early in life, is important. They 
shouldn’t startle easily and should have 
an easy-going temperament.

In the UK, therapy chickens are not 
certified because there is no official ac-
creditation process for therapy chickens 
or Animal Assisted Interventions. There 
are, however, registration schemes and 
training programs in the United States. 
There are also best practice guidelines, 
to which many organizations in the UK 
and around the world adhere.

• Society for Companionship Animal 
Studies (SCAS) Code of Practice

• International Association of Hu-
man-Animal Interaction Organisations’ 
2014 White Paper on AAI

An organization called Register My 
Service Animal, LLC says, it can register 
your chickens as either Emotional Sup-
port Animals or Therapy Animals. They 
do not provide training.

You can also register Emotional Sup-
port Animals with The Official ESA 
Registration Of America. Chickens are 
accepted. They say, “Any animal that pro-
vides therapeutic value can be considered 
an Emotional Support Animal.”

Chicken owners can apply to work 
with an organization called Intermountain 
Therapy Animals, based in Utah. You 
and your chicken will be screened for 
suitability and if you’re deemed to be 
suitable, you can proceed onto the team 
training course.

There are many animal therapy organi-
zations across the USA, providing oppor-
tunities for volunteers and their animals 
to enter therapeutic environments. Only 
a minority work with chickens, but it’s 
worth making inquiries with your nearest 
center if you’d like to volunteer.

An interactive online course called 
Chickens and You leads to a Therapy 
Chicken Handler certificate and teaches 
the skills needed for chicken therapy, 
including handling, public speaking, 
transportation and bird safety. The course 
explores how to read your bird’s stress 
signals, and anticipate their responses 
and behavior. 

  THERAPY CHICKEN RESOURCES

  REGISTER MY SERVICE ANIMAL, LLC registermyserviceanimal.com/home.html
  OFFICIAL ESA REGISTRATION OF AMERICA esaregistration.org/my-account
  INTERMOUNTAIN THERAPY ANIMALS therapyanimals.org/Volunteer.html
  CHICKENS AND YOU chickensandyou.com/course_therapy_chicken.html
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P icking show chicken breeds for 
your first foray into the world of 
fancy poultry can be as daunting 

as trying to understand genetics. But with 
a few simple pointers, you can be on your 
way to success.

First and foremost, don’t pigeon hole 
yourself by chasing the ideal breed. Find-
ing good breeding stock can be difficult 
enough, being overly picky can make 
the difference between you wanting to 
get into “the fancy” and actually doing 
it. I suggest picking a general body type, 
going to a good-sized poultry show and 
seeing what piques your interest in the 
for sale cages. Being flexible is key, es-
pecially for your first time out.

Easy Keepers
Especially for someone just getting 

into show birds, I highly suggest picking 
a breed that’s easy to keep and easy to 
show. There are many breeds out there 
that are simply a chore to prep for the 
show or require certain things to conform 
to breed standard that will turn people off 
from raising them. I generally suggest 
beginners start with something small, 
clean legged, monochrome, and devoid 
of undue complications.

Bantams
Bantam birds are much smaller than 

your typical backyard bird and many 
standard-sized breeds have miniature 
counterparts in the bantam world. The 
bonus of keeping bantams for showing 
is that, well … they’re small. It’s easier 
to transport, handle, wash, and manage 
pint-sized chickens. They eat less feed 
which saves money and they’re adorable 
too. It simply makes life easier when your 
chicken fits the palm of your hand.

Clean-Legged
I suggest beginners start with a clean-

legged bird, which means they don’t have 

SHOWING POULTRY 101
Where to Start When Picking 

Show Quality Chickens 
By Jeremy Chartier
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feathers on their legs. A feather-legged 
breed like Cochin chickens and Brahma 
chickens are fun and appealing, but keep-
ing their boots clean is a nightmare. Look 
for a clean-legged breed, like Orpington 
chickens, Rose Combs, or Leghorns.

Monochrome
There are some beautiful color patterns 

out there to pick from. With all these gor-
geous options, why would I tell someone 
to pick a boring monochrome variety? 
When you’re developing a line of birds 
for competition, you first work on your 
body type, then feather coloring, then you 
develop the color pattern. If you have a 
monochrome bird, you’ve cut out the 
third step. Cutting out that last step will 
save you lots of time and frustration. In 
the future, feel free to challenge yourself 
with a patterned bird, but for the first 
flock, keep it simple.

Inherent Complications
What I consider a deal breaker in a 

starter breed is complications that are 
inherent to the breed or breed standard. 
For instance, White Crested Black Pol-
ish are fun, quirky, and silly, but unless 
you’re willing to pluck their crest, you 
will have a hard time winning. These 
birds are notorious for growing too much 
black feathering in their white crest and 
these extra black feathers must be plucked 
until they grow back white. It’s a lot like 
tweezing your eyebrows, but not every-
one is willing to do it.

Another deal-breaking complication is 
the Old English breed. The bird in itself 
is a fantastic bird, but the breed standard 
requires cocks to be dubbed, which effec-
tively means their combs and wattles are 
trimmed off. This obviously does not sit 
well with many people.

Exceptionally fluffy chickens, like the 
Cochin, have a bad habit of making an 
absolute mess of their vent area. Because 
there is so much fluff at the “business 
end” of the bird, it has a habit of soiling 
itself. Cochins are also known for having 
low fertility rates because the fluff gets 
in the way.

Some complications are invisible, such 
as lethal genes. Araucana chickens are 
a terribly complicated breed to master 
since genetics is a crucial topic you need 
to understand. When breeding two tufted 
birds, about 25 percent of the offspring 
will never hatch, dying mid-way through 
incubation. This is a frustrating reality of 
that breed.

Before you buy into a breed, ask peo-
ple who know the breed and find out if 
they have any peculiar needs you should 
know about.

Show Chicken Breeds
Rose Comb Bantams are one of the 

show chicken breeds I would wholeheart-
edly recommend without reservation. 
These majestic birds are not the smallest 

of the bantam show chicken breeds, 
but they are still a small, compact bird. 
Rose Combs fit well in the hand, which 
makes them easy to handle, transport, and 
control. These birds are a clean-legged 
breed with tight feathering, which simply 
means they’re not fluffy, but sleek.

Albeit not the flashiest of them all, An-
twerp Belgian Bantams are a lovely and 
attractive bird to own. They’re a compact 
bird that carries easily in the hand and 
have an understated attractiveness about 
them. My experiences have been that 
they are a smart, friendly bird that keeps 
easily and shows well. I highly suggest 
an Antwerp Belgian for their clean legs 
and small size, which makes them easy 
to keep in good condition.
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Don’t Be Shy
Books are a great resource and the 

internet has lots of information, but when 
it comes to learning about show chicken 
breeds, it’s best to go to the source. Talk 
to breeders that have been doing this for 
years. Nine times out of 10, as soon as 
you show genuine interest in what they 
do, the floodgates will open. If you’re 
wise enough to clam up and soak in the 
torrent of information they’ll bestow upon 
you, you’ll have a genuinely solid under-
standing of the breed you’re researching. 
Go out there, window shop a bit and pick 
the brains of the experienced breeders.

Getting Your Foundation Stock
Once you’ve chosen your breed, you’ve 

got to acquire your chickens so you can 
start a breeding program to increase your 
chicken’s show qualities. This means you 
need to buy some birds to start off with 
from another breeder or breeders.

Where Not to Buy
Commercial hatcheries, albeit conve-

nient, are not good sources of high-qual-
ity breed stock. These hatcheries are 
focused on providing reasonable repre-
sentations of a breed while preserving 
their ability to mass produce and deliver 
them. With few exceptions, this usually 
equates to pretty birds that look nice, but 
are not competition grade.

The world of poultry fanciers, much 
like most of our society, has evolved with 
the advent of the internet. Many quality 

breeders are out there on stock trading 
websites, auctions, their own websites 
and Facebook. Unfortunately so are the 
not-so-good breeders. I like buying things 
online, but chickens are individuals and 
the discerning breeder should visually 
inspect a bird before buying, so avoid 
buying online for your first breed stock.

Where to Buy
It’s challenging enough to perfect a 

fine example of a breed, so you should 
look for the best examples of your chosen 
breed from the start. The best place to find 
these is at a poultry show. Don’t confuse 
a poultry show with a local or state fair; 
look for a dedicated poultry-only show.

Many first timers really don’t under-
stand how buying birds works at shows 
and tend to miss out the first time they 
go. The key to picking up great birds is 
to get there early, like at coop in time for 
competitors or shortly thereafter. There is 
usually a “for sale” section of show cages, 
find them and start window shopping.

Picking Birds
Look at the offerings, meet some 

competitors and ask for opinions on birds 
for sale. It’s not uncommon for a com-
petitor to say “Oh, you should check out 
what’s-his-name’s birds, he’s got some 
real top-notch stuff” or “Those birds are 
real close to type, I’d look into those.” 
This inside information is priceless and 
typically reliable. People may be there to 
compete at a show, but they really love 

sharing their passion and bringing new 
people into the fancy.

Don’t expect sellers to be standing 
there waiting for you. There hopefully is 
a name or exhibitor number on the cage. 
You’ll have to ask competitors or officials 
who that individual is and where to find 
them. Do not bother a judge! Unless 
they are clearly loitering, socializing or 
waiting in line at the food booth, never 
bother a judge at a poultry show (it’s the 
quickest way to become unwelcome).

Bargain
If you’ve fallen in love with a bird in 

the sale cages, don’t dilly dally. Find that 
exhibitor and seal the deal, especially if 
they’re offering them at a reasonable rate. 
Also, don’t be shy about buying birds 
from multiple people, because breeding 
between blood lines keeps the genetic 
pool fresh.

A long-standing rule of thumb has been 
a minimum of $5 a rooster and $10 a hen 
for show-appropriate birds. When you’re 
looking at top-notch birds, up to $50 a 
pair or $75 a trio is fair. Anything richer 
than that, however, is out of a beginner’s 
league.

Remember that sellers don’t want to 
take these birds home, so there’s room 
to bargain. Keep in mind that they will 
likely be willing to bargain harder if you 
volunteer to buy more birds, especially 
roosters. Many times, I’d buy two or 
three pairs just to get the hens I wanted, 
even though I only liked one of the three 

There are some 
beautiful color 
patterns out there 
to pick from. With 
all these gorgeous 
options, why would 
I tell someone 
to pick a boring 
monochrome 
variety? 
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THINGS EVERY FANCIER NEEDS

   WHAT Where To Buy Why How Much

Vet Rx Amazon Common product used to brighten combs and wattles. $12

Leg Bands Amazon or American Poultry Assn. Numbered bands to identify your breeders (name tag). $15

Transport Crates Local Shows Show crates are designed to keep birds in good shape. $45-$100

Bantam Standard American Bantam Assn. This book gives you exact requirements of Bantam breeds. $45

American Standard American Poultry Assn. This book gives you exact requirements of Standard breeds. $60

Trimmers Local Shops Fingernail and cat nail clippers for trimming beaks and nails. $5-$10

Baby Wipes Local Shops Great for last-minute clean-ups. $5-$8

roosters. The other two usually became 
gifts to 4-H kids for showmanship birds.

Breeding Pens
Understanding how do chickens mate 

will assist in your choice of housing. I 
suggest using a litter floor since wire 
mesh floors can cause foot problems. 
Use a pen large enough to for your birds 
to court and mate unobstructed by tight 
confines. For Bantam breeding pairs, a 
three-foot-square area or larger should 
be sufficient, but if you chose to breed 
chickens of a standard size, you will need 
more room than that per pair.

Breeding Chickens
Now that you’ve bought birds worthy 

of your efforts, it’s time to start producing 
fertilized eggs for hatching. There are 
two schools of thought here, either you 
can start with a commingled flock or you 
can selectively breed birds pair by pair for 
finite control.

In the flock method, simply supply the 
group as a whole with an open floor and 
keep them together. This works as long 
as your density is around 10 hens to every 
rooster, otherwise, you will experience 
problems with rooster behavior such as 
fighting and domination of other males. 
This is the easiest way to keep a group 
of birds, making chores a simple affair. 
The downside is that you can’t control 
the pairings very well, and if you have 
more than 10 hens per rooster, fertility 
will suffer.

If you decide to breed chickens using 
the pairing method, you’ve made more 
work for yourself. Instead of checking 
one feeder and water dispenser for the 
group, you need to check each individual 
pen. The upside to this is that you have 

finite control over pairings and you can 
identify the exact parents of the resulting 
offspring. If you find that a particular 
pairing results in desirable offspring, 
you can repeat it at will, but in a group 
of birds, you’re just guessing.

The Poultry Fancy
Get out there and attend some regional 

poultry shows, I guarantee you will meet 
all sorts of interesting people who share 
your passion for poultry. Befriend these 

people, let them educate you, help you 
and guide you. I’ve never met a group of 
enthusiasts as willing to share as much 
knowledge as poultry fanciers do and 
it’s such an engaging hobby to enjoy. Go 
ahead, buy into a breed that catches your 
imagination and dive into a rewarding 
hobby loaded with friendly competition, 
camaraderie, and personal challenge. 
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By Susie Kearley

I n the United Kingdom and Europe, 
many people keep their eggs at room 
temperature. The supermarkets sell 

unrefrigerated eggs, and it’s thought that 
refrigerating eggs in shops is bad practice 
because chilling the eggs and then allow-
ing them to warm on the way home could 
create condensation. Damp makes it eas-
ier for salmonella to penetrate the shell, 
so you could end up with infected eggs.

In the home, many Brits continue to 
store their eggs at room temperature, 
saying that unrefrigerated eggs taste bet-
ter, are less likely to absorb the flavors of 
other foods, and cooking times are more 
predictable. However, some Brits put 
them in the fridge, because like most fresh 
and perishable produce, chilled eggs do 
stay fresher for longer than unrefrigerated 
eggs. It can be a bit of a dilemma!

Why then do people in the United 
States refrigerate their eggs so consis-
tently? The risk of salmonella is higher 
in the United States. Let me explain …

Poultry Farming Methods
Eggs are refrigerated soon after they’re 

laid in the United States because it’s a 
necessary precaution against salmonella 
infection, according to the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Sal-
monella is a bigger problem in the United 
States than in Britain because American 
chicken farmers follow different methods 
of production to their counterparts in the 
United Kingdom, where salmonella has 
been virtually eliminated. Salmonella 
can infect an egg either directly from an 
infected hen, or from the bacteria pene-
trating the egg from outside, perhaps from 

How Long 
Can Eggs Go 

Unrefrigerated? 
British vs. 

American Egg 
Keeping

TO REFRIGERATE OR NOT!
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contact with the hen’s feces.
In the United Kingdom, commercial 

chicken flocks are vaccinated against sal-
monella. This reduces the risk of infection 
significantly. Any risk of contamination 
from outside is also kept to a minimum 
because the cuticle, a naturally occurring 
protective coating, is left intact around 
the eggshell. Many flocks in the United 
Kingdom are free-range (only going into 
barns for the night), so their eggs are 
less likely to get dirty than in the United 
States where hens are more often kept in 
barns with less space to roam. 90 percent 
of British eggs subscribe to the Lion 
Scheme, whose code of practice includes 
salmonella vaccination; traceability of 
hens, eggs, and feed; hygiene controls; 
stringent feed controls, and independent 
auditing.

The United States Egg Production 
System

In the United States, there’s a focus 
on preventing contamination from the 
outside by washing eggs. So each egg 
is washed in hot water, then dried and 
sprayed with a chlorine mist. The water 
must be at least 89.96 degrees to prevent 
the egg from contracting and absorbing 
contaminants from outside the shell as it 
cools. Washing an egg removes its nat-
ural protective coating, but as the eggs 
are cleaned soon after they’re laid, the 
process is supposed to help prevent con-
tamination. The United States food safety 
regulations then require refrigeration, so 
unrefrigerated eggs are forbidden in the 
United States supply chain. However, 

despite these efforts, around 140,000 peo-
ple are poisoned by salmonella-infected 
eggs in the United States every year. The 
USDA is working to reduce this figure.

Washing Eggs: Good or Bad?
In Europe, washing off the egg’s 

natural protective coating is thought to 
increase the risk of salmonella poisoning, 

because it makes it easier for bacteria to 
penetrate the shell. As eggs sold in British 
supermarkets aren’t washed — it’s not 
allowed — there’s an incentive for Brit-
ish farmers to keep their chicken sheds 
clean, which is good for hen welfare 
too. So the European approach to egg 
production encourages conscientious at-
tention to cleanliness and hygiene in egg 
production. A messy environment would 
produce messy eggs, which can’t legally 
be washed before sale.

Immunization in the United States
Immunization in the United Kingdom 

has had a hugely positive impact — help-
ing to virtually eliminate salmonella in 
eggs. So some United States producers 
are immunizing their flocks too, although 
some farmers still say it’s too costly.

While there’s no legal requirement to 
immunize flocks in the United States, the 
Food and Drug Administration does insist 
upon regular salmonella testing, refrig-
eration, and adherence to strict sanitary 
codes in hen houses.

To reduce the risk of infection by con-
sumers, the USDA strongly recommends 
thorough cooking of eggs as this kills the 
salmonella bacteria, making eggs safe for 
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or weakened immune system touch the 
flocks or their housing.

• Don’t eat where the birds roam.
• Don’t kiss your birds or touch your 

mouth after handling them.
• Clean all the chickens’ equipment 

outdoors.
• Source your hens from hatcheries 

that subscribe to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture National Poultry Improve-
ment Plan (USDA-NPIP) U.S. voluntary 
Salmonella Monitoring Program [279 
KB]. It’s designed to reduce the risk of 
salmonella in chicks.

How Long Do Eggs Keep?
Refrigerated, eggs will typically keep 

for four to five weeks, sometimes longer. 
Unrefrigerated eggs have a shorter life 
and this will depend on the temperature 
in the home, but as eating unrefrigerated 
eggs is not recommended in the United 
States, it’s better to pop them in the fridge 
anyway. If in doubt about the freshness of 
your eggs, you can do an egg freshness 
test; essentially, if the egg sinks in water, 
it’s fine! If it floats, it’s rotten!

Making Sure Your Eggs are Properly 
Cooked

It’s long been said that anyone who’s 
vulnerable or has a compromised immune 

consumption. They say you should never 
eat raw eggs or raw egg products. The 
salmonella bacteria can spread rapidly 
at room temperature, which is why com-
mercially-produced eggs are refrigerated 
by law in the United States. Keeping 
unrefrigerated eggs in the United States 
then is probably a bad idea.

Backyard Flocks
You might think that backyard flocks 

don’t carry the same risks as commercial 
chicken farms. However, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 
and the USDA say there is still a risk. 
They’ve investigated 961 cases of sal-
monella in humans linked to backyard 
chicken flocks, across 48 states. These 
infections, which took hold over the seven 
month period between January 4 and July 
31, 2017, resulted in 215 hospitalizations 
and one death.

The CDC suggests that backyard chick-
en keepers take the following precautions: 
“Live poultry, such as chickens, ducks, 
geese, and turkeys, often carry germs 
such as salmonella. After you touch a 
bird or anything in the area where birds 
live and roam, wash your hands so you 
don’t get sick!”

Children and the elderly, or people 
with compromised immune systems are 

at greater risk of infection. The CDC 
continues, “Live poultry might have sal-
monella germs in their droppings and on 
their bodies (feathers, feet, and beaks), 
even when they appear healthy and clean. 
The germs can get on cages, coops, feed 
and water dishes, hay, plants, and soil in 
the area where the birds live and roam. 
Germs also can get on the hands, shoes, 
and clothes of people who handle or care 
for the birds.”

It’s hard to be sure whether your chick-
ens carry the disease; there are no signs 
of illness and it can be easily transmitted 
from bird to bird, so following the advice 
of the authorities is a sensible precaution.

Eating unrefrigerated eggs may in-
crease your risk of salmonella infection, 
even from your own backyard flock, so 
it’s best to refrigerate. Duck eggs carry 
the same risks, unfortunately, so refrig-
erate them too.

The CDC Recommends:
• Wash your hands thoroughly after 

touching the chicken coop.
• Don’t bring your chickens into the 

home, especially the kitchen, pantry, or 
dining room.

• Keep shoes for tending to your flock, 
separate from your other shoes.

• Don’t let anyone with a developing 

90 percent of British 
eggs subscribe to 
the Lion Scheme, 
whose code of 
practice includes 
salmonella vaccination; 
traceability of hens, 
eggs, and feed; hygiene 
controls; stringent 
feed controls, and 
independent auditing. 
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system should cook their eggs thor-
oughly to prevent salmonella poisoning. 
Some people argue that if a chilled egg 
is cracked into a frying pan, after a few 
minutes, the runny yolk may look per-
fect, but it may not have reached a high 
enough temperature to kill any salmonella 
bacteria present. It’s important then, to 
make sure your egg is piping hot before 
consuming it. Often experts will say eggs 
are best avoided by pregnant women 
altogether, as a precaution.

You may feel confident that your flock 
is salmonella-free and that’s great, but as 
salmonella is the biggest cause of food 
poisoning in the United States, it’s better 
to be safe than sorry! 

 
www.fsis.usda.gov/wps/portal/fsis/topics/food-safety-ed-
ucation/get-answers/food-safety-fact-sheets/egg-prod-
ucts-preparation/shell-eggs-from-farm-to-table/CT_Index

 
www.cdc.gov/features/salmonellapoultry/index.html

 
www.cdc.gov/salmonella/live-poultry-06-17/index.html

References:
 

www.latimes.com/food/dailydish/la-dd-heres-why-we-
need-to-refrigerate-eggs-20140714-story.html

 
uk.businessinsider.com/why-europeans-dont-refriger-
ate-eggs-2014-12

www.healthline.com/nutrition/how-long-do-eggs-last

iamcountryside.com/shop/ • 970-392-4419



62 Backyard Poultry

By Marissa Ames

L eghorns lay white eggs and Ma-
rans lay dark brown eggs. But 
duck egg color doesn’t follow 

these specific rules. Why can some ducks, 
of the same breed, lay blue eggs while 
the others lay white? It’s not about what 
ducks eat. It has to do with genetics and 
how long the breed has been standard-
ized.

What Makes Eggs Different Colors?
There are two pigments responsible 

for egg colors, and they’re produced 
different ways.

Biliverdin, a green pigment, and blue 
oocyanin, are byproducts of bile and 

hemoglobin breakdown. If biliverdin 
and oocyanin present in eggshells, they 
permeate the entire shell, which is why 
blue and green eggs are colored on the 
inside as well as the exterior.

Brown and reddish color, which cre-
ates speckles and patterns, comes from 
protoporphyrines synthesized in the 
shell gland then secreted and deposited 
during the final stage of egg production. 
This explains why pigment on Marans 
chicken eggs can be rubbed off before 
the egg fully dries after laying and why 
the sooty Cayuga duck egg cuticle can 
be scrubbed off.

While white eggshells contain only 

protopor-
phyrin, blue 
and green shells 
contain both, in different amounts. This 
leads to blue, green, or olive-colored 
shells. Brown on the outside, green 
throughout.

Chicken egg colors follow breed 
standards: white-laying Leghorns, Wel-
summers with speckled shells, Marans 
with chocolate hues. Colors don’t deviate 
unless breeds cross. Blue didn’t present 
within modern chicken eggs until Arau-
canas arrived from Chile after 1914. Until 
then, eggs were shades of white to dark 
brown. Araucanas, then Ameraucanas 
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and Legbars, standardized that blue egg. 
Hybrids carrying the dominant gene are 
Easter Eggers.

Green was the original duck egg color.

What Happened with Modern Ducks?
Once upon a time, all ducks were wild. 

Birds evolved to lay eggs which cam-
ouflaged with their surroundings. Birds 
laying within dark caves or holes would 
produce white shells while those laid in the 
open had pigment. Greener eggs matched 
riparian areas. Blue robin eggs hid within 
treetop canopies and speckled killdeer eggs 
blended against barren rock.

Wild mallards, the ancestor of almost 
all domestic ducks except Muscovies, lay 
light green eggs. But what happened to 
change duck egg color in domestic birds?

Blame breeders and aesthetics. Though 
it’s believed they were first domesticated 
in Southeast Asia, ducks didn’t become 
popular in Europe for a while longer. Duck 
breeding became vogue in the 17th centu-
ry, about the same time Europeans started 
breeding chickens for more than just eggs. 
And Europeans liked the recessive white 
duck egg color. “Breed standards” devel-
oped in the Victorian Era and the original 
British Poultry Standard was published 
in 1865.

Duck egg color corresponds with the 
breeds’ histories within Europe.

Aylesbury ducks, which primarily lay 
white eggs, were recorded as “White 
English” in 1810 and dominated the first 
poultry show in 1845. These crossed with 
Chinese Pekins in 1873. Pekins were stan-
dardized a year later, and the white-feath-
ered, white-laying ducks dominate the 
market today.

Indian Runner ducks also came from 
China but they came much later. Though 
they first appeared in the UK in 1835, 
they were first standardized after 1900. 
White eggs were still considered “pure” 
at that time. Around WWI, Joseph Walton 
attempted to “purify the breed” and obtain 
white-laying Runners. His attempts were 

so-so, and certain colors of Runners are 
more likely to lay white eggs.

John Metzer, of Metzer Farms hatch-
ery, provides several possible reasons 
why eggs have developed to white versus 
green. One is that they were bred specifi-
cally for the white egg. “It’s also a guess,” 
says John, “that certain characteristics 
go hand in hand with blue eggs. In other 
words, maybe a large body size is on the 
same gene as white eggs. So, as breed-
ers selected for large body size, such as 
Pekin, they got white eggs.”

But preference of egg color varies 
culture to culture. “Another observation 
is that, in Indonesia, they like blue-green 
eggs so the Runner ducks have a higher 
percentage because, my guess is, they 
were selected for blue-green color when 
the runners were developed in Southeast 
Asia.” People who are used to white 
eggs are enthralled by blue-green eggs. 
Because of this, John doesn’t work to 
remove the blue-green genes to create 
breeds that lay all-white shells.

Metzer Farms has a chart, on their 
website, to help you decide if you want 
white-layers or green-layers. Fewer than 
2% of their Pekins lay colored eggs. 
Fawn and white Runners lay 35% col-
ored eggs; Metzer’s black and chocolate 
Runners lay 70-75% colored. Breed lines 
from other hatcheries will have different 
percentages.

Those Crazy Egg Color Genetics
Do you remember high school science 

classes, where teachers diagrammed 
those Punnett squares? Yeah, me neither. 
Genetics get me, every time. So here’s 
the condensed explanation.

The tendency to lay shells with biliv-
erdin (green shells) and without (white 
shells) is in the genotype. Green shells 
(G) are dominant. This means, if the 
hen has a strong (G) gene, but the drake 
doesn’t, her ducklings will most likely 
also have a strong (G) gene.

But this isn’t always the case. Because 
they’ve been bred so many times, many 
duck breeds have both (G) and (W) genes, 
some stronger than others. This would be 
expressed (Gg) for two green genes, (Gw) 
for a dominant green gene over recessive 
white, and (Ww) where the duckling 
received two white genes with no green 
gene to overrule.

A Pekin still has some (G) genes, even 
though the (W) genes are so prevalent 
they normally win. Once in a while, a 
duckling female is hatched where the (G) 
genes shine through, and she grows up to 
lay green eggs.

Metzer’s chocolate Runners still have 
a strong (G) gene, though the (W) gene 
shows up only a third of the time. In their 
white Runners, the (G) gene shows up in 
about one of three layers.
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Can I Guarantee Duck Egg Color?
That’s just it. You can’t. Genetic vari-

ables such as this are why Easter Egger 
chickens can lay blue, green, pink, or 
brown eggs, or why an Olive Egger 
project isn’t considered successful until 
the pullet starts laying and her eggs are 
indeed olive. These genetic variables are 
also present in ducks.

Says John Metzer, “I had a visitor 
here from Malaysia and he wanted a 

high percentage of blue-green eggs, 
higher than what we had, so we looked 
at various ways to increase the blue-green 
percentage.”

By concentrating on specific breeds, 
you can encourage more of the gene. 
To get a high amount of blue eggs, 
first choose ducks that have stronger 
(G) genetics, such as Metzer’s black or 
chocolate Runners. Keep hens proven to 
lay blue eggs and breed them to drakes 

that come from blue eggs. When those 
ducklings mature and start laying, keep 
those that lay blue eggs and breed them 
to other drakes that come from blue eggs.

Eventually, this dilutes the (W) gene so 
that it presents less frequently. Of course, 
you may think you’ve diluted it for good 
then suddenly a prize hen starts laying 
…and the egg is white. But that’s part of 
the fun in chicken eggs vs. duck eggs. 

BREED STANDARDIZED UK STANDARDIZED US GREEN EGGS? COMMENTS

Pekin 1901 1874 Less than 2% Hybrid of Aylesbury

Cayuga 1901 1874 Less than 2% Developed from East Indian, 
    which was standardized 
    1865/1874.

White Crested 1910 1874 Less than 2% Origins unknown but maybe 
    native Dutch.

Rouen 1865 1874 35% Old French variety similar to 
    mallard, bred for meat, 
    not eggs.

Campbell 1924 1941 Less than 5% Rouen crossed with 
    Fawn/White Runner

Fawn/White Runner 1901 1898 35% Standardized during breeder 
    “white egg” craze.

Black Runner 1930 1977 70% Some eggs have dark cuticles.

Chocolate Runner 1930 1977 75% Egg count/quality reduced 
    by intensive breeding.

Percentages for Runner ducks are from Metzer's hatchery. They may differ within other flocks.
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By Amy Fewell

LESSONS
LEARNED
BY A 
QUAIL 
NEWBIE



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        67Spring 2019

A few years back we decided it 
would be a fun adventure to add 
quail to our homestead. And 

oh, what an adventure it was. They say 
knowledge is power, and my friends, you 
have no idea how true that is until you go 
into something completely uneducated 
about that particular topic or situation.

Needless to say, after the countless 
time, money, and feed we poured into 
these little feathered ninjas (oh yes, 
they were ninja fast) — we reluctantly 
decided that we weren’t ready for quail 
on our homestead just yet. Our setup just 
wasn’t the greatest. We packed them up 
and sent them to a new farm where they 
were greatly loved and cared for.

Fast forward a few years, and we 
decided we might be a little more ed-
ucated to take on that task once again. 
So, we recently purchased quail from a 
local breeder. While things have gone a 
little more smoothly, there are certainly 
things we’re still learning. Through our 
perils and mistakes, you might become a 
certified feathered ninja keeper yourself. 
Don’t do what we did, learn from us! 
Let’s go over some of the greatest lessons 
we’ve learned, through trial and error, as 
quail newbies. And even some simple 
quail facts you may not have known.

Quail Need Small Spaces
Quail are extremely small birds. While 

it might be tempting to put them into large 
spaces and give them as much room as 
possible (because it’s easy to do), quail 
want quite the opposite. Whether you 
put them into a hutch on the ground, a 
raised rabbit hutch, or in wire cages, the 
typical height of a quail habitat should 
be at least 12 inches, but no more than 
18 inches, tall. 

Quail have a fight or flight mentality, 
and when ambushed or scared (and they 
get scared easily), they will skyrocket 
straight up into the air to get away from 
whatever has startled them. Because 
of this, if the roof is too tall, they will 
skyrocket right into the roof, more than 
likely breaking their necks. When the roof 
of their habitat is low, they can’t boost 
themselves as quickly, and are less likely 
to hurt themselves. 

If you have to use a higher-built ceiling 
like we do, try adding branches and other 
organic matter to the top inside the hutch. 
That way it’s softer when they jump and 
it lowers the overall height. 
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Quail also prefer small spaces so that 
they feel safer. Again, place branches and 
other items into their hutches for them to 
hide under so that they are less likely to 
fight and pick at each other.

Quail Need a Lot of Protein
With our first batch of quail, we put 

them on a standard gamebird feed that 
had 20 percent protein. While they grew 
ok, we learned from some friends that 
quail do much better on a diet of 26 per-
cent or more protein, and even preferably 
30 percent. This causes them to grow 
more evenly and quickly if you’re using 
them for meat consumption.

If you’re breeding quail for eggs and 
meat, the higher the protein, the better. 
If you’re raising them just for eggs, you 
can probably get away with a lesser per-
centage of protein.

Quail Are Almost Impossible to 
Catch

While quail can be extremely loving 
and friendly if handled often, they are 
almost darn near impossible to catch 
if they accidentally get outside of their 
habitat. They are so small and quick 
that they will fly right into the air and be 
halfway to your neighbor’s house (even 
if that neighbor is a mile down the road) 
before you can say “stop!” Be careful 
when divvying up chores between the 
family members! Younger ones may have 
a hard time keeping them in their habitats.

Quail Have a Short Life Span
Besides the small space issue, one of 

the most important things to know about 

quail is that they have a very short lifes-
pan. This also means that their breeding 
life span is even shorter. Quail tend to 
breed well up until a year old, but after 
that you should rotate out to new breeding 
stock. Some quail can live to 3+ years, 
while others only 2 years.

Quail Eggs Are More Nutritious 
Than Chicken Eggs

I first wanted to get into raising quail 
because, at the time, our son had asthma. I 
had read study after study how raw prod-
ucts, like raw milk and quail eggs, can be 
consumed to help regenerate the lining 
of the lungs. Quail eggs are incredibly 
nutritious, and even more nutritious than 
a full-size chicken egg!

Quail eggs are higher in iron, folate, 
and B12. In one study, it was proven that 
quail eggs helped alleviate food allergy 
induced eosinophilic esophagitis (EoE), 
as well as working as an anti-inflamma-
tory throughout the body. 

The power of one little egg is pretty 
amazing! But just remember, it takes 
about two to three quail eggs to equal one 
chicken egg when making a meal.

Quail are incredible little creatures. 
From their quirky personalities, to their 
amazing egg benefits, quail are perfect 
for just about any homestead as long 
as you’re set up to take care of them 
properly.

I hope you learned a few things about 
quail that maybe you didn’t already 
know. I highly encourage them on the 
homestead, no matter which reason you 
may choose to produce them. They are 
easy to manage, and they are equally as 
entertaining. Consider adding quail to 
your homestead this year! Especially now 
that you’ve learned the most important 
basics! 

With our first batch 
of quail, we put
them on a standard 
gamebird feed with 
20 percent protein. 
We learned from 
friends that quail do 
much better on a diet 
of 26 percent protein, 
and preferably 30 
percent.
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MOBILE CHICKEN COOP 
BENEFITS

By Cherie Dawn Haas

W hen my family first brought 
chickens into our lives, a 
mobile chicken coop had not 

yet entered our plans. We talked to our 
neighbors, researched chickens, and then 
took the plunge and brought home six 
Leghorns from a local store. Our birds are 
contained within a high fence to protect 
them from our Plott hounds, Hazel and 
Dangit Rusty. It took our chickens only a 
few months to eat all of their grass within 
their protected 10 x 20-foot area.

Our chickens provide us with enter-
tainment, they educate our city-dwelling 
friends and their children, and they 
provide us with healthy eggs that make 
up a big part of our diet. Because we’re 
responsible for them and they do so much 
for us, we’re motivated to take excellent 
care of them, and that includes keeping 

them happy. So as their treasured grass 
turned to a bare spot of earth, we began 
researching mobile chicken coops.

We wanted something affordable and 
easy to put together, so after sketching out 
a design, we chose to use one and a half-
inch PVC pipes for our 8 x 10 x 2-foot 
structure. We then covered it with chicken 
fencing wire and used plastic pull ties to 
attach the wire to the PVC. My husband 
created a small door on one side; when it’s 
time for our girls to use what we now call 
the “coopa-cabana,” we line the mobile 
chicken coop door with their fence door, 
and they parade right inside.

We then carry the coop, which is light 
enough for one person to drag to a grassy, 
clover-filled area away from our dogs, 
often into our vineyard so the chickens 
can eat bugs that feast on our vine leaves 

and grapes. We usually do this on sunny 
days after the chickens have laid their 
eggs. We keep them in the mobile chicken 
coop for about an hour, then return them 
to the main coop.

Of course, ours isn’t the only way or 
reason to build a mobile run, so I visited 
with Janet Tobler, manager of the Orchard 
Park Urban Farm Project, to learn more 
about her setup. Janet’s 32 birds live on a 
one-acre city block, where a friend creat-
ed a mobile chicken coop based on chick-
en tractor designs. “It’s a nice design, and 
it’s simple,” Janet said. They built several 
more coops based on the original because 
it was such a great concept. “Ours is an 
8 x 8 square made of six-inch high wood 
planks. We attached cattle fencing to one 
side then arched it over to the other side, 
creating a dome, and that’s basically it. 
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There’s chicken wire to fill in the areas where needed, and 
I built a door out of wood on the side.”

This particular model has a strap on one side so that a sin-
gle person can put the strap around her/his waist and pull the 
coop to a fresh spot using only her/his body weight. “With 
our mobile chicken coops, you’re basically the tractor,” Janet 
said. “It’s heavy but it drags; you could put two wheels on 
the back of it if you wanted to. Our tractors are pretty big 
for being tractor coops; I think the height is just determined 
by the arch of the cattle fencing.”

Some of these mobile chicken coops are insulated with 
plastic for winter use, and the others are covered only with 
a tarp to provide shade. The chickens choose which coop 
to use based on the weather and they naturally gravitate to 
the one that makes the most sense for them. These coops 
have an open design where the chickens can come and go 
throughout the day and roost on the roosting bars at night.

Practicality is the reason behind the mobile chicken 
coops at Orchard Park Urban Farm Project. “The coops 
can be easily moved,” Janet said. “The idea is that when the 
chickens are in the coop, they create a lot of manure and if 
you’re constantly moving the coop around then the manure 
is going to different places to fertilize the whole area. It’s a 
good method. You can move it every five days or so; every 
time you feel like it needs to be cleaned you can just move 
it to a cleaner area. It’s good if you have a small garden.”

This design, as well as the PVC and chicken wire design 
that my family used, is low-maintenance.

“I have a staple gun and that’s all I need,” Janet said. “I 
go around the coops every once in a while and make sure 
the chicken wire is secure because they somehow make it 
come off, so it needs to be stapled back. I also change the 
plastic as wears down and needs to be replaced.”

For our own coop, the only maintenance so far has in-
volved adding PVC glue to some of the joints to keep them 
from popping loose.

Out of curiosity, I asked Janet about the pros and cons 
of the mobile coop concept. “I can only think of pros,” she 
said. “By moving this thing around, you’re fertilizing your 
own land with your chickens. It’s natural fertilizer and a 
full circle method.”

Three Benefits of Using a Mobile Chicken Run and 
Coop

1. Provides a healthy variety of bugs when moved to 
fresh grass.

2. Provides a natural fertilizer for your ground.
3. Protects the grass by keeping any one area from losing 

ground cover.  

All-access readers can go online and see a video tour of 
Cherie's mobile coop: backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com/
coops/mobile-chicken-coop-benefits/

The Orchard Park Urban Farm Project (Covington, Ken-
tucky) is a volunteer-run group, with the goal of bringing 
sustainability awareness to inner-city families.

instagram.com/orchardparkurbanfarmproject/
facebook.com/orchardparkurbanfarmproject/
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A balanced poultry feed is essential for healthy chickens. 
Some chickens free range and they add to their foraging 
by eating a poultry feed with the needed nutrients. When 

your flock is confined to a coop and run, a good quality feed is 
the most important thing you can give to your flock. Is it possible 
to make your own poultry feed? How do you balance the nutrition 
when mixing your own grains? Read on and find out how.

Before you start buying bags of bulk grain and nutritional addi-
tives, investigate the formulation necessary for laying birds. The 
primary goal in mixing your own feed is providing optimal nutrition 
in a palatable combination. There’s no sense mixing up expensive 
grains if they don’t taste good to your chickens!

DIY POULTRY FEED
By Janet Garman
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What are the Nutritional Require-
ments of Chickens?

Just as with any animal, chickens have 
certain nutritional needs that must be 
met. Carbohydrates, fats, and proteins 
combine in a balanced formula so that 
the nutrients are available to the chick-
en’s system.  Water is the other essential 
nutrient required in all diets. On the bag 
of commercial poultry feed, you see a 
tag stating the nutrient ingredients using 
percentages. 

Protein percentage in a standard lay-
er poultry feed is between 16 and 18 
percent. Grains vary in the amount of 
protein available during digestion. Using 
different grains is possible when mixing 
your own feed. You may want to choose 
organic, non-GMO, soy-free, or corn-free 
grains. When making substitutions to a 
poultry feed ration, make sure the protein 
level remains close to 16-18 percent. If 
you purchase a bag of chicken feed the 
formulation has been done for you based 
on a normal chicken’s requirements. 
Using a proven formula or recipe when 
beginning to mix your own poultry feed 
will ensure that the nutrients are balanced 
and that your birds are receiving appro-
priate levels of each.

Ration Percentages Using Bulk 
Grain and Nutrients:

30 percent corn (whole or cracked, I 
prefer using cracked.)

30 percent wheat — (I like to use 

cracked wheat.)
20 percent dried peas.
10 percent oats.
8 percent fish meal.
2 percent Nutri-Balancer or kelp 

powder, for proper vitamin and mineral 
nutrients.

How to Mix Poultry Feed at Home
If you have a large flock of laying hens, 

the best way to mix a poultry feed will 
be buying large sacks of each ingredient 
from a grain supplier or feed dealer. This 
may take some homework and investigat-
ing to find a source for the ingredients, 
but you should be able to source the 
ingredients without too much trouble. 
The next issue to deal with is storing the 
grains. Large metal trashcans or bins with 
tight fitting lids help keep the grains dry, 
dust free, and protected from rodents and 
insects. It is important to estimate how 
much feed you will need for the month. 
Storing fresh grain for longer than a few 
weeks can end up wasting your money if 
the grains lose freshness. 

An alternative to mixing poultry feed 
from large amounts of grain is to buy 
smaller quantities of the individual com-
ponents. Ordering online can be a source 
of five-pound sacks of whole grain. Here 
is a sample formula you could use to 
make up approximately 17 pounds of 
layer feed. If you have a small backyard 
flock, this might be all you need for a few 
weeks of feeding.

Small Batch Poultry Feed Recipe
• 5 lbs. corn or cracked corn
• 5 lbs. wheat
• 3.5 lbs. dried peas
• 1.7 lbs. oats
• 1.5 lbs. fish meal
• 5 ounces (.34 lb.) Nutri-Balancer 

or kelp powder, for proper vitamin and 
mineral nutrition.

(I have sourced all the above ingredi-
ents from the Amazon shopping site. You 
probably have your own favorite online 
source of food ingredients.)

Offering Proper Supplements
Calcium and grit are two supplement 

food products often added to the feed or 
offered free choice. Calcium is important 
for creation of strong egg shells. Feeding 
calcium is usually done by either adding 
oyster shell or recycling the used egg 
shells from the flock and feeding them 
back to the chickens. 

Grit for poultry consists of small 
ground-up dirt and gravel that the chick-
ens naturally pick up while pecking the 
ground. It is needed for proper digestion, 
so we often add it to the diet free-choice 
to make sure the chickens get enough. 
Grit ends up in the gizzard of the bird 
and helps grind up grain, plant stems, and 
other harder foods. When chickens don’t 
have enough grit, impacted crop or sour 
crop can occur.

Black oil sunflower seeds, mealworms, 
and grubs are good sources of added 
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nutrition and often regarded as treats by 
the flock. In addition to making your 
chickens very happy, these foods add a 
boost of protein, oil, and vitamins.  

Probiotics
We hear a lot about adding probiotic 

foods to our diets and our animals’ 
diets. Probiotic foods enhance the gut 
absorption of nutrients. It is possible to 
buy a powdered form of probiotics, but 
you can also easily do this on your own. 
Raw apple cider vinegar and fermenting 
chicken feed are two simple ways to add 
probiotics to the chicken’s diet regularly.  

When you are mixing your own grains 
to form a DIY poultry feed, you have 
the perfect ingredients for making a fer-

mented feed. Whole grains, fermented 
for just a few days, have increased nu-
trient availability and are full of good 
probiotics!

Making a poultry feed from ingredients 
you choose is more than just doing a DIY 
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project. You are ensuring that your flock 
is receiving quality, fresh ingredients in a 
balanced ration. What type of ingredients 
have you used for a poultry feed? Has 
any ingredient not worked out for your 
flock? 





74 Backyard Poultry

For a complete list of books visit

iamcountryside.com/shop



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        75Spring 2019



76 Backyard Poultry



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        77Spring 2019



78 Backyard Poultry

M
a

r
k

e
t

pl
a

c
e



backyardpoultry.iamcountryside.com        79Spring 2019

M
a

r
k

e
t

pl
a

c
e

iamcountryside.com/shop/
Call: 970-392-4419iamcountryside.com/shop/

Call: 970-392-4419

iamcountryside.com/shop/
Call: 970-392-4419

iamcountryside.com/shop/
Call: 970-392-4419

iamcountryside.com/shop/
Call: 970-392-4419



80 Backyard Poultry

just for fun

WORD SEARCH
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just for fun

Show us your art skills by coloring this rooster's plumage. 
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.






