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How to use this Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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My now intimate relationship with chickens started shortly after I had purchased my house in the country. Little did I know how close we would become and how fond I would grow of them.

When my first chickens arrived we housed them in temporary accommodation which was an old shed/summer house cordoned off with wire. When I was home I would let them out during the day to roam the garden. The chickens became so tame they would wander over to the kitchen door to say hello – perhaps with ulterior motives in the snack department. At sundown I would call and they would come running, following me right back into their hut. My friend Shirley and her dog Maisie often came to stay and the chickens would also quite happily follow them around the garden with Maisie on a lead. Then came the foxes and a more secure residence was built which a friend called ‘Peckingham Palace’.

I have had my current set of three lovely Light Sussex for two years now. They produce the best eggs in the world. The best I have tasted anyway; creamy and delectable. Far superior to shop-bought eggs. People ask me how I cook my eggs and I have to explain it is the eggs themselves that are unmatchable.

When working away from home I miss keeping my ‘scraps’ of food that I put aside for the chickens; I hate waste. My sister Natasha had chickens before me on her farm in New York and she swore that their preferred meal was pasta and salad.

Earlier this spring one of my chickens was poorly. Some of her feathers were missing and her comb was pale. I talked to my very knowledgeable friends at the farm where I bought my hens and they advised putting vitamins in the water. This pink coloured tonic worked a treat. Two weeks later her comb was a vibrant red again. I called my mother in America prattling on about how happy it made me to have nursed our chickens back to health.

Take my word for it, you become involved and fascinated. Sometimes with all the travelling I do I wonder why I keep hens. However the moment I get home I wander out into the garden to collect the newly-laid eggs. They are a pale brown colour, but worth their weight in gold.

Enjoy.
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When I started keeping chickens, more than twenty years ago, it was looked upon as an odd, even bizarre, thing to do and I was regarded as madly eccentric! Today, thankfully, keeping chickens as pets is an increasingly popular hobby, one that people from all walks of life, young and old, are realising they can do, with the result that it is considered almost normal.

Chickens, if kept properly, are very rewarding – and very addictive. Once you have had even one or two it is difficult to live without them. Many people who have lost their girls through old age or the dreaded Mr Fox say it leaves a huge hole in their lives, so be warned. A close friend who lost her chickens to a fox told me she was so heartbroken she would leave it a while before replacing them. I was surprised, therefore, to see her a week later, box in hand, desperate for some more. Without chickens, she said, her garden had lost its soul, and the slugs had taken over the flowerbeds, plus she had put on a whole pound in weight as there were no girls to share her morning biscuit with, and the phone bill was enormous as there were no girls to talk to.

There are a few things to consider before you buy your chickens: are there any local regulations, by-laws or clauses in the deeds of your property that restrict you from keeping poultry? Do you have the time and resources? Chickens are cheap to look after but the set-up cost can be relatively expensive and they need protecting from predators. You need to be able to spend time with your girls to benefit not just from their eggs but also their enchanting characters. Think about the noise. Chickens are relatively quiet, providing you have no cockerels, and they are at their noisiest when telling everybody they have laid an egg. You will also need to provide a chicken sitter for your girls when you are away on holiday. You can normally persuade a neighbour or friend with the bribe of letting them keep the lovely fresh eggs.

If you grow your own veg, chickens do a fabulous job of not just fertilising your garden, but scratching up weeds and generally cleaning it for you. They can attract rodents but if you keep them clean and are careful with their feed, you should be fine. If you are a keen gardener and love your flowers, do not let the chickens near them – their idea of a garden and yours are totally different! I describe my girls as my walking flowers.

If you feel that chickens are too much of a responsibility for you, why not share them, and the chores, with friends or neighbours? If you have a large garden or field, you could provide the land. More and more chicken syndicates are being set up, some on allotments, others on private sites.
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A friend’s thoroughly spoilt Lemon Millefleur Booted Bantam hen.



In my experience, if you choose to keep chickens your life will change for the better. They are great stress reducers and endlessly fascinating – you can watch them for hours. It’s also lovely to come home and be greeted by energetic clucks after a hard day at work, plus many people find they make a new network of friends who are happy to offer help and advice and also buy their eggs. In addition, chickens teach children responsibility and respect. They soon learn that if they look after their chickens well they will reap the rewards in eggs, in the satisfaction of a job well done, and also, believe it or not, in the acquisition of business skills. I have known several children who have bought chickens and gone on to earn money selling their eggs.



My aim in this book is not only to give you a thorough guide to chicken keeping but also the confidence to happily look after your charges and avoid common problems. As with all animals there can be difficulties, but the way you set up and treat your girls from day one will determine how successful and enjoyable your experience is. Most chicken problems can be prevented and the more information you have to hand before you start, the less stressful and scary it will be – both for you and your chickens. With sections on everything from what to look for before buying chickens; getting your chickens to go to bed on their first night in their new home; maximising your egg yield; dealing with broody chickens; ensuring your chickens are happy, whatever the season; keeping them healthy; and what to do when they reach the end of their lives; this book will help everyone from the complete beginner to the more experienced chicken keeper to get the most enjoyment from their flock.

In my opinion, chickens are easier to keep than dogs – they don’t need taking for walks – and they fit in very well with most lifestyles. They will soon recognise your voice and come running when they hear you, and give you more than love – fresh eggs! With care, and by following helpful tips based on years of experience, you can have calm, manageable egg layers eating out of your hand.

Keeping chickens has changed my life. I have made many friends on the journey, both young and old, and had the pleasure of collecting fresh eggs, which is especially pleasurable on a cold day when they make great hand warmers.


COURSES ON CHICKEN KEEPING

Many chicken suppliers run courses that are hugely popular and which past students have told me are very beneficial. Classes can be both informative and hands on, which is great if you are lacking in confidence. Also you get the chance to meet like-minded people, which can lead to new friendships. I know of one course where three ladies really hit it off. The confidence they gave each other was fantastic, and they are still in regular contact. Check the internet to see if there are any courses running near you. Having attended one, you will know if chicken keeping really is for you.
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A free snack of freshly picked blackberries being relished by my Buff Orpingtons.



[image: illustration]

You can never spend too much time watching your girls.



FIVE REASONS TO KEEP CHICKENS

1 A supply of fresh, free-range eggs – every day. Most ‘fresh’ eggs bought from a supermarket are at least three weeks old. Research has also shown that organic, free-range eggs are much lower in cholesterol than eggs that come from intensive production systems.

2 They are the very best way of instigating a sense of care and responsibility in children. Children also love to collect eggs and doing so helps to connect them with the reality of how food is produced.

3 They are easy pets to look after and often pay for themselves. There is also a breed out there to suit everyone and almost all gardens.

4 For their entertainment value. Chickens are endlessly fascinating and simply being near them gladdens the heart and lifts the spirits.

5 Chicken droppings are rich in nitrogen, phosphates and potash and are a great fertiliser for the garden. Don’t, though, put them directly on to your flowers as it will scorch them. Chickens also love to eat slugs.

FIVE COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS

1 How many chickens do I need? Depending on the breed, a hen will lay up to 300 eggs a year, so almost one a day (see 1 and 2). I would recommend a minimum of three birds together because any fewer will bicker and quarrel.

2 Do I need a cockerel? No. Chickens like to have a cockerel around, but it doesn’t affect how they lay. If you live in a built-up area it’s probably kinder to your neighbours not to have one.

3 Where should I buy my chickens from? Always buy from a reputable supplier who is willing to give advice freely and offer help.

4 How long do hens live? A happy, free-range hen can live for anything from five to ten years, depending on the breed.

5 Do I need permission to keep chickens? If you are keeping chickens just for family use, you are unlikely to encounter any restrictions, but it is always advisable to check local planning regulations.
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