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Disclaimer

Medications and the ability to treat chickens as food producing animals will differ, depending on the country you live in. Regulations affecting this should be researched and complied with.
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Meet the author

Welcome to Raise Happy Chickens!

I was in charge of feeding our Christmas turkeys when I was four years old and my love for all poultry has not diminished in the ensuing years. Wherever I have lived I have kept poultry of some sort, all free-range and mostly pure breeds. At one stage I ran an outdoor pure breed poultry attraction with over 3,000 birds on display. I had an incubator I could walk in to, hatching every week through spring and summer. I can still, after 25 years, tell the breeds of birds from the colour of the chicks, there were that many of them. It was exceedingly hard work, but stood me in good stead for my judging examinations, since until you have kept and bred the pure breeds, judging them can only be theoretical. I have been Secretary of the Dorking Breed Club since 1992, and in 1993 decided that being a veterinary surgeon was a good path to take, albeit qualifying at a rather advanced age, and I have since been able to enhance the welfare of backyard poultry. I edited the British Poultry Standards, officiate at major poultry shows and still keep too many chickens. This book is therefore based on my experience.
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Only got a minute? Chickens

More and more people are concerned that the eggs they and their families eat do come from happy hens. Eggs are a particularly good source of quality protein.

The battery system of keeping laying hens was developed so that eggs are produced cheaply and in high quantities. Some people would argue that if the hens are laying then they are happy, but these birds have been selected for the highest egg production in the shortest time, so they are programmed to lay in almost any conditions, including indoors in a small cage. If you are concerned about the source of your eggs, have you thought of keeping a few hens in your garden? They do not take up much space or time, and you would know that the eggs produced do indeed come from happy hens. Chickens will also produce manure for the vegetable garden, will weed an area if contained on it and are friendly and entertaining.

You do not need to keep a cockerel in order to obtain eggs and therefore you do not need to worry about noise and upsetting the neighbours. You will need to check on local by-laws, however, before you begin the project.
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Only got five minutes? Chickens

Once you have decided that keeping chickens is feasible, which breed will suit you? If you sort out your priorities, you will find this out. You need to decide whether you want lots of eggs per week or only a few; meat; beauty; rare breeds; pets; your vegetable garden weeded. No single type or breed will fulfil all of these requirements and it is so important that you like the look of the hens you buy as they will become part of the family.

There are many choices of chickens, but the three main types of hens are hybrids, outdoor hybrids and pure breeds. The first type, hybrids, are particular commercial crossbreeds that were originally developed and selected in the late 1940s for the battery cage egg industry, to vastly increase egg production over the pure breeds. They are based on a few of the more productive pure breeds, and tend to be brown, uniform in shape and size, and productive for almost two years, laying 250–300 eggs each year. Examples are Warrens, Isabrown and Hy-line. These are the cheapest as they are reared in large numbers. Beware very cheap ones as these are likely to be at the end of their laying life and rescuing them, although admirable, will lead to heartache as they sicken and die within a few months, but some people feel that, despite this, they are giving them a few months of outdoor freedom.

The original outdoor hybrid, especially developed for free-range systems with hardiness, good feathering and a lifespan of about four years, is the Black Rock. Several others are now available such as the Bovans Nera, Calder Ranger, Speckledy, Columbian Blacktail, White Star and Blue Bell, which are more productive than pure breeds, hardier than the commercial hybrids and provide different colours of birds or eggs. They are a little more expensive than the brown hybrids and best production is 250–275 eggs per year for three to four years.

Pure breeds are the traditional breeds of poultry, developed in a number of countries for various purposes, mostly since Victorian times. They are also used for exhibition and have Standards for shape and colour. On the whole they only lay eggs from March to September. They can produce meat and some of the rarer breeds are particularly beautiful to look at. They live and lay eggs for four to seven years. The light breeds will lay the most but can be a bit flighty and nervous. The heavy breeds lay less and eat more but will produce meat as well. Pure breeds are the most expensive. You could expect 100–250 eggs per year, depending on breed and age.

What about breeds for children? Bantams lay small eggs but eat less and children like them and can handle them. There is a huge choice of bantams in shape, colour and size, some of which are only as big as a pigeon!
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Only got ten minutes? Chickens

Good husbandry is really important for the welfare of the chickens you will keep. It is not difficult to make a routine so that the birds have all that they need and are easy to look after. Hens must be housed at night for their own safety. Housing is used for shelter, roosting and egg laying. Some people have just a couple of birds which are in a small house with a run attached and this is moved around a grassed area which provides fresh ground on a regular basis. Others have more birds which may be let out into the garden under supervision or have a permanent run attached. It is very important to maintain vegetation in the run – hens can completely strip a small area in a few weeks, so two runs which can be alternated or a very much larger run gets around this problem. The very worst scenario is mud with no vegetation – battery cages are more comfortable than this!

The hen house must be of sufficient size for the number of birds and have the correct ventilation, near the top of the house to avoid draughts. Perches should be provided as the hens prefer to roost on a perch at night. The nestbox(es) should be in the darkest part of the house and have straw or shavings as litter, never hay due to the moulds present which can affect the heath of the hens.

It is best to purchase a proper poultry drinker since these keep the water clean and enhance the birds’ health – dirty water causes disease. A feeder needs to exclude wild birds both from eating the food and contaminating the food with their droppings. It is easy to feed hens nowadays since commercial food with the correct balance of nutrients for laying hens is readily available. Greenery may be added, but it is illegal to feed your hens your kitchen scraps. Whole grain is the other part of the feeding regime which can be scattered on the ground to encourage foraging. Mixed grit should also be provided – the soluble grit helps with shell formation and the insoluble grit is used to grind up the food in the gizzard – remember, hens have no teeth!

Understanding the behaviour of chickens is also important – the word ‘henpecked’ originates from the pecking order of chickens, which is necessary to maintain social stability in a flock, thus reducing stress. Chickens are naturally cautious, being a prey species, and may take a while to adapt to anything new, so introduce any changes gradually.

If you know how birds work, it will make the instructions on good husbandry more relevant, so this book includes clear diagrams and explanations of the digestive system, the respiratory system and the reproductive system, all of which are different from those in mammals.

Breeding chickens can be another project, but if it is not possible for you to keep a cockerel, fertile eggs may be bought in and either incubated in a small incubator or put under a hen which has gone broody – this is the desire to hatch eggs into chicks and takes 21 days. The broody will then look after the chicks and rear them, teaching them about different foods and how to be safe. If using an incubator, the chicks will need to be artificially reared with a heat source. Either way is successful.

Vermin must be excluded from the hen area. Vermin can be anything that preys on the hens or their food such as mice, rats, crows, magpies, stoats, cats, foxes or birds of prey. Strong and secure fencing is needed and netting over the top of the run is very good prevention against most of the vermin. Foxes mostly hunt at night, so you need to prevent predation by closing the hens in the hut at night – the one night you forget will be the time the fox gets in. If you are going out and will not be back before dark, ask someone else to close the hut for you, or there are gadgets on the market that will close the pophole at dusk.

Keeping chickens is an enthralling hobby and contributes to the quality of the food you feed your family.
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Introduction

Keeping chickens is easy, if you follow a few simple guidelines, but, as with all livestock, the responsibility for their welfare is yours. Poultry can take up little time and will benefit a garden with manure as well as being a constant source of fun and entertainment for children and adults alike. In fact, you may well find you are fascinated by the behaviour of these amazing birds – they still fascinate me after over 40 years of keeping them.

Four thousand years is a fair old time for chickens to have been domesticated. They originate from the Red Jungle Fowl (Gallus gallus, a small pheasant of Asia) and have provided us with eggs, fresh meat and feathers plus some truly horrible traditional medicines. Domestic ducks are all descended from the lascivious ubiquitous mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) and domestic geese from the tame and confiding greylag (Anser anser) which, in return for a little corn, would have provided meat, eggs and excellent fletching for arrow flights from the moulted wing feathers when the bow was a common weapon. Turkeys originated in Central and North America and the various pretty colours come from the different subspecies ranging from Mexico up to New England. Guinea fowl are African and, together with the geese, are the ‘guard dogs’ of the hen yard, shouting loudly at anything strange. It is the Japanese quail that is the domesticated form. They can be kept comfortably in a small area and lay attractively mottled eggs.

Chicken provides 20 per cent of the world’s animal protein at a reasonable price – the human race owes a huge debt to the humble domestic fowl. But I want to know where my eggs and poultry meat have come from, don’t you? Wouldn’t you like the thrill of producing and eating your own free-range fresh eggs? The taste and texture is something everyone should be able to experience. Truly fresh equals less than 24 hours old and a newlaid egg is obvious when you find you have difficulty in cleanly peeling off the shell from a hardboiled egg – the white sticks to it. And what fun to have different coloured or sized eggs for different members of the family.

If you are concerned about how industrial poultry is grown, you can even grow your own poultry meat: you know what it has been fed on, you know it has had a very good life and there is no stress at slaughter as the bird is in familiar surroundings. And the taste is magnificent: what need, then, for those spicy sauces that are promoted to give supermarket chicken some sort of taste?

In this book you will learn which breed or species suits your lifestyle – chickens, ducks, geese, turkeys, quail or guinea fowl – where to obtain them, how to look after them, how to produce delicious eggs for the family and sell any surplus. Eggs are unrivalled and ubiquitous in cooking, so there are some recipes to try, and should you wish to produce your own meat, there is advice on this, plus details on how to prepare a bird for the table.

One small warning – this poultry hobby can be addictive!
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