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This book is dedicated to my husband, Sean, for his devotion to 5R Farm, for making my dreams come true, and for working tirelessly to keep the farm running smoothly and looking good. For the many projects he has undertaken to give our turkeys the best life possible—whether they were used as intended or not at all—and for the many pecks he endured from my sassy tom turkey Ringo, I want to express my deepest gratitude on behalf of unappreciative turkeys everywhere.
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For the Love of Turkeys


I had no idea when I got my first three backyard chickens that they were the beginning of my journey toward the wonderful life with turkeys that I enjoy today. After college and a brief stint in New York City, my husband, Sean, and I bought a house in Portland, Oregon. As the backyard chicken movement swept the city, I began to hear the happy sounds of chickens as I walked through the neighborhood. I started researching all I could find about keeping backyard chickens, and I soon fell in love with them through the beautiful photos I saw online and the tales I read of their quirky behaviors and personalities. I thought they sounded like the perfect little companions for an animal lover like me.

After several months discussing with my husband the pros and cons of getting a flock of chickens, I finally convinced him we needed to have them. They are, after all, the pet that makes you breakfast. Sean built our first of many chicken coops, which was dubbed “The Poultry Palace” by our neighbor, and we welcomed our first three chicks in the spring of 2010: Rhoda the Rhode Island Red, Raquel the Barred Plymouth Rock, and an Easter Egger that turned out to be a rooster and had to be rehomed because we lived in the city. At that point, I obviously had no choice but to add three more chicks named Rosie, Ruby, and Ramona.

I was completely enamored with my feathered ladies, and I soon began to wish I had room for more chickens. For several years we had dreamed about buying a place in the country, but after we got chickens the conversation became more serious. Within a year of acquiring our first chickens, we were the proud owners of 4.5 acres in St. Helens, Oregon. We named the property 5R Farm, after the five chickens who inspired us to make our dream of moving to the country a reality.

It didn’t take long for me to begin considering the other types of livestock I might add to the farm. I found a blog that said if you enjoyed raising chickens, you would absolutely love raising turkeys, which planted the seed in my mind to get turkeys. After researching the differences between heritage turkeys and broad breasted turkeys, I decided on heritage turkeys and then settled on the Narragansett variety, because I wanted to keep a self-sustaining flock and I read that they made good mothers. I’ve been so happy with my decision to raise Narragansetts.
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One of my favorite things to do is to share the joys of turkey ownership with others and encourage them to add these wonderful birds to their homestead. I imagine many of the people reading this book will have some experience with raising poultry, likely with chickens, which are well known as gateway farm animals. Consider everything that you adore about your chickens—their beautiful feathers, charismatic ways, cute sounds, and different personalities—and then multiply that adoration by a factor of 10 as preparation for life as a turkey owner.

If you have experience raising chickens, that will be helpful as you begin your journey raising turkeys. Make no mistake, it will be a journey—one that is filled with lots of happy surprises along the way, as well as a fair share of problem-solving. I hope to give you an understanding of what to expect before you jump into the wonderful world of turkey ownership, as well as helpful information that will make your experience of raising turkeys as enjoyable as mine has been.



From Food to Farm Friend


When we decided to add heritage turkeys to our farm, the initial plan was to keep a breeding trio year-round and hatch a few poults in the spring to provide turkey dinners for the holidays. I already knew that I became too easily attached to my chickens to be able to raise them as a source of meat, even though that had been one of the goals with our first flock of heritage chickens. Nevertheless, we returned to the idea of raising our own meat birds when I started to research turkeys.

Before bringing them home, I thought, “Tom turkeys are kinda funny looking, so surely that will make it easier to remember that they are intended to be dinner and not to think of them as pets.” But those funny-looking and oh-so-charismatic turkeys made quick work of that plan. Over the first couple of years we harvested a few, but every year the size of our flock grew as I decided to keep new favorites from the spring hatch.

As I write this, we have a flock of eight adult turkeys—two toms and six hens. We have had as many as 20 adults and juveniles after a spring hatch. We now keep turkeys mainly for eggs and entertainment, and I have accepted that I just don’t have it in me to raise and harvest birds for the table. As much as I respect the idea and admire those who can do it year after year, my soft heart gets in the way. There is so much to love about turkeys, whether their intended purpose is as food or friend, and I can’t imagine life on the farm without them.
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Ringo and Pumpkin Pie are just two of the charismatic turkeys who earned a forever home on our farm.
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