Selecting and Bringing Home Beef Cattle
Attention to the basics of raising beef cattle will reap rewards in the form of a freezer full of homegrown beef as well as extra cash from meat and calf sales. Where cattle are common, so are the auction barns, truckers, and processing plants that make it fairly simple to buy, sell, and process cattle. Americans love beef, so there is a ready market for beef cattle.
There’s another benefit to owning beef cattle: they can improve your land. This may come as a surprise, given the reputation cattle have acquired in certain quarters for overgrazing and destroying sensitive lands. But beef cattle are a tool, not a cause. The result depends on how the tool is wielded—just as a hammer can be used to fix a building or destroy it. Research and on-the-ground experience have demonstrated that, when properly managed, beef cattle can be a highly effective tool for restoring health to damaged grasslands and watersheds. On a hobby farm, well-managed cattle can continually increase the richness of your soils, the biodiversity and lushness of your pastures, and the water quality of your ponds and streams.
Beef cattle will also enhance the view from your kitchen window. Every time I look out the window to see our cattle grazing the green slopes of our farm, hear bobolinks singing in our pasture, or prepare homegrown steaks for dinner, I’m glad we have beef!
For hundreds of years, people have bred cattle to develop characteristics that were best adapted to a particular climate and purpose. Eventually, this resulted in distinctive breeds of cattle, each with a distinctive palette of physical traits. Today, a cattle buyer can choose from a wonderful array of color, build, size, growth rate, and potential meat and milk production to fit cattle to the farm, the climate, and the purposes of the owner.
Although not all cattle are created physically equal, they do share general behavior characteristics. Cattle sense the world differently than we do. They eat different foods and digest them differently. Understanding how cattle operate is key to knowing what to expect from them, what they will like and won’t like, and how to get them to do what you want them to do. Understanding and working with cattle’s natural behaviors will result in calmer, healthier animals.
Beef Breeds
Until the middle of the eighteenth century, cattle were tough, multipurpose animals that were not selectively bred for any specialized purpose. Differences in size, color, and build were simply results of groups’ being isolated from one another in remote settlements. Then, in 1760, Robert Bakewell, an Englishman, began the first known systematic breeding program to improve the uniformity and appearance of his cattle. The results were published in 1822 in George Coates’s Herd Book of the Shorthorn Breed, the first formal recognition of a cattle breed. Other breed herd books soon followed, and, as the concept of breeding for a specific purpose spread, cattle were divided into two main categories: those bred primarily for milk production and those bred primarily for beef production. Even the original dual-purpose Shorthorn breed has been split into Shorthorns for beef and Shorthorns for milking.
More than five hundred breeds of cattle exist in the world today, although only a few are common in the United States. Milking Shorthorn; the ubiquitous black-and-white Holstein; and the rarer Guernsey, Brown Swiss, Ayrshire, and Jersey make up the six primary dairy breeds in the United States. All dairy breeds produce excess bull calves that are raised for beef, and plenty of beef operations are built on dairy calves.
Hereford cattle, with their familiar white faces, red bodies, and white markings, have been the backbone of the American beef industry since a few decades after their arrival in 1847. The Black Angus, first brought to the United States in 1873, is now almost as numerous as the Hereford, while the breed’s offshoot, Red Angus, established its own breed registry in the mid-1900s. These three breeds, along with the Shorthorn, Scottish Highland, Dexter, Devon, and Galloway breeds, are the major British breeds of beef cattle, so designated because they all originated in England, Scotland, Ireland, or Wales. In general, the British beef breeds are smaller, fatten faster, and are more tolerant of harsh conditions than the continental breeds.
The continental breeds from Europe are generally larger and slower to mature but offer a bigger package of beef to the producer. The most common are the Charolais, the Limousin, and the Saler from France; the Simmental from Switzerland; and the Gelbviehs from Austria and West Germany.
Historically, the term cattle was used to refer to all varieties of four-legged livestock, including horses, goats, and sheep. When referring specifically to bovines, ranchers used the term neat cattle. Only in the past 100–150 years has the meaning of the word cattle changed to refer only to domesticated bovines of the Bos genus.
In the United States, new breeds have been developed that tolerate southern heat better than do the European imports. The famous Texas Longhorn, which developed mostly on its own from Spanish cattle brought over by colonists, provided the starting foundation for American ranching. The American Brahman was developed from Indicus-type imports and then was crossed with different European breeds to create the Santa Gertrudis, the Brangus, the Beefmaster, and several other uniquely American cattle breeds.
When well cared for, any breed of cattle will produce good beef. Look for a breed suited to your climate and pasture type and, if the income is important, to the prospective buyers of your beef. Auction-barn buyers and finishers will have definite preferences. Most important, get something you like. You may fall in love with the Oreo-cookie markings of the Belted Galloway, the shaggy look and big horns of the Scottish Highland, or the gentle disposition of the Hereford.
Endangered Breeds
Of the hundreds of cattle breeds adapted to an enormous range of climates and conditions throughout the world, many are now endangered. The Livestock Conservancy lists fifteen breeds in the United States that need help to survive. On the “Critical” list, defined as breeds that have fewer than 200 US registrations each year, are the Canadienne, Dutch Belted, Florida Cracker, Kerry, Lincoln Red, Milking Devon, Milking Shorthorn (native), Randall, and Texas Longhorn. On the “Threatened” list, with fewer than 1,000 registrations each year, are the Ancient Red Park, Pineywoods, and Red Poll. The “Watch” list, with fewer than 2,500 registrations, includes the once-popular Ayrshire and Guernsey, along with the Galloway.
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Highland cattle have a distinctive look that appeals to many.
Hooves and Hide
Good feet and legs are important in all cattle. Cows have cloven (two-part) hooves that average around 3½ × 4 inches. If a cow weighs 1,000 pounds, that’s a lot of weight coming down on those little hooves every time she takes a step, and she takes a lot of steps in a day to get food and water. Cattle don’t like mud or slippery surfaces because they can fall and hurt themselves; they will walk around bad footing if they can. Cattle hooves grow continuously, and long hooves cause lame cattle. If the herd is getting enough exercise, however, their hooves should not get too long. A few rocks in the pasture will help keep hooves worn down.
Cows also use their hooves to scratch themselves and to kick. They can kick both sideways and backward, and they’re quick as lightning. If they have horns, they’ll also use these to defend themselves, and a horn can do even more damage than a hoof. For this reason, many cattle owners prefer polled, or naturally hornless, cattle. You can also dehorn calves when they are quite young so that their horns never grow.
For pests that are too small to kick, such as biting flies, cattle have long tails for flicking them off, and their thick hides protect them from some insect species. But several kinds of flies can bite through cowhide, and some will even bore holes in hide and lay eggs there. The irritation and discomfort caused by flies can slow weight gain in calves and keep cows miserable on hot days. To stay warm in cold climates, cattle will grow longer winter coats. Unlike most dairy cows, beef cows will have hairy udders.
How Cattle Sense the World
Cattle have excellent eyesight, but it works a little differently from human sight. They can see color to some extent, and they see exceptionally well in the dark. Because their eyes are spaced so far apart, their horizontal vision (side to side) spans an amazing 300 degrees at a time, with their only blind spot directly behind them. 
	Did You Know?
Domestic cattle, which belong to the genus and species Bos taurus, have no wild siblings. The last known wild aurochs, or Bos primigenius, a cow, died in Poland in 1627. Other members of the bovine group are bison and yaks. Sheep, goats, and pigs are more distantly related, belonging to the same family, Bovidae, as cattle.


 
However, their vertical (up and down) range of vision is limited to 60 degrees, which means that they have to look down to see where to put their feet when the footing is unfamiliar. What’s more, their eyes work somewhat independently of one another, rather than in concert as our eyes do, which gives them poor depth perception. When herding cattle, it is important not to work directly behind them; they can’t see you there and will either turn to look at you or spook and run away. When moving cattle into a new area, give them plenty of time to see where to put their feet.
Cattle’s sense of hearing is acute, and they can swivel their ears around to hear even better. They dislike loud, sharp noises such as yells from handlers, but they are soothed by soft talking or singing.
Cattle use quite a bit of verbal communication. They know one another’s voices, and they’ll learn yours. They’ll bellow for feed, bawl for their calves, and moo back when you call them. A cow has a special low moo for when her calf is fed and settled and all’s right with the world.
Cattle have a superb sense of smell, which they can use to follow the trail of their calves and to tell different plants apart. They also have a strong sense of taste and, as a result, have strong preferences for some plants over others. Research by Utah State University professor of rangeland science Fred Provenza has demonstrated that calves learn their plant preferences from their mothers and remember them all their lives. Year after year, they’ll seek out their favorite grazing spots. We have one small patch of bluegrass that always gets grazed to the ground before anything else is touched, although it looks no different from any other bluegrass!
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The main beef cattle breed in the United States is the Hereford.
Choosing, Buying, and Bringing Home Cattle
You’ll need your fences, feed, facilities, shelter, water tank, and salt and mineral feeder in place (see Chapter 2) before you’re ready to go shopping for cattle. By this point, you will have invested more time and money than you would have for any other type of farm animal, except dairy cows, but it will all pay off in cattle that stay home, eat well, and handle easily.
You have a few options for where to buy cattle and several choices in what kind of cattle you buy. Fit your purchase to your budget, the size of your pasture, how much time you’ll have each day for chores, and whether you’re interested in beef for your freezer or in building a herd.
Whatever age or sex you buy, the minimum number of cattle you should purchase is two. Cattle are herd animals and hate being alone. They will adopt a goat or a donkey or anything else handy as a companion, but they thrive best when in the company of their own kind. If you’re buying a steer primarily for your own consumption, keep in mind that most families will take a year or two to eat a single steer. Plan on selling the extra steer at the auction barn or the extra half or quarter of beef to friends or relatives.
Following are some general guidelines for choosing and purchasing cattle.
	Watch Them Move
When buying cattle, watch how they move and hold themselves. You should observe no lameness or hunched backs when they walk. Cattle that won’t relax, that keep their heads high and bodies braced, may be wild and hard to handle. Cattle that won’t let you anywhere near them to look them over could be a problem, too, but don’t expect to walk up and pet them, either. Unless they’re show cattle, most beef cattle aren’t accustomed to being approached too closely by strangers.


 
What to Buy
Steer calves purchased in the fall will be ready for butchering when they are between sixteen and thirty months of age, depending on the breed and your feeding program. This means that a male calf bought after fall weaning could be ready for the processor as soon as the following fall. Heifer calves bought after fall weaning will be ready to breed the following summer, provided they grow well through the winter and spring.
Any calves you buy should have been weaned for at least three weeks. They should also have received their nine-way vaccines, followed by boosters two to four weeks later. Heifers should be wearing small metal ear tags to show that they’ve had brucellosis vaccinations. Bend down and look behind steer calves to make sure that the castration got both testicles, or you could have a bull on your hands by mistake.
If you want cattle around just for the summer, you can buy steers in the spring and sell them in the fall. If you’re buying for your own freezer or to sell as finished (ready-to-slaughter) cattle, they should be started on grain right away. They’ll quickly learn to come running in from the pasture for their daily grain rations.
If you’re buying breeding stock—whether cows, heifers, or a bull—finding high-quality cattle is more important than if you’re raising cattle for processing. Start the search early and take the time to find out about different breeders. If you’re planning on showing cattle or enrolling your kids in the 4-H beef program, look for operations with good show records. If your objective is to get a decent cow-calf herd started, it’s more important to find sellers with calm, clean, reasonably good-looking cattle.
Another option is to buy dairy bull calves. They will produce fine beef. However, it takes a lot more grain to fatten them up, the cuts aren’t as nicely shaped, and there’s a smaller proportion of meat to bone and by-products. Since only cows give milk, bull calves are not viable in dairy operations and are generally sold sometime between three days and a few weeks old. Consequently, they aren’t weaned, so you’ll have to bottle-feed them milk until their digestive systems are mature enough to handle grain and forage. Although they’re a lot of extra work, these calves are available year-round, are very inexpensive compared with all other cattle, and can be transported in the back of a van.
Occasionally, you may be able to buy an orphaned beef calf or one that’s been rejected by its mother. Some dairy farmers breed their heifers to a beef bull for easy calving with their first calf, and these half-beef, half-dairy calves are a bargain. 
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As herd animals, cattle thrive in each other’s company.
What to Look for in Cattle
The only way to acquire an eye for good cattle is to look at a lot of cattle. It takes a few years to develop that eye, but there are some things that beginners can spot. Cattle get a little nervous when a stranger shows up in their pasture or pen, so give them time to settle down again. Lean on the fence or stand quietly in the pasture and take a good, long look at their shape and how they act.
Shape
Whatever the breed, beef cattle should ideally look thick and square, like big, hairy rectangular boxes on legs. While a dairy cow will look like a wedge, with the narrow part at the front, a beef cow should be blocky. The back should be straight and the line of the belly nearly so, not tapering too sharply up to the hind legs, with a rib cage that is rounded, not flat. The hindquarters should look broad and meaty, especially in steers and bulls, and the legs should be straight. Hooves should be even and short, definitely not so long that they curl upward, and they should point straight ahead.
Steers should have thick necks and fleshy forequarters. Cows and heifers should be slimmer through their shoulders and necks and have more feminine heads. Cows should have high, well-shaped udders. Both sexes should have wide muzzles, indicating that they can take big bites of grass.
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The Red Poll is a naturally hornless breed whose numbers have dwindled.
Health
Look closely for any signs of illness or discomfort. Eyes should be clear, not mattered (crusted) or inflamed.
In summer, the coat should be smooth and shiny (except in long-coated breeds). A dull, flat-looking coat generally means internal parasites or poor nutrition. In late fall, winter, and spring, the coat should be uniform and thick. Bare spots could mean ringworm; although rarely a huge problem, it is a chore to treat.
	Did You Know?
Three breeds of cattle possess the attractive and very distinctive “Oreo cookie” coloring—black except for a broad white band around the middle: the Dutch Belted, the Belted Galloway, and the Buelingo. The breeds differ from each other, however, in other characteristics and uses. The Dutch Belted was a prized dairy breed in the United States until about 1940, whereas the Belted Galloway, probably descended in part from the Dutch Belted, is primarily a beef breed. The Buelingo is a uniquely American beef breed developed during the 1970s and 1980s by North Dakota rancher Russ Bueling, primarily from Shorthorn and Chianina genetics.


 
Pay special attention to hooves and legs, checking for growths or swelling, especially at the tops of the hooves and at the joints. There should be no swelling of the jaw, neck, shoulders, or brisket.
An occasional cough in adult cattle usually isn’t anything to worry about (cows do get colds and runny noses), but constant coughing signals problems. I’d hesitate before bringing any coughing animal home to my herd. In young calves, constant coughing or labored breathing may indicate pneumonia, a dangerous condition.
Check the hind ends of calves to make sure they aren’t matted with manure. Manure that is more water than feces is typical of scours, another common and dangerous affliction of young calves.
Polled cattle are naturally hornless, but if you’re buying a horned breed that has been dehorned, make sure that the spot is well healed and not sprouting any more horn.
How Cattle Are Priced and Sold
The pricing and availability of cattle generally follow a yearly cycle, which varies by the age and sex of the animals. Calves and steers are usually sold by weight, whereas heifers and cows for breeding are sold either by weight or by what the market will bear.
Bulls are normally priced according to their quality or what the owner thinks he or she can get. Bulls are most expensive in the spring and early summer, when they’re in high demand for the breeding season, and cheaper in the fall.
Feeder calves—those that have been weaned and are ready to go on pasture or on a finishing ration—are usually least expensive in late fall, when the market is flooded with calves born the previous spring that are being sold before winter. Stockers or backgrounders (feeder calves headed for a few months on pasture before going on a finishing ration) are expensive in the spring, when landowners are buying cattle to keep their pastures grazed during the growing season.
Open, or unbred, heifers will be most expensive in spring, just before breeding season; the price tapers off through fall, when they’re cheap because it’s not economical to winter an open heifer. In addition, a heifer that didn’t “settle,” or get bred, during the summer may be infertile and good only for being finished and slaughtered. Bred cows will be most expensive in the spring, just before calving, and cheaper in the fall, when you will have to feed them through the winter. Before buying a bred cow, always have a veterinarian check to see whether she is really pregnant.
Cattle prices are listed, usually weekly, in local and state farm papers. If you have a farm radio station in your area, you can typically find prices being announced daily or weekly, and some state extension services list current cattle prices on their websites. Cattle prices are listed either as dollar and cents per pound or as dollars and cents per hundredweight. If, for example, I were looking for feeder calves, I would look down the column until I came to that category under the listing for the auction barn closest to my farm, and then I’d start with the midrange, 400–600-pound, category. If steer feeder calves were listed at $1.00, then the price for a 500-pound feeder steer would be $500. Keeping track of prices gives you a good idea of what you should be paying when you buy, but keep in mind that it may be worthwhile to pay a little extra for cattle you know are healthy, have been vaccinated, and come from good parents.
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Auction-barn purchases are best left to experienced cattle people.
Where to Buy Cattle
Finding cattle for sale is a matter of checking ads in local newspapers or regional farm papers; looking at bulletin boards at the feed store, the farm supply store, and rural gas stations; and just asking around. If there’s a beef producers’ association in your area, join it. If you don’t know whether there is one near you, give your extension agent a call and ask. An association is a great place to network and get some background information on area beef cattle operations and auction barns. County and state fairs are other good places to find beef producers with cattle for sale. Go to the cattle shows, walk through the barns, and visit with the exhibitors. Two additional sources for leads on cattle for sale are your local artificial-insemination service and veterinarian.
 
	Calves in a Van
Our first beef cattle were dairy calves. To bring them home, we put a tarp down with some straw on top in the back of the van, and I had the kids sit with the calves and keep them lying down. They won’t make a mess if they’re lying down!


 
Auction barns move a lot of cattle, but they’re no place for beginners to buy. If you go, take a friend who is a good judge of cattle and can help you avoid the ones that are sick, are wild, or have bad hooves and legs. You may want to make a few dry runs to the barn, going early to visit the pens and then watching the auction without buying, to give you a feel for how the bidding process works and how cattle are moved in and out of trailers, pens, and the auction ring.
A better idea is to buy cattle directly from a seed stock producer or a commercial producer. Seed stock producers raise purebred cattle for sale as breeding stock and are good sources of quality animals. Commercial producers generally have mixed herds of several breeds or crossbred cattle being raised for beef production instead of breeding stock. These won’t be registered purebreds, but often they’re of good quality and reasonably priced; sometimes they aren’t. Most commercial cow-calf operators sell their calves after weaning in the fall, and this can be an excellent opportunity to purchase.
Dairy bull calves are common at auction barns, but it’s better to buy directly from the farmer and save the calf the stress of being hauled twice to strange places and exposing him to who-knows-what at the auction barn. When you buy directly from the farmer, you can make sure the calf is at least three days old and has received colostrum, his mother’s immunity-boosting first milk. This is critical to a calf’s health.
Bringing Cattle Home
Once you’ve bought your cattle, you have to get them home. If you’re buying from a breeder, he or she may be willing to deliver the cattle for an extra fee. Otherwise, you’ll either have to hire a cattle hauler or do it yourself. There are usually haulers for hire in any area where there’s cattle, and you can track one down by asking neighbors or calling a local auction barn. If your only option, or the option you prefer, is to transport your new livestock yourself, you’ll have to buy, borrow, or rent a trailer (unless you’re buying small calves that you can fit into a pickup or small truck).
When the cattle arrive at your farm, ideally you’ll turn them into a solidly fenced small pen or barnyard, with water available and some nice hay scattered around. Don’t rush them out of the trailer; give them time to look around and step down carefully. Of course, they may decide to all come out in a rush, but let that be their decision. Once they’ve had a few hours to get a drink, find the salt, and get a bellyful of hay, open the pasture gate. By then, they should be calm enough to walk, not run, out. They might start grazing immediately or go on a tour to figure out where the fences are.
If you’re using electric fencing, and the cattle you’ve bought are familiar with it, you can turn them out with no worries. If they don’t know what an electric fence is, you’ll need to train them as discussed in the fence section of Chapter 2. Don’t try to train them as soon as they get off the truck, however. That’s a lot to ask of already-stressed animals and may send them over the fence and back toward their previous home. You can have the wire ready in the pen, but don’t turn it on until they’ve settled down.
You can also turn new cattle directly into the pasture. If you do this, plan on spending some time watching them to make sure they don’t charge and break fences or decide to hop over and head back where they came from. Make sure they find the water, salt, and mineral within twenty-four hours.
Watch your new cattle particularly closely for the first two or three weeks. Are they grazing contentedly, bunched tightly, or spending a lot of time walking instead of chewing? If they’re walking all the time, you’ve got pasture that’s too poor, and you should give them some supplemental hay. If they’re bunched, you probably have a fly problem and should provide a shady area for them to get away from the worst of the flies. You may also need to put up some sort of rub—a rope or padded post impregnated with fly repellent—that will put the repellent on the cattle when they scratch themselves. Are the cattle spending plenty of time lying down and chewing their cud, or are they always standing up and acting nervous? If they aren’t lying down, something is bothering them, and you’ll need to figure out what it is and fix it. Once, we had a bear stroll through the back pasture, and the whole herd went through the fence! We moved the cattle to a paddock close to the house, where the dogs could keep the bears at a distance and the cattle could chew their cuds in peace.
Make sure, too, that your cattle are drinking enough water. In temperate, reasonably dry weather, they’ll come for a drink at least once, and usually twice, a day. If they’re not drinking and it’s not raining, then there’s something wrong with your water setup. I remember one cold winter day when our cattle wouldn’t drink, and I found out why when I touched the water. It was carrying an electric charge from a shorted-out heater!
	ADVICE FROM THE FARM
Buyer Beware
I like them so they look straight all the way back on their backbone. There’s almost an edge to them. They look upright, they look strong; it’s almost an eager look. I always check the feet—some cattle, it seems like a hereditary thing, have really long hooves. Temperament is a big thing for me, too, with little kids around. I’ve got one cow with a little bit of attitude, but she’s never offered to come after you. I’ve got another one that’s so meek and mild she always gets pushed back.
—Randy Janke
There’s so much going on now with numbers—expected progeny differences, relative this and that—and it’s so far extended that the average young person needs to just focus on one or two things when choosing breeding stock. The ones I strongly recommend are calving ease and temperament. You need to stick with cattle that won’t explode every time you come around.
—Rudy Erickson
I’ve never bought from a sale barn. We bought private treaty or from a neighbor’s auction where we knew the herd.
—Dave Nesja


 
The Cattle Production Cycle
The life of a beef cow or steer follows a pretty standard pattern in most of the United States. After a calf is born, usually in the spring, the infant stays with the mother until it is weaned (between four and ten months of age). By weaning time, a male calf has been castrated and is ready to go on pasture or hay as a stocker calf, or backgrounder, for several months. An older calf may skip this stage and go directly on feed (presumably this is why all weaned calves are called feeder calves). On feed means putting young cattle in a pen instead of a pasture and feeding them a high-protein diet to accelerate growth and fattening. If the steer is an early-maturing breed and has been well fed, he may go to slaughter as young as sixteen months of age. If he is a slower maturing breed or is on a less intensive feeding program, he may be kept until age two or three.
Female, or heifer, calves intended for breeding are kept separate from their mothers and the bull after weaning, usually until they’re fifteen months old or a little older. At that point, they’re bred either by using a live bull or by artificial insemination, usually in midsummer of the year after they’re born. Nine and a half months later, if all goes as planned, they deliver their first calves and officially become cows, instead of heifers.
As long as a cow raises a good calf each year and doesn’t exhibit any major personality problems, she’s kept in the herd. When she becomes too old or infirm to get pregnant, the owner culls her. Sending a gentle old cow away to slaughter is difficult. I try to console myself with the knowledge that she had a full and happy life on our place and by arranging for her to go somewhere close and quick.
Bulls are usually kept in groups until they’re sold as breeding stock. The bull’s first calves will be delivered the next year, just ahead of breeding season, so it’s safe to use him for a second year. If you keep a bull for a third year, his daughters will be old enough for him to breed, so you will need to either make other arrangements for the heifers or get a new bull to prevent that from happening. Bulls can be sold to other cattle owners to give them a couple more happy years in the pasture or sent to slaughter.
 
	Body Condition
Body condition scoring (BCS) is a simple method for assessing how fat or thin cattle are, which will help when you’re looking at cattle to buy or assessing the cattle you already have. BCS is a simple system, and you can start using it right away, but getting exact results takes experience.
The optimum BCS for a cow is 5–7, or “pleasantly plump.” A cow’s body condition should be scored three to four months before calving, allowing time to adjust the ration and to let her gain or lose enough weight to be in optimum condition for calving and rebreeding. The numbers break down as follows:
1.Emaciated: No fat visible anywhere; ribs, hip bones, and backbone clearly visible through hide
2.Poor: Spine doesn’t stick out quite as much
3.Thin: Ribs visible; spine rounded rather than sharp
4.Borderline: Individual ribs not obvious; some fat over ribs and hip bones
5.Moderate: Generally good overall appearance; fat over the ribs and on either side of tailhead
6.High moderate: Obvious fat over ribs and around tailhead
7.Good: Quite plump; some fat bulges (pones) possibly visible
8.Unquestionably fat: Large fat deposits over ribs and around tailhead; pones obvious
9.Extremely fat: Tailhead and hips buried in fat; pones protruding


 
This cattle production cycle creates a lot of opportunities to tailor your beef operation to your personal preferences and calendar. A cow-calf operator is on the job year-round, but it doesn’t take intensive management to keep cows and calves happy and productive. A backgrounder can buy feeder calves in the fall or the spring and keep them on forages until they’re ready for the feedlot. It’s quite easy with this system to have cattle only for the summer so that you don’t have to make or buy hay, and you can take the winter off. Feedlot operators can work on small amounts of land because they don’t need pasture; they do, however, need excellent management skills and a lot of knowledge about cattle nutrition.
Finally, seed stock producers, who raise bulls and heifers for cow-calf operations, must have plenty of experience with breeding high-quality cattle as well as good marketing skills.
 

Chicken Healthcare
It’s infinitely easier to keep chickens healthy than to doctor them after the fact, and, in most cases, keeping them healthy isn’t at all hard. To keep healthy, happy, bright-eyed chickens, begin with healthy, happy, bright-eyed chickens.
Buy from reliable sources. Don’t stock your coop with someone else’s rejects or bedraggled bargain fowl picked up at country swap meets. Consider starting with day-old chicks from reputable hatcheries and know what you’re working with right from the get-go. Maintain a closed flock. Don’t indiscriminately add chickens to your collection. It upsets the flock’s hierarchy and causes infighting and stress. It’s also the best possible way to introduce disease.
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Provide suitable quarters. They needn’t be fancy, but they must be clean, roomy, well ventilated, and draft-free. Feed your chickens what they need to thrive. Keep plenty of clean drinking water available and have enough feeders and waterers so that every chicken can eat or drink whenever it pleases.
Avoid unnecessary stresses. Keep your kids or dog from chasing the chickens, handle them gently, make changes gradually, and don’t upset the status quo. Laid-back chickens tend to be healthy chickens.
It’s important to recognize problems early, while they’re still fairly simple to fix. Consult the “Is My Chicken Healthy?” chart for general signs of good health and illness.
IS MY CHICKEN HEALTHY
	What to Check	Healthy	Unhealthy
	Temperature	103–103.5°F	Higher/lower temperature
	Respiration	Easy, even	Labored, rasping, coughing
	Posture	Stands erect, head and tail elevated; alert and active	Hunkered down, tail and wings drooping; depressed
	Appetite	Eats often	Not interested in food
	Thirst	Drinks often	Excessive thirst
	Manure	Formed mass, gray to brown with white caps; fecal droppings may be frothy	Liquid or sticky; green, yellow, white, red
	Condition	Feels heavy, firm, powerful	Thin, weak, thin-breasted
	Feathers	Smooth, neat, clean	Ruffled or broken, dirty, stained
	Comb and Wattles	Bright red and firm	Shrunken, pale, or blue
	Eyes	Bright and alert	Dull, watery, possibly partially closed
	Nostrils	Clean	Crusty, caked
	Legs and Feet	Plump, scales clean and waxy smooth, warm joints	Enlarged, crusty scales; hot, swollen joints; crusty, cracked, or discolored soles of feet

 
Maladies: Parasites and Diseases
A savvy chicken raiser knows that early detection is a key to keeping chickens healthy. Most chickens are exposed to wild birds, which commonly spread parasites and disease. Left unchecked, parasites can spread like wildfire through your flock, causing anemia, weight loss, decreased egg production, and even death.
Internal Parasites
Zap internal parasites before they cause problems. However, don’t rely on over-the-counter remedies. Instead, collect a community fecal sample using material from a number of chicken plops and take it to your vet to be checked for worm eggs. If worms are present, he or she will prescribe a custom-tailored wormer for your flock. Do this twice a year to keep your birds worm-free.
Communicable Poultry Diseases
It’s unlikely that your pet chicken or small flock will succumb to one of the major exotic-poultry diseases. However, these diseases are out there, so you need to be able to recognize their symptoms. If you do suspect that one such disease has a toehold in your flock, it’s your duty to report it to the health authorities. 
Avian influenza: Avian influenza is a highly contagious respiratory infection caused by type A influenza orthomyxoviruses. Symptoms vary widely and range from mild to serious. Death occurs suddenly; the disease sweeps through a flock in just one to three days. Avian influenza occurs in many forms worldwide and must be reported in the United States.
Fowl cholera: Fowl cholera is an acute, relatively common disease caused by Pasteurella multocida bacteria. It spreads rapidly and kills quickly; chickens die within hours after symptoms appear. Humans handling infected birds sometimes contract upper respiratory infections.
Infectious coryza: Infectious coryza is found worldwide; in the United States, most cases occur in the southeastern states and in California. A respiratory infection caused by Haemophilus paragallinarum bacteria, coryza often manifests in combination with other chronic respiratory diseases. While contagious, it usually isn’t fatal.
Infectious bronchitis: Infectious bronchitis is a common, fast-spreading, and highly contagious respiratory disease caused by several strains of coronavirus. While chicks often succumb to the infection, adult chickens generally survive, but they remain carriers for life.
Fowl pox: There are two types of fowl pox: wet, sometimes called avian pox; and dry, also known as fowl diphtheria (neither is related to human chicken pox). Caused by the same virus and transmitted in the same manner, the former is primarily a 
skin disease while the latter affects both the skin and the respiratory tract.
Infectious laryngotracheitis: Infectious laryngotracheitis is a slow-spreading but serious upper respiratory-tract infection caused by a herpes virus. It manifests worldwide and commonly afflicts laying hens during the winter months.
Marek’s disease: Marek’s disease is a global scourge; it kills more chickens worldwide than any other disease. Marek’s symptoms vary according to its victims’ ages, but it often culminates in sudden death. Caused by six different herpes viruses, it is virulently contagious. Chicks vaccinated at one day of age are usually immune for life.
Newcastle disease: Newcastle disease manifests in many forms and in varying degrees of severity. It’s not generally fatal, and survivors gain immunity for life. Caused by a paramyxovirus, Newcastle can trigger minor eye infections in humans who handle the live vaccine or infected chickens.
	External Parasites
Poultry Lice
Although there are many forms of poultry lice, the most common are the chicken body louse (Menacanthus stramineus) and the shaft louse (Manopan gallinae).
•Fast-moving, six-legged, flat-bodied insect with broad, round head; 2–3 millimeters long, straw-colored (light brown)
•Female lays 50–300 tiny white eggs near base of feather shafts
•Does not suck blood; feeds on dry skin scales, feathers, scabs; gives infested birds a moth-eaten look
•Spends entire life cycle on host
•Primary infestation seasons are fall and winter
•Dust or spray birds and their environment using commercial products such as malathion, permethrin, Rabon, or Sevin (always consult your veterinarian before using such products)
Chicken Mite (also called Red Roost Mite)
Dermanyssus gallinae
•Slow-moving, eight-legged insect; 1 millimeter long (the size of coarsely ground pepper); gray to dark reddish brown
•Lays white or off-white eggs on fluff feathers and along larger feather shafts
•Sucks blood only at night; hides in cracks and crevices in coop or poultry building during the day
•Primary infestation season is summer
•Dust or spray birds and their environment using commercial products such as malathion, permethrin, Rabon, or Sevin (always consult your veterinarian before using such products)
Northern Fowl Mite
Ornithonyssus sylviarum
•Slow-moving, eight-legged insect; 1 millimeter long (the size of coarsely ground pepper); brown
•Lays white or off-white eggs on fluff feathers and along larger feather shafts located on host’s vent, tail, back, and neck
•Sucks blood
•Spends entire life cycle on host; feeds day or night
•Primary infestation seasons are fall, winter, and spring
•Dust or spray birds and their environment using commercial products such as malathion, permethrin, Rabon, or Sevin (always consult your veterinarian before using such products)
Scaly Leg Mite
Knemidokoptes mutans
•Slow-moving, eight-legged insect; 1 millimeter long; gray
•Sucks blood
•Burrows into and lives under the scales of the feet, causing lifting and separation from underlying skin; results in swelling, tenderness, scabbing, and deformity, and related joint problems may occur
•Coating the entire leg shaft with petroleum jelly or vegetable, mineral, or linseed oil every two days may help smooth and moisturize scales
•Dust or spray birds, coop, and roosts with carbaryl products such as Sevin (always consult your veterinarian before using such products)
•Ivermectin pour-on (also called spot-on) is a systemic agent used to control both internal and external parasites


 
Picking and Cannibalism
Although not diseases, picking (or pecking) and cannibalism are the most vexing aspects of chicken keeping and clearly major threats to the health of your flock. On occasion, chickens literally peck each other to death. Even worse, once it happens, the habit is readily established. It’s important to nip this vile habit in the bud with adults and chicks alike.
Cannibalism usually takes root when one of the flock is injured. The sight of blood from an injured chicken draws her peers because chickens peck at anything red. Unless the injured chicken is removed, the pecking escalates, and she’s likely to be pecked until she’s dead. Although mildly injured chickens can be left in the flock and treated with commercial products such as Hot Pick to thwart further pecking, it’s better to separate them until they’ve fully recovered. In general, don’t leave wounded, lame, weak, undersized, odd-colored, or otherwise unusual birds in a flock of aggressive peers. To preserve their lives, move them to safer quarters.
Many other factors influence cannibalism within a given flock, including overcrowding, intense lighting and heat, diet, breed-related problems, and stress.
Address the problem of overcrowding by removing some birds, moving the flock to a roomier coop, or turning them outdoors. You can also install additional waterers, feeders, and nesting boxes. Dim the lights, install fans, and create more shade to prevent the overly high activity level that results from bright lighting and the edginess caused by steamy heat. If you suspect that diet is the culprit in negative behavior, try different combinations until you find something that works. For instance, confined, solely scratch-fed chickens sometimes don’t receive sufficient nutrients from their diet. If they begin pecking one another, switching to commercial feed or a commercial-feed/scratch blend sometimes helps. Conversely, chickens fed a strictly commercial diet sometimes peck out of boredom.
Strewing scratch grains, garden greenery, or acceptable table scraps adds dietary variety, and scratching and nibbling at these goodies gives idle chickens something to do. Flighty, nervous birds such as Leghorns, Minorcas, and many other Mediterranean breeds are more likely to peck; circumvent this problem by ruling them out for your farm. Finally, and most fundamentally, avoid situations that will leave your birds stressed, such as rough handling, temperature extremes, and abrupt changes in routine.
	First-Aid Kit
Be ready for inevitable avian emergencies by assembling a chicken first-aid kit. You will need:
•A sturdy container. Supplies for a small flock fit neatly in a large fishing tackle box or a lidded bucket. Keep the container stocked; if you use something, replenish the used stock with a new supply. Store the kit where you can find it quickly. Write your veterinarian’s phone number on the lid using permanent marker (program the number into your cell phone and post it by the house phone, too!).
•A flashlight with a strong beam. Tuck it to a zipper-seal bag with an extra set of batteries and a fresh bulb.
Into a second zipper-seal bag, place injury treatment materials such as:
•First aid tape in several widths
•Stretch gauze
•Gauze pads
•Cotton balls
•Wooden popsicle sticks to use for splints
To prevent spills and messes, store medicinals in a third zipper-seal bag:
•VetRX Veterinary Remedy for Poultry (for respiratory distress)
•Anti-pick spray or ointment
•Wound powder, herbal wound dressing, antiseptic spray or ointment
•Saline solution for cleaning wounds and injured eyes
•Bach Rescue Remedy 
•Any other medicines that your veterinarian recommends
A fourth and final zipper-seal bag for tools:
•Scissors
•Dog toenail clippers (for snipping nails and beak tips)
•One or more 5-cubic-centimeter or larger catheter-tip disposable syringes (for feeding and watering debilitated chickens) 
Add a pet carrier for transporting sick chickens to the vet and a quarantine cage, and you’ll be set for most any emergency. Put your first-aid kit together now, before you need it. You (and your chickens) will be glad you did.


 
Major Chicken Maladies
	Disease	Symptoms
	Avian influenza (viral)	Mild form: coughing, sneezing, decline in egg production
	Fowl cholera (bacterial)	Oral and nasal discharge, diarrhea, ruffled feathers; high mortality
	Infectious coryza (bacterial)	Green diarrhea, darkened head and comb, swollen feet, paralysis, swollen wattles, listlessness; high mortality
	Infectious bronchitis (viral)	Watery eyes, putrid nasal discharge, swollen face and wattles, sneezing
	Fowl pox (viral)	Coughing, sneezing, gasping, nasal discharge, respiratory distress, depression, marked drop in egg production
	Infectious laryngotracheitis (viral)	Dry form: brownish-yellow lesions on unfeathered skin of head, neck, legs, and feet
 
Wet form: labored breathing; lesions in the mucous membranes of the mouth, tongue, upper digestive tract, and respiratory tract; reduced egg production; usually low mortality

	Marek’s disease (viral)	Partial paralysis, blindness, wasting, tumor


Raising Chicks
There are few things more enchanting than a clutch of baby chicks. Chances are, you’ll want to raise some, and you don’t even need a hen to raise chicks. There are three basic ways to start your chick collection. You can take the quickest and easiest route by buying chicks from a hatchery. If, however, you want to be involved from egg to newborn chick, you can choose the most labor-intensive route instead—incubation. Or you may decide in favor of the old-fashioned approach to chick-making—with a hen.
Whether you start with hatchery chicks or incubate your own (in an incubator or under a hen), you’ll arrive at the same point: with a clutch of chicks to brood.
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Hatchery Chicks
Most folks begin with hatchery chicks. They’re inexpensive, readily available, and, if you shop around, you’ll find scores of breeds and varieties to choose from. Call feed stores in your locale, especially prior to “chick time” (early spring), and ask what they’ll be selling this year. Our small-town feed store, Hirsch’s in Thayer, Missouri, sells the standard varieties, but it offers exciting rare breeds, too: German Spitzhaubens, Naked Necks, Black Sumatras, Dominiques, and Jersey Giants—even red jungle fowl!
The difference between mail-order and local pick-up hatchery chicks is that the former are more likely to be stressed. However, handled correctly on arrival, healthy chicks from solid hatcheries rebound quickly. Most mail-order hatcheries tuck in an extra chick or two for each twenty-five you’ve ordered to cover your losses in case a few don’t make it.
Incubator Chicks
If you have access to fertile eggs and a sense of adventure, you can incubate your own chicks. You’ll need an incubator and its accessories: a quality thermometer, a hygrometer to measure humidity, and a water pan if the incubator you choose doesn’t have a built-in water reservoir. You’ll need to build or buy an egg-candling unit, too.
Good home incubators are expensive, and incubating chicks is exacting work. If the atmospheric conditions inside the incubator are off for even a few hours, your eggs very likely won’t hatch. Factoring in equipment costs, you can buy a lot of chicks for what it will cost you to hatch them at home. However, when eggs in your batch begin pipping (when the peeping chickies peck holes in their shells)—what a priceless thrill! So if you want to try home incubation, here are the bare-bones basics.
Choosing and Maintaining Your Incubator
There are two types of incubators: forced air and still air. A forced-air incubator is fitted with one or more powerful internal fans that continually circulate air around the eggs. The ones used by hatcheries and commercial growers are monstrous things capable of incubating thousands of eggs set in stacked trays.
Tabletop models designed for hobbyists and small-flock poultry keepers hold from forty to one hundred eggs in a single tray and cost in the neighborhood of $100–$600. Most are auto-turning units, meaning that they turn the eggs for you at predetermined intervals. More expensive models come complete with one or more thermometers and sometimes a hygrometer.
It’s easier to maintain constant heat and humidity levels—essential for good hatches—in forced-air units. Temperatures are the same anywhere in a forced-air incubator; in still-air models, temperatures stratify, so it’s considerably warmer near the incubator’s lid than it is on its egg rack or floor. A still-air incubator relies on vents set into its sides, top, and bottom for ventilation, which is not a particularly reliable system. Forced-air incubators are initially more expensive than comparable still units, but they’re worth it. 
It doesn’t cost a fortune to get started with a still-air unit and, with care, they’ll hatch a lot of eggs. However, it’s very easy to overheat eggs and essentially cook them. It’s a great deal harder to regulate heat and humidity in a still-air incubator.
Both types incorporate see-through lids or transparent observation ports, heating elements, built-in water receptacles or space to set a water pan, and egg racks. Automatic egg turners (which are very nice to have) are optional equipment on all but the most expensive models. Each brand and model differs from the rest. Unless you follow the instructions in the manual provided with your incubator, you’re unlikely to have much of a hatch.
It’s important to set up the incubator indoors, in a draft-free area, out of direct sunlight, and away from heat vents and air conditioning units. It must be thoroughly cleaned and disinfected before and after every hatch.
Two days before setting your fertile eggs, disassemble, scrub, and disinfect your incubator and accessories, and then put it back together and fire it up. This gives it a chance to come up to heat and also gives you time to adjust the temperature and humidity. Temperature, humidity, and ventilation must all be set properly and monitored to ensure successful development of the embryos.
Temperature
Place a trustworthy thermometer in the incubator at egg height. It should not be too close to the heating element and about 1 inch from the floor. In some units, the egg tray itself will do. Some folks play it safe and set thermometers in two different locations.
If your incubator has a thermostat, set it at 99–100° F for forced-air units and 101–102° F for those without a fan. Inexpensive incubators usually lack thermostats; in that case, follow the owner’s manual exactly—you must be able to reliably regulate the heat. A tip: if your incubator is heated with standard light bulbs, use bulbs of different wattages to adjust the heat; a 40-watt bulb is a good one to start with.
Don’t add eggs until you’ve maintained the correct heat and humidity for at least eight hours. The acceptable range is from 97–103° F. Check often, at least twice a day. You’ll find that your vigilance will pay off in chicks.
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1. The egg is just starting to hatch. 2. The chick is on its way out. 3. And—finally—the new chick emerges!
Humidity
To prevent moisture loss from your eggs—and to get them to hatch properly—you must control humidity scrupulously. Relative interior humidity should stay at 55–60 percent from day one through day eighteen. For the last three days of incubation, humidity should be increased to 65–70 percent. Without a boost of additional moisture, pipping chicks stick to their shells. Maintaining that higher humidity level is so vitally important that you must not open your incubator during the final three days of hatching, even to turn the eggs.
You’ll need a hygrometer to measure the incubator’s evaporative cooling effect. Install the hygrometer so that its wick (not its bulb) is suspended in water. To determine relative humidity, compare incubator thermometer temperature and hygrometer (wet bulb thermometer) readings. The greater the spread, the more evaporation is taking place. Ideally, hygrometer readings will run between 83 and 87. Raise the unit’s relative humidity, especially just prior to the three-day hatching period, by increasing the evaporative water surface. You can also use an atomizer to spritz moisture through your incubator’s vents.
Ventilation
Oxygen reaches the developing chick embryos via the fifteen thousand or so pores in the average eggshell; carbon dioxide exits the same way. Hatching eggs must breathe, or the chicks inside will die. As embryos mature, they require more fresh air. Incubator vents provide ventilation in various ways; read your unit’s manual to learn if, when, and how you should adjust the vents.
Manipulating the Eggs
A setting hen rolls the eggs—either unintentionally, while shifting its weight, or intentionally with her beak—several dozen times a day. If the hen didn’t do this, the embryos would stick to their shell membranes and die. With no hen in sight, it’s up to you to do the egg turning (as the process is called) necessary for your incubator embryos to thrive.
Turn the eggs first thing in the morning, last thing at night, and at least once during the day; turning them more often is definitely better. Alternate the turns so the side that is down one night will be on top the following night. Use a soft lead pencil to mark one side of each egg with an “x” and the other with an “o” so you can keep track of the turning cycles.
When placing eggs in still-air incubators, position them on their sides with their small ends tipped slightly downward; rotate them one-half turn at least three times a day. In forced-air incubators, place them small end down and tilted in one direction; tilt them in the opposite direction to turn them.
Do not turn eggs during the last three days before hatching. Chicks will be maneuvering into pipping position, and moving disorients them. In addition, to maintain constant 65–75 percent relative humidity throughout the prehatch period, you don’t want to open the incubator for any reason.
	Power Outages
If your power goes out, don’t abandon the hatch. Carry your incubator to the warmest place in your house. If it’s a forced-air model, crack the lid to admit fresh air; it’s better to keep still-air models closed.
Should the power come on within a few hours, resume incubation, but candle the clutch four to six days later and discard any eggs that appear to have died. Surviving eggs require more time to hatch, sometimes as much as one or two days.


 
Candling Eggs
It’s also up to you to check that those embryos are indeed thriving by candling the eggs. Candling eggs is the process of holding an unhatched incubating egg up to a strong light source to examine the contents inside and determine whether the egg is fertile. Infertile eggs and those that have quit growing need to be removed from the incubator before they begin to rot.
Candling doesn’t harm the growing embryos as long as you work quickly. Most folks candle eggs at seven days and again one week later. You’ll need a dark room and a candling device. Turn out the lights, switch on your candler, and then, one by one, hold the eggs in front of the intense light.
Infertile eggs appear empty, with only a shadow of the yolk suspended inside. You’ll spy a spider-like clump of dark tissue in fertile eggs: a glob with blood vessels radiating out from it like spokes. “Dead germs” are eggs that were fertile but have died; in such eggs, a faint blood ring circles the embryo. If you’re not certain that you’re seeing one, return the egg to the incubator; you can catch it next time.
White eggs are easier to work with than brown or speckled ones, and the second candling is trickier than the first. Is that embryo alive or not? It can be hard for a newbie to tell. 
Incubating Timetable: Preparation to Pipping
First, you should buy or collect hatching eggs. Two days prior to setting them, scrub the incubator squeaky clean. Use a weak bleach solution or a commercial product to disinfect the unit and all supplies. Haul the incubator to the spot where it will be parked for the twenty-one-day hatch cycle and then fire it up. Spend the next two days fiddling with heat and humidity levels until everything is perfect.
Six hours before you plan to set them, remove your hatching eggs from storage and allow them to come slowly to room temperature. Once incubation commences, religiously monitor conditions inside the unit. Make minor adjustments as needed. Turn the eggs at least three times a day, but don’t open the incubator any longer or more often than you absolutely have to. Candle the eggs on days seven and fourteen. Discard those you’re reasonably certain won’t hatch.
Three days prior to the expected hatch (on the eighteenth day of incubation), turn the eggs for the final time and then crank up the heat and humidity. Don’t open the incubator again until the hatch is complete. One day before the hatch, clean and disinfect previously used chick waterers and feeders. Set up your brooder and switch on the heat.
When pipping begins, don’t help chicks out of their shells. Opening the incubator compromises the rest of the hatch, and a chick that can’t break free is nearly always crippled or too weak to survive. Make sure to leave the chicks in the incubator for at least twenty-four hours, certainly until they’re fluffy and dry. Taking them out early subjects them to chills. After twenty-four to thirty-six hours, remove the chicks to a warm box and carry them to their brooder.
Hold remaining eggs to your ear and listen closely. If they’re going to hatch, you’ll hear movement and possibly cheeping; put those eggs back in the incubator and discard the rest of the unhatched eggs. When the hatch is complete, disassemble, scrub, and thoroughly disinfect the incubator and its accessories before packing them away.
If 50 percent of the eggs you set hatch, celebrate! A lot can go wrong during the home incubation process, and a 50/50 hatch is a good one, indeed. 
Chicks the Old-Fashioned Way
A cheaper and easier—and often more successful—way is to hatch eggs under a broody hen. Not all hens brood eggs, and none of them do it all the time. For example, Leghorns and Leghorn crossbred superlayers almost never brood. At the other end of the spectrum, some Silkie and Cochin bantam hens set and hatch chicks at the drop of a hat. Most bantam, dual-purpose, and heavy-breed hens (especially Asiatics, such as Brahmas and Cochins) will set; Mediterranean and Continental breeds don’t often tend to brood.
The Hen
If a hen lingers in a nest box after laying, or if she ruffles her feathers and sputters when you take the egg, lift the hen off the nest and set her on the floor. Check on her later. If she’s on the throne again, you’ve probably got a broody in the making.
The hen can set on the eggs she’s accumulated if you allow her, or on eggs of your choosing, but you shouldn’t let her set them in the henhouse because other chickens will pick on the hen. And if she leaves the nest for a daily constitutional and returns to find an interloper on the eggs, there will be a brawl—eggs can be shattered, and the broody might lose. It’s best to set the hen up in private lodging.
Hens prefer cozy, secluded cubbyholes in which to set. Build your broody a disposable getaway by slicing ventilation slots that are 1 inch from the tops of all four sides of a lidded cardboard box that is slightly larger than the hen. Generously pad the bottom with chopped wheat straw or shavings.
Hollow out a bowl-shaped depression in the nesting material and then wait until dark to relocate your hen. When you do, wear gloves—the hen will peck hard!
Reach under the hen and remove the eggs. Nestle them into the broody-box nesting material and then move the hen. Slide your hand beneath her, fingers facing up, and wait until she quits fussing and settles down on your palm. Then transfer her to her temporary home and close the lid.
Place the box in a predator-proof, dimly lit spot. Get a small, deep container of water and cuddle it into the litter in one corner of the box; place a shallow bowl (tuna cans work well) of feed in another. Don’t open the lid again until late the following day. This will give your hen time to acclimate to the new home, and it’ll appreciate the solitude during this period. The hen will have food and drink if she wants it (she probably won’t, but giving her the option will make you feel better), and it won’t mess the nest. If the hen seems content, cut an entryway in one side of her haven and then pat your back—you’ve successfully resettled a hen!
Once a hen begins setting, her physiology changes. Body temperature drops to around 100° F, and the metabolism slows. The hen molts feathers from her breast and underpinnings, making it easier to warm the eggs and, later, the chicks. She remains on the eggs full time until they hatch, except for half an hour or so every day or two to drink, grab a bite to eat, and make “broody poop” (a memorably stinky gigantic glob of bird doo).
The hen will set until the chicks hatch or until it’s obvious that they won’t. If she’s still setting on unhatched eggs after twenty-three days, she can foster day-old hatchery chicks or another hen’s newly hatched babies. Put chicks in the hen’s nest at night; by morning, chances are she’ll decide that the eggs are her very own.
The New Chicks
Don’t allow a hen with brand-new chicks to free-range or immediately rejoin the main flock. Other chickens may harry the hen or the babies, and when the little ones trail mama through wet grass, they easily chill. Chilled peeps are likely to die. Cats, hawks, skunks, and their kind adore chicken appetizers, so if you want your chicks to live, house them and their mama in their own separate coop.
Babies should be fed a chick-starter ration inside of a creep feeder. This is a structure with small openings that only they can enter. An overturned heavyweight cardboard box with chick-size openings carved into its sides makes a fine, free creep feeder. Weight the box top with a brick or flat stone just heavy enough to keep mama from tipping it over.
Make certain the peeps can always reach fresh water. Place a chick waterer in the brooder pen. Drop some marbles into the drinking surface to prevent the chicks from drowning and to keep it clean.
When they’re a month old and nicely started, the chicks and their mama can join the flock. But monitor things for a while because some adult chickens are mean to other hens’ chicks.
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A broody hen in the nest keeping the newborns warm.
Hatching Eggs 101
Whether you hatch chicks under a real, live mama or inside a “tin hen,” you’ll want to begin with quality eggs. Following are several requirements for quality eggs.
Fertile. Hens don’t need a rooster’s input to lay eggs, but if you want fertile eggs, you definitely need the services of Mr. Roo. He shouldn’t be too young or too old; he also should be actively breeding hens. You need one prime rooster for every eighteen bantam, twelve for light breeds, or eight if there are heavy-breed hens in your flock.
Clean. A poop-smeared egg can spread fecal-borne disease to the embryo within and to other, cleaner eggs in the clutch. Scrubbing won’t help because it removes the protective natural sealant present on newly laid eggs and is likely to force bacteria through the egg’s porous shell. Some folks lightly sand away splats with finest-grain sandpaper, while others believe that doing so weakens the shell. Is it worth the risk? Probably not, especially if other, cleaner eggs are available.
Average size. Huge eggs don’t hatch well; undersized eggs hatch undersized chicks. Average size is best.
“Egg shaped” and intact. Toss cracked eggs, misshapen eggs, and any with shells that are wrinkled, rough-textured, or thinner than normal.
Promptly gathered. Collect hatching eggs first thing every morning and recheck nests throughout the day. Don’t let the eggs get chilled, overheated, or unnecessarily soiled due to being in the nest for too long.
Properly stored. Fertile hatching eggs should be placed in egg cartons, small end down and tilted to one side, and stored in a cool (50–60° F), humid (70–75 percent) place in your house. Never keep hatching eggs in the refrigerator! A simple way to turn them (at this point, you need to do this only once a day) is to slip a 1-inch slice of a two-by-four under one end of the carton and then move it to the opposite end the next day. Keep it up until you’re ready to set the eggs. Don’t store them longer than ten days—and less time is a whole lot better.
When You Don’t Want Chicks
Not everyone wants their hens to brood. Furthermore, not every hen makes for the very best mom. Some abandon their nests mid-incubation, while others are so scattered that they stomp on and shatter their eggs. Less maternal souls sometimes hatch their broods successfully but dislike their chicks, so they’ll peck their chicks’ little noggins or even kill their babies (and eat them!).
Free-spirit hens gallivant off and leave their babes to their own devices. Whatever causes these hens to behave this way, they shouldn’t be allowed to set eggs unless you’re willing to snatch the newly hatched chicks and raise the peeps in a brooder.
If you want to turn your broody hen’s mind to laying instead of hatching chicks, you have to “break her up.” Breaking up a broody sounds easy—just cart the eggs away and off the hen goes—but it’s not. Most broodies continue setting, eggs or not. And sometimes this goes on for a good, long (nonproductive) time.
If you’ve removed the eggs, but your hen stoutly insists on setting, try some proven ploys to get her to stop. First, after nightfall, pull on your gloves, hoist Ms. Broody up out of the nest, and resettle her in a completely new location for three or four days (or more, if needed). Disassemble the nest before you release the hen (toss the nest if disposable). If she was holed up in one of your laying nests and you moved it, scrub and disinfect it, refill it with fresh nesting material, and take it back to the henhouse where it belongs.
If that doesn’t work, try temporarily housing the hen in a “broody coop,” a wire mesh cage (a small all-wire rabbit hutch works well) suspended from the roof or a rafter, where cool air circulating around the hen’s torrid underpinnings is likely to break through her single-minded trance. Just don’t hang her in a draft! Three or four days in the broody coop should work like magic. Placing two handfuls of ice cubes under the hen several times a day or bathing her in cold (but not icy) water and then carting her off to short-term incarceration should also speed along the process and cool the underpinnings, too.
Whatever you try, persevere: you can outlast a hen! Provide your hen with plenty of food and water, despite what a few old-timers may tell you. Many seasoned chicken keepers claim that starving broodies makes them surrender sooner, but lack of food will weaken an already stressed bird, and she may even die.
To discourage hens from going broody in the first place, choose a breed that doesn’t tend to set. Promptly remove fresh eggs from nest boxes because encountering an inviting collection of eggs triggers the urge to brood.
Brooding Peeps
So now you have chicks. Whether from a hatchery, from your incubator, or out from under a hen, they’re yours to raise. It can be tricky, but if you stick to the rules, brooding peeps isn’t hard. To have fun doing it and to lose fewer chicks, here’s what you have to know.
The Brooder
Most small-scale or urban/suburban chicken raisers don’t own brooder houses. Initially, it doesn’t matter. Today’s favorite chick brooder is a clean, dry, draft-free semi-topless (leave the flaps on so that you can regulate ventilation) cardboard box stowed in your home in a warm, out-of-the-way spot. When the chicks outgrow it or it gets smelly, simply dispose of it. Transfer the chickies to a new box and shred the old one for the compost pile.
Other ingenious homemade brooders can be fashioned of plastic storage boxes, flexible plastic wading pools, old aquariums, dog crates, or rabbit hutches fitted with cardboard draft shields. Or you can always buy a ready-made brooder. A traditional galvanized steel box-type model with mesh floor, built-in water and feed troughs, and its own heating unit can house fifty chicks for up to fourteen days.
Stromberg’s plastic brooder, which has a twelve-chick capacity and is made of high-impact plastic, is a good bet for pet and small-flock owners. It resembles an airline pet carrier, breaks down easily for cleaning, and heats nicely with a 75- to 150-watt incandescent lightbulb. 
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If chicks can get into their feeder, be prepared for them to waste a lot of food.
The Furnishings
Whichever type of brooder you have, you’ll need to furnish it with a heat source, litter, feeders, and waterers. Consider the following when choosing which kinds to buy.
Heat Sources
Ready-made brooders usually incorporate their own heaters. If yours doesn’t, or if your brooder is the homemade kind, you’ll need a reliable heat lamp to warm those tender chickies, or they won’t survive.
Infrared heat lamps, which come in clear- and red-bulb versions, provide the constant heat that wee chicks require. Red bulbs throw less light and are said to prevent juvenile picking that sometimes leads to cannibalism. When choosing an infrared lamp, opt for a UL-approved model with a porcelain socket and a lamp guard. If reusing an older unit, make certain that its cord isn’t frayed.
Used improperly, heat lamps can burn down barns and homes, so be absolutely certain that the lamp can’t fall or overheat nearby flammable surfaces. Hang it by a chain, not by its cord! You’ll need one lamp fitted with a 75- to 150-watt bulb per fifty to seventy-five peeps. Storage-box and aquarium brooders can be heated using everyday lightbulbs in the 75-watt range.
Litter
The litter you choose makes a world of difference. It must be insulative, be absorbent, and provide lots of grip. Lodging new chicks on slick sheets of newsprint or flattened cardboard makes their tiny legs slip to the sides, causing spraddle leg (a disability in newborn chicks caused by an inability to properly grip a surface with their feet). Spraddle-legged chicks can sometimes be salvaged by hobbling them with Band-Aids or makeup sponges until their legs correct, but spraddle leg is a problem better prevented than cured.
Sawdust sometimes confuses new chicks, who think it’s food. Ingested sawdust leads to pasty butt—droppings stuck to a the chick’s tush. If you don’t soak or pick it off, the chick can’t eliminate and will quickly die. Sawdust litter should not be used until chicks are a few weeks old.
First-class litter materials include pine shavings, coarsely ground corncobs or peanut shells, rice
	


OPS/images/HFcd248.jpg





cover.jpeg
4 . perpe s WIPWST.
Sue Weaver, Ann Larkin Hansen, Cherie Langlois, Arie B. McFarlen, PhD, and Chris McLaughlin





OPS/images/HFb135.jpg





OPS/images/HFb130.jpg





OPS/images/HFb154.jpg





OPS/images/HFcd204.jpg





OPS/images/HFb118.jpg





OPS/images/HFcd225.jpg





OPS/images/HFcd244.jpg





OPS/images/HFb122.jpg





OPS/images/HFcd218.jpg





