Special thanks to my original flock of girls, Loretta, Prudence, Penny, Eleanor, Martha, Madonna, Rita, Sadie, and Yoko, for introducing me to the silly, wonderful world of keeping chickens.
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7: You Are What You Eat
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Once you learn what to feed them, how often to feed them, and you have a good feeding and storage system established, the process of feeding your chickens will become rather effortless. It won’t take long to get into an easy rhythm of filling the feed bucket, then moseying out to the coop, filling the feeder, and collecting the eggs. In fact, I find the routine rather meditative in its simplicity—there’s something really gratifying about bringing nourishment to your “ladies,” watching them eat so excitedly, and then gathering a handful of eggs in return.
As with most growing animals, a flock of laying hens requires different nutrients at different life stages and throughout different seasons of the year. And your charges will source it from the selection of balanced feed you provide. This chapter covers the basics of flock nutrition, the feed you’ll need, and what to look for in a quality commercial feed. Your flock’s extra dietary and digestive needs will largely be met by the variety of supplements provided in addition to daily feed—we’ll cover those in more detail, too. Finally, nothing wins over a flock of chickens like a good treat. My advice to any new chicken keeper is to provide a balanced daily feed ration first, allow some forage time, and then shamelessly enjoy bonding and building trust with your chickens by offering fun treats (in moderation, of course). That’s the secret every chicken keeper knows: The way to a chicken’s heart is through her crop. Let’s look at how to get there.
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Chickens are opportunistic and will forage for a variety of edible plants, seeds, and bugs.
For Starters: Forage
Eating—that’s what chickens do best. Nature has expertly designed them to convert a variety of edible plants, insects, seeds, and other living things into fuel for their daily activities: dust-bathing, grooming, roosting, egg laying, chick rearing, and evading predators (staying alive is hard work, after all). And chickens are certainly happier when they’re able to realize their true nature. Foraging is a very basic part of being a chicken. It’s their livelihood.
So why have modern chickens been converted to a diet consisting almost solely of cheap grains? Well, unlike ruminants such as cattle (whose seven stomachs evolved to digest grasses best), chickens are fairly good at converting grains and legumes, such as corn and soy, into the protein of their meat or eggs. But just because they can doesn’t mean they should. When lacking a varied diet (and in particular, the greens found on pasture), a chicken’s egg and meat quality plummets; the good omega-3 fatty acids decline, and the omega-6 fatty acids skyrocket. It’s no wonder the chicken egg has developed a reputation for being an unhealthy source of cholesterol and “bad” fats and is often written off as a harmful food. In reality, the modern chicken has just been producing the best egg it can on the feed it is given. 
Upon learning this, my knee-jerk reaction was to set all of my hens free to forage for their food on our property. But after learning more about chicken nutrition, I realized that this extreme wasn’t the best route, either. Unlike their ancient Asiatic ground fowl ancestors (or the feral Key West chicken, for that matter), domesticated poultry are rarely able to meet all of their nutritional needs by foraging. Small backyards or suburban lots do not have substantial fare to support a flock for very long, if at all. 
The bottom line is that variety—and balance—is best. In addition to a well-rounded commercial feed, give your gals a chance to stretch their wings and legs by grazing on grass for a few hours each day. Just because they eat commercial feed ration doesn’t mean they need to stay cooped up; any time spent foraging will be great for morale, alleviating boredom, providing exercise, and supplementing their diet. They’ll be happier if they can realize their true “chicken nature,” and both you and your flock will find the time fun and entertaining. And, if your birds must stay confined to a coop, run, or enclosure, give them some greens as treats—better yet, grow them. (See “Green Grows the Garden” below for some great ideas.) Your chickens, their eggs, and ultimately your diet will be healthier for it.
Green Grows the Garden
If your flock does not have access to pasture, for whatever reason, a great way to give them their greens is by growing a small chicken garden. Really, a chicken garden is no different from your own. If you already grow food, they’ll happily gobble up your garden scraps and extra greens. But if you find yourself really limited on space, try these options for growing greens for your gals.
Container Gardening. Salad greens (like mesclun mixes and arugula); dark, leafy vegetables (such as kale, spinach, and chard); cherry tomatoes; herbs; and so many more cultivars will thrive in pots. Place them on a sunny windowsill indoors, plant them in window boxes on your house or coop, or find a corner of the flower bed to put in a few edible plants. Your birds won’t need much, but the variety to their diet will vastly improve their health and the nutritional value of their eggs.
Sprouting. It’s so easy to create an indoor sprout “garden.” Moreover, it’s inexpensive, available to just about everyone, and the health benefits are enormous. All edible seeds, grains, and legumes may be sprouted. Wheat (preferably organic), corn, barley, alfalfa, mung beans, peas, pumpkin seeds, radishes, and carrots are all popular choices for sprouting. 
The Chicken-Proof Garden. Many chicken keepers like to grow a mini-garden for their girls but keep it in the coop to save space. Won’t they destroy it before it has a chance to grow, you say? The way around this age-old dilemma is to create a barrier between the chickens and the soil so they are unable to scratch and dig. The best way to do this is by creating a shallow garden bed with a wire mesh covering. The wire protects the soil from the chickens while allowing the greens to grow up and through the mesh. Once the greens are through the mesh, the chickens can eat the tops but leave the root-ball intact and growing, providing a continuous supply of healthy greens. 
The Main Course: Feed
Like other prepackaged animal and pet food, commercial poultry feed is a relatively new commodity. Before the advent of manufactured feed and industrial trucking routes, domestic poultry likely relied on foraging close to home: “hunting” for bugs, grubs, and other small insects; eating scraps from the kitchen; and foraging for seeds, grains, and of course, grasses. As omnivores who spend nearly every waking minute focused on finding food, this lifestyle suited chickens well for quite a while. But, over time, domestic chickens were bred toward the most efficient conversion ratios, meaning they were able to convert the least amount of food into the largest amount of protein (whether that be eggs or meat). In the last century or so, intensive breeding has turned the domestic chicken into a veritable egg-making machine. This means that the modern layer needs much more in the way of nutrients than her ancestors in order to stay healthy and keep up with her body’s egg-laying demands. In combination with healthy greens or pasture time, a good commercial feed is crucial to keeping each hen in her best health.
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Chicken feed formulas vary widely, so be sure to read labels and check ingredients before purchasing.
What’s in Chicken Feed?
Each brand of chicken feed will have a slightly different “recipe.” The best way to know exactly what is in your bird’s food is to take a glance at the label. 
Corn and soy are two foods often found at the very top of the ingredients list on a bag of commercial chicken feed, with wheat or wheat meal often a close third. Aside from being high-allergen foods, corn and soy are nearly all genetically modified organisms (GMOs) unless purchased organic. Furthermore, cross-contamination of fields is leading to adulterated wheat as well. The good news is that there are more and more organic choices readily available, and some brands are now making soy-free and even gluten-free chicken feeds for keepers with intolerances or for those who opt to stay away from GMOs. (See “You are What Your Chickens Eat” for more on this topic.)
Other ingredients in commercial chicken feed may include oats, field peas, flaxseed, rice bran, fish meal, oils (such as sunflower), alfalfa meal, kelp, and a variety of yeasts and added vitamins. But because brands vary widely in their ingredients, additives, and preservatives (if any), read labels closely and call the manufacturer if you have questions. Chicken feed should be consumed within about three months from time of purchase; even though it will still be edible, its nutritional value rapidly declines beyond that time.
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Feeding pellets to your chickens offers a balanced ratio of nutrients, since your hens won’t be able to pick out just the pieces they like and leave the rest. 
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One of the major disadvantages of feeding your birds mash is that much of the feed is wasted if your hens refuse to eat certain ingredients. One way around this is to mix the remaining feed thoroughly with water—your birds will love it.
Crumbles, Pellets, or Mash?
Chicken feed is available in three types, or textures: crumbles, pellets, and mash.
Crumbles. With their, well, crumbly texture, crumbles are the most popular form of commercial chicken feed. Crumbles are actually just crushed pellets. Despite its popularity, crumbled feed may lead to some wasted food because it spills rather easily from the feeder. 
Pellets. Compact capsules of feed, pellets are specially designed to contain a balanced ratio of nutrients in each morsel. In fact, this is the major advantage to feeding pellets to your birds: They receive complete nutrition in each pellet; no picking out the pieces they like and leaving the rest. A major disadvantage is that birds tend to eat pellets rather quickly, become satiated, and then bored without anything to pick and eat—and bored chickens will usually pick on each other instead. A flock with a lot of pasture time will do well on a diet of pellets. 
Mash. Very simply, mash is all of the individual ingredients of a chicken feed recipe mixed together but easily recognizable to the birds. Chickens fed mash tend to pick out what they like and leave the rest. This is a major disadvantage to feeding mash. Much of the feed is wasted if the birds refuse to eat certain ingredients. Plus, ignoring some of the less desirable ingredients may lead to nutritional deficiencies. There are ways around this, however. The easiest is to make a wet mash with the remaining feed by adding water and mixing thoroughly—the birds love it. The biggest advantage to feeding mash is that, unlike pellets that have been processed into morsels, the ingredients in mash have never been heated or processed and retain many of their nutrients.
Feed Rations
Whatever texture or brand of feed you choose to buy, it’s most important that you purchase the appropriate feed for the age and life stage of your flock. The feed should also meet the hen’s needs based on the season and temperature and her breed’s weight, size, and rate of lay. Generally speaking, chicks and breeder birds require a bit more protein, layers require a bit more calcium, and almost all birds eat a bit more of everything in winter and a bit less in summer. Of course, this will vary from region to region and bird to bird. 
When to graduate from chick to adult feed and how to make the transition will largely depend on the brand you choose. Read the label thoroughly and call the company to learn how and when they recommend transitioning your birds from one feed to the next.
Starter. Starter feed is designed for newly hatched chicks. Starter ration may be fed for just the first two to three weeks of life, or, until they are fully feathered and reach point of lay, depending on the brand and its formula. Chicks grow incredibly fast and have some significant nutritional needs while they’re growing. They’re working hard to put on weight and keep up with developmental needs, not to mention, they’re growing an entire body’s worth of feathers in the process. These needs account for the average 20 percent protein in most commercial starter feeds. Additionally, starter feed is available in medicated and non-medicated versions. The medication added is a coccidiostat that protects against the disease coccidiosis and is an alternative to vaccination. Choose either the coccidiosis vaccination or the medicated feed, but not both. Given together, the two will cancel each other out. 
Grower (or Developer). This ration is designed for birds past the chick stage but still growing. Most chicken keepers feel comfortable feeding this ration to their birds until they reach point of lay, and then they switch to layer. Some brands entirely omit this type of ration and create a “starter-grower” combination feed that is suitable from hatching until point of lay. With either recipe, transition the flock from grower to layer ration when the pullets reach point of lay (more on that below).  
Broiler and Finisher. You likely won’t be using either of these rations if you’re raising a flock of laying hens. Broiler feed is for meat birds that require a substantial amount of protein (about 30 percent) when growing (which is something they do rather rapidly). There are different types of broiler feed designed for meat birds at different stages of life. Also, depending on the type of bird being raised for meat—hybrids, heritage, or free-range meat birds—and their stage of growth, the protein requirements will change slightly. Finisher ration is designed for meat birds in the weeks before processing. 
Layer. Layer feed is perfectly calculated for the nutritional needs of egg-laying breeds. It boasts a lower protein count than most of the other types of feed at 16 to 18 percent and has the additional calcium and minerals that most laying hens need to remain healthy while keeping up with their body’s egg-laying demands. Many layer feeds also have roughly 2 percent fat and 8 percent fiber. While it varies from brand to brand, layer is generally best started when pullets reach maturity or point of lay. Depending on breed, this may be between 19 and 25 weeks, although it averages 22 weeks of age. One word of caution with this ration: Do not feed layer to a flock before the birds reach this point in maturity. The higher calcium content of layer ration may cause serious and irreparable kidney damage to young, growing birds.
Chicken Chatter
We’ve all heard the admonition Don’t count your chickens before they hatch. The ancient Greek fabulist Aesop is credited with coining a version of this phrase, but what exactly does it mean? For many, it acts as a gentle warning against making plans or assumptions based on something that is unpredictable. For the chicken keeper, however, incubating eggs—a very delicate and tricky endeavor resulting in about a 50 percent hatch rate—it can be taken quite literally!
You Are What Your Chickens Eat
Have you ever heard the phrase “You are what you eat”? Well, it’s no different when it comes to raising chickens for eggs. The quality of feed you provide them will directly affect the health and nutrition of their eggs—which will directly affect your health and nutrition as you eat those eggs. For instance, many people with gluten or soy intolerances show sensitivities to factory-farmed eggs but are able to eat eggs from pastured hens. This is because the factory-farmed hens may be fed products that contain these and other potential allergens. Pastured hens, on the other hand, live on a diet that largely consists of natural grasses, seeds, and bugs and will be supplemented with feed (hopefully organic). If you or a family member experience any sensitivities to certain foods, especially top allergens like soy, consider purchasing chicken feed that does not contain these ingredients and provide even more pasture and free-range time to your flock.
You may also want to consider purchasing organic chicken feed. Organic feed may come with a slightly higher price tag, but it also comes with better overall results and health benefits. Some of the food products that are most likely genetically modified organisms (corn, soy, and sometimes wheat), or GMOs, also happen to be main ingredients in nearly all commercial chicken feed. The only way to be sure that you aren’t buying or eating GMOs is if you purchase certified organic products. If you do purchase feed that contains corn, cornmeal, soy, or soybean meal, consider buying organic to reduce your, your family’s, and your chickens’ intake of GMOs. After all, you’re raising chickens to feed yourself and your family the best food possible—and it starts with what your chickens eat.
To DIY or Not? Making Your Own Chicken Feed
We chicken keepers are an interesting bunch. We’re returning to our roots and taking our food choices into our own hands. We’re taking a front-row seat to see how our food is made and playing an active role in how it gets to our plate.
So it only seems natural that backyard chicken keepers would want to make their own chicken feed. I get it—I’ve been there. But the truth of the matter is that homemade chicken feed has more drawbacks than many know. Before you make your own feed, consider these points:
•Homemade does not equal “cheaper.” In fact, when you calculate the cost of individual ingredients (which are apt to fluctuate), mill costs, your time, your transportation, and even the bags in which to store the feed, a small backyard chicken keeper will rarely reap a cost savings going the homemade route.
•Unless you’re already an expert in the area of avian nutrition, creating a formula of chicken feed is a complicated matter. Most backyard keepers simply lack the complex understanding of chicken nutrition that is required to create feed suitable for their bird’s nutritional needs. Feed companies hire experts to help devise and test their “recipes”—the combination of ingredients and ratios is professionally calculated.
•Working with mills on a small scale is easier said than done. Many mills require you to produce a recipe or use one of their own to produce a custom order. Also consider that mills will rarely produce feed in small batches, leaving you to sell or use the bulk feed before it goes bad. If they do sell custom feeds in small batches, it may be at an additional fee, cutting out any savings you may have scored. Finally, since feed loses nutrition in just a few months, storing large amounts of chicken feed is rarely an option for backyard keepers (unless you’re getting into the feed business).
If DIY everything is a personal passion and mission of yours, and your heart is set on homemade chicken feed, contact local grain growers, mills, and employ the services of an animal nutritionist to point you in the right direction. Your county extension office may also be of assistance especially if you live in a large egg- or chicken-producing state. It will take many hours of sweat, blood, tears, and research, but it can be done. 
On the Side: Supplements
There are two main supplements that every chicken keeper should become intimately familiar with: grit and oyster shells. Both supplements look like tiny rocks or very small gravel and are easy to source since they are very common supplements for backyard chicken keepers. Every egg-laying flock will need both of these supplements. Some chicken keepers will argue that layer feed completely covers the digestive and reproductive needs of laying hens (it can). Similarly, others will insist that by free- ranging, chickens are able to pick up all the “grit” they need from the ground (sometimes they do). But pet chickens are often fed scraps and treats that require additional digestive effort, and pastured birds will eventually run out of natural grit wherever they roam. However you choose to feed your chickens, they will need access to the grit and oyster shells that you provide.
Grit
From beak to vent, the entire digestive system of a healthy chicken is a well-oiled machine. As omnivores, chickens are able to eat practically any organic material, and nearly every bit of it is put to good nutritional use. Very little of what a chicken eats goes to waste, and even then, their waste is considered valuable fertilizer for home gardeners and farmers.
The Why. If there were a cornerstone in the digestive system of a chicken, it would be grit. Without teeth to chew their food, chickens rely on these little rocks to team up with the strong muscles of the gizzard to mash and grind everything they eat into manageable, digestible bits. A bird deprived of grit may experience a variety of digestive issues, such as impacted crop, sour crop, other digestive blockages, and their repercussions, ranging in severity from severe discomfort to death.
It’s a common misconception that pastured chickens don’t need grit. It’s true that they are able to pick up small rocks to aid in digestion as they graze throughout the day. However, some regions (such as those with clay soil, for instance) and small lots or backyards may not have enough natural grit to supply an entire flock of hens for very long—or at all.
Another common conception is that birds fed exclusively commercial feed do not need grit, either. This is true if the birds never eat anything other than their feed ration—no treats, no bugs, no grass, no pasture time. Since this management style closely resembles that of factory farm practices, it’s unlikely that most backyard chicken keepers will adopt this practice. Since your birds will likely be a family flock or pets, they’ll get the occasional treat or forage time, and thus, they need grit.
The What. In the chicken world, grit is defined as small pebbles or rocks that aid in digestion. Grit isn’t fancy—it’s just tiny rocks, after all—but it works hard and gets the job done.
The When. Begin offering grit to chicks as young as one to two weeks old if they are eating any food other than their designated starter feed (such as treats) or if they spend any time outside on pasture. Choose chick-sized grit for young birds. If this product isn’t available at your farm and garden store, check pet stores for parakeet grit or grit for other small pet birds. Once your young flock reaches its adult size, switch to the standard-sized chicken grit. 
The Where and the How. Offer grit free choice at all times in its own designated trough. This is best placed where the birds spend the majority of their days and have easy access. Chickens instinctively know when they need more grit in their gizzard and will take it at their leisure. If they don’t need it, they won’t take it. For this reason, resist the temptation to toss grit to the ground or mix it with anything else, including feed. Contrary to good intentions, this practice won’t encourage your birds to eat more. In fact, it’s a surefire way to waste a lot of grit. Fill the trough with grit and monitor for a dip in supply. Then refill as necessary. That’s it. This area of chicken keeping is an excellent place to trust in your birds’ instincts and allow them to meet their own digestive needs. Your job is simply to make sure the grit is there when they need it.
Oyster Shells
Many of the egg-laying breeds of chickens we hold dear have been developed and refined over time to produce the maximum number of eggs possible. The production of eggs, however, requires a substantial amount of calcium—about 2 grams per egg, in fact. While a laying hen’s body is capable of high egg production, her reproductive system may not always be able to keep up with the demand of calcium needed to make the egg’s shells. Even the best layer feed can lack proper calcium for certain hens at certain times of the year. 
The Why. What happens when a hen doesn’t have all the calcium she needs? Without enough calcium in a layer’s diet, she could experience reproductive issues, such as prolapse, and exhibit cannibalistic behaviors, such as egg eating. Her eggs’ shells will lose strength over time and may become deformed or even shell-less. Eventually, a hen with a true calcium deficiency will develop weakened and brittle bones as her reproductive system pulls the calcium it needs from her body. Fortunately, the remedy is so simple. Providing a laying flock with oyster shells every day of the year is a quick, easy, and inexpensive preventive measure for a host of reproductive problems—and keeps you flush with eggs, too.
The What. So, are oyster shell supplements actually made from oyster shells? Yes, they are. Commercially available crushed oyster shell supplement is a natural product that looks like small white rocks, about the size of chicken grit, and is a bit chalky. They dissolve in the bird’s digestive tract and provide her with the calcium she needs. Because oyster shells are a natural product, manufacturers will usually claim each bag to have a guaranteed calcium analysis of between 33 and 38 percent, rather than a fixed number.
The When. Pullets do not need extra calcium until they are actively laying. In fact, an overabundance of calcium could be harmful to young chicks, so hold off on offering oyster shells to immature birds. A good rule of thumb is to begin offering this supplement to a flock upon maturity (at point of lay), or once the first few eggs start showing up. 
The Where and the How. As with grit, a great way to provide oyster shells to your flock is to offer it in a small livestock trough or a chick-sized feeder, hung or placed at back height. Also like grit, oyster shells should be offered free choice at all times. Each bird will take the supplement as she needs it and leave it when she doesn’t. A hen will never overdo it eating oyster shells. She instinctively knows when she needs more calcium, and the amount needed will vary from bird to bird. Sometimes, the same amount will sit in the trough for months, and other times, you’ll walk out to the coop and notice the flock will have visibly put a dent in the supply—seemingly overnight. Even so, don’t fret about refilling the trough often—it’s rarely a daily job. A 5 lb. (2½ kg) bag costs less than $10 and will easily last a flock of 10 to 12 hens a year or more. Again, as with grit, simply refill as needed and let the girls do the rest.
Without grit and oyster shells, a flock of laying hens may be healthy for a little while, but a diet lacking both supplements will take its toll on the flock’s digestive and reproductive health in time. When both grit and oyster shells are so inexpensive, so easy to find, and offer so much in return, it’s hard to make an argument against providing these to your birds. Why take the chance?
Chicken Lore
A popular myth about oyster shells and grit is that they are one and the same—or, at the very least, that they are interchangeable. Neither myth is true. Oyster shell is soluble, so it breaks down in the digestive tract slowly over time, gradually releasing calcium to the hen. Grit does not dissolve. In fact, grit’s purpose is to remain intact and serve as the hen’s teeth, breaking down food in the gizzard through grinding. 
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Supplements such as grit and oyster shells are necessary for proper egg laying and overall health.
Chicken Obesity: Fact or Fiction?
Another debate among chicken keepers is whether or not chickens can become overweight. We all know that too much in the way of fatty, greasy, sugary, or starchy foods isn’t good for anyone. But can a chicken get fat? The answer is yes and no. 
The digestive system of a chicken is incredibly resourceful. The chicken’s body is designed to turn all manner of food into fuel or eggs rather efficiently. When fed an appropriate, age-suitable feed and allowed to forage (with the occasional treat from her keepers), a chicken will stay healthy, and her feed conversion ratio will remain balanced. 
But that’s not to say a chicken can’t get fat. While an obese bird will not necessarily appear to gain weight in pounds or ounces, she can accumulate an excess amount of fat internally that can lead to health complications. Too much in the way of treats, fatty foods, or even limited access to daily exercise and room to roam can lead to fat building up around the liver and the reproductive system. This buildup of fat can lead to a host of complications, such as reproductive stress, overheating, an enlarged liver, blood clots, hemorrhaging, and sudden death. And to boot, chicken death as a result of obesity is difficult to diagnose without performing an autopsy following the bird’s demise; in this case, prevention is the only cure.
So what’s a chicken keeper to do? Well, it’s surprisingly difficult to gauge when a chicken becomes overweight. As mentioned above, they tend to hold their fat internally, making it difficult to see with the naked eye. They simply don’t show weight gain the way mammals do (with surplus weight and skin rolls, for instance). The best way to keep your flock slim and trim is to offer appropriate feed, forage, and exercise time along with important supplements, and to limit fatty treats until after they have eaten their feed. 
Finally, a well-balanced commercial feed should be available to your flock at all times. Contrary to popular myth, chickens will not overindulge in their standard feed. In fact, having it available at all times will allow them to graze and eat as they are hungry (mimicking the foraging behavior chickens prefer) and avoid gorging on food in one sitting, especially when you come by with the treat bucket. Offer treats in moderation and not when they are very hungry. Finally, limit treats given in the summer (when chickens should be their slimmest) and save fatty treats, like scratch, for fall and winter, when the flock is trying to bulk up for the cold.
Herbs, Flowers, and Superfoods
There are many herbs, plants, and foods that naturally boast immense healing and health-promoting properties. There are herbs and plants that effectively repel nasty bugs (whether fresh in the garden or dried), make excellent tonics and tinctures, have anti-microbial, anti-viral, and anti-parasitic properties, and some that are nutrient-dense foods eaten just as they are. The list of the amazing things these plants and foods can do goes on and on. Your flock may benefit from many of these properties, too. Most of the following herbs and plants are really easy to grow in any size garden or pot, and the so-called superfoods are easy to find at grocery stores and farmers’ markets. 
The Basic Herbs: Basil, Mint(s), Oregano, Rosemary, Sage, and Thyme. These highly aromatic and flavorful herbs have spent generations in our kitchens helping to preserve food and adding an impressive array of nutrients to common fare, as well as boosting taste. There’s no debating that herbs are powerful to the olfactory sense, which is what makes them flavorful in dishes, and they can be either soothing or abrasive. This is exactly how herbs work at repelling bugs: The strong aromas either confuse or irritate the insect’s highly sensitive olfactory sensors, ultimately keeping them away. 
What’s more, these six potent plants boast anti-viral, anti-parasitic, and anti-microbial properties and are great for use in nest boxes, made into tinctures, or steeped into oils (to then mix with scratch or other treats). Oregano has recently been commended for its powerful anti-microbial properties, boosting the immune system, and helping to ward off colds and flu. The various mints make great rodent repellents when used in the coop. Mint, when combined with rosemary and oregano, makes a great blend for treating respiratory ailments, too. All six of these herbs are exceptionally easy to find and easy to grow, even thriving in small spaces or container gardens.
Calendula, Chickweed, and Clover. All three of these plants make excellent, nutrient-dense foods for chickens. Calendula has anti-microbial properties and can be applied to wounds to speed healing (yarrow is another good herb for wound care). Chickweed and clover are both packed with nutrients and make great tonics or tinctures. These “weeds” are a favorite chicken food and can be pulled straight from your lawn or garden (as long as they haven’t been sprayed with chemicals) and given to your birds as they are. 
Catnip (Catmint), Feverfew, Lavender, and Lemon Balm. When dried and sprinkled in the nest box and throughout the coop, these four hardworking herbs will use their anti-parasitic properties to keep pests away. Feverfew targets lice and mites, and lemon balm is anti-viral and anti-microbial. Catnip’s aroma is particularly relaxing for your birds. Lavender and lemon balm also have similar effects on chickens—their scents are calming and soothing just as they are for humans. 
Dandelion and Elderberry (Leaves and Flowers). My yard is sprinkled with dandelions, and it’s one of the first things my chickens go for when they have free reign of the yard. It’s a good thing, too, since dandelions are a powerful superfood. Elderberry has also received a lot of attention recently for its impressive anti-viral properties. The berries can be made into a syrup or tincture to help reduce fever and keep viruses at bay. Your chickens will find the berries an irresistible treat. 
Garlic. Used to flavor foods and keep vampires away for centuries (just kidding!), garlic boasts some pretty powerful anti-microbial and anti-parasitic properties. Though not an herb, the benefits of garlic for poultry can’t be overlooked. In fact, if there were only one natural remedy used for poultry, garlic should be it. This powerful plant (of which we usually eat the root, or bulb) is a natural antibiotic, so the body does not build up resistance. Garlic boosts your birds’ immunities, fighting all manner of ailments from the inside out.
The key lies in the two main chemical compounds allicin and diallyl sulphides. Allicin fights bacteria, viruses, molds, and yeasts. Garlic is most powerful as the allicin is breaking down, but before it degrades completely. Highly unstable when exposed, allicin degrades within 24 hours and completely breaks down within 20 minutes at high temperatures, such as when cooking at high heat. Diallyl sulphides, on the other hand, do not degrade quite as quickly. For this reason, crushed, raw garlic is the most powerful source of allicin and the most likely way to effectively transmit its health benefits. The trick is getting your birds to eat it.
Raw garlic is powerful indeed, and you could say it’s an acquired taste. I recommend getting young poultry off to the right start by developing a taste (or tolerance) for the flavor of garlic from an early age. Offer small amounts crushed in a separate dish with feed sprinkled over it or mixed into a mash (created by mixing some feed with water, yogurt, or applesauce). My chicks usually gobble it up when mixed with unsweetened applesauce. If you’re tending to an adult flock and they haven’t developed a taste for garlic, you can crush a clove or two and place it in the bird’s drinking water. Remember to remove the cloves and replace dirty water often. 
Honey. Without question, honey absolutely falls into the superfood category. In cultures across the world, honey has long been used as a treatment for wounds and burns, as a food preserver, and as a sweetener. Whole books have been written about the wonders of honey, and new research continues to indisputably prove its health benefits. When it comes to chicken care, honey works well as an anti-microbial “ointment” of sorts. It is perfect for wounds or burns, and it inhibits the growth of bacteria and may be combined with herbs such as yarrow and calendula to help speed healing.
Apple Cider Vinegar. Traditionally used as a folk remedy, the purported health benefits of apple cider vinegar include the cure to a variety of human ailments from allergies and acne to diabetes and high cholesterol. (In my first trimester of pregnancy, apple cider vinegar in a little water was the only thing that would alleviate my nausea.) Made through the fermentation of apple cider, where natural sugars are broken down first into alcohol and then into vinegar, apple cider vinegar contains several acids found in traditional vinegars, including the main ingredient, acetic acid. Take one whiff and you’ll know it’s powerful stuff.
Discourage bacterial and fungal growth in your chicken’s water fonts by adding it to drinking water available for all poultry. Like most natural remedies, apple cider vinegar works on a preventive basis and doesn’t take the place of good hygiene. Always scrub and clean water fonts thoroughly and replace dirty water frequently. 
Apple cider vinegar works best as a digestive aid for young, growing birds. It assists in breaking down and digesting protein for better utilization. Particularly for growing chicks, balanced internal bacteria mean a healthier digestive system, which equals a bird that is able to maintain her health and fight off disease naturally. For best results, add approximately 1 Tbsp. (15 ml) of apple cider vinegar per 1 gal. (3.8 L) of water into a drinking container made of non-reactive material, such as plastic. 
There are so many more beneficial plants and herbs with the potential to assist in chemical-free chicken keeping than are on this list (some are even considered weeds). Consult your veterinarian and a qualified herbalist for more about harnessing the impressive work of herbs in your chicken coop.
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Many, aromatic herbs have anti-microbial, anti-viral, and anti-parasitic properties and are effective at repelling bugs in the nest box.
Essential Oils, Infusions, and Liniments
Essential oils are liquids distilled from the leaf, flower, stem, root, or part of the plant that, as the name suggests, contains the plant’s essence. It is this essence that makes herbs so powerful and helpful in so many ways. Fresh herbs used straight from the garden are highly aromatic and easy to grow. Alternatively, when the growing season ends, dried herbs can be stored for long periods of time.
Additionally, there are two traditional ways to dispense an herb’s beneficial oils: through liniments or infusions. While the concept is similar in both methods (to steep or brew the herb), the carrier differs.
Liniments use rubbing alcohol to “carry” the essential oil. In regard to chicken keeping and coop hygiene, liniments may be placed in a spray bottle and used to fumigate the coop and roosts, reaching the housing’s nooks and crannies. Liniments are not for topical or internal use, however, and should never be ingested. As a safeguard, always label your liniment containers “For External Use Only.”
Infusions, on the other hand, may be used topically and internally for poultry. A neutral carrier oil, such as olive oil or coconut oil, combined with essential oils or herbs and gently warmed will serve a variety of purposes. 
The following recipe is an easy infusion to make at home and a great way to introduce garlic into an adult flock’s diet.
Garlic Oil Infusion Serves up to 10 chickens
1 to 3 cloves of garlic (depending on your birds’ tolerance), chopped or minced
1/4 cup (79 ml) extra-virgin olive oil
2 cups (475 ml) layer feed
1 cup (240 ml) scratch
1.Steep garlic and olive oil in a glass jar for three to four hours, preferably on a sunny windowsill or in the sun. 
2.Combine layer feed and scratch by mixing evenly in a “chicken-safe” bowl.
3.Drizzle the steeped oil infusion over the feed/scratch mix, and turn to coat.
4.Provide to birds immediately and use any leftover oil within 36 hours.
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Crushed, raw garlic with its powerful anti-microbial and anti-parasitic properties offers huge benefits to your flock. In fact, if there were only one natural remedy used for poultry, garlic should be it.
Dessert: Treats
A flock that is regularly offered treats will quickly learn to trust and follow their keeper(s); this comes in handy when training, breeding, preparing a bird for show, or administering medical care. Plus, giving treats is just fun—it gives you a chance to watch your birds, study their behavior, and get to know their individual personalities while they chirp, peep, and squabble over snacks.
Scratching the Surface
Scratch is the quintessential chicken treat. Each manufacturer of scratch will have a slightly different recipe, but the main ingredients are usually whole grains, such as cracked corn, wheat, and barley, with secondary ingredients such as sunflower seeds, dried mealworms, flaxseeds, and even dried fruit like cranberries and raisins. As you can imagine, scratch is like candy for chickens, and, in fact, a wise chicken keeper knows to consider it as such. Too much in the way of scratch and similar treats may lead to overweight hens and a host of health maladies. (Read “Chicken Obesity: Fact or Fiction?” for more on the dangers of fat chickens.)
Scratch is best offered as a treat in the fall and winter when a flock is gearing up for the cold. A bit of extra body fat will help your birds combat the dropping temperatures and retain body heat. For the same reasons, scratch should be offered in moderation in the warmest months of summer. During that time, I reserve scratch as a special treat that works for me. If I need to examine an injured bird or lead the flock to a certain area or back into the coop, for instance, scratch will always keep them occupied. 
Kitchen Treats
Just about any unprocessed food scrap from the kitchen can be given to your chickens. This includes scraps or cuttings from nearly every fruit or vegetable, with a few exceptions. (See “What NOT to Feed Your Chickens” opposite for those exceptions.) My flock adores fruit such as overripe bananas, peaches, apples, raisins, and every berry variety I’ve ever offered to them. Applesauce is a huge hit. Most chickens also love leafy greens, summer squash, winter squash, tomatoes, and other soft vegetables, too. Chickens also adore meat, and it’s a great source of extra protein for certain times of the year, such as when the flock is molting. Just make sure bones are large enough to prevent swallowing and remove them from the coop after a day or so. Dairy products are also fine in moderation. In fact, yogurt is a great source of probiotics; when mixed with the crumbs and powder at the bottom of the feed bag, it makes a great treat while keeping waste to a minimum. Pasta, stale bread, and rice are tried-and-true favorites, too, as long as they are well cooked and offered in moderation. Cooked eggs and crushed eggshells are also well loved by chickens. As long as the eggs are cooked and the shells are crushed, this treat won’t encourage egg-eating behavior.
Whatever the food item, just be sure that the pieces are a manageable size for a chicken to gobble up. Leafy greens, in particular, should be chopped or torn into smaller pieces. Chickens tend to get greedy and excited when they see the scrap bucket—a potentially lethal combination if an individual swallows large, whole chunks of food in a hurry. As long as the flock has consistent access to grit, they’ll likely fare well without any undue digestive upset, but it’s always better to be conscientious of the size of the treat you give them, just to be safe. 
Above all else, use common sense when feeding kitchen scraps and other treats to your birds. Food should never be moldy, and everything should be offered in moderation. Processed foods, takeout leftovers, and other greasy or overly salty foods should be avoided. Send these to the compost heap or worm bin instead. Finally, make sure your birds have had their fill of their feed ration before offering treats. Not only will treats fill them up quickly and not meet all of their nutritional needs, but withholding their daily ration could also lead to hungry, eager birds that eat too fast.
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Hand-feeding treats to your hens will build mutual trust.
What NOT to Feed Your Chickens: Common Toxic Plants and Foods
There are many plants that could pose a potential risk to your birds if ingested, but that doesn’t necessarily mean they will. Some chickens will instinctively keep a distance from toxic plants (they tend to taste pretty bad, actually), and some will not. Plus, not every toxic plant is equally toxic. Some plants and their parts (which include stems, roots, leaves, flowers, and fruits) may pose health risks in varying quantities. A plant may have toxic qualities, but a bird would likely need to consume the entire plant for it to be fatal (and she would probably only do this if she were very hungry or confined to a space with no other options, such as indoors with houseplants). The best course of action is to avoid offering any plants that are known to be toxic to birds as treats and to find comparable alternatives to those toxic plants to sow in your garden or around the coop. 
Below is a basic list of common flora that may be toxic to birds. There are so many potentially toxic plants they could fill their own book, so this isn’t a comprehensive list by any measure. If you’re unsure of a plant’s toxicity, ask the horticulture experts at your local nursery where you purchase the plants, call your county extension office, or consult your avian veterinarian. 
•Avocado (the pit contains a toxic fatty acid called persin which is fatal to all birds)
•Black locust
•Black nightshade
•Castor bean
•Corn cockle
•Jimsonweed
•Milkweed
•Monkshood, wolfbane
•Morning glory seeds
•Nightshade plant leaves (eggplants, peppers, potatoes, and tomatoes)
•Oleander
•Poison hemlock
•Potatoes, green or sprouted
•Rattlebox
•Rhubarb leaves (the oxalic acid contained in them is also poisonous to humans)
•Soybeans, raw (enzymes in the bean’s raw form can cause digestive upset)
•Tobacco
•Yew
 

8: An Ounce of Prevention
To become a chicken keeper is to become a bit of a detective. As animals of prey whose survival is tied to a strong social lifestyle, chickens don’t like anyone to know when they’re sick. In a flock, if a hen lags behind or looks weak, she makes an easy target for predators. If she displays signs of illness or lameness and the flock takes notice, they may well cannibalize or inflict further damage as a way to eliminate her from the group. While this may sound harsh, this is how chickens have survived when absolutely everything wants to eat them, from the tiniest mite to those with sharp teeth and talons. And since these traits will be apparent in even the tiniest backyard flock, it helps to keep a keen eye and a sharp sense as their keeper. 
This chapter, as the title suggests, is all about taking preventive measures to keep your flock healthy. Chickens are incredibly easy animals to care for if you get them set up with all they need. As you’ll read in a moment, I wholeheartedly believe that awareness and prevention are the two most reliable and inexpensive “medicines” of all, and that with these two tools, nearly every chicken ailment can be avoided. In my opinion, a healthy flock starts with mindful animal husbandry, and good animal husbandry starts with prevention. Preventive measures of good nutrition, conscientious chicken keeping, and a keen eye can often stave
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