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Meet the author

Welcome to Raise Happy Chickens!

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


1: Only got a minute? Chickens

More and more people are concerned that the eggs they and their families eat do come from happy hens. Eggs are a particularly good source of quality protein. The battery system of keeping laying hens was developed so that eggs are produced cheaply and in high quantities. Some people would argue that if the hens are laying then they are happy, but these birds have been selected for the highest egg production in the shortest time, so they are programmed to lay in almost any conditions, including indoors in a small cage. If you are concerned about the source of your eggs, have you thought of keeping a few hens in your garden? They do not take up much space or time, and you would know that the eggs produced do indeed come from happy hens. Chickens will also produce manure for the vegetable garden, will weed an area if contained on it and are friendly and entertaining. You do not need to keep a cockerel in order to obtain eggs and therefore you do not need to worry about noise and upsetting the neighbours. You will need to check on local by-laws, however, before you begin the project.


5: Only got five minutes? Chickens

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

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

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

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

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


10: Only got ten minutes? Chickens

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


1

Chickens

In this chapter you will learn:


	which breed to choose

	how best to look after your chickens

	the different behaviours and characteristics

	the principles of housing

	how to breed hens successfully.



Which breed is best for you?

Sort out your priorities first: do you want lots of eggs per week or only a few, meat, beauty, rare breeds, pets or your vegetable garden weeded? No single type or breed will fulfil all of these requirements and it is so important that you like the look of the hens you buy as they will become part of the family.

Also, check with your local authority that there are no regulations to prevent your keeping chickens and remember to inform your neighbours, reassuring them that there will not be a cockerel as hens lay without one. Once your new hobby is established, it is amazing how far neighbourly goodwill is enhanced by the gift of fresh eggs.

TECHNICAL TERMS


Autosexing breeds: crossbreeds that have different colours for male and female chicks

Bantam: very small pure breed chicken, very few small eggs per year, children like them, may also be miniature of certain large fowl

Breed Club: collection of enthusiasts for one breed

Broody: hen that sits on the nest all the time to incubate eggs

Chick: up to eight weeks of age

Clutch: a number of eggs laid by one hen until a day is missed (Also the number of eggs a broody will cover for incubation)

Cock or rooster: male over a year old

Cockerel: male chicken up to a year old

Dual purpose: good for both eggs and meat

Free-range hybrid: commercial crossbreed, bred for outdoor conditions

Grower: 8–18 weeks

Hard feather: game birds, used for fighting in 1800s (cockfighting outlawed 1848)

Hen: a laying chicken of any age

Hybrid: commercial crossbreed, bred for indoor conditions

Incubation: keeping eggs at the correct temperature and humidity so they hatch: chickens take 21 days

Pair: male and female

Pecking order: vital social order of poultry

Point-of-lay: 18 weeks (but in any case before laying begins and the best time to acquire chickens)

Poultry Club of Great Britain: responsible for Standards (www.poultryclub.org)

Pullet: a young female chicken before it lays eggs

Pure breed soft feather heavy breed: less good layer, better for meat, may be more docile

Pure breed soft feather light breed: good layer, may be nervous and flighty

Rare breed: pure breed but low in numbers in UK (does not have separate Breed Club)

Standards: published characteristics and plumage colour for each breed

Trio: male and two females

True bantam: very small pure breed chicken, no large fowl counterpart



HYBRIDS VERSUS PURE BREEDS

Hybrids are particular commercial crossbreeds that were originally developed and selected in the late 1940s for the battery cage egg industry, to vastly increase egg production over the pure breeds. They are based on a few of the more productive pure breeds and tend to be brown, uniform in shape and size, and productive for almost two years, laying 250–300 eggs each year. Examples are Warrens, Isabrown and Hy-line. These are the cheapest as they are reared in large numbers. Beware very cheap ones as these are likely to be at the end of their laying life and rescuing them, although admirable, will lead to heartache as they sicken and die within a few months.

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

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

A GUIDE TO PURE BREED CHICKEN EXPECTED LAYING CAPABILITIES (LARGE FOWL)
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It generally comes down to production against beauty. Some people mix hybrids with pure breeds to get a mix of colours of birds and eggs. If planned properly, this is feasible, but there are certain pitfalls to avoid. The pecking order is the chickens’ social structure: A can peck B, C and D, B can peck C and D, C can peck D and D is at the bottom. This is how chickens survive peacefully. It needs to be stable in order for production and welfare to be at their best. Once the pecking order has been decided by the flock, upsetting it by adding a bird can create serious problems. Defence of territory is part of this, so it is vital that the whole flock is purchased and settled in at the same time. If it becomes essential to add other birds, let the residents get used to the idea of newcomers by partitioning the hut and run or putting a smaller hut and run within the compound for a couple of weeks so that the newcomers can be seen but not attacked. Removing a bird merely enables those lower down in the pecking order to rise. See page 36 (Health, welfare and behaviour).

[image: Image]

Figure 1.1 Light Sussex hen: a very popular pure breed with black neck, wings and tail and white body.

CLASSIFICATION OF BREEDS

Soft feather: heavy

Australorp

Barnevelder

Brahma

Cochin

Croad Langshan

Dorking

Faverolles

Frizzle

German Langshan

Marans

New Hampshire Red

Orpington

Plymouth Rock

Rhode Island Red

Sussex

Wyandotte

 

Soft feather: light

Ancona

Araucana

Rumpless Araucana

Hamburgh

Leghorn

Minorca

Poland

Redcap

Scots Dumpy

Scots Grey

Silkie

Welsummer

 

Hard feather

Indian Game

Modern Game

Old English Game Bantam

Old English Game Carlisle

Old English Game Oxford

 

True bantam

Belgian

Dutch

Japanese

Pekin

Rosecomb

Sebright

Serama

 

Asian hard feather

Asil

Ko Shamo

Kulang

Malay

Nankin Shamo

Satsumador

Shamo

Taiwan

Thai Game

Tuzo

Yakaido

Yamato-Gunkei (True bantam)

 

Rare soft feather: heavy

Autosexing Breeds: Rhodebar, Wybar

Crèvecoeur

Dominique

Houdan

Ixworth

Jersey Giant

La Fleche

Modern Langshan

Norfolk Grey

North Holland Blue

Orloff

Transylvanian

Naked Neck

 

Rare soft feather: light

Andalusian

Appenzeller

Augsberger

Autosexing Breeds: Legbar, Cream Legbar, Welbar

Braekel

Breda

Campine

Fayoumi

Friesian

Italiener

Kraienkoppe

Lakenvelder

Marsh Daisy

Old English Pheasant Fowl

Sicilian Buttercup

Spanish

Sulmtaler

Sultan

Sumatra

Vorwerk

Yokohama

 

Rare true bantam

Booted

Nankin

Ohiki

 

Rare hard feather

Belgian Game

Rumpless

CHOICE SUMMARY

Commercial hybrids


	Lots of eggs

	Hens all look the same

	Need to be replaced after two years

	Cheapest

	Not very hardy



 

Free-range hybrids


	Good numbers of eggs

	Come in different colours

	Live a year or two longer than commercial hybrids

	More expensive

	Hardier



 

Pure breeds


	Some eggs, most of the year

	Different colours and patterns

	Live four to seven years

	Most expensive

	Hardiest



 



Top tips


	Check local regulations.

	Choose your breeds carefully according to the end product required.

	Do not add new birds to an established flock without careful thought and planning.

	When your birds arrive, shut them in the hut with food and water overnight then quietly open the pophole in the morning – if they find their own way out without pressure they will find their own way back again that evening.





Buying

Study the health points and the diagram and follow the biosecurity guidelines below so that you know what to look for when going to buy birds. Reject any that do not come up to scratch: don’t buy them because you feel sorry for them – they will be nothing but trouble.

BIOSECURITY FOR FREE-RANGE CHICKENS


	Isolate new stock for two to three weeks.

	After exposure at an exhibition isolate birds for seven days.

	Change clothes and wash boots before and after visiting other breeders.

	Change clothes and wash boots before and after attending a sale.

	Keep fresh disinfectant at the entrance to poultry areas for dipping footwear.

	Disinfect crates before and after use, especially if lent to others. However, it is preferable not to share equipment.

	Disinfect vehicles that have been on poultry premises but avoid taking vehicles onto other premises.

	Wash hands before and after handling chickens.

	Comply with any import/export regulations/guidelines.



These are common-sense measures that can easily be incorporated into a daily routine.

POSITIVE SIGNS OF HEALTH IN CHICKENS


	Dry nostrils.

	A red comb (some breeds have naturally dark ones).

	Bright eyes (colour varies with breed).

	Shiny feathers (all present).

	Good weight and musculature for age.

	Clean vent feathers with no smell.

	Smooth shanks.

	Straight toes.

	The bird is alert and active.



[image: Image]

Figure 1.2 The external anatomy of a chicken.

AGE OF ACQUISITION

Point-of-lay (POL) is about 18 weeks of age with the fast-maturing hybrids. POL with pure breeds could be 26 weeks or more. It is better to obtain the hens before they begin laying so that the laying cycle is not upset by a change of environment. If you transport a bird that is in lay, it is very likely to stop laying for a few weeks. You should expect eggs about two to four weeks later.

Pullets may be obtained at an earlier age but will need different feed in order to grow properly (a grower ration, see page 63).

WHERE TO BUY

Check all stock using the health signs above before purchase.


	From advertisements in smallholding magazines such as Country Smallholding, Smallholder, Fancy Fowl and Practical Poultry.

	From private breeders who exhibit at poultry shows.

	From private breeders. Ask to see the parent stock.

	At small sales. Talk to the breeder.



WHERE TO AVOID


	Large sales as prices can escalate and there may not be any history with the birds such as age, health status and how they have been reared.

	Adverts in local newspapers may be genuine or dodgy, for example they may be selling end-of-lay battery hens as POL free-range birds – if it sounds good, go to see the birds before purchase.

	Car boot sales and the internet.



Handling chickens

[image: Image]

Insight

In order to maintain her place in the pecking order, a hen will disguise the fact that she is not feeling well.

[image: Image]

Handling on a regular basis is very important as it is the only way to tell if a bird has lost or gained weight. Even when really thin their feathers disguise this fact, so handling will give a vital early clue to any problems. Loss of weight and excess weight can be assessed by feeling the pin bones either side of the vent: they are sharp if the bird has little fat and well padded if too fat. The distance between them will indicate if the hen is laying: three vertical finger widths between the bones indicates production and less than two indicates the reverse.

BEST HANDLING METHOD

If you first come across a hen in a cardboard box, slide your outstretched hand, palm up and fingers spread, blindly into the top of the box, then under her from the front, with her breast resting on your outstretched palm and her legs between your closed first/second and third/fourth fingers. Your other hand should be placed over her back to balance her as you lift her out of the box. Take the weight on your forearm and hold her close to your body with her head pointing towards your armpit, leaving your other hand free to inspect her. Be firm but don’t squeeze the body tightly as this may temporarily harm the breathing mechanism (see pages 42–43 for internal anatomy). This principle of holding applies to all species and all sizes of poultry – the bird is balanced and comfortable and the mucky end is away from you. The hip of any poultry will dislocate with horrifying ease if a bird is held by one leg. Do not hold them by the legs upside down.

If your first introduction to a hen is not in the confines of a box or crate, begin the handling procedure by practising in the dark with a very dim torch when the hens should be on their perch. If you move quietly and slowly, talking to them all the time, you will not startle them and you can then pick one hen off the perch with both hands around her wings and body, facing towards you. Then continue by sliding one hand under her as above.

You are likely to need to catch a hen during daylight hours, so obtain a fishing landing net as this can (with practice and the aid of a fence or wall) be dropped over the hen and you can then pick her up as above. This is much less stressful for both you and the hen than chasing her around the pen or garden, as she will be able to run and jink much faster than you.

Hens can become really tame if handled on a regular basis – some like sitting on a warm lap and watching television!

[image: Image]

Figure 1.3 A poultry crate.

Start-up costs and other considerations

The choice is huge for dedicated hen houses, from the superbly designed and long-lasting down to the minimal that will last one or two years. Of course, the price reflects this. There is also the converted garden shed or existing stable, see below.

START-UP COSTS

[image: Image]

VARIABLE COSTS PER ANNUM

Feed: allow 100 g of layers’ pellets per bird per day;

[image: Image]

It is easy to waste feed, so get the proper feeding equipment, whether galvanized or plastic.

INCOME/BENEFITS


	Maximum production from a hybrid is 300 eggs per year, about five eggs per week per hen, total 30 eggs per week. If the family eats 15 eggs per week, the remainder can be sold for £1–2 ($1.50–3) per dozen, giving £65–130 ($98–195) income, which will go towards covering the cost of the feed.

	Manure is a valuable commodity: about eight 25 kg bags of manure will be produced from six hens in a year and can either be used in your own garden or sold for about £2.50 ($3.75) per bag.

	Weeding of a vegetable garden or allotment.

	Hours of observation and enjoyment!



Housing

TECHNICAL TERMS


Apex roof: two slopes

Droppings board: removable board to catch droppings placed under perches

Fold unit: movable self-contained house and run, may or may not have wheels

Free-range: access to grass in daylight

House, hut, coop, cabin: henhouse

Litter: dry and friable substrate on the floor

Nestbox: to lay eggs in

Pent roof: one slope

Perch: roosting place

Pophole: low exit door

Run or pen: fenced exercise area, usually grassed

Shavings: livestock woodshavings for litter, also to line nestbox

Skids: used to move larger huts

Straw: usually wheat straw as barley straw is too soft

Ventilation: must be at roof level and above heads of birds

Window: replace any glass with wire mesh



Housing and space will depend to a great extent on how many birds you decide to acquire. A small garden may only support two hens, whereas a larger area could have a dozen. The basics of housing are the same no matter how large the house, and commercially produced housing is usually well designed and built. Manufacturers advertise in the country magazines such as Country Smallholding, Smallholder, Fancy Fowl and Practical Poultry.

If building your own, buying secondhand or converting a garden shed, consider the following points:


	Is there sufficient ventilation with no draughts? (Ventilation should be just under the roof.)

	Are the nestboxes easy to get at from the outside of the house for egg collection?

	Are they sited in the darkest part of the house (under the window) as the hen will want to lay in the most secret place she can find?

	Are the perches wide enough (5 cm or 2″), long enough (at least 23 cm or 9″ per bird), and the right height (see below) so the hens use those and not the nestbox to perch in?

	Is there a droppings board to make cleaning out easy and to keep the floor clean?

	Depending on the system in use, is the house easy to move?

	Is it fox-proof and other vermin-proof?

	Has the timber been treated for longer life with a non-toxic substance?

	Is there felt on the roof which may harbour red mite? If so, replace with clear corrugated plastic.

	Has the house been designed by people who keep chickens and therefore understand their requirements?

	Is the house substantially built so your investment will last for years?



Poultry housing is used by the birds for roosting, laying and shelter. The welfare of the birds is entirely in your hands and certain principles must therefore be observed.

SPACE

Floor area should be a minimum of 30 × 30 cm (12″× 12″) per bird (large fowl) or 20 × 20 cm (8″× 8″) for bantams. If you can give them more space then so much the better, bearing in mind they will be spending time in the henhouse sheltering from the rain and wind. Perches should allow a minimum of 23 cm (9″) for large fowl and 15 cm (6″) for bantams, but also remember that they help to keep each other warm in harsh weather.

[image: Image]

Figure 1.4 An ark for a pair of bantams.

VENTILATION

Correct ventilation is vital to prevent the build-up of bacteria and condensation. It should be located near the roof to ensure there are no draughts. It is often more difficult keeping the house cool than warm. If hens get too hot they become aggressive and can begin feather pecking each other, potentially leading to cannibalism.
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Insight

In summer when it gets light early





NESTBOXES






PERCHES
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BUY OR MAKE?
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Routines

DAILY ROUTINE



	Let the birds out at dawn in winter and at about 7 am in summer.

	Change the water in the drinker.

	Put food in the trough or check the feeder has enough food for the day.

	Collect any eggs.

	Add fresh litter if necessary.

	Scatter a little whole wheat either in the house or in the run.

	Observe the birds for changes in behaviour that may indicate disease.

	Shut the pophole before dusk, checking all the birds are in the house.



WEEKLY ROUTINE



	Clean the nestbox and/or droppings board or floor. Put cardboard under the shavings to make the procedure easier; it will also compost down.

	Scrape the perches.

	Put the dirty litter in a covered compost bin.

	Wash and disinfect the drinker and feeder.

	Check that mixed grit is available.

	Handle every bird to check their weight and condition.

	Deal with any muddy patches in the run.



Feeding and watering

TECHNICAL TERMS























DIGESTION


Insight







EQUIPMENT





FEED AND WATER



Insight

















Health, welfare and behaviour



Insight













Insight




	High levels of ammonia from the litter stop the removal of phlegm and so invite bacteria and viruses to multiply. If you can smell ammonia in the hen house, there is too much, so clean out the litter more often and increase the ventilation.

	Hens are omnivorous and enjoy catching and eating mice, but the disease risk is high from rodents. Not having teeth, pieces of food are ground up in the gizzard, so avoid old long grass as this can impact and kill, as can polystyrene (e.g. ceiling tiles) which they just adore pecking at, or pieces of plastic string.






	Muddy areas encourage harmful parasites to breed so put down slats or move the hut more regularly.

	Hens have evolved to scratch around in the dirt, but over a wide area. Problems occur if they are kept on the same small area of ground all the time, which then becomes ‘sour’ and harbours harmful parasites and other pathogens.

	Feathers are good insulators and it is sometimes harder to keep birds cool in summer than warm in winter. Birds that are too hot will hold their wings out from their body and pant.



TECHNICAL TERMS


















































	15 minutes in the infundibulum (fertilized here if cockerel available plus chalazae added)

	three hours in the magnum to add albumen (white of egg)

	one-and-a-half hours in the isthmus to add shell membrane

	20 hours in the uterus/shell gland for shell deposition plus pigment

	one minute in the vagina, which is extruded out past the vent to avoid the faeces.




Insight









Insight
















PARASITES

Internal parasites


External parasites



	Lice: These live on the bird, are yellow, about 3 mm (0.12″) long and lay eggs (nits) at the base of feathers, usually under the tail, so this is a place to look on a regular basis. Control is with louse powder based on pyrethrum. Not life-threatening, but reduces production.

	Mites: The red mite is 1 mm (0.04″) long, nocturnal and sucks the blood of hens at night, while living in the hut during the day. Hens become anaemic with the comb and face pale and can die. Red mite can be controlled by spraying the hut with various licensed products when the birds are outside, but the nooks and crannies, especially under a felt roof, are difficult to get at. Careful application of a blowtorch is just as effective, although time-consuming. Either treatment will probably need several applications. The red mite is grey when it is hungry and will take a meal off a human if it gets the chance. They can live for up to a year without feeding so beware secondhand henhouses! If the hens refuse suddenly to go into the hut at night, suspect red mite.

	The northern fowl mite is a relative of the red mite but lives and breeds on the bird all the time. On a white bird, this is easy to see as a dirty mark on the base of the feathers or under the tail. Around the vent is the most common place to find these so, again, check here regularly. The birds become anaemic within a few days of being infested due to anaemia and can die. The life cycle in warm weather of both types of mites can be as short as ten days, so vigilance is really important. Treatment is pyrethrum-based louse powder or an avermectin (ask your vet) as nothing is licensed for northern fowl mite.

	Scaly leg mite burrows under the scales of the legs making raised encrustations and is very irritating for the bird. Treatment is by dunking the affected legs in surgical spirit once a week for three weeks.



VICES



	Egg eating happens if an egg gets broken in the nestbox. This could happen if there is not enough litter, the nest is too small or the shell of the egg is weakened for some reason or even missing. Hens know that eggs are extremely good food and will take any opportunity to consume an egg once a shell is broken. Prevention is best, such as covering the front of the nestbox with vertical binbag strips, providing enough litter and enough grit, but if the hens (and it might only be one, look for egg on her face!) are egg eating there are several things you can do. Do not under any circumstances follow the old wives’ tale and waste a mustard or curry-filled egg in the hope that it will put them off as hens do not have the taste receptors for hot spices. Put several ping-pong balls, golf balls or pot eggs in the nestbox and on the floor of the hut and these should put them off. Find out why the eggs have been breaking.

	Feather pecking can begin if the growing birds get too hot or if there are too many in a brooder. Reduce the temperature. You may also have to take the worst offenders to another brooder. In adult birds, feather pecking is often caused by boredom so hang up some nettles to give entertainment. If tails get pecked often enough then the feather follicle is damaged and will probably never grow back properly.

	Roosting in the nestbox and therefore defecating in it: cover over the nestbox entrance during the afternoon in the hope that the offender will decide to roost instead. Make sure there are enough perches for all the hens to sit in comfort as one may have got bullied off the perches.





DEATHS


How to cope with a broody hen


Selling eggs: the regulations


What to do when you want to go on holiday



Breeding your own stock

TECHNICAL TERMS























NATURAL HATCHING
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ARTIFICIAL HATCHING






CANDLING





REARING

Dayold to six to eight weeks





Daily routine for artificial rearing


	Add fresh shavings or take out the top layer of newspaper (if this needs to be done more than once a day the area is not large enough for the number of chicks).

	Clean the drinker and give fresh tepid water.

	Give fresh food.

	Check the height of the lamp and the comfort of the chicks.

	Handle the chicks so that they get used to it and tame down.



Eight weeks onwards



SEXING


Insight








SELECTION FOR BREEDING PURE


Selection



	Health: poultry that have suffered from any disease that has necessitated severe treatment should not be used for breeding. Good health is visible, it can be seen as well as felt when breeding stock is being selected. The feathers will be sleek and well furnished to form a protective covering during bad weather or hot sun. There will be a healthy glow about the head with no discoloration or weakness apparent. In most varieties, faces and wattles will be bright red. Discoloration or darkening of the comb might indicate liver or heart trouble, or it might be obesity, so the correct diet is important. There should be no wheezing that indicates respiratory or heart trouble. The face should be open with a pleasant expression. Eyes should be bright and stand out well from the head, nostrils dry. Plumage should be normal for the breed with each feather wide, well made, whole and resilient. Tail furnishings should be plentiful according to the Standard.

	Conformation: according to the breed the shape of the bird is laid down in the Standard. Examine the legs and feet: bones should be sound, neat, toes straight and refined. No breed should have coarse shanks and thick scales. Texture will be shown in tight, well-fitting scales continuing down the toes. Any deformity such as bent toes, duck feet, crooked breast bone, wry tail or split wing should mean rejection as a breeder.

	Breed character: all the poultry that have passed the handling test for health and conformation should be scrutinized for breed character. Because points vary for each breed it is necessary at this stage to know how many points are awarded for each shape, size or colour according to the different breeds, especially for show stock.

	Colour: detailed official colour (and type) Standards for each breed are to be found in the British Poultry Standards (Blackwells), overseen by The Poultry Club. Every breed has a Standard to which it must conform and every prospective breeding bird must carry good points of breed character and colour to accord with its breed name.

	Head points: these are especially featured because few Standards exist that do not give a fair share of points to formation of comb, lobes and wattles. Close inspection is necessary. Breeds with small single combs will not readily show up defects in females but will be latent and recur in cockerels of the following generation. Thin, glossy skin is not wanted in white-lobed breeds. It will soon yield to white in the face, a serious defect in showing and breeding.



Mating up


PEDIGREE RECORDS: THE POULTRY CLUB RINGING SCHEME


FERTILITY


CULLING





MOTIVATION


SELLING SURPLUS STOCK





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER FOR CHICKENS


	Check local authority regulations



	Decide on the breed.



	Get housing sorted before the chickens arrive.



	Get feeders, drinkers and food before the chickens arrive.



	Buy good stock from a reputable source.



	Check the stock is healthy and vaccinated if necessary.



	Keep out wild birds.



	Collect eggs daily.



	Check the chickens twice daily.



	Shut them in at night.
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