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This book is dedicated to my pet chickens,

including Lily and Galatea, Wheaten Ameraucanas

who taught me how affectionate and smart chickens can be;

Gautier, a Salmon Faverolles rooster who taught me

that fierce and gentle are not mutually exclusive qualities;

and Hildy, a blind Speckled Sussex hen

who taught me never to give up.

–LISSA LUCAS

[image: ]

To my family:

you are my center of gravity;

and to my chickens:

I couldn’t imagine life without you.

–TRACI TORRES
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Introduction

In 2004, while planning for my very first flock of chickens, I began to form the idea for My Pet Chicken. There was so little how-to information on the web for novice chicken keepers. There wasn’t a single e-commerce web site dedicated to hobbyists; how would people figure out which chicken breeds to get, among hundreds of choices? How could they painlessly determine whether they’d have the time, energy, and money to care for their own flock? The utter lack of information on the web inspired me.

But the idea was a long time incubating. While I wasn’t sure if it might just be another wacky idea with little chance of succeeding (a pet chicken business, after all!), my husband Derek increasingly came to believe in it. Despite many friends thinking we were, well, clucking crazy, his persistence finally won me over.

Today, My Pet Chicken is a multimillion-dollar business, and our web site receives millions of visitors annually. The easy access to top-notch information, photography, and products on our web site helped to create the backyard chicken movement that has now swept the nation. We are so very proud to be a part of that and to be connecting people with chickens every day.

So why a book if our web site has done such a thorough job of introducing people to life with chickens? Well, after 8 years in business and after having hand-held 70,000 customers through their chicken-keeping experiences, we’ve learned a few things. This is the ultimate insider’s guide to keeping chickens, and we explain everything you need to know to get started—all conveyed to you with our unique insight into the mind of a beginning chicken keeper. We also teach the incredibly important stuff nobody else is talking about. Stuff like what it means to “cast” your flock and how to do it like a pro; rookie mistakes to avoid when ordering chicks; how to think like a chicken so you can understand their behavior and culture; how to encourage good “cold weather chickens,” and more. Countless more chicken secrets. And we’re happy to share.

Starting with chickens is thrilling, and I wish you success and enjoyment for years to come. I’m confident that, armed with what you’ll learn here, you’ll be beautifully prepared for your chicken adventure. And of course, should you have any questions, I welcome you to e-mail us at info@mypetchicken.com. A real, live, chicken-loving expert will write you a personalized response, usually within a day.

—Traci Torres
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Are You Really Ready for Chickens?

If you have all of these questions covered, that’s great—you’re well prepared! If not, don’t worry. This book will guide you through all of the major decision points, and you can revisit this checklist when you’ve finished the book.

TOWN AND NEIGHBORS

✓ Do your town’s zoning regulations allow for chickens?

✓ Does your town’s department of health have regulations regarding chickens?

✓ Are you prepared to address any concerns neighbors may have?

CHICKEN COOP AND RUN

✓ Have you considered whether to purchase a chicken coop, build new, or adapt an existing structure (like a shed) and how these choices will impact your budget?

✓ Have you determined the best site for your coop, taking into account sun, shade, grading, and proximity to electricity and water?

✓ Have you thought about how a coop and run may affect your yard’s available space, foot-traffic flow, and its overall appeal?

✓ If you’re planning to purchase a coop, have you considered that it may take several weeks to build and ship?

✓ If you’re planning to build a coop or adapt an existing structure, have you considered the design features that will best suit your needs and your flock’s needs?

✓ If you have dogs, have you considered the necessary choices you’ll face in case the dogs can’t be socialized with your chickens?

✓ Have you educated yourself about predators in the area and how you’ll protect your flock against them?

✓ Are you prepared to purchase metal containers to store chicken feed and have you considered where you’ll store feed so it doesn’t attract rodents?

FLOCK CONSIDERATIONS

✓ Eggs, chicks, juveniles, or rescue chickens—have you decided how you want to start your flock?

✓ Have you researched which chicken breeds or mix of breeds will match your goals, your locale, and your setup?

✓ Do you have a backup plan in case of unwanted roosters?

✓ Is there an avian vet or farm vet in your area who can treat your chickens in case of illness or injury?

✓ Is there a local feed store where you can purchase supplies, or will you need to source them online?

✓ Have you considered which flock-management style suits you?

ONGOING CARE AND COMMITMENT

✓ Will you make time to collect eggs, make sure waterers and feeders are full, and check on your chickens each day?

✓ Can you commit to cleaning or refreshing your flock’s bedding once per month?

✓ Is someone in your family willing to do a thorough sanitizing of the (messy) coop once or twice per year?

✓ Is there someone you can rely on to take care of your flock when you are out of town?

✓ Will someone be available to take your chickens to the vet in case of emergency?
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Planning for Chickens Like an Expert

Backyard chickens aren’t new. A century ago, the idea of keeping chickens in your backyard wouldn’t have caused anyone to raise an eyebrow or bat a lash. Chickens have been domesticated for thousands of years. Of course, we could have a long, intellectual discussion about where and when they were first domesticated, but let it suffice to say that chickens have been around for a long time, even in America.

In this section of the book, we’ll look at the history of chicken keeping in America and delve into the qualities you’ll want to consider when choosing the best chicken breeds for your home flock.
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A BRIEF HISTORY of CHICKENS

It probably comes as no surprise to hear that chickens came here shortly after the arrival of the first English settlers at Jamestown. And much has changed with chickens and the business of chickens over a few hundred years.

Even then, chickens were more of a sideline than a business or vocation. They weren’t exactly regarded as farm animals—not in the same way cattle or horses were. Unlike those animals, chickens took up little space and required minimal care. Chickens were kept in small flocks, so it was usually very much a family affair. For instance, it was traditionally the job of the youngest child to gather the daily eggs, and, for the most part, the family chickens were managed by mom rather than dad. Extra eggs were sold at the market for “egg money,” a little supplemental income for mom, in addition to the fresh eggs provided for the family.

In America, chickens were historically more of a hobby—and they were a very American hobby, at that. For example, Thomas Jefferson gifted his favorite granddaughter with a pair of bantams for her pleasure. Teddy Roosevelt owned a one-legged rooster, and his children had pet hens with names like Fierce and Baron Spreckle. It’s only been recently that chickens have gotten a bad reputation. Among some people, they are regarded as dumb or dirty birds. However, nothing could be further from the truth, though it’s not hard to figure out where these erroneous ideas came from if you look at the conditions in factory farms today. Certainly, if it were permissible to keep dogs or cats (or any animal) in similar conditions, our ideas of their intelligence and cleanliness would be different as well.

But the reputation of chickens was once quite different—in the past, they were symbols of goodness and bravery. In medieval times, for instance, the call of a rooster was thought to drive away demons and devils. Chickens have been variously considered symbols of pride, fertility, and even enlightenment, being heralds of the dawn. Roosters faithfully announced the break of day, so sunlight would illuminate the world and send evil and darkness slipping off into the shadows. A rooster was the model of an excellent father and, in fact, a symbol of fatherhood: He was vigilant in protection of his family, genteel in demeanor, and a generous provider. After all, when a rooster finds a choice morsel of food, he calls his family to the feast, letting the hens eat first while he watches for danger and keeps the peace. Roosters are even graceful dancers; consider the elegant sweep of a rooster’s extended wing as he moves in circles around a hen he’s trying to charm.

It wasn’t only roosters that were esteemed, though. Hens were also admired—symbolic of courage, self-sacrifice, and domestic virtue. Jesus compared himself gathering the tribes of Israel to a mother hen gathering chicks under her wings. Hens sit faithfully for weeks on the nest to hatch their eggs, barely eating or drinking until their little chicks have emerged. Then, there are 5 to 6 weeks more of care until the young birds are ready to be on their own. For good reason, hens were regarded as faithful, protective mothers—the epitome of tenderness and motherly love. In fact, the Greek historian Plutarch described the hen in this way: “What of the hens whom we observe each day at home, with what care and assiduity they govern and guard their chicks? Some let down their wings for the chicks to come under; others arch their backs for them to climb upon. There is no part of their bodies with which they do not wish to cherish their chicks if they can, nor do they do this without a joy and alacrity which they seem to exhibit by the sound of their voices.”

Even chicken eggs were symbols of rebirth and the cycle of life. In many cultures they were decorated in the springtime, joyously sought and found, a herald also of the returning plenty that came with the change of seasons. People have been delighting in chickens for thousands of years.

For early American settlers, chickens were a great family hobby. You didn’t have to live on a farm to keep chickens. Cows, horses, goats, and other livestock required large amounts of open pasture and a lot of work and expense. By contrast, chickens could live in a small yard. They cost little, and they required little effort. They would eat grains dropped by other animals or scraps from the kitchen, so they reduced waste. They even cut down on the insect population in their immediate vicinity with their sharp-eyed bug hunting. They were self-sufficient to a large extent, and often—although we don’t recommend this today—the family chickens weren’t even provided with a coop or other housing (like a barn). They simply roosted in trees or wherever they could, left to avoid predators on their own—or not.

That’s how it was for chickens in the early years of the United States.
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A 1933 snapshot shows a group of young women with their chickens.



THE CHICKEN CRAZE BEGINS

In the early to mid-1800s, for the first time, a breed of chickens known as Cochins was imported from China, and these appealing, fat, fluffy balls of feathers created a sensation. Compared to the flighty, quick birds most families kept for eggs, Cochins seemed as docile as kittens, and they were beautiful, too, with elaborately feathered legs and silver-laced, blue, and mottled colors. They made exceptional mothers that were also calm and easy to handle, so the chicks they raised were often especially docile, too.

In short order, everyone wanted Cochins. But Cochins couldn’t really be kept in the same catch-as-catch-can way that other chickens were being kept at the time. For one thing, their ponderous size made it improbable, if not impossible, for them to be able to roost high up in trees and nimbly avoid predators on their own. For another, their profusely feathered legs could be problematic in muddy environments. And lastly, they were expensive in comparison to other chickens, so there was more of a desire to provide housing and security for the rare, new China Cochins.

As the first real exhibition chickens in the United States, Cochins set off a craze for poultry exhibition that has continued to this day. Professional farmers began getting involved with chickens, using selective breeding to create chickens with fancy feathering: crests, beards, feathered legs, and unusual plumage. However, chickens bred in this way didn’t necessarily breed true; offspring might be completely different in character from their parents. With no breeding standards, there could be no real breeds like there are today. Establishing a new breed is a complex process. Once you have produced a stable cross, other breeders must show interest and standards (what the bird should look like) must be agreed on. In the early 19th century, those standards did not exist yet.
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THE MODERN CHICKEN

The advent of modern poultry keeping resulted from a few different things happening at once, most notably the creation of the American Poultry Association (APA) in 1873. The APA began standardizing breeds, so that to be called a “breed,” a chicken would have to be able to produce the same type of bird in future generations. This meant that someone buying chickens could be reasonably assured of the type of chickens he’d see in future generations, and could choose breeds based on qualities needed, such as cold hardiness, productivity, or early maturity. This was also the year that the first artificial incubator was patented—so chicks could now be hatched in quantity.

Once there were standard breeds as well as a way to produce chickens in quantity, the chicken world was transformed. More people had access to keeping chickens, since hatching chicks no longer relied so much on Mother Nature. You didn’t need broody hens to hatch eggs (broodiness could even be bred out, if desired). These changes also made it possible for chicken and egg businesses to grow substantially. Today, a single commercial incubator can hatch many thousands of chicks—a vast difference from the measly dozen or so eggs at a time a broody hen can hatch.

Other changes followed soon after: Mass transportation allowed baby chicks to be shipped by train as early as the 1890s, and hatcheries began springing up all over the country. Farmers could order chickens “designed” to mature quickly and lay lots of eggs, and hobbyists could branch out into rare and fancy breeds they’d been coveting for years simply because there was better access to them. But while improved transportation helped the hobby, it also enabled chicken keeping to take its first steps toward becoming a large-scale agribusiness.

Egg businesses were now able to order hundreds and thousands of baby chicks. And because of this, the birds began to be kept in different conditions. After all, when you have a flock of hundreds or thousands rather than just 20 or 30, your chickens will need much more space than what had been dedicated to small hobby flocks to allow them to forage enough to sustain themselves. And since the leftover table scraps of a family of four (or six or 10) wouldn’t do much to supplement the foraging of that many birds, commercial chicken feed was developed, and it was formulated to keep chickens well nourished and maximize the number of eggs they could lay. Around the turn of the 20th century, chickens laid only about 30 eggs per year. Now, good layers are expected to produce around 200 to 250 eggs per year—seven to eight times as many. The selective breeding and the improved nutrition are paying off.

The Downside of Modern Methods

To remain competitive, egg farms had to become very efficient, so they changed their management practices: Confinement became the norm as producers began to realize savings from it. Confining chickens required less space, and it meant that they were in less danger from predators and eggs could be more easily gathered. Eggs were so cheap at the grocery store that fewer people kept their own chickens for eggs, and the space factory farms allocated to their birds grew smaller and smaller.

Since chickens don’t naturally live in close quarters, confinement created new problems, from aggression to increased risk of disease. Commercial chicken feed had started out by providing much-needed balanced nutrition for flocks that were confined away from natural forage; however, the focus of factory farming operations came to be on the quantity of eggs produced, rather than on the quality.

Stress made the huge flocks vulnerable to many illnesses, and the density of their living spaces made it easy for sick birds to pass those illnesses to other birds. Bored birds would pick on each other ruthlessly from the stress of living in cages or cramped quarters their entire lives. Birds at the bottom of the pecking order couldn’t get away from more aggressive hens like they could if allowed to roam free, and aggression became a serious problem. Rather than make the determination that chickens need a certain minimum amount of space for their physical and mental well-being, research went in the other direction: How can we squeeze more chickens into smaller spaces? But overcrowding causes stress, which in turn causes aggression among chickens.

Today, the most common “solution” for the stress and aggression caused by close confinement in large factory farms is to debeak young chicks, a painful process often referred to with the less horrifying term beak trimming.

As someone interested in backyard chicken keeping, you probably don’t need to hear from us about the awful conditions chickens endure in many big commercial farming operations. You’ll want to raise your chickens in humane, healthy conditions. And you will have the chance to discover how smart and endearing they really are. Fortunately, some progress, however modest, has been made in chicken farming. The European Union Council Directive has banned wire battery cages in the European Union. California has taken some steps as well, due to consumer outrage. However, some other states are taking steps backward, and animal abuse continues in factory farms. Your chickens will have a much better life.
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Egg-cetera!

In most breeds, juvenile roosters can be distinguished from juvenile hens by the shape of their hackle and saddle feathers. Hens have rounded feathers, while roosters have long, pointy feathers in comparison.



Restoring Common Sense

The best solution to the aggression caused by close confinement is pretty simple: Give chickens more space and allow them to behave like chickens, rather than treating them like egg-making machines. When you keep a backyard flock, you have control over how the birds are kept and what they’re eating. And by raising chickens that produce eggs in your own backyard, you’re also reducing demand for inhumanely produced factory farm eggs, not to mention that you have more control over what you are feeding your family.

Not coincidentally, giving chickens room and access to pasture increases the healthfulness of their eggs, on top of all the other benefits. Mother Earth News studies in 2007 and 2010 concluded that eggs from chickens raised on pasture are higher in omega-3s; vitamins A, D, and E; and beta-carotene while being lower in cholesterol and saturated fat. Really, this is what the new backyard chicken movement is all about.
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The BACKYARD CHICKEN BOOM

Keeping chickens—even small flocks in a family setting—is nothing new, as you have just learned. Even though backyard chickens are now considered a novel trend—news that has inspired many eggzasperating puns from newscasters and journalists—in reality, this “new” trend greatly resembles the old way of raising chickens.

Chickens are again being kept in small flocks by families, with Mom and Dad and the kids all pitching in together. What differs today is that families are now taking advantage of the same improvements that factory farms took to such an extreme. For instance, we now have the technology to transport small numbers of baby chicks safely to your home for a “micro-flock” of just three or four. And families provide these little flocks with secure housing and nutritionally balanced feed. The chickens don’t have to fend for themselves.

Because they are getting such good care, just a few birds can deliver enough eggs for a small family year-round. Most of us wouldn’t be happy getting only 30 eggs a year per hen—and only in the spring! But we now know so much more about how to provide good care. Those of us who keep pet chickens are in the best position to take advantage of all this information: Today’s small-scale chicken keepers provide good nutrition, secure shelter, and plenty of space so that they’ll have a happy, healthy flock over the long term—a flock that produces eggs that are far more nutritious than what you can get from any commercial operation.

As a result of these improvements—and also as a reaction to factory egg farming—backyard chickens are certainly becoming more popular.

WHY BACKYARD CHICKENS?

Here are the top 10 reasons more people are turning to backyard chickens.

Chickens make great pets. They have personality galore, and they’re extraordinarily easy to care for. They’re bright, funny, quirky, friendly, loving little balls of feathers–and they’re entertaining, too. When you have a flock, you’ll find they have their own friends, their own cliques, their own favorite nests. Chickens come in such an array of colors, patterns, shapes, and sizes that some of them look more like exotic tropical birds—or even alien life-forms—than farm animals.

Keeping chickens is a lifestyle choice; you keep chickens if you want to try to live in a more sustainable way. Having chickens helps fulfill a positive, back-to-the-farm way of living that’s about becoming more sustainable. It’s also a way to celebrate local, slow food, and reestablish a constructive connection with your neighbors and your neighborhood.

It allows you to have more control over the type of food you put on your table. You want organic? You want non-GMO (genetically modified organism)? You want cruelty-free? These choices are all yours to make when raising your chickens.

Chickens will eat your table scraps and convert them into eggs on the one hand, and fertilizer on the other. If you grow vegetables or flowers, you’ll find that composted chicken manure is great for your home garden, adding organic matter and nutrients to the soil. Plus, chicken manure from layers tends to be relatively high in calcium, which is helpful for plants, warding off blossom-end rot on tomatoes, for example.

Chickens will cut down on the number of insects in your yard. Anywhere chickens are allowed to forage, they’ll snap up spiders, ticks, beetles, grubs, worms, grasshoppers, and more. They love to dig through lawn clippings and yard waste, too.

The eggs from hens raised with access to your backyard will be tastier and more nutritious! Research shows they’re not only higher in omega-3s, beta-carotene, and vitamins A, D, and E, but they’re lower in cholesterol and saturated fat.

They taste better, too. It’s something you can see: All that extra nutrition gives backyard eggs a dark orange yolk—not the pale yellow color you see in store-bought eggs.

You’ll be eating really fresh eggs—sometimes just minutes old—as opposed to the eggs you get in a grocery store, which can be 6 weeks old or more.

You’ll be giving your children positive values. Just as with other pets, keeping chickens can help kids learn about responsibility. But because chickens give back in such a tangible way—eggs!—your kids can also learn about reciprocity and how the care they provide impacts their pets directly. Once they taste the eggs, they’ll also come to learn that store-bought isn’t always better. Some things are worth doing yourself.

You’ll have control over how humanely your wonderful egg producers are treated—and how healthy and clean their environment is.

Chickens are so easy to care for. No walking, no pooper-scoopers, no grooming, no boarding when you go away; they won’t scratch up your furniture or chew your favorite slippers.
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What Made You Want to Keep Chickens?

In May 2010, My Pet Chicken polled its e-mail newsletter subscribers to discover which factors mattered most to would-be chicken keepers.
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PREVENT PROBLEMS BY MAKING SMART CHOICES

You’re interested in backyard chickens or you wouldn’t be reading this book. My Pet Chicken has been in the backyard chicken business for some years, and we’ve seen how easy it is for newbies to make mistakes early on that will lead to problems later. We hear from people every day who have read other backyard chicken how-to books, but are still dealing with easily avoidable concerns and frustrations. Let’s address a few of those issues up front, so you can start your new hobby in the best possible way.

One of the worst things you can do is to jump into buying chickens before thinking the whole situation through. Of course, this goes for any pet—clearly, you don’t want to acquire a pet before you’re fully prepared. But it’s especially important to consider when you’re talking about pet chickens. For starters, supplies may not be as easy to get as they are for other pets. Depending on where you’re located, it’s not going to be just a matter of running to the grocery store to pick up food for your chickens like you can for your cats. And sleeping arrangements for your flock won’t be as simple as getting a doggie bed at the local Target. Plus, you may not have chicken-keeping friends or family that you can turn to for advice if you run into any problems. Further, in many areas, veterinarians who treat chickens can be hard to find.

But making a reservation for your baby chicks is easier—and more tempting—than buying a dog or cat. Purebred chicks are inexpensive, just a few dollars each. Compare that to the cost of purebred dogs or cats, which can easily cost thousands. With puppies or kittens, you’ll have to find a breeder relatively close by, or make special (expensive) arrangements for transport. Even adopting dogs or cats at the local animal shelter usually requires an adoption fee and an agreement to have your pet spayed or neutered. By contrast, you can order baby chicks online for as little as $2 to $3 per chick, so impulse buying is more likely to happen. Or you can stop by your local farm and feed store and buy chicks on the spur of the moment. Some people wrongly think it’s a great idea to give chicks as a gift for Easter, and will rush out to buy them without considering all their needs.

It’s not that chickens are hard to care for. They’re not. At all. In fact, they’re easier to keep than most other pets. You don’t have to take chickens for daily walks or let them out to poo. They don’t get separation anxiety. You don’t have daily litter-box cleanings or twice-a-day feedings, and you don’t have to worry about claws being sharpened on the sofa. There are no brushings or groomings. No baths. No indoor shedding. Even purebred chickens are inexpensive to buy, feed, and keep. Plus, they make a great alternative for people who are allergic to cats and dogs.

However, chickens—particularly baby chicks—do require special care. For instance, chicks need to be kept in a heated brooder until they’re old enough to transition to the big-girl coop. (This is also one reason why putting chicks in an Easter basket for the kids is not a good idea—at room temperature, they’ll die of hypothermia without the warmth they need.) So you can’t, in good conscience, simply bring chicks home on an impulse and then try to figure out how to care for them. You need to prevent these problems by making smart choices, so you’re armed with knowledge before you even begin. (And, of course, that’s why you’re reading this book.) Consider the following:

First, determine if you can make the time commitment necessary for proper care. Chickens are probably among the easiest pets to care for, but you’ll still need to commit to providing them with a secure area, proper food, clean water, shelter from weather extremes, and other necessities. Chickens need to be checked on daily, and there are monthly and semiannual chores, too. We discuss the details of proper chick and chicken care starting on this page.

Next, determine if you can provide proper housing. Baby chicks need a brooder; adult chickens need a coop. A brooder is usually located in your home somewhere, while your coop will be located outside. City dwellers may keep chickens on rooftops or patios, while those in suburban areas will probably locate coops in their yards. We discuss the details of arranging your brooder and coop in Chapter 6.

Last but not least, make sure chickens are permitted in your area. It is illegal to keep chickens in some places. So before you do anything else, you’ll want to contact both your local health and zoning boards to see if there are any regulations relating to keeping chickens in your area. If there is a homeowner’s association for your neighborhood, you’ll also want to contact them to find out if they have additional regulations. Sometimes one group will have regulations even when the others don’t—that’s why you want to contact all the local authorities that can regulate what you do with your property.

Be thorough about it, too.

If you’re told that chickens aren’t allowed, ask to read the specific statutes. The reason is that sometimes chickens are assumed to be prohibited when regulations actually do permit them. What is often in question is your area’s definition of livestock. Some towns may outlaw livestock within city limits—but chickens often meet the definition of a pet (like a potbellied pig might).

Again, make sure you check all this out before you purchase any equipment, a coop, or other supplies. You don’t want to spend a bunch of money having a coop shipped to you—or waste money and time building your own coop—if you aren’t even allowed to have chickens. It’s especially important to be sure of local regulations before making any reservations for chicks. Keep in mind: If you’ve placed an order for chicks and then have to cancel it due to local regulations, your hatchery will need time to find new adopters for the chicks you reserved and then discovered you couldn’t care for after all.
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Egg-cetera!

Blue eggshell color comes from biliverdin; brown eggshell color comes from protoporphyrins. Pink eggs are the result of small quantities of a rosy brown pigment, while green eggs have both blue and brown pigments.
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Free-ranging your flock is wonderful, but check with your town’s zoning board first to be sure it’s permitted.
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CHOOSING BACKYARD BREEDS

When it comes time to choose what breeds will comprise your new backyard flock, it’s easy to get overwhelmed. With adequate background information, though, we’re sure you’ll find the perfect match for your situation.

There are numerous chicken breeds and varieties, many of which are great for a backyard situation. There is no one perfect breed for everyone; after all, your needs will vary.

Some people will want birds that are great layers, while others will want those that make for excellent pets (with eggs as a wonderful bonus). And some will want birds that are both. Some will look for birds that are good foragers, or that have some natural camouflage, and would thrive in free-range situations. Others may want birds that do well confined in a small suburban yard. Some may live in the extreme North and will need birds that are especially cold hardy, while others may live in the desert areas of the Southwest, where birds need to be able to weather sweltering conditions. If you’re set on exhibiting your chickens, you’ll want to stay away from crossbreeds and birds that can’t be shown. Which chicken breed is best for you is dependent on many things, not the least of which will be your family’s own preferences and needs. That’s not to say that there aren’t breeds that will work for all of these different goals—there are, but there are many that won’t, so you want to make the right breed choices up front to avoid disappointment later.

To help you sort out and compare the characteristics of different types of backyard chickens, we’ve created a helpful Breed Selector Guide.

Take a few moments to glance over the guide and get some initial impressions of the many breeds available. When choosing the breeds that will make up your new flock, you want to pick ones that you like, naturally! But you also want to think of yourself as a sort of casting director. You have a certain amount of control over the personalities in your flock, so try to cast the best possible breed or mix of breeds for your family.

Making a choice can be difficult, though, especially when you’re new to chickens. After all, there’s a lot of jargon you may not even be familiar with. “Broody”—what’s that? Is it something you want, or is it something to avoid? If you get cold-hardy birds, does that mean you’ll have plenty of winter eggs? What does “tolerant of confinement” really mean? You can learn more about the various characteristics highlighted in the guide starting on this page.



The Wild World of Chickens!

Once you’ve determined the breed characteristics that will be best for your needs (which we’ll walk you through in the pages ahead), you can start designing the flock you’ve been dreaming of. Do you love birds with floofy, profuse feathering? Or do you prefer tight, hard feathers and a steely gaze? Perhaps you only want blue and lavender birds . . . or perhaps you’re like most beginners, and you’d like to see a veritable Noah’s ark of chicken shapes, colors, and sizes strutting around your yard. Whatever your proclivities, we can guarantee you’ll have a blast selecting your first flock. How could you not, with the roster of several hundblue breeds and varieties to choose from? The gallery that follows is a tiny sampling of what the chicken world has to offer.

1. White Sultan hen

2. Golden Sebright Bantam rooster

3. Buff Orpington rooster

4. Self Blue Araucana Bantam pullet

5. Light Brahma Bantam pullet

6. Tolbunt Frizzle rooster

7. Wheaten Asil hen

8. White Showgirl Silkie Bantam cockerel

9. Appenzeller Spitzhauben hen

10. Easter Egger hen

11. Mille Fleur d’Anvers Bantam hen

12. Black Langshan rooster

13. White Frizzle Polish hen

14. Self Blue Bearded Belgian Bantam hen

15. White Yokohama rooster

16. blue Pyle Modern Game cockerel

17. White Faced Black Spanish rooster

18. Serama Bantam rooster
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BREED SELECTOR GUIDE

Ameraucana

Lay Rate*: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, blue

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: Flyers; slow to mature


Ancona

Lay Rate: Excellent

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: Flyers


Andalusian

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: Wild; can be noisy


Antwerp Belgian

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Appenzeller Spitzhauben

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 2

Cautions: n/a


Araucana

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, blue

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Asil

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 2 (difficult for beginners)

Cautions: Aggressive with other chickens; docile with humans


Australorp

Lay Rate: Excellent

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Barnevelder

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, dark brown

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Bearded d’Uccle Bantam

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 5

Cautions: n/a


Booted Bantam

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Brahma

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Buckeye

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: Can get picked on in mixed flocks; good mousers


Campine

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: Flyers


Catalana

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: n/a


Chantecler

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Cochin

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Excessive

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Cornish

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Small, light  brown

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: Noisy


Crevecoeur

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 3

Cautions: Not suited for wet weather


Cubalaya

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes 

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 2

Cautions: Both roosters and hens can be aggressive


Delaware

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Light brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Dominique

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Light brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Dorking

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Dutch

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, tinted

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: Roosters can be aggressive


Easter Egger

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, blue, green, any

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes 

Forager: Better

Broody: Infrequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: Roosters can be aggressive; will not breed true


Empordanesa

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, chocolate

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: n/a


Favaucana

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, green

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Faverolles

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes 

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: Often get picked on in mixed flocks


Fayoumi

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: n/a


Hamburg

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Small, white

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: Flyers


Holland

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Houdan

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Best

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Jaerhon

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: n/a


Japanese Bantam

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: Roosters can be aggressive; flyers


Java

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Jersey Giant

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: Slow to mature


Kraienkoppe

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Best

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 2

Cautions: n/a


La Fleche

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: n/a


Lakenvelder

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: n/a


Langshan

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Legbar

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, blue

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: Sex-linked breed


Leghorn (Non-white)

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: Flighty; large combs especially subject to frostbite


Leghorn (White)

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Extra large or jumbo, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: Flighty; large combs especially subject to frostbite


Malay

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Medium, brown

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 1

Cautions: Both roosters and hens  can be aggressive


Marans

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, chocolate

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes 

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Minorca

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Extra large, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: n/a


Modern Game

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: Can be aggressive with other birds; intolerant of confinement


Naked Neck (Turken)

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


New Hampshire Red

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 4

Cautions: Hens with can other be aggressive birds


Old English Game

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Excessive

Docility: 3

Cautions: Flyers; roosters can be aggressive


Orpington

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 5

Cautions: n/a


Penedesenca

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, chocolate

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: n/a


Phoenix

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No 

Forager: Average

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 2

Cautions: Require special housing to maintain long rooster tails


Plymouth Rock

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Infrequent

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Polish

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 3

Cautions: Often in mixed get picked flocks on


Redcap

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Best

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 3

Cautions: n/a


Rhode Island

Lay Rate: Excellent

Egg Size and Color: Extra large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 4

Cautions: Hens can be aggressive to other breeds; roosters can be aggressive to humans


Rosecomb Bantam

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 3

Cautions: Flyers; roosters can be aggressive


Russian Orloff

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Medium, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: n/a


Sebright Bantam

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy:  Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 3

Cautions: Chicks notoriously difficult to rear


Serama

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Extra small, tinted

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Average

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 3

Cautions: Smallest chickens in the world (12 oz on average), but size can be variable based on the breeding line; they are usually too small for regular pelletized food


Sex Link

Lay Rate: Excellent

Egg Size and Color: Extra large or jumbo, brown, mostly

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy:  No

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 3

Cautions: Will not breed true


Sicilian Buttercup

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Small, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy:  Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 1

Cautions: Wild


Silkie Bantam

Lay Rate: Fair

Egg Size and Color: Small, tinted

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy: Yes

Forager: Average

Broody: Excessive

Docility: 5

Cautions: Stubborn broodies; sometimes prefer to sleep on the floor rather than on roosts


Sultan

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Small white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy:  No

Forager: Average

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


Sumatra

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Medium, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy:  Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Frequent

Docility: 2

Cautions: Males have multiple spurs


Sussex

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, light brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy:  Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 5

Cautions: n/a


Welsummer

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, chocolate

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy:  Yes

Forager: Best

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 4

Cautions: n/a


White-Faced Black Spanish

Lay Rate: Good

Egg Size and Color: Large, white

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: Better

Broody: Seldom

Docility: 2

Cautions: Face color takes time to develop


Wyandotte

Lay Rate: Very good

Egg Size and Color: Large, brown

Cold Hardy: Yes

Winter Layer: Yes

Heat Hardy:  Yes

Forager: Better

Broody: Infrequent

Docility: 3

Cautions: Can be aggressive to other birds


Yokohama

Lay Rate: Poor

Egg Size and Color: Small, tinted

Cold Hardy: No

Winter Layer: No

Heat Hardy: No

Forager: No

Broody: Occasional

Docility: 1

Cautions: Require special housing for long tails; can be aggressive to other birds and to humans




Key

Lay rate: Excellent (5 or 6 per week), very good (4 or 5 per week), good (3 or 4 per week), fair (2 or 3 per week), poor (1 or 2 per week)

Egg size: Extra small (1.25 oz or less), small (1.5 oz), medium (1.75 oz), large (2 oz), extra large (2.25 oz), jumbo (2.5 oz or bigger)

Cold hardy: Tolerates cold winter temperatures
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