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Getting Started
Raising chickens can be a very satisfying endeavor for anyone. But getting
started is best done with a plan and some attention to a few details that will save
you and your chickens some stress. This publication gets to the core of the
matter and provides a “how to” path to starting out with chickens.
I won’t tell you precisely what to do most of the time. I will, however, try to
give you the pieces of the puzzle to enable you to assemble them in the way
that works for you. One of the blessings of taking care of animals is that you get
to work creatively, inventing ways to reduce your effort, make the animals
‘happier’ and benefit your land.
Another advantage of chickens is that you can raise them in small urban flats,
suburban back yards and wide open rural plots. The concerns for any of these
environments is similar and I am sure that you will find valuable information
here.
We have 200 layers currently in rotation and each year we raise broilers
during the summer. We are not a commercial operation, but we love our farm.
The chickens are a great way to use the land to a productive end. Not to
mention that it’s pretty fun.

Determine your Zoning District
Your township or county most likely have ordinances that govern your use of
your private land. As much as I dislike government busy bodies telling us how
we are to use our land, we are stuck dealing with them.
This research is one part of this process that I cannot describe in detail for you
in this book.
differently.

Every municipality is different and posts their information

I will go through and explain the steps so that you can do for

yourself.
Your local municipality will have some information on-line. At the very least,
their telephone number will be listed. Many also have zoning maps and a copy

of their ordinances posted on the web. Look up your address on the zoning
map to determine the zoning district.

Most will have districts such as

Agricultural, Residential and Industrial. The goal is to discover which district that
your property falls within.
If you have difficulty determining this information, it may benefit your to simply
call your Municipality and ask for the zoning officer.

They will have the

resources to quickly look up your address.

The Ordinance
Once you have found your zoning district, we can now go to your
municipality’s ordinances and try to determine whether or not you are permitted
to have chickens. If you need to call your municipality, you can ask them directly
whether chickens are permitted on your property and if so, how many.
Personally I prefer to look at the law before speaking with any official. In fact,
my experience is that many officials don’t know the ordinances all that well and
will sometimes attempt to prevent you from doing things that are permitted.
Keep in mind that most ordinances are “permissive use” which means that if
the ordinance does not specifically permit the keeping of poultry on your
property, you are not permitted. Take this example from Estancia, New Mexico.
No structure shall be constructed, placed, or maintained,
and no land use commenced or continued, within the Town
of Estancia except as authorized by this Ordinance.

As you can see, it is clearly defined as a permissive use ordinance. If you do
any research, you will see references to ‘Common Law’ in various
interpretations. This means that there are implied permitted uses that are not
specifically delineated in the ordinance even though it is ‘permissive use’.
Ordinances are legal documents and as such can be challenging to interpret.
You should be able to scan the document for mentions of poultry, farm animals
and the like. Normally, in Agricultural zones, you will find that there will be few
limits on what you can raise, but density will be addressed. In residential zones,
there may be a full ban on farm animals or limits on how many animals per acre.
There are other areas of the ordinance that may apply to your situation.
These may include health and noise ordinances as well as limits to the number
(or total restriction) of male chickens. Chickens are considered farm animals
and will likely be constrained by laws regarding manure and composting as well.
If your ordinance does not permit the raising of chickens, there are a couple of
avenues that you can pursue. First, you may qualify for a ‘non conforming use’.
This is applicable when you have been using a property in a way that became
‘illegal’ when the ordinance came into existence, or your location was rezoned.
This is commonly referred to as being ‘grandfathered in’.
If however, this does not apply, you will need to request a variance.
Essentially, this is a request for permission to use the land in a way that does
not conform to the zoning rules. There will normally be some sort of application
process that will include fees and a hearing. This hearing will be where the
board or decision body will hear your request for a variance and decide on
whether or not to grant it. If you find that this is your path, take some time to
attend a few hearings prior to presenting at one. There may be some formality
to the process and you will want to avoid bumbling along during your
presentation. A good legal presentation is outside the scope of this book, but I
would encourage you to do a bit of research.
If you choose to be an outlaw, be prepared to defend a ‘cease and desist’
order from your municipality and ensure that you have a backup plan for your

chickens. It is very possible that you will not win a legal battle with your town
and we would not want your chickens to suffer for it.
There can be other restrictions on your land use such as homeowners
associations and deed restrictions. A few days of research will go a long way to
reducing your irritation and stress.

Eggs or Meat?
What is your goal? Are you looking for a small flock of laying hens or do you
want to have a chicken dinner 2 or 3 months in? My suggestion is to start with
eggs for a few reasons. First, butchering chickens that you have raised can be
difficult the first few times. It is not common for most people in the US to kill and
clean their own food. Having to engage this process is a bit gruesome.
Second, meat chickens are fast growing. Depending on the breed, you will
have them either 8 or 12 weeks. What this means is that everything happens
faster. Any mistake that you can make with chickens has an amplified effect
with meat chickens. Disease moves and kills faster. A water shortage mistake
one day can have an irreversible negative effect. Finally, small custom butchers
are challenging to find, so if you are dedicated to meat chickens, you will likely
have to plan on butchering on your own.

This book focuses primarily egg layers although the information is applicable
to meat chickens and we cover basic butchering later in the book.

Buy or Hatch?
Hatching is a risky proposition and unpredictably so for most of us. You can
expect the hatching yield to be about 50% with retail incubators. We have
gotten our best hatch rates by using a broody 1 chicken to hatch our eggs with
rates in the 90%-95% range.
Hatching will also provide you with statistically 50% males. This means that if
you are raising for eggs, you will either be butchering rather small roosters at 12
– 16 weeks or frantically searching for homes for them. Trust me, nobody wants
them. In about 16 weeks they will start crowing and getting aggressive.
Let me make this very simple. If you are just getting started, buy your chicks,
period. Start with live chicks, sexed, sorted and inoculated for Marek’s disease.
Order 10 to 15 times the number of females as males if you are getting males.
Males are not required for egg production, but we find that males play a valuable
role in protection and alertness. Don’t forget your neighbors though. Roosters
1

Occasionally, a chicken will go through a hormone change where she will stop laying eggs and will want to do nothing
but sit on eggs. If the eggs are removed, she will sit in an empty nest.

crow day and night, in the morning and in the evening, the sunlight and the
moonlight. Be careful not to irritate your neighbors. They can easily become
your best friend or your best enemy.
Local hatcheries are always suggested as a first choice for acquiring your
chicks.

However, your choices of breeds may be limited in this scenario.

Another good choice is to use the APPPA web site and look in the directory for

breeders. This organization is committed to pastured poultry and as such, many
of the members have a deep consideration for proper breeding and reviving
some of the more traditional breeds.
If you are more interested in national hatcheries and a wide selection, we have
had decent luck with these on-line hatcheries. Both of them offer great albeit
slightly different selection and we regularly utilize both of them.

Meyer Hatchery located in Polk Ohio and has a nice on-line presence.

McMurray Hatchery is located in Webster City Iowa and also has a nice web
site.

When ordering chicks for the first time, egg producers should go with Black
Australorps, Buff Orpingtons or Plymouth Rock. These are all cold and heat
hearty, relatively docile, not too flighty and a good place to start your venture.
That doesn’t mean that you can’t use a different breed, but you are reading this
to get a suggestion, right?
If you are stuck on meat chickens, you have some choices.

First, in the US,

the default choice is Cornish Cross. These hybrid chickens grow fast. They
take 8 weeks to grow to butchering size and their breasts grow extra fast
because breast meat is considered the most desirable. If your desire is to raise
a large full breed, Freedom Rangers are your choice. They take between 12
and 16 weeks to full size. They are not used too much in commercial operations
because the input costs are more than Cornish Cross. Beyond that, there are
some multi-use breeds such as Delaware that do well. They do not get nearly
as large as you might like, so it’s best to specify males. You will also be at 16+
weeks for Delawares.
If you are using a local hatchery and they suggest a breed over something that
I have here, you would likely do well to heed their advice. The fact that the
hatchery is nearby and their reputation to the local community is valuable, they
are motivated to see you succeed. They also know your weather and as such
will likely be a good source.
As a point of reference, you will see many hatcheries selling Sex Link
chickens. This is a cross breeding practice that causes the male and female
chicks to be born different colors making it much easier to sort 1 day old chicks.
They are hybrids by definition and will likely perform their intended duty for you.
Most will not breed and create ‘sex link’ chicks in the next generation.
Apparently, sorting chicks by sex is rather difficult and sex link hybrids make this
much easier.

How many?
This is really a matter of space. Pastured chickens require about 2 square
feet in the coop each. So, a small 4’ x 6’ coop can hold about 12 chickens. It’s
a little crowded, but pastured chickens spend most of their day outside. They
come in to sleep and lay eggs.
Pasture space for year round pasturing seems to be pretty good at around
200+ square 2feet per chicken in southern Pennsylvania. We have occasional
snow and potentially 2 weeks of the winter will be below 20° F (-7° C). The
pasture will completely outgrow the chicken’s ability to scratch it down in spring
and summer, but the winter provides quite a bit of area for each warm spell to
sprout some new shoots that the chickens just devour. You will want pasture
space, grass and bugs in the chicken’s diets if you want high quality eggs.
Penned chickens are going to require a bit more space in the coop at around 3
square feet per chicken. Additionally, their run must be about 15 square feet per
chicken. Naturally, with this small space, the chickens will scratch the ground
bare and you will have to supply them with 100% of their food.
2

The official number for pastured chickens is 108 square feet.

Raising 24 chickens is not twice as much work as 12. If you have 1 hour per
day to do chores that involve your chickens, you will be fine. Most days will just
require water, feed and collecting of eggs. Once per week or two, you will
spend an extra hour or so cleaning the coop. We will get into what that involves
a little later, but you need about 7 hours per week on average for a small flock.

Brooding
This is where you make or break your chickens. If the brooder is not ‘right’,
you will hurt the chickens for their entire lives. I have read that chicks need 0.5
to 1 square foot each in the brooder. Personally, I opt for a bit more at around
1.5 square feet each. I have also seen suggestions including keeping your
chicks in the brooder up to 8 weeks, but I have found that they are ready to
move to the ‘big coop’ by 4 or 6 weeks depending on the breed and the ambient
temperatures. Winter brooding requires more time in the brooder. My time with
commercial operators let me see that their rotation out of the brooder is at 4
weeks. These guidelines will work for both egg and meat chickens.
The important features of your brooding area are heat, food, water, protection
and cleanliness. I will address each of these items.

Heat in the brooder
Chicks need 95° F (35° C) for the first week lowering by 5° F ( 2.7° C) each
week. Certainly, you can use can use a heat lamp as a source, but I have found
that low wattage radiant chick warmers from Brinsea work quite nicely and they
don’t burn down your barn!
When your chicks arrive, place them immediately under the heat. They are
likely cold from transport and will need a warm and safe place to acclimate. You
will lose some in the first few days, but when the loss rate goes over 5%,
something is wrong.
If the chicks are crowding to the heat, the heat is too little. If they stay out at
the perimeter of your heat source, the heat is too much. Your brooder should be
ventilated but not drafty. Opening the door twice per day is not ventilation, so
make sure there is air in your brooder.
Yes, you can keep them in the house, but after about 2 weeks, your house will
smell like a coop. That likely won’t bode well with your spouse and visitors will
determine that you are just crazy.
Remove the heat from the brooder once your chicks have feathered in 3 – 5
weeks. This time should be adjusted based on ambient temperatures and how

well you have insulated your brooder. If they are huddling often, they need more
heat. If they are panting and holding their wings out, they are too warm.

Food in the brooder
Use a small feeder like the one depicted below for the first week or two.
Unfortunately, it can be a bit messy and I have found that sitting a board or a 9”
x 9” tile down in the litter and placing the feeder on top of it works best. It helps
to keep some of the litter out, keeps the feeder level and gives the chicks the
chance to pick up the food that they spill. The challenge that this presents is
that food will now be falling out onto the board or tile and sitting in their
excrement. Scrape the board clean at least once per day with a paint scraper or
equivalent.
Formulated chick feed from the feed store or your local farm supply will
provide your chicks with the energy and protein they need. While I would like to
feed them a more ‘natural’ diet from the beginning, it is pretty difficult to mix your
own feed. I would consider that an advanced topic. The manufacturers of
premixed feed are pretty good at making a balanced ration. Chicks are going to
get a crumble specifically labeled for chicks or as a ‘starter’. It’s around 18%
protein and they will eat that for about 10 weeks. Meat chickens on the other
hand will get a 21% protein starter.
For those just starting, it is best to trust the pre-mixed feed. There is a bit of a
debate on whether or not to use medicated feed. If you have hatched your own,
this is not normally needed. However, I would suggest using medicated for the
first week with chicks brought in from elsewhere. It’s a tough transition moving
into your brooder and the most vulnerable time is that first week. Keep feed
available at all times with no limit.
After about 2 weeks, you can introduce some more exciting foods to your
chicks like meal worms or tomato halves. They will be tentative at first, but it is
great fun to watch them discover a wriggly meal worm and chase one another
around the brooder for it. Just don’t over feed them on fruits and vegetables

quite yet. You want them to continue to eat their balanced feed and ensure
proper protein levels.
Now is the time to mention grit. Since chickens don’t have teeth, they swallow
their food whole. Grit is stone that chickens eat to help grind up their food. Grit
is not really required while chickens are eating only formulated feed, but it still
helps them digest their food more thoroughly.

When you start to introduce

supplemental foods like whole grains, corn vegetables or grass, it is important to
also supply them with grit. Chicks will require smaller grit than full size chickens,
so make sure to have a feeder available with the proper size.

If you are looking at organic or just have a desire to eschew the generic feed
suppliers, you will want to start at Fertrell. They are well respected in animal
feeds and for good reason. Fertrell produces organic feed supplements and has
a list of dealers. Give them a call to find a dealer near you that is also a feed
supplier.

Water in the brooder
Keeping clean water in the brooder is a requirement. For the first two weeks,
use something small and designed specifically for chicks. Place the water on a
board, tile or other hard surface to keep it from tipping just as you do the feed.
In about two weeks, move to a water container a bit larger and wherever
possible, hang it from your ceiling. This will allow you to constantly move the
water higher as the chicks grow, keeping the rim of the about even with their
backs. This is done to reduce dirt in the water and to lessen the spillage.
No matter what, your water will drip and the chickens will splash a bit. Shovel
any wet litter up daily and put new litter down in it’s place. Wet litter breeds
bacteria at levels that will not be beneficial.
Apple cider vinegar in the water helps to reduce the ability of the water to
support algae. There are many reports of vinegar helping with beneficial gut
bacteria, but this information is anecdotal and I can find nothing scientific
supporting that claim. A rate of about 1 tbsp per gallon is about right.
Replace the water every day. It is tempting to look at the waterer and think
“oh, they have plenty for tomorrow”. I urge you to resist the temptation to leave
the water. Just dump it and refill it regardless of how full it is. Chickens get
schmutz on their beak and then drink, leaving behind...well, schmutz in the
water. I don’t really know what that is, but it can’t be good.

Protection in the brooder
Everything wants to eat your chicks. I have had crows reach through fencing
and snatch chicks out of their pen, rats grab them and fill their holes with the
dead bodies and snakes gobble them right up without leaving a trace. Chicks
are especially vulnerable at night because their night vision is quite poor.
Physically, build your brooder with solid walls from the ground to at least 3
feet. Any other area should be covered in a small wire mesh (1/2 inch) to
entirely surround the brooding area. Positive latching on doors and accesses
will keep smart animals like raccoon from slipping in as well. Since chicks don’t
need to leave the brooder, you should only need a door for your egress.
Snakes, mice and weasels can find their way even into well built structures.
Don’t be surprised if one finds it’s way in. If you keep an eye on your chicks at
least twice per day in addition to locking them up, you will likely prevent all but
the rarest of attacks. One thing that we do is to place traps outside the brooder

to catch anything that might be hanging around. Any animal that is hanging
around the brooder is a threat.

Cleanliness in the brooder
I have read many reports regarding the best bedding to use. Frankly the
choice comes down to a few core factors. We have addressed this in more
detail later in the book in a section entirely about litter. However, the best place
to start is with pine shavings, hay or peat moss.
First, the main goal is to isolate your growing chicks from their excrement.
Standing in concentrated bacteria will only result in sick chicks.

For those

chickens that are just developing, this is especially important. Chicks that get
sick will rarely survive.
In some commercial environments, they may just use metal grating to allow
the poop to drop out of the brooder into a collection area. However, most of us
will be using a brooder that has a floor.
Start by making sure that the floor is sealed in the best manner possible.
Typically, this will be an oil based paint or epoxy. The sealant is spread on the
floor to provide a seamless smooth floor. Concrete may be coated in a similar
manner and this coating will stop moisture from migrating up into the litter.. Oil
or epoxy is preferred over latex paints because latex coatings breath and may
not prevent mites and bacteria from festering under the surface. If you place a
roost in your brooder, it’s best to paint that also.
On top of the sealed floor, there will be a litter. Start by laying down between 1
and 1.5 inches of litter spread evenly over the entire floor. The key thing to do is
to lay down a thin layer of bedding material every day in your brooder. Yes,
every day! It sounds like you will have your brooder over flowing with litter, but it
crushes down more than you would expect. We take the water and feed out of
the brooder once per day and spread a bit more litter. It does not take much
and you should concentrate on the areas with higher levels of excrement.
These areas are typically under and around the feeders/waterers and under the

heat where they sleep at night. Beyond food and water, this will help keep your
chicks from getting sick better than any other single thing you can do.
Once the chicks have grown and moved out of the brooder, you can remove
all of the litter to allow a good cleaning. This material will break down well in a
compost pile.
You will no doubt have some chicks that don’t live to adulthood and you will
experience the sad scene of a dead chick. Remove the carcass as quickly as
possible and either dispose of it in your normal trash or bury it in your compost
pile. This is the reason that we check on our chicks at minimum, twice per day.

The Coop
After 4 - 6 weeks in the brooder, it will be time to move them to a more
permanent coop. Naturally, similar design considerations should be taken into
account when selecting or building a coop as with a brooder. Paint surfaces

where possible and provide protection from predators. The size of your coop
should allow for at least 2 square feet per bird as we discussed earlier.

Design
There are many sources for those that desire to build their own coop. I have
read numerous books on how to build a coop and most of them are terrible.
Basic framing skills are all that are needed to put together a usable structure. If
you don’t have the skills or tools, save yourself a lot of pain and suffering and
call Smucker’s Chicken Coops at (717) 529-2601. They are an Amish builder
near us with plenty of designs and they also manufacture one of our designs.
We are not going to talk about precisely how to build a coop here, but we will
review the features needed.
Primary design considerations for a coop will involve providing safety, comfort
and cleanliness for your flock. The secondary considerations are for reducing
labor for the farmer.

Safety
Stationary or mobile, pastured or penned, your chickens are delicious to most
wild animals. Protecting them from predators takes some consideration. In this
section, we will look at the coop’s safety features.
Essentially, you will need to ensure that every opening into the coop can be
closed securely. Any ventilation will require wire cloth to cover the hole. You will
likely be allowing your chickens to exit the coop during the day either into a run
or just outside. This door will be open during the day, but the moment that night
falls, it should be closed. Consider an automatic door if you can swing it. For
us, it is difficult with full time jobs to be at the coop at just the right time and our
automatic door saves a lot of worry.
If you are using a run, the same rules apply to the run as the coop. The run
should be entirely covered with wire such as hardware cloth ranging in size from
½ inch to 1 x 2 inch. Doors should positively latch and be hard enough to use

that a raccoon will not figure it out. A raccoon is smart, strong and will work
tirelessly to circumvent your security precautions.
If your coop is stationary, consider placing an apron around the perimeter to
prevent digging predators from digging under your coop or run walls. The apron
material will typically be 2” square hardware cloth or smaller. There are two
basic approaches to installing an apron.
The first method is to trench around your coop and extend the vertical fencing
down into the ground. This can be an extension of your coop fencing or a
separate piece of wire cloth. Be sure to attach the cloth to the bottom edge of
your coop after it is buried.
If your coop is already placed, the easiest way to install an apron is by placing
a strip of hardware cloth flat on the ground around the perimeter of the coop.
After laying an 18” – 24” inch wide piece of hardware cloth down, bend up the
edge toward the coop at about 2” or so. This bent edge will allow you to fasten
the wire to the coop. Follow that up with 1” - 2” of soil to cover the cloth. Plant
grass or whatever you like in the soil and the hardware cloth will lock into the
ground around the coop.

Digging animals tend to go right up against the wall that they would like to
circumvent and start to dig. The apron will provide a barrier and the soil over the
top of the apron will keep smart animals from finding the edge and lifting it up.
Next, you are protecting your flock from the weather. Shade in the summer,
warmth out of the wind for the winter and dry when it’s raining. Stationary coops
will benefit if you can keep their floor off of the ground.

First, moisture is

reduced with the free flow of air under the coop and rain water won’t splash onto
your exterior walls keeping them wet and deteriorating them prematurely. It also
provides much needed shade on hot summer days if the flock can get under the
coop.
Anchor your coop. Even relatively large coops need to be anchored to the
ground to prevent the wind from rolling it around in a strong thunderstorm.
When your chickens get scared, you want them to go to the coop. A coop that
moves during a wind storm will cause them to doubt it’s safety. In those cases,
it can be difficult to get them back into the coop and even harder to get them to
lay eggs in it.

To Perch or Not to Perch
There is a bit of debate about whether or not to put a perch in the coop. The
first thing to say is that chickens like to perch. If you have 2 perches, they will
choose the higher one. If they can get to a window sill near the roof, that’s
where you will find them.
The problem that a perch can present is that the birds will sit on it and
defecate in a concentrated area. This will in turn cause cake that will not break
down, mix in to the litter now or in the future. You will have to extract the
manure manually from time to time. Remember how we talked about separating
your flock from it’s manure? A perch is better in that they are up out of the
manure when they sleep.

However, it’s a problem in that their manure

concentrates and cakes under the perch.

In many starter or back yard coops, you will find a manure drawer
incorporated under the perch, This allows for an easy way to separately clean
under the perch and it also keeps the chickens from walking in it.
Eliminating the perch forces the birds to walk around on the floor and to
distribute their emanations relatively evenly. They also scratch the floor more
consistently causing a mixing of the litter and better composting.

In this

scenario, you will not have to shovel much out of the coop. You can simply add
another layer of litter to the existing. It will save labor.
We use a perch.

We expend the extra labor because we feel that the

chickens like it. Allowing the manure to be concentrated creates a target area
that is easy to clean. We place the perch right down the middle of the coop. To
clean it, I open the door, remove the perch and shovel or pitchfork out the worst
of the manure right down the center. Then I add material to what remains.
If you are starting out, experiment with no perch or a small one and
experience the chicken’s behavior. It’s difficult to predict what you will prefer.
This information should help you decide where to start.

Nesting Boxes
A nesting box is not complicated. The box should be approximately (for the
average chicken) 12” x 12” x 9” high. The opening to the nesting box should be
slightly smaller at 9” x 8” high. The point of the nesting box is to allow your
chicken to enter, turn around and sit down. You don’t want enough room that
they can really scratch or stand. They should only be able to crouch inside.
Placement of the nesting box should not be far from where they sleep at night
and they should be shaded or even a bit dark all day long. I elevate my lowest
nesting boxes, but this does not seem to be a requirement. I have seen many
people place their boxes directly level with the floor with reasonable success.
Finally, your chickens will only lay eggs where they feel the safest.

This

means that wind cannot move the boxes, traffic (chicken traffic) outside the
boxes should be reasonably low and weather should not affect a laying hen in
the least. You will want to avoid things like placing the water or feed too close to
the nesting boxes as well.
If you find that your chickens begin to lay outside the coop, make sure that
your boxes are as comfortable as possible. Is the sun shining into the boxes?
Do you need to get some hay in there? Make an adjustment, then lock your

chickens in the coop for 3 days. The hens will have to lay during that time and
will have little choice but to use the boxes. Do this once per 2 weeks until they

get the hang of using the boxes which could take up to 10 times for hard cases.
Chickens remember things in 2 ways. Repetition (about 10 times) will burn a
habit into their brain and they will do that ‘thing’ religiously. The second is
stress.

For example, a single dog attack will make them fearful of dogs

immediately and for their lives. Use this behavior to your advantage.

Egress
Your chickens will need to get in and out of your new coop.

We use an

automatic chicken door. The door that I use does not monitor temperature,
however there are some on the market that will not open to let the chickens out
if it’s ‘too cold’. Here is the thing, chickens aren’t smart, but they know what cold
is. If it’s too cold, they will huddle and be resistant to venture too far. The
temperature sensing door makes sense when you have a small coop where an
open door will allow snow and rain to get into the coop or otherwise make the
coop unsafe. Larger coops will not suffer this problem.

Spend only what you need to on a door. If you have a fenced run on your
coop, you can leave the door open all the time. But, if you have your coop open
to the great outdoors, you will want to open it at sunrise and close it at sunset. I
once missed closing the coop door at sunset by ½ hour and I lost 6 chickens to
a raccoon. I did beat him, but we suffered heavy casualties.
It won’t take long before you want an automatic door.
In the case where your chickens have a closed run, you should still have a
door. There will be times that you will want to lock them into their coop such as
when the snow is too deep. Automatic doors just require less attention.
The door or opening should either have a ramp to it or be at ground level on
both sides. I find that a hole approximately 9” wide and 12” – 14” tall works to
allow them to simply duck to walk through.

Litter
We reviewed the best litters for your chicks, but now that they are grown, we
can be a bit more inventive. The choice comes down to the two main factors of
availability and price.
We still want to isolate your chickens from their excrement. There are two
main ways to do this in your coop. Either plan on cleaning out your coop fairly
often, or plan on adding to the litter every 2 – 4 weeks (deep litter method).
The litter serves a couple of purposes. First, it is absorbent. Bird droppings
are a combination of both the urine and feces so will naturally have a bit of liquid
in them. Second, the litter will chemically combine with the droppings. There
are 2 chemical balances of concern.

First, the Carbon to Nitrogen ratio is

important for generating quality compost. The ratio varies by source, but seems
to be best at 30:1 to 25:1 (carbon 25 and nitrogen 1). This will permit complete
composting. 1 The other chemical process of concern is the pH balance.
1

Carbon content of wood will range from 46% – 55% with conifers being on the higher range. Nitrogen content of
chicken manure is reported in the range of 4.6%. Chickens drop approx: 2oz per day per chicken. Each pound of manure would require 2.3 pounds of saw dust as an example.

The alkalinity of chicken poop is high with a reasonable amount of ammonia.
Most litter materials are also slightly alkaline. In other words, most litters do not
help balance the pH and this causes the situation where your coop is stinky
because of the excess ammonia.
Litters such as sawdust, shavings, hay, straw, peat, corn stalk, paper and even
sand may be used with varying levels of success and labor.
Let’s give a quick rundown of various bedding material along with their good
and bad features:

Straw and Hay: 7-8 pH; 40% Carbon; 1% Nitrogen
Pro: Easy to acquire and transport. Relatively inexpensive. Hay contains seeds that
the chickens enjoy picking through.
Con: The stringy nature of these materials make it difficult to spot clean the coop. It
seems that when you grab a scoop of heavily soiled hay, you pull out the whole
thing. It’s best to simply lay a bit more on top instead of trying to spot ‘clean’.
When it’s time, empty all of it at once.

Sand: 7 pH; 0% Carbon; 0% Nitrogen
Pro: Sand will wick and drain away moisture as apposed to absorbing it. It is
especially good outdoors where rain would ruin any other material.
Con: It will not ‘break down’ or compost the manure. It is cleaned more or less like
kitty litter. It will ‘leak’ the manure into the environment instead of composting.

Pine Shavings: 5-6 pH; 50% Carbon; 0.1% Nitrogen
Pro: Large enough that small chicks will not eat it. Pleasant smell and easy to
acquire in small amounts. Nice source of carbon.
Con: It can be difficult to find in quantity and this causes it’s price to be a bit steep
for larger coops.

Paper: 6.5 pH; 40% Carbon; 0.1% Nitrogen
Pro: Inexpensive and absorbent.

Con: Inks and glues in paper can be toxic to chickens and it’s difficult to sort the
good from the bad. When paper gets wet, it will typically stay wet and cake.

Sawdust 5-6 pH; 50% Carbon; 0.1% Nitrogen
Pro: Absorbent and carbon rich.

Easily handled with a snow shovel and rake.

Inexpensive.
Con: Dusty

Peat Moss: 3-4.5 pH; 55% Carbon; 1-4% Nitrogen
Pro: Relatively acidic making it very effective on the ammonia in bird droppings.
Requires less cleaning than most litters. It is likely the most effective litter.
Con: Peat can be a bit dusty, but not too extreme.
This is by no means a complete list of materials to use for litter. For example,
hulls may be available in your area. You may find peanut, rice, cocoa, wheat
and other grain hulls available and most of them offer a good option for your
litter. Be inventive and search your local area for any industry that may be
discarding this type of material.

While your chicken’s health is the highest

concern, expense, availability and labor are the driving factors.

Food and Water
Initially, you will be using bags of feed, but if you continue to grow your flock,
you will find a need to move to bulk feed. You will find that this threshold
becomes necessary somewhere around 250 chickens. This is a discussion on
getting started, so bulk feed not really covered here.
As chicks, you fed them premixed chick feed crumbles, but as they get older, (
10 weeks for layers) you will want to shift to pellets. This is primarily because
pellets waste less feed. They don’t dust up quite as much and the chickens can
find dropped feed in the litter a little easier. Bulk feeds will typically not be
available in pellets.

At 4 – 6 weeks, you will be moving from 18% chick feed to a layer pellet with
about 16% protein whereas broilers will migrate at 4 weeks from a 21% chick
feed to an 18% pellet. They will eat a total of about 4 oz (114 g) per day per bird
of food once they are adults. Keeping your chickens out on pasture will reduce
the level of feed required and at the same time provide some variation in their
diet that improves egg and meat quality.

In our operation, we try to keep

manufactured feed between 33% and 50% of their total ration. Winter makes it
harder for the chickens to forage the energy and protein necessary, so feed
rates start to go up once the frost has hit. If your chickens must remain cooped
up, you can measure out 1 lbs of feed per 4 birds, give it to them in the morning
and it will likely be gone by nightfall.
A big difference between laying hens and broilers is that you should constrain
or meter feed with laying hens to avoid over feeding. The goal with the feed is
to put feed out and have it all eaten every day. Allowing feed to remain in the
feeders overnight will also encourage rat and mouse populations and

overeating. However, almost no one does this due to the level of attention
necessary. This is done in commercial environments where a machine delivers
feed on a schedule.
Broilers on the other hand are allowed to eat as much as they want. Keeping
feeders full at all times helps them grow quickly. Keeping feeders full causes
other problems of which the primary one is waste. Full feeders tend to spill feed
on the ground when the chickens peck around and a significant portion remains
uneaten.
Water is more important than food for every living creature, including chickens.
Even if they don’t drink it all every day, replace it every day. You will find that
chickens will make a mess with the water. They will poop in it, scratch around it
and get litter in it and they will splash water into the litter making a permanent
wet spot under the water container.
You will find all kinds of watering containers around, but for decent and
consistent results there are two for the beginner.

First, there is the plastic

poultry drinker. These are best when not used in direct sun and can be hung
from the ceiling. Keeping them off the ground will help reduce poop and litter in
the water and can be as high as your chickens’ backs. They will still splash
making wet litter which you will have to keep after.
The second style is a more conventional galvanized steel water can. These
are best used in sunlight or where hanging the water is not an option. You
should always raise the container above the ground on some sort of pedestal
even if you can’t hang it. These containers will not grow algae like the plastic
containers and tend to keep the water cooler during the summer.
No watering containers handle ice well. If it’s cold where you are, consider a
heater for one of the steel water containers or you may want to experiment with
other heated options. In our case, we have no power in our coop, so we have 2
water containers that we swap out during the winter. If one gets too much ice in
it, we take it somewhere to thaw and use the other. Inside the coop, the water
doesn’t freeze too quickly and we can normally keep it in there overnight.

During the day, however, we hang the water outside and the sun will warm it
enough to keep the water flowing. On super cold days, we change the water
more often. It’s difficult to say what will suit you best, but these are some
strategies to start with. Don’t forget that children are a great tool for changing
the water if you have some available.
Remember, just like in your brooder, 1 tbsp per gallon of apple cider vinegar in
the water helps to reduce the ability of the water to support algae.
Finally, we must mention grit again. We went over grit earlier, but it is worth
repeating.

When your birds go outside or begin to eat anything other than

ground feed such as grass, fruits and vegetables or whole grains like corn, you
will need to give them grit. You can purchase grit in bags from the feed store,
but I encourage you to check locally for a quarry where they provide 1/8” stone.
A few 5 gallon buckets full of stone should run about $5. What happens if you
don’t give them grit? One of the most common results is “Sour Crop”. This
happens when food remains in their crop for too long and begins to ferment.
Also, strands of grass can become lodged anywhere along the digestive tract
creating an inability to pass food. Left untreated will result in a dead chicken.

Ventilation
How much ventilation do you need in your coop? In summer, as much as you
can. In winter, you will still want ventilation while avoiding a direct draft blowing
on the chickens. Most modern manufactured coops have plenty of ventilation
built in. Honestly, during the summer, you should just keep all vents open.
Naturally, you don’t want rain coming into the coop, but until the temps dip below

40° F (5 ° C), there is no need to close them up. In fact, you will find peak laying
at a temperature of about 55° – 60° F (13° – 16° C).
Unless you have a special situation, fans are not necessary. If you find that
the ‘sun side’ of the coop is too hot, put up some insulation and cover it with
something like Fiberglass Reinforced Wall Panel or a painted thin plywood. If
you go into your coop and it smells bad, it is generally a sign of ‘cleanup needed’
as much as indicating a ventilation problem. So, don’t confuse a need for more
ventilation for more shovel time.
One thing to keep in mind. Ventilation requires a hole to be opened in your
coop.

This hole is an opportunity for animals that would love to eat your

chickens. Protect openings in your coop with hardware cloth.

Light
Light in the coop. Would it be bad for me to say, not too much and not too
little? OK, something a little more actionable. You want about 30-50% of the
outside light to be in your coop. It should be plenty of light for reading a book
without direct sunlight shining directly on any chickens or nesting boxes. During
the summer when the sun is high, use the roof or eves to block some of the
direct light. During the winter, you can allow more light in.
I am a bit of a stickler on building maintenance. Therefore, I tend to avoid
regular windows because they leak and wood around them tends to rot.
Translucent panels are more my style for allowing light in. Never on the roof,
only on the walls. These translucent panels allow 45% - 90% light through
depending on exactly what you purchase. They install with screws just like
metal roofing material. Make sure to get the correct screws with rubber seals in
the head.
None-the-less, if you are a backyard hobbyist, live in a neighborhood or are
not as concerned with a minimalist approach, you will probably have a coop that
looks like a little home. That means windows, trim, gutters and the like. These

will typically have clear glass windows, so be careful to orient them to avoid the
direct sun shining into the nesting boxes.
Wondering how to calculate how much light is being left into your coop?
Essentially, make approximately 30% of your sun facing wall translucent and if
you are using walls other than southern, make approximately 50% of the walls
translucent. If my sun side wall is 6 feet tall by 12 feet long, I will have 72
square feet of wall. Using glass, I will need 35% of 72 square feet or 25 square
feet of glass. That would be about 3 average size windows at 40”x32”. Using
less transparent panels that pass 50% of their light puts us up to 50 square feet
of panel on our 72 square foot wall.
One thing to remember is that chickens NEED to be able to get out of the
direct sun during the summer. Summer heat will kill chickens much faster than
winter cold. Also, if your coop gets too hot inside, you will find it difficult to get
them to lay eggs in the coop.
One option that works well is to allow light in on the sides of the coop that do
not directly face the sun. In exchange, increase the percentage of translucent
panels or windows. This way, you can insulate the sun facing portion of the
coop to help avoid turning your coop into an oven.

Placement
There are a couple of goals with placement of the coop. First, since direct sun
can turn your coop into an oven, try to use the natural shade of trees wherever
possible to help keep your chickens comfortable. Second, the door should face
away from prevailing winds. If a violent storm blows in, the chickens will find
themselves in the lee of the coop where they should find a welcoming open
door. Third, your coop must ‘feel’ safe. Protecting it from wind and weather by
keeping it near a barn or berm will reduce the shaking and shuddering that wind
and rain can generate. If your chickens don’t feel safe, they will not be happy.
Placement also affects where the chickens will roam. Where ever you put the
coop, they will tend to run in a circle around the coop. That means that grass
near the coop may totally disappear and you could be left with a mud bog
around your coop whenever it rains.

Mobility
In the fight against mud bogs, you may find yourself wanting to move the
coop. We could get into the pastured poultry movement called the “shift” and
mobile shelters.

However, I am assuming that you are not a commercial

pastured poultry enterprise at this stage.

Typical prefabricated coops can be quite heavy. Moving them may be no
small feat. Smaller coops will sometimes come with optional landing gear that
can be lowered to allow you to move the coop on wheels. Still others are made
sturdy enough to be dragged around with a chain or rope. Regardless, when
you are picking out or building your coop, mobility must be considered. We
have found that the wheel kits available on manufactured coops are quite nice
even if it’s just to move the coop for mowing. It does, however, make it more
difficult to use a skirt around the coop or run.
We don’t use skirting on our mobile coops. We move them every day and find
that there is no problem with digging animals. Most diggers won’t make it into
the coop in one night, and a move thwarts their progress.
The opposite of mobility must also be considered. It is not uncommon to get a
flash thunderstorm during the summer with 60 – 80 mph winds. This is a time
when mobility is not a preference. Ground anchors can help keep your coop still
when you need it to be still. You can consider putting anchors into a few key
areas to allow a move of the coop to new anchors each time you move.

The Grazing Space
How much pasture does a chicken need? Chickens will eat about 4 ounces of
16% protein feed per day. If you want to reduce that amount, you will need to
provide them with space to dig to find delicious morsels. Your pasture quality
will greatly affect the volume of food that will still be required for your chicken to
thrive, however a minimum pasture space is 2 square feet of fresh pasture per
day. This results in around 800 square feet per chicken each year. This space

can be re-used during the year. At 200 square feet per bird total, this will allow
you to use each area 4 times. This will also keep the amount of manure per
acre of land down to about 2 tons per acre. When manure load is greater than
about 4 tons per acre, you will experience burn out in your pasture. More space
is always better.

Feed and Nutrition
There is an entire science behind poultry nutrition.
essentials.

However, let’s hit the

Chickens will not get enough nourishment on pasture or in the

woods to remain healthy.

This means that no matter what, you will be feeding

them a poultry ration. While not necessarily optimal, your chickens will live on
almost any 16% - 18% protein chicken feed that you find. Where you find
differences is that less expensive feeds use greater amounts of fat (reclaimed
grease from restaurants) in their feeds to keep the calorie count high and high
amounts of soy for protein. Many people grow their own chickens to get away
from soy, GMO’s (Genetically Modified Organisms) and used fats.

Getting

started means using a feed that is accessible to you.
Chickens eat 4 ounces of feed per day per bird. You can quickly do the math
to determine the maximum feed required. However, if you have the square
footage for pasturing, you can reduce that feed amount up to 60% during spring

and summer depending on the availability of food in your pasture. Naturally, if
you only have a small penned in area, you will have to supply them with their
entire ration. If you are doing chickens for eggs, ration their food. No more than
4 ounces per day. Don’t let your laying hens get fat! Broilers on the other hand
are typically given as much feed as they can eat.
I have tested various feeds, organic, grains, etc. The biggest difference in the
quality of the meat and eggs seems to come from open space and pasturing.
From my reading, it seems that the feed does greatly affect the cholesterol
levels and vitamins in the eggs and meat. However, the feeds tested are highly
variable even in the case that you follow a particular recipe. I use the most
natural feed that I can manage and put my efforts into providing quality pasture.
Water going dry will have the most negative impact on your birds and it will
happen quickly. Keep the water cool and in the shade, keep it clean and keep it
flowing. Two water sources is best in the event of a failure or when one goes
dry. Don’t mess this part up!

Predator Protection
Everything, and I mean everything wants to eat your chickens. Neighbors,
(yes, people steal chickens) dogs, fox, hawks and the like are looking for a
vulnerability. There are essentially 2 paths that you can take. First, you can
fence in your poultry behind hardware cloth. When I say ‘behind’, I mean to
entirely encompass the chickens in wire. This exposes you only to rats and
snakes and a handful of other small predators. Normally, rats and snakes are
only problematic for small birds, but snakes will swallow up a few eggs before
you know it.
We tend not to kill snakes found in the coop since snakes eat mice and rats. I
relocate them 100 yards or greater from the coop and they don’t seem to come
back. It is pretty satisfying to find a snake in the barn swallowing a full size rat.
The second path is to allow your chickens out from behind their defenses, but
provide protection in the way of trained livestock guardian dogs.

You can

pasture chickens inside of a fence and they will be protected from most dogs
and fox. However, raccoon and hawks/eagles will soon be thinning your flock
without a protector. I know from personal experience that once hawks discover
your chicken smorgasbord, they will bring their family and their friends. LGD’s
(Livestock Guardian Dogs) are breeds like Maremma,

Kangal, Komonder,

Great Pyrenees and Antolian shepherds. Training them for chickens is no small
feat, but when it works, it really works.
We free range pasture our chickens on a few acres of land. Everything was
going along fine until one fall when the hawks found our field. It started slowly
with an attack here and there, maybe every week or so. Then, the hawks called
their friends and started hanging around in the trees outside the pasture. They
would wait for us to leave and then start their attacks. Finally, we were up to 1
and 2 losses per day with no luck using various means to deter them. After 16
losses in less than 2 weeks, I drove 6 hours to New York to meet Liberty. She
was 8 years old and was being retired from a small farm where she was in
charge of the chickens. Now, two years later, we have lost only 1 chicken to a
predator. She is the reason that we still have chickens.

Behavior and Training
Chickens are creatures of habit. Once they have learned something, it’s tough
to unlearn it. If you want to teach then how to exit a door for example, you will
need to help them out the door at least 10 times. 10 times seems to be the
magic number and repetition is your only friend when it comes to chickens.
Using feed to train the chickens seems to be the most effective. If you want
them to go to a certain area (in the run, or out of the run), feed them in the place
you want them to be. Do this habitually and your chickens will follow your lead.
Chickens do learn one other way.

When they get frightened and the

adrenaline flows, they remember whatever it was that caused it. This is one
reason that you don’t want to get frustrated with your chickens and cause any
kind of panic. They will forever associate you with their panic and behavior will
suffer because of it. You want them to repeatedly find safety in the coop so that
the one place they go when they get scared.
Chickens can be very pleasing in one sense, but I must admit that they can
frustrate me to no end. For example, they love to scratch next to things. They
will go right up to the edge of a fence or building and will scratch. At first, it’s not
so bad, but eventually, they will move several inches of dirt away from a

building. They will pull the mulch out from around the trees and dig holes in the
least desirable place to dust themselves. Try not to get frustrated and make
them scared of you.
Techniques to help are to fence off no-go zones. Here, you can use chicken
wire to keep them out of the garden or away from your precious petunias.
Another technique is to toss a Frisbee over them when they go into an area that
you don’t want them. They think that the Frisbee is a hawk or owl coming to get
them and the fear will help them remember where to avoid.

Culling and Composting
Your chickens may be your friends, but culling will be a fact of life. A chicken
will get sick or have a blowout and you will have to help it move on to the next
world. In any sort of production environment, you will have to determine the
best time to take chickens out of production. Most egg laying operations cull
their chickens either at their first molt or their second (between 2 and 2.5 years
old). I have run numbers on this and it is hard to determine which time is the
most efficient. You will know that they are molting when the feathers start to fall
out and they look ‘bald’ in areas. Chickens don’t lay eggs during this time and
the first molt lasts about 3 months.
We will get into butchering next, but first you should consider how you will
handle random dead chickens. Composting the bodies may be the best way to
handle them especially if they died of a sickness. Make sure that the carcass is
buried fairly deeply to avoid having it uncovered by a wandering raccoon or dog.
I personally use a compost pile and place the carcass into the bottom of an 18 24” deep hole, mix well with a few pounds of saw dust (or other carbon
containing compound) and cover with dirt. This brew will eliminate every sign of
the body and bones in a couple of months.
If you are in a neighborhood where composting won’t work, simply put the
body in a garbage bag and put it with your regular trash.

Butchering
While we did not talk specifically about meat chickens in this publication,
butchering old hens after they have stopped laying will help you make excellent
broth.
Butchering was hard for us at first. I was resistant to killing the chickens and
the whole thing became a bit of an emotional hurdle. However, these things
need to be done and there is nobody that is going to do it for you. It gets easier,
so stick to it.
Let’s start with a list of equipment, both optional and required, that you would
use to butcher.
Killing cone – Optional – Cones are used to place your chickens upside down and
restrain them while you drain the blood.
Sharp knife – Required – You will need one to cut the arteries and veins in the neck
to allow your chicken to be drained of blood and another 4”-6” fillet knife to
perform the evisceration.
Buckets – Required – A typical 5 gallon bucket or other container to be used under
the chicken to collect blood, feathers and the entrails.
Gloves – Optional - Personal preference, but may make a very messy process a bit
easier. If you plan to give or sell them to others, this is a requirement.
Scalding tank – Required – This can be anything from a large stockpot and a propane
burner to a production purpose built piece of equipment. It needs to be large
enough to completely submerge a chicken and swish it around. If you are going
to butcher any quantity, a commercial scalder is a must.
Thermometer – Required – This will be used to measure water temperature in the
scalder. Commercial scalders will have one built in.
Water – Required – A good source of running water is important throughout the
process for cleaning the chicken, table and your hands as you progress.

Table – Required – If you are unable to use a purpose built evisceration table, it is a
good idea to cover your table with a clean tarp or plastic to assist in the cleanup
process.
Paper Towels – a generous supply of paper towels will be useful for cleaning up and
drying your chickens.
Cutting board – a good cutting surface is necessary.
Chill Tank – Required – Cooler filled with ice and water – storage for your chickens
until you are able to bag and store them.
Storage Bags – Required – you can either use zip lock bags for one or two chickens
or you can invest in a vacuum packer.
Old Clothing – Optional – This is a messy process, best not to ruin your good jeans.
Using a heavy processing apron is pretty nice as well. You will be spraying water
quite a bit and the apron will keep you dry.
If you will be processing any quantity of chickens, you will want to consider
using purpose built equipment. I would suggest that you start at Featherman
Equipment or a line called Poultry Man if you have interest.
Stop feeding your chickens at least 12 hours prior to butchering. This will
allow them to process their food and their crops and gizzards will contain less.
First, you will have to actually kill the chicken. This is best done by hanging
the chicken by it’s feet upside down or by putting it head first into a kill cone.
Either way, the chicken will calm down as the blood rushes to it’s head. Some
people remove the head with a sharp knife and others cut the artery on the
sides of the neck. We prefer to open the arteries and let the chicken bleed out.
Grasp the head and draw the knife along the side of the neck just under the jaw
bone. Repeat this on the opposite side avoiding a cut to the esophagus.
Keep in mind that when the chicken expires, it will flap, spreading blood
everywhere unless you are using a cone.
provides is very helpful.

The restraint that the kill cone

Once the bird has expired, it’s time to remove the feathers. This requires
dunking the carcass in 140 degree F water for a minute or so to make sure that
they are wet to the skin. There are commercial scalders available that make this
quite a bit easier if you are doing a number of chickens. Put the whole bird into
the water and swish for a minute or so and then take them out and hang them
up by the feet. You can test your scald by pulling on the wing feathers. When
they come out easily, you have a good scald. If you scald too much, the skin will
look like it’s peeling. You will find it best to keep the feet separated so that you
can get to the feathers in between the legs. Then pick out the feathers. If you
think this does not sound like fun, you are right. Pull the feathers quickly or they
will begin to set again.
Once the feathers have all been removed, you will find that there are still pin
feathers attached to the skin. The only way that I know to handle these feathers
is to use a torch or some other flame source to burn them off. Be careful,
because it is easy to damage the skin.

Using a commercial plucker is an

alternative that does a great job at removing all of the feathers in short order.
Once you have removed the feathers, it is time to put the carcass on the
butchering table.
1. Remove the head – Most people will remove the head with a cleaver or
pruning shears. This can leave sharp edges of bone that can poke holes in your
storage bags. We suggest to grab hold of the head and give it a gentle tug. It
removes fairly easily and the separation leaves smooth edges that will not put
holes in your bags.
2. Remove the feet – Hold the leg just above the foot and lift. By putting slight
pressure on this joint, the ridge between the upper and lower leg can be seen.
With your fillet knife slice between the joint. The foot should separate cleanly
without nicking the bone. Peel the outer skin off of the feet and set them aside,
they add a tremendous flavor to any chicken stock.
3. Remove the preen gland – The preen gland secretes oil that chickens use to
care for it’s feathers. It is located on the back near the rump and can be found

by looking for a small “nipple” where the oil is secreted. Keeping it on the bird
can result in tainting the flavor of your meat. Remove it by starting just in
front of the nipple, cut vertically until you hit the bone, turn the knife toward
the end of the tail and scoop under the gland. This will remove the nipple and
the gland below.
4. Dislodge the crop, esophagus and windpipe – Pull the skin tight at the base of
the neck just above the breasts. Make a small cut large enough to insert your
thumb. Tear the skin downward to expose the crop. This is a small, opaque,
balloon structure where the chicken stores feed before it is processed by the
gizzard. Hopefully you did not feed prior to butchering and the crop will not be
full of food. The crop is attached to the esophagus which runs along the neck
along with the windpipe. These are two tubular structures. Loosen them by
pushing your thumb down against the spinal column and scoop under the
esophagus and windpipe. Lift your thumb and dislodge them from the neck.
5. Evisceration – With the carcass situated with the backbone down on the table,
make a small cut just above the vent. Rip the skin and fold it back toward the
breast to expose the gizzard and intestines. Do not make your initial cut to
deep because it is very easy to nick the intestines and spill them into the cavity.
Separate the gizzard (resembles and clam shell, see picture) from the skin. At
this point the viscera have been freed from the surrounding tissue. Slide a
hand along the keel bone at the top of the cavity until you reach and can feel
the heart. Curl your fingers around and down to capture all of the organs and
pull. The guts, including the crop, esophagus and windpipe should release and
come out very easily. Now slice either side of the vent and slide the knife
under to release the vent and all of the entrails from the bird.
If you would like to keep the heart and liver for future use, simply pull the heart
from the entrails and put to the side. You must separate the gall bladder which
looks like a slimy green worm. If this breaks, will taint any meat or organ that it
touches. Gently wrap your fingers around the liver and pull it apart from the gall
bladder and set the liver aside. Discard the gall bladder along with the rest of
the entrails into a bucket.

The only organ that should remain in the bird are the lungs.

They are

attached to the rib cage on either side of the chest. If you look inside the cavity,
they are very bright and spongy. Reach in with your fingers and scrape them
from the rib cage. They should come out in one piece.
Rinse the bird inside and out and then place it into a cooler filled with water
and ice. Allow them to rest for about an hour before removing, drying with paper
towels and bagging. Allow them to rest in refrigeration for a few days, this will
allow rigor mortis to pass before cooking.

Old Chickens and Recipes
The meat on chickens that are older than about 14 weeks starts to get tough.
Egg layers are around 24 months old when they go into their first molt which
would be the first opportunity to cull them from the flock. This ‘tough old bird’ will
not be good for normal chicken meals, but will be more suited to stewing and
broth. Here are 2 recipes that you can use to help utilize your chickens to their
fullest.

Home made broth
Ingredients
2-1/2 pounds bony chicken pieces (legs, wings, necks or back bones). It is best to
break or cut the bones into pieces. This allows the marrow to easily make it’s way
into the broth.
2 celery ribs with leaves, cut into chunks
2 medium carrots, cut into chunks
2 medium onions, quartered
2 bay leaves
6 cloves of garlic, peeled
1/2 teaspoon dried rosemary, crushed
1/2 teaspoon dried thyme
8 to 10 whole peppercorns

2 quarts cold water
Instruction
Place all ingredients in a soup kettle or Dutch oven. Slowly bring to a boil;
reduce heat until mixture is just at a simmer. Simmer, uncovered, for 3-4 hours,
skimming foam as necessary.
Set chicken aside until cool enough to handle. Remove meat from bones.
Discard bones; save meat for another use. Strain broth, discarding vegetables
and seasonings. Refrigerate for 8 hours or overnight. Skim fat from surface.
Yield: about 6 cups.

Chicken Taco Meat
Ingredients
3 tablespoons taco seasoning, I use McCormick Taco Seasoning Mix
1 cup chicken broth
1 chicken, bones removed
Instruction
Dissolve taco seasoning into chicken broth.
Place chicken breasts in crock pot and pour chicken broth over.
Cover and cook on low for 6-8 hours.
With two forks, shred the chicken meat into bite-size pieces.
To freeze, place shredded meat into freezer bags with the juices.
Press out all the air and seal.

Conclusion
We hope that this has been an informative publication. Please make sure to
provide

any

feedback

contact@freerangefeeder.com.

to

us

via

our

email

address

We will continue to update the book as we

learn, but this information should get you started.

