A Foster Hen Can – A Tale of Gardenia the Ninja Hen
Drew Piaschyk, Lamb’s Quarters Organic Farm, Plymouth, New York

(To the tune of “Candyman”)

Who can sub for brood lamps?

Lead chicks straight to bugs,

Defend against the predators again and again

A foster hen can, a foster hen can, 

A foster hen can ‘cause she needs to have a job and make the farmer feel good.
Once upon a time there was a pair of humans named Drew and Sandy.  They thought it would be wonderful to own a farm.  Drew wanted to grow vegetables, flowers, berry bushes and fruit trees.  Sandy wanted to raise chickens, guinea fowl, turkeys, sheep, goats, horses, cows, ferrets, ducks, geese and giraffes.

Drew and Sandy bought some land.  They lived on this land in a tent and raised some vegetables.  But Sandy was unhappy because she didn’t have enough animals to take care of.  So they bought more land, with a barn and put a trailer on it.  Less than a week after they moved into the trailer, Drew came home from work to find a white nanny goat tethered on the front lawn.  Soon a veritable ark of critters began to appear including a small flock of Finn-Dorset sheep and a flock of chickens (but fortunately no giraffes).
The chickens came from a friend’s dairy farm.  Their friend said that this flock had been living in his barn for at least one hundred years with almost no human intervention.  These chickens roosted in the rafters of the barn, maintained a fly free environment for the cows and picked through the manure for tidbits of corn.  
These chickens were placed with the sheep in a summer shelter amongst a copse of trees situated within the rotational paddocks.  The chickens chose to roost in the trees instead of the nice safe shelter.  There is good reason why no chicken has ever been accepted in Mensa (to our knowledge).  Within a few weeks the chickens began to disappear.  A grey fox was seen climbing the roosting tree and killing a rooster.  A Great Horned Owl was also observed in the immediate area but never caught red-handed.    By the time the permanent chicken coop and sheep barn were finished, one hen remained.  They named her “Amazing Grace.”  They got a few more chickens from the same farm to go through the winter.  “Amazing Grace” presented them with a brood of chicks the following spring that grew to be beautiful hens and handsome roosters.  These hens laid gorgeous brown and green eggs.  But there was one small problem, whenever eggs were collected, the hens would attack the collector.  Having a creature with sharp claws and spurs and an abundance of Chi flying toward your face with the intent of gouging your eyes out could ruin your whole day.
Drew and Sandy bought some Barred Rock chicks because of their alleged “calm disposition” and managed to get some hens to adopt them.  These Barred Rocks were calm alright – too calm.  Sometimes a Barred Rock hen would venture out to forage with her chicks and return to the coop alone.  Sandy and Drew introduced other breeds and refined the procedure for getting hens to adopt chicks.  But gradually over many years the predominant color of hens in the flock became black with black, green or yellow clean legs and no unusual plumage structures.  Some laid green eggs some laid brown eggs.  The hens in the flock became more docile and did not avoid human contact, but still were very aggressive when protecting their chicks from predators.  A few of the roosters took on parenting duties such as calling the chicks to food and warming the chicks when they were cold.  
In 2007 Sandy and Drew bought 25 chicks in the summer.  When the chicks arrived, there was only one broody hen available to become a foster mother.  She was successfully grafted to 12 chicks and transported to one of our fenced-in gardens.  The pet caddy they were transported in became their primary shelter.  A secondary canopy was placed over the pet caddy to give them additional protection from wind and rain.  A 10 foot diameter corral was placed around their shelter to keep the chicks from wandering too far away from mom.  It was removed after it was confirmed that the chicks were responding to the foster hen’s calls (about 1 week.) They named this hen “Vega” because she was raising her chicks in the vegetable garden, however “Vega” did not restrict her chicks to a vegan diet.  The rest of the chicks were placed in a brooder in the chicken coop.  Adjacent to the chicken coop was an enclosed yard with bird netting over the top.  These chicks were introduced into this yard on warm days after about 1 week.  
About 2 weeks before our replacement chicks arrived, a hen came out of one of the flower gardens with 10 newborn chicks in tow.  After much ado (this hen was particularly feisty) they put her and her chicks in a pet caddy and placed them in a high tunnel in the same fenced-in garden as “Vega” and her brood.  This hen was named “Gardenia.”  “Gardenia” quickly established dominance over “Vega.”  These chicks settled into a routine of bug hunting, chest butting, and games of tug of war with worms.  
After several weeks, the chicks with the hens appeared much larger than the chicks that were by themselves.  All of these groups received the same amounts and types of food.  They all had access to a yard where they could forage for bugs.  The only difference that seemed reasonable was that the hens were training their chicks to be more efficient foragers.  Drew observed “Gardenia” calling her chicks over for a nice meal of slugs.  Slugs wandered the yard with the unsupervised chicks with impunity.  Additionally, chicks raised by a mother hen began laying about 4 to 6 weeks earlier than chicks raised without a mother.
This observation needed further study.  Drew and Sandy received a grant from Northeast Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education in 2008 to perform a controlled study.  The full report can be viewed at their website www.nesare.org project number FNE08-645.
Three foster hens were used.  “Gardenia” and two first time mothers named “Freeda” and “Fava.”  The chicks used were CornishXRocks because it was the standard meat breed.  “Gardenia”, “Fava” and their chicks were placed in one fenced-in garden.  “Freeda” and her chicks in another fenced-in garden.  The control group of chicks without a foster hen was in a brooder area in the chicken coop and had an enclosed yard that had earlier been seeded with alfalfa, clover, and millet.
Medium sized pet caddies were used to transport the groups to the gardens and for nighttime nesting.  Atop each pet caddy were three curved interlocking plastic area walls to provide additional shelter against wind and rain. A 12 foot diameter temporary “get acquainted” fence of 18” high ½” hardware cloth  was placed around each pet caddy until it was established that the chicks were heeding their foster mother.  This fence was left in place for one week.  During this first week nighttime temperatures were in the high 20s and low 30s.  There were no adverse effects to the experimental groups. 
During the study feed consumption and wastage was weighed each day and recorded. At the end of the study period all chicks were weighed before and after processing.  Live and processed weights of all groups were found to be statistically similar.  The amount of feed consumed by the control group was statistically more than consumed by the experimental groups.  This resulted in a cost reduction of over 25% in feeding costs when chicks were raised with mother hens.
Extra labor had to be expended on the control group that was not necessary for the experimental groups.  The control group was always huddled around the brooder lamps and extra time had to be spent with these chicks to ensure that they were neither too hot nor cold.  Additionally when the control group chicks were introduced into their outside yard it took 3 to 4 weeks to train them to go back up the ramp into the chicken coop at night.  Conservatively this amounted to 15 minutes per day.  This would add an additional cost of $1.79 per day based on a NYS Minimum Wage with no fringes included.
The experimental groups had a notable impact on insect populations in the gardens.  Instances of thrip, wireworm, and cutworm damage were significantly reduced.  Whenever bare soil was uncovered due to tillage or cultivation, the chickens were there scratching, improving its tilth and removing unwanted pests. 
Specific weeds were suppressed while the chicks were raised in these gardens.  Young grasses, chickweed, hairy galinsoga, wild amaranth, lamb’s quarters and dandelion were favorites on the chicks’ menu.  This was apparent after these chicks were processed when there was a weed explosion.   No discernible weed suppression was noted in the control group’s area.
The foster hens taught their chicks to be wary of predators.  A Red Tailed Hawk was observed over a ¼ mile away when Gardenia gave alarm growls and her chicks scattered.  A Goshawk was observed perched in a tree near the control group and they appeared to be unconcerned although the adult chickens in adjacent areas were going nuts.
On the downside extra measures had to be used when planting either seed or transplants.  A 1 to 2 foot high fence was necessary to temporarily exclude the foster hens and chicks from the planting area when it was ready for seeding or planting.  Row covers either with or without hoops were placed over the rows until the plants were well developed.  Using row covers had already been general practice for pest protection, growth improvement and frost protection. 
This method of raising both layer and meat chickens would be beneficial to any diversified farming operation where the vegetable/flower gardens are already fenced in.  Fencing in this operation was already in place to exclude deer, rabbits, woodchucks, skunks and raccoons.  This method would also provide a quarantine area whenever new chicks are purchased.  This minimizes the risk of introducing new diseases to the main flock.
Truly, a foster hen can…!
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