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Congratulations, you're going to be a "chick mama"!
 

I'm excited to help you get started with one of the most gratifying
experiences you've ever had!

How to Get Started with Baby Chicks

Where Do You Find Baby Chicks?
 

There are a couple of places that you can find live baby chicks.

In the spring, many farm stores will stock baby chicks.  

They're usually available at Tractor Supply and Rural King stores here locally.

There are positives and negatives to purchasing chicks at a retail store.

It's a blast to go into your farm store to look at all of the baby chicks!  It's one of my
favorite parts of Spring! 

However, there are risks.

Baby chicks are extremely fragile and can die easily. 

Things as simple as noise and motion can create more stress on the baby chicks than
they are able to withstand.  

Combine that with multiple people handling the chicks, from packing and unpacking
several times.

Sometimes they will die soon after you get them home from the store, through no fault
of your own.

I like to order my chicks from a reputable hatchery.  My favorite is McMurray Hatchery.

McMurray has a wonderful catalog that makes shopping for your first chickens so fun
and exciting!  
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https://www.mcmurrayhatchery.com/index.html
https://www.mcmurrayhatchery.com/index.html


Chick Brooder

A brooder is essentially your chick's first home.

This home has some very specific environmental requirements in order for
your chicks to survive.

A heat lamp and bulb will keep your brooder warm enough for the baby
chicks, until they are able to develop their "under feathers", which will help
them to regulate their own body temperature.

Next,  the size of your brooder is important to consider.  

Personally, I prefer to use a large stock trough as a brooder for my chicks.

Let me explain why.

Your chicks start out small, but will grow quickly and need more room  to
move about before you know it!  

Rather than exchanging a small brooder for a larger one later, and risking
stress on the chicks, I prefer to keep them in one brooder that they'll grow
into.

When I'm not raising a new batch of chicks, my trough can be used for
water for the larger animals, aquaponics or a wash tub.

Raising your own chickens will require a bit of an investment.  But the
good news is that most of the supplies that you'll need for your chicks
will be a "one-time" purchase, other than their food.

Good chicken mamas will have all of your supplies assembled and
ready to go BEFORE the chicks arrive.

Preparing for Your Chicks
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https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000OWFALS?ie=UTF8
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=chick+brooder+box&crid=VUI19GH55BF3&sprefix=chick+brooder%2Caps%2C173&ref=nb_sb_ss_ts-doa-p_2_13
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000OWFALS?ie=UTF8
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B06XD1PK37?ie=UTF8
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You will need a feeder and waterer for your chicks.

These are fairly inexpensive, and you can use them over and over
again.

Once again, you'll want to buy chick starter food prior to your chick's
arrival.

I put a pinch of sugar in the first serving of water that I give them, it
just helps with their energy level.

Your chicks will also need fine wood shavings for their brooder,
change the bedding once a week or so.

You will also need a source of heat for your chicks and I
suggest heat lamps  and bulbs made for baby chicks.

The temperature in your brooder should be 95 degrees F
before you put your chicks inside.  Chicks truly need the
heat until their pin feathers develop in 5-6 weeks.  

As long as the chicks are in a warm home environment,
the heat lamp will not be needed after that.

Feed and Water

Heat Lamps
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https://amzn.to/37DBePY
https://amzn.to/3sfolU0
https://amzn.to/3dByHcF
https://amzn.to/3dCCG91


When you order chicks through a hatchery, they will be mailed to you.

This seemed so odd to me when I got my first chicks!  I mean, how to do
they survive in that box for 3 days of shipping???

Well, for the most part, they survive just fine.  They can last for 72 hours
with the yolk that they absorb when they're hatching.  They will stay warm
by huddling together.

The hatchery puts some straw in a shipping box, with holes for breathing. 
 The box is "marked "Live Chicks".

My post office calls me at the crack of dawn to tell me that my chicks have
arrived, then I go pick them up!

You'll want to cover them up with a towel or small blanket until you can get
them home.

The first thing you want to do when you get home is to open your box of
chicks and gently place the box into your heated brooder.

In other words, make sure you set your brooder up before you get your
chicks.  They need heat, food and water immediately!

Gently turn the box on it's side and let the chicks come out on their own. 
 There's always one that lags behind so he might need some
encouragement.

One by one, introduce your chicks to the water by gently dunking the tip of
their beak in the water.  It doesn't take them long to figure it out.  Do the
same with the food.

Receiving Your Baby Chicks 
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In this stage, your babies are now pretty much adults!

If they aren't already, they should be hopping out of your
brooder right now and making quite a mess.  Now is when
you'll wish you had a larger brooder!  

But at some point, you'll have to transfer them
somewhere they can move around more.  This is a good
time to transfer them to their coop, we'll talk about those
in a bit.

Introduce them to other animals through the safety of
chicken wire.  At this point, you can feed them layer
pellets from the farm store.  Depending upon the breed,
you'll have eggs in 16-20 weeks!

Stage One:
First 4 Weeks

Your chicks are just days old.

This is when they have the highest mortality rate.  Your
job is to keep them alive.  Check on them several times a
day.  Keep their feed and water clean!  Feed them
unmedicated Chick Starter and fresh water daily.  Make
sure that a chick isn't stuck in the water or gotten itself
wet.  Limit handling during this time., but they will be
more friendly as adults if you talk to them. I know they're
cute but too much stress and handling will lead to death.

Stage Two:
4-12 Weeks

This is the awkward "pullet" stage, or what I call the
"teenager" stage!  During this time, your chicks will grow
fast and begin to develop their under-feathers.  They will
be more vocal and may keep some family members up at
night.  Pullets eat ravenously, keep their food full at all
times.  Pecking order will be established during this stage
and gender will become apparent.  Look for larger combs
on the heads of the males.  Discontinue chick food after
this stage and give them 12% protein chicken food from
that point forward.

Stage Three:
12-20 Weeks
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Taking Your Chicks Outdoors to their Coop
 
 
 
 
 
 

By 10-12 weeks, your chickens are ready for their outdoor
coop!

Depending upon where you live, you will have several
options for chicken coops.

Backyard chicken coops are smaller with a run for the
birds.  These work best with less than 6 birds most of the
time, read about your particular coop.

Here are some examples of larger coops.  I have three
large coops, but I live on a farm.

Don't think that a chain-linked cage of some kind will work
for your chickens.

Key Elements for Any Coop

A good coop needs nesting boxes, bars for the chickens to
roost, clean shavings as well as a run.

If you live somewhere that would permit your chickens to
be free-range through the day, then you won't need a run.
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https://www.amazon.com/s?k=backyard+chicken+coop&ref=nb_sb_noss_1
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=large+chicken+coop&ref=nb_sb_noss


As your birds approach the time of laying eggs,
nesting boxes become imperative.

Chickens start laying somewhere between 16-20
weeks, depending on the breed.

7 Best Laying Breeds link

They like to lay their eggs in private places.  In their
mind, they're protecting them from predators.

Nesting boxes offer security on 5 sides and chickens
like this.  Be sure to put plenty of shavings in their
nesting boxes so that they can "nest".

Just like when they were babies, adult chickens need
fresh water everyday and food.

In the winter, you'll need a heated waterer and there
are many products out there that will do the job.

They Grow Up So Fast!
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Going Forward
Predators 

Every animal deals with predators and chickens are no different.

In the city, racoons, opposum and dogs are probably your greatest
threats.

In the country, I deal with coyotes and hawks who love to eat my
chickens.

Make sure your chicken are able to find shelter (the coop) if they
are pursued.  

Often times, the rooster will see a predator and let out a screech to
warn the females and they will all run for shelter.

They need somewhere to go, make sure they have a safe place.

Breeding
 

If you keep a rooster, chances are that you'll eventually
have a broody hen laying on her eggs.

That's another subject entirely, but let me tell you, watching
a Mama Hen with her babies is so incredible!  I hope you'll
be able to experience that!
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Raising my own chicks is one of the most satisfying
things I've ever done homesteading....it just never
gets old!

I truly hope that you'll get the chance to do it!

You'll make mistakes.

You'll lose a couple of chicks.

But in the end, the good will outweigh the bad and
you'll have your own "girls", who you can depend on
to deliver an egg a day each!

If you have questions, feel free to email me at
kelly@gentlysustainable.com!

Conclusion
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