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Raising Chickens 
By MAHLON C. SWEET, Extension Poultryrnan 

Raising of young chickens up to an age of 12 to 16 weeks, 
whether it be for meat poultry to be sold as broilers or fryers or for 
replacement of laying flocks, is one of the most discussed and im
portant phases of poultry production. The following information is 
fundamental to growing replacement stock or producing meat chick
ens. 

Where Should I Get My Chicks? 
Answer to this question is one of 

the most important in raising chickens. 
It is impossible to get outstanding 
liveability, growth, or egg production 
from medium or poor quality stock. 
It only requires three extra eggs from 
a layer during the season when eggs 
are high priced to warrant paying an 
additional 5 to 10 cents per chick for 
top quality stock. 

Often the question arises, "How do 
I know I am getting top quality 
stock?" One of the surest ways is to 
buy your chicks from a hatchery that 
is participating in the National Poul
try Improvement Plan. This is an 
organization that hatcheries and 
breeders may join voluntarily. In 

Just as good, and probably better 
chicks can be bought close to home. 
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Ohio, it is known as the Ohio Poultry 
Improvement Association. Offices are 
located at the Ohio State University, 
Columbus 10, Ohio. 

If you do not know the names of 
hatcheries participating in this plan, 
you should write and ask the associa
tion for information. It will be glad to 
send you information about the plan 
und what the various terms mean. 

It is important to remember that 
chicks hatched in other counties or 
states are not necessarily better than 
those hatched near home. One author
ity has said that it is always easy to 
make hens lay in the advertisements 
in magazines, but it is a different 
story when you get them in the laying 
house. In other words, do not be over
<iold by advertising. 

Buy your chicks from a nearby 
hatchery so you can check on what 
the hatcheryman is doing. Talk to 
hatcherymen before buying. Inquire 
about the breeding program. Are they 
following a reliable procedure? Are 
they using R.O.P. breeding cockerels 
in the flocks producing hatching eggs? 

If you have never bought chicks 
from the hatchery in question, find out 
the names of several poultrymen who 
have been buying chicks there, then 
contact them and find out if they are 
satisfied customers. That is probably 
one of the quickest and surest ways 
of finding out if the hatchery is doing· 
a good job. 
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When Should I Start My Chicks? 
Decision as to when you should start 

your chicks depends upon when you 
want them to lay large eggs. Most 
pullets are more than 6 months old 
before they are laying eggs which 
will average 24 or more ounces per 
dozen. There is always a discount for 
eggs weighing less than 24 ounces 
per dozen. 

You should remember that eggs al
ways are higher priced the last half 
of the year than the first half. Ord
inarily, heaviest production occurs 
shortly after the birds begin to lay. 
In other words, pullets which begin 

to lay by late June or July will lay 
more high-priced eggs than pullets 
that start to lay later in the year. 

These early hatched pullets, how
ever, may not lay as many eggs in 
their first year of production. Usually, 
there is little difference in the cost of 
producing the eggs between different 
i,easons of the year. 

If you get most of your eggs during 
the season when eggs are the highest 
priced, you will have the greatest 
labor i·eturn from your poultry enter
prise. 

What Should I Do Before Chicks Arrive? 
Answer to this question ii::, do what

ever is necessary so everything is in 
complete readiness before the chicks 
are delivered to the brooder house. 
Actual chores to be accomplished will 
vary on different farms. 

First thing to consider is location of 
the brooder house. If the ground sur
rounding the brooder house is bare, 
the brooder house should be moved if 
you plan to let the chickens run on the 
ground. If you do not plan to let the 
chickens on the ground in that area, 
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this is not important.. Some range 
shelters can be used satisfactorily as 
a sun porch. 

If chicks are to be let on the ground 
around the brooder house, it should 
have a good covering of legume crops, 
such as ladino clover, alfalfa or red 
clover or mixed grasses. 

One of the big questions now is "to 
clean or not to clean." Experimental 
data accumulated at the Ohio As-ri
cultural Experiment Station during 
the last few years indicate that it is 



possible to start baby chicks on litter 
that has been used previously for 
other chickens. Results have shown 
that bacteria in the litter produce a 
vitamin known as vitamin B1 ~. 

Vitamin B12 is present in animal 
protein such as meat scraps, fish meal, 
dried whey and dried milk. Old litter 
is rich in vitamin B 12 after at least 
two to three broods of chickens have 
been raised on it. The chickens actual
ly eat some of the old built-up litter 
and thus obtain enough of the vitamin 
B1 2 so they will grow normally on a 
ration that is composed only of feed 
stuffs from plant origin. 

In general, proteins from plants are 
less costly than those from animal 
origin. If old litter is not used, clean 
and disinfect thoroughly. 

Experiments at the Ohio Agricul
tural Experiment Station have shown 
that it is possible to avoid serious 
outbreaks of coccidiosis by the use of 
old built-up litter. "Old built-up litter" 
is defined as litter which has been 
used for at least two or three broods 
of chicks or old hens. 

Chicks raised on this type of litter 
have much less coccidiosis than birds 
raised on new litter. All the reasons 
for this are not known. It is believed 
that the bacterial reaction in the "old 

Most advantages claimed for built
up Jitter are not exaggerated. 

built-up litter" destroys or at least 
weakens the coccidia so it does not 
cause a serious outbreak when taken 
into the digestive tract. Additional 
studies are being made on this control. 

Before you decide to start your 
chicks on old built-up litter, you 
should be reasonably sure that it is at 
least 2-year-old hen litter or litter 
used by chicks which had not en
countered a serious infectious disease 
and is not infested with worm eggs. 
If this litter is infested with worm 
eggs, the chickens may pick them up 
and become infected. 

Range shelters make good sun porches and provide extra floor space. 
4 



Especially when raising pullets for 
replacement in the laying flock, con
sideration should be given to leukosis 
or range paralysis, as some people call 
it. Much work has been done studying 
this important disease, but we still 
do not know too much about how it is 
spread. At the present time, it is be
lieved that it is a disease caused by a 
virus. 

In general, the organisms which 
cause virus diseases do not live long 
away from the host. In this case, it 
is believed they do not live long under 
ordinary conditions when they are not 

actually in or on the chickens. This 
information would indicate that it 
would be safe to start young chickens 
on old litter if the house is left empty 
for at least 4 weeks after the flock is 
removed. Information available on 
this subject is still limited. 

It still is a sound recommendation 
to thoroughly clean and disinfect your 
brooder houses before placing new 
chicks in them. One of the principal 
advantages of old built-up litter is its 
control over coccidiosis, and we now 
have other methods which control 
coccidiosis quite satisfactorily. 

What About Brooding Equipment? 
The brooder used must furnish ade

quate comfort for the chickens. It 
must be large enough to provide 
enough heat to avoid chilling during 
cold weather. There are many good 
types and makes. By all means use 
one that is reliable. 

Electric hovers are satisfactory, 
especially when the weather is not too 
cold. They do not give off much heat, 
however, and keeping the litter dry 
in extremely cold weather is difficult. 

By all means make certain that your 
heating equipment is in working con
dition well in advance of the time 
chicks will arrive. It is not always 
possible to get a new thermostat, a 
new valve or a new switch on a mo
ment's notice. Be sure to check equip
ment well in advance of the time the 
chicks will arrive. You should even 
have it operate for a day or two to 
make doubly sure it will give satisfac
tory service. 

Listed below are recommendations 
for floor, feeder, and waterer space for 
brooding chicks: 

Floor space per chick 
1- 4 weeks of age. . . . 112 sq. ft. 
4- 8 weeks of age .... 1 sq. ft. 
8-12 weeks of age .... 11/2 sq. ft. 

12-16 weeks of age .... 2 sq. ft. 
(Broilers if marketed at 3-pound 

average need only 1 square foot of 
floor space.) 

Eating space per chick at feeders 
1-3 weeks of age .......... 1 in. 
3-6 weeks of age .......... 2 in. 
3 and over .............. 3 in. 

Waterers per 100 chicks 
No. Size 

1-3 weeks of age .... 3 2-quart 
Be sure all equipment is ready be- 3-6 weeks of age· · · .1 3-gallon 

fore chicks arrive. 6 and over ........ 2 3-gallon 
5 



What A bout Floor Litter? 
Old built-up litter already has been 

mentioned. There are several mate
rials satisfactory for use as litter for 
brooding chicks. Among thebe are 
crushed corn cobR, wood shavings, 
~awdu~t, ~hrcdded r:,ugar cane, ground 
tree bark, oat hulls, peat moss, and 
chopped straw. Any material that is 
absorbent and relatively free from 

dust will be satiRfactory for chick!;. 
Be sure to have the litter at least 

4 inches deep on the floor. Any good 
floor litter fa also a good insulator, 
and a floor which can be kept warm 
is a floor which can be kept dry. Ex
cessive moisture, especially on the 
floor, is a problem in many brooder 
houses. 

What Should I Do When the Chicks Arrive? 
First, and most important, make 

certain the heating equipment is op
erating satisfactorily. Temperature at 
edge of the hover, 2 inches above the 
floor or under an electric brooder, 
should be 90 to 95 degrees F. for the 
fir~t day or two. 

It should gradually be lowered about 
3 to 5 degrees a week depending upon 
the weather. Temperature should be 
kept at 75 degrees until chicks are 
well feathered and show no tendency 
to pile up during day or night. Keep 
the chicks comfortable. Remember the 
chickens are a good thermometer. 

Be sure to have feed and wailer 
available for the chicks when you 

Q lli 

Brooder tempE>ratures should be 
ni>ither too hot or too cold. 

place them in the brooder house. Put 
the chicks on feed as soon as they 
are received from the hatchery. When 
chicks are free from pullorum (passed 
or clean), many poultrymen like to 
place the first feed on new egg case 
fiats or other paper in the hovering 
area. This is a good idea. It is recom
mended, however, that you also have 
your chick size feeders well filled with 
feed. The first day or two is the only 
time when the feeders should be com
pletely :full. This is so the chickens 
will see the feed more readily and be 
more liable to start eating promptly. 
Have plenty of water available in 
waterers of a size from which the 

Chicks need space in which to grow. day-old chicks can drink. It is not 
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necessary and not de"irable to place 
any medication in the drinking water. 

With chicks hatched 2 or 3 day~ 

before placing in brooder house, it is 
~ometimes time well "pent to dip the 
beakB of a few of the chicks in the 

vvater and feed as you place them in 
the brooder horn;e. If this is done, they 
may know where the water and feed 
ai e, and the other chieb; will ;,oon 
lt•arn from them. 

What Should I Feed My Chickens? 
Start the chicks immediately on a 

complete chick starter ranging in pro
tein from 18 to 22 per cent. Either 
a good commerci:;.l starting mash or 
locally mixed rntion using a good 
formula is satisfactory. Starting ra
tions are given in Poultry Bulletins 
available from your county agricul
tural agent. 

It is not desirable to start the chicks 
on chick grain or grit. If the chickens 
you are raising are broilers, it is 
recommended that a good broiler 
mash be fed for the first 8 weeks. 

You can then change to the 20 per cent 
Ohio chick grower ration or whole 
corn, and oats can be fed not to exceed 
50 per cent of tl:e total feed intake 
(mash and grain) to market .age. 

The 20 per cent Ohio all-mash chick 
starter is recommended for chicks to 
be gl'own for laying flock repl8cement. 
'l his should be fed as an all-mash 
ration for the fil'st 4 to 6 weeks. At 
that time, whole grain should be add
ed, and at 8 weeks the mash and grain 
are fed free-choice to maturity. 

Are Confinement Rings Worthwhile? 
When chicks are first placed in the 

brooder house, a confinement ring 
made of cardboard or wire covered 
with clean feed sacks or similar ma
terial will aid in deflecting drafts over 
the chicks. Usually such confinement 
rings are 12 to 18 inches in height. 
This ring aids in teaching chicks 
where to go when heat is 1·equired and 
eliminates drafts in the brooding area. 

It is important that the chicks be 
given both a warm and cool area. The 
ring should be placed so the chicks 
cannot wander too far from the hover. 
It should, however, permit them to get 
away from the source of heat to a 
cooler area if they so desire. Distance 
from the edge of the hover will vary 
according to weather conditions. Us
ually a distance of 3 feet in cold 
weather up to 6 feet in warm weather 
is considered no1·mal. 

If the brooder house is well con-
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structed and no drafts are coming 
through the walls, the confinement 
ring should be used only long· enough 
to teach the chicks where to go for 
heat. If the weather is severe and the 
house is rather drafty, it would be 
advantageous to enlarge the ring, but 
to leave it around the hover for several 
days. 

Confinement rings help eliminate 
floor drafts. 



Should I I-lave a Light in My Brooder I-louse? 
Ii you maintam the proper tempera

ture in yom brooder house, the next 
best guarantee against the chicks 
crowding is a 7112- to 15-watt light 
bulb placed directly over the brooder 
stove. This light may be left burning 
all night every 11ight until the chickens 
learn to roost. If the birds are taught 
to roost early, there 1s less danger 
from crowding, and you will have less 
trouble getting them on the roosts 
afte1 they are placed in the laying 
house. 

What About Spots of Bright Sunlight? 
It is advantageous to diffuse the 

light which passes through glass win
dows. This may be done by white
washing. This will prevent bright 
sunny spots on the floor where chicks 
might congregate. This is recommend
ed for two reasons. It keeps the chicks 
scattered and busy and reduces the 

danger of feather picking. Chicks 
may go to sleep in a bright sunny spot 
and then not move with the sun. Thus 
they may become over heated so long 
as the sun is shining on them and may 
become chilled if they do not move 
with the sun. 

Do My Chicks Need Fresh Air? 
Probably more damage to chicks is 

caused by overheating and inadequate 
ventilation than by chilling and too 
much air. If the brooder house is 
ventilated satisfactorily, there will be 
less danger of wet litter and conse
quently less danger from diseases 
which are spread through the litter. 

Chicks raised in brooder houses that 
are well ventilated will be healthier, 
happier and will grow faster than 
chickens which are half suffocated 
most of the time. Windows should be 
hinged so they can be opened at the 
top allowing fresh air to enter without 
causing drafts on the birds. 

Confinement or Pastures for Pullets? 
Some poultrymen believe they can 

raise pullets with less labor and less 
death loss if they can keep them con
fined at all times. This is undoubtedly 
true if sufficient floor space is pro
vided and if the house can be kept 
reasonably cool during hot summer 
weather. 

Many poultrymen are learning the 
advantages of raising pullets on good 
quality pastures. Ask your county 
agricultural agent for information 
about growing rations suitable for use 
with pullets on high quality pastures 
such as ladino clover or other legume 
mixtures. 
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