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Which came first, the
chicken or the egg?
For Laurie Zoloth, it
was Fluffy, her pet hen.

Zoloth is the director of medi-
cal humanities and bioethics
at Northwestern University in
Evanston, Il a city just outside
of Chicago. She is also Evanston’s
only chicken farmer. Her flock
now includes three other Rhode
Island reds—Lily, Big Foot, and
Black Cloud.

Zoloth may be alone locally,
but she isn't nationally. She’s
part of a popular back-to-the-
farm movement of

Americans who
are raising chick-

ens in urban
environments.
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PET POULTRY
Zoloth has always had a soft
spot for poultry. When she was
growing up in Los Angeles in
the 1950s, her grandmother
kept a chicken. Back then,
having a chicken or two in the
backyard wasn’t unusual.
Raising chickens today does
more than stir pleasant memo-
ries for Zoloth. The birds produce
nitrogen-rich fertilizer for her
garden. (Chicken diapers are
available for chickens kept as
house pets.) They keep the local
bug population under control.
Chickens are omnivores; they eat
plants and animals—everything
from seeds to worms to insects
to table scraps. “Chickens are
also fun and easy to keep as
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pets,” Zoloth told Current
Science. “They’re comical, like
cartoon characters!”

And then there are the eggs.
Hens begin ovulating—producing
ova (eggs)—at about 18 to 20
weeks, says Zoloth. Hens lay
eggs whether or not they mate
with a rooster, but only fertilized
eggs develop into chicks. At
peak capacity, a hen lays about
one egg every day.

Lately, many Americans have
taken up urban poultry farming
for more eamest reasons. One
of them is to protest factory
farming. Factory farms confine
large numbers of animals
indoors in close quarters to
maximize the output of meat
and eggs. Many factory farms
keep tens of thousands of hens,

cken farming is making a comeback.
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each one in a small cage, in
enormous sheds. The cages are
stacked on top of one another
in long rows. The birds spend
their entire lives in the cages,
never seeing the light of day.

Other urban chicken farmers
are Jocavores. Locavores try to
eat only locally grown organic
food in an effort to reduce pesti-
cide use and the amount of fossil
fuels bumed transporting food
around the country or the world.

“With the current, positive
trend towards sustainable living,
keeping chickens makes sense,”
Zoloth continues. “Chickens are
an inexpensive investment”

HENCAM.COM

The most famous backyard
chicken farm in the world may
be the one run by Terry Golson
of Carlisle, Mass. “l get e-mails
from so many places—Brazil,
New Zealand, Spain, and all over
the United States and Canada,”
she told Current Science. Five
years ago, Golson’s husband
installed two “HenCams” to
broadcast live videos of the 16
chickens Golson now keeps in
her backyard, which she calls
Little Pond Farm. Check them
out at www.hencam.com.

“Chickens are funny to watch,”
Golson says. “In the summer,
they'll run after insects. It's like
watching babies in big diapers
trying to run. They're not very
athletic!”

“There’s something peaceful
about watching chickens scratch
for food,” she adds. “Even though
they are constantly in motion,
they are calming to watch. It's sort
of like going to the ocean and
watching the waves. The ocean
never stops, but it's relaxing to be
near it. Sometimes | simply pull
up a chair and sit with the ‘girls!”

CHICKEN 101

Zoloth's experience as an urban
poultry farmer has been educa-
tional, teaching her that some
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Terry Golson with her
girls” (left to right):
Tina, a Polish crested

+ chicken; Coconut, a

: bantam white leghorn;
and Marge and Petunia,

* New Hampshire reds
Below: a basket of e,
laid by hens of different
species in Golson's
neighborhood

well-known terms and expres-
sions are true. Chickens do have
a pecking order, she leamed.
A pecking order is a type of
linear dominance hierarchy, in
which members dominate one
another according to their status
in a social group. (In a despotic
hierarchy, only one member is
dominant, and all of the others
are equally submissive.) A
German researcher coined the
term pecking order in the 1920s
when he observed that chickens
assert their dominance by
pecking chickens lower in rank.
“Once, Black Cloud got too
close to a painting project and
ended up with white paint on her
black feathers,” recalls Zoloth.

“The other chickens shunned her,
and she dropped from second to
last place in the pecking order.
When the paint wore off, she
resumed her place’”

Zoloth also leamed that chick-
ens do come home to roost.
After wandering about the yard
during the day, her hens return
to their cozy coop at night to
rest with their fellow nest mates.

Why aren’t Zoloth's neighbors
copying her? An Evanston
ordinance (regulation) prohibits
chicken raising within city limits.
“I didn't realize it was illegal
when we first got a chicken,”
she says. The city fined her $35.

Zoloth is now fighting city hall.
She has lobbied for a change
in the law by gathering petitions
and meeting with municipal
authorities. “We need to redis-
cover a balance within our envi-
ronment,” she says, “and having
a chicken is the perfect way” CS
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