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				Clockwise from top: Noella, my blue-egg-laying rumpless Araucana (Signe Langford photo); a pot of arugula seedlings for the ladies (SL); Baby, my cuddly hen (Donna Griffith photo); pretty pale blue potato blossoms (SL).Previous spread: Big Mamma in fall asters (SL).
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				thank you!

				It takes a village to write a book. And I’m blessed to be surrounded by a village of gen-erous folks! 

				Massive thanks to volunteer recipe testers, my niece Wendy Roberts and her daughter Marlowe Coombes, Lynn Girard, Lisa Maria Diano (who also sewed my ladies some pretty new curtains to help protect their modesty when laying) and her daughter, Ginger, who thought the shirred eggs were so nice she made them twice! 

				Lynda Felton floofed the linens just so and dug deep into my cupboards and her own to find pretty things for a few of the recipe pictures. The talented and tolerant Donna Griffith took amaz-ing photos in cramped spaces, with an annoying little dog threatening to eat the subject. Donna’s assistants, Carmen Cheung and Lisa Daly, not only helped Donna, they modelled, went on emer-gency mid-recipe grocery runs, and tried to coax a natural smile out of yours truly for the author portrait. Not easy. Speaking of—a major shout out to makeup artist Alex Smith of Red Makeup who did a darned good job with this 50-year-old mug if I do say so myself! 

				The giving and talented Sophia Saunders cre-ated adorable hen sketches and whimsical gar-den illustrations, and freelance photographer and art director Colleen Nicholson inspired and instructed the now oft-viewed photo of me hold-ing Miss Vicky in that crazy green and red coat.  

				I’m so grateful to all the celebrity chefs who shared recipes and stories even though they all have way bigger and better things to do than con-tribute to my little book. Such lovely true colours! And all the chicken bloggers, for sharing their wis-dom and who are all more expert than I!

				My nutty friend Elisabeth Burrow of Jewels Under the Kilt generously supplied me with her Ontario-grown pecans, and Murray’s Farm in Cambridge, Ontario, lovingly offered up about a million pasture-raised eggs for all the recipe test-ing. My ladies simply could not squeeze ’em out fast enough! 

				The nice folks at Blue Diamond provided a case of Almond Breeze Chocolate Almond Milk to play with, and Rolling Meadows Dairy supplied me with the most wonderful grass-fed milk and butter from happy cows! 

				Crate & Barrel was lovely enough to send me some chicken linens, a pretty apron and sweet birdy egg cups to help make this book so pretty. Thanks also to the excellent folks at Ventures International for the Norpro gadgets I used in the kitchen; my new favourite thing: a set of mea-suring spoons that goes down to a “smidgeon.” 

				Thanks to Trudeau Corporation for some helpful kitchenware, Danica for the lovely feather linens and gorgeous black rooster apron, and KitchenAid for my beloved, cherished, sexy black stand mixer. The delicate and pretty coeur à la crème moulds are from Art et Manufacture, and Blundstone—makers of those practically inde-structible boots—supplied me with an awesome pair that I just adore for all my garden work. I mentioned red is kind of my thing; they heard me. Also, Swissmar sent me the coolest egg-capping gadget that neatly zapped the tops off of egg shells I used as serving vessels. 

				And last but sooo not least, my editor Carol Pope who is a saint/shrink/hand-holder/editing genius/calmer-downer of this freaking-out first-time book writer.
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				preface 

				As a backyard gardener scratching away at grow-ing edibles and building up my self-sufficiency, I’ve been asking should I or shouldn’t I when it comes to keeping chickens. I’m hungry for deli-cious, ethical free-run eggs to feed my family, and keen for a fluffy flock that will patrol for garden pests and contribute bucket-loads of rich chicken manure for the vegetable beds.

				But questions continue to cluck away inside my head: Are chickens worth the fuss? Will they rule the backyard roost, or are they easy com-pany? Which breeds are best and what will they do to my gardens if I give them free reign? What can and can’t they eat, and how about preda-tors, parasites, winter freezes and summer heat spikes? And on and on I fuss, pretty much like (yes) an old hen.

				Thankfully, in what is one of the most enter-taining reads I’ve had in a good long while, author, chef and backyard-chicken fanatic Signe Langford answers all these questions and more, and tells how, with a tad of know-how, keeping chickens can be child’s play. And, with all of their adorable antics to enjoy, just as fun.

				Including tips for keeping a flock of happy egg-layers, what happens when a hen hits “heno-pause” and DIY chicken doctoring, Signe takes us through the year from a bird’s-eye point of view and tells all about life at “Cluckingham Palace,” her urban backyard henhouse. She offers advice on which plants to grow, and how to protect them from the “cutest walking garburators ever,” as well 

				as a plan for the ultimate herb garden for healthy hens.

				When eggs—gorgeous blue from Ameraucana chickens or rich chocolate-brown from Marans—are as good as only homegrown eggs can be, their flavour shines through. With spectacular photo-graphy by Donna Griffith, this book provides over a hundred seasonal ways, many contributed by top chefs, to enjoy the abundance and versatility of backyard eggs. 

				This beautiful collection of recipes, reminis-cences and sage advice will inspire and delight with its many reflections on the joys and deep satisfaction of adding happy hens and fresh eggs to our everyday life.

				—Carol Pope, Associate Editor
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				Child’s play: hen-keeping is fun and so worth the extra effort. Here Marlowe hams it up with Helen, a blind “ex-bat” who contentedly lived out her last days in the author’s backyard henhouse.

			

		

		
			
				Lise Varrette, for Patouche 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite, clockwise from top left: Miss Vicky shrugging off the cold (DG); tomato and bleeding heart seedlings in eggshell pots (DG); Big Mamma, hanging out inside for a change (DG); peach blossoms in my spring garden (DG). 
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				 introduction 

				My father had a weakness for strays, so I grew up with an ever-changing menagerie that waxed and waned as they came and went. Some, too broken or dependent to go back to the wild, stayed; others were eager to heal and head for home. He had a soft spot for the rejected and unwanted, the maligned, the mangy, the motley and even the nefarious: raccoons, skunks, crows, a caiman he must have smuggled back with us from Florida, even a lonely squirrel monkey he spotted at the mall. And, of course, there were all the usual suspects: canaries, budgies, dogs, 

				rabbits, hamsters, fish and a funky-smelling stray tomcat named Wally Walnuts, along with the ducks and chickens. It all seemed perfectly normal to me. 

				I loved all the animals, but it was the unique relationship we humans can have with chickens 
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				below: My garden, circa 2009 BC (that’s Before Chickens). I ended up trading in my lush backyard meadow for fresh eggs and feathered friends.Opposite, clockwise from top left: Miss Vicky and me (DG); red potato blossoms (SL); pumpkin tendril (SL); Cindy Loo, a rescued Silkie (SL).
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				that left the most lasting mark on me. I never stopped wanting chickens again: through college, office work and years of apartment living, it was out of the question, but I longed for a flock of my own. I was that urbanite, sitting in front of her computer until late into the night looking at pictures of coops, exotic breeds, hens, roosters, impossibly sweet and fluffy baby chicks—um, your basic chicken porn. 

				I read and learned, dreamed and planned for the day I’d bring my chickens home to roost. Until then, I could always garden, and I did. Oh, it was a lush garden! Soft, cool areas of grass for lying on, edged by wide swaths of wild, tall 

				perennials and self-sowing annuals tumbling out of control—my own little English cottage garden right in the heart of the city. 

				I planted my veggies in tidy rows, paths of old bricks I’d found set in between; volunteer echina-cea, monarda, gooseneck loosestrife and morning glory added colour and enticed pollinators and hummingbirds. At the height of summer, I could hide myself from the world behind tall, tangled masses of pinks, whites, reds, purples and greens . . . and then the chickens came. 

				My chicken fixation had been reaching a cre-scendo. I was getting frantic; the cravings were bad. So when the last impediment, a stick-in-the-mud boyfriend, got the heck out of my way, I did it. I went in search of my first flock and brought home rescued ex-battery hens, or ex-bats: two goofy Leghorns and a Rhode Island Red. One of 
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				My affection for birds of all feathers goes way, way back. My childhood was richer for keeping hens, and I can’t imagine life without my ladies now, either. 

			

		

		
			
				
					
						going out on a limb

						The whole time I’ve had my ladies I’ve been on edge; I feel like we’re living on borrowed time. You see, in my town, keeping a few lovely backyard hens goes against a municipal bylaw that was written into the books in 1987. The group Toronto Chickens, spearheaded by my good friend “Dar Len” (yes, that’s her nom de plume—literally!) has been working tirelessly to have the bylaw struck down, but alas, as of the time of writing there has still been no change. 

						In every corner of the world, from small villages to cosmopolitan North American and European metropolises, folks are permitted to keep a few backyard chickies, but not here. Not yet. So, in being so public, I am really going out on a limb, but I do it gladly, in the hope that it brings change.

						It’s exhausting living a life of crime!
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				the Leghorns was blind, so I named her Helen, as in Keller. The other was her support and they stuck together, so she became Annie Sullivan, natch! The red? Ginger.

				Every season the hens teach me something new about chicken-keeping, gardening, compromis-ing and enjoying the moment amidst the imper-manence of life. And speaking of impermanence, while he didn’t live to see it, I know Father would have felt right at home in my garden, my coop and my kitchen, complete with my own feathered menagerie of strays. 

				The way I see it, hen-keeping is a natural exten-sion of the kitchen and garden; it’s a symbiotic relationship as old as agriculture between human, hen and plants. In the peak of summer when my ladies are laying well and the garden is in major production mode, I will pop outside my back door, collect a couple of eggs—sometimes still warm from the hen—then visit the garden to see what’s ripe and ready. I’ve made complete meals from five-minute “market trips” into the garden, feeling terribly pleased with myself and grinning like an idiot the whole time. 

				It’s been said in a number of ways by a many folk throughout time: “hunger is the best sauce.” I 

				love that old adage, but would like to add a sprin-kling of satisfaction and a dash of self-sufficiency. That stuff’s damn tasty! 

				About This Book . . . and Me

				I am a hen-keeper, gardener and professional cook. I’m not an avian veterinarian and I’m not a horti-culturist. And I don’t like to use the word “chef”; I prefer to reserve that title for folks who head up commercial kitchens, but yes, I have cooked pro-fessionally since 1998. And, for that matter, I’ve gardened professionally but have always shared garden, culinary and chicken advice freely—for the love of it. 

				All of this to say, my humble little book does not contain the last word on gardening or cooking or even on chicken-keeping. It contains only my word. I’ve loved and lived these activities for most of my years and learned a thing or three through trial and error, loss and triumph. My goal with this collection of anecdotes, advice, recipes and reminiscences is to entertain, inspire, inform and, with luck, lead you down the garden path . . . all the way to the coop and back into the kitchen, with a new or renewed passion for growing, rais-ing and cooking your own amazing food.
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				about the recipes

				My father used to say there’s nothing new under the sun. He didn’t live to see tiny hand-held computers, which seem pretty darn new to me, but then again, he most likely would have hauled out some morsel of history that showed Leonardo da Vinci had sketched it out centuries ago. My point is simply that some of the recipes in this book are age-old classic preparations. Many I’ve added a personal twist to, but there are some that just don’t need the likes of me fiddling with them—they are perfect as they are—made with backyard eggs, of course! 

				As for the size of eggs: when recipes call for them, it’s generally assumed large, and that goes for this collection too. If you’re using store-bought or other graded eggs, that’s easy to do. But if you’re cooking with your ladies’ own, the sizes may vary quite a bit. While it’s fairly safe to assume that a standard-sized hen will lay large eggs, defined in North America as about 2 oz (60 g), vintage scales that you can use to weigh them are all over the internet for purchase and pretty new ones with an old-timey look are avail-able at farm-supply shops. 

				When I call for butter, I cook and bake with salted; I like a little salt. If you don’t, feel free to use unsalted.

				Wherever and whenever possible, I have used organic dairy—and hope you will too!

				When I call for fine sea salt, I just mean a fine grain as opposed to coarse, not fancy and expensive. 

				Unless otherwise indicated, flour is all-purpose. 

				And, though I should think this goes without saying, I will say it anyway; in fact, I will beg you: please, please, please do not use factory-farmed eggs. Even if you only use the odd couple in a cake mix, please choose cage-free.

				I’d like to suggest that before making any rec-ipe, read it all the way through once. Why? I’ve learned that if you don’t, you might be surprised by an instruction down the road. 

				Above all, I hope this book will help to get you cooking and creating with eggs season by gar-den season. I hope it will hatch a few new ideas, perhaps? There’s no need to order potentially unhealthy takeout when an inexpensive, delicious, filling, nutrient-dense dinner is just a few eggs and a handful of herbs away. Yes, eggs for din-ner. Heck, how about my Sweet Lingonberry Jam Omelette (page 36)! Why not? 
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				Opposite, clockwise from top: relaxing with a book of hens (DG); thrift store find—a vintage rooster spoon stand (DG); Baby in the run (DG).
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				the spring chicken and garden

				Urban hen-keeping is sweeping North America—again. Throughout history, households from royalty to peasantry have kept chickens for eggs and meat. During World War II, Canadian, American and British citizens were encouraged by their governments to keep hens. Much like planting a victory garden, it was an act of patriotism and a way everyone could contrib-ute to the war effort. Today’s renaissance of the backyard flock is driven by concerns over food security, animal welfare and a demand for healthy food. Plus, chickens are fun! 

				And there is no greater fun than sharing your garden with a chicken; and truly, is there a more exciting time of year than spring? My mind races with plans, expectations and to-do lists. Garden centres start popping up on grocery store park-ing lots, placing temptation on every corner: seeds and seedlings, new gadgets to play with, bags of goodies to add to the soil. I do not need another pair of gloves, and yet, and yet . . .

				The sun shines brighter inside the coop, or is it the angle of it that lights up all the nooks and crannies that the weak winter light had ignored? Now I see it needs cleaning and a new coat of whitewash. This is the time of year—April and May in southern Ontario, my part of the world—when I become ruthless about taking “me days,” unplugging and disappearing into my world of 

				warming soil, melting ice and swelling buds. The birdsong is louder, love is in the air—the chicka-dees are singing a new song now, their come-hither “feee-beeee”—and I feel born again in my new boots. 

				My happiness is outdone only by the birds, squirrels and, of course, my ladies. For them, spring means a return to the sheer hedonistic plea-sure of being a hen, of sprawling in sunbeams, rolling around in warming earth and hunting for juicy grubs. 

				And as robust as my garden is—rushing back after the brutal cold and greyness of a northern winter—it is a fragile thing too, especially with ravenous hens about. 

				A Chicken—or Three—in Every Garden

				It requires a little give and take, some compromise including living through the occasional disap-pointment and even the odd disaster, but hens and plants can survive and even thrive in each other’s company. Adding a few hens to a garden creates a naturally healthy and balanced ecosystem, and trust me, you’ll wonder how you ever got along without them. 

				File under Be Careful What You Wish For . . .

				I wanted chickens. Big time. And, to be honest, I 

			

		

	
		
			
				The Spring Chicken and Garden 9

			

		

		
			
				didn’t even consider how they would impact my garden. I wasn’t even thinking about fresh eggs. I just missed having hens in my life: the clucking, the goofiness, that unique companionable time in the backyard.

				The comfy green grass was the first to go. Grass is hen heroin. Next went the tasty peren-nials. Then the herbs—and without a fence my veggie patch didn’t stand a chance. 

				Like a mantra, I told myself over and over that it was worth it; I’d remind myself and anyone who noticed the shocking holes and gaps in my once-spectacular garden that the ladies were merely upcycling my pretty flowers and juicy tomatoes into the most delicious eggs ever. Well, it was true. Still, every time the breeze carried the strong aroma of basil or monarda to my nose, my heart would break a little as I wondered which of my girls was feasting now—pre-seasoning, you little monster, I’d think to myself! 

				I’ve had my hens since 2009, and in this time I’ve learned to compromise, shift the expectations I once held of my garden and create a garden the ladies and I can all enjoy. And we do, mostly with-out incident. 

				Tall Fences Make Good Neighbours 

				The coop will keep hens safe at night, but dur-ing the day it’s the neighbours and your precious plants that need protecting. You’ll need to install fences—or other barriers, permanent or tempo-rary—depending on the season and growth stage of a plant or area. Clear plastic tents, cloches and plant collars (even makeshift), netting, chicken 

			

		

		
			
				
					could have used this advice back when . . . 

					If you have a lush green lawn and would like to keep it that way, I’ve learned—a little late in the game—that there are ways to limit the destruction. 

					Never feed the girls on the lawn. Eating leads to scratching. Scratching leads to no grass. Enough said. 

					Or, if you’re up for the extra work, put your ladies on a rotating schedule of lawn occupation: this simply requires a movable fencing system that’s easy to set up and take down. I’ve known hen-keepers who have managed to have both chickens and the green, green grass of home by carefully managing where the birds are allowed to be and for how long. The area needed and time allowable for each space really depends on how many hens there are and if they are voracious grass eaters. This is a learn-on-the-job situation! 

					For protecting grass, some folks swear by hens with feathered feet—Cochin, Brahma, Faverolles, Langshan, Sultan and Silkie . . . though I’ve got to say, I’ve had both a bantam Cochin and a Silkie, and if they didn’t scratch as much as the others, I couldn’t tell. They’re just as busy with their beaks, and adorable! 
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					Peanut, a bantam Cochin, helping herself to a nibble or two from the herb garden. Thyme was her favourite.
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				wire and branches will keep beaks and claws at bay temporarily. Attaching a mister to the hose does two things: waters and keeps hens away. 

				For more permanent barriers, chicken wire, wire mesh and traditional wooden fences are effective; just make sure you don’t leave any gaps hens can squeeze through or under. Even a fat hen can jam herself—one wing at a time—through not much more than 5 inches (12.5 cm). Banties, even less. 

				In open areas, try laying down a layer of chicken wire or hardware cloth (wire mesh) over a recently seeded section, or on top of a spot where perennials will be making an appearance, 

				then cover it up with soil. Use ground staples to anchor it and bend all sharp staple edges down toward the ground, so no feet get cut. This will stop scratching and dust bathing. 

				In Toronto, chicken activist Lorraine Johnson (author of City Farmer: Adventures in Urban Food Growing) was one of the first folks I encountered in the urban hen underground. Sounds so cloak-and-dagger, doesn’t it? At the time—six years ago or so—she was really breaking some ground for the rest of us. She was also right out there at the leading edge of the hen-garden learning curve: “I had some hen-garden clashes in the early days. I believed all the people who said that chickens and gardens were great for each other. Which is true, to a degree! Chicken manure is fantastic. As is the way that hens eat insects and aerate the soil. But I made the mistake of letting them run around the whole garden, instead of just a fenced-off section, and they ate everything in sight. Now I have them in an enclosed area that is quite roomy but also leaves the rest of my garden protected.” Another détente reached. 

				You’re Grounded!—Clipping Your Hen’s Wings 

				Another way to keep hens where you want them is to clip their wings. A hen with all her flight feathers may not glide like an eagle, but it’s pretty impressive just how far and high a scared or deter-mined yardbird can go—I’ve had to lure the odd hen out of a tree or down from a seven-foot fence. But a chicken with one wing clipped can only hop and flap; just enough to get around her perches, or yank a sandwich out of your hand—you’ve been warned. 

				My friend James, a veterinarian technician, gives us a step-by-step demonstration of wing clipping: 

			

		

		
			
				
					
						the art of living with chickens

						When her little flock arrived, hen-keeper and The Art of Doing Stuff blogger Karen Bertelsen knew nothing about chickens and even less about gardening with them. “I was taken in by all the romantic visions on Pinterest of chickens roaming freely through beautiful gardens with pea-gravel paths, so I let my chickens roam. My slate backyard was quickly covered in chicken crap, which meant so were my shoes, which meant so were the floors in my house. Also, they ate every single hosta in some sort of chicken frenzy. I didn’t even see them do it. One minute I had 20 hostas, the next minute I just had a bunch of fat chickens. So at that moment I built an iron gate leading into the coop so I could still watch the chickens but they couldn’t eat my greenery and then poop it out all over my backyard. These people who say chickens will eat all the bugs in your vegetable garden neglect to mention they also eat all the vegetables in your vegetable garden.”
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				These are the flight feathers; with the tips gone, even on just one wing, a standard hen won’t be able to fly the coop. Banties are light enough to require both wings be clipped.

			

		

		
			
				Don’t clip too close to the actual wing; leave a good couple of inches of feather. And don’t be surprised if she’s a bit clumsy for a while; she needs to relearn how high she can jump and her balance will be a slightly off for a bit. 

			

		

		
			
				Clipping doesn’t hurt, it’s like getting our hair cut. But a hen’s pride does suffer; she knows she’s vulnerable to predation now, so give her some extra love and treats!
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