
When our hens are outside, they usually head for
the garden. Although I chase them out, they really do
more good than harm. They don’t eat enough straw-
berries to lose my temper over, and the occasional
henpecked tomato is a small price to pay for all the
slugs and snails chickens devour. If you do allow your
hens to free-range, you can control the distance they
forage by letting them out only toward evening. The
old adage is true: When sunset comes, they will always
return home to their coop to roost.

MOLTING AND LAYING

A well-pampered backyard hen will lay up to 300 eggs
a year. She’ll quit laying during molt, when she loses
her feathers and looks as if she has just completed 72
straight hours of roller derby. Short autumn days trig-
ger molting. Never fear; she’ll come out of it. A hen
remains productive for 3 or 4 years. 

The proper use of an old hen (or rooster) is for
making coq au vin, which calls for a tough old bird that
you can cook in wine long enough to bring out the
proper flavor. If your aging hen has become a beloved
pet, of course, you can always offer her a suitable
retirement package. When she dies, bury her in the
garden with ceremony, then buy another chick or pul-
let (a hen less than 1 year old). Now you have joined
the next great social movement. 

In the early 20th century, Herbert Hoover’s cam-
paign slogan was “a chicken in every pot and a car in
every garage.” In the 21st century, the sign of prosper-
ity just might be fresh eggs on every table and two
pretty laying hens in every backyard. 
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very fine blend that has no smell, does not draw flies,
and makes a great addition to the compost pile.
(Chicken manure is high in nitrogen and will “burn” the
roots of plants if added directly to the garden.) 

I use sawdust for bedding, although some people
believe little chicks mistake the tiny particles of wood
for milled grain. (My chicks have always been smarter
than that.) You can also use wood shavings, straw, peat
moss, dry lawn clippings, or dried, chopped-up leaves.
You’ll need 6 or more inches of bedding to absorb the
manure. I never clean the coop out completely; instead,
I remove small amounts of bedding as needed for the
compost pile and add new bedding on top of the old. 

A nest can be as simple as a wooden box or buck-
et nailed sideways to a wall a couple of feet above the
floor. You can make feed and water troughs by cutting
off the bottom halves of plastic milk jugs. When water
freezes in the plastic containers, you can knock the ice
out easily and refill them. Little chicks, however,
require a shallow, saucerlike container with a rock in
the middle so they can’t jump in and drown.  

FREE RANGE

Before your chickens lay their first eggs, they will make
your garbage disposal obsolete. Feed them all your table
scraps except meat, which may draw rodents.

It takes about 20 pounds of grain to raise a chick
to egg-laying size and about 12 pounds a year to main-
tain her. Hens that are fed table scraps or allowed to
free-range the yard to forage for bugs, worms, grass,
and clover will need even less grain. Eggs taste best
when produced on a varied diet rich in both protein
and carbohydrates, which means the birds need a com-
bination of grains, seeds, greens, bugs, and worms.
Farm supply stores sell mash, a finely ground blend of
nutritionally balanced components, but many of these
products are not organic. (For a list of organic chick-
en-feed suppliers, see www.organicgardening.com/
library/chickenfeed.html.) Whatever you feed your
hens, do not give them more than they can eat in an
hour or two. Otherwise, you may attract mice and rats.

If you don’t want your chickens ranging free, erect
a fenced pen where the hens can scratch and eat bugs
and plants. Feed them fresh grass clippings or clumps
of sod, and keep some crushed oyster shells available to
help the chickens form good strong eggshells. A little
sand tossed into the pen supplies grit for digestion.
(Chickens do not have any teeth and need small
stones, sand, or purchased grit to grind their food.) If
they have soil to work with, hens will turn a spot or
two into marvelously velvety little dust bowls, where
they take dust baths to discourage lice. 

The Movable Coop
For small flocks, a portable chicken ark may be the answer. by John Grogan

When I brought four chickens home

to take up residence in our back-

yard, I wanted them to be free to

range around my property. The

problem was that they kept free-

ranging their way straight into the

neighbors’ yards. One day I found all

four of them happily devouring black-

oil sunflower seeds while perching

on my next-door neighbor’s bird

feeder, which was listing like a sink-

ing freighter under their weight.

So I began planning a coop. 

But a permanent structure for four

measly birds seemed like overkill.

And I hated the idea of a permanent

pen, which I knew would be quickly

scratched clean of all vegetation.

The solution that I stumbled on was

a chicken ark, a portable structure

that ingeniously combines mobility

with security. 

A chicken ark is basically a coop

and grazing pen in one movable

package. It is shaped like a tent

with the sleeping quarters

above and a fenced pen

below. A gangplank connects

the two parts and can be

raised at night to keep the

birds in and preda-

tors out. Handles

on each end allow

two people to easily

move the ark around the

yard, giving the chickens fresh

grass every few days. It also can be

placed directly over open garden

beds in the fall to let the birds fertil-

ize, cultivate, and eat bugs.

On the Internet, I found a British

company (www.forshamcottage

arks.co.uk) that makes handsome

arks out of rot-resistant cedar. But at

several hundred dollars each, not

including overseas shipping, they

were too rich for my taste. I decided

to build my own from recycled mate-

rials. From the Dumpster at a con-

struction site near my house came

several large scraps of half-inch ply-

wood and odd lengths of lumber.

From a friend’s barn I salvaged left-

over scraps of red metal roofing.

From my own garage I cannibalized

an old set of shutters for their hinges.

The wire-mesh fencing for the pen

was left over from the previous sea-

son’s tomato cages. My wife

snagged a coffee can full of nails and

screws at a garage sale for 50 cents.

I made my ark 6 feet long, 41⁄2

feet tall and 5 feet wide at the base

with two nesting boxes in one end

and a small hinged door that allows

easy access to the eggs.

One roof panel also

opens for

replacing

bedding. I

painted

mine to protect

the exposed wood from

the elements, a step that is not

necessary if you choose cedar or

other rot-resistant wood. Do not

use pressure-treated wood,

which could poison your

poultry. An ark this size easily

holds six or seven chickens. My

happy birds can’t stop clucking

about theirs.
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Materials
Six 5' 2" ✕ 4"s for framing

Three 3' 1" ✕ 3"s for crossbars

Four 6' 1" ✕ 3"s for roof slats

Two 10' 2" ✕ 2"s for handles 

One 3' ✕ 6' sheet of 1⁄2"-thick 

plywood for floor

One 18" ✕ 6' sheet of 1⁄2"-thick 

plywood for roof hatch

Two 31" ✕ 36" sheets of 1⁄2"-thick

plywood for sides

Scrap lumber to build gangplank 

and nesting boxes

Metal roofing and roof cap

Wire-mesh fencing
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