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THE CHICKEN AND THE EGG

     Nikki Bourne was just about to graduate from high school.  She was one of those baby faced, angelic girls who always looked younger than they actually were.  If her mother, Sydney was an indication, she would look about twenty five when she was really forty five.  Nikki had the type of personality that just seemed to float from place to place without ever touching the ground.  Never a harsh or cross word, she had not an enemy in the world.  If any one thought came to the mind of anyone who knew her, it would have been Neat. Her room was always in perfect order. All her school work was done on time and in exact, fine hand writing or typed as if it had been proof-read by a strict editor.  She had always received good grades in school, nothing less than a B in the last twelve years, but now that graduation neared, it downed on her that she hadn’t learned anything in those years.  She could name all fifty state capitols and all the presidents, and their vice presidents, but since the Ring had hit last year, that kind of information seemed useless.  Everyone else was planning their future, in the army, in business, as a farmer, everyone had a plan except her.  She well knew that everyone would be needed if they were to survive and, hopefully, prosper in this new world.  She seemed to be the only one in town who had nothing to contribute.
     The only thing outstanding she had done in high school had been her work with her chickens, “Best in Show” for three years.  Her 4H club work had not only earned her extra credit in school, it had been her pride and joy as well.  Her Road Island Reds were the biggest, plumpest in the state, and they laid the biggest eggs also.  No extra large for her biddies, jumbos only!  She only had twenty hens and one rooster, but they were the result of very careful breeding of prize lines that traced back for many years.  Twenty hens and a rooster wouldn’t make much of a dent in the food requirements of the rapidly growing town, nor would the twelve or fifteen eggs she gathered each day.  Not a blinding flash but a slowly growing plan started to form.  She had a small incubator that would care for about one hundred chicks at a time, but chicks grew fast and soon she could start on a second brood, then a third.  She knew chickens and how to grow big happy, fat ones.  With the proper sheds and yards, she could build up to a fine chicken ranch.  Not one of those factories that mass-produced tasteless neurotic birds full of growth hormones and antibiotics, she knew how to grow contented, high producing chickens.  The method she had evolved in her 4H study was a cross between the best of open range and pen grown methods.  The small property she and her mother lived on was too rocky and steep for any normal farming, but her hens liked it fine.  Their yard was well fenced with fine wire to keep out stray dogs and foxes and she planted giant sunflowers on half the run early in the spring.  When the plants were grown enough to be safe, the hens were allowed into that half while the first half was planted.  By summer, the sun flowers provided shade for the hens and protection from hawks.  The chickens did their part to help the sunflowers grow and in turn were rewarded with sunflower seeds well into the fall.  At night or in bad weather, the hens had a dry spacious shed to go to, with fresh straw, clean water and all the food they wanted.  The biggest factor was space.  Chickens do not like to be forced to crowd together.  They would flock closely when it was cold or at night on their roosts, but they seemed to like being able to get away from close contact if they wanted to.  Nikki knew how to keep chickens happy and happy chickens grow faster and lay more eggs.  She just had to find a way to expand her hobby into a big enough operation to help the town.
     The first problem was to find enough space to do the job she had planed.  The hillside behind her home seemed best.  Steeper and rockier than her home, it would never be farmed.  It faced South-East, so there would be some shelter from the winter winds.  The coops could be dug in mostly underground on the back side for better protection.  Her 4H friends would help with the construction, chicken coops do not require master carpenters, after all. There were bricks at the new brick factory that were not good enough to send out for the new buildings being built around town.  Chipped edges, warped in firing, not fired quite hot enough, that sort of thing, but fine for chicken coops. They didn’t have to be built a once, it would take time to grow the flock up to the size she wanted.  With the short days, the hens would not lay many eggs in the winter, so she would cull the flock in the late fall to cut back on heating too much space in the winter.  In early spring, she would start brooding the flock back up to size for the warm time.
     The second problem was feed.  The town had never produced enough food to feed itself before the Ring.  Now, with tractors and fuel in short supply and every inch of farmable land being used, how could she find enough grain for thirty thousand more mouths?  Who had grain to sell?  The millers outside the ring were doing all the milling work for the town now,  they had no mill of their own.  A bike trip to the nearest mill solved the immediate problem.  The miller had grain he could not grind to flour because of the new health inspections.  The uptimers just did not like mouse droppings for spice in their bread.  The local German population had become convinced that that was a good thing also, so much of his stock would be wasted or used for feed for her chicks.  A deal was struck, no one could really say no to Nikki, after all.  Sometimes it is advantageous to be an angelic looking little blond girl, especially in Germany.  
     Soon the egg production was no longer needed for more chicks and the eggs she sold started to make money, at least enough to pay the feed bill.  Some of the chickens just did not measure up to Nikki’s high standards, so fried chicken became more and more common around town, there was even talk of starting a West Virginia Fried Chicken fast food shop, with all the fixens, of course.  Once the gun powder makers found out about her hen sheds, she no longer had to clean the floors, that chore was taken over with thanks.  There was more than enough left outside to make the sun flowers grow lush, so she was able to roast enough of the seeds for everyone who had been craving them and even crush some for cooking oil.
     The fall cull produced the first real profit for Happy Hen Farms.  Those jumbo eggs from the early spring had grown into huge hens that were much more than finger licken good.  Freezers all over town were stocked up for the winter.  There would be some eggs to sell all winter, the hens were warm in their heated brick coops and they could go out into their yards on nice days to scratch a little dirt and cluck to each other about whatever it is that chickens cluck about.  It was a happy life.    Chuck Dohogne
