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SELECTING LAYING HENS
By R. B THOMPSON Poultry Husbandman

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS

CONDITION

To lay well a hen must have a good appetite and a sound body.
She must have a good constitution and be vigorous and healthy in
order to stand up under the strain of continued heavy production. A
bright, clear eye; an active disposition; a plump, red comb, and good
blood circulation are indications of good vigor and health. Physical
defects such as crooked back, exceptionally long toe-nails, over-
hanging eyelids, crossed beak, excessively scaly legs, lameness, or
any other defect, which will decrease the activity and reduce the pos-
sibilities of the hen securing an abundance of feed, will keep her
from producing to her maximum capacity.

BODY TYPE

The body of the hen of high production is usually well balanced
and deep, showing almost rectangular form with well-developed breast
and abdomen. Great depth of body is especially desirable. Large
capacity is essential if a hen is to lay long and heavily. When in
laying condition such capacity is indicated by a body that is deeper
at the rear end of the keel bone than at the front end. The underline
should be relatively straight and the back should be comparatively
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horizontal when the hen is standing in a natural position. The male
shows the same general characteristics as the female, except that the
abdomen is not so deep. A small capacity hen usually stands erect
with the back line at a noticeable angle to horizontal. In poor pro-
ducers the body may be shallow and deficient in breast and abdomen,
or in beefy individuals the abdomen may be abnormally large and
sagging, due to excessive fat or muscular development. Occasionally
extremely poor producers show a hump on the back rather than the
straight backline of the desirable hen.

HEAD POINTS

A clean, fine-cut head with a lean face, free from wrinkles and
overhanging eyebrows is associated with high production. A medium
stout, moderately well-curved beak indicates greater strength and pos-
Jbilities for higher production than either the long, extremely narrow
head and beak, or the fat, full, round head. The high producing hen
usually presents a clean-cut, wide-open eye, round and prominent,
well set on the side of the head with a considerable amount of white
showing in front of the eyeball. The eye of a low producing hen
frequently shows more white in back of the eyeball than in front,
is dull and depressed, has the appeatance of being set on the front
of the head and is usually accompanied by overhanging eyebrows and
wrinkled skin at the back of the eye. The desirable comb has a
broad, firm attachment to the head, is of moderate size with broad
points and the blade follows the curve of the head.

LEGS AND TOES

The shanks of a heavy producer are lean and angular, covered
with smooth, close-fitting scales The rear tendon is prominent and
pliable. The poor producer possesses shanks which are round and
filled with fat, and covered with coarse, rough scales The tendon is
not prominent and is frequently completely encased with fat. The
toes should be straight and the toe nails should show evidence of
proper exercise and industry.

PIGMENTATION AND SECONDARY SEXUAL CHARACTERS

The surplus fat in the body of a laying hen disappears during
the period of production. The type of the individual hen and the
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functions of the different portions of the body have a direct relation
to the time required to use the stored fat. A large hen fed an abund-
ance of green feed or yellow corn, and having a coarse, thick skin,
will bleach much slower than a small hen of the same type or one of
equal weight with a thin pliable skin, or that has not had the yellow
fat-forming feeds. The portions of the body where there is the
greatest amount of blood circulation will fade more rapidly than the
portions where the blood circulates slowly. When a hen presents
an extremely coarse appearance it is a safe indication that she has
not been in production for weeks or even months. The filling out
of the face and wattles with fat during non-production is a slow
process, as is the removal of the fat from these sections during pro-
duction, that is, the change from one condition to the other is not
instantaneous. It is a reliable indication of prolonged production
when the face is lean and the wattles are waxy and pliable but con-
tain no fat If a hen is prepared to produce heavily, her comb will
be full, red, stiff, velvety, and have a glossy appearance. As the
ovary decreases in size and production drops off, the comb loses its
stiffness and is soft and flabby, and later, when production ceases, it
is shnmken, fh:y and hard, covered with a white, powdery appearing
dandruff or scale. When a hen is coming back into production, the
comb enlarges and the whitish scales are broken up showing glossy
areas, and is rather warm to the touch.

SPECIFIC CONSIDERATIONS

THE VENT

The vent (1) loses# its yellow color with one or two weeks of
laying. A loose, moist vent means that the hen is producing eggs.
A tight, dry vent means that she has discontinued laying at that time.

THE EYERING

The eyering (2) is the inner edge of the eyelids, and requires
from one to two weeks longer to bleach out than the vent.

THE EAR LOBE

The ear lobe (3) of the Mediterranean breeds and other white
ear lobed varieties requires a few days longer to lose the yellow or fat
coloring than the eyering.
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ment. This transparency should not be confused with the bleached
condition. Quite frequently the last bit of yellow to be found on
the beak of a producing hen will be a small dot on the top of the
upper mandible.

THE U>WIi,R MANDIBLE

The lower mandible (5) bleaches more rapidly than the upper
mandible but may be used as an indicator for breeds where black or
horn color obscures the yellow in the upper mandible.

SHANKS

The shanks (6) bleach out more slowly than any of the other
portions. Pale or bleached shanks, therefore, indicate production for
a period of fifteen to twenty weeks. The color of the shanks fades
from the scales on the front of the shanks toward the back. There-
fore, a hen with the front of the shanks bleached and the rear yellow
would be considered as a hen having produced for a period not to
exceed the ten weeks just passed.

COMB, WATTIES, AND EAR LOBES

Comb, wattles, and ear lobes (7 and 3) indicate the activity of
the ovary. Comb, wattles, and ear lobes that are fully extended, hard,
plump, glossy, and waxy indicate that the hen is in heavy production.
A shriveled and dried comb covered with a pale or pink to white
dandruff indicates an inactive ovary and therefore a non-producing
hen.

THE ABDOMEN

The abdomen (8) is dilated and soft, the pelvic arches being well
spread and the keel forced down from the pelvic bones, giving greater
capacity. A soft, velvety or silky skin and straight, pliable pelvic
bones indicate high production. Stiff pelvic bones and a coarse,
leathery skin underlaid with much fat indicate low production.

LATERAL STFRNAL PROCESS BONES

These bones are found on each side of and extending nearly
parallel to the breast or keel bone. Ordinarily in high-producing hens
these bones are widespread and prominent with the ends making an
outward flare which makes it easy to feel them extending away from
the keel bone. When they are found to follow the keel bone and lie
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almost next to it, with the ends curving in so as to almost to meet, it
is a safe indication of poor production. Frequently in the best pro-
ducing hens the end of the keel bone will be exceptionally prominent
and turn down, giving the end the appearance of a pitcher lip.

TH£ SCALES

The scales (9) on the heel or hock joint indicate the natural
color of the shanks. These scales are the last to lose their color, and,
when all other portions of the body are bleached, may be used as an
index to determine the amount of bleaching caused by production.

MOLTING

The first thing a hen does when she stops laying in the summer
or fall is to molt. Frequently hens 6f the heavier breeds will produce
a few eggs during the molt, but it is a rare occasion when hens of the
lighter breeds molt and lay at the same time. The body feathers are
shed first, then the tail feathers, and then the wing feathers. The
length of time that a hen has been out of* production can be estimated
by the molting of the primary wing feathers or the ten flight feathers
on the outside joint of the wing. The wing feathers are dropped
from the middle out and in. It requires about six weeks for the new
inside primary feather to grow full size and an additional two weeks
for each additional primary feather. By counting the new primary
feathers and multiplying by two, the number of weeks that the hen
has been molting will be approximately determined.

A hen should not be culled on account of her age. If she sur-
vives culling one year after another she may be used as a breeder the
next. The more culling she survives the better hen she is proved
to be, for she has demonstrated her strong constitution and ability to
stand up under heavy and continued production. A hen that is a good
producer one year is ordinarily a good producer the next, and a flock
of persistent producers makes the best sort of breeders.

TIME TO CUIJ,

July, August, or September are desirable months to do culling,
although the poorest hens may be picked out of the flock earlier.
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METHOD Off CULLING

In small flocks it is sometimes possible for the owner to readily
pick out the poorest by looking over the flock in the yard. Where
the hens are rather wild and scary it is well to go over them at night
while on the perches and take out those with shriveled combs and
hard abdomens, examining them next day to avoid error. With large
flocks it is convenient to use catching coops which may be placed in
front of a door or gate and drive a portion of the flock into the coop
at a time, culling from the coop and thereby not exciting the hens
unnecessarily. When flocks are properly culled it is not uncommon
to secure a greater ^gg production after than before culling, due to
more room and better conditions for the remaining hens

PULLETS

If the pullets come from carefully selected breeding stock of
known value, having been properly hatched, brooded, and reared, there
will be little need for culling. Regardless of the ancestry, however,
some culling in every flock is essential to good management. When
selecting pullets for development and vigor, all comparisons should
be made within the same age. Do not attempt to select from a mixed
flock but put all of the same age together and the differences in de-
velopment* will be readily apparent The body type and head points
of a pullet about to begin production should follow closely those of
a high producing hen but will not be quite so well developed. Ordin-
arily the pullets which make the most constant growth and develop-
ment and come into production first will prove to be the heaviest pro-
ducers.


