
Hatching Bird Eggs
A compilation of in-depth experiential knowledge about eggs, how to select and store 

them for hatching, how to mechanically incubate them, how to brood chicks, and 
everything you need to know about utilizing broody hens to hatch eggs for you.

Written by Jennifer Rose
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Table of Contents: A Foreword from Your’s Truly
 Within this publication, for the sake of simplicity, I generically refer to young and newly hatched birds 
as “chicks”.  Naturally not all baby birds are commonly called chicks (poults, ducklings, keets, and goslings for 
example).  This information is not reserved strictly for one species.  
 I have written this compilation from years of raising and hatching birds.  What you will find here is 
built upon my own experiences and gradually accumulated knowledge.  Though I have hatched and raised 
thousands of birds, I do not claim perfection in my knowledge.  Some aspects of my knowledge and experienc-
es may be incomplete.  It is important to remember that there are 1,000 different ways to raise birds, and 1,001 
different opinions on what you should or shouldn’t do, what can or can’t be done.  Consider this to be my own 
opinion, which will surely shift and expand as the years go by and I try new things, make new mistakes, and 
learn more every day.

 I truly think that everyone should try to raise a bird of some sort at some point in their life.  Whether 
for companionship or provision, these curious and primal animals have much to offer.  Some birds are great 
with kids, too!  Aside from companionship, they can provide eggs, meat, income from offspring, pest control, 
and other services around the farm.

Photo credits:  All photos and illustrations herein are my own.
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 An egg is a bit like the equivalent of a bird’s womb.  It is contained within a shell, which is sealed with 
a coating called the bloom as the egg is being laid.  Inside the egg you have an air pocket, the albumen and  
the yolk, which are separated by a membrane.  Within the yolk is the actual “egg” which has the potential to 
become an embryo.  These terms may come in fancier forms, but these are the words I know them by.   
 The shell is the calcium armor of the egg; it protects everything within that the embryo needs in order 
to grow.  The bloom is a protective coating on exterior of the shell of the egg that keeps the insides fresh.  
Some blooms are clear, others are white, brown, or spotted brown, each varying by species, breed, and individ-
ual.  The membrane inside the shell is a flexible, white, fleshy layer that acts as a moisture barrier, separating 
the air pocket from the fluids.  The air pocket contains the oxygen that the chick will need to breathe while it 
is hatching.  The albumen is the “egg white”.  The yolk is the placenta for the embryo.  It will nourish the chick 
as it grows.  As the chick is breaking free from the shell, it absorbs the last of the yolk, which will sustain the 
chick for the first few days of its life.  Within the yolk of an undeveloped egg is a tiny opaque dot.  This is the 
actual egg, the potential beginning of an embryo.  
 When a female bird breeds, each yolk is allocated a small amount of sperm, before the shell of the 
egg is formed around it.  When an egg is fertilized, there will be a thin, opaque ring around the “actual egg” 
inside the yolk.  That ring signifies that sperm is present in the egg, and it has the potential to develop in the 
right conditions.  This dot and ring can only be seen when an egg is cracked open and inspected.  A yolk with 
sperm in it is not yet an embryo, nor is it actively developing.  That opaque ring signifies that the sperm has 
not yet entered the egg.  The barrier protecting the egg from the sperm will break down when the yolk is heat-
ed to roughly 90ºF, allowing the sperm to enter the egg, officially initiating the development of an embryo.  

Left; a fertilized egg with a ring of sperm clearly visible.  Right; this fertilized egg has been warmed for 2-3 days.  The yolk is losing 
shape and has a dark, discolored area within it.  The embryo began to develop in the heat.

A “full color spectrum” pallet of chicken eggs

 The presence of sperm in the yolk does not affect the edibility of the egg.  A fertilized egg is exactly 
the same as an infertile egg when you cook and eat it!  Sometimes a fresh, raw egg will have blood specks in 
it when you break it open.  This does not mean that the embryo was developing.  This happens when a blood 
vessel tears or breaks inside the hen while her body is creating the egg.  It is not uncommon and I personally 
consider it safe to consume, though most folks throw these eggs to the compost or dogs.  
 If an embryo has started to develop only briefly (perhaps it got left under a broody hen over night), 
when cracked open the yolk will have a dark ‘oily’ discoloration in the middle.  This is a sign that the sperm 
entered the egg and the growth of the embryo was triggered, rearranging and distorting the egg contents.  If 
the egg has been sat on or heated for many days,  there will be spider-web-like ring of blood veins within the 
yolk, surrounding the tiny “egg dot”, and the yolk will have developed dark ‘oily’ looking patches in it.  This 
will only happen in a fertilized egg if the egg has been heated to 90-100º for several days straight.

Are Fertilized Eggs Edible?

Choosing Hatching Eggs
 When selecting eggs for hatching, try to keep only the best.  Foremost, you want to avoid eggs that are 
excessively soiled with mud or feces.  These can transfer harmful bacteria into the egg during incubation.  For 
the same reasons, avoid ones that have dried yolk on their shell from another egg getting broken.  Eggs that 
have splotchy appearances in the shell are typically very thin-shelled.  Candling these eggs will confirm the 
shell quality; if the shell is spotty or patched in appearance when candled, don’t bother incubating it unless 
you really need to.  Thin-shelled eggs often lose moisture very rapidly and fail in the first 2 weeks of incuba-
tion.  When put under a broody hen, they are almost alway crushed, soiling the nest.
 If you have eggs that had been damaged and you’d like to try and incubate them, all is not lost.  Nor-
mally, a cracked shell will lose moisture too rapidly to sustain an embryo until hatch time.   When corrected 
immediately though, I have managed to seal and hatch cracked eggs.  There are probably excellent ways to 
improve on this method, but I simply melted candle wax over the cracks, sealing only the cracked areas and a 
small perimeter around them with wax; too much wax on the egg would prevent it from losing moisture.  In 
cases where I fully sealed the surface cracks, the eggs hatched successfully.  If the egg has been cracked and 
moisture is leaking out of it, there is little or no hope of saving it.  This method only works on surface cracks.

Part 1: The Egg

What is an Egg?



 Eggs are laid with a translucent “bloom” on them; a fine film that is sticky when fresh but dries within 
seconds of being laid.  Some species and breeds have colored or speckled blooms, which ‘paint’ the egg as it’s 
being laid.  In game birds the bloom is often unique to each egg and helps to camouflage them in the nest.  
 The bloom’s function is to keep the egg from exchanging air, losing moisture, and allowing bacteria to 
grow inside.  It degrades over time, usually staying robust for 7 to 10 days before it begins to disintegrate.  In 
perfect storage settings, the bloom may stay viable for several months, but in the case of incubation or poor 
storage it dilapidates over 2 to 4 weeks.  As this coating rubs and washes away, moisture leaves the egg in 
exchange for oxygen, which allows bacteria to begin growing inside.  This is what leads to the decomposition 
or ‘rotting’ of an egg on the inside.  However, when incubating an egg, the biological processes inside the egg 
discourage bacterial growth.  
 When you wash an egg after collecting it, you are washing the bloom off.  Washing makes an egg invia-
ble for hatching, as the embryo will likely die from rapid moisture loss during incubation.  It also shortens the 
shelf life of “food eggs” substantially.  By washing off the bloom, they lose moisture more rapidly and decay 
much faster than an unwashed egg.  So washed eggs are best kept refrigerated to delay moisture loss.  Un-
washed eggs can be kept unrefrigerated for weeks or months before their blooms begin to degrade, allowing 
oxygen and moisture exchange.

The Bloom Eggs awaiting incubation should be stored fat-side-up (pointy-side-down).  The fat end of the egg 
contains an air pocket.  The chicks need the oxygen in that air pocket in order to hatch.  When an egg is up-
side-down (pointy end up), the air pocket risks shifting and adhering to the highest point of the egg, which 
would not be the fat-end in these storage conditions.  The chick might not hatch if the air pocket is not in the 
fat end of the egg.  When storing eggs for hatching, chicken eggs can be stored for 10 days with little to no 
drop in viability.  After 10 days their chances of hatching begin to decline as their bloom begins to degrade.  
Larger eggs like turkey and duck can withstand slightly longer storage before viability beings to decline.  
 The reason for limitation on storage length is that the bloom of an old egg may deteriorate too quickly 
during incubation and result in early death of the embryo or fetus.  Other bird species can be stored for differ-
ent times.  Usually eggs with longer incubation or thicker blooms times can be stored a little longer.  And old 
egg isn’t doomed, but it’s chances of success are poorer. 
  If you want to label or write on your eggs for incubation, I recommend using graphite or crayon.  I 
have heard that using markers may leech chemicals into the egg.  That is plausible, so I stick with pencils for 
marking eggs.  
 While storing eggs prior to incubation, they should be kept cool, ideally 60ºF~, but 45-70ºF works as a 
broad  range.  Getting them too cold may decrease their viability.  Storing eggs too warm may trigger prema-
ture development, resulting in the embryo beginning to form, then getting too cold and dying in inconsistent 
temperatures.

Storing Hatching Eggs



Above; A basic incubator like this does not have a thermostat read-out or a circulation fan.  The temperature must be calibrated and 
closely monitored using multiple thermometers inside, placed so that they are easily visible through the viewing windows.  

Below;  This upright digital incubator is set to 101ºF.  It has a circulation fan, but this digital read out is 2 degrees higher than the 
actual temperature within.  Keeping multiple proven thermometers in your incubator at all times, even if it has its own thermostat 

feature, will help ward against temperature mishaps that lead to poor hatch results.

Temperature
  Eggs need constant, consistent heat to keep the embryo warm while it develops during incubation.  If 
you are mechanically incubating, and the incubator has a circulation fan, the temperature should be 99.5ºF 
throughout the incubator.  If the incubator does not have a circulation fan, the temperature should be 101ºF at 
the very top of the egg, and 99ºF at the very bottom of the egg.  This applies to all of the quail, chicken, turkey, 
and duck eggs I’ve ever hatched.  I’ve recently seen recommendations of different temperatures for different 
common species.  I have not found this necessary or effective.  
 I recommend using multiple thermometers throughout the incubator to monitor temperature, even 
if it’s a small incubator.  Prolonged cool temperatures, even .5-1ºF lower than needed, can delay development 
and extend hatch times, which can rob a hatching chick of the energy it needs to eventually break out of the 
egg.  Heat spikes should be avoided.  Prolonged elevated temperatures may speed development and lead to 
early embryo death or deformities in hatched chicks.

Part 2: 
Mechanical Incubation
 Naturally, there are two ways to hatch eggs; one is to let the birds do it themselves (see Part 3: Brood-
ies), the other is to hatch eggs yourself in an incubator.  Incubators are machines that keep a stable tempera-
ture and a moist environment in which eggs can hatch successfully. The most basic incubators require your 
attention every day to make certain the temperature and humidity are consistent, and to turn the eggs at least 
twice a day.  The most elaborate incubators have remote digital readouts, alarms when something goes awry, 
automatic egg turners, and automatic water reservoirs to keep humidity consistent, all of which allow you to 
‘set and forget’ you eggs until hatch time, if desired.
Incubators are comprised of a few key components;
1.  An insulated container.  The more insulated this container is, the less energy your heat source will consume 
keeping a consistent temperature.  Containers are most useful when they have viewing windows and easy-ac-
cess lids or doors for tending to the eggs. 
2.  A heat source.  This can be a bare heating element, a light bulb, a heated mat, or other source of reliable, 
consistent heat production.  Light bulbs are popular heating options for home-made incubators.  Incubators 
readily available from companies usually use electric heating elements.
3.  To make sure you have consistent temperatures, a thermostat is needed to regulate the heat source.  The 
thermostat within the incubator must not allow for any degree of fluctuation.  It must keep the temperature 
steady, accurate to half a degree in change.  
5.  A place to hold water for humidity.  Branded incubators often provide water trays.  Homemade incubators 
will require creative solutions to water and humidity.
6.  An optional but very useful additional feature is a circulation fan.  Small electronic fans are common for 
this.  Air circulation and exchange helps to keep the air fresh and free of brewing bacteria, but also helps to 
circulate the heat, ensuring that the entire incubator is one consistent temperature.
7.  Another optional feature include egg turning devices.  
 Some species, particularly duck eggs, benefit from short periods of cooling and wetting.  Their eggs are 
designed to withstand the parent returning to the nest wet.  Their thick waxy blooms resist the temperature 
changes and moisture.  So imitating this wetting/drying during mechanical incubation may benefit them, or 
even be needed in order to hatch.  Each breed is unique and some are more temperamental than others.



Some incubator models have minor flaws.  They may have hot and cold spots throughout, or they may concentrate the humidity in 
one specific area.  Knowing your incubator;s unique quirks can help you achieve excellent hatch rates.

Egg Rotation
 Most people agree that eggs need to be rotated during incubation, to keep oxygen and fluids moving 
inside. When saving eggs to hatch, they should also be rotated for the same reasons.  I generally advise a mini-
mum rotation of 2 times per day.  It’s commonly accepted that there should be 3 to 5 rotations throughout the 
day at regular intervals.  I personally have seen poorer hatch rates with too much rotation, but that’s an un-
proven correlation.  Regardless, I’ve had many 100% hatch rates with a routine morning and evening rotation.   
 Rotation eggs that are being stored vertically consists of tilting them roughly 30º from one direction 
to another.  This can be done by storing eggs in an egg carton and lifting one side of the carton up with some-
thing, for example.  If the eggs are laying on their side, flip the egg onto its opposite side.  Marking each side 
of an egg with something like an X/O, for example, helps to keep track of proper rotation.  Some people say 
you don’t need to rotate eggs at all.  I personally have found that my hatch rates decline when I skip twice daily 
rotations, let alone not rotating at all.

If you are not using an egg turning mechanism, incubating eggs on their side will suffice.   After all, that’s how hens hatch them!  
Eggs on their side benefit from being fully rotated from one side to the other at least twice a day.  

Humidity
 Eggs need elevated humidity during incubation to keep from losing too much moisture prior to and 
during hatching.  Too much moisture loss will kill the chick before it hatches, as the inside of the egg becomes 
sticky and dry.  The membrane may weld to the chick’s body and prevent it from breaking free of the egg.   
Conversely, too much moisture inside the egg when it comes time to hatch could result in the chick drown-
ing before it can hatch.  If the air pocket is too small or becomes filled with fluid, when the chick first breaks 
through the membrane to breathe it may inhale the moisture and drown.  
 When you raise the humidity level in the incubator, it prevents moisture loss in the egg.  When you 
keep the incubator dry it encourages moisture loss in the egg.  Humidity is raised by adding water to con-
tainers in the incubator.  The water heats and evaporates, but is trapped inside the incubator, and thus raises 
humidity levels.  Humidity can be tracked precisely using a “hygrometer”.  
 Monitoring humidity during incubation can be as precise or vague as you make it.  I generally “dry in-
cubate” until “pre-hatch” time.  I monitor the air pocket in the egg during development, and from experience 
have learned to gauge whether I need more or less moisture in the incubator.  There are helpful online guides 
for tracking humidity and air pocket development.  Your humidity needs will largely be affected by your envi-
ronment’s humidity levels.  Air pocket development can be tracked throughout incubation by tracing its shape 
on the shell with a pencil or crayon when candling at different stages.  You can watch its progression and label 
your traced development lines by day to get a feel for how it should look and progress.



Egg illustrations by species from left to right: turkey, quail, chicken, bantam chicken, duck

Incubating Eggs from 
Multiple Species

Each species has its own incubation time, and sometimes different breeds of the same species can vary.  Mul-
tiple species can be hatched at once.  For example, you can set Muscovy duck eggs (35 day incubation), and 7 
days later you can set turkey or other duck eggs (28 day incubation).  Another 7 days later you can set chicken 
eggs (21 day incubation).  And another 4 days later  you could set coturnix quail eggs (17 day incubation), and 
they will all hatch at the same time.   
 Some folks have found themselves in the unique situation of needing to incubate wild or exotic bird 
eggs.  While each species will have its own unique incubation length, the general rules and principles for 
incubation should still apply to birds not commonly found in the barnyard.  Waterfowl have the exception of 
needing special wetting and cooling cycles to mimic parents who leave the nest to swim and return wet.
 When combining multiple species in the incubator, especially if there will be a size difference between 
hatchings, it would be wise to separate the eggs within the incubator just before hatch.  Cardboard makes 
good makeshift dividers.  When hatching quail or bantam breeds together with larger birds, I have placed the 
tiny eggs in a deep glass dish so they remain isolated from the large chicks inside the incubator and cannot fall 
through any tiny holes in the tray or floor.  Larger chicks may trample very tiny hatchings and it’s best to keep 
extreme size differences apart from one another. 

 Eggs can be “candled” during incubation to monitor their development.  Despite the term, it has noth-
ing to do with candles.  Candling is putting a light to the egg to see what’s going on inside.  There are specialty 
products designed for this, but a small bright flashlight works just as well.  You don’t have to candle, but it sure 
is fun!  And it can prevent potential mishaps, like rotten eggs in your incubator or under a broody hen.  
 To candle, hold the fat end of the egg (the end with the air pocket) up to a bright, small light in a dark 
room or setting.  It does not matter whether this is done horizontally or vertically, the contents of the egg 
remain fixed in their place.  There is no best way, it’s about personal preference.  Holding the light to the fat 
end of the egg allows the light to penetrate the air pocket and illuminate the egg contents.  Holding the light to 
anywhere else on the egg may result in no visibility.   The egg can be gently rotated and inspected in the light.   
Richly colored egg shells are hard to see through and may need a very bright light and total darkness.  
 I like to candle at 1 week, 2 weeks, and then 4 to 5 days before hatch time to see how many eggs are 
developing.  It is wise to remove any dead or infertile eggs so they don’t begin to decay; a rotten egg is brewing 
bacteria and can emit gases as it decomposes.  It may eventually explode in the 100º heat as it loses moisture 
and fills with compressed gas from the decaying process.  Not only does that smell horrid, but the decaying 
matter may splatter other eggs and cause bacterias to infect and potentially kill the others as well.  
 If you only intend to candle once, I would recommend waiting until 5-7 days before hatch day to 
remove any dead eggs before hatching begins.  If you want to candle frequently or even daily, keep your can-
dling time short.  You do not want to substantially cool the eggs and incubator, this can delay their develop-
ment or potentially kill the embryos as they expend precious energy trying to stay alive when chilled.

Developement Within the Egg
 In the first 5 days there may be little noticeable change in the egg.  If you have a white egg and bright 
light you may see the beginning veins in the yolk and a tiny wiggling embryo-dot. By 7 to 10 days there should 
be a distinct network of blood-filled veins and the embryo should be easily seen.  The air pocket will have 
expanded only slightly in this time.  After this point the development time-line varies between species.  
 About 10 days before hatch the air pocket should have increased in size markedly, and the contents of 
the egg begin to darken, making the chick inside harder to spot.  Movement should still be detectable though.  
Within 5 days of hatch the contents of the egg should be almost indistinguishable.  The chick is now filling up 
most of the space.  Just before hatch, the air pocket should be roughly 20% of the egg’s size.  If the pocket has 
grown to about 1/3rd of the egg and the chick is still alive, you can assume it’s pretty dry in that egg and extra 
humidity may be needed to facilitate a successful hatch. 
 If you candle an egg at 7 to 10 days of incubation and the egg still looks perfectly clear inside with a 
small blurry dark orb (the yolk), you can assume it’s either infertile or it died in the first 48 hours of incuba-
tion.  If you candle an egg that used to have or should have veins in it, but instead you see a dark “blood ring” 
inside with no veins, this means the egg has failed and the embryo has died.  There will be no movement 
inside from the embryo or fetus.   Those rings are the remnants of once functioning blood-filled veins.  If 
the egg contents look yellow-ish and/or milky throughout, with no definition, movement, or veins, you can 
assume it died in the first week, especially if the air pocket is deformed or oversized.  These eggs should be 
removed so they do not begin to decompose.   
 If you candle the eggs around 5 days before your hatch date and you find an egg that is developed, but 
the veins have disappeared or turned into rings and/or the contents look yellow or milky, especially if you see 
no movement from the fetus, you can assume the chick died.  I only remove eggs right before hatch if I am 
absolutely confident that they are dead. 

Candling Eggs



Candling Examples

1.  An egg that is either infertile or has not yet begun to develop.  The faint shadow of the unchanged yolk may be visible.
2.  An egg about 7 days into incubation, with well formed  and well defined veins, a pulse, and a tiny embryo that moves  frequently.  
3.  An egg that is about 5 days from hatching.  Most of its contents are not visible, however well defined veins near the air pocket and 
the silhouette of the occasionally moving fetus might be seen.
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4.  An egg that has failed during the first half of incubation and is actively rotting.  The contents are milky and yolk-colored, with no 
veins or defined embryo and no movement inside.  Some dark, flaky matter may be visible inside that sloshes around when the egg 
is rotated.  The air cell may or may not be deformed or detached (moving around with the rotation of the egg).
5.  An egg that has failed during the first week of incubation.  I may look similar to a viable egg, but the veins have mostly dissolved 
and are disconnected without a defined network.  The dark embryo mass may be visible but will not show movement.
6.  An egg that has failed during the last week of incubation.  It may look very similar to a viable, healthy pre-hatch egg, except the 
contents will be strongly yolk-colored and/or milky, the visible vein network will have dissolved, and there will be no embryo move-
ment.  These eggs are a little tougher to confirm as ‘dead’.  Leaving them in during hatch is ‘usually’ safe, since they only recently 
died.  I do not pass judgment on these eggs unless I’m 100% certain it has failed.

 In regards to how you should interact with the eggs during incubation, there are a lot of thoughts and 
opinions.  In my opinion, days 1 through 7 need very little attention.  At day 7-10 you can candle for infertility 
if you haven’t already.  It’s not uncommon to have some eggs fail/die in the first week.  If after 7 days you can 
see no visible change within the egg when candling, remove the egg from the incubator.  If you’re not quite 
sure and want to check it again later, sometimes it helps to mark the egg with a symbol like a question mark.  
 Between the first week and the last week of incubation is when I watch the air pocket the closest to 
make sure it’s not growing too rapidly or not enough (too little/too much humidity).  Sometimes I track the 
air cell’s growth by tracing it during candling.  This is an easy way to monitor the progress of all the eggs at a 
glance.  It is not uncommon to have eggs fail mid-incubation.  If a few fail it doesn’t necessarily mean you’ve 
done something wrong.  
 3 to 5 days before your hatch date (day 16-18 for chickens) is when your “pre-hatch” period should 
begin.  Candle all your eggs one last time if desired and remove the confirmed duds.  You can also mark ques-
tionable ones here with a symbol, that way if they remain unhatched after all the others hatch, you can safely 
assume they were indeed dead.  At this point you enter the “pre-hatch” phase, so prepare to not touch the 
incubator for the next few days.

“Pre-Hatch”
 Hatch day (day 21 for chickens) is a general expected date;.  Eggs could hatch a day or two before or af-
ter this date, so it pays to keep a close eye on them throughout incubation to monitor their progress.  A really 
good hatch will see most of the chicks hatch within 36 hours of each other.   If there were temperature fluctua-
tions during incubation, a rough hatch may drag out for several days after your scheduled hatch date. Be sure 
that you put an ample supply of moisture/water into the incubator before hatch time so that a late/staggered 
hatch won’t risk getting dried out.  
 While it is recognized that a certain specie’s egg takes a certain amount of time to hatch (for instance, 
turkeys take 28 days) it is not uncommon to have an entire clutch hatch 1-2 days earlier (or less commonly, 
later), even when all incubation guidelines have been followed.  I have not found rhyme or reason behind ear-
ly hatches, but have had years where every hatch, from broodies and incubators alike, were consistently 3 days 
early.  As such, I tend to assume my ‘pre-hatch’ period should begin 5 days before expected hatch date, instead 
of the more common 3 day guideline.   
 The popular incubation term for this point in time is ‘lockdown’, which is a prison protocol reference.  
I like to use ‘pre-hatch’ in its place, though the word ‘lockdown’ does describe what you should do with your 
incubator during the last few days of incubation:  DO NOT TOUCH IT.   At this point, 3 to 5 days before the 
expected hatch date, you need to raise your humidity drastically by adding dishes or containers of water to 
your incubator, if it doesn’t have appropriately sized water trays (which most incubators do not).  The chicks 
need this moisture to slide out of their shells.  If it is too dry their sticky bodies will dry to the membrane 
inside the egg and glue them to the shell; this can easily kill them, even if they’re nearly out of the egg.  
 If you choose to lock up your incubator 5 days before hatch, you will need twice as much water a you 
would if you locked it up 3 days before hatch.  Any incubator I’ve used only has a water reservoir big enough 
for 2-3 days worth of evaporation in the incubator.  The last thing you want is a dry incubator on the last 48 
hours of hatch!  Water containers can be as fancy as a bucket with a drip hose feeding a reservoir with a float 
valve, or as simple as extra jars of water near/in front of the heating element.  Just be certain that it’s not a con-
tainer that the chicks can fall into!   

During Incubation



Hatching Time
 The first signs of hatching usually being 24 to 48 hours before your expected hatch date.  If you listen 
closely you may be able to hear peeping coming from within the eggs!  The chicks have begun the hatching 
process by piercing the inner membrane that separates the chick from the air pocket.  This is commonly 
referred to as “pipping internally”.  The chick takes its first breath of air and begins cheeping from within the 
egg.  Once a chick has ‘pipped internally’, it has limited oxygen to breathe.  It must peck a hole in the outer 
shell so it can breathe the outside air within 24 hours or so, or it will suffocate.  If the chick is poorly posi-
tioned within the egg (the bird version of ‘breeched’), it may fail to do this. 
 “Pipping” is a common term for the first visible hole a chick makes in the shell.  It is not uncommon 
for a chick to ‘pip’ and then rest for many hours as it breathes and adjusts.  The tip of its beak can be seen in 
the hole in the side of the egg, showing occasional movement. During this resting time, the chick is absorbing 
blood and the yolk into its body.  The yolk will provide it with enough sustenance to survive for the first few 
days without food or water.  Different species have slightly differing lengths of time before they need to eat 
and drink, but generally 2 days is a good rule.
  “Zipping” is the common term for when the chick pecks a full ring around the egg from the inside, like 
“unzipping” the top of the egg.  From “Pip” to “Zip” may take the chick 24 hours or more.  Don’t be worried 
if they take that full time to unzip their shell.  There’s a lot going on inside that egg!  However, if a chick has 
pipped and has not fully zipped within 48 hours, it is likely poorly positioned in the egg and unable to rotate 
its head fully within the egg.  In this case, without intervention it will likely die.
 In the moment the egg is popped open, a pocket of moisture is released that helps boost humidity in 
the incubator for the other chicks who are still working on their eggs.  A chick may take many hours to fight 
its way out of the bottom half of its shell.  It is a tedious and tiring process, but it is necessary for the baby to 
go through this trial to build proper body strength.  Hatchings in the incubator may inadvertently help each 
other along by flailing around and bumping into one another.    The chick may be crying loudly during this 
process, or may be silent.  Do not help a chick remove the lower portion of its shell unless the shell is dried to 
the chick.  During this time its body finishes absorbing yolk and blood before disconnecting from the shell.  
Pulling off a shell prematurely can cause a chick to bleed out and die, or leave it with a herniated ‘belly button’ 
from the yolk not fully absorbing.  
 A chick will be wet and exhausted when it finally frees itself.  They usually rest on their side or belly 
for a long time, peeping and cheeping as they adjust to the new world.  They will flop around the incubator 
ungracefully during their first day, learning to use their legs.  During this time their fluffy down will dry out.
 REMEMBER:  Opening an incubator during hatch time, even for a second, can release most of the 
moisture in the incubator, potentially dooming any chicks that have not yet hatched.  My policy is to only 
open if absolutely needed, and only if I’m prepared to lose any eggs yet unhatched.  Opening the incubator 
during this time also creates a sudden drop in temperature.  Once the chicks begin to hatch, they have limited 
time and energy to free themselves from their eggs.  If they get chilled, they stop moving and they lose pre-
cious time trying to warm back up and continue their hard work. Even if there is one chick with a problem 
that you could potentially save by opening the incubator, ask yourself if it’s worth the risk of losing any un-
hatched eggs remaining!  Most of us learn this discipline the hard way.
 There are many scenarios where your intervention can mean the difference between life and death for 
a chick.  However, aside from the risk of opening the incubator, there are risks with intervention as well.  For 
instance, maybe you think a chick has taken too long to unzip its shell and wish to help it.  If you act prema-
turely and end up tearing the membrane of the egg while removing shell, you could potentially cause the chick 
to bleed out and die, as its network of veins is still attached to the inner membrane.  It wasn’t ready to unzip its 
shell in this case.  Never rush to assist in hatching; be cautious and patient.

Possible Complications
 Before the final stages of hatching, the veins of blood within that membrane are still pumping the 
chick’s blood on the outside of the chick.  After zipping the top of the shell open, the chick rests and finish-
es absorbing the last of the blood and yolk into its body.  As such, opening the egg of any live, unhatched 
chick comes with serious risks.  Intervening in a hatch is dangerous for the chicks, and should really only be 
attempted if the chick will die without you taking that risk.  As tempting as it may be to ease their self-birth-
ing process, there are so many delicate and time-sensitive processes taking place that it’s usually better to let 
nature take its course.

Too Dry During Hatch
 That said, the most common hatching complications have to do with humidity during hatch.  The 
common term for a dry hatch where chicks get stuck to their shell and membranes is called “shrink wrapped”.  
The membrane dries out and does literally shrink wrap the chick and prevent it from escaping the shell.  The 
remedy for this is to moisten the membrane on the “shrink wrapped” chick with warm water.   If the chick has 
finished absorbing its fluids, the membrane can simply be pulled off the chick.  However!  A chick that has 
dried out early in its hatch can be easily killed with this kind of intervention; if you attempt to pull the mem-
brane off the chick before it is ready, the chick can bleed out and die.   
 Thankfully, a shrink-wrapped chick that has already zipped its shell has some grace time.  It can breath 
and it doesn’t need food or water.  It can wait for attention until the rest of the hatch has completed.  It will 
be tired and listless from fighting an impossible fight, but that won’t automatically condemn it.  Remember:  
opening the incubator for ANY reason during hatch time can plummet the humidity and doom any re-
maining unhatched eggs.  
 If the incubator was too dry  during “Pre Hatch”, the membrane within the eggs may dry out before 
the chick has even pipped.  This is rarely possible to detect until it’s too late, as the only way to confirm this is 
by carefully opening the shell in a location directly over the air pocket.  Opening the shell anywhere else will 
result in tearing the membrane, which will cause the chick to bleed profusely.  
 The only time I check for shrink-wrapped internal-pippers is when I’m dealing with broody hens.  An 
egg is easily taken out from under a docile hen (though one who freaks out, attacks, or flies off the nest will be 
a problem) without disturbing the rest of the eggs or their temperature or humidity under the hen.  If I have 
a broody hen who has hatched most of her eggs, I like to candle the remaining eggs (as quickly as possible to 
not upset the delicate conditions of the egg).  Any remaining eggs with life in them are left under the broody.  
If I see no progress within another 24-36 hours, I will assume the egg is dead or doomed and very carefully 
chip a tiny hole in the shell directly over the center of the air pocket.  A sharp pointed tool like a nail or screw 
works to chip a small X and open the egg.  I open the egg just enough to shine a light in and inspect.  A wrin-
kly paper-white membrane with a pulsating chick beneath it means the egg is far too dry and the chick hasn’t 
even pipped internally yet.  A few drops of warm water in the egg and thrusting it back under broody mama 
is the best hope for success here.  A wrinkly white membrane with a chick’s beak sticking out, peeping and 
moving, means the chick is too dry but is trying to hatch.  Again, A few drops of warm water may help.  Be 
very careful not to drown the chick when moistening the membrane!  If you open the top of the egg and there 
is zero movement inside, the chick has died.  These simple check-and-wet remedies have resulted in hundreds 
of successful last-minute hatchings under the broody for me.  Sometimes the chicks die before or after hatch-
ing though- when they are dried out, they expend their precious energy struggling futily, and either lack the 
strength to escape the shell, or are too weak and fragile post-hatch to get on their feet.  The weak hatchings 
commonly get trampled by their siblings or the broody hen as they cannot move quickly or fend for them-
selves.  



 Sometimes a chick will pip externally but make no progress.  If a chick has had its beak poking out 
of the egg for over 48 hours and has made no progress unzipping the shell, it may be dried out or breeched.  
If it has not unzipped it shell and the rest of the hatch has concluded, it is “probably” safe to help the chick 
hatch.  If you are certain it’s been at least 48 hours since it popped its beak out, it’s likely done absorbing yolk 
and blood within the shell.  For these cases, I chip my “X” mark open over the air cell and very carefully chip 
the shell back, inspecting as I go.  Unfortunately, only having made bad intervention decisions in the past will 
really educate One on when you’ve gone too far or too fast...  Assisting in hatching is always dangerous for the 
chick and emotional for the human trying to help.   If the chick is indeed done absorbing blood, and the mem-
brane is dried to it, I open the top of the egg completely and moisten the membrane with warm water.  Once 
softened, the membrane can be peeled back so the chick’s head and upper body can unfold.  If the membrane 
was not dried out, the chick is breeched and unable to move its head properly. 
 When attempting to remove the membrane, go painfully slowly.  Break the membrane closest to the 
chick’s beak.  Peel it back very slowly.  Tweezers help with this. At the first sign of any fresh blood, stop.  Stop 
and hope the chick doesn’t bleed out.  If there is any fresh blood, the chick is not done absorbing fluids and 
needs to be left alone in the incubator longer.  But assuming that the intervention was not a rushed affair, 
there should be no blood.  Peel the membrane back slowly, and only enough to free the chick’s head and 
wings.  Sometimes using your fingers to gently coax the tiny bird to unfold is necessary.  
 Do not pull the chick from the shell.  It needs to kick itself out of the shell and build strength.  I’ve 
found over time that if a chick does not have the energy to kick its shell off, it is too weak to live.  It will die 
regardless of whether or not I extract it.  The struggle of birth is vital to their health.

Capped Eggs
 Sometimes fate is cruel, and an empty half-shell from a recently hatched chick will slide onto the end 
of an egg attempting to hatch.  This cap can suffocate a hatching chick.  Removing empty shells from under 
a broody is easier than removing them from an incubator, because as I’ve repeated many time now, opening 
an incubator for any reason can ruin the rest of your hatch.  As possible and justifiable, it is good practice to 
remove empty shells from a hatching clutch to prevent unnecessary loss.

Splay-Legged Chicks
 If there is a nutritional deficiency in a given hen or one of her eggs, or if any number of biological 
processes go wrong during development, a chick may hatch with weak leg tendons, resulting in its legs doing 
the “splits” and leaving it unable to walk properly.  Boosting the nutrition of the chick may help, as well as 
rigorous micro-scaled physical therapy.  There are many online guides to making “sandals” and “chick chairs” 
for splay-legged chicks to rehabilitate their tendons.  I’ve successfully healed chicks following these common 
guides.  They are easy to find, so I will not go into detail about that here.

Brain Swelling
 A rare complication I’ve seen is “brain swelling”.  I’ve noticed that hatches exposed to temperature 
spikes carry a greater chance of one or more chicks hatching with the back of their skull distended backward.  
They are unable to lift their head or use their neck properly.  I have successfully rehabilitated these chicks by 
keeping the afflicted chick as cold as possible.  I started doing this because I couldn’t find a remedy online, and 
I figured if it’s inflammation related, heat will only make it worse.  So I take the lame chick, and a companion 
for it so it’s not lonely, and isolate them as far away from heat as they can tolerate.  This takes active monitor-
ing- naturally, if they get too cold they will die.  You have to find the sweet spot, the balance of how cool they 
can tolerate safely.  You don’t want them shivering, but you don’t want them roasting their puffy brain under 
a 120º heat lamp!   Most of the chicks I’ve had hatch with brain swelling have survived using this method in 
a brooder.  It generally takes 2-4 days post-hatch for their skull to shrink to normal.  I haven’t noticed a chick 
hatch like this under a broody hen, but if it did and it was left unattended with the broody, I would expect it to 
die.

This upright 3-tierd incubator had eggs organized by breed during hatching.



The End of Incubation
 Remember that chicks can survive the first few days without food and water.  Each species is unique, 
but 48 hours is a good general rule.  As such, it is safe to leave them in the incubator while the others hatch.  
Opening the incubator to remove hatchings risks drying and cooling the incubator and killing any that are 
unhatched.  Wait until everyone is hatched!  If 48-72 hours has passed since the first chick hatched and some 
eggs still haven’t finished hatching, you need to prioritize the hatched chicks and remove them, even if it 
threatens the ones still hatching.  They will need food, water, and a cooler temperature than 100º.  Chicks over 
24 hours old can often be seen panting in the heat of the incubator.
 Leaving food and water in the incubator prior to hatching generally isn’t a viable option.  Baby birds 
must learn how to eat and drink.  They may not intuitively know what these things are.  There is also the com-
plication of preventing hatchings from tumbling and stumbling all over the food and water.  However, I have 
heard of some folks that set up a vertical incubator (tall, multiple shelves) so that mobile, hatched chicks inevi-
tably fall through a special hole, down onto another level where they are then separate from the unhatched 
eggs, thus more easily enabling a potential feed and water station for them.  As heat rises, it may be cooler at 
the bottom of the incubator as well if the air is not circulating down there.

3-day-old chicks in outdoor shipping crate brooders.

The Brooder
 Once you do remove your chicks from the incubator, they should be moved into a “brooder”.  At this 
time they can also be put underneath a broody hen if you want her to raise them.  A basic brooder consists 
of a heat source, substrate for traction and catching poop, and food and water.  I like to use hay or straw as 
bedding in my brooders.  Do not use paper of any kind- a slick surface can cause the chicks to slip and do the 
‘splits’, which can damage the tendons in their legs.  I like to include a container of dry soil for chicken, quail, 
and turkey chicks to dust bathe in; which they will do enthusiastically.  Ducklings will likewise love a shallow 
dish of water to babble and bathe in.  As they grow, you can also add little perches (if they are a species that 
roosts).   Bedding or substrate in the brooder should be kept dry and clean.  Wet and/or poopy substrate can 
build up and dry to a cement-like finish on their feet and toes, resulting in amputated nails and digits.  Soggy 
pelleted or crumbled feed can also accumulate on their feet like cement.
 Brooders can be as small as a cardboard box or as large as a walk-in room.  They can be indoors or 
outdoors.  Every unique setup has its own pro’s and con’s.  My favorite brooder setup was a pair of re-pur-
posed plywood shipping crates that I kept outdoors under a covered port.  I hinged the wooden crate lid and 
added a secondary ‘lid’ of wire so I could leave the brooder open during the day without inviting predatory 
mishaps.  I could divide the brooder into halves or quarters with 1/4 inch wire mesh if I needed to keep differ-
ent breeds, ages, or species separated, with a single heat source in the very center of the intersecting partitions.  
It was simple to open the lids and pluck chicks from the brooder when needed, yet it was totally predator 
proof.   I had a second shipping crate that was setup the same, except it had no partitions and was reserved for 
older birds that appreciated having the entire interior space to run around in.  Chicks of all ages did wonder-
fully in it, even when outdoor temperatures dropped below freezing.  I have brooded chicks in a huge variety 
of ways, but to date that setup has been my fond favorite.  Bathtubs make great brooders, too!

These older chicks are growing in their feathers and are almost ready to leave the brooder!



Food and Water
 Once the chicks are introduced to a brooder they need to be taught how to drink water.  A mama hen 
will do this quite easily, leading by example.  However, you’ll have to work a little bit harder at it.  Gently dip 
their little beaks or bills into their water source.  They should feel the water on their beak and drink it in.  You 
should only have to do this once.  Avoid forcing chicks to drink by repeatedly dipping their beaks.  
 Food comes a little more naturally to baby birds, who explore their world with their mouths.  They will 
peck at anything in their environment, including turds and the eyeballs of their nest mates.  Once a delicious 
food is sampled, word is sure to spread rapidly throughout the brood, attracting every curious beak nearby.  
 Like adult birds, babies need ‘grit’ to help digest their food in their gizzard.  Offering soil to bathe in 
will also provide them with a source of sand and tiny rocks.  You can also purchase ‘grit’ and offer it freely to 
them.  Birds are often raised without grit, however it can cause digestive complications.  Poor digestion can 
impede their luster and hardiness.  A diet deficient in grit can also lead to “pasty butt”, a condition where 
overly soft, sticky feces builds up on the vent of the chicks.  Pasty butt can kill a chick if not cleaned up soon 
enough.

Brooder Temperature
 Chicks are very fluffy, and their fluff does not retain body heat.  As such, baby birds chill rapidly and 
they need constant access to a heat source to keep warm.  During the first week this will be around 90º.  As 
the chicks grow and start to grow little feathers, they will need less and less heat.  Some folks have precise 
schedules for when and how the temperature is reduced.  I like to let the chicks tell me what they need; as they 
age, they will avoid the heat, signaling less of a need.  If they huddle tightly around the heat source, they need 
more.  Chicks also need to be able to get away from their heat source.  Having a cold and a warm side of the 
brooder is vital to good chick health.   Hot chicks usually pant quietly and may simply lay down and die with-
out making a fuss. Cold chicks usually scream and cry loudly and make quite a scene before they die of cold.
 It’s worth noting that chicks who are highly active (usually you see this with broody-raised chicks who 
roam outside) need less supplemental heat.  They’re moving their bodies vigorously and raising their blood 
pressure and body temperature.  Offering chicks spacious and engaging environments can help reduce their 
sensitivity to the cold.

Marking Chicks
 If you went through the trouble of separating your eggs during incubation and hatch (for example, by 
breed or by lineage), you’ll probably want to mark or identify the new chicks.  Some people use markers to 
color the fluff of lightly color hatchings.  This works if you only need to identify them temporarily, perhaps 
before selling or re-homing them.  Marker ink will fade from the fluff within a few days.  
 I like to purchase tiny colorful zip ties (intended for containing wires and cables) and put color-coded 
ties around the ankles of the chicks.  This can be done as soon as they’re removed from the incubator.  When 
banding the legs of chicks, be sure to check the bands every 3 days or so.  The old bands will need to be re-
moved and replaced with looser ones several times as the chick grows.  Leaving an old band on can eventually 
result in damage to or loss of the leg, so diligence must be taken to refresh all leg bands punctually.  Some 
companies make special elastic leg bands for birds which will expand as the bird grows, and will hopefully 
break or disintegrate before it risks growing into the leg of the bird. I have not tried these, personally.

Above, this chick is enjoying some of its first sips of fresh, cool water.  Below, food can be offered in  a wide variety of vessel and 
containers.  Some species excel in kicking their food  everywhere, so special chick feeders can help to reduce food waste.



Above; This chick has been given a single yellow band, indicating to me what breed it is. 
 Below; This mixed-breed chick has been given a combination of colors, telling me what its genetic mix is at a glance.

Broody hens can also be confined in brooders with their newly hatched chicks.  An artificial heat source may not be needed in this 
case.  Putting a hen and her new chicks inside a brooder can help to ensure a safe, predictable environment for the chicks to be 

raised in during the most fragile stage of their youth.  Also, in this photo, color coded bands on different breeds of chicks are clearly 
visible, making identifications of individuals simple and easy.

Part 3: Using Broody Hens
 Using hens who desire to hatch eggs is the original way that farmers perpetuated their flocks.  In our 
modern age, information on incubating eggs is now widespread and readily found, and incubators can be pur-
chased or made, making mechanical incubation a viable option for most people.  But despite the technological 
and scientific advancements that have made this possible, using broody hens still remains an excellent option 
for hatching eggs.  Much of the same principals from Part 2 apply here as well.  The same rules of candling, ro-
tating, temperature, and humidity still apply, although the broody hen takes care of everything for you (except 
the candling, of course).  



The blank stare and quiet, complacent demeanor of the ‘pancake broody’  is my favorite broody disposition.  These girls seem to be 
in a trance, oblivious to the world.   They will generally let you fuss with their nest and eggs without complaints.

Recognizing and Confirming 
a Broody
 It’s not uncommon for a female bird to go broody- but how do you know whether she really is or not?  
Broody hens can be spotted early by a change in their behavior.  They will spend all night and most of the day 
on their nest.  If you know where that nest is, you will notice the hen acting differently when you approach 
or try to touch the nest.  She may start shrieking, hissing, chirping, or display other new vocalizations, fluff 
and puff her feathers up in an agitated display, recoil and threaten to strike your hand (or actually attack your 
hand, either gently or violently).  You may notice a nest has been lined with feathers and you may find the 
eggs covered over with feathers and nesting material when she leaves the nest (only few breeds or species do 
this). 
 A chicken broody will change her vocalization patterns to a low rhythmic clucking, and she may walk 
around with her feathers puffed up and chase other hens around.  I often catch on to a new broody chicken 
by hearing the low clucking in the barnyard; I pinpoint the hen in question and watch her.  With turkeys and 
ducks, you may notice you have a broody simply  by the absence of the hen, as they are notorious for selecting 
secret nesting sites away from the flock.  Quail can become defensive and announce their nest by charging at 
you and trilling loudly, telling you to back off.  They don’t want their eggs to get stepped on!

  If your broody has selected a secret nest site, you can bet she’s already got a stash of eggs she’ll be 
sitting on.  These eggs may or may not be her own, or even her own species.  So locating and checking on 
the eggs is always a good idea when possible.  If, for example, a turkey hen lays 14 eggs of her own and goes 
broody, but a chicken catches on to what’s happening, the chicken may start slipping eggs into her nest when 
she gets up to eat, or by laying them next to the turkey.  21 days later, the chicken eggs will start hatching, each 
one day apart, and the turkey hen will leave her nest of 14 turkey eggs, which are on the verge of hatching, to 
take care of 1 or 2  chicken chicks.  In this scenario, if you are banking on turkey poults, it’s best to monitor 
the nest throughout incubation.
 Sometimes a bird will go broody in a popular nesting spot, regardless of whether or not there are eggs.  
You may have a broody hen that sits in one spot for weeks with no eggs.  You may take fresh eggs from her 
every day, yet still she persists.  Some folks find these broodies a nuisance.  I find them extraordinarily useful!
 Before trusting any new broody with a clutch of eggs, I make her prove her dedication first.   Hens who 
have recently started sitting on nest, but show none of these other behaviors, should be given several days to 
a week or more to prove their broodiness is serious.  She may not be feeling ‘fully broody’ yet.  I will usually 
offer a collection of golf balls (which they seem content to think of as eggs) and deprive her of eggs until she 
has remained loyal to the same nest for at least 5 to 7 days.  I watch her to make sure she’s not leaving the nest 
for copious amounts of time throughout the day.  I also fuss with her nest and test her; if she panics and aban-
dons the nest, she’s not ready.  I’ve found that ‘spooky’ broodies are often unreliable broodies.  Once a hen has 
proven herself to be dedicated, she’s ready to be given eggs or chicks.
 It’s worth noting that in some species the males will also go broody. I’m only aware of this happen-
ing in quail, but I strongly suspect other game birds will do this as well.  I’ve only ever seen 2 male chickens 
become broody alongside a hen and dedicate himself to helping her sit eggs and raise chicks.  This is a rare be-
havior, reminiscent of their game-bird ancestors, where both the males and females must sit nests to produce 
as many chicks as possible each season.

The opposite of the ‘pancake broody’ is the ‘angry mama broody’, who will not tolerate anything touching her nest.  She will squall, 
scream, and/or hiss (depends on species) and peck anything that comes near her, bristling her feathers in an aggressive display.



Encouraging or Breaking 
Broodiness
 Of course there are ways to encourage and discourage broodiness, but above all else, it starts with 
species and breed choice.  Ducks vary by breed; some are broody addicts, others drop eggs absentmindedly 
while strolling through the barnyard and never seem to think about finding a nest to lay in, let alone sitting on 
it.  Chickens are a little less extreme in that nearly all of them at least stop to find a nest when they need to lay 
an egg.  Some breeds are famously broody, others are famously not.  Most bantam breeds have strong brood-
ing instincts, while most meat production and heavy egg production breeds lack them almost entirely.  Quail, 
turkeys, geese, and game birds, especially those that are seasonal layers, can more readily be relied upon to 
hunker down on the nest after a fitful bout of laying.
 Some folks go to great lengths to avoid broody hens.  The best strategy is diligent daily collection of 
eggs.  Broodies will often spring up overnight if they see a nest full of eggs in the evening.  Keeping empty 
nests doesn’t always guarantee success though.  If a hen has already gone broody and you don’t want her to 
be, taking away her eggs likewise won’t always be enough.  I keep what I call a “Broody Breakin’ Box”; a large 
dog crate lined with fresh hay that I keep in a dark corner of the hay loft.  I put the broody in the kennel and 
restrict feed for 1 day.  Usually this is enough of a stressful, radical change to shake her out of her attachment 
to her nest (or chicks).  Stubborn broodies may need 2 or 3 days in the box, however you should not restrict 
food for more than 24 hours at a time.  The restriction of food is just a gentle form of stress to help shift the 
bird back into her normal self-preservation mode and away from her nest-protection mode.  It is not manda-
tory but it does help snap her out of broody-mode.
 All that said, I rarely break broodies.  I try to encourage them.  Broodies mean no special supplies or 
equipment is needed to incubate and brood on my part!  They’re essentially free birds, what’s not to love? 

A tempting nest full of eggs; perfect for enticing a broody hen!

The Good, the Bad, 
and the Bird-Brained...
 Discussing the potential nature of a broody is a difficult topic, since every individual is unique.   But I 
can cover some basic broody dispositions.
 The Good; These are dedicated, diligent mothers who know how to sit a nest, hatch eggs, and raise 
chicks properly.  It can take a hen a few clutches to get a good method down, but some are born naturals in 
the art of mothering.  I gauge a ‘good broody’ by her dedication to the nest and her ability to raise her chicks 
without any losses.  A good broody will stay on the nest for the first 2-3 days after her eggs have hatched, al-
lowing her chicks to learn her voice and how to walk before she gets up with them.  She will move slowly, step 
carefully, and affectionately teach her chicks how to eat and drink.
 The Bad; Some broodies are just plain bad at what they’re trying to do.  These broodies may get bored 
and abandon the nest just days before their eggs hatch. Others don’t understand how to raise chicks and may 
kill them with impatience.  A bad broody gets off a nest of day-old chicks and leaves them behind, calling per-
sistently to cold chicks that don’t even know how to walk yet.  She may drag her hatchings through mud and 
rain, which is a death sentence to the little ones.  She may fly up somewhere high, or over a large object and 
continue to walk away, leaving the babes cold, distraught, and alone.  One of the worst offenses is when a bad 
broody roosts somewhere high at night, leaving her chicks alone on the ground.  She’ll  call them up to the 
nest but they have no way of reaching her.  This dooms them to die of cold, even on a warm summer night.
 The Bird-Brained; Some broodies aren’t really good or bad, they’re just plain bird-brained.  These 
birds might be studious broodies, but for inexplicable reasons they like to change their nest site halfway 
through incubation.  She may see a fresh nest of eggs and choose to sit it over their old one. Others may just 
move 24 inches to the left, sitting on no eggs, with her now cold-and-dead clutch of eggs is sitting right beside 
her.  These broodies benefit from containment and isolation, if they will tolerate such a move.   
 Another bird-brained broody behavior is extreme aggression after the chicks have hatched.  Some 
broodies will try to fight with any other animal in their vicinity.  While this can be beneficial if there’s actually 
a threat, more often than not they’re attacking other chickens, you, the dog, or other nonsensical targets.  This 
can lead to trampled chicks who get squashed in the mother’s mad dash to attack an intruder.  
 The worst bird-brained malfunction, to me, is when a broody hen attacks and kills chicks that do not 
belong to her.  Such a behavior is cull-worthy on my farm.  But more often than not my broodies- the good, 
the bad, and the bird-brained alike- will team up, share chicks, cooperate, and help one another raise the 
peeps.

  To encourage broodiness, you can do a couple things.  One is to leave eggs in the nests overnight, 
though I’m not a fan of this as it can attract predators.  An alternative to is to leave clutches of ‘fake eggs’ in 
each nest box at all times.  I use golf balls for this.  Porcelain eggs modeled after every type of bird can also be 
purchased and used.  Egg shaped rocks and plastic easter eggs even work!  By leaving ‘fake eggs’ in a nesting 
spot at all times, you not only encourage birds to lay in that spot, but it can roust the broodiness of the hens.  
 Another excellent way to encourage broodiness in a flock is to leave an already-broody hen in a popu-
lar nesting area.  I joke that broodiness is contagious.  It’s not uncommon to start with 1 broody in a nest, and 
have 3 or 4 broodies packed into the same nest within a week.  Unless I want to accumulate broodies rapidly, I 
try to avoid this by moving and isolating broody hens before giving them eggs.  Multiple broodies on the same 
nest often result in broken eggs.  Not always, but it does increase the risk.



Relocating a Broody
 Once you have a dedicated broody hen, you may want to move her somewhere else.  Perhaps a turkey 
hen has chosen a nest where she is prone to predation, or a duck has collected her clutch of eggs beneath the 
tool shed and the nest risks flooding from irrigation, or maybe a hen went broody in everyone’s favorite nest 
box and she needs to go elsewhere.  Whatever the reason, moving broodies is not always easy, nor successful, 
so weigh whether or not it’s worth trying to move her in the first place.  The first rule of moving a broody is to 
only do so at night.  Moving a broody in daylight is almost always a recipe for failure!
 My favorite technique for moving a broody is to use movable nest boxes.  I often use plastic storage 
totes  with an appropriately sized hole cut into the side, lined with fresh nesting material, and covered with a 
lid.  Desk drawers, wooden boxes, cardboard boxes, and many other containers will work as well.  More often 
than not, such a nest box is so dark, secret, and cozy that hens prefer to lay and sit in them.  
 If you need to relocate a broody, the best case scenario is to have a hen that has gone broody in just 
such a ‘mobile nest box’.  You can simply up pick her and her entire nest and relocate it.  When moving such 
a container, always block the exit while in transit.  Detecting your body movement, combined with a feeling 
of rocking and shaking, may urge the hen to panic and bolt out of her nest.  Moving them in this way usually 
works, but once in a rare while a hen will hate the area you’ve moved her to and she will defect back to the lo-
cation where the nest box used to be.  Turkeys can be especially bad about this.  They are often more attached 
to the location of their nest, versus the nest itself.  
 Chances are though, your broody has selected some place on the ground, under a large object, or 
high in a hay loft.  In these cases, you have to relocate her and the nest.  The best method I’ve found for such 
a predicament is to take one of the afore mentioned ‘mobile nest boxes’, place her and as much of her original 
nesting material as you can in it, and set the container (now full of nest and broody) down precisely where her 
nest was located.  Chances are she’ll be just fine with this, if not appreciative of the improvement.  
 However you move a broody, if she is not yet sitting on eggs, withhold eggs from her until you know 
she will accept the change.  You can give her fake eggs in the mean time.  If she does have eggs, remove the 
eggs during her transition.  Once the transition to the container is complete, and she seems calm and compla-
cent, give the eggs back.   Even if she is happily sitting in a container and you want to move it, take the eggs 
until you are finished.  Trying to move a hen while she’s on eggs can result in crushed eggs if she becomes 
restless, panics, or rejects the changes you just made. 
 When it comes to larger or more stubborn species who have chosen a location that is prone to danger, 
it’s not always possible to put them in a container and move them elsewhere, let alone physically pick them 
up and move them.  The only work-around I’ve found is to contain the hen in the exact location she chose, 
without drastically changing her immediate environment.  To do this you can use a wire cage.  The chosen 
cage should be big enough to contain her and her nest, with enough room to walk a few paces away, poop, 
eat, drink, and return to the nest.  If you need to move the nest to do this, go out after dark and remove her 
eggs from the nest and place them somewhere safe and insulated for the moment.  Place the cage immediately 
beside her.  Pick up the hen and as much native nesting material as is possible and place them inside the wire 
crate as gently as you can.  Try to place her in the center of the cage, away from the edges (i.e. away from furry 
little fingers that want to grab her neck or steal her eggs).  Shut the door.  Situate the cage over the original 
nest site and give her a moment.  If she hasn’t completely lost her mind over the disruption, give her eggs 
back.  Make food and water available inside the cage.  If she is content with the change, you can even try add-
ing a roof of some sort over the cage (like leafy branches, long grass, a board, or a tarp) to ensure she and the 
eggs stay dry.   If the eggs are precious to you and you need to secure the broody without risking her abandon-
ing the nest or breaking eggs, stash the eggs under a different broody temporarily. Give the freshly relocated 
broody hen an equal number of ‘fake eggs’ and let her sit them for 2 -3 days, until you know she’s settled down

and accepted the transition.  Then, at night, return her eggs to her.
 A less disruptive solution, but also slightly less secure, is to simply stake in a temporary fence around 
the broody hen.  This is easiest if she’s chosen flat ground, like tall pasture grass.  Step or pound in fence posts 
and string a fence in around her (remember, baby birds can get stuck in 1” wire holes and die!), and fashion 
a roof of some sort.  Not enclosing the roof overhead can not only invite predators, but it can invite bird-
brained malfunctions, like the hen flying out of the fenced area to forage, but then pacing the fence-line on 
foot when she returns, confused about how to get back inside!

This turkey hen stashed herself deep in an overgrown juniper, where multiple broodies had been snatched by raccoons and coyotes 
before.  Thankfully she succeeded, but there was no way to relocate or cage her in this  particular setting.



Introducing Eggs
 Introducing eggs to a dedicated broody is a simple matter.  At any time of day, assuming the broody is 
not flighty and afraid of your coming near, you can bring her eggs and place them around her or underneath 
her.  If placed next to her in the nest, she should gently snuzzle each eggs underneath her for safe keeping.  If 
your broody is in a shared common area with other hens, be sure to mark the eggs you put under her, and 
check her nest once or twice daily for new eggs that have been added to her nest.  
 Some broodies are greedy ladies and want all the eggs for themselves.  I once had a turkey hen who 
would pilfer the chickens’ lay boxes each day.  She would gently nuzzle the eggs under her wings and cup them 
to her body, then hop back up to her nest, which was high up on a shelf, and add them to her nest.  Occasion-
ally she would drop eggs in the process.  She would not tolerate being relocated, so I had to check her daily 
and take away the new eggs she was so diligently collecting.  Interestingly, I’ve seen turkeys transport their 
poults in this manner as well.
 The amount of eggs you can set depends on your hen and the size of the eggs.  I have seen bantam 
hens successfully cover up to 8 full-size hen eggs.  I have seen ducks somehow sit 25 of their own eggs, pan-
caked flat over the down-lined nest to cover them all.  Turkeys can often sit 15 to 20 eggs or more with good 
success.  I have the poorest success with chickens, as all but the most excellent broodies have a knack for step-
ping on and breaking their eggs if you give them too many.  I limit most chicken hens to 5 to 10 eggs, though I 
have had rare hens successfully sit up to 16.
 Multiple cooperative hens can sometimes be entrusted with more eggs.  Though I find it common to 
give pairs and trios 20 or more eggs, and then find one hen habitually hogging all the eggs for herself while the 
others sit beside her on nothing.

These well-seasoned broody ladies decided to team up and sit a nest together in one of my ‘mobile nest boxes’; a plastic tote with a 
lid and a hole cut into one end.   Once dedicated to the nest, I simply picked up the whole tote and moved it elsewhere!

Eggs from Other Species
 There are two key factors in setting eggs from multiple species under the same broody hen.  First, the 
length of incubation should be taken into account.  You can, for instance, set a Muscovy duck egg (35 day 
incubation), then 7 days later set guinea eggs (28 day incubation), then 7 days later add chicken eggs (21 day 
incubation), and have them all hatch under the broody hen at the same time. Or you can set chicken eggs 
(bantam or full size) under a bantam hen, and 4 days later set coturnix quail eggs (17 day incubation).  Sec-
ond, the size of the egg, the size of the chick, and the size of the broody should all be taken into account.  Giv-
ing too tiny eggs to too large a hen will result in broken eggs.  Giving too large of eggs to too small a hen may 
result in poor incubation as she struggles to cover and warm the eggs.  
 It’s worth noting that each species has quirks.  For instance, turkey poults are usually slow to become 
mobile and aren’t born with the vibrance and intelligence of, say, guineas or ducks.    Poults may wait 3 days 
or more before feeling ready to get up and leave the nest; their yolk is almost twice the size of a chicken’s yolk, 
even though the babies are the same size.  This huge yolk feeds the poult longer than a smaller yolk feeds a 
chick, enabling the poult to remain in the nest much longer before needing food and water.  
 Another species-specific dynamic comes into play when dealing with waterfowl.  Waterfowl tend to 
have very oily feathers, and their eggs have thick waxy blooms.  The hens may come to the nest wet- which 
their own eggs are designed to handle, but regular dry-land fowl eggs may fail quickly if their blooms get 
washed away.  Conversely, the oil of the hen may build up on eggs from other species, complicating the del-
icate progression of oxygen exchange in the egg.  What’s more, ducks are often prone to leaving the nest to 
wander each day for longer periods than other species might, creating a cooling and warming cycle in the 
eggs, which their own eggs are designed to handle.  Using dry-land ducks, who are not obsessed with water 
and may be kept happily without water to swim in, is a safer option for setting non-waterfowl eggs under.  
 If using a duck or goose for brooding, also keep in mind that the hen may attempt to take her new 
hatchings swimming, which can leave cold, distressed, screaming poults or keets on the shore behind her.  
Not to mention their displeasure when she returns to them wet!  So, naturally, discretion should be used with 
combining various eggs with waterfowl hens.  Thankfully, if you use a chicken to hatch ducklings, the duck-
lings can take themselves swimming on their own whim when they feel ready to be away from their mother.

Introducing Chicks
 Giving chicks to a broody hen is a delicate process. On the one hand, you have the broody, who must 
accept these new baby birds as her own.  On the other, you have the babies themselves, which must accept the 
hen as their mother.  The best chances of success are giving chicks no more than 3 to 5 days old to a hen that 
has been dedicatedly sitting a nest for at least a week or more.  The younger the chicks and the longer she’s 
been sitting, the better the chance of success.  
 Chicks that are over 1 week old will have opinions formed about the world.  They will not know her 
voice, and they will not understand that she’s their source of warmth.  They may run in terror from her, or 
simply be oblivious to her as she attempts to care for them.  They may stand next to her screaming because 
they’re cold, even though she is inviting them to come warm up beneath her.  A tightly confined area, and 
some supplemental heat, can help to pair older chicks with a broody without any losses.  Adding older chicks 
to a broody with younger chicks may help as well, since the chicks will congregate naturally.  Some broodies 
want to mother any baby birds they see.  Which is a rare and wonderful trait!  Such hens are exceptionally 
easy to give chicks to with a good success rate. 



Above- This turkey hen hatched out 16 chicken babies.  Turkey hens are slow, gentle, and studious, making them excellent mothers. 
Below- This broody hatched out several turkey poults (black w/ yellow faces) at the same time as her own chicks.  

Fertile turkey eggs were set under her first.  Then  chicken eggs were added to nest on day 7of  the turkey eggs’ incubation, 
resulting in all of the eggs hatching simultaneously.

 However it is done, it is best done at night when the broody has no reason or desire to leave the nest, 
giving her the full night to come to terms with the wiggling bodies beneath her, and giving the chicks the time 
to process that this big body is a safe source of warmth.  It’s best not to risk giving particularly precious or cov-
eted chicks to unreliable or unproven broodies.  The worst case scenario would be that the hen will not accept 
the chicks as her own and will kill them; which can happen very quickly with just a few vicious pecks.  This is 
rare, but if it happens, make a note of which lady did it so you remember not to trust her in the future (if you 
don’t cull her outright for chick killing).
 As far as the quantities of chicks you can give her, it depends on the broody.  If she is a skilled moth-
er, the sky is the limit!  I have given proven broodies as many as 2 dozen chicks, fresh out of the incubator... 
which may or may not have been something the broody really wanted...  
 As far as which species, or mix of species, you can entrust to the hen, I would simply say that as long 
as the babies are freshly hatched and their size is compatible with the broody hen, any mix can be given.  You 
may want to be careful, for example, of giving tiny quail chicks or bantam sized babies to a large duck or a 
turkey hen, as the hen may accidentally step on such a small chick and kill it.  Or likewise, entrusting a dozen 
ducklings to a bantam chicken isn’t going to work very well, as she can’t possibly cover and heat them all when 
they get cold.  But between the most common standard/large breed barnyard poultry- chickens, ducks, guin-
eas, and turkeys- any mix of their offspring should be compatible.  

A duck hen showing off her freshly hatched brood in the barnyard



Housing the Brood
 If flock aggression or predation is a concern, it is best to confine or contain broodies and their ba-
bies.  However, if the flock is safe and its members are not prone to violence, it is perfectly natural to allow the 
broody hen to shepherd her young ones amidst the bumbling chaos of flock life.
 Any place you choose for containment should be chick-proof.  Avoid any tiny cracks that a curious 
baby can wedge itself into or under.  Avoid anything chicks may fall off of or fall down from, and likewise any 
place a broody mama can fly up high to and leave her chicks behind.  Avoid wire fencing with 1” holes, as 
many baby birds can and will squeeze into the holes, get stuck, and risk death or injury.
 Adding supplemental heat to a confined brood is not usually necessary, but it can give you peace of 
mind and relieve the broody of some of her duties.  If heating the containment area, ensure that there is a 
“cool side” to the space where mama and babies can flee to if the heat source is too warm for their liking.
 For species that enjoy dust bathing, provide a dry container of soil or sand and enjoy the antics of the 
whole family dust bathing together!  This also provides all the birds with a source of digestive grit during their 
confinement.  
 When it comes to feeding broodies and their offspring, don’t worry about providing two separate 
feeds.  Regardless of what you are feeding, baby birds need very high protein diets, and the mama hen will 
love the extra boost after a long haul of sitting eggs.

Broody-Raised Birds
 I would say that the biggest down-side to letting broodies hatch and raise birds is that you end up with 
a new generation that is basically feral.  Housing the broody and her chicks so that you are in their immedi-
ate presence can help tame the young birds.  If they associate you with treats and food this can help greatly as 
well.  Frequent handling and socializing is a must to avoid fearful adult birds.  That said, adult birds can always 
be tamed up later in life, too.  And not “all” chicks turn out feral if left unhandled.  Naturally docile and trust-
ing dispositions become apparent with broody-raised chicks, and as this is something I prefer to breed for, it 
helps me pinpoint which individuals I might want to keep for future breeding.  Conversely, if a flighty adult 
that excels in predator avoidance and self preservation is more to your liking, letting them grow up naturally is 
likewise useful.
 As much as I dislike the mistrust of unhandled broody-raised birds, I still prefer to let a broody raise 
her babes naturally on forage.  I rarely contain a broody unless predation a problem.  The chicks will undeni-
ably be healthier and more robust if they roam far and wide with mama, eating bugs and vegetation to their 
hearts’ content.  I save money on expensive high-protein feeds, the chicks are healthier, and at the end of the 
day, the broody does all the work and produces hardy new birds for my flock.

Separating Hens and Chicks
 There may come a time when you desire to separate a hen and her chicks.  Some hens will naturally 
leave their chicks when they feel the young birds are ready to be on their own.  This can happen as soon as 2 
weeks.  Other hens will mother and coddle their young until they are full grown adults!  The latter is an exam-
ple of a broody I would separate once the chicks were independent.  I would prefer that hen go back to laying 
me eggs, since the chicks don’t need her any more.  
 Another instance of separation might be cooperative broodies.  If multiple hens sat a nest together, 

chances are you only need 1 of those hens to raise the babies.  The other(s) can be broken of her broodiness so 
she’ll go back to laying (or go broody again and hatch more chicks!). 
 Another example of wanting to separate a broody from her chicks could be if you have 4 hens with 4 
different batches of babies ranging in age, ideally running together in a containment pen.  Once the youngest 
chicks are partially feathered, strong, and mobile (10-14 days old), you can remove some or all of the excess 
broodies and leave 1 remaining broody to raise all 4 batches of chicks.  Waiting until the youngest are partially 
feathered (have fully feathered wings and some body feathers) is imperative,  Since fluffy chicks with no adult 
feathering need frequent or constant heat, waiting until the youngest are partially feathered reduces their need 
for heat.  A hen raising older chicks will not stop and sit down for the tiny cold ones who follow behind her 
crying.  The formation of feathers on the body allows the chick to retain its body heat, meaning it does not 
need frequent access to the broody hen for warmth like a fuzz-covered chick does.  Coordinating such a tran-
sition is best done in a confined area, where the chicks and hen cannot roam far from one another while they 
learn to blend together.
 If you live in a climate with reliably warm summer nights, you can also separate chicks with partial 
feathering and raise them without a broody hen in the warm season.  This method requires a progressive 
stream of chicks throughout the season.  Each new set of chicks is introduced into the “chick pen” (which 
must be a fully contained area with ample shelter from the elements) at about 2 weeks old, once their wings 
feather in and they can retain most of their body heat. The oldest chicks in this setup should be removed when 
they begin roost instead of sleeping on the ground, or when they grossly outgrow the smallest and youngest 
birds.  The idea is that you have chicks ranging from 2 weeks to 1-3 months of age running together with 
no broodies and no supplemental heat.   The youngest of the birds can huddle together during the day for 
warmth when needed, and at night, when they need heat the most, the older, fully-feathered birds sleep on the 
ground, allowing the younger birds to snuggle under them for warmth.   The more birds and the more diverse 
ages you have in the group, the more individuals there are to cooperate with and seek warmth from.  This 
setup can be extremely efficient and cost effective (no heating equipment or power cost, no feeding broody 
hens expensive chick food), and allows you to keep all of your young birds together and accessible (which also 
makes maintaining and modifying leg identification bands more simple).  I’ve only used this method when 
hatching and selling chicks full-time for income.  I could bring a customer into the chick pen and let them 
pick from the swarming colony of grow-outs.  It also lends to tamer birds, as broodies often teach their babies 
to be cautious of other beings.
 Yet another instance of needing to separate hens and chicks is if you have sold one or the other.  In 
this case, simply rounding up the chicks and re-homing them, or likewise the hen, is acceptable- as long as the 
chicks are old enough to survive without her or will be taken care of in her absence.  A hen whose chicks have 
been taken away may take a few days to process this new reality and cease her broody behaviors. 
 Whatever the reason for wanting to separate, the hen and  chicks must be completely separated from 
one another.  Chicks will seek out their broody hen’s voice, and likewise the hen will seek out her chicks if they 
are separated. They should have no way of reaching one another, and ideally should not be within earshot of 
each other.  Usually 3 days of total separation will suffice to shake a hen of her broodiness and the chicks of 
their reliance on her.  Sometimes it may take 5 to 7 days, but rarely any longer than that.  The hen should no 
longer be vocalizing like a broody and the chicks no longer crying for her.  Once the broody hen is broken, she 
should go immediately back to laying eggs.  Some hens will forgo laying eggs and instead return to a nest to sit 
a new clutch.



Above- These chicks are mostly feathered.  They are able to retain body heat and no longer need
supplemental heat unless extreme temperatures or weather conditions occur.

  Below-  These quail chicks are fully feathered, except for their heads.  They no longer need any supplemental heat to stay warm.

About Desert Rose
 
 The Desert Rose is a vision of holistic farming, sustainability, and living in cooperation with nature.  Off-
grid farming in a harsh, cold climate requires ingenuity and adaptation.  Many hard lessons are learned, and many 
valuable revelations are had.    
 Not everyone should have to learn things “the hard way”.  The “Re-Think” project is an attempt to bring 
simple, effective information to others.  When so much of what we read is obscured by hard-lined opinions, con-
flicting “facts”, narrow perspectives, and hard-to-achieve perfectionist ideals, the foundational basics so often seem 
to be missing.  It’s easy to get lost, overwhelmed, and demoralized when trying to find simple answers to common 
questions.  Here I attempt to clear the fog and lay down the fundamental information about these species, which 
will hopefully help you to advance on your path of self-sufficiency with less of a learning curve.  Easing someone 
else’s way invariably makes our own lives easier.  “Community” is not defined by property lines nor proximity, but 
by mutual compassion, love, and dedication to the health and growth of one another.   Sharing knowledge helps to 
break down social, political, and economic barriers between us.   

  My hope is to inspire others to make meaningful and positive changes in their lives, and thus the world 
around them.  Be daring!  Be adventurous!  Try something new!  Learn to provide what you can for yourself, and 
more importantly, those around you.  Learning is hard, but I would challenge anyone to build new skills, memo-
ries, and passions.  Pass the knowledge you gain on to the next person so that their journey may be a little bit easier.

 Please feel free to share this information, however I request that you do not profit from distributing this 
media.  

Learn more at http://www.DesertRose.us, or email us at contact@DesertRose.us


