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Très Chick

Martha Stewart says everyone should have at least a pair. But who could have imagined that raising poultry would become so stylish in Orange County? 

By Janet Wilson / Photograph by Plush Studios
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Unwittingly, I’ve become one hip chick. This New York City native now keeps a dozen hens in a backyard coop in Modjeska, and is the envy of friends from Laguna Beach to Long Beach. 

The girls have been good to me. Everyone who’s anyone—as Martha Stewart will tell you—should have at least a pair.

I’m lucky to live in a semirural canyon, but if you’ve got a suburban patch, you can be a farmer, too. Along with dog walking and feeding, my morning chores include 10 easy minutes of poultry care: a few scoops of feed, fresh water, 
a good laugh at their antics, and a moment spent scraping bird poo off my shoes before I head to the office. My husband scrapes out the droppings on the odd weekend.

For chicken feed (literally), I am rewarded with giant, golden-yolk eggs plucked from scratchy, hay-lined milk crates. Hens are easier than dogs, and gobble up much of what our canines and recycling bins don’t, from carrot peels to brown lettuce. They lay fewer eggs in winter, but during halcyon summer days they produce enough for a rotating list of friends.

I am entertained daily by their beady-eyed mischief, coos, and clucks. Ellie is an Ameraucana I named for her elevatorlike neck, which rises to scope out visitors and scraps. She is the mother hen, throwing a broad wing over Goldie, Clara Cluck, and the others. For quiet nights and happy neighbors, we’ve avoided roosters. My brood turns groggy at dusk, becoming a line of giant, feathered footballs dead to the nocturnal world. 

My husband and I found full-grown hens through Craigslist, for $6 to $8 apiece. If you want birds that act like pets, raise them as chicks and they’ll follow you anywhere. You can order chicks online, and they’ll be delivered to your local post office, though you usually have to buy two dozen or more. Another choice? Visit Margaret Millspaugh at Wagon Train Pet & Gifts in Orange, the county’s leading egg-hatching supplier. If your school has classroom chicks, they probably were supplied by Millspaugh, “the Chicken Lady of Orange County.”

For less than $50, she’ll set you up with chicks, a heating lamp, and everything else you’ll need to start. Eventually you’ll want a full coop. Buy a nice one from her for $495, or build your own from plans found online or in how-to books.

In the last year and a half, her staff says, chickens have become a hot suburban commodity. Coop sales are booming. In addition to country people, “you also get the people from Irvine or Costa Mesa … in the tract houses,” says 19-year-old Natalie Randolph, one of Millspaugh’s helpers. “They’re getting to be trendy. It’s kind of shocking.”

Randolph urges would-be urban chicken owners to check local zoning—and to give neighbors eggs to persuade them to put up with a bit of clucking.

Millspaugh is delighted that chickens are becoming chic in Orange County, and so am I. After a rough year that included a career change and a river-rafting injury, seeing that first egg made me feel like my life was renewed. It’s impossible not to feel hopeful when you hold a perfect, fresh, fragile orb of goodness in the palm of your hand.

