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The Equality of the Living and the Dead 

The life of a farmer isn’t always an easy one; it takes strength, determination, grit and 

heart. From the muck on your shoes to the cob-webs in your hair, there are just some things you 

have to accept. And yet, the hardest part is, and will always be, the losses. Whether it be at your 

own hand for the purpose of dinner on the table, to a predator that decimates a flock, or simply a 

single sick individual that is too weak to fight, it is always a difficult experience to move on 

from. I have always loved animals, and this love only grew upon moving out to 10-acres of 

beautiful farmland. Out of a family of eight, I was the one that always pushed for us to get a new 

pet. I was the main care-taker for most of them, including a flock of chickens that had begun in a 

brooder in my room and now encompassed three separate out-buildings across the farm yard. But 

because of the many lives I had chosen to become responsible for, I had also experienced more 

than my share of losses on the farm, from beloved dogs to baby goats and little chicks. It became 

hard not to harden my heart and try not to feel the pain from the losses, but each time I wanted to 

do so, a quiet voice inside told me they deserved more.   

Today, however, was a day for life. Just last night I had helped welcome into the world 

two precious little lives. Two baby chicks had broken free from the captivity of their shells, 

bursting out like rising dough. Safe in the incubator, little Salvia had seen light for the first time. 

She was a gorgeous blue and soft to the touch, with feathers on her legs and a beard made of 

down-fuzz around her throat. Her larger sibling had hatched the same day. Black and white with 
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long, gangly legs that looked too large for his body, Echo was nearly twice her size. The two had 

hatched in my room, in an incubator, but nothing could replace the care and wisdom of a mother 

hen. So, as I had done dozens of times in the past, I had chosen a surrogate mother for them, a 

hen who had been patiently sitting upon a clutch of eggs for three weeks. Eggs that had been 

abandoned, damaged, or otherwise needed kept safe were brought into the incubator, and upon 

hatching reintroduced to a hen who was ready to take them. In this instance, Shayera was that 

hen, and she was small in size, but feisty in spirit. This would be the first brood she had ever 

raised.  

Slipping the babies under her warm body that evening, I had let her spend the night 

bonding with them on her nest. In the morning, knowing the risk the little ones had with older 

hens tramping near-by, grabbing at little chicks with sharp beaks and shoving smaller flock-

mates away from food, I had moved the trio into an old ferret cage that I substituted for a 

“broody crate”, an enclosure for new momma hens. It would keep the family safe until the chicks 

had steadied their legs and their adult feathers began to grow in, better protecting them from the 

elements.  

Outside the front door was my flock of all colors. Scattered about, meandering, foraging, 

and sometimes flirting with one another, the roosters would dance and crow, while hens 

scratched for bugs and sipped dew off the grass. The chickens of the farm were at ease, and all 

seemed right in their world. However, as always, a quiet whisper of worry tugged at my mind, 

reminding me of the many times I had gone out to find newly hatched chicks dead underneath 

their mothers. For so many reasons, from predators to other hens, the first few days were the 

most dangerous for them. I always prepared myself for the worst after a baby hatched; 
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experience had taught me not to let down my guard. To me, each life mattered, and I was always 

afraid I hadn’t done enough to protect them.  

As I made my way through the yard I smiled, dodging little chicks that ran after one 

another, excitement mixing with caution as they explored the world. The life in them, the warmth 

of their bodies and keenness in their eyes, was a beautiful thing to see, the will to live. I had 

never once seen a chicken who hadn’t fought to thrive, not just survive.  

The “Main Barn” was the largest of the three out-buildings that made up the barnyard. It 

was tall and wooden, with various sectioned off rooms and a hay-loft where the cats ate. 

Attached to the side of the building was a concrete chicken coop, secured against predators for 

when the chickens slept there at night. Situated inside, nestled against the wooden nest-boxes, 

the “Green Crate”, as I had taken to calling the ferret cage, should have been a peaceful sight: 

one of a momma hen carefully warming her babies as they poked their heads out from between 

her feathers. Instead, I could hear the scuttle of frantic claws against plastic and the very 

noticeable alarm call of a hen. Shayera had leapt onto one of the small plastic platforms inside 

the cage, knocking the two ramps that led to them onto the floor of the cage as she searched for 

any tiny opening in which she could escape. In her panic, she had lost all thought of her babies or 

their well-being. In her mind, she was locked away from the eggs that needed her, trapped where 

predators could get to her. She wanted her nest, the place she believed her egg still awaited her, 

an instinct I had seen many times before. To try to remove a hen from a nest before she is ready 

is like trying to convince a wolf not to howl, it is not an easy task.  

Rushing forward, I pulled open the wire door, heart beginning to race. The smell of the 

hay dust that she had kicked up was strong, and it clouded the air. My eyes darted about the 

enclosure, searching the hay bedding for any sign of life. It was the month of May, but the 
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mornings were still far too chilly for a young chick to survive on its own for long. At first glance 

I saw no sign of them, and I dug about in the bedding, not caring if droppings got on my hands or 

hay poked my skin. I found Echo first, his dark colors stood out against the dirty tans and greens 

of the grass hay. He was completely limp, motionless, his eyes closed, sprawled out like the 

dead. I grabbed him up; his body was cold to the touch, his head hang limp from my hands, 

swaying with the motion of my desperate digging to find Salvia. I cupped Echo close to me, 

hoping to bring at least a little warmth to him. Time was of the essence.  

I found myself pulling bedding out of the crate in handfuls, sifting it through my fingers 

in search of the small, fragile body of the smaller sibling. My eyes spotted the gentle blues of her 

down feathers and I grabbed her. Salvia was equally limp. Her body was just as cold as Echo’s, 

almost colder it seemed, than the surrounding temperature.  

Angry with Shayera, but not having the time to do anything about it, I grabbed her and let 

her free. In a hurry to get the two inside where I would attempt to revive them, I grabbed a few 

eggs and placed them on Shayera’s old nest, hoping it would calm her. But instead, the small hen 

dashed away, forgetting completely the chicks she had bonded to the night before in the relief of 

her freedom. 

The two newborns rested as light as pebbles in my hands. No movement, not a breath, not 

the blink of an eye or even a quiet cheep to show the life, the will to live, that they had possessed 

just hours before. 

Exiting the coop, I tried not to run, so as not to jar the two babies. I had my hands folded 

around them, and I held them close to my chest in hopes that the heat of my own body would 

bring them back. Their down was so soft, it was like holding a cloud. I could feel their beaks 
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against my skin, beaks that had once been strong enough to break through a shell, but now were 

silent. 

Opening the front door with one hand, I kicked off my boots at the entrance and tried to 

remain calm, knowing that panic would not help the situation. With two chicks in need of 

medical help, I realized that I had to find someone to assist me. My Mom was in the bedroom, 

folding socks. She knelt on the soft carpet, no idea of what I was bringing to her.  

“Um…” I started with, knowing that sudden problems stressed her. I wanted to ease into 

it. She didn’t look up at first, so I continued. “Shayera didn’t like going into the crate very well.” 

“What did she do?” Mom asked in a casual manner. She looked up at me, waiting for the 

answer, and saw that I held something. Past experience told her that when I brought a chicken in, 

it tended to be bad news. “Is that her chick?” 

“Yeah, both of them,” I said, unfolding my hands and showing their lifeless bodies. One 

lay on its back, feet stretched out; the other was on its side, eyes closed, beak partially open.  

“Are they dead?” she asked, her sympathy very apparent. She knew how hard it was for 

me to lose any of my animals.  

“Probably, but I want to try to warm them up anyways.” I tried to sound as though none 

of this fazed me. “Can you get a hot pad heated up while I run warm water over them?” 

I had done this before, I had revived chicks that had been chilled, but every time in the 

past there had been some sign of life from them. They had moved a foot, or closed their beak 

when I touched them, or gave a sad little cheep, as if asking for help in their last moments of 

hope. But as for these two, I could not even feel the beat of their tiny hearts, though my shaky 

hands were not helping the matter. 
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Mom quickly stood to find the hot pad. It was meant for human aches and pains, but if 

heated up in the microwave and wrapped in a towel, it worked well for warming animals as well. 

We had used it for chicks before.  

If I had thought they were alive, I may have moved faster, but the mixed emotions of 

giving in to the hopelessness and offering these chicks the chance they deserved stirred up inside 

of me as indecision. However, I pressed on, entering the kitchen and heading for the sink. A 

large room, the kitchen tended to be cluttered with plates, bowls and empty food wrappers left by 

various family members throughout the day. The sink was full of dishes, but I didn’t care.  

In past cases, I had only ever had to help single chicks. It was easy to use one hand to 

turn on the faucet and check for the proper temperature, while the other held the baby, its nose 

and mouth free of the water so it could breath. Instead, I had to try to juggle two limp bodies as I 

did my best to feel for the correct temperature, worried I would put them into shock should it be 

too hot. Running the water over the two, I moved my hand back and forth, making sure each was 

being evenly warmed. I watched the stream soak into their absorbent down feathers and run off 

their smooth, baby-skin feet. Mom came into the kitchen with the hot pad in hand, glancing over 

my shoulder to see if there had been any change in their condition. 

“How are they?” she asked, with not much hope in her voice. 

“Nothing yet,” I answered. Despite my nonchalant voice, my heart ached and my 

stomach churned. I felt guilty for having not checked on them sooner, for having not waited 

longer before moving Shayera to the crate.  

As if to shatter my despair, the movement of a leg caught my eye. One of the chicks 

curled its foot, the warmth stimulating its muscles. Life was returning to its body. The swelling 

of hope I felt reinvigorated my efforts and I cried out, “It moved! One of them is alive!” 
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Still trying to support both of their heads, I positioned Echo, the one that had shown 

movement, so that he was upright, his feet tucked up against his belly. I let the water run over his 

back and neck, the warmth flowing through him, bringing life back into his veins. I could feel his 

feet kicking, his beak began to open and close, the first signs of breath reentering his lungs. He 

did not open his eyes, but at this point I knew there was a very good chance he would make it. 

Chicks are tough that way; they can endure much worse than what most humans ever could.  

The beep of the microwave signaled that the hot pad was warmed up. Mom rushed to 

wrap a towel around it, so it would not burn the chick. 

“This is the one that is awake,” I said, nodding towards the black and white baby, “take 

him and keep warming him up. His name is Echo, just so you know. Not that it is important right 

now.” The names give a sense of individuality to each chick, something to remember them by. It 

helped me to treat them with the respect they deserved. “I’m going to see if Salvia will make it,” 

I added. The joy and hope of Echo awakening made me certain that Salvia, who had only “gone 

cold” for as long as her brother, would come to as well. Handing the wet, weak Echo to Mom, I 

repositioned Salvia under the water.  

“Make sure he doesn’t get too hot,” I said over my shoulder. “Hold him just above the 

hot pad so he is warm but doesn’t get burned. Cup your hand around him and support his head. 

Keep his head up.” Mom just nodded, knowing how I can become controlling in stressful 

situations, but nice enough to put up with it.   

I turned back to Salvia, giving her my full attention. I wiped a bit of water off her beak, 

worried she would inhale it. I peered close, straining to see what I could verify as her own 

movements. The water tricked me, causing her feathers to ripple and her wing to flap ever so 

slightly under the pressure of the stream. I pulled her away from the water, cupping her in my 
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hands, blowing my warm breath onto her. Again, I looked closely, but the tremble of my hands 

hid the rise and fall of her lungs, tricking the eye into believing there was movement.  

I pressed a finger to her tiny chest. It was so small, and my own heart beat pulsed so hard 

in my finger, I couldn’t tell if it was her heart or mine that was rhythmically drumming. I started 

compressions, very gently pressing her chest, trying to help her heart beat and her lungs pull in 

air. Each compression caused movement, her head would shift with the pressure and her legs 

would extend. I was worried I would break the stick-thin ribs that encased her like delicate 

pottery, but fear that ceasing would lead to a preventable death had me continue. I was beginning 

to grow worried she was not going to make it. But Echo had come back, so why couldn’t Salvia? 

Seeing as how she had not begun to stiffen, an almost sure sign that life would not return 

to her, I did not give up. Using a finger nail to carefully pry open her beak, I lowered down to 

her. Not worrying about what germs may have gotten on her, I gently placed my lips over her 

mouth. She was so small it seemed as though I could have accidentally inhaled her. I tried to 

blow into her tiny lungs, but she was so delicate, and her beak so small, I did not think I was 

making a difference. I tried again to press on her chest.  

Mom came back into the room, one hand holding the hot pad, the other securely keeping 

Echo atop it, nestled under a cloth. “How is she?” 

I was trying once again to breath into Salvia’s lungs. “Still nothing,” I replied. “I don’t want to 

give up yet, though. She was buried in the hay, it should have helped keep her warm, right? I just 

can’t be sure. I’ll give her a little longer.” 

“Dumb momma hen,” Mom muttered in frustration. So far Shayera wasn’t showing much 

promise in the way of mothering abilities.  
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“She just spooked in the new crate,” I said, trying to give her the benefit of a doubt, “she 

wanted back to her nest. I let her out so she could get to it.” 

Echo was shifting under the towel that enveloped both him and Mom’s hand. Every now 

and again he gave a quiet chirp, reminding us that he was still there, as if worried we would 

abandon him as his mother had.  

I felt my spirits sink as I continued to try to bring back Salvia, waiting in weak hope for 

that gasp of air that would signal a soul still remained. But the longer I worked on her, the more I 

felt as though I was only disrespecting her remains, and my attempts lessened. But nagging at me 

was the thought that if I had given up on Echo, I may have buried a living chick. I could not risk 

this with Salvia, I was not ready to accept she was gone until I had proof. I went into Mom’s 

bedroom, where she sat with Echo, who was now moving around and talking in chirrups and 

trills.  

“I’ll take Echo up to the incubator now that he is active,” I said. Reluctant to give up 

Salvia, but also relieved she was no longer my responsibility, Mom and I switched. She took 

Salvia and rested her on the now cooling hot pad, but both of us knew in our hearts she was 

gone.   

I took Echo up to my room, where I made a nest for him out of paper towels and placed 

him into the incubator. I nestled some of the incubating eggs around him, and he used them to 

prop himself up. Still wet from the reviving bath, his head and legs looked so large and his body 

so tiny. The life in his eyes had returned and he cheeped and shifted about, getting comfortable, 

the warm air drying his down feathers into the soft plume they had once been.  
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The mix of happiness at having saved Echo and the sadness of losing Salvia was difficult 

to process. How could one celebrate when there had been loss? How could one grieve when 

there had been a miracle? To respect both would mean to both rejoice and mourn. 

As Echo continued to strengthen, Mom brought up to me Salvia. She had begun to enter 

rigor mortis, and it was time to lay her to rest and let her be in peace. I wrapped her gently in 

paper towels, like a burial cloth, and placed her in a plastic bag.  

Echo, on the other hand, continued to get stronger. Once he was dry, he made it quite 

clear through restless crawling in the incubator he was ready to return to the outside world. 

Tempest, another momma hen who was far calmer then Shayera, gladly accepted him into her 

brood. He cuddled amongst her feathers, memorizing the sound of her voice and the beat of her 

heart. More siblings joined him as they hatched, and together they grew strong, exploring the 

world that awaited them. 

While guilt would still try to drag me down into doubt, at the end of the day, I knew I had 

given both Salvia and Echo my best and I made sure they both knew their lives mattered. No 

matter how many lives would come and go on this farm, I would always give them a chance at 

life. If we try our best and respect the individual lives around us, then it is far easier to find peace 

in the passing of ones whom we love.  

 


