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J
ohn Kiefer, also known as Papa John,
is a well-known figure of sustainable

living in Lafayette.  He often opens the
doors of his beautiful property, by the
Lafayette Branch of the Walnut Creek, to
groups for their meetings. “I am the custo-
dian of this place,” says Kiefer, “it is my
duty to share it with others.”  Along with
the creek and pastoral setting, the garden
conceals another treasure: a chicken coop.
Kiefer shares that, too, not only supplying
eggs to neighbors, but offering training for
budding chicken enthusiasts.  When news
spread by word of mouth several weeks
ago that Kiefer would hold a free chicken
workshop, so many people responded that
he had to add five additional sessions.  “I
stopped the registration when the number
reached 105,” he says, “who knew that so
many people were interested in raising
chickens in Lamorinda!”  

          
“I went to the class to learn more

about backyard chicken-raising.  We are
fairly new to the experience, having added
chickens to our family just this past April,”
said Trish Barnes, one of the workshop
participants, “we always planned to have
them, and our kids are now old enough (9,
7 and 5) to help out and enjoy the experi-
ence.”   

          
The first part of the workshop, one

recent Sunday morning, took place in the
living room of the Lafayette home where
Kiefer has been raising chickens for 40
years.  The purpose was to arm partici-
pants with the knowledge and resources to
start their coops come spring.  “The best
time to get your chicks is between mid
February and the end of March,” he stated,
“so start building your coop now and
you’ll be ready to start within a month.”

          
Kiefer advocates doing it all yourself.

“Pre-made coops have a floor, that’s dirty
and not good for the chickens,” he ex-
plained, “the best way is to build on the
floor.”  Chickens like to scratch and dig, so
having the coop on the dirt ensures that
they will create healthy manure by digging
and turning the soil of their home.  Kiefer
harvests the fertilizer from time to time for
his vegetable garden and his trees.

          
Chicks are normally only a few days

old when purchased, so Kiefer also taught
participants how to build a box in which
the chicks can be raised until they are big
enough to be transferred to the coop.  It
seemed doable, with a heavy cardboard
box, a lamp for heat and raised bowls for
water and feed.  

          
Building the coop, on the other

hand, is not an easy week-end project.  It
requires the digging of a trench to set the
chicken wire that will protect the flock
from predators, raising wood walls, a door,
the construction of a nesting box, installa-
tion of a water source and a roof.  “At the
end of the first workshop a lady asked,
‘who’s going to build my coop?’” recalled
Kiefer. “I hadn’t thought about that, but I
contacted Siamack Sioshansi of the Urban
Farmers project and now we can recom-
mend two individuals who can do it for
you,” he added.

          
Kiefer also presented a lot of infor-

mation about where to find the chicks, the
feed and facts about eggs as well.  

          
More than half of the participants in

the workshop were from Lafayette. 
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Chicken Workshops Sold Out
By Sophie Braccini

Papa John demonstrates how to set up a box for baby chicks Photo Sophie Braccini

Chickens need to eat plenty of greens Photo Sophie Braccini




