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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

 

Domestic chickens have long been among our most useful animal 

companions, providing supplies of eggs and — for the carnivorous — 

meat. In the past, fighting cocks were also a source of entertainment. 

Sadly, in some parts of the world, they still are. The poet William Blake 

(1757-1827) expressed his high opinion of chickens in the words: 

 

Wondrous the gods, more wondrous are the men, Wondrous the gods, more wondrous are the men, Wondrous the gods, more wondrous are the men, Wondrous the gods, more wondrous are the men,     

More wondrous, wondrous still the cock and hen.More wondrous, wondrous still the cock and hen.More wondrous, wondrous still the cock and hen.More wondrous, wondrous still the cock and hen. 

 

Nevertheless, the chicken has not generally been much respected by 

mankind. Often chickens have been (and are to this day) treated cruelly. 

The horror of battery farming is a disgrace which is still very much with 

us today.  

At the same time, England has recently witnessed a great upsurge 

of interest in poultry keeping. Both bantams and large fowl have become 

popular as pets with useful side products. They are, indeed, ideal pets. 

Friendly, undemanding, inexpensive, consuming relatively little in the way 

of food, and giving eggs as well as affection in return. As pets they have 

distinct advantages over the more traditional (but totally unproductive) 

dogs, cats, guinea pigs and rabbits. If you keep chickens already, I am 

probably preaching to the converted. If you don’t, why not try it? Best of 

all, why not offer a few battery hens a life of luxurious retirement after 

their nightmare of underserved imprisonment in tiny wire cells? And if 

you really have no room for chickens in your life, do please at least insist 

on free range eggs. They may cost you a little more — though if someone 

in your neighbourhood keeps hens, free range eggs can be cheaper than 

the battery ones in the supermarkets. In any case, when you have once 

seen happy hens ‘scranitting’,1 you will know that the few extra pennies 

are well worth spending. 

                                                   

1 This is my own household word for the pecking and scratching of chickens looking for food. 
The verb ‘to scranit’ was coined by Stella Gibbons, in her novel Cold Comfort Farm, to describe 

some mysterious and unspecified agricultural activity of farmers, but I think it sounds just perfect 
for what chickens do! 
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Scientists (at vast expense, no doubt) have recently ‘discovered’ 

that chickens have the ability to communicate to one another, and 

conclude that they may have better brains than the scientists previously 

suspected! Let us hope that this ‘discovery’ will lead to better treatment 

for chickens in the future. In the past, the vast majority of chickens have 

lived and died unremarked by the world at large. Nevertheless, this has 

not been the case for all. Some chickens have earned a place in the Hall 

of Fame. This little book hopes to pick out some of those chickens who 

have made history.2 

 

                                                   

2 Some portions of this material have previously been published in Hen Pen, the journal of the 
Colchester Poultry Club. 
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Chickens have a long and very illustrious ancestry. They belong to a 

group of animals which once ruled the world and kept our own rather 

pathetic little shrew-like mammal ancestors in submission: for, like all 

birds, the chicken is a living dinosaur.  

Though (like ourselves) dinosaurs were ultimately descended from 

reptiles, they are now known to have achieved the evolutionary 

development into ‘hot-blooded’ animals, and for some time it has been 

appreciated that feathers (once thought to be a feature unique to birds) 

also covered the bodies of many other dinosaurs. Probably feathers first 

evolved, like the fur of mammals, as a means of conserving body heat. 

Birds are very closely related to bipedal dinosaurs. Thus the chicken is 

one of the closest living relatives of Tyranosaurus Rex!  

One feature which distinguishes birds from all other dinosaurs, 

however, is the shortening of the bony dionosaurian tail. This feature is 

characteristic of even the first birds. However, the earliest known birds, 

like Archaeopteryx, retained other dinosaurian features which have since 

been lost: they had teeth in their beaks, and they probably could not fly. 

Birds were the only dinosaur group to survive a great extinction event, 

caused by a huge meteor falling into the Gulf of Mexico at the end of the 

Cretacious era, some 65 million years ago. 
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 The domestic chicken is believed to be descended from the red 

jungle fowl, Gallus Bankiva or Gallus ferruginus. The wild ancestors of the 

chicken were native to China, Indo-China and India. Indeed, the jungle 

fowl still lives wild today in an area reaching from India through 

Southeast Asia to the Philippines. It was in these parts of the world that 

the chicken was first domesticated, possibly as long as 7000 years ago. 

There is said to be evidence that domestic chickens were being kept in 

China as early as 5000 BC, and similar evidence from India by about 3000 

BC. It its thought that the domestication of poultry occurred 

independently in more than one place, and there is genetic evidence in 

living chicken populations of various origins and ancestral strains.  

Domestic poultry spread eastwards from China to Japan, and 

westwards from India to Western Asia and to Africa. There are Babylonian 

depictions of chickens dating from the first millennium BC. Sadly, human 

abuse of poultry also has a very long history, for there are records of 

cock-fighting from about 1000 BC.  
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CHICKENS IN ANCIENT EGYPTCHICKENS IN ANCIENT EGYPTCHICKENS IN ANCIENT EGYPTCHICKENS IN ANCIENT EGYPT    
 

 

 

 

 

Birds and their eggs were important to the people of ancient Egypt. 

According to one version of the Egyptian Creation myth, the Creation 

arose out of a Cosmic Egg. Birds such as the vulture, the falcon and the 

ibis were associated with Egyptian deities and were considered sacred. 

Flocks of ducks and geese lived in the marshes of Lower (northern) Egypt, 

and constituted an important part of the Ancient Egyptian diet. Such 

birds, of course, were native to Egypt, unlike the chicken, which was 

imported into the Nile valley. 

Among the many birds depicted in ancient Egyptian art, chickens 

are sadly not conspicuous, though examples are known. There have been 

reports of the discovery of chicken bones in Old Kingdom graves (2650-

2150 BC), but in general it seems probable that, rather like the horse, 

chickens first reached Egypt in significant numbers from the area of 

modern Syria some time during the Second Intermediate Period or early in 

the New Kingdom (perhaps around 1500 BC). The first written reference 

to chickens seems to be in the Annals of Tuthmose III (preserved on the 

walls of the temple of Karnak) where a damaged passage has been 

restored to refer to a gift to the king of ‘four birds which lay eggs every 

day.’ These royal birds are assumed to have been chickens. The same 

description might conceivably have been applied to quails, but quails 

were native to Egypt and already very well known there. At all events 

chickens must have been known in Egypt by the reign of Tuthmose III, 

because from the same period or just a little later, an unmistakable 

sketch of a cockerel has survived, also from Thebes; a casual work of art 

on a piece of scrap pottery, painted in a moment of leisure by one of the 

artists whose work was to decorate the royal tombs in the Valley of the 

Kings.  
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 Chickens seem to have remained something of an exotic rarity in 

Egypt until the Late Period (712-332 BC), during which time the Egyptians 

invented a system for artificially incubating hens’ eggs on a large scale. 

They may, in fact, have been the first people to make use of artificial 

incubation. Classical authors including Diodorus report the existence of 

such a technique in Egypt, and it seems probable that large ‘ovens’ were 

used. This practice continued in common use in Egypt well into the 

nineteenth century. Indeed, it is still practiced today in some villages of 

Upper (southern) Egypt. 
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GREEK CHICKENSGREEK CHICKENSGREEK CHICKENSGREEK CHICKENS    
 

 

 

 

 

In ancient Greece the cockerel was frequently a love gift, particularly from 

an adult male to a youth whom he wished to court. To the ancient Greeks 

the sight of a cockerel was evidently as potentially romantic as a modern 

bouquet of red roses! There are depictions on vases of Zeus, King of the 

Gods, offering a cockerel in this way to the youth Ganymede, with whom 

he was in love. Elsewhere, as on a plate painted by Epiktetos, a handsome 

youth is shown riding on the back of a gigantic cockerel. The reason why 

the cockerel became a traditional Greek love gift is probably connected 

with the fact that this bird was sacred to the god Hermes. Although 

Hermes is often described as the messenger of the gods, he also had 

many other roles and there can be no doubt that among other things he 

was a fertility god. 

 Cockerels were also used as offerings to other divinities. Those 

who sought healing at the temple of Asklepios at Epidavros evidently 

offered a cockerel to the god if they were cured of their ailments. Hence 
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the ironic last words of Sokrates to his friend Kriton: ‘we owe a cock to 

Asklepios; pay it, therefore, and do not neglect it’. Sokrates’ meaning was 

that death was the best possible cure in his particular case. 

Athenian red-figure vases show scenes of cock-fighting, while a 

surviving fragment of a Greek poem, found in Egypt, is the final part of a 

long lament for a prized fighting cock. In this poem the unknown author 

cries ‘I weep for the darling bird that I have lost!’. Chickens are 

mentioned by some Greek writers, and the playwright Aristophanes in 

about 400BC, refers to a cock in his comedy Lysistrata — though in spite 

of its title his play The Birds contains no chickens. 

Perhaps the most historically significant ancient Greek chicken was 

a dead one which was eaten in the spring of 324 BC, by the convalescent 

Hephaistion, at the summer palace of the Persian Great Kings at 

Ecbatana. Hephaistion was the boyhood friend and lover of Alexander the 

Great. Hephaistion had been unwell. During his illness he had consumed 

only liquids, and as he slowly recovered his doctor advised him to 

continue to avoid solids. However, Hephaistion disobeyed and ate a small 

chicken. In the notes to her novel, The Persian Boy, the author Mary 

Renault (herself a former nurse) observes that ‘the account of 

Hephaistion’s end suggests he had typhoid, where, though appetite often 

returns before the lesions in the gut have healed, solid food causes 

perforation and swift collapse. In our own century [the twentieth] patients 

have been killed in hospital by misguided relatives smuggling them food. 

Hephestion’s boiled fowl, about the size of a modern bantam, would be 

more than enough’. The death of Hephaistion caused Alexander such 

grief that it temporarily unhinged his mind. Alexander’s subsequent 

indifference in respect of his own life and health led, shortly afterwards, 

to his early death and to the break-up of his empire. All this was brought 

about by one, small, anonymous chicken!   
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THE ROMAN CHICKENTHE ROMAN CHICKENTHE ROMAN CHICKENTHE ROMAN CHICKEN    
 

 

 

 

 

 

Chickens were certainly very much a part of Roman life, and the Romans 

held them sacred to the war-god, Mars. The Romans had both large birds 

and bantam-sized birds, for the writer Pliny mentioned ‘a dwarf kind of 

fowl that are extraordinarily small, yet fruitful’. In the first century BC, 

when Julius Caesar visited the remote island of Britain, he found that the 

chicken had got there before him, for the native inhabitants already kept 

fowl, probably both for food and for cock-fighting. (Caesar remarks that 

they were kept ‘for diversion’.)  

Among other things, of course, the Romans kept chickens for egg 

production. We know that on the morning when Mount Vesuvius erupted, 

in the year 79AD, the priest of the temple of Isis in the southern Italian 

city of Pompeii was just sitting down to eat some boiled eggs. The poor 

man never got to finish them, and centuries later, the eggs, now hard-

boiled and carbonised, were discovered by archaeologists. 

A little earlier in the first century AD, the Emperor Claudius and his 

Roman army had conquered Britain - and founded Roman Colchester. 

Before the Roman army went into battle, it was traditional for its officers 

to check whether the omens for victory were auspicious. They had various 

ways of doing this, but auspicious actually comes from two Latin words 

which mean bird-watching, for one of the best ways of foretelling the 
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future was believed to be by observing the behaviour of birds. Just in case 

there were no wild birds on hand, the Roman army was in the habit of 

carrying its own fortune-telling birds around with it — and the birds they 

used for this purpose were Sacred Chickens. When the Emperor Claudius 

came to Britain his legions probably brought their own Sacred Chickens 

with them. The way in which these birds were used was very simple. The 

Roman commander would scatter grain for them. If they ate it greedily, it 

was thought that the Roman army could be certain of victory, but if the 

Sacred Chickens ate half-heartedly the chances of success were 

considered doubtful. There were lots of Sacred Chickens in the Roman 

Empire, over a long period of time, so that any modern European chicken 

must have a reasonable chance of being descended from a sacred Roman 

bird. 

 Only once do we know of the Sacred Chickens being treated with 

disrespect. Long before the conquest of Britain, a distant ancestor of the 

Emperor Claudius, called Publius Claudius the Fair, was one of the Roman 

Consuls. In 249 BC he found himself about to lead the Roman fleet into 

battle against the Carthaginians. Naturally he consulted the Sacred 

Chickens beforehand, to check up on his chances of success. However, he 

received the worst possible omen. The Sacred Chickens refused to eat 

anything at all. Publius Claudius, a very quick-tempered man, was 

furious. ‘If they won’t eat’, he cried, ‘then let them drink’. And he threw 

the unfortunate birds into the sea, where they all drowned. It surprised 

no-one that Publius Claudius went on to suffer the worst naval defeat in 

Roman history. When he finally made it back to Rome (minus most of his 

ships) he was disgraced by the Senate, and heavily fined for his outrage 

to the Sacred Chickens.   
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CHINESE CHICKENSCHINESE CHICKENSCHINESE CHICKENSCHINESE CHICKENS    
 

 

 

 

 

 

In China, Chickens have made it onto the calendar. The Chinese identify 

each year by the name of an animal, in a repeating twelve-year cycle, as 

follows: 

Rat, Cow, Tiger, Rabbit, Dragon, Snake, Horse, Sheep, Monkey, Chicken, 

Dog and Pig. 

Thus the tenth year in every twelve-year cycle is the Year of the Chicken. 

Some western writers refer to this as ‘the Year of the Rooster’, but this is 

incorrect. The animal named in the year is a female chicken (hen). The 

last Year of the Chicken occurred in 2005, and that year the chicken was 

a green hen! The next Year of the Chicken will be 2017. 

 Not only is every twelfth year of the Chinese calendar named after 

the chicken; the calendar also contains a special ‘Day of the Chicken’. In 

fact this is the first day of every Chinese year. Out of respect for chickens, 

on their special day each year, it is the Chinese custom to kill no 

chickens. The naming of the first day of the Chinese year for the chicken 

is a very ancient tradition, dating back to at least the period of the Han 

dynasty (206 BC – 220 AD). 

 Pictures and paper cut-outs of chickens form a traditional part of 

Chinese New Year celebrations. The ancient Chinese held the chicken in 

high regard. They called it the ‘bird of five virtues’, defining these virtue 

as follows: 
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• The comb of the chicken is regarded as its crown, and is said to 

symbolise artistic merit 

• The bird’s feet are strong for fighting, and are said to symbolise 

military virtue 

• a chicken will stand up for itself; thus it is symbolic of courage 

• a chicken calls to its fellow chickens when it finds food. This 

symbolises kindness 

• Cockerels always crow to announce daybreak. Thus they prove 

themselves trustworthy.  

 

 In ancient times Chinese people would draw pictures of chickens on 

doors and windows in order to drive away ghosts and evil spirits. An 

ancient Chinese book tells of a heavenly cockerel which lives on Dushuo 

Mountain. When the sun first appears each day, this heavenly bird crows, 

and it is the sound of its crowing which awakens all the cockerels of the 

world and causes them to crow too. 

 However, the people of China have not invariably treated chickens 

with respect. A nasty Chinese custom at times of war was to use ‘fire-

birds’ as flying missiles. Birds such as sparrows were caught, and nuts, 

filled with incendiary mixtures were tied around their necks. The birds 

were then released in the direction of the enemy! In a similar way ‘fire-

chickens’ were driven into the grass around enemy camps. 
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 Of course, chicken has also traditionally figured conspicuously in 

Chinese cuisine, being eaten even by emperors. On one occasion it is 

recorded that the eighteenth century Qing dynasty emperor, Qianlong, 

(1736-95) ate the following rather filling breakfast (in which, however, 

chicken-lovers will be relieved to see that ducks seems to have played a 

greater role than chickens): 

Bird’s nest with shredded duck meat, stewed chicken with mushrooms 

and sweet beans, sweet duck, smoked duck and mushrooms without soy 

sauce, hotchpotch of duck meat – half cooked with soy sauce and the 

other half cooked without soy sauce, pork stewed with wine, spiced 

mutton, bird’s nest with smoked chicken, hors d’oeuvres of roast duck, 

peaches stuffed with duck meat, deep – fried cakes, steamed chicken, 

stewed roe deer meat, steamed rolls shaped in bamboo knots, small 

buns, pickles served in a silver sunflower box, four courses of cold dishes 

served on silver plates, a course of longevity noodles, and rice.  
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CHICKENS AND RELIGIONCHICKENS AND RELIGIONCHICKENS AND RELIGIONCHICKENS AND RELIGION    
 

 

 

 

Although it is not exactly a religious symbol, the traditional shape of a 

weather vane on an English church tower is that of a cockerel. In fact a 

weather vane is also popularly known as a ‘weather cock’.  

In the New Testament the cockerel is associated with the betrayal 

of Christ, and with his crucifixion. All four of the gospels contain varying 

accounts of the same basic story.3 On the evening of Maundy Thursday, 

after eating the Last Supper with his disciples, Jesus warns them that they 

will all desert him. Simon Peter protests that he would never do so, but 

Jesus insists ‘In truth I tell you, this very night, before the cock crows, you 

will have disowned me three times’. Later, when Jesus has been captured, 

Simon Peter follows him to the High Priest’s house, where he hides 

himself among the bystanders. However, some of these people recognise 

him. Frightened, Peter three times denies that he ever knew Jesus. ‘He 

started cursing and swearing, “I do not know the man”. And at once the 

cock crowed’. 

 
                                                   

3 Matthew. 26, 34; 74-75.; Mark 14, 72; Luke 22, 34; 60-62; John 13, 38; 18, 27. 
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Easter Eggs 
 

The egg is an ancient symbol of resurrection. As such it became 

associated with the Christian festival of Easter. The fact that Easter falls in 

spring, when eggs are hatching, reinforced this connection. The Feast of 

Easter was preceded by the forty days of Lent, a period of fasting and 

abstinence. No meat could be eaten during this period, and eggs (known 

as ‘white meat’) were also forbidden. On the mainland of Europe the pre-

Lenten ‘Carnival’ (the word means ‘farewell to meat’) was the last 

opportunity for celebrations before the austerities began. In England 

Shrove Tuesday (Pancake Day) became associated with pancakes because 

making lots of pancakes was a good way of using up any remaining eggs 

before Lent started.  

Once, Easter eggs were real eggs, brightly painted, blessed by the 

priests and then given to friends, relations or servants as gifts. In Greece, 

Easter eggs are traditionally painted red, in honour of the blood of Christ. 

Russian eggs are often highly decorated, and gave rise, at the end of the 

nineteenth century, to the fabulous imperial Fabergé eggs, given by the 

Tsar and members of his family as Easter presents. 
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The Black Arts 

 

Although the cockerel and chickens eggs have Christian associations, 

cockerels also have an association with witchcraft and black magic. In 

1662, in Scotland, Margaret McWilliams was accused of offering a hen or 

a cockerel to the devil. Cockerels were frequently sacrificed in this way, 

and indeed, a black cockerel is still used as the sacrificial victim in 

Voodoo rites today. 
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Mythology 

 

 

 

Cockerels also figure in mythology, as the forepart of a hybrid 

mythological creature called the cockatrice. (The hind part of the 

cockatrice consists of a dragon’s tail.) The cockatrice was invented in the 

twelfth century. It was supposed to be born from an egg laid by a cock 

and incubated by a toad or serpent. Like the basilisk, it was said to be 

able to turn people to stone just by looking at them. It could also kill by 

its touch, or by breathing on its victims. According to the medieval 

bestiaries, the weasel is the only animal that is immune to the glance of a 

cockatrice. Nevertheless, it was said that the cockatrice itself would die 

immediately if it heard the crowing of a cockerel, or if it caught sight of 

itself in a mirror. Death, however, was not the end of a cockatrice! Like 

the head of the Gorgon, Medusa, it was claimed that the eye of the 

cockatrice could still petrify victims even after the monster was dead. 
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THE MEDIEVAL CHICKENTHE MEDIEVAL CHICKENTHE MEDIEVAL CHICKENTHE MEDIEVAL CHICKEN    
 

 

 

 

 

In the Anglo-Saxon period, chickens seem to have been considered 

something of a luxury food in England, for chicken bones are found 

among the grave offerings in rich graves. Even in the thirteenth century 

chickens remained upper-class fare, and thirteen royal chickens were 

ordered as part of the coronation banquet of Henry III in 1220. By the 

later middle ages chickens seems to have been quite widely kept, but 

possibly more for egg production than as a source of meat. Geoffrey 

Chaucer seems to have counted hens of little value, for he wrote of his 

monk, in the Canterbury Tales: 

 

He yaf nat of that text a pulled hen, He yaf nat of that text a pulled hen, He yaf nat of that text a pulled hen, He yaf nat of that text a pulled hen,     

That seith that hunters been nat holy men.That seith that hunters been nat holy men.That seith that hunters been nat holy men.That seith that hunters been nat holy men. 

 

On the other hand a late medieval drinking song, while calling upon the 

landlord to bring good ale, cautions him to  

 

Bryng us in no capounsBryng us in no capounsBryng us in no capounsBryng us in no capouns    fleschfleschfleschflesch    

For that is ofte der.For that is ofte der.For that is ofte der.For that is ofte der. 
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Even some three centuries later, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762) 

seems to have thought of chicken as a luxury food, for she expected it to 

be served with champagne. 

A tragic and dramatic chicken story emerges from the court records 

of late medieval Colchester. Fifteenth-century Colchester was full of 

animals. There were horses of course. Pigs wandered through the streets 

(though in fact this was against the law). Dung hills were to be found on 

every street corner. One way and another both the scent and the sound of 

the place were probably very different from what one would find in 

Colchester today. Amongst all the cacophony there was certainly the 

sound of chickens. They were so much a part of the everyday scene that 

in fact they are rarely mentioned, being mostly taken for granted. But one 

incident was unusual enough to get into the records. 

The scene is set in 1463. Edward IV was on the throne, and England 

was at peace. Pointed shoes were just coming back into fashion, together 

with long hair and very short skirts (for men) which the older generation 

found shocking. The average daily wage was about fourpence. Prices were 

rising as usual, but inflation seemed to be more or less under control, 

although everyone was moaning about government plans to devalue the 

coinage.  

Within the old walls of Colchester, probably in a house on what is 

now called North Hill (in those days it was called North Street), lived 

Robert Fraunceys, with his wife and their little boy, Thomas. Robert was a 

respected citizen, working in the cloth trade. In those days Colchester 

was not very built-up, even inside the town walls, and there was plenty of 

open space around the Fraunceys’ family home, where chickens could 

‘scranit’ for tasty titbits. So Robert Fraunceys kept poultry. 

On Wednesday 12 October 1463 Robert’s neighbours, William and 

Joan Story armed themselves with sticks and household implements such 

as knives. They then broke into Robert’s house, and proceeded to 

massacre sixteen of his unfortunate chickens. Naturally the Storys ended 

up in court. As a result, the slaughtered chickens at least got a mention 

in the borough records. 
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Why did the Storys do it? The records of the court case give no hint 

as to their motive. But I do have a theory of my own. It is, of course, only 

a theory! The great chicken massacre of 1463 was not the Storys’ only 

court appearance. Joan was also in trouble for reputedly being a harlot. 

Neighbours said that when Bill was away, Joan had men round to her 

house at night. Young John Sherman was a particularly frequent visitor. 

Evidently the Storys had a dubious reputation and were not considered 

very respectable.  

One possible explanation is that on Tuesday 11 October 1463 

these neighbours from Hell had made a night of it. When they finally 

tumbled into bed in the early hours, somewhat the worse for wear, they 

were just dozing off when Robert Fraunceys’ cockerel started saluting the 

morning. This was more than the Storys could stand. Pulling on kirtles 

and hose they staggered out of bed and, grabbing the first kitchen 

implements that came to hand, stormed round next door to sort out 

those b… birds once and for all! 
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THE GALLIC COCKERELTHE GALLIC COCKERELTHE GALLIC COCKERELTHE GALLIC COCKEREL    
 

 

 

 

 

From the early middle ages cockerels appeared as a theme in French folk 

art, being used to decorate items of pottery and woodwork. Behind this 

lay an educated play on words. In Latin Gallus means Gaul, the old name 

for the country that we now call France. However, gallus is also the Latin 

word for cockerel. For a long time, the cockerel was therefore seen as a 

sort of unofficial French emblem, at a time when the official symbol of 

France was the iris flower (the so-called ‘royal lily’, or fleur de lis, which 

figured on the coat of arms of the French kings). Even the kings of France 

made occasional use of the emblem of the cockerel, and a splendid 

golden cockerel has pride of place on the canopy over the state bed of 

the Queen of France at the Palace of Versailles. Beneath the protection of 

this splendid bird Queen Marie Lesczynska, consort of King Louis XV (for 

whom this magnificent bed was made) and later also Queen Marie-

Antoinette, the unfortunate wife of Louis XVI, both slept. 
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When the French Revolution broke out the royal ‘lilies’ of France 

were discarded. They were too closely associated with the old monarchy. 

The cockerel, on the other hand, was seen as a neutral symbol. As early 

as 1792, on the new ‘constitutional’ coinage of Louis XVI, a cockerel 

appears on the back of the silver coins as a new symbol of France in place 

of the old royal coat of arms.  

 When Napoleon came to power he replaced the cockerel with the 

more aristocratic imperial eagle, a symbol derived from the Roman 

Empire, but Napoleon’s empire was short-lived. When it fell the exiled 

royal family returned to power, and in 1830 King Louis-Philippe for the 

first time formally declared the cockerel the official emblem of France. In 

1848, when the monarchy was abolished once more, and the Second 

Republic was set up, the cockerel, still seen as a politically neutral 

emblem, was retained. It disappeared again briefly in favour of the 

imperial eagle during the reign of Napoleon III, but returned with the 

establishment of the Third Republic in 1870, and it has remained a 

symbol of France ever since. This prestigious bird has appeared on a 

number of French coins and postage stamps, and is the official emblem 

of French sports teams in international competitions. Heraldic chickens 

are also not unknown in other contexts, and two breweries — one French 

and one English — make use of this bird as their trademark.4  

 

 

    
                                                   

4 Le Coq is a brand of French beer. The English brewery is Ind Coop. 
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FIGHTING COCKSFIGHTING COCKSFIGHTING COCKSFIGHTING COCKS    

    

 

 

 

Cockerels are now considered much less useful than hens, and many 

have short lives and are headed straight for the cooking pot. Once, 

however, they were highly prized, for cock fighting was long a popular 

‘sport’, though it has been illegal in Britain since 1849. Nor was 

cockfighting only an entertainment for the masses. Royalty also indulged 

in it. Although Henry VIII tried to ban cock-fighting, he nevertheless had 

a cock-pit constructed for his own use. Later, the Stuart kings were fond 

of cock-fighting, and accounts from the time of James I show that the 

king himself paid for the breeding and rearing of fighting cocks.  
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James I’s grandson, Charles II, was presented with two Aseel cocks 

(a breed probably Chinese in origin, but imported into Europe via 

northern India), and these fought before the king at Newmarket. By that 

time it was normal to augment the cockerel’s natural spurs by the 

addition of metal spikes, making the conflict more bloody and cruel. 

Charles II’s mistress, Nell Gwynn, is known to have presented a pair of 

silver cock spurs to the king.  

 

 

 

 

 

Cock Fighting Spurs    
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CHICKENS OF MUSIC AND LITERATURE, STAGE AND SCREENCHICKENS OF MUSIC AND LITERATURE, STAGE AND SCREENCHICKENS OF MUSIC AND LITERATURE, STAGE AND SCREENCHICKENS OF MUSIC AND LITERATURE, STAGE AND SCREEN    
 

 

 

 

In our section on Greek Chickens we have already encountered chickens 

who figured in ancient Greek literature. In English writing, Shakespeare 

was perhaps the first to pen the familiar approximation of the crowing of 

a cockerel, when he wrote of  

 

The strain of strutting ChanticleerThe strain of strutting ChanticleerThe strain of strutting ChanticleerThe strain of strutting Chanticleer    

CockCockCockCock----aaaa----diddlediddlediddlediddle----dow.dow.dow.dow.5 

 

John Milton (1608-1664) produced the verse: 

 

While the cock with lively din While the cock with lively din While the cock with lively din While the cock with lively din     

Scatters the rear of darkness thin, Scatters the rear of darkness thin, Scatters the rear of darkness thin, Scatters the rear of darkness thin,     

And to the stack or the barn door, And to the stack or the barn door, And to the stack or the barn door, And to the stack or the barn door,     

Stoutly struts his dames before.Stoutly struts his dames before.Stoutly struts his dames before.Stoutly struts his dames before.6 

 

While Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard refers to ‘the 

cock’s shrill clarion’. A little later the nonsense poet, Edward Lear (1812-

1888) wrote this limerick: 

 

There was an old man with a beard,There was an old man with a beard,There was an old man with a beard,There was an old man with a beard,    

Who said, ‘It is just as I feared! Who said, ‘It is just as I feared! Who said, ‘It is just as I feared! Who said, ‘It is just as I feared! ————    

Two owls and a hen,Two owls and a hen,Two owls and a hen,Two owls and a hen,    

Four larks and a wren,Four larks and a wren,Four larks and a wren,Four larks and a wren,    

                                                   

5 In The Tempest. 
6 In L’Allegro. 
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Have all built their nests in my beard!Have all built their nests in my beard!Have all built their nests in my beard!Have all built their nests in my beard!    

 

 The eighteenth-century French composer, Jean-Philippe Rameau 

(1683-1764) produced a number of virtuoso tone paintings for 

harpsichord. He obviously had an affection for, and interest in birds, 

since La Rappel des Oiseaux (‘Roll-call of the Birds’) appeared in his first 

published collection of harpsichord pieces, in 1724, and beautifully 

reproduces the calls of wild birds using the notes of the harpsichord. 

Later, however, in his second book of compositions, Rameau came up 

with La Poule (‘the Hen’), an astonishing piece of music which vividly 

evokes the movements and sounds of a ‘scranitting’ chicken. 

Unfortunately the identity of the eighteenth-century French hen who 

inspired this wonderful piece of music remains unknown. 

 By contrast with the compositions of Rameau, the French nursery 

rhyme Quand trois poules vont aux champs (below) is hardly great music. 

Nor is it great literature. Nevertheless, the words of this rhyme also, in 

their own simple way, evoke chickenesque behaviour patterns and 

pecking orders, for the chickens of the rhyme live in a threesome, and 

follow-my-leader to the food in the fields. 

 

Quand trois poules vont aux champsQuand trois poules vont aux champsQuand trois poules vont aux champsQuand trois poules vont aux champs        

La première va devant.La première va devant.La première va devant.La première va devant.    

La seconde suit la première,La seconde suit la première,La seconde suit la première,La seconde suit la première,    

La troisième va la dernière.La troisième va la dernière.La troisième va la dernière.La troisième va la dernière.    

Quand trois poules vont aux champsQuand trois poules vont aux champsQuand trois poules vont aux champsQuand trois poules vont aux champs    

La premièrLa premièrLa premièrLa première va devant.e va devant.e va devant.e va devant.    

    

When three hens go to the fields When three hens go to the fields When three hens go to the fields When three hens go to the fields     

The first goes first. The first goes first. The first goes first. The first goes first.     

The second follows the first, The second follows the first, The second follows the first, The second follows the first,     

The third goes last. The third goes last. The third goes last. The third goes last.     

When three hens go to the fields When three hens go to the fields When three hens go to the fields When three hens go to the fields     

The first goes first.The first goes first.The first goes first.The first goes first.    
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English has some equally undistinguished chicken songs. ‘Chick, 

chick, chick, chick, chicken, lay a little egg for me’ is extremely simple, 

though the repeated  word ‘chick’ does conjure up a picture of a hen 

pecking for food. There is also the old nursery rhyme: 

 

Hickety, pickety, my black hen, Hickety, pickety, my black hen, Hickety, pickety, my black hen, Hickety, pickety, my black hen,     

She lays eggs for gentlemen; She lays eggs for gentlemen; She lays eggs for gentlemen; She lays eggs for gentlemen;     

GeGeGeGentlemen come every day ntlemen come every day ntlemen come every day ntlemen come every day     

To see what my black hen doth lay.To see what my black hen doth lay.To see what my black hen doth lay.To see what my black hen doth lay.    

    

Perhaps the most famous modern chickens are the stars of the film 

Chicken Run, Ginger, Bunty, Babs and Fowler, who live, with their 

companions, on the farm of the horrible Tweedys. If their egg quotas go 

down Ginger and friends are in danger of becoming part of one of Mrs 

Tweedy’s chicken pies. They finally escape the clutches of the Tweedys 

with the help of a visiting cockerel called Rocky. 
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PROVERBIAL AND RECORDPROVERBIAL AND RECORDPROVERBIAL AND RECORDPROVERBIAL AND RECORD----BREAKING CHICKENSBREAKING CHICKENSBREAKING CHICKENSBREAKING CHICKENS    

 

Chickens appear in some English sayings and proverbs.  

It was Samuel Butler (1612-1680) who coined the well-known saying: 

 

To swallow their gudgeons ere th’are catch’d,To swallow their gudgeons ere th’are catch’d,To swallow their gudgeons ere th’are catch’d,To swallow their gudgeons ere th’are catch’d,    

And count their chickens ere th’are hatch’d.And count their chickens ere th’are hatch’d.And count their chickens ere th’are hatch’d.And count their chickens ere th’are hatch’d.7 

 

Laurence Sterne (1713-1768) seems to have been responsible for the 

idea of a ‘cock and bull story’.8 

 

The Chinese also have proverbial chickens. A Chinese proverb 

describes how one might ‘fail to steal the chicken while it ate up your bait 

grain’. The meaning of this is akin to that of the English saying ‘to shoot 

yourself in the foot. The idea is that having set out to harm someone 

else, one ends up getting hurt oneself. In the terms of the proverb, both 

the chicken and the grain are lost. 

The ancient Chinese philosopher Mencius coined a saying: ‘a 

chicken a month’. This refers to people who know that they are doing 

something wrong, and yet do not immediately correct themselves. 

Mencius told a story about a man who used to steal one chicken a day 

from his neighbour. Other people found fault with his conduct, so the 

man told them ‘I’ll cut down the number of chickens I steal. From now on 

I’ll only steal one chicken every month. Next year I’ll stop stealing 

chickens altogether.’ The point of Mencius’ story was that since the man 

knew he was doing wrong, he should make amends at once and not put 

this off until the following year.  

 

 

                                                   

7 Obviously the word ‘chicken’ originally mean a young bird (what we would now call a chick). 
See, for example, Jonathan Swift ‘’she’s no chicken; she’s on the wrong side of thirty’; also 
Shakespeare, Macbeth: ‘all my pretty chickens and their dam’. The Authorised Version of the Bible 
has the words ‘I have gathered thy children together even as a hen gathereth her chickens under 

her wings’. 
8 In Tristram Shandy, chapter 33. 
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RecordRecordRecordRecord----Breaking ChickensBreaking ChickensBreaking ChickensBreaking Chickens    

    

The record for the highest number of yolks in one chicken egg is 

reported to be nine. The identity of the record-breaking chicken who laid 

this egg is sadly not recorded.  

The largest number of chickens in any single country of the world is 

estimated to be 3,000,000,000 – in China. 
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TAILPIECETAILPIECETAILPIECETAILPIECE    

I should like to end this little book on a suitably celebratory note, by 

calling to mind a range of drinks (and even foods) which take their names 

from the rear portion of the chicken’s — or rather the cockerel’s — 

anatomy:  

COCKTAILS. 

At one time it was the fashion  to trim the tails of fighting cocks so 

that they were short and stood up like little fans. These trimmed and 

spruced ‘cocktails’ gave their names to the mixed drinks first invented in 

America during the period of Prohibition. The reason for this was that the 

drinks were often decorated with little paper fans, parasols and so on, 

mounted on thin wooden sticks. Such paper decorations recalled the 

trimmed tails of fighting cocks.  

In the course of time, the little slivers of wood which carried the 

paper decorations became, by extension, ‘cocktail sticks’. When small 

sausages were impaled upon such sticks they also acquired the epithet 

‘cocktail’. So too did the savoury biscuits which were eaten with the 

drinks.  

Finally, because the ‘cocktail’ drinks were a mixture of many 

ingredients, other mixtures of ingredients also came to be called 

‘cocktails’. Thus were born the ‘fruit cocktail’ and the ‘prawn cocktail’. 

From the rear end of the cockerel we have thus derived a whole range of 

tasty delights!  

Sadly no cocktail (drink) bears a chicken-related name — even 

though this seems hardly fair when other creatures including scorpions, 

grasshoppers and white horses have been thus immortalised in alcohol. 

Let us conclude, therefore, with a recipe for that cocktail which seems to 

be most closely associated with the chicken: 
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EGG NOG 

Beat together one raw egg, two fluid ounces of brandy and one 

tablespoon of brown sugar. Whisk in half a pint of hot (but not quite 

boiling) milk. Serve in a warmed glass, sprinkled with nutmeg and, in the 

immortal words of William Shakespeare, 

CockCockCockCock----aaaa----diddlediddlediddlediddle----dow!dow!dow!dow!    

 

 

 

 

 

 


