
The Mighty Guinea Hen 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

Several years ago, as Lyme disease became a concern 
in Jefferson County, we had a tick outbreak on our farm 
and needed a practical solution. We decided that 
guinea hens, otherwise known as guineafowl, were the 
answer. Little did I know what I was getting into with 
these marvelous, entertaining, and fascinating birds. 

Native to sub-Saharan Africa, the birds have beautiful 
gray polka-dot feathers and bright red wattles. Their 
heads are white and featherless, giving them a peculiar 
look. Though they have been used in agriculture since 
the 15th Century, guinea hens have retained much of 
their wild habits and instincts. Members of the 
Galliformes order, guinea hens are closely related to chickens, but they are most definitely not chickens, 
with a unique behavior and temperament all their own.  

Guinea hens preferred food source are insects and seeds. Since unleashing guinea hens onto my farm, I’ve 
seen a dramatic reduction in not only ticks, but other insect pests such as cucumber beetles, Japanese 
beetles, slugs, and cabbage maggot. My guineas have also helped to knock down the number of pests in my 
orchard, resulting in a good percentage of quality apples without any significant pesticide usage. Most 
interestingly, we’ve seen a dramatic drop in the number of flies at our cow barn. Other farmers who have 
adopted guinea hens have reported the same.  

Though some farmers have reported that guinea hens will dig in bare soils in search of a dust bath or insects, 
I haven’t found that to be the case. Unlike chickens, guinea hens will only scratch at soil or mulch if they 
cannot find other insect prey. While my chickens will devour a lettuce patch in a few hours, the guinea hens 
are more interested in the slugs hiding in the leaves. As I have adequate space for the birds to roam, I have 
found guinea hens to be generally safe in and around our vegetable gardens and ornamental plantings.  

And roam they do. Guinea hens are poor choices for urban and suburban environments; they know no 
boundaries and cannot be contained by fences. The birds form a roving flock that will canvas the landscape 
in search of insects. They easily hop over fences and can cover many acres of land in a single day. 
Consequently, if you are on a small property and have guinea hens, your neighbors will also be visited by 
them. Keeping guinea hens in a chicken tractor or other enclosure could be one solution but doing so largely 
negates the benefits they provide. Unhappy birds will also be much noisier than those allowed to follow 
their natural instincts. 

The biggest drawback – or advantage depending upon your point of view – is that guinea hens are noisy. I 
cannot stress this enough – the ear-piercing alarm calls of guinea hens can drown out conversations! They 
are that loud. Whenever the birds are threatened, or whenever they see something out of the ordinary that 
they perceive to be a threat, they will make loud noises alerting the rest of the flock, which then joins the 
cacophony. This makes the guinea hens a terrible choice for neighborhoods or suburban environments. 
That said, for those with acreage, guinea hens can alert you to the presence of predators. They might also 
alert you to unfamiliar human intruders as well! Fortunately, they learn to recognize individual people and 
will alarm only for people they don’t know. When they are happy, such as when foraging for insects, they 
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will make a soft call beckoning the rest of the flock to follow. I have learned to enjoy their clicks and whistles 
as they coax each other through our pastures and lawn, especially knowing that they are busily gobbling 
insect pests.  

One perk of owning guinea hens are their eggs. Smaller than a chicken egg, guinea eggs are especially hard 
with a tough membrane just beneath the shell. The eggs taste like chicken eggs and can be used in the same 
way. The toughest part of gathering guinea eggs is finding where the hens lay their nests, which can often be 
hidden away. Guinea hens can also be raised for their meat. Prized by chefs, the meat is drier and leaner than 
chicken with a gamey flavor.   

Interested in getting some guineafowl? Look for guinea keets (newly hatched birds) in the spring at feed 
stores. Keets can also be shipped through mail in the same manner as chicks. As with chickens, most mail 
order hatcheries require a minimum order of 25 birds to ensure that the keets remain warm during transit. 
Though guinea keets are more sensitive to drafts and temperature changes, they are raised in basically the 
same way as chicks. You’ll need a warm box with a heat lamp, coarse bedding, chick-waterer, and crumbled 
feed. 

Once the keets have matured and are large enough to release outdoors, you’ll need to teach them where 
their coop is so that they return every night. Otherwise, you may never see them again. Guinea hens will 
follow their instincts and find a new home, which may or may not be on your farm. Training them to go into a 
coop at night is critical to prevent them becoming easy prey for owls and coyote. To train them, you first 
coop them up for several weeks together, allowing them to learn the location of food and water. Then, you 
release a single guinea from the coop during the day while keeping the others locked up.  Expect that bird to 
be noisy as he calls for his friends to join him. That guinea will not wander far and return to the flock (as do 
chickens) that night. The next day, you let a different bird out. After you’ve rotated through the entire flock, 
begin letting multiple individuals out. After another week or so, you can then let out the entire flock. 

During the winter, guinea hens are housed in the same manner as chickens. They need good feed, fresh 
water, clean bedding, and fresh air. They can also suffer the same maladies as chickens, ranging from mites 
to egg binding to frostbitten feet. 

Guineafowl have become an indispensable part of my pest management strategy. Furthermore, they provide 
great entertainment. Our farm would not be the same without them bobbing and weaving through our 
pastures. 
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