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T he Cuckoo plumage 
variety in poultry bears 
a vague resemblance 
to the common cuckoo 

(the one that hijacks the nests 
of much smaller wild birds 
and leaves its offspring to 
be reared by foster parents). 
However, when it comes to 
chickens, the term cuckoo more 
accurately reflects the markings 
of cockerels rather than hens. 
Female cuckoo chickens 
have a combination of loosely 
marked black-and-white striped 
feathers, where the colours 
blur indiscriminately into one 
another. Males are similarly 
marked, but quite often have 
wider stripes and marginally 
more distinct markings on 
each feather, being more of a 
grey-and-white as opposed to 
the black-and-white seen in the 
feathers of cuckoo females.  

looking back in time 
It is difficult to pinpoint 
accurately the origins of the 
cuckoo pattern. Although some 
suggest that it came to British 
shores as early as the Phoenician 
period, over 2,000 years ago, 
others believe that it more likely 
stemmed from farmyard fowls, 
which were later developed 
into breeds that we know today. 
Whatever the case, a plausible 
relative and possible ancestor 
for breeds that have a cuckoo 
version — such as the Faverolles, 
North Holland Blue and Cuckoo 
Marans — is the Belgian Malines 
breed, which is a soft-feathered, 
large and meaty egg layer. 

The most popular cuckoo 
variety of chicken is the Cuckoo 
Marans, which is famed for its 
ability to produce dark brown 
eggs; a factor purportedly 
introduced by the Langshan 
breed early in the Marans’ 
development. As far back as 
1920s, the breed was being 
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developed in the town of Marans, 
north-east of the coastal city of 
La Rochelle — hence its name. 
In 1929, some fertile hatching 
eggs were imported into the UK  
by Lord Greenway after he saw 
several colour varieties of the 
Marans at the Paris show. 

Interestingly, Cuckoo Marans 
don’t have feathered legs in 
the UK, but are required to 
have a sparse amount of leg 
feathering in France, as do all 
Marans varieties there. However, 
recently imported ‘other 
varieties’ of Marans (circa 2000 
onwards) are officially labelled 
as French Marans in the UK, to 
distinguish between the long-
established, clean-legged British 
Cuckoo Marans and the slighter-
built differing French varieties 
which, although they need more 
work to stabilise plumage colour 
in many cases, have a reputation 
for laying the darkest eggs. 

genetic facts 
Essentially, if we could remove 
the cuckoo factor (officially 

called the Barring gene) from all 
cuckoo fowl, we would be left 
with all-over black chickens, in 
many cases also having black 
legs. For some unexplained 
reason, the cuckoo factor doesn’t 
like black pigment in the legs of 
chickens and so when present 
reveals whether the fowl in 
question is white-skinned or 
yellow-skinned. So, for example, 
the Cuckoo Marans is white-
skinned, whereas the Cuckoo 
Leghorn is yellow-skinned.  

But why aren’t the legs of 
cuckoo chickens stripy like the 
rest of their feathers? The reason 
for mentioning this is that 
varieties such as white chickens 
often have the cuckoo factor 
going on beneath their feathers 
(we just can’t see it). In a way, 
this is sort of cheating because 
it means that the selection for 
‘legs absent of black pigment’ (so 
white or yellow, as required), is 
already done for us in the most 
part in white varieties. It follows 
therefore that the cuckoo factor 
has unwittingly been spread to 
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many breeds on an undercover 
basis, as new white varieties have 
been developed by crossing to 
other breeds. In many cases, all 
it takes is to cross a white breed 
to a black version of the same 
breed and cuckoo soon shows 
itself. This is often how cuckoo is 
reestablished in breeds. 

Male Cuckoo chickens are 
generally lighter than their 
female counterparts because 
they can carry up to two doses of 
the cuckoo factor (barring gene). 
Females can only carry one 
dose of this gene, so by nature 
they are darker and sometimes 
display a tiny bit of black 
pigment in their legs. 

Cuckoo chickens would be 
regarded in the main as ‘sex-
linked’ because males usually 
have both available copies of the 
cuckoo factor and so are lighter 
in appearance than their female 
counterparts. This also carries 
through to their offspring. Male 
cuckoo chicks tend to be more 
of a dark grey than their blacker 
sisters, and the males also 
display larger yellow circular 
patches of down on their heads 
(called ‘headspots’). Male chicks 
generally display less black 
pigment in their legs than their 
sisters at a day old, which largely 
disappears in both sexes during 
the various stages of maturity. 

‘pure’ females 
The cuckoo plumage variety 
can vary between breeds and 
isn’t always stable in terms of 
lightness or darkness of colour. 
In the exhibition Marans, for 
example, males are required 
to be darker than their utility 
cousins, but they can still be 
pure from a genetics standpoint. 

Generally, males that only 
have one dose of the cuckoo 
factor also have the odd black 
feather among their dark cuckoo 
plumage. If your males are 
lighter than your females this 
is generally an indicator that 
everything is well and you can 
expect only cuckoo offspring 
from your breeding pen(s).  
So cuckoo usually breeds 
true. If, however, your male 
is virtually as dark as his 
breeding females (especially 
if he also displays occasional 
black feathers), then you could 
well have an ‘impure for cuckoo’ 
male on your hands. 

The presence of any black 
daughters when bred to cuckoo 
hens will confirm any suspicions 
of impurity for cuckoo on the 
breeding male’s part. Females 
cannot be ‘impure for cuckoo’, so 
at least in terms of plumage (and 
unlike their brothers), cuckoo 
females can always be regarded 
as ‘pure’. n

Will My Birds Breed True? n

WHAT IS 
BREEDING TRUE? 

If a variety of pure-breed poultry 
breeds ‘true’ then it produces 
offspring consistent with its own 
features, ranging from comb right 
through to plumage colour/pattern, 
in male and female respectively. 
In basic terms, the sons should all 
look similar to their father, and the 
daughters similar to their mother. 
And you would be forgiven for 
thinking that this is a prerequisite 
of being bestowed the honourable 
title of ‘pure breed’, but this isn’t 
necessarily the case. Some colour 
options across the different chicken 
varieties won’t breed true, which 
is also the case for certain physical 
features we find in our chickens in 
the exhibition world; an example 
being really short legs. Sometimes 
nature won’t allow certain factors 
to ‘lock in’ because it would be to 
the detriment of survival. Many 
newcomers to the hobby (me 
included) start by purchasing 
a breeding pair or trio from 
market, and are then perplexed 
by the variability witnessed in the 
offspring, often with only half of 
them looking like their parents. In 
this series, I am examining a cross-
section of available pure breeds 
and mutations to determine what 
you can expect from breeding 
together fowl you believe will 
‘breed true'.
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