
Poultry    talk
with grant brereton

K
evin Williams’ journey to 
success has not been an easy 
one. He’s had to overcome 
some difficult years battling 
with adversity to emerge 

triumphant, and this steely determination 
has won him much respect in the world of 
exhibition poultry. I talked with Kevin and 
asked him about his journey...

Kevin, what got you into poultry?
I’ve always loved poultry. I grew up in a 
house where our next door neighbour had 
a 100ft garden and bred poultry for meat 
and eggs. I spent a lot of time there and 
learnt a lot from him.

What breeds have you kept over the 
years?
We began here with a few Black Rocks, 

many years ago, but the pure breeds 
soon took my eye. I have kept the large 
Black Orpingtons and, until recently, the 
large Buff Orpingtons, which I dearly 
love, but with keeping the bantam version 
also, I decided I had too much on. Over 
the years, I’ve kept many pure breeds, 
including Silkies as pets for the children, 
who are now grown up. I’ve also kept 
Buff and Light Sussex and Wyandottes – 

gold-laced, barred, and white – including 
the bantam versions in the barred and 
white. I have dabbled with Game varieties 
over the years, including Modern and Old 
English Game, but my main love is for 
soft-feathered breeds; we’ve also recently 
acquired some white Sultans.

What is now your main focus?
Without doubt the white Wyandotte and 
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Grant meets Kevin Williams 
who is a keen poultry breeder 
and has been showing his 
white Wyandotte bantams for 
many years

Kevin’s pen of Sultans - a close family unit

Journey to success

Kevin with his 2013-bred Buff Orpington bantams
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Buff Orpington bantams; those are my 
show breeds. I don’t keep any large fowl 
any more, because of space constraints, 
and the Sultans are just for a bit of fun. I 
do have some Modern Game still, in pile 
and black-red, but I will see how they 
go. I fell in love with the white Wyandotte 
bantams; they just exude charm and are 
a real show breed. I show them as often 
as I can, at local Welsh shows and also 
the National shows around the country. 
They go back to Bernard Penny and John 
Newsham strains, and I am pleased with 
their progress and have won a number of 
awards with them.

How did you face up to the many 
challenges that rearing stock to 
adulthood poses?
With great difficulty! Anyone who knows 
me will know that I had three or four 
seasons where I really struggled to get 
anything to fully grown. The problem was 
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Kevin’s white Wyandotte 
bantam with her 2 daughters

A 2012-bred white 
Wyandotte Bantam male

best method of ensuring the day-old chick 
gets the correct dose is to use a dropper 
down the beak.)

How many do you hatch per year?
Ideally, I would like 50 of each variety 
to select from. This also leaves a good 
amount for those requesting stock or to 
take to the auctions. I like the idea of giving 
other people a start in the show world. 
However, with the cold, unending winter 
we’ve just experienced, it made breeding 
in any quantities this year very difficult – 
fertility and hatchability problems. I have 
10 Buff Orpingtons and about 30 white 
Wyandottes out so far, so the hopeful 2013 
Champions will be in amongst them. 

Incubators or broody hens?
I suppose I use incubators more often than 
broody hens, but am always glad of them. 
The white Wyandotte bantams are notoriously 
good broodies, so I tend to make full use of 
them. This year I’ve used a few. 

What advice would you offer 
newcomers to the breed?
I would say: stick to one breed and one 
size and colour variety within it. Find out 
what you really love and then put your 
heart and soul into it. Make sure the birds 
are suited to your environment; if you don’t 
have too much space available, then the 
bantam version of your chosen breed is 
probably the best idea for you. And, learn 
to acquire the skill of patience. Breeding is 
about overcoming many obstacles and not 
just basking in success – you sometimes 
have to exhibit at many shows before 
the red cards come in. Plus, some years 
can be difficult and you have to have that 
determination to carry on. Lastly, don’t be 
afraid to ask for advice; there are many 
people out there to help you!

Kevin’s training pens which 
double as chick brooders

I fell in love with 
the white 

Wyandotte 
bantams; they just 
exude charm and 

are a real show 
breed

‘coccidiosis’ and no matter what I seemed 
to try, I just couldn’t fix the problem: birds 
would get to 10 weeks of age looking fine 
and then suddenly look mopey and go 
downhill from there. This really broke my 
heart and I felt like giving up many times. 
Fortunately, through a friend, I came across 
the Paracox vaccine, which I added to the 
water of my day-old chicks. (See Victoria 
Roberts’ column for more information. The 
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Profile on Plumage Grant looks at the issue 
of sexual dimorphism 

S
exual dimorphism in poultry is 
a natural thing. The ancestor 
of all poultry breeds - the red 
jungle fowl - is a fine example 
of this, with the expression of 

plumage colour varying greatly between the 
two sexes.

The male is a handsome combination 
of black and orange colouring arranged 
specifically throughout the body, no doubt 
to attract females of the species, who, in 
complete contrast, are rather understated in 
their feathering. 

Poultry aren’t unique in this sense - this 
kind of sexual dimorphism can be observed 
in many species. Take, for example, the 
Indian blue peafowl, ringneck pheasant or 
mallard duck, where the respective female is 
completely underwhelming next to her male 
counterpart. 

However, not without good reason. 
In order for females of any species to 
stand the best chances of survival when 
incubating their eggs, they need to blend 
in to the background and retain a degree 
of ‘camouflage’. Although females of 
sexually dimorphic varieties of poultry are no 
match for the male in terms of ‘wow factor’ 

plumage, they certainly complement him 
(respectively) and when seen as a flock make 
for a beautiful contrast of colouring.

If you are looking for this kind of 
contrast in your stock, the best idea is to 
go for something  wild type-based, like 
Welsummers, brown Leghorns or Game. The 
males will be similar with partridge varieties, 
but the females will be quite different and 
likely highly selected for concentric pencilling. 
Another attractive contrast is the Wheaten-
based varieties such as Sulmtalers, Marans 
and Old English Game.

Man interferes…
With varieties such as buff Columbian, laced, 
or any self colour, then the interference 
of man is evident, and the genes present 
to make the variety in question have an 
effect of ‘skewing’ the natural residual 
pigments (altering how they would usually be 
expressed).

The aforementioned varieties ‘stripped 
down’ would revert back to sexually 
dimorphic plumage: the self-buff, for 
example, would reveal itself as Wheaten, 
and the laced varieties such as Wyandottes 
would be revealed as Partridge.

MonoMorphisM?
People have asked me if I would class 
varieties such as buff Orpingtons or 
silver laced Wyandottes as sexually 
‘monomorphic’ from a feather perspective, 
and my answer is ‘no.’ Such varieties are 
still sexually dimorphic in the shape and 
structure of the feathers in certain areas, 
despite the plumage being virtually the 
same in each sex. Males have much shinier 
(and often darker) shoulder feathering, as 
well as pointy neck and saddle feathers 
(called sickles) which aren’t seen in 
females.

Perhaps the only form of sexual 
‘monomorphism’ in poultry plumage is 
the Sebright bantam, where the male and 
female have exactly the same pattern as one 
another. Each feather is either a gold or white 
(silver) ground colour with black edging, 
including all the tail feathers. 

This makes for a really attractive effect and 
is possible by the male of the breed having 
a single gene mutation which generates an 
excess amount of ‘aromatase’ (the enzyme 
responsible for converting androgens into 
oestrogens) in the feather follicles, and as a 
result ‘feminises’ the developing feathers.

Gold laced Orpington bantams with 
similar plumage in both sexes

The beautiful contrast 
of colour in partridge 
Wyandotte bantams

Sexual dimorphism in Sulmtaler 
bantams, which are Wheaten-
based. Photo: Katherine Cox

Sebright bantams ‘sexually 
monomorphic’ in terms of plumage
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After reading Andy Cawthray’s comments on the subject 
of sexing (Ruffled Feathers, August issue), I wholeheartedly 
agree and think that if you offer ‘sexed’ chicks or growers, 
then you should be prepared to swap any on the rare 
occasions that a male is sold as female.

Even the best of vent sexers (as Andy points out) get 
it wrong sometimes, so it is important to recognise that 
mistakes are sometimes made, and be prepared to offer 
people a swap in such cases. I know breeders who’ve 
bought Lohman Brown chicks and ended up with a male 
or two. 

It does seem to be a common belief that male chicks 
feather up more slowly than female chicks. And, this 
is definitely true in some breeds. My large partridge 
Wyandottes for example: the female chicks are streets 
ahead of the male chicks at three weeks old. They usually 
have a thick horizontal black stripe that appears to 
be running across the eye – sometimes referred to as 
‘eyeliner.’ Males too can have this stripe but it is usually 
much softer in expression.

At four weeks of age, my particular strain of partridge 
Wyandottes are easy to identify in terms of sexing. The 
females are fully feathered, but the males are very scant in 
feather, with only the wings and part of the breast and tail 
areas beginning to develop.

You don’t need a discerning eye to tell the difference 
– it is blatantly obvious – even the breast feathering 
is different: males have black feathers surrounded by a 
ginger edge, and females have a transverse black and gold 
barring (as throughout the plumage).

However, this is only proven with my strain. It doesn’t 
necessarily mean it’s the same for any line of partridge 
Wyandottes. Other breeds and colour varieties are much 
more difficult to sex as growers. Buff Orpingtons, Light 
Sussex and Silkies can often get to the 15-week-old mark 
with a certain degree of ambiguity. 

I’ve seen some odd things happen with Light Sussex 

Are they males or females?
Grant comments on a topic aired by Andy Cawthray in last 
month’s magazine

SEPTEMBER SHOWS

12 • Westmorland Show (Including Rare Breed 
Classes), Cumbria
Contact: 01539 567804 

14 • Henley & District Agricultural Show
(Poultry Section)
Venue: Henley Showground, Hambleden,
Nr Henley on Thames, RG9 3AS
Website: www.thehenleyshow.co.uk
Contact: Jean Davis, 
Stoney Green Farm, Prestwood, 
Gt. Missenden HP16 0JA
Tel: 01494 488236
Deadline: 31 August 2013 postmarked
Other: Organised by the High Wycombe Poultry Club.
Poultry Schedule is available on the above website,
or email the office on info@thehenleyshow.co.uk

21 • Glossop & District Poultry Society Show
Venue: Glossop Methodist Church, 
Chapel St, Glossop, 
Derbyshire SK13 8AT
Contact: Louise Hidden
Tel: 01457 858587    

22 • Young Stock incorporating 
Regional Call Duck Show
Venue: Grange Farm, 
Hall Road, Barsham, 
Nr Beccles, NR34 8JN
Contact: Graham Lewis (Club Secretary)
Tel: 01502 722829
Stuart Clark (Show Secretary)
Tel: 01263 577843
Show starts at 10am

25 • Reading and District Bantam Society’s 
Youngstock Show
Venue: Grazeley Village Hall, RG7 1LD
Website: www.readingbantams.org.uk
Contact: Jane Freeman
Tel: 01189 340076
Email: readingbantams@gmail.com
Evening show

28 • Northumberland and Durham Bantam Club 
Annual Show
Venue: Dobbies Garden World, Durham Road, 
Birtley, DH3 2QP
Contact: Mrs BA Middleton
52 Highfield Rise, Chester le Street, 
Co Durham DH3 3UX
Tel: 0191 388 9013
Email: barbara.middleton@lineone.net
Deadline: 16 September 2013

growers over the years. Sometimes that ‘female’ with the 
small pinkish comb has a growth spurt at the 16-week-old 
stage and is actually male. Other times you think that the 
comb on the bird in question, although smaller than the 
obvious males, is just too colourful to be female –but it 
stays that size until she comes into lay.

If you want to obtain (or produce) specific ‘sex-linked’ 
chicks, then I would suggest breeds such as the cream 
Legbar where the chicks are auto-sexing at day old. 
Alternatively, if you are in the market for some broody 
hens, or just layers that don’t have to be pure, you can 
always turn to the old ‘gold over silver’ cross where the 
males are seldom reared.

Lohman Brown layers which are 
often bought in at day old

Partridge Wyandotte chicks at three weeks: 
the female (right) has better-developed 
wings as well as tail, breast, and thigh 
feathers than that of her brother 

The result of the Gold Silkie over Light 
Sussex cross – yellow males and brown 
females

A Lohman cockerel - the male that 
shouldn’t be (because the chicks 
should all be female)


