
Q: I would like to raise chickens and ducks and eventually eat 
their eggs. Can I assume that they are all kosher?

A duck was about to cross the road when a chicken ran up to him 
and said, “Don’t do it, you’ll never hear the end of it!”

Unlike with animals where the תורה gives us two kosher signs, it 
must chew its cud (be ruminant) and it must have completely split 
or cloven hooves, the Torah lists (Vayikra 11 and Devarim 14) 
twenty-four non-kosher species of birds which are not כשר, while 
the rest can be consumed. The issue is that we no longer know 
precisely to which species the Torah is referring. In fact, those who 
have visited or watched the Living Torah Museum will be surprised 
how numerous are the different opinions trying to identify each one 
of the 24!

The Gemara (Chullin 59a) provides alternative סימנים to ascertain 
whether a bird is kosher. However, Rashi (ibid. 62b) states that we 
do not rely on the Gemara’s criteria, and we eat only the few species 
of birds for which we have a מסורה / oral tradition that attests to 
their kosher status. This is the opinion and מסקנה of the Rama (YD 
82:3) as well (though Sefardim may have more room to be lenient). 
Therefore, though no two עופות look exactly the same, most breeds 
of birds that basically look similar to a chicken without significant 
differences among them are acceptable.

In case you are wondering whether all chickens are identical or not, 
approximately 15 years ago I was at the Ohio State Fair and viewed 
over 2000 species of chickens that were on display. They come in 
all breeds, strains, colors, shapes, and sizes, some which will even 
make you laugh!

At some point, when they start looking too strange, for example, 
are bald, have hair all the way down to their toes, have bushy hair 
instead of feathers or peyos down to the ground, also known as 
tussles, they become questionable and kashrus agencies will not 
certify them anymore.

I once heard from Rabbi Heinemann, shlit”a, that when he was 
in Beis Medresh Govoha, the entire Yeshivah, 60-80 bochurim, 
were standing around a 20-foot table while someone stood on it 
holding a chicken while performing kapparos over all of them at 
once. Someone noticed that instead of having straight yellow feet 
with three toes, the chicken had some kind of spike that stuck out. 
Rav Ahron Kotler, zt”l, was unsure if there was a קבלה on this type 
of chicken or not. So he called an elderly שוחט, who assured him 
that they were slaughtering these types of chickens in Europe and 
that they were good!

Several times I got my hands on non-standard, funny looking 
chickens and called Rabbi Chaim Loike, OU Rabbinical Coordinator 
(who has a PhD in birds and is a talmid of Rabbi Yisroel Belsky, 
zt”l) and have sent pictures to Rabbi Moshe Heinemann to rule on 
whether the עוף and its ביצים can be eaten or not!

One can’t necessarily just rely on the name 
of the species as proof of a mesora. The 
 ”,which in America they call “quail ,שלו

are completely different birds than the quail that they have 
in Europe. So even if you can confirm that they ate that quail 
back in the day, it says little about the כשרות of the American 
quail. Due to the above concern, Rav Moshe Heinemann and the 
Star-K generally do not consider quail to be kosher because of 
the lack of universally accepted tradition for consumption. It is 
interesting to note that in a zoom shiur to the Yungerlite, Rabbi 
Loike claimed that there are 45 different species of quail and that 
the OU certifies just the Conturnix and Button quail.

As an aside, one of the reasons why we lose the mesora is when 
the food is not eaten for convenient or practical reasons. The 
quail has very little meat and a lot of feathers. It is a real task for 
the plucking machines to clean them properly and then there is 
not much left afterwards. The costs end up being astronomical 
and most people simply aren’t interested.

Bottom line, it is difficult to rely strictly on the name to confirm 
or break the mesora!

There was a convention run by the OU called “The Mesora 
Dinner” several years ago with the goal of preserving, sharing, 
and documenting publicly the various birds, fish, locusts, etc., 
that were eaten in different countries.

Though one halachically has the right to rely on the traditions of 
others, practically the tastiest and the most cost effective foods 
sell. Whether a pheasant, swan or mulard duck is fine or not is 
one discussion, but we have gotten used to the taste, convenience 
of the Cornish Cross for meat. This cross breed grows in 42 days, 
eats little, has few feathers, and produces a lot of tender meat. 
The White Leghorn, which is a prolific layer (320+ large eggs 
annually), has become industry standard. In short, there is a 
reason why we use what we use and typically they are cultivated 
through sustained programs involving cross-breeding of chickens 
which have the desired traits, as well as possible transplantation 
of specific genes.

Ducks, though, are a different story; there are just a few breeds 
of ducks and geese for which there is a reliable mesora. In fact, 
there is a century-old dispute regarding Muskovy ducks. In 1860, 
Rabbi Yissochar Dov (Bernard) Ilowy,z”l, who was a talmid of 
the Chasam Sofer and later a Rabbi in Cincinnati, took a position 
as a rabbi in New Orleans. Upon his arrival, he found Jews 
eating Muskovy ducks. He felt there was no מסורה allowing their 
consumption and forbade them. He corresponded with Rabbi 
Nathan Adler, Chief Rabbi of England, and Rabbi Shimshon 
Raphael Hirsch, zt”l, of Germany, both of whom agreed with his 
decision. Although other poskim disagreed and felt that the ducks 
were kosher, common practice in America is not to eat them.

Thus, Pekin, Runner, and possibly Mallard ducks are kosher, as 
are White Embden and Grey Toulouse geese. Most do not accept 
Muscovy and Mulard ducks as kosher nowadays.

Therefore, one who wants to hatch or raise ducks for meat/eggs, 
should not just purchase a variety or mixed species option, but, 
rather, should request/search for one of those mentioned above.

Have You Ever Wondered…
In the Zechus of a Refuah Shleima of my Rabbeim, Rav Shmuel Kamenetzky shlita, הגאן הרב שמואל בן איטא עטיל and 
Rav Moshe Heinemann Shlita, הגאן הרב משה בן פיגלא. 


