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Hen heaven

I suw an adverlisemen! recently for a
small, pod-like, minimalist hen-house
which made me realise that, spurred on by
iood scares and the laudable desire o

row one’s own, garden poultry could

ecome the next ornamental musi-have.
The eggs are labulous and chickens make
greal pels, bul they do need a lol of care,
attention and ideally, as reader Tricia
Hobbs painls oul, space.

It is some months sinee | gained my new
feathered friends = a lame young cockerel
i Trevor) and three sassy females. The
presence of a cock makes hens infinitely
more interesting and, apart from his limp
icaused by gout, for which he needs
regular injections), Trevor seems to be &
remarkably satisfied bird.

The cost, however, is considerable. Vel
visits were just the start: we had bought
the wrong kind of hen-house, one best
suiled to bantams or medium breeds
(which we originally intended 1o keep),
with a sleeping loft and nest box
aceessible by ladder. This turned out to be
fine for wife No. 1, Janel (an agile, regular-
sized hen), bul unsuitable for %IE' larger
Marans, And it was certainly a bit lou
for poor Trevor. So the ark is up for sale
{almost new. .. four earelul owners...) and
has been replaced wilh o larger, ladder-
less hul. A ridiculous fuss? Perhaps.

The good — and more sensible - news is
that the solar/battery-powered moveable
mesh fencing continues to work a treal, so
the hut is surrounded by a generous
predator-safe seralching ground.

In the early days, one or other of the
ﬁirl.'i would occasionally escape by

apping lumpily off the roof of the hut
iwhere they all like o sil in a row in the
allernoons). Il is on wheels, 5o we now
lake care to sile il well away from the
perimeler sa thal the hens crash-land well
wilhin their compound, When | am
gardening, 1 switch off the power (allowing
the solar panel lo perk up the battery) and
drop the fencing down to let the little
troupe fo freely in rougher parts of the
garden. UI';E.:' Trevor's watchful guidance
they scratch around, tails up, heads down,
tut-tut-tutting softly to each other as they
unearth goodies under hedges, in old
grass heaps and anywhere | happen o be
working, They always greel us with a mass
Nap-and-run (Trevor actually gallops) and
will take treats from our hands, Anvthing
goes: they snap up worm or grub hoolk-
alikes such as cold spaghetti and rice, and

el gquile renzied over wrinkly grapes
romm Lhe bollom of the Christmas fruil
b,

There have been problems. Wily
pheasanis and hoards of squabbling
sparrows constantly sirip the poultry
pellei-hopper. Calching evervone for
regular de-lousing can be o Dappety
business for all concerned, which alarms
the young, prolective Trevor. And takin
him bo the vel involves plucking him ““F
his perch aller dark, pulting him in & cal

ferihe night and driving him 12
miiles o Thﬂ}ri.dgu Wells next IIILITIIIIJ'IE,.

Sadly, neither of the original Maran
heang ic ol with o e fnensd swealsr e
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pul her out of her misery.

Happily, however, the troupe seems lo
have utlfcd down. We have three happy
hens, lwo of which - the original black
Janet and a new, rather glamorous, Gold
Laced Wyandotle (Nina) give us daily
eggs. The third is another new-comer,
Sandy, a timid litile brown serap re-homed
from a poultry lnrm, who is growing
bolder by the second now that she is living
in whal must seem like hen heaven. She
will, 1 am sure, starl laying imminently.,

I have hod scores of encouraging letlers
from poultry-gardencrs who regard our
ralher embarrassing antics lo dale as quile
normal. Bul I do worry about the intrigued
readers toving wilth the idea of keeping
chickens, which is why 1 am highlighting
the problems. In relurn for the pleasure —
nnd eggs they give — domestic chickens
definilely appreciale human conlact and
need allending lo twice a day, rain or
shine. You have lo open their door in the
morming o relfresh their food and water,
then close them up again aller dusk, their
“bed-time", absolulely without fail. Since
ours live behind an electric fence, 1 would
risk leaving their door open for an

oocasional nighl, bul [ will cerlainly have
by madyr s Erisesds e maeiohhnssre to slhan
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The weekly clean-oul is a m . dhst
nnd unplr.nu-anl chore, although a l that

gunnu i5 gn-ud for the compost heap, Kep
confined mn a tiny house and run, chickes

- will gquickly become lelchy and smelly. B

let them roam in a smart, manicured
garden and they will scratch it to bils in &
couple of months, as town gardener Rosi
Hosers discovered. Things do go wrong,
it came as a surprise o find how lew
vels have had pouliry experience. And w
cannol imagine how we, or our chickens
would have fared without the help and
support of experienced poultry-keeping

- friends.

A final thought: if you love the idea of
chickens bul really can'l provide them wi
what 1 need, keep them by proxy: €24
will buy five birds and a coop that can
dramatically improve the life and
prospects of a South Indian villager. Try
www.goodgills.org. For information albo
ehﬂﬂigxlrﬁ fencing call 01732 B33070
[www neing.co.uk).



