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    To Duncan,




    With my love, and thanks for unfailing support.


  




  

    Prologue




    It’s 1977, the year of the Queen’s Silver Jubilee, and Great Britain celebrates. There’s been nothing like it since the coronation. The Sunday Times Magazine (January 30th) publishes four pages of Hellos and Goodbyes, a selection of significant comings and goings since 1952.




    There’s ‘Hello’ to Dr Jonas Salk’s polio vaccine, and ‘Goodbye’ to Ceylon (but ‘Hello Sri Lanka’). ‘Goodbye’ to freedom, after Hungary’s 1956 failed uprising, and ‘Hello’ to the world’s first heart transplant. And it’s ‘Hello’ to Chickens’ Lib.




    The caption below a photo of hens crammed into battery cages reads: ‘Hens lost out and found themselves trapped in batteries. Chickens’ Lib was founded in 1973.’




    In fact, this tiny pressure group, with no proper structure let alone a constitution, had emerged a few years earlier, but it wasn’t until 1973 that we came up with a cracking good name.




    Oh how the media loved Chickens’ Lib!


  




  

    LONDON DAYS




    Parliament Square




    June 27th 1971: Rain is falling, a steady, cold summer rain.




    The Press Association’s been alerted. We’ve told them about our protest, said the two of us would be here at 11 o’clock, next to the Canning statue in Parliament Square, with a mock battery cage complete with four live ex-battery hens.




    I bend down and tweak the plastic shrouding the cage. The birds mustn’t get wet. They’re pathetic enough, without the rain adding to their troubles. Pale combs, scant feathers, the flesh around all four vents an angry red.




    We desperately need the media’s help, but a full hour has passed. We’re losing hope.




    “What if we’re in the wrong place?” I say.




    My mother fishes out our press release and checks. Thank God! We’ve not done anything stupid.




    “They’re just not interested,” she says. “Nobody cares.”




    “Give it another half hour,” I say.




    *




    Five minutes later two figures appear through the gloom and rain, one shouldering a serious-looking camera. Oh, thank goodness we didn’t pack the hens back into the van and head for home.




    If we had, we’d have missed the Guardian.




    *




    That same afternoon: The rain had cleared and London basked in hot sunshine. Still in Parliament Square, we’d erected our cage for people, six feet high and constructed of wood and wire netting. Placards on all four sides challenged Agriculture Minister Jim Prior to take action to end the birds’ suffering.




    Five human prisoners stood quietly inside. There was Dr Alan Long, tireless campaigner for a vegan diet, Yvonne Anderson from the Farm and Food Society, Violet and me – and our star guest the writer Ernest Raymond, whose 1920s novel Tell England had been a runaway best seller. Perhaps the most powerful among his later books is We the Accused, a dark compassionate story about capital punishment. Violet and I felt honoured to share a cage with Ernest Raymond.




    Parliament Square was buzzing now and bemused Londoners and tourists stopped to stare, many of them supportive. On a fold-up table we gathered hundreds of signatures for our petition to Prime Minister Ted Heath. Best of all, a reporter and photographer from the Press Association turned up.




    The next day we buy the Guardian, feverishly turn the pages. And we’re in! Reporter Martin Adeney’s article is excellent: ‘A chicken with wings stripped of feathers gave powerful support in Parliament Square yesterday to the campaign against factory farming, which is demanding a meeting with Mr Heath to present its case for more humane treatment of farm animals. The chicken, its neck rubbed apparently by bars so that it looked like a victim of alopecia, was one of four bought the previous day from a battery farm and lodged together in a cage 20x17x18 inches…When [the caged hens] tried to change about, one at least got squashed and pecked…usually the one with wings without feathers…A leaflet handed out said: “Many battery hens suffer from respiratory diseases or cancer. The eggs they lay in these fetid conditions probably come to you labelled ‘farm fresh’ or ‘new laid’. After slaughter, the spent layers, so often diseased, still have their uses. They may become your baby’s tinned dinner, chicken paste, or just a tin of soup.”’ There’s a good big picture of the hens too, peering out through the cage bars.




    Bars? In fact they’re knitting needles, not even all of the same gauge, my father’s inventive substitute for the real thing. Eccentric our homemade cage may be, but it’s correct in all the important features, including floor slope. (Years later the Guardian ran a general article on factory farming, illustrated with a photo of caged hens. We studied it: something wasn’t quite right with the bars. Ah! The knitting needles again.)




    The Press Association has done its good work too. The image of five caged humans receives wide media coverage even, we discover later, in a German newspaper.




    How it all began




    So how did my mother and I come to be there, just the two of us standing beside the Canning statue, on that wet June morning in 1971?




    It was like this:




    Three or four years previously, I’d come upon Ruth Harrison’s 1964 book Animal Machines, a disturbing exposé of how the post-war quest for cheap food had led to ‘factory farming’, that cocktail of cruelty to animals and danger to human health.




    Shocked, I lent the book to my mother, Violet Spalding. She’d always had a gut feeling for sustainability, long before it was fashionable, lamenting the loss of topsoil, aware of the role of the earthworm. On reading Animal Machines she was as appalled as I’d been. We wondered what, if anything, we could do.




    We contacted Ruth Harrison, who told us about The Farm and Food Society (FAFS), a small but influential organisation well known for valuable research into all aspects of farming, its moving force Joanne Bower.




    At that time our two daughters were small and my husband was working as a BBC music producer. By now he was increasingly involved in the London contemporary music scene and it was hard for me to get out in the evenings. So Violet attended FAFS meetings on behalf of us both and was soon invited onto its committee, where she made long-lasting friendships, especially with Joanne.




    But before long Violet’s impatient nature got the better of her. I was feeling frustrated too, and we wondered about a change of tactics. Could we perhaps ‘go it alone’ in some way, and so add a new dimension to present-day campaigning? After some discussion, we decided on our way forward.




    *




    For fact finding, we’d already put our faith in the power of the pen. Here are two examples of responses to some of our early letters:




    September 10th 1969: Ernest Shippam, Managing Director of Shippam’s pastes, wrote to say he would have no problem in taking the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ round his factory, there to discuss the pros and cons of how the company obtained its raw materials.




    September 29th 1969: A spokesman for H.J. Heinz Company Limited confirmed that ‘spent’ battery hens were included in its chicken baby foods, that the meat wasn’t tested for residues of antibiotics and that no checks were made for the presence of Marek’s disease, a form of cancer.




    There’s no proof that Marek’s can be transferred to humans, but who’d want to risk feeding their baby chicken meat possibly contaminated with chicken cancer?




    *




    Already, we’d made an important decision: we’d limit our campaign to the plight of battery hens. Being obtainable and transportable, their extreme deprivation would be the easiest to highlight: hens trapped for life in metal cages, forced to stand on sloping wire, living in semi-darkness, unable to take a normal step ever. Surely these images would resonate with the public?




    I dislike the term ‘battery hen’. It seems to suggest a breed of hen ideally suited to imprisonment, while nothing could be further from the truth. But I’ll use the term throughout as a form of shorthand.




    *




    When Animal Machines was published in 1964, around 80% of UK hens were incarcerated in cages, with their numbers increasing. By early 1969 our protest letters were landing on the desks of civil servants and Government officials, fired off from Violet’s home in Croydon and mine in West London. Back came the replies, re-assuring, bland and misleading:




    July 15th 1969: The Minister’s Private Secretary wrote, in response to our complaints: ‘I am sure that it would be true to say that this country holds a place second to none in the wealth of legislation to protect the welfare of animals.’ We reflected that fine words butter no parsnips, legislation being useless if millions of animals continued to suffer.




    Worse was to follow: ‘It is true that a valuable export trade in live poultry and hatching eggs has been developed in the last few years. The poultry and eggs that we export are valuable breeding stock and it is greatly in the interest of those who import them that they should be kept in excellent condition in the importing countries.’ No mention here of the likelihood of lower standards in those countries, or, worse still, a complete lack of welfare laws.




    Months passed, merging into years. Names became depressingly familiar, as the same civil servants were instructed to fend us off. Eventually, our patience snapped. There was only one thing for it! We’d beard the pen pushers in their hitherto safe hide-out, the Department of Obfuscation aka the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF), Government Offices, Block E, Leatherhead Road, Chessington, in Surrey.




    But first we needed the evidence.




    To the East End




    May 6th 1973: Violet and I, with my children in tow, set out for the Petticoat Lane area in London’s East End. We’d been told that on pavements in certain streets we’d find filthy black plastic crates stacked high, crammed with skinny, often semi-naked end-of-lay battery hens, stinking of the sheds from which they’d recently been wrenched. Here they awaited ritual slaughter in the back rooms of butchers’ premises.




    It was Sunday and we’d expected the City to be quiet, but soon ran into crowds of football fans. Hanging on tight to the children we pressed on, following our noses. Soon we spotted the teetering crates and smelled the hens at close quarters. Alison, my elder daughter, turned pale and threatened to throw up in the gutter.




    Feisty Violet offered to go into the shop alone. She hardly looked a typical customer but her presence could be commanding. If anyone was going to brazen this one out, it was my mother.




    Five minutes later she emerged, lugging a bloodstained paper sack stuffed with four hens. We felt guilty. Would the hens be all right? Our overriding thought had been to act casually before making a quick getaway. Suitable containers would have aroused suspicion. But thank God the sack was sturdy, and somehow the hens found their own level. Once out of sight of the shop we made sure they had enough air.




    The sack was surprisingly heavy, and we decided to take a taxi back to where we’d left the van, near the Bank of England.




    Alison was worried. “But what will you say, Mamma, if the taxi driver asks what’s that awful smell?”




    “I shall say it is me,” Violet replied regally.




    In the event, the cabby took the situation in his stride, no questions asked.




    *




    Back in Barnes, the outside lavatory in Elm Bank Gardens awaited our four little hens. They ate hungrily (it’s commonplace to starve poultry for twelve hours or more, prior to slaughter) and drank deeply. Then, with many peaceful clucking sounds, they sank down on a thick layer of straw to enjoy the most comfortable night’s sleep they’d ever known.




    The invasion




    Early next morning I opened the door to the back garden full of trepidation. Would our hens have survived?




    To my huge relief they seemed fine, bright-eyed and eager for breakfast. Just before Violet was due I packed them carefully into the mock cage, feeling again the warmth of their bodies, the roughness of exposed skin, the spikiness of broken feathers. Putting them back in the cage seemed like the worst betrayal. If only I could explain that it was in their own interest – or at least in the interest of millions of others like them.




    Violet arrived and we set off under a forget-me-not blue sky. Once into rural Surrey, the hedges were snowy with blackthorn. We felt well prepared for our mission, excited even: we’d alerted the Press Association, and the twice-weekly Surrey Comet had shown interest, agreeing to send along a reporter and photographer. The arrangement was for us to meet them at the entrance to the Government Offices.




    We parked the van near a range of dull red brick buildings, shared by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food’s Animal Health HQ and the Ministry of Defence. Before lifting the cage out, we draped it with a clean white cloth (in fact an old sheet). If challenged, we’d say we were bringing specimens for – and here we’d mention a particular civil servant, her name by now all too familiar to us. The deception just might waft us past Reception.




    The Surrey Comet Two were ready and waiting, a young female reporter and an older male photographer, his state-of-the-art camera surely shouting PRESS! Together, the four of us (eight, including the hens) entered the building, only to find the reception desk unmanned. In fact there was nobody in sight. Not a living soul.




    We spotted notices pointing the way to MAFF, so we made our way briskly along corridors, past offices labelled Ministry of Defence, past open doors revealing unattended desks. Thoughts of abstracting one or two files marked Top Secret flitted through my mind as, with the Surrey Comet Two hot on our heels, Violet and I staggered on. A cage containing four hens weighs heavy.




    Once sure we were well into MAFF territory we stopped the first person we saw, saying we had specimens to deliver to our civil servant.




    “Just wait here,” the young man said, and very soon the woman in question appeared. Now for our coup de théâtre. With a flourish we whipped away the cloth, revealing our four featherless ‘specimens’.




    Instantly, the woman tumbled to the horrible truth. A demonstration! Within MAFF itself! Actual livestock defiling Animal Health. Was nowhere safe? This was a situation calling for swift action!




    Promising that someone would be sent to see us, our pen pusher beat a hasty retreat.




    *




    A few moments later Mr Foreman appeared and showed us into his office. We knew him to be a senior civil servant and Chair of the Farm Animal Welfare Advisory Committee (FAWAC). As backup, Mr Jackson, a Veterinary Officer, was quickly drafted in.




    Since our numbers were so small, the Surrey Comet Two were assumed to be fellow demonstrators, a misunderstanding that suited us very well.




    Carefully we lowered the hens’ cage onto the floor, setting it down next to a tall grey filing cabinet. On Mr Foreman’s spacious desk there was a coffee cup, suggestive of more relaxed times when no rude interruptions disturbed a serious morning’s work.




    Irritably, the hens pecked at each other, while Violet and I went over well-worn ground, the difference being that now we were here in person, with the degraded, living proof of our complaints before all our eyes. Surely, we argued, to keep hens, known for being busy from dawn to dusk, caged up, each allotted an area of floor space a good deal smaller than a sheet of A4 paper… surely this was cruel? And, if cruel, then illegal?




    The Men from the Ministry wheeled out their predictable platitudes, though Violet and I agreed later that we’d detected a faint wave of sympathy from Mr Jackson. Perhaps he disliked the system as much as we did, but was hardly at liberty to speak his mind. Not if he wanted to keep his job.




    Some way into the proceedings, the photographer prepared for action, squinting down his camera, struggling to get everything into the frame– the MAFF men, Violet and me and the hens – no easy feat.




    Alarmed, Mr Foreman spoke sharply. “I insist that no photographs are taken in my office!”




    With a vague, reassuring gesture the photographer indicated that he wouldn’t dream of doing anything so underhand, yet he snapped away just the same. Mr Foreman’s courage seemed to desert him and he let it all happen.




    Suddenly, and without a word, our young reporter sidled out of the room. We all ignored this strange behaviour.




    Desperate for something positive to say, Mr Foreman addressed Mr Jackson in low tones: would it perhaps be in order, we heard him mutter, to show us the prototype of an alternative to the battery cage, namely the Getaway Cage? Mr Jackson thought this a good idea and, once the proposal had been formally put to us, we said yes, we’d be interested to see it. Inwardly, we thought the name ridiculous and had low expectations of anything with the word ‘cage’ in its description.




    The Getaway Cage turned out to be a larger version of the battery cage, but with a lot more height, and perches added at various levels. We studied it for a few moments.




    “But what about birds on the lower levels?” I asked. “Surely those on the high perches would defecate on those below?”




    An awkward pause followed my practical query, before it was admitted that this potential problem had yet to be addressed.




    We began to weary, sensing it was time to say goodbye. We’d made our points, exhibited the hens and arrived at the usual impasse. We all shook hands (the remaining phoney demonstrator included), veiled the hens once more and were shown out into the corridor, there to be re-united with our young reporter




    She explained that the sight of the semi-naked hens pecking at each other had made her feel sick and faint. MAFF staff had found her in the corridor, pale and trembling, and kindly plied her with hot sweet tea.




    *




    The next day we took the hens to the home of Vivienne Jenkins, a new and dedicated supporter of ours. Vivienne, a talented artist, lived in a charming cottage in Hampton Wick with a cream-coloured whippet and a pale and glamorous ferret named Marilyn Monroe.




    So four lucky little birds were spared ritual slaughter in the back room of a reeking butcher’s shop. Vivienne’s pretty garden was mostly down to lawn and apple trees: now, for the very first time, the hens would feel grass under their feet, roam around at will, seeking out insects and herbs, and be able to lay their eggs in seclusion. Fortunately it was springtime, giving time for their feathers to re-grow before the weather turned cold.




    *




    May 9th 1973: Brilliant publicity in the Surrey Comet. Our demo had made the headlines, and billboards throughout Surrey proclaimed FACTORY FARM ROW. INVASION ON MINISTRY. Two photographs half-filled the front page, one a group scene, the other a close-up of the hens. ‘Angry Ban Battery Farming protestors invaded the Ministry of Agriculture at Chessington on Monday – and dumped a crate of emaciated hens on startled civil servants. Their shock move came after demands for a probe into factory farming had been ignored,’ ran the story.




    We felt hopeful. The battery system had been shown up for what it is, and in the very heart of Officialdom. Surely, change must be on its way.




    *




    June 18th 1973: This time a group of six activists, with Violet and me representing the hens, paid a second surprise visit to Chessington. We held up large photographs, one of caged hens, the other of crated veal calves. We’d come to deliver a letter demanding an inquiry into factory farming.




    June 20th: ‘Second Siege on Factory Farming’ reported the Surrey Comet, below a photograph taken outside the Government Offices, the six of us lined up in blazing June sunshine. Violet was quoted: ‘An employee to whom we spoke at the gate agreed with us about factory farming methods and said “My God, they live in sheer agony. I’ve seen it.” ’




    Again, and with hindsight I would say naively, we felt we’d made real headway.




    Update:




    In Chickens’ Lib’s January 1988 fact sheet, fifteen years after our first shock visit to MAFF, we were able to report official confirmation of our fears for the Getaway Cage: ‘Getaway Cages: Studies in Sweden on cages with perches at various levels, nests and sandbaths had shown disadvantages, particularly in terms of hygiene, inspection possibilities and egg quality.’ (Farmers Guardian, April 29th 1988)




    Years later, Poultry World (April 2001) quoted poultry specialist Andrew Walker as deeming the Getaway Cage ‘flawed’ when put to the test. But loyal Mr Walker was at pains to forgive any lack of foresight for the invention’s ultimate failure which “in no way reflects badly on those scientists and advisers who put much intellectual effort into these designs.”




    All that research, to prove what Basil Fawlty would have called the bleeding obvious. A pity nobody listened to us, back in 1973…




    Blood running in the gutters




    July 23rd 1973: Elizabeth Dunn, Editor of Checkout, the Guardian’s consumer column, paid a visit to the East End: ‘Cobb Street is not for the squeamish. It smells of old sawdust, entrails, rotting feathers, and worse. Checkout’s intrepid reporter had never actually seen blood running in the gutters before and it came as something of a shock. Mrs Spalding and her ladies are familiar figures around Cobb Street...’




    Ms Dunn described her reception at the second shop she visited: ‘At Wallers next door, they were a bit friendlier. They were unloading their chickens… Why were they all bald, we asked. And why, when they fell on the pavement, couldn’t they get up? “They’re seconds,” Wallers’ man said, cheerily.’




    Blood running in the gutters! Now something must be done! All those squalid shops would surely be closed down. We alerted Mr Foreman, able now to picture our letter resting in his in-tray. His reply, dated August 2nd, gave room for a little short-lived hope: ‘…Finally, thank you for providing the information gained in the course of your visit to the Petticoat Lane area on 13th July. The local authority concerned is being informed of your complaint, in collaboration with the Department’s local officers, to take appropriate action.’




    Sadly, it turned out that the local authority’s idea of ‘appropriate action’ was to threaten to prosecute one of our supporters.




    The criminal in question was Kathleen Graham, a forthright lady, then in her mid-sixties, described in a newspaper report as a travelling salesman. Kathleen was afraid of nothing when it came to the protection of animals. (Secretly, Violet and I had christened her ‘The Bulldog’.) Kathleen lived in rural Kent, and had a large garden. She would come with us on demos, taking hens home with her at the end of the day to restore them to health. She was also known to have given sanctuary to ex-battery hens bought from Sevenoaks market, and Kent County Council had Kathleen in its sights. Technically, such birds must be slaughtered within forty eight hours of purchase.




    Never mind the blood running in East End gutters, never mind the callous attitudes on farms and in markets – it was Kathleen’s blood the authorities were after.




    *




    August 1973: Kathleen’s local paper reported: ‘A knock on the door of Mrs Kathleen Graham of Broad Oak, Heathfield, on Friday confirmed her belief that she could be in trouble with the law by giving a new home to three battery hens which friends bought at a Kent market. Her visitors were a police officer and two officials of Kent County Council’s Estate and Valuation Department (diseases of animals inspection) [one official for each little hen?] who explained that battery hens sold on the open market must be slaughtered within 48 hours of sale. A staunch opponent of battery farming, Mrs Graham is determined to keep the birds, thanked the men for their visit and is now waiting to hear if she is to be taken to court.’




    August 31st 1973: The Sussex Express made Kathleen front-page news. Under the heading ‘Would rather go to court than have hens taken away’ Kathleen was quoted as saying: ‘I am quite prepared to go on breaking the law. I don’t give a hoot.’




    That’s the spirit, Kathleen, we said when we read the cuttings she’d sent us. The battery hen needs people like you.




    And Chickens’ Lib is born




    August 1973. Scene: the lofty vestibule of the Daily Telegraph offices in Fleet Street (Wapping and Canary Wharf not as yet dreamed of). Half a dozen women and one elderly disabled man cluster around the familiar cage, from which four semi-naked hens peer out, viewing their strange new world with interest. We’re here to draw attention to what we’ve chosen to call Barnes Action Group, and we’re tired out. For hours we’ve been carrying the cage around the streets of London, saying the same thing over and over again: ‘These are battery hens. 80% of all UK laying hens live like this. Please don’t buy battery eggs.’




    Despite our long day, Violet is in fighting form.




    “We want to speak to a reporter about these hens,” she explains in ringing tones to the woman on reception.




    Noting the cage, the woman looks surprised, livestock not generally being a feature of life in Fleet Street.




    “This is an important issue, a story of calculated cruelty,” insists Violet.




    The woman raises an eyebrow and puts through a call to Newsroom. Carefully we lower the cage, hoping the feed and water or, much worse, smelly wet droppings, won’t spill out onto the gleaming floor. We prepare to wait.




    A couple of minutes later a reporter appears. Neither bright-eyed nor seeming hopeful of a scoop he looks at us wearily, before listening half-heartedly to our complaints. When we admit to the name Barnes Action Group he’s dismissive.




    “You’ll never get anywhere with a name like that.”




    Downcast, we shuffle our aching feet. Violet and I, suddenly aware that he’s absolutely right, feel ashamed. What complete amateurs we are!




    “What then?” Violet wonders aloud. “Chickens’ Lib?”




    “Spot on! Perfect!” our cynical reporter cries.




    Suddenly he’s seeing us in a new light.




    *




    No media coverage followed our visit to the Daily Telegraph but now we had a name to be proud of. Everyone knew what Women’s Lib meant and, as we were about to find out, the media loved our new name. Catchy, with a light touch yet deadly serious, in just two words it said it all.


  




  

    OXFORDSHIRE DAYS




    To the country




    January 1974: After eight years in Barnes, the last four or so busy with demonstrations on behalf of the battery hen, my family had tired of the racket of air traffic heading for Heathrow. A plane thundering overhead meant putting your phone conversation on hold until the worst of the noise had faded. We didn’t get used to it, as some people do. And lovely though it was to have the river Thames just at the end of our road, and good as it had been for Duncan’s work, with Barnes Bridge station a minute away, convenient for Waterloo and the South Bank, we took the rash decision to leave.




    We found a cottage in a charming Cotswold village. For Alison there was a middle school nearby, a mile’s walk over fields, knee-deep in buttercups in May, while Emily attended one of the smallest surviving schools in England, just a few doors from our home. When the school closed two years later, it numbered ten pupils and one teacher, the about-to-retire headmistress. With a single classroom and a cosy coke-fired stove in winter, Emily’s early schooling had the air of a chapter from the past.




    But there were downsides to this idyllic way of life. Duncan, by now a free-lance violinist, spent a lot of time travelling back to London, or abroad, touring with The Fires of London. And then – cruel irony! – Brize Norton, a military airport six miles or so from our village, became the base for pilots training to fly Concord. Lying in bed in the early mornings we could hear the hum of aircraft engines revving and, if you put your hand on a windowpane when the great beast was passing, the glass vibrated ominously. On one occasion a large chunk of a neighbour’s ceiling came down.




    Concord notwithstanding, for the next four years we did enjoy many aspects of country life. Our cat Chippy, London born and bred and one-time brave catcher of river rats, had come with us and settled down happily, and for the first time we had a dog, and then two. Our village had no street lighting, and the stars shone brightly at night. The sweet scent of wood smoke filled the air on winter evenings, and snowdrops grew in profusion under hedgerows.




    Only a year after we’d moved out of London my parents followed us, having found a cottage some three miles from ours. So once again, Violet and I could get down to Chickens’ Lib work properly, together.




    Whitehall’s had enough




    April 3rd 1974: Before Violet left Croydon she took two featherless battery hens to Whitehall accompanied by Kathleen (Bulldog) Graham, Vivienne Jenkins and another woman supporter. Violet told me afterwards that things had turned ugly: they’d been pushed roughly down the steps by a strong-armed MAFF official.




    Reported the Birmingham Post, of April 4th: ‘MINISTRY RUFFLES “CHICKENS’ LIB” FEATHERS Four housewives and two tattered battery hens were forcibly removed from the Ministry of Agriculture in Whitehall Place, London, yesterday. The women, members of Chickens’ Lib, had been trying to see Mr Fred Peart, the Minister, to persuade him to hold a public enquiry into factory farming, particularly as it affects hens which spend their lives in battery cages…As the women entered the Ministry, doormen and security officers rushed at them. Struggling fiercely, the women were forced into the street.’




    The Daily Telegraph of the same date told a subtly different tale: ‘Four housewives carrying a cage with two tattered chickens in it were escorted from the Ministry of Agriculture’s Whitehall headquarters yesterday after trying to confront Mr Peart…’




    Interesting, the way language can distort the emphasis. In DT-speak, the women were ‘escorted’ away (a charming word, suggestive of chivalry) while the women attempted to ‘confront’ Mr Peart, the word casting them in an aggressive light…




    ‘Them ministers is a cunning lot’




    Disgusted by the evasive letters coming from MAFF, one of our supporters (whose first language wasn’t English) contacted us in a fit of exasperation: ‘Them Ministers is a cunning lot!’ she wrote. And we were inclined to agree.




    *




    July 15th 1974: Miss Ann Evans, replying to Chickens’ Lib on behalf of the Minister’s Parliamentary Secretary, came up with a novel explanation for the pitiful nakedness of millions of ‘spent’ battery hens: ‘The hardy breeds of bird usually kept on free range are normally more heavily feathered than the hybrids which have been evolved for intensive conditions of controlled environment. This may go some way towards explaining the difference in appearance between the two types…’




    So there we had it, on authority. Battery hens are semi-naked because they’ve no need for feathers in the battery sheds. Battery hens are of a special breed, designed to be free from those oppressively warm feathers.




    *




    August 14th 1974: Edward Bishop, Minister of State for MAFF gave Chickens’ Lib the brush-off: ‘Dear Mrs Spalding, Mr Moyle told me about his talk with you in June when you showed him some chickens. I am confident that I am entirely familiar with the detail of your representations and while I greatly respect your concern in this matter, I doubt that another meeting would be helpful…there is no evidence that intensive husbandry systems are necessarily detrimental to animal welfare, and we have adequate statutory powers to deal with offenders.’




    How these ‘offenders’ were to be identified was not made clear. We feared that most battery hens lived out their lives unobserved by anyone in authority.




    *




    March 19th 1976: Gavin Strang, Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Agriculture, wrote to John Stanley, MP, to mollify one of Mr Stanley’s constituents, a supporter of Chickens’ Lib: ‘In one of her letters Mrs Spalding refers to the unorthodox methods used by her group to obtain hens for demonstration purposes. The group admitted that the hens which they produced to the ministry, as evidence of bad conditions in battery houses, had been purchased from premises in the Petticoat lane area of London and at other markets where birds are sold for immediate slaughter. Such birds have their tail feathers clipped back as required by law, and as they are often in a moult they present a bedraggled appearance. Moulting is a normal process in poultry which occurs under any system of management when birds reach the end of lay, and it does not reflect any ill-treatment.’




    Since those far-off days, I’ve observed many hens in a natural moult. Not one of them has made me think of an animal version of a concentration camp victim.




    In fact, feather pecking in cages is the direct result of confinement, when hens can no longer forage for their own food. Dr Karen Davis, an American campaigner for respect for chickens, describes caged hens’ frustrations thus: ‘The hens’ genetically-based foraging behaviour must have an outlet that in cages becomes misdirected against cage mates, because the bodies of the other hens is the only soft, flexible, biteable material in the metal, wire, or plastic prison.’ (1)




    *




    September 3rd 1976: More from Parliamentary Secretary Gavin Strang, to Anthony Grant, MP, this time, and yet another attempt to pull wool over the eyes of one of our supporters: ‘…Normally it is not profitable for producers to keep battery hens after the age of 70-76 weeks when they cease to lay at an economic level, but most of the birds are in excellent bodily condition when they are sent for slaughter.’ Wrong, Mr Strang! Vast numbers of battery hens suffer from brittle bone disease, more properly known as osteoporosis, that dread disease of the elderly. As long ago as 1948 Picture Post ran an article by L.F. Easterbrook: ‘…But can it really be true that birds kept under these unnatural conditions, without exercise, without exposure to the sun and the wind and rain…often with bones so brittle that they will snap like dry twigs…can it really be true that the eggs they produce for us are just as nourishing as eggs from birds kept very differently?’




    It’s the almost total lack of ability to move, plus the huge demand on the hen’s reserves of calcium (to form egg shell) that ruin her bones; the modern hen lays an egg most days – compare this with the 150 laid annually by pre-war hens. Thirteen years after Mr Strang’s claim, research at Bristol’s AFRC Institute of Food Research was to confirm that 24% of battery hens, sampled from eight separate battery farms, had broken bones by the time they were removed from cages prior to slaughter, while breaks occurring after transport and slaughter reached almost 100%. (2)




    Mr Strang had probably asked advice before shooting his ‘excellent bodily condition’ line. It would be interesting to know the name of the poultry ‘expert’ who misinformed him. Or did Mr Strang simply pluck the notion out of the air, hoping thereby to keep us quiet?




    Mercifully, the media were by now sitting up and taking notice, and offering our campaign much-needed support.




    So what went wrong, down on the farm?




    In Britain, the debasement of poultry farming started in earnest back in the late 1940s, in response to the post-war quest for cheap and plentiful food, following years of shortages. Suddenly, sustainable systems were no longer valued. Dazzled by the possibilities of genetic selection for fast growth in meat animals, and unnaturally high yields of eggs, agriculture experts turned their backs on traditional wisdom. At the same time, near-total automation was becoming a reality.




    The concept of systems that suited the behavioural needs of the animals was cast aside. Maximum production in the shortest possible time became the order of the day, with the additional, and huge, economic benefits to the farmer of a drastically reduced workforce. At the same time manufacturers of veterinary drugs, and perhaps veterinarians themselves, were glimpsing a bright future – intensive systems would surely breed diseases calling for mass medication.




    Not everyone, however, was fooled by post-war ‘progress’. In 1948 an item appeared in The Farmers Weekly of April 2nd under the heading ‘Science Gone Mad’.




    ‘There was such strong criticism against a proposal for the poultry battery laying system at the Essex Institute of Agriculture’s farms that Essex Education Committee last week decided to refer the matter back for further consideration.




    Mr A L Shepherd said that this system of egg production condemned the hens to “permanent imprisonment in small cages.”




    Mr S S Wilson: “It is an example of science gone mad. It makes the bird a mere machine.”




    …Supporting the system, Mr S G Haskins said they had been assured by experts that they could not have a balanced course in poultry at the Institute without a battery system.’




    I expect the ‘experts’ got their way, down in Essex. Certainly the battery system was taking off fast. Perhaps the most disastrous aspect of this sorry story has been the unwavering support intensive farming has received from government. Worse still, intensive systems and know-how have been enthusiastically exported worldwide.




    In the early 1970s I attended a lecture by Fritz Schumacher, author of the influential book Small is Beautiful. Factory farming, he said, was the last thing needed by populations in developing countries. Factory farming drastically reduced the need for farm workers, with many now driven off the land and into the cities, there to suffer the miseries of unemployment, while farming lost all hope of sustainability.




    *




    Britain, famously a nation of animal lovers, naturally felt obliged to keep up appearances. Laws to protect animals must seem to be present and correct, and they continued to be passed.




    As Violet and I delved ever deeper into the subject, we began to understand that the UK was guilty of enacting welfare legislation and codes of practice that included inherent suffering, thereby legalising it. This country, along with others, has indeed dug itself deep into a bottomless, merciless pit.




    Bit by bit, Chickens’ Lib realized that simply revealing the suffering for all to see was not enough. The need was for the basic legal framework to be challenged, a need that remains urgent to this day.




    Over the last few decades, legislation relating to farmed animals has been updated many times. This book is not for those concerned with complicated points of law, past and present. My intention is to expose and simplify the crux of the problem.




    I will merely highlight the fact that, while purporting to represent progress, even the updated animal welfare acts of the twenty-first century will, unless practices are radically changed, serve only to illustrate the same old double standards.




    Cruelty enshrined in law




    The campaign waged against the pathetic state of birds delivered to East End butchers’ shops was ongoing, sustained by various animal rights’ groups based in and around London. In March 1975 the Evening Standard highlighted the problem, accompanying the article with a photograph of those faeces-encrusted poultry crates stacked up on the pavement. An exhausted battery hen crouched nearby, on deformed feet. After a graphic description of local squalor, reporter Jillian Robertson told how the RSPCA had sent an inspector to Cobb Street and Leyden Street, all to no avail: “The inspector found the chickens to be in bodily condition comparable to those of all hens kept in batteries” said a spokesman [for the RSPCA] “Such conditions are not in breach of legislation currently in force [Chickens’ Lib’s emphasis] and the society cannot prosecute. We are extremely concerned with certain aspects of intensive animal husbandry. We have set up the Farm Livestock Advisory Committee which is currently looking into the question of battery farming.”




    So the RSPCA’s hands were tied, apparently, by the very legislation drawn up to protect animals. How could it be that cruelty to farmed animals, obvious to any sensitive child, could yet be deemed ‘not in breach of legislation currently in force’?




    The above conundrum will be a recurring theme throughout this book.




    A breakthrough




    Summer 1975: We’re in luck! Our application for a slot in BBC 2’s Open Door, a make-your-own programme initiative, has been approved. We’ll be ‘lent’ a television crew and producer, but the script and cast will be up to us. Allotted only ten minutes, we’re to share the programme with two other groups (one of them dedicated to belief in UFOs).




    *




    Our producer Roger Brunskill turned out to be as helpful as could be. Gradually, Violet and I worked out a script, having decided we must have live hens in the studio: battery hens to illustrate the cage system, with a control group of healthy free range birds. We would describe the cruel frustration of a hen’s natural behavioural patterns, the diseased state of millions of birds, antibiotic over-use, official lack of concern…




    And, in good time, we must find our hens, ready for their star parts.




    *




    Thursday October 9th 1975: the two-hour long evening rehearsal at Television Centre in Wood Lane proved hellish. We (that’s Violet, Vivienne, Reg Johnson, a good amateur actor friend, and me) were nervous. All except Reg fluffed our lines. We’d tried to learn our parts so we could do without scripts, but the evening proved how risky that might be on Saturday, when the programme would go out live.




    For the rehearsal, some of the crew were trainees, and got things wrong. We’d provided photos of politicians past and present, with whom we had bones to pick, for example Mrs Thatcher, and Peggy Fenner, Parliamentary Secretary to the Agriculture Minister. The trainees managed to get several images upside down first time around, which added to the feeling that our programme was destined to be a shambles. The whole thing was shot in black and white and looked dreary in the extreme. We came away terrified.




    Worse was in store. The following evening, transfixed with horror, I watched a trailer. In optimistic tones the announcer told viewers that three women from Chickens’ Lib would be featured the following day, on Open Door. TV library pictures of the outside of huge battery sheds filled the screen, accompanied by excerpts from Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony (dramatic irony there). It all looked so smooth, so totally professional. But we’d not done it yet. There’d only been yesterday’s ghastly rehearsal.




    A friend rang and told me about a previous Open Door. Apparently a contributor had given up in despair, buried his head in his hands, and groaned ‘Oh Christ!’




    A pity she mentioned that.




    *




    Saturday October 11th 1975: Adrenalin must have flowed in bucketsful, for we all seemed on good form, hens included. We converged at the TV Centre lugging rolls of wire netting, with the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ hens in separate containers.




    Once in the studio, we put the street-wise free rangers in one pen, hoping they wouldn’t turn flighty, and the sad-looking ex battery ones in the other one. We’d just realized we’d be allowed to have scripts on our knees, so that was a huge comfort, though we hoped to do no more than glance at them.




    Then it was time to begin.




    *




    Reg started off, playing a man about to enjoy his breakfast egg when he lit upon an article in the newspaper he was leafing through. It was telling it how it was. ‘More like the dark ages. No natural daylight ever,’ Reg commented, reading on, with mounting disgust, that antibiotics were routinely given to battery hens. Finally, ‘I think I’m going off the idea of this egg’, he sighed. ‘How do I know these antibiotics aren’t part of my daily ration too?’ He pushed the egg away.




    Next, Violet described Chickens’ Lib’s beginnings, and told viewers that 80% of all British eggs now came from battery farms. She described dishonest advertising, and the pathos of a battery hen’s living conditions.




    Now Vivienne took over. Gently she removed the battery hens from the cage, calmly placing them in one of the hastily constructed enclosures. They looked shocking, yet entirely typical of ‘spent’ battery hens. She spoke of Cage Layer Fatigue (a common cause of mortality), and of feather pecking by fellow prisoners, so severe as to cause death. She mentioned how we’d raised these subjects with Mr Moyle, then Parliamentary Secretary to Fred Peart. He’d asked ‘How do we know it’s cruel? I should want a scientific report before I make up my mind.’ She added: ‘Incidentally, we invited Mr Peart the Minister of Agriculture and his henchman Mr Bishop to confront us in this studio today but unfortunately they both declined.’




    Then it was over to me and I described some of our activities – our attempts to influence MAFF, our need to grab the attention of the media, how we were still demanding an impartial enquiry into factory farming.




    After that, Reg read from two MAFF letters we’d received: ‘This Department spent a whole year planning different flooring for battery cages,’ and: ‘The Ministry has considered advising lighting in batteries being made mandatory, so that stockmen can see the hens.’




    I pointed out that our country’s egg production was now in the hands of businessmen, not farmers, and claimed that the argument that this country could not provide enough farm land for free range egg production was a myth.




    By way of a challenge to the Ministry of Agriculture, Violet concluded: ‘We suggest that your refusal to sanction a public inquiry stems from the fear of what would be revealed. Monsieur Lardinois, the EEC Farm Minister, has publicly stated that he would like to see battery cages banned in all EEC countries. Chickens’ Lib was heartened to read this and will continue to work for this ideal in this country.’




    She ended our programme with an appeal to the viewers: ‘Will you help us to eradicate this crime against the animal kingdom?’




    And it all went wonderfully well! No fluffing of lines. No upside down Mrs Thatcher. We were in gorgeous colour and both lots of hens stayed within their little coops. Oh what a huge, what a fantastic relief! It was all over.




    For the next week or two letters of support came flooding in, some enclosing donations.




    Our Open Door marked the beginning of national support.




    *




    October 23rd 1975: ‘Mrs Druce (and Mum) to the rescue’ ran the sarcastic heading in Poultry World. Disgust was expressed that we’d had: ‘…ten minutes peak viewing time on the BBC2 programme for minority groups, Open Door’. PW reported how an outraged Neville Wallace, Director General of the British Poultry Federation, had written to Sir Charles Curran, DG of the BBC, to complain about the programme, claiming that: ‘… the corporation would never let the industry make such a programme without the opponents of intensive farming being allowed to state their case.’




    Well, tough, Mr Wallace. Just for once, we’d had it all our own way.




    *




    In the same volume of Poultry World we spotted an item headed ‘The cost of chickens’ lib’ (no capitals, please, we thought – we’re generic). In the article, Dr David Wood-Gush of Edinburgh’s Poultry Research Centre had told the industry: ‘Animal welfare agitators are going to cost the industry money. They were also strengthening their lobby with scientific data on a ground swell of new research’.




    And that was all true. Scientists everywhere were embarking on careers in ‘poultry welfare’, much of it involving the study of cruel practices that a decent person could recognise as such, at a glance. Some ideas for projects were downright bizarre. Take this example: Professor Trevor Morris of Reading University yearned for a new kind of hen: ‘Breeders should be working towards a “throwaway” hen that starts laying at around eleven weeks of age. Such early maturity would slash working capital requirement and please bank managers’. (1)




    In time we came to realise that the findings of much research would come in useful, if only to back up what we already knew, that a hen has retained every one of the instincts of her distant ancestor the junglefowl, and that intensive systems breed intractable problems all their own.




    Our Open Door also sparked off criticism (kindly meant, I think) from the Director of the Enteric Reference Laboratory, part of the Central Public Health Laboratory. Violet had written to him with a query about antibiotic growth promoters, only to be told by Dr Anderson that, so far, there was no indication that they could cause harm to man. His letter dated September 9th 1975 ended: ‘A word of warning! Please do not let fly on television unless you are sure of your facts!’ Future developments were to prove that Chickens’ Lib was in sound command of the facts.




    Man-made suffering




    Despite several years of campaigning, neither Violet nor I had yet ventured inside a battery unit. All our knowledge of the system had been gleaned from literature, official advice to farmers, or hearsay. All the hens we’d known personally had been intercepted en route to slaughter.




    We had at least chatted with one Oxfordshire battery farmer, glimpsing rows of caged hens as we stood on the threshold of one of his units, while he told us how he’d not had any kind of official inspection in seventeen years, nor did he expect one, ever.




    Now that we were country dwellers, the time had come to face up to real life, as lived inside the sheds.




    *




    We’d recently heard of a large battery egg farm on the outskirts of Birmingham. Not too far, then, from our homes in Oxfordshire.




    It was school holidays, and the children would have to come too. Perhaps not an ideal family day out, but they didn’t complain. (At around that time, Alison had wondered aloud how it would be to live in a family that wasn’t running a pressure group; I hadn’t detected resentment, just idle curiosity.)




    Most expeditions with me at the wheel involved getting seriously lost, and this one was no exception. Eventually, after several of what became known in my family as ‘footling circles’ we found the place: endless rows of dreary, windowless grey sheds stretching into the distance, holding captive many thousands of hens. Perhaps millions, for this was big business. Like a sick joke, the ‘show’ shed, the one nearest to the road, had pink climbing roses trained around its door.




    We tracked down the boss, a cheery enough fellow, apparently doing very nicely out of all those hens. He wouldn’t sell to us, his reason being that no flock was near enough to slaughter age; but it seemed this was a family business, with satellite farms in the area. Obligingly, he phoned through to one of these, telling a woman called Sheila to let us ‘young ladies’ have a few end-of-lay hens. With this introduction, we set off again, full of renewed optimism.




    The August sun beat down, and the countryside just got better and better. Our destination turned out to be an old farmhouse built of mellow red brick, standing well back from the road, while in front of it crouched a range of low, forbidding battery sheds. We went up to the house, knocked on the door (rousing several dogs to frenzy) and waited nervously. Finally a woman opened the door and we said our piece, not forgetting to mention Sheila’s name.




    ‘Sheila? You’ll find her over there,’ said the woman, pointing to the sheds. ‘Just give her a shout.’




    We’d noticed two people working in the first one; probably the woman was our Sheila. Things were going well.




    *




    We expected a horrible scene, anticipated being outraged, but nothing had prepared us for this. A large open-topped tank stood near the door, full almost to overflowing with evil smelling slurry, around which clouds of flies swarmed. Tattered hens were crammed into their cages, some almost featherless, jostling for space, trying hopelessly to move around. The feeling of stress in the fetid air was tangible.




    I experienced a powerful and quite unexpected reaction. I knew then that I’d have infinitely preferred witnessing a natural disaster, the aftermath of an earthquake, for example. I’d have rather been among victims of leprosy, even, because at least then I wouldn’t have had to think that people had wilfully caused this terrible suffering. The misery we were seeing was man-made. It was unnecessary and despicable.




    Despite our shock, we remembered to sound casual, to show no emotion. Could she spare us four hens, just for the garden?




    “That’s fine,” said Sheila. “The boss phoned, said you were on your way.”




    We steeled ourselves not to look around too eagerly. If Sheila became suspicious she just might change her mind and show us the door.




    But she didn’t. She grabbed four of the pitiful, protesting hens from one of the cages, put them in our boxes, and took the money. In no time, we were outside once again, into the blessed daylight.




    Afternoon sun was enhancing the beauty of the old house, and the fields and hedges. Back in the car, we remarked how ironic it was that this hellish ‘farm’ should be set amid such surroundings.




    *




    The children were bearing up well, and so were the hens, so, keen not to miss out on any publicity, we made our way to the offices of the local paper, the Redditch Indicator. Soon we were entering the newspaper’s foyer, only to be quickly directed into an empty staff kitchen. I expect we looked a queer lot, and probably the hens still reeked of the battery. Maybe we did too, though Violet and I were too tired to notice, or to care.




    A handsome young reporter soon appeared, to hear us out. Elegantly, he hoisted himself onto a draining board (chairs being in short supply) and began to take notes. Then, a good sign we thought, he arranged for a photographer to take pictures.




    *




    August 26th 1977: The Redditch Indicator ran an article, alongside a good sized photo of our hens, explaining that they were destined for a trip to Whitehall Place, to back up our argument about the cruelty of the cage system. The newspaper must have contacted MAFF, for the account concluded: ‘However, a Ministry spokesman told the Indicator this would serve little purpose and he could not guarantee that anyone in London would even look at the hens…The group will not name the farm where they bought the birds. Mrs Druce says it is pointless victimising one establishment when the conditions there are duplicated all over the country.’




    Perhaps this reticence on my part had raised the editor’s suspicions, for whenever the word ‘rescued’ appeared in the article, it was in speech marks. Perhaps he assumed we’d stolen the hens.




    We didn’t mind one way or the other what people thought, but did hope Sheila had spotted the article.




    *




    October 9th 1977: The Times newspaper featured our visit to Sheila’s hens. The journalist got a few things wrong, but the spirit of the article was sympathetic. He reported my description of the hens’ home-coming, how one little hen had straightaway pecked at the grass before falling on her side, yet continued to peck away, despite not having the strength to get back on her feet.




    A visual aid for Parliament




    In January 1978, just a few months after our first face-to-face encounter with caged hens, we produced sheets of paper measuring 19” x 15” (48 x 38 cms), representing the floor space in a typical battery cage for four hens. ‘It is argued that batteries for hens are an economic necessity. The same was said of the slave trade,’ ran the wording on each sheet.




    We suggested our supporters send letters of complaint to the Agriculture Minister, John Silkin, and to their own MPs, using our cage-sized sheets to write on. When folded into four, it became painfully clear that the floor area allotted to each hen was considerably smaller than a sheet of A4 paper.




    What couldn’t show up on paper was the slope of the cage floor, designed to ensure that eggs roll away as soon as laid. The birds must grip this sloping metal grid, day in, day out. With no exercise, claws get long (sometimes growing round the cage floor itself) and feet become deformed.




    Neither could we indicate how the droppings fall through this grid, to obviate the need for manual cleaning. Often, moving belts between the tiers of cages carry the faeces away regularly, but sometimes the mechanism fails, and faeces build up under the hens’ feet, making a mockery of the argument that battery cages are hygienic. In ‘deep pit’ systems, droppings accumulate below the bottom-most cages for a year. If birds escape (as sometimes they do) they can fall into these pits, gradually sinking into the semi-liquid slurry, there to drown.




    We gave our supporters the option of writing to Mr Silkin’s home address in London SW1, a pleasant area, well away from the stink of the battery shed.




    *




    It was depressing to see, a decade later, that farmers’ attitudes hadn’t changed. Ted Kirkwood, NFU spokesman on poultry matters, and a battery farmer himself, had this to say on Central Television when describing a typical day in the life of a battery hen, as he saw it : ‘…once a hen has pecked about she’ll walk to the back of the cage, settle down and have another rest. If she fancies an egg is in the offing she will stand up to lay…then she sits down again, and she can preen a little bit if she wants to do, but generally all they want to do is just sit back and watch the world go by. They’ve all the other hens in the cage, they’re all talking, you can tell by the noise they’re making if they’re happy…’. (1)




    Compare Ted Kirkwood’s ‘observations’ with the following, a doctor’s eye-witness account of life on the slave ships, included in a report put before Parliament as part of the long struggle to ban one of the darkest times in British history: ‘The only exercise of the men-slaves is their being made to jump in their chains; and this, by the friends of the trade, is called dancing.’ (2)




    Chickens’ Lib’s next investigation was to involve us in one of the strangest chapters in the entire campaign.




    The nuns’ story




    On February 1978, a stranger telephoned Violet. She’d been shocked to hear that an order of nuns was engaged in running a battery egg farm, just outside Daventry. Please investigate, she begged.




    Violet contacted the Convent of Our Lady of the Passion, and spoke to a Sister Regina. An appointment was readily made for Chickens’ Lib to visit, a week hence. Only when Violet had hung up did she realize she’d left no contact details for us. We decided this omission might be to our advantage. Should the Mother Superior object to the plan, as well she might, our visit could not easily be cancelled.




    *




    The appointed day dawned raw and cold – typical March weather. I picked Violet up, and we drove to Daventry full of wonder at the concept of battery-farming nuns.




    The convent occupied a large Victorian house in a pleasant rural setting, the scene now marred by two low, windowless sheds, set near to the house. As we made our way up the drive we detected that musty, sickening smell.




    Sister Regina herself welcomed us, leading us into a large, sparsely furnished room, for coffee and biscuits. Around the walls posters boasted the Apollo moon shot, the rocket thrusting upwards, ever upwards, symbol of America’s limitless power... It soon emerged that most of these nuns were American.




    We were told how they’d travelled to Britain from Kentucky fourteen years earlier, under the misapprehension that they’d be welcomed into a religious community (the finer points of the tale escaped us). Finding themselves mistaken, and consequently homeless, they had cast around for a modus vivendi. They eventually lit upon this large house with land, and a poultry feed company eager to set them up in the intensive egg business.




    Sister Regina showed us some beautiful long-case clocks (she’d made the cases herself) and wooden toys she’d carved. We suggested that with such skills in evidence, she and her sister nuns might survive by means other than battery farming, but our suggestion fell on stony ground.




    She seemed keen to talk, explaining that the nuns were Sisters of St Paul of the Cross, a contemplative order, founded in Italy over two hundred years ago. She told us how, when they first took up residence here, the nuns owned scarcely anything beyond what they stood up in. The room where we were having coffee had remained unfurnished for quite a while, save for the introduction of a few deck chairs and a gramophone. By good fortune, one of the nuns had a record of Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony, the Pathétique. Settled in the deck chairs, they’d whiled away many an evening, she said, to the strains of this music.




    “That must have been a bit depressing,” I ventured.




    “Oh no!” she replied, misty eyed. “It was just beautiful!”




    Time was passing, and we were no nearer to seeing the hens. We were beginning to suspect delaying tactics. Perhaps the nuns had done their homework since our phone call and now knew a thing or two about Chickens’ Lib. Clearly, we must assert ourselves. So we reminded Sister Regina we’d been promised a tour of the units, and (who knows how unwillingly?) she led us outside, and into the first shed.




    By now we’d seen into battery units of different types, ranging from the ‘small’, holding around five thousand birds per shed, to the frighteningly large, housing sixty or seventy thousand, the tiers of cages stretching away into the gloomy distance. This one was of the modest kind – five or six thousand hens, at a guess, the narrow passages between cages lit by the usual low-watt, dusty light bulbs.




    We’d not, of course, expected to find a good battery unit (for there’s no such thing) but with women in charge – nuns, even – might there perhaps be just a hint of mercy? As it turned out, no, there was not. This was a business, with hens as raw material and eggs the finished product.




    These birds’ combs were exceptionally pale, even for battery hens, and we felt certain the cages were overstocked. The inevitable feeling of stress hit us, along with the appalling smell. Suddenly I was near to throwing up, and I thought afterwards how that would have served these women right. For the place was, literally, sickening.




    We came away utterly dismayed, and angry with ourselves that we hadn’t remembered to bring a measuring tape. We’d definitely counted six or seven birds in some cages.




    But it’s not the number of birds per cage that’s relevant, it’s the space allotted per bird, then suggested in MAFF Codes of Recommendations, and later dictated in law. Could these have been extra-large cages? We didn’t think so, they seemed absolutely typical of the size recommended for four or five birds, but rough guesses wouldn’t get us anywhere. It was positive proof we needed, in order to lodge our complaint. On the journey home, we vowed that somehow we would get this disgraceful battery farm shut down.


  




  

    and now to yorkshire




    Violet caught red-handed




    Shortly after Chickens’ Lib’s first visit to the nuns, the Druce family moved to Yorkshire; my husband Duncan was about to begin life as a music lecturer at Bretton Hall College, near Wakefield. Once settled in Yorkshire, personal visits or demonstrations in Daventry would be difficult for me, but we still needed those vital cage measurements, and Violet was up for another trip to the convent.




    *




    June 30th 1978: The Oxford Times reported ‘Freedom fighter gets the bird’ (How the press loved these little chicken-related jokes!) The article told how Violet had returned to the convent, this time with a woman friend from Oxford, armed with that all-important measuring tape. ‘They sneaked into the nuns’ chicken hut,’ ran the story, ‘and were promptly set on by a couple of irate nuns who ordered them out and called the police. Chief Inspector M.N. Cole of Daventry police said: ‘It is most unlikely that any further action will be taken by the police. We do not anticipate any criminal charges.’




    Apparently Violet and friend were seen in a good light. Perhaps the Boys in Blue thought as badly of the nuns as we did.




    *




    July 19th 1978: Punch got in on the act, in jocular fashion. ‘Help Free Battery Nuns’, the article pleaded. ‘Militant members of the Sisters of the Cross Liberation Front are urging massive support for Sunday’s kneel-in and mass chant through the home counties in protest at the “inhumane” conditions inside Britain’s “factory” convents…But one Mother Superior has hit back at the allegations: “Our ten thousand nuns are quite happy,” she said. “They sit in their cages all day long and sing.” ’




    *




    On August 3rd 1978 Mr C Llewellyn, Private Secretary to the Parliamentary Secretary wrote: ‘Dear Mrs Spalding, …As the Parliamentary Secretary stated in the House on 24 May last in reply to a question from Mr Robin Corbett MP, the Ministry Veterinary Officer who visited the battery units at the Convent of Our Lady of the Passion found no evidence that the birds were suffering unnecessary pain or distress in contravention of Section 1(1) of the Agriculture (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 1968. In his reply the Parliamentary Secretary also made it clear that he would not wish to give details of a private business. I cannot therefore comment on the report in The Northampton Chronicle and Echo to which you refer…’




    Regarding cage space, Mr Llewellyn was at pains to protect the battery-farming nuns to the very best of his abilities, indeed almost to the point of desperation: ‘…stocking density cannot be related to welfare in any simple manner, and…is only one aspect of a complex situation involving such things as breed, strain, type of bird, colony size, temperature, lighting and quality of housing…’ Surely Mr Llewellyn is running out of ideas here: breed, strain, type – aren’t they the same thing?




    We read his letter, and recognised our old brick wall, only this time with Holy Orders scrawled on it. To us, the situation was not ‘complex’ at all. It was simple. MAFF had an obligation to enact its own legislation, specifically drawn up to protect the welfare of farmed animals (1).




    *




    October 5th 1989: More than ten years later, and following many lively demonstrations by animal rights groups, the Daventry Express editorial column declared war on the nuns: ‘It is about time the nuns of the Monastery of Our Lady of the Passion sorted out their livelihood – and stopped being a source of provocation to animal rights campaigners, and an embarrassment to the Roman Catholic Church… you don’t have to be a farmer or a rights campaigner to understand the levels of cruelty in this type of egg production…how do the nuns reconcile their present activities with their commitment to the tenets of the church, of love, sanctity of life, and compassion – or does this only apply to humans? We weren’t aware God made this definition.’




    Quite so. But there was yet more to come.




    *




    By now the nuns were under fire from MAFF too, but not on welfare grounds (no surprise there). Their birds were infected with Salmonella enteritidis PT4, the strain dangerous to people and, following Edwina Currie’s outburst of honesty in Parliament, a mandatory national cull of infected birds was underway. However, this Holy Order wasn’t taking orders from anyone.




    The Daventry Express continued to keep its readers up to date with the feisty nuns. One way and another, it was a colourful tale, smacking of MAFF ineptitude, the nuns’ devotion to the battery cage system, a pop concert, a ‘love specialist’, and Belgian chocolates – with the grim thread of cruelty running through it all.




    *




    Giving it front page status, the Daventry Express reported how on October 4th, and in defiance of MAFF’s slaughter regime, twelve nuns, led by Mother Superior Sister Catherine, barricaded themselves into a 5,000 hen unit, telling MAFF inspectors they had no legal right of entry. Apparently they weren’t bothered about the five or six thousand hens in the other shed, since they were about to go to slaughter anyway, having completed their first and most financially rewarding year of lay. MAFF could have those, no problem.




    *




    October 5th: The Daventry Express revealed that professional security guards were patrolling the convent’s grounds day and night, protecting the nuns from ‘any type of intruders including the Press and animal rights activists,’ as Sister Jane-Anne told the paper. She also touched on the nuns’ fears, and plans for the future: ‘If we lose our chickens our income is gone. We are waiting for conversion work to be finished before we can start producing Belgian chocolates but that could take months’.




    It seemed the years of tireless campaigning, plus a dangerous outbreak of salmonella, were at last paying off. The nuns were getting fed up, and casting around for alternative ways of remaining solvent.




    *




    October 11th 1989. The Daventry Express again: Chaos Comes to Quiet Order, ran the heading to the story, accompanied by two photos. We see the nuns leaving the battery unit after their sit-in. One is bowed down, apparently on the point of collapse. Well, they’d been in there for three hours solid, breathing in the foul air, perhaps experiencing something akin to the hens’ stress. Under the photo of the nuns, there’s one of animal rights protestors holding a huge banner aloft: MORE LIES. MORE DEATH. SISTERS OF TORTURE, it proclaims.
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