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            CHAPTER ONE

            On the Strength

         

         LAYERS FOR SALE. 2/6d EACH proclaimed a tatty cardboard notice pinned to a gatepost I passed daily on the school run. Each? Even in the early 1960s this seemed absurdly cheap for a whole live chicken, when a 3lb roaster still cost several pounds. Since moving from London to Oxfordshire the previous year, we had once or twice mentioned keeping hens, but so far done nothing about it.

         Half-a-crown each? How could one go wrong? On impulse I turned in the direction of the pointing arrow and drove down a bumpy track between unkempt hedges into a muddy yard flanked by three long, grey, asbestos sheds.

         For such a knockdown price, I wasn’t expecting show specimens, but even so I was shocked when I saw what the burly, green-overalled baldie in the little wooden office was selling.

         ‘How many d’you want?’ he asked, lumbering from his chair.

         ‘Well… six, I should think.’ Having made no preparations for housing them, I didn’t want to overdo the numbers.

         ‘Make it eight – that’ll be a quid,’ he said jovially. ‘They’re good birds, mind. Eighteen months old. Plenty of lay in ’em still.’

         ‘Oh, OK. Thanks.’

         I followed him across the yard. When he opened the heavy steel door of the first shed, a blast of thick, hot, ammoniac air assailed my nose, a combination of dust, feathers and chicken-droppings  made my eyes stream, and we stepped into a scene to haunt any animal lover’s nightmares. Under the roof of corrugated perspex, a double wall of wire cages as high as you could reach, separated by a narrow aisle, stretched away to the end of the shed like apartment blocks in New York, making you feel as if walking in a canyon. In each cage, whose sloping floor was no bigger than a sheet of typing paper, were crammed five clucking, cackling, jostling, pellet-pecking chickens, their constantly-moving heads pale brown, their staring eyes round and mad, and their bodies almost completely naked.

         Working methodically along the line of grille-like shelves that formed an extension to the cage-floor, two lank-haired youths were collecting the eggs that had rolled out through a narrow gap at the bottom and come to rest against a small ledge just out of the birds’ reach. Now and again they would open a door, reach in and remove a sick or dead hen, throwing it into a barrow full of grey-white guano, then quickly relatching the cage door.

         The din was incessant, the heat and smell overpowering, and the continually bobbing heads made me feel sick and dizzy, liable to suffocate or vomit. I wished I had never turned off the road. How could people work in a place like this? How could anyone treat living creatures in such a way?

         ‘This here’s the batch to go,’ said my guide, stopping at the end of the aisle. ‘There’s a new lot coming in Wednesday, so we’ll be wanting to clear this section.’

         I felt too zombified to ask what would happen to the birds he didn’t sell. It seemed unlikely that one small notice would attract buyers for several hundred birds before Wednesday.

         ‘Go on,’ he urged. ‘Plenty of choice. Pick what you want.’

         ‘I’ll leave it to you,’ I gulped, struggling with nausea.

         ‘Right, then. Ten, wasn’t it?’

         ‘Eight.’ I would have liked to take the lot and release them into some form of chicken paradise, but just retained enough grip on reality to see that even eight was more than we needed, and some urgent carpentry was going to occupy the next few days if the poor creatures were to be decently housed.

         He nodded and ran an expert eye over the cages’ occupants, pulling out a bird here and there, holding them by the legs in one hand until he had enough. It reminded me horribly of a guard at a Nazi concentration camp deciding which prisoners were fit to work and which should go to the gas chambers.

         ‘Right,’ he said after a couple of minutes. ‘These’ll do you. Got a box in the car? Don’t worry. I’ll find something,’ and preceded me out to the blessed fresh air.
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         When I got home an hour later and opened the flimsy cardboard carton, the birds looked more of a liability than a bargain. Huddled miserably on top of one another, naked and scrawny, they were obviously feeling the change in temperature and, although it was mid July, I abandoned any plans to put them outside in a shed for the night. Instead we rigged up temporary quarters in an old playpen beside the boiler, but even when I placed them on its floor they continued to crouch while pecking frantically at the pellets in a dish in front of them, having apparently lost the use of their legs.

         They had left inside the carton two brown eggs.

         Seventy weeks of close confinement had eradicated all normal chicken behaviour apart from the functions of eating and laying, recycling food into eggs as automatically as machines, and voiding the residue. Their feet were lily-white, with soft nails, quite unlike the tough, scaly, yellowish legs and sharp claws of free-rangers, and their beaks had been clipped short to discourage them from pecking out their mates’ feathers – not that that particular mutilation seemed to have had much effect, seeing their semi-naked condition. They had never heard the clucking of their mother or copied her in scratching the soil. They had never been given the opportunity to preen their feathers or scuffle luxuriously in a dustbath. They had never even breathed properly-fresh air. Suspended above the ground in perpetual light, barely able to move, they knew nothing of the changing seasons or the difference between night and day, and whenever they laid an egg, it had rolled out of their reach before they could brood it for even a moment.

         For the past seventy weeks, in effect, they had existed rather than lived. Whether they still had the capacity to revert to normality seemed, at that point, far from certain.

         By next morning two had keeled over and lay stiffly, necks extended – killed, I imagine, by the sudden change in conditions – but the others had begun to shuffle around the playpen, hoisting themselves along with their wings, rather like babies just before they learn to crawl. The boiler was in the dining-room, which already smelled unacceptably ammoniac, and reluctantly I agreed with Nannie that there was no alternative to putting them in the old hen-house in a sunny corner of the garden, and letting them take their chance.

         By evening, two had detached themselves from the huddle, and were staggering about in the sun, falling over and righting themselves, definitely more lively, though still pathetically weak. They made no attempt to escape when I approached to pick them up and shut them inside the house, but simply squatted to await their fate. Fear had been stamped out of them along with all other natural responses, and they would have done just the same had I been a fox.

         Rehab was painfully slow, but day by day our little flock made progress towards becoming real hens again. Eight weeks after I brought them home, their missing feathers began to sprout as stubble, making them look even more unappetising than when they were naked. Egg production stopped abruptly after the first week, which was rather a blow, but instead of looking at worms and insects with disgust, and ignoring all the leftover scraps from our table, they started to peck at the grass and make tentative efforts to scratch at loose soil.
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         We scooped out a shallow pit in their pen and filled it with mixed sand and ash, and a few days later it was a joy to see the most adventurous bird carefully lower herself into the dustbath, scuffling with evident pleasure and afterwards risking a rudimentary preen.

         Perhaps the most surprising thing about these intensively reared, selectively bred, artificially housed automata was how quickly they developed individual personalities when living in natural conditions. One was bold and curious, a born leader of hens, and soon claimed her place at the top of the pecking order. As soon as they were let out in the morning, another would make a crazy dash for the wire-netting fence surrounding their run, and flutter against it as if trying to fly. They were quite noisy birds, but their clucking did not seem matched to the laying of eggs, as in normal hens – they just kept it up all the time. Pathetic as they were, they embodied something that had been lacking in our new home.
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         Their chance arrival reminded me strongly of the way my parents used to add all manner of waifs and strays to what they referred to as ‘the strength’.

         Whenever it was suggested that yet another hungry mouth of uncertain value, dubious provenance, and visibly down on its luck should be added to those already thronging their Radnorshire farm, my father and mother would exchange a look and a nod, and one would say. ‘Well, why not? We’ll put him (or her, or them) on the strength,’ and with those words the newcomer or comers would acquire the right to a comfortable billet until death or some change of fortune removed him, her, or them.

         I imagined the strength as a sort of infinitely expandable tent-cum-trampoline, impartially supporting and sheltering the motley crew that sought refuge there, making no distinction between those with two legs or four.

         Among the human castaways taken on to it, I remember a morose submariner, who had unluckily developed claustrophobia. This so badly hampered his career that in desperation he turned his back on the sea and bought a rundown hill farm, which he had no idea how to manage. After a number of plagues, collapses, deaths and disasters, he turned to my parents for advice, and was taken on the strength until he should recover his equilibrium. Though he was gloomy company, seldom spoke and never joked, he did give me one piece of advice worth remembering. Never pick a fight on a submarine.

         I immediately assumed this was the cause of his troubles, and imagined him cowering in the bowels of the tiny vessel, deep in the dark water, trying to evade his enemy – but although his flirtation with agricultural life proved short-lived, it had a fairytale ending. About a year later, he met and married a clever, sensitive woman who owned a bookshop in Hereford; sold the farm, and left us to work as her business advisor.

         Several war-widows were taken on the strength while they mopped their tears and readjusted to single life; and so were a succession of Antipodean cousins. The glowing-skinned girls stripped off at every opportunity to bask decoratively in whatever weak rays the Welsh sun provided, and made a very welcome distraction for passing tractor-drivers.

         They threw themselves with enthusiasm into the social life of the Wye Valley, and one married a local lord, but the male visitors from Down Under were not so easy to please. They tended to be tough, spare, laconic young men with leathery complexions and eyes meshed in wrinkles from scanning the far blue yonder. They reckoned flocks and herds in thousands, and were dismissive of small-scale Welsh farming, hardly bothering to hide their contempt for people who called the vet when sheep were ill instead of simply cutting their throats. One went so far as to remark after a tour of the lambing-shed, ‘Back home, all these would be culls,’ a brutally frank assessment which greatly annoyed my mother.

         On the strength, too, were foreign teenagers who hoped to improve their English, lovelorn South Africans getting over marital ructions, and the less-than-academic sons and daughters of friends whose parents had despaired of seeing them gainfully employed in dark suits in the City, or even of getting them into Agricultural College. However willing, they seldom had the temperament nor the necessary skills to be much use on the farm. Nevertheless they touchingly believed they were working for their keep, and the strength supported them uncomplainingly.

         Four-legged refugees were made equally welcome, though their economic input was zero. In some cases it might even have been reckoned a costly burden, as when Shirley, who milked the cows and lived in a caravan, landed a promising living-in job in Worcestershire, only to find her prospective employer react with horror to the idea of accommodating Bonnie, her elderly Clumber spaniel.

         In her frolicsome youth, Bonnie had probably deserved her name, but now her joints were stiff, her lower lids drooped, and a whiff of her long curly ears made you gasp. Shirley’s choice was stark: she could take the job or the dog, but not both. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll keep her here on the strength,’ my father said equably when she broke the doleful news. So Bonnie lived out her remaining years stretched full length across the hearth-rug in front of the wood-burning stove, ensuring that everyone else sat in a whistling draught.

         An even less rewarding dependent was Blacky, a heavy-crested superannuated part-Shire horse from a neighbouring farm, rescued on her way to the knacker. Though she would happily carry several children at once on her broad back, she resolutely declined any meaningful work either in chains, which would have been quite useful and taken the pressure off the little grey Fergie 20, nor would she pull either cart or gambo. She would stand like a rock to be harnessed, and backed willingly enough into the shafts, but thereafter neither clucking nor whipping would induce her to move. You could lead her a few paces, and then on went the brakes in the equine equivalent of a sit-down strike.

         She took good care of herself though, did Blacky, in winter eating as much hay as three small ponies, and – worse – she seemed to be perpetually in season. Since she thought nothing of breaking through our admittedly rather straggly and fragile hedges in search of romance, much time and effort was spent either searching for her or blocking the resulting gaps – ‘glatting’ as it was known locally, and no one’s favourite occupation. Despite this wilful refusal to recognise which side her bread was buttered, the strength supported Blacky for several years before she finally resumed her interrupted journey.

         Then there was the bantam found sitting tight on her eggs in a load of straw, and a succession of unofficial dogs such as Joe, a skulking, shifty-eyed collie who had been turned out to live rough for some undisclosed crime, and was careful never to come within range of a stroking hand which might turn into a grabbing one. He would join in sheep-gathering operations on a freelance basis, and vanish again like a shadow, only returning to indent for rations when the other dogs were fed. His contemporary, Dawn, an emaciated pointer with a deformed jaw, was wished on my mother somehow, though she was a bag of nerves and useless on a grouse-moor; and another semi-permanent recruit to the strength was Bonzo, a canny, four-square, smooth-coated terrier who really belonged to the blacksmith, but would frequently put in an appearance at the witching hour of dog-dins.

         No one grudged him his ration for, although not built for speed, Bonzo was an ace rabbiter. While the other dogs raced yapping in circles after their quarry, wasting energy and making a lot of noise, Bonzo would trot quietly to the exact point in the hedge where the rabbit planned to escape and wait patiently in ambush until he could chop it with a perfectly-timed pounce.

         His rat-killing technique, too, was a marvel to behold. As the rick of oat-sheaves dwindled before the threshing machine, first a trickle and then a grey flood of fleeing rodents would pour out through the narrow gap between the barn door and the tractor whose belt was driving the machine. Positioning himself in the gap, like Horatius on the bridge, Bonzo would stand four-square,  flicking one rat after another over his shoulder in a slick, almost casual gesture that broke their necks with a single shake, leaving only the slimmest of pickings for any boy with a gun stationed beyond him.
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         Another dependent no one in their senses would have chosen was a beautiful, slinky, sealpoint Siamese queen whom Mummy saw dicing with death amid Hereford’s market-day traffic.

         When neither vets nor police could discover her owner, Marquesa (as we called her) was taken on the strength, and by sheer force of will soon evicted the resident cats from the farmhouse. Confident that her beauty and charm would always disarm criticism, she shamelessly exhibited all the faults for which Siamese are noted. As well as yowling constantly in a loud, complaining voice, she was a sneak-thief and bird-killer, a torturer of mice and shredder of loose covers, but the single act for which she is best remembered in the family was when she secretly, silently, gave birth to four kittens while sitting on the lap of a visitor watching television.

         I liked my parents’ open-handed acceptance of the principle that every waif and stray who asked for asylum should get it. While I was working in London and coming home only at odd weekends, I was hard put to it to catch up with news of the characters and foibles of the latest arrivals who had been added to the strength since my last visit, and when to my great delight my husband and I, together with our baby daughter, moved from our sixth-floor flat near Paddington to take on the lease of the handsome brick-and-flint farmhouse in the Chilterns where Duff had been brought up, my private plan was to gather animals – though not so many humans – round us in just the same way.

         From the beginning, I recognised that it would have to be done on a smaller scale. Though the house was surrounded by a two-thousand-acre estate belonging to Duff’s godfather, our own domain only stretched to the garden itself and perhaps an acre and a half of former orchard in front of the house, dominated by a couple of huge old Whiteheart cherry trees and a few dwarfish apples, dock-riddled and bisected by a rough farm track, a perfect starvation paddock for any pony prone to laminitis, but definitely not the place for valuable bloodstock.

         The house was unusual in that the front door was seldom used. Though the building had clearly been designed to be approached uphill through the wood, across our paddock and through the garden to the front door, at some time in the past farming convenience had decreed that the back door should serve as the main entrance. This opened inward and took a bit of a push, putting you off-balance as you stumbled down two steps into a dark, dank bootroom floored with red flagstones, with a former wash-house dominated by a grim old copper for boiling laundry, but now used to store coal and firewood in separate bunkers on the left, and the door to the big, bare, brick-floored  kitchen, with its old-fashioned, black, cast-iron cooking-range on your right. All through Duff’s boyhood, he had ceremoniously lit this range at dawn on Christmas Day in order to roast the turkey, but I quickly decided this was one tradition ripe for breaking, and stuck to the electric oven. The extra-large, shallow Belfast sink, however, was useful for all sorts of purposes unconnected with the preparation of food. After hunting, you could dump saddlery in it until you felt strong enough to tackle the muddy leather, or scrub boots; you could wash sleeping-bags or a dog that had rolled in something noxious with equal ease – in short, it was an absolute treasure.

         The kitchen was functional although far from cosy, but after this somewhat bleak approach to the house, it was an agreeable surprise to discover the large, well-proportioned rooms that made up the rest of it. Dining-room, library, nursery and sitting-room opened off a wide hall, with the garden door at one end in line with the original back door at the other, an arrangement which guaranteed maximum draughts whatever quarter the wind happened to be. Four big bedrooms plus a sliver of a dressing-room over the porch gave us plenty of space upstairs, and although there was only a single bathroom, two of the bedrooms were provided with basins.

         I already knew the house well, indeed much of our courtship had been conducted in and around it, and when we married and my parents-in-law decided to go their separate ways, we jumped at the chance of taking on the lease of Bromsden Farm, which they had rented since before the war. Luckily for us, much of the large solid furniture with which the house was furnished was unsuited to either of their new homes and remained in situ to augment what we brought from London.

         We moved on Grand National Day 1964, listening to the race as we slogged down the Cromwell Road through heavy rain and heavy traffic with our ten-month-old daughter Alice in the back of the car, under the watchful eye of the first person to be taken on to our own embryo strength, Nannie Barker. She had looked after Duff and his sister as small children, before they were taken to America when the second World War broke out in 1939, and had remained in touch with my mother-in-law throughout two decades and the raising of two other families.

         Now, at the age of 60, she had qualified for and been offered a council flat in Stevenage, but her still-burning spirit of adventure made her reluctant to retire to its claustrophobic comfort, and she readily agreed to my suggestion that she should live with us and look after our children.

         Any suggestion of pay she refused out of hand. ‘I’ve never paid tax in my life, and don’t want to start now,’ she said briskly. ‘I’ve got my pension, and that’s enough for me.’

         She was a trim, neat-figured little person with greying black curls and a round, guileless face, prominent exopthalmic eyes behind large, flamboyant, sparkly spectacles, tilted at the corners, and after a lifetime’s experience she had a powerful rapport with babies and young children. The cooing, soothing, repetitious babble in which she communicated might drive strong men to drink, but it had a magical effect on small fry. Effectively she was a child-whisperer, capable of bringing even the naughtiest to heel without so much as raising her voice.

         Born in 1904, the third girl in a family that eventually numbered twelve children, she had begun looking after her siblings at a tender age, and as soon as she left the village school was engaged to care for the children of the local doctor, whose wife was a byword for parsimony.

         ‘Oh, but she was mean!’ Nannie would recall. ‘She used to scold me for spreading butter over the holes in the bread. When I told Mother about it on my day off, she took the loaf and she spread it with butter so thick you couldn’t hardly see the crust. ‘You eat that,’ she said. ‘I’ll give her butter in the holes!’’

         Though we heard little about her father, her mother was constantly quoted and was clearly a remarkable woman, keeping twelve children clean and fed, making sure they had polished boots and clean pinnies for school and trooping them off to Church every Sunday, all on the meagre wages of a farm labourer during one of the worst periods for British agriculture in the twentieth century.

         Having lived through two World Wars herself, Nannie knew everything there was to know about thrift, make-do-and-mend, and the many ways to recycle leftovers. Any form of profligacy or waste horrified her. She unravelled old jerseys and from the wool created multi-coloured crochet blankets. Her hands were always busy, making clothes for the children, knitting sweaters, or creating new skins for semi-eviscerated soft toys. She was a great believer in getting her charges out of doors in all weathers, and gallantly pushed them in our smart black London pram up and down the muddy lane as happily as if it had been the smooth pavement of Kensington Gardens.

         Although she must have been attractive as a young woman, she had never married and was, I think, repelled by sex in all its manifestations – though whether from some unfortunate personal experience or simply having seen too much of the result was never clear. She had a particular disparaging tone when speaking about men in general and, while acknowledging that they were necessary for the creation of her charges, one had the impression that she regarded most of them as a poor feckless lot. Certainly she much preferred the company and conversation of children.

         After spending so much of her life in other people’s houses, she was extremely good at fitting into different backgrounds and routines, and so few, so firmly held were her prejudices that we were careful to respect them. She would not, for instance, eat in the kitchen, and joined us only for the meals we had in the dining-room. She would not shop for food, had never driven a car, and preferred to sup alone in the nursery with the television. Nor did she like alcohol, which was just as well because the merest sniff of sherry or ginger wine at Christmas went straight to her head.

         We all considered it a happy coincidence that, although she was already drawing a pension, since her birthday fell on the ‘missing day’ – February 29th – when she joined us Nannie was still entitled to no more than 15 candles on her cake. Taking her on the strength was, as I quickly realised, the second-best spur-of-the-minute decision I ever made.
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         The farmhouse was surrounded on three sides by a garden, which had been extensively remodelled by my mother-in-law, when she began to live there permanently during the war. Determined to be as self-supporting as possible, she had turned a rectangle of former orchard below the house into a large vegetable patch surrounded by brick paths, skimming off the turf and digging compost into the unforgiving, flint-infested soil until it became productive enough to feed the household nearly all year round.

         There was fruit, too. Two large Blenheim Orange trees with the washing-line strung between them provided all the apples anyone could eat and plenty over; there were, besides, gooseberry, blackcurrant and raspberries, a firmly-established rhubarb plant, and a carefully tended bed of strawberries, while an area of lawn stolen from the little paddock – and which I would have liked to return to it – supported a magnificent walnut tree.

         Then there was also the original farm garden, a traditional long strip of lawn flanked by herbaceous borders full of (to me) unknown plants. Singlehandedly, my mother-in-law had dug and sown and reaped and mown, picked and stored and weeded and pruned for quarter of a century to keep this garden in good order, and the thought of the sheer physical effort it would take to maintain her standards made me feel quite faint.

         Like most children, I had taken practically no interest in my parents’ gardening efforts, and therefore had always been assigned boring, backbreaking jobs that required minimal skill. Weeding the drive just before visitors arrived was my particular bugbear.

         
            
               
                  Our England is a garden, and gardens are not made

                  By saying, ‘Oh, how beautiful!’ and sitting in the shade,

                  While better men than we go out and earn their working lives

                  By grubbing weeds from gravel paths with broken dinner knives,

               

            

         

         I was never quite sure why Kipling considered these unfortunates better men than me, nor did I ever quite achieve the poet’s triumphant apotheosis:

         
            
               
                  …When your back stops aching and your hands begin to harden

                  You will find yourself a partner in the Glory of the Garden

               

            

         

         but there was a certain satisfaction in comparing the clean, uniform aspect of the completed stretch with the spotty, uneven look of the unweeded section, and the precise technique – the carefully calibrated pressure – needed to pull up a beastly little tuft of bittercress from its lair in the chippings without breaking off its long fragile root, remains embedded in my fingertips to this day.

         Weeding gravel was, however, a pretty meagre preparation for the reality of managing our own garden, and Duff and I, together with the enthusiastic support of Nannie, embarked on a steep learning curve. Having the kiss of death on machinery, I was never entrusted with the mowing, nor did Duff take much interest in the flowers, but the rest we tackled together, and despite inevitable mistakes – planting a peartree where the east wind shrivelled its blossom year after year, siting an expensive hamamellis mollis within reach of a grazing horse – the garden became, if not exactly a glory, at least a continuing pleasure.
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         Returning to the first recruits to our own strength, we fast forward a year to a heatwave the following May, and the former half-naked captives were hard to recognise. Glossy, full-feathered, red-combed and nimble, they scratched and pecked and scavenged like real chickens.

         The great leap forward had followed the introduction of a bantam cock which a school-running neighbour found surplus to establishment. He was a stroppy, bossy, self-important little chap, very handsome; his body and wings a rich dark chestnut, with cape and tail-feathers shading into glossy black with green highlights. Having been chased and bullied by older, stronger birds in his youth, he now revelled in possessing his own little harem, and led the hens a merry dance, rounding them up and pointing out how delightful it was to peck at insects, kitchen scraps, worms, and all the other gourmet treats they had been deprived of in their youth.

         He would hold out his wings, peacock-fashion, and stamp round some chosen belle, or give sudden chase to one he fancied treading. The meek, submissive hens found these bouts of lust very puzzling at first. They would crouch down the moment he began his run, and lie doggo until he had had his way with them, but by degrees I think they began to enjoy his attentions and became much sharper in their responses as they followed him about the run, copying whatever he did.

         They even hopped up to the perches in the little henhouse – no great height, but leaving the ground represented a great advance on their first months with us when they crouched on the floor at night. After a brief lay-off during the moult, eggs were fairly pouring out of them again: supersize eggs with smooth, delicately brown shells and yolks of the purest gold. We all agreed that the long months of TLC were being amply repaid.

         The most tiresome hangover from their early career was their lack of time-sense. They would never retire voluntarily to their secure house at nightfall, but wait for some human to round them up, and as the days lengthened it became more and more difficult to remember to shut them up before predators made their nightly rounds. We knew there was at least one fox in close attendance because of the neat dropping with a cheekily twisted point which was often deposited by the gate to the run, and I suppose it was inevitable that sooner or later it would risk a raid.

         When it came, though, it was not at night but in the middle of a hot afternoon, when I was playing with the children in the sandpit and Nannie upstairs having her post-prandial snooze. I had filled a watering-can and was sprinkling it to and fro while the children shrieked and dodged, when suddenly a different sound cut through their squeals – a harsh, squawking screech, cut short abruptly. We all spun round and stared.

         ‘What’s that?’

         Nannie’s head appeared at the bedroom window. ‘Fox!’ she cried, pointing towards the holly hedge. ‘Look – over there!’

         I dropped the water and sprinted towards the chicken-run, where a snowstorm of whitish-brown feathers was drifting idly across the beaten earth and piling up against the wire fence. As I wrenched open the gate not one but two small foxes, probably cubs, each with the limp body of a hen in its mouth, froze where they stood and regarded me coolly. Mounds of feathers marked where other victims had died, and choking rage boiled up in me. After all the months of rehabilitation, it seemed too cruel that these hapless birds should be casually beheaded by a pair of marauding teenagers, their lives snuffed out just when they had become worth living.

         ‘Get out! Shoo!’ I roared, snatching up flints from the path and throwing them as hard as I could.

         Time to go, you could see one fox say to the other, and with unbelievable speed they melted away through the hole they had dug under the chicken-wire. A brief struggle as their feathered loot stuck in the gap, a few quick, expert tugs, and they were gone like shadows into the leafy shelter of the surrounding woods, leaving me to stare bleakly at the devastation they had wrought and brood on revenge.
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         It was a bitter end to our first experience of poultry-keeping but, as politicians remark after a catastrophe, lessons had been learnt, the first and most obvious being that foxes are bloody, bold, and resolute and hunt by day as well as by night, and the second that if chickenwire is expected to keep them out of the hen-run, it must be well dug in.

         ‘With an overlap,’ recommended the gamekeeper, who suffered from recurrent break-ins to his pheasant-rearing pens.

         So before buying any more hens, we gave the entire run an upgrade, laying a foot width of chicken-wire flat to the ground along an encircling trench before replacing the turf and stapling it to six-foot uprights. Duff then strengthened the gate, putting solid boards on the bottom and sinking a stout railway sleeper into the ground to act as a fox-proof lintel. He replaced all the shaky tongue-and-groove boards in the hen-house itself, and put thick new rubberised felt over the pitched roof.

         As one often finds when housing animals, the accommodation cost far more than the inmates. Once we began considering possibilities for break-in by fox rather than break-out  by hens, all sorts of security deficiencies became apparent. A branch overhanging the wire might provide a handy fox-ladder. It would have to go. The lid of the nesting-box was another vulnerable point. It could be pushed up by a questing nose and needed a strong catch. One by one the problems were identified and dealt with.

         ‘Impregnable,’ we agreed after several days’ concentrated work, looking with satisfaction at the revamped run, and the following week I paid the first of many visits to the Domestic Fowl Trust in search of pure-bred birds.

         So many breeds. So many gorgeous, extravagant feathered beauties. The difficulty was deciding which to choose. Though I knew in my heart that little meagre commercial hybrids ate less but laid far more reliably and far longer than ritzy purebreds, (and also that under my system of management they wouldn’t remain pure-bred for long), I couldn’t resist buying three proud, fluffy-footed, apricot Brahma hens and their tall consort, then adding a couple of slim, svelte Black Sumatra pullets, who looked as if they could outrun any fox, and a ridiculous Polish Chamois with pale grey plumage and the sort of hat worn by Audrey Hepburn in My Fair Lady’s Ascot scene.

         Proof that the Henwife bug had bitten deep lay in the fact that I hardly blinked at the resulting bill. Even in the ’Sixties, each adult bird cost between £10 and £15 – a very considerable outlay – and it is not surprising that I drove them home with extreme care.

         Installed in their new quarters, they began exploring at once, and showed none of the timidity of their predecessors. Indeed, they were thoroughly used to the crowds of humans who visited the Domestic Fowl Trust to peer into their individual runs, so to have the freedom of a large grassy pen with no wire underfoot suited them just fine. Grassy, that is, for about a month. Chickens – no matter how blue-blooded – have a unique propensity for creating squalor in their surroundings, and once they had pecked and scratched the turf to mud, then excavated the driest parts of the run to create dustbaths, the whole area more closely resembled a mini Passchendaele than a gentleman’s lawn. Moles added their mite to the destruction by throwing up heaps of fresh soil, and then – oh horror! – rats started to flock to the bonanza of kitchen scraps.
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         The first person to encounter a ‘very big mouse’ in the hen-house was the gently-nurtured three-year-old daughter of London friends, to whom I had offered the thrill of collecting eggs straight from the nesting-box. Though she wasn’t shaken by finding a large, scaly-tailed rodent feasting on spilt yolk, I was. After yet another intensive bout of carpentry, the chicken run was beginning to look like Stalag Luft III, and as winter rain turned the bare soil to mud, the spectacular feathered feet which were the Brahmas’ chief beauty, became sadly bedraggled.

         Nothing for it, we decided, but to let them out completely. No more wire runs. No more clipping of flight-feathers. We would give them the freedom of garden and farmyard by day, shutting them up at night in a secure shed, and let them take their chance with foxes, dogs, heavy machinery, and all the other hazards inseparable from country living. We hoped that, although there would inevitably be accidents and losses, these would come singly rather than in battalions. Given a sporting chance to save themselves, the fittest would survive, adapting and breeding in true Darwinian fashion, and creating a flock of super-hens who could outsmart all their enemies.

         That was the theory, and no one was more surprised than me when, broadly speaking, that was exactly what happened. It set the pattern for our poultry-keeping, wherever we happened to be living, for the next forty-five years.

         As well as providing a more satisfying life for the flock, it was far more fun for us to see them au naturel – unconfined, busy about their complex affairs, constantly on the lookout for danger or for food, instinctively operating within a strict social hierarchy.

         Top of the pecking-order in that first truly free-range flock was the stately Brahma cock we called Gandhi, who was quick and ruthless about punishing any younger male with ideas above his station. Even a reedy-voiced teenager who dared to crow too close to him received a vicious stab, which pulled out a clump of feathers. Attempting to seduce a hen merited a prolonged chase, which often ended with the would-be ravisher bloody about the comb.

         Like all animals, chickens prefer the company of their own kind, and are acutely aware of differences between breeds. Next in influence and importance were the Brahma hens, always invited to be the first to partake of any delicacy while the old cock stood sentinel over them. The Black Sumatra hens he treated in an offhand, cavalier fashion, letting them eat only when his true wives had finished, and making it clear that although they belonged to his flock they were second-class citizens. When the inevitable inter-breeding between the races produced a generation of Black Sumatrans with feathery feet, he seemed to prefer them to their smooth-legged mothers. By then, though, there were several young cocks coming up through the ranks, and the old boy’s supremacy was on the wane.

         It was a sad day when I found him crouching in a clump of nettles, his head crusted with dried blood and defeat in his eyes. There must have been a titanic battle to reduce him to such a shadow of his pompous self, and though we patched him up physically, he never fully recovered his nerve.

         I had feared that, free to roam where they pleased, the chickens might disappear into the surrounding beechwoods and be lost for ever, but in fact the little flock established its own boundaries, which extended no more than a hundred yards from the farmhouse in any direction, and their days quickly acquired a routine dictated by the position of the sun. They were constantly on the move, but their movements were predictable and I always knew where to find them.

         As soon as the door of their shed was opened, they would hurry off to the sunniest corner of the Dutch barn, and for the next couple of hours you could be sure they would be hanging out there, feeding, quarrelling, preening, laying eggs, and loudly announcing that they had done so.

         Then it would be time to seek shade and scuffle in dustbaths, something we sought to discourage in the vegetable garden, though with only limited success. Afternoon would find them perched on fences or the low branches of trees; as evening drew on they would visit the corn-hopper hanging from a beam outside the stables, and then when the light began to fade they would home in on their shed. One last drink, and they would flutter up to a favourite roost, make a few disobliging remarks to whoever was next in line, and by dusk they would be settled for the night, so all we had to do was slam and bolt the door.

         Another pleasure – particularly for a household with children – is seeing the way chickens dispose of table scraps. Apart from lettuce, oranges and olives, nothing is too exotic for them to enjoy. Curry is a particular favourite, a reminder of their Asiatic roots, and leftover pasta or stale cake sends them into a frenzy of delight.

         Though we tried to keep track of their nests and always had plenty of eggs for the house, we must have missed hundreds along the way. Whenever I found a nest containing more than seven or eight, it seemed prudent to drop them in a bowl of water to test their freshness. Discovering an embryo chick in the eggs one is about to scramble is a sure way to kill one’s appetite. On one occasion Duff invited a gang of visiting children to collect all they could find in the straw bales stacked up high in the Dutch barn, offering a rate of sixpence per egg. Great was his consternation when the search-party returned, covered in bits of straw, with 180 eggs, some of them very old indeed, in their plastic buckets.

         Every so often, a hen would secretly build up a clutch in some hidden corner and settled down to brood them. At first, when I became aware of this, I used to wait until dark and then carefully transfer her into a secure coop, but only the most docile hens would tolerate this treatment. Most of them would start to stamp about and rage at their confinement, smashing their eggs in the process. It was, I found, better not to interfere, and let them take their chance. During the three weeks when she is using all her heat and energy to incubate her eggs, a hen – or any sitting bird – gives off so little scent that a predator can pass close by without winding her.

         In the warmest part of the day, when she senses that her nest will not chill for half an hour, she will leave it briefly while she forages, drinks, and fluffs up her feathers. Hurrying about with ruffled plumes and an air of preoccupation, brusquely repelling any attempt at fraternisation by the cock, pecking frantically at corn as she tanks up for the next session of sitting, her demeanour is unmistakably that of a harassed mother-to-be, and during these short forays I would be able to inspect the nest, remove obviously addled eggs, and sprinkle water to dampen the remaining ones. This gives the hatchling a better chance of breaking out of the shell, particularly if the hen has chosen a dry spot among haybales or on top of a wall.

         Standing there in the quiet of the barn, I would hear the tiny chip-chip of egg-teeth – the prominent hook on the beak which Nature provides as a hammer – as the chicks tapped away at their prison, but despite the powerful temptation to take a peek at what was going on under the feathers, it was vital to leave well alone until the hen herself decided to give her family a look at the world.

         The hatching process might take forty-eight hours if several different hens had contributed to the nest. It was tantalising to catch a glimpse of fluff as the first cheeper moved within the cocoon of feathers, but – as I eventually learned – the iron rule was No Interference.

         In the early days, worried that the first-hatchers might be hungry or thirsty, I tried putting a saucer of water or a few chick-crumbs within reach, but it was always a mistake. Either the hen would reach out to peck the food, crushing any egg still in the process of hatching, or a new chick would topple into the water and get chilled. Having satisfied her appetite, the hen would not be spurred by hunger-pangs into leaving the nest at the right moment.

         One way and another it was much better to let well alone.

         When she did eventually sally forth from the messy, dishevelled nest, she let everyone know the extent of her triumph. Clucking continuously, with legs bent and wings held out like an umbrella, the new mother would usher the tiny balls of fluff into the open, carefully shielding them from wind and rain, and attacking with the utmost ferocity anyone who took too close an interest. In some warm, sheltered spot, she would gather the chicks round and begin to demonstrate vital life-skills.

         Scratching. Pecking the soil. Dipping miniscule beaks into water and raising their heads to let it trickle down their throats.

         While they were thus engaged, I would put on rubber gloves and hastily clear out the abandoned nest, removing broken shells, soiled bedding and unhatched eggs. These burst like miniature grenades, releasing a really horrible smell, but it was imperative to break them, preferably by throwing them against a tree, because if left intact they would lie in the muckheap for months, the smell getting worse all the time, until eventually someone trod on them.

         Many and varied are the survival instincts programmed into the chicks from the moment they hatch. With a single warning cluck, soft and guttural, the hen can silence their incessant cheeping and freeze them into immobility while she waits for danger to pass. Family discipline is tight. If the menacing shadow of a crow or buzzard appears overhead, or a domestic predator – dog, cat, or human – comes too close, she will attack with reckless valour. Even horses and cows retreat hurriedly, their body-language saying, ‘Sor-ree! My mistake,’ in the face of an onslaught by a furious, fluffed-up mother hen.

         Her colleagues also give her a wide berth while the chicks are tiny. The bold, bossy, bullying cocks stand back humbly while she feeds, and other hens move away if she shows an inclination to scratch in a particular spot.

         Though she will defend her chicks to the death, a hen’s charity does not extend to youngsters from another brood – rather the reverse. Once I had two clutches hatch on consecutive days, but when both sets of chicks were barely a week old, one of the mothers was killed by a dog. I collected up four tiny orphans who had hidden in the nettles, and when darkness fell I pushed them underneath the surviving hen in a secure coop. She moved her feathers to accommodate the newcomers, and settled back with the augmented brood, and I tiptoed away, thinking that come morning she wouldn’t be able to distinguished between her own offspring and the interlopers.

         My mistake.

         As soon as I opened the coop in the sunlight, the adoptive mother gave a loud squawk, sprang in the air, and beat her wings wildly, terrifying all the chicks, which scattered and hid. Then with soft, confidential clucks, she called them towards her, but only her own family recognised her voice and ran to her, while the orphans fled still farther away. Solomon himself couldn’t have devised a neater way of establishing their true parentage.

         For the best part of a month, hen and chicks remain close together, scuttling here and there, pecking and scratching, sleeping as a single unit. Then, gradually they drift apart. As the chicks’ downy fluff is replaced by proper feathers, instinct tells them that safety lies in height, leading them to perch on any handy rail or branch, while the hen’s periods of brooding them on the ground become correspondingly shorter.

         They start to scorn the safety of the coop, perching in a rebellious row on its ridge, refusing to go in unless caught by hand. Few jobs are more frustrating and time-consuming than trying to entrap lively chicks as dusk falls, and at this point I am inclined to throw in the towel, herd them into the shed with the adult birds, and hope they survive attacks by rats or their curmudgeonly seniors. Some do and some don’t. Unless you accept at the outset that Nature provides far more chicks than you can expect to grow to maturity, free-range poultry-keeping is not for you.

         Still, I admit it is harrowing to listen to the desperate cries of chicks when their mother flies cheerfully up to a perch they cannot reach, and stamps about, peering down and calling them to join her. Again and again they flutter as high as they can, only to fall back, defeated.

         One answer is to prop a stepladder against the beam and encourage the chicks to hop up, rung by rung; but it could be argued that this is taking TLC too far. The fact is that, left alone, the hen will solve the dilemma in one of two ways. Either she will accept that she has jumped the gun, and fly down to brood her family on the floor, or the little things will find a perch halfway up, where she will finally join them, expertly tucking them under her wings and silencing the cheeping for the next eight or nine hours.

         For a few more weeks this happy arrangement continues, and then one day – quite abruptly, without warning – the hen severs the family connection. Off she goes to start laying again and fraternising with the rest of the flock, and drives away the half-grown chicks if they try to make a claim on her. It is as if she is saying, ‘Right. I’ve taught you all I can. Now you’re on your own.’

         Curiously enough, given their suffocating closeness up to that point, the youngsters accept this change in their circumstances with very little protest. The strongest will appoint himself leader, and for about three months the little band will behave very much like human teenagers. They hang about on the fringes of society, refuse to go to bed until very late and, in the case of the reedy-voiced cockerels, make themselves a thorough nuisance, harassing elderly females with improper suggestions and sparring noisily.

         How those young cocks love fighting! Anything or everything will set them off, ruffling neck feathers, raising and lowering their beaks in a duellist’s salute, and then suddenly springing together with raking spurs and buffeting wings. The more evenly matched they are, the worse the conflict. They go at it hammer and tongs until one of the combatants turns tail and runs. Even then he may think better of it and swing round for another bout, but despite all the sound and fury these are only practice fights, and it is rare for a youngster to be seriously injured.

         When mature cocks do battle it is another story. You can see that they actually want to kill one another, and once defeated even the most vainglorious supremacist becomes a craven shadow of his former self. The weakness of their vanquished lord is ruthlessly emphasised by his wives, who scold and peck him, for kicking a man when he is down is a favourite sport among poultry. When I asked Duff to shoot one ancient cock with a .22, instead of going through the hassle of catching and executing him, the old bird collapsed with a squawk, stone dead, and in an instant all his mates set on the corpse, stamping and pecking with distressing ferocity, as if they had been waiting for this opportunity for months. Vae victis.

         Brutal as it sounds, putting an abrupt full stop to an ailing bird is often the kindest thing to do. Besides, it minimises the risk of some bug spreading through the flock. When you notice the feathers around a bird’s vent clogged up with whitish discharge, the sensible thing is to cull it at once. Coccidiosis is a common culprit, but there are many strains. Testing a sample of faeces and treating with the appropriate antibiotic is a waste of time and money, because even if the bird recovers it is unlikely to lay again.

         The same goes for the lordly Cock of the Walk, when he is beaten in fair fight. His body may heal, but his spirit is broken, and all the other birds know it. For a week or two he may skulk furtively on the outskirts of the flock, but it is only a matter of time before he fails to make it to the shelter of the shed at night, and by morning there will be just a drift of feathers to mark his passing.

         Chicks face so many hazards in their first days of life that no more than a quarter are likely to reach maturity. That said, I have known some astonishing survivals against the odds, as in the case of a day-old chick, separated from its siblings during a thunderstorm, who failed to reappear when the sun came out and the hen summoned her brood together, yet we knew it must be alive, because we could hear it cheeping.

         Like human babies, chicks have disproportionately loud voices, and we scoured every inch of the covered yard, trying to locate the frantic peep-peep-peep that seemed to be coming from anywhere and everywhere. It was nearly dark and the sound was growing weak when our daughter, Alice, shone a torch through the grille of a storm-drain, and spotted the chick some eighteen inches below ground, balanced on a couple of straws, in imminent peril of being washed down the pipe.

         That was a very lucky escape. More often you see the family dwindle gradually, as one chick after another meets its fate, but as my mother used to say bracingly, if they all survived, the world would be taken over by chickens, and who wants that?
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