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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk 
         
  
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
  
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better – be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables, or writing a novel.
  
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
  
         You can also go directly to www.the-urban-hen.co.uk which is part of the main How To website.
  
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in their books. Now, when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
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         Read this, it’s probably the best part of the book.  
         
  
         The best place for a chicken is to be with a human that will understand and care for it properly. Keeping hens in the town is possibly the first step to human independence at the family level, but it does need some working at, and consequently this book explores some of the aspects of keeping poultry in confined spaces.
 
         FREE RANGE OR NOT?
 
         Free-range chickens are allowed to roam, within reason, almost wherever they want to. That’s the general perception anyway. Commercial free-range birds might only ever have as much space as a sheet of A4 to themselves, but they can move around. Organic free-range hens have fields and feed and freedom, but you can give them an even better experience of life in your own garden. A modern hen hut, be it made from wood as in an ark or plastic as in the eglu, comes with a run either at the side of the hut or underneath it. This way the birds can come outside and enjoy plenty of fresh air in a protected zone from predators. 
         
  
         This isn’t exactly free range, but is perfect for a couple of birds. All they need is food, water, a little free space and a partner! Perfect!
 
         POLLUTION
 
         Some urban spaces have problems from their history. My first hens were kept in a garden that I found out later to be contaminated with some dreadful chemicals from a local factory and I had to replace the soil. Thankfully the Clean Air Act has made atmospheric pollution much better, but I would hesitate keeping hens within a few metres of a major road, partly for the noise and disturbance to the birds and partly because of the benzene derivatives that come in exhaust.
  
         Be careful about where you site the birds and take careful note of sewage, soil-borne pollution, noise, smoke and air pollution, oil and general rubbish. Try to keep them in quiet, clean places that are safe from predators. If you happen to live near a municipal tip or waste disposal centre then protect your birds from gulls and take extra precautions against rats.
  
         REGIME
 
         I have outlined a regime that most poultry keepers would find onerous simply to emphasise the extra care needed in an urban situation. Poultry keeping in the town, where the neighbours abut on either side of the garden fence has implications not found in the less urban situation. Above all, this means removing food at night and keeping stores of food away from rats and mice. These two animals are the cause of more complaints than anything else, and you should make sure your hens are kept in pristine conditions, not for their sake, but for the neighbours!
         
 
         WHY KEEP HENS AT ALL?
 
         The supermarket shelves are full of eggs; the cold displays are full of chicken meat. You can buy free-range chicken meat and eggs from ultra cosseted hens on farms that would be considered a five star hen hotel, if you like. You can also buy the other sort for a lot less money. Buy why keep hens at all when it makes financial sense to simply buy their products from the supermarkets? You can certainly buy according to your conscience, and still make a good saving compared to keeping the birds themselves.
  
         The simple answer is that hens are lovely; poultry are pretty and simply being near them gladdens the heart and lifts the spirit. Hens are a wonderful contradiction between vulnerability and ruggedness. They are capable of living happily in the most extreme circumstances and yet one is left with the overwhelming desire to care for them.
  
         They are the very best way of instigating a sense of care and responsibility in children, individual tasks are not usually onerous or difficult to understand. Their simple needs are easy to grasp and when a child assimilates the needs of another creature and does something to meet those needs, civilisation is in good hands.
  
         There are material benefits – great eggs for one. Maybe you have never tasted a fried egg that was laid minutes ago. It is a wholly different experience; the yolk sits proud of a firm white and the egg doesn’t swill around the pan as though it was mostly water, which it is. Fresh eggs are a boon, whichever hen they come from. The eggs of a Rhode Island Red are big, round and rich, but contain no more nutrients than the smaller egg of a bantam. 
         

         Secondary benefits include a never-ending supply of manure for the garden. Hens produce about a handful of manure a day; over a year that’s a lot of handfuls! Manure produced by poultry is excellent for composting, perfect for cabbages and other brassicas, and is the mushroom growing medium par excellence. Mixed with straw you can get a year round supply of breakfast mushrooms to go with your breakfast eggs. If only chickens laid bacon.
 
         WHY KEEP HENS IN TOWN?
 
         Why do people complain about hens in the garden? A list of the complaints I have had on an inner city estate in Manchester:
 
         
            They attract rats

            They smell

            They are unhygienic

            They spread diseases

            It’s cruel

            They are noisy

            Their housing is ugly

            They fly over the fence and spoil my garden

            They will attack the children

            They frighten my poodle

         
 
         Hens don’t attract rats
 
         Rats are not interested in poultry at all. They are interested in the excess food left behind when we feed poultry too much. There are two measures you need to ensure hens are not attracting rats. They need a house to sleep in and lay that stands proud of the earth. If there is daylight between the floor and the hen hut, you are most likely not to ever see a rat. Secondly, only feed the hens enough for the day and remove the excess at night. Then keep the feed away from the hens, in some locked cupboard, and you are more or less guaranteed to never see a rat.
         
 
         Hens don’t smell
 
         Well they do, a bit. It’s a pleasant smell. They smell bad when they are not cleaned out; they are fed food from the kitchen that is not eaten and goes off when left. They smell when the litter is not cleaned away and droppings left to build up for weeks on end.
  
         In truth, hens are very easy on the nose if looked after properly. It should be mentioned that you do need to work harder at keeping birds in the city than in the country simply because there are not so many people in the country to notice smells or complain about this or that.
 
         Hens are not unhygienic
 
         On the contrary, they spend hours cleaning themselves. Hygiene problems occur when the hen is not carefully cared for. Very little care is needed to keep both hens and the neighbours happy. There is no real reason why they should be noticed at all.
 
         Hens do not spread diseases
 
         By now you are getting the point that hens are perfectly safe. Recent problems with salmonella have largely been eradicated by stringent inoculation, and you are probably never going to buy a hen that has not already been treated for the disease. Poultry diseases do not affect people on the whole and as long as a basic regime of feeding and cleaning is maintained there should be no problems at all.
         
  
         Avian flu is nothing to do with chickens per se, being brought into the country by wild birds, usually geese and swans. The chances of a wild animal causing your flock any problems are as near to zero as to make no difference. A passing bird is just as likely to let its droppings fall on your neighbour.
 
         It is not cruel to keep hens in town
 
         Anyone keeping chickens in a responsible, informed manner are doing hen-kind a great service. One more in a back garden with room to roam, one less in a battery cage or, worse still, a huge chicken shed living an Orwellian nightmare.
 
         Hens are not noisy
 
         Cockerels are – but you don’t need them. Hens make soft, warm chuckles in the morning, quite conducive to sleep. When they are laying they make louder chuckles, and maybe the odd screech (well you try doing it!), but that’s all. By the time the neighbours have heard the chuckling, the bok bocking, they will smile in amusement at the egg laying noises. Another one from Gerty!
 
         Hen houses don’t have to be ugly
 
         You could knock a few boxes together and shelter hens in them and it would make a very comfortable home. But you can make with a little care or buy cheaply some very presentable structures for keeping hens. There are some hen houses that will make the neighbours positively green with envy. There are huts out there made from plastic and wood, and the designs are never ending. A well thought out hen house will add value to the garden and consequently the house. 
         
 
         Hens don’t have to fly
 
         I bought hens at a market for the first time, knowing nothing about them. I put them into my hen run on the allotment and the next morning they were all over the plots eating other people’s vegetables. I learned the lesson pretty quick that if you trim the flight feathers on one wing the birds cannot get over the fence in the first place. This process doesn’t hurt the hens – it’s just like going for a haircut.
 
         They don’t have to attack the children
 
         A cockerel might, if allowed, attack any small child. It’s their way. Females never attack anyone unless provoked. The answer is not to keep cockerels. You don’t need them for eggs and unless you like their fine colours, or want to breed from them or you are going to eat them, they are a waste of food in the urban garden.
 
         They frighten my poodle
 
         Don’t buy a poodle. Self evident that one. Truthfully, introducing pets together is a controlled affair. You can condition your pets to encounters with hens very easily and within a short time you can have them coexisting comfortably.
 
         CHECK YOUR DEEDS – ARE YOU ALLOWED TO KEEP POULTRY?
 
         Before you embark on keeping hens in the garden you need to have a check on the deeds to your property. If you live in a house that is pre WW2 then you should have no problems about keeping livestock unless you live in very select London suburbs like Kensington, where the control of livestock by deed was more common pre war. 
         
  
         The only legal objection to keeping poultry will be found in the deeds to your house. If there is no embargo on livestock, you can go ahead.
  
         If you live in a council house there is a longstanding right for people to be able to keep poultry in gardens. There have been a number of attempts to do away with this but the recent upsurge in poultry keeping has meant that for the most part council properties still allow poultry so long as there is a garden big enough to accommodate them. If there is an objection to keeping poultry on council property it will be listed in your tenancy agreement.
  
         The situation with private tenants is somewhat different. Each landlord can decide for him or herself if they are going to permit poultry on the property, even if the original deeds to the house raise no objections. Again, check your tenancy agreement.
 
         YOU HAVE TO WORK HARDER TO KEEP HENS IN THE CITY
 
         In all cases, whether you own your own property or you rent it, you have to be extra vigilant. If your neighbour or landlord objects to you keeping hens in the garden there are many ways they can stop you. They can complain to the health inspector, the environmental health department, the rent office and so on. They can claim nuisance and get you into all sorts of trouble with the RSPCA just by complaining.
  
         You need to demonstrate at all times that you are taking utmost care with the animal’s welfare, the cleanliness of the garden, the way you remove and compost the litter, everything. And on top of this, a box of eggs every now and then goes a long way to keeping everyone happy.
  
         You need to keep everyone happy if you are going to keep hens in an urban garden! 
         
 
         A WORD ABOUT HOLIDAYS
 
         Poultry should never be left alone to fend for themselves. The bonus about hens is that they don’t miss you, and they are therefore easy animals to foster out to another poultry lover. If you are going to ask a neighbour to look after them, make sure they have been through the routine several times before letting them loose on your girls. You don’t want a bill from the fire brigade for rescuing your animals from the top of the church roof.
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         The decision to keep chickens in the garden at home is an exciting one, but now there is much to be done and things to consider. This chapter will tell you how to prepare for your first hens, where to house them and what to house them in.
 
         HENS IN THE GARDEN
 
         Security
 
         Security in the garden is paramount. You should have a good set of fencing that people cannot get over or through and if possible the same goes for other people’s pets. Lay garden shale or stones on the floor so you can hear unwanted visitors approach the house and if you have room an impenetrable and painful looking hedge inside the fences will act as a double deterrent. My own garden is only 10 metres long by 10 metres wide, but by the path at the end I have 2.5 metres of thick hedge that not even an elephant could push through.
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         More than anything you should put your hen hut out of sight. The less attention you draw to them the better. This will cut down worries from the neighbours and unwanted attention from youths. Most young people are wonderful, inquisitive and love to admire chickens. The idea of hens providing eggs is fascinating to young people and, having shown them, you will usually find they are not only protective and loyal but they respect the idea that hens need peace.
 
         However, there are too many instances of vandalism and it is wise to keep your birds in a protected position.
 
         Physical factors
 
         Hens do well in bright, airy, calm conditions. They love a little shade in the summer and protection from driving rain in the winter. They like to scratch in the ground and eat insects and worms and they prefer to wander and perch. They love to explore and hunt out insects from around the garden.
         
 
         Perhaps the best thing is to place the hen house behind a single screen for privacy in a place where they are not overlooked. A tree or bush will provide some shelter from sunlight.
 
         What happens to the grass
 
         Hens scratch in the soil – they love it! There is nothing more encouraging to see their demeanour change when they are scratching and eating insects and worms. They also poo on the grass. If you have too many hens the grass soon becomes a muddy mess.
 
         On the other hand, the hens do build up an excess of parasites if they are on the same ground all the time. To prevent this they should either be allowed to roam over a wide area, so you need a big garden, or they should be restricted to a pit where you can remove the soil and the parasites altogether.
 
         You can make or buy a hut with a run suitable for a few hens (often enough) and the run area can be dug out and lined with pond liner. On top of this you can put any number of substrates: woodchip, compost and woodchip mixed, soil, even roll out some turf. Then after a few weeks this can be removed and composted.
 
         PREDATORS
 
         Raptors
 
         Everyone knows Mr Fox, but fewer know the impact of the increased population of raptors (birds of prey) in the city. In particular the increasing numbers of sparrowhawks in the city has become a particular threat. They will have a go at bantams, which they relish, but a full-sized hen is more of a challenge. However it is a challenge they are increasingly taking up. Trees make their task harder, and a run with a mesh roof is also important.
         
 
         Foxes
 
         The fox in the city is a sad beast. Anyone knowing the proud animal that leanly fleets around the countryside is saddened at their scavenging around the town, tipping dustbins and, in a fit of wildness, attacking chickens in gardens. He is best kept at bay with good security at the perimeter of the garden. Once they locate hens they will return time and again. Keep an eye out for signs of intrusion and, if you see any, be on the look out to scare the fox away. Once challenged they are much more skittish and will eventually give up if challenged nightly.
 
         We will look at this in more detail, but the hen house should not present any loose parts that give encouragement to a hard working paw. Make sure that the run is protected by good stiff mesh capable of taking punishment from a medium-sized wild animal, that the mesh is buried a foot under the ground and that any joins in the mesh are not only overlapped, but securely wired together.
 
         Rats
 
         These animals tend not to attack the hens themselves, but are more interested in the excess food. They are adept, however, at killing chicks and breaking into eggs. They are highly intelligent creatures and on their guard as to approaching humans.
 
         At some time or other rats will appear in the garden – after all the people on our street leave much more food about than the chickens do, and there are lots of rats about the place, it’s just that we are not used to seeing them. The problem with rats is not the animals themselves, but the diseases they carry. Everyone associates bubonic plague with rats but thankfully this no longer is a threat in the UK, though some people have recently contracted it in the United States.
         
 
         WEIL’S DISEASE
 
         This is also known as leptospirosis and is contracted via a bacterium, Leptospira interrogans. This causes a wide-ranging set of symptoms and can be controlled by antibiotics. It sometimes results in hospitalisation and in very rare cases will kill. About one in five rats carry the bacterium and they spread it around in their urine. Swimmers sometimes contract the disease and more commonly fishermen, who get it from water contaminated with rat urine.
 
         When you are cleaning your hut or around the chickens, always wear protective gloves and clothing. You are only in danger of becoming ill if infected liquid gets into the blood, so be sure you do not work with open cuts.
 
         If you see or suspect rats being in the area you should do something about it straight away. You can lay traps for them, poison them and keep a good ratter (dog or cat), but the numbers of rats are probably quite large, them coming from the general area. It is a good idea to raise the hen hut off the ground so that they cannot settle beneath and disguise the area by growing onions and garlic all around.
 
         The main defence against rats is to make sure the area is constantly and scrupulously clean, with no food left around for them to steal and continued vigilance.
 
         HEN HOUSING
 
         Simply because we are used to seeing hens kept in the most cramped conditions doesn’t mean this should be replicated in the garden. Hen houses should allow all the birds that use it to flap their wings (both at the same time) and have a decent volume of fresh air. There are certain small pyramidal type houses, normally referred to as arcs, which would really be suitable for only a single bird. They tend only to parade down the centre of the unit where there is greatest height.
         
 
         If you are going to buy such a design it is best that you get the largest you can afford. Alternatively only keep one or two birds in a small arc. The runs associated with this type of house are also quite small.
 
         Pecking order and small huts
 
         If you keep two (or more) birds in a confined space they will do what comes naturally and sort out who is boss and who is not. In a confined space this becomes a problem because simple clucking and pecking turns into bullying. Pecking syndrome, which we shall look at later, often leads to the death of the victim and the birds that are doing the pecking are difficult to get out of the habit. This syndrome is exacerbated by a lack of room.
 
         If you are buying a wooden hut make sure it is made from 19 mm ply at least. Such a lot of wood is hard to move around the garden for sure, but is enough protection for the birds against weather and predators, so long as the door is strong and tightly fitting. This thickness of wood provides thermal insulation for both hot days and cold nights. Make sure there is also adequate insulation.
 
         Panting and small huts
 
         Chickens, like dogs, sweat into their breath. A considerable amount of water is evaporated in exhaled breath and this tends to collect in the bedding material. Too many birds in small huts get colds very easily, something shown by comparing birds that roost in huts and birds that roost in trees. The tree roosted birds hardly ever get colds, but too many birds in a small hut frequently are unwell.
         
 
         Just to reiterate, a small hut is not necessarily a bad thing, so long as you do not cram too many birds into it.
 
         Plastic huts
 
         For some reason traditional poultry keepers have looked askance at plastic huts, yet more than 20,000 people have bought one model in only a few years. There are two basic designs, a small one which is suitable for a couple of birds only, and a large one which holds around ten. There have been various outcries against these units with very little justification.
 
         In particular, apart from being an asset in the garden, they do look good, no other unit is as well insulated and they will never need to be repaired. They provide the perfect barrier to predators because there is nothing to fall off or get scratched away.
 
         The big thing about plastic is that it presents no little niches for parasites to build up. One of the less pleasant aspects of dealing with hens is they get mites easily. The worst of these is red mite that hides in wooden perches during the day and climbs onto the chicken’s legs at night to drink avian blood. The big problem is that wood provides hiding spaces in the blemishes and cracks, and around the edge and so on. But a plastic moulding provides no hiding place and the parasites are easily wiped away.
 
         The old shed
 
         Sheds are a great size for chickens to make their home. They are also easily cleaned because there is a lot of room. Make sure the structure is sufficient to keep draughts and foxes away, and the wood is firmly in place all around. Modern sheds are not made from good materials and will need reinforcing. As an example of this, if you live near badgers, they have been known to crash right through the walls of a shed to get at eggs and whatever else inside.
         
 
         The interior of the hut
 
         Traditionally poultry roost at night time and they take themselves to bed. When dusk arrives they will start to congregate around the hut, walk in, walk out, bok bok a lot and eventually they will get themselves inside and jump onto their perch. Their nights are spent more or less asleep, pooing and huddled reasonably close for warmth on cold nights.
 
         The perch should be big enough for the hen to grip, around 2–3 in (5–8 cm), and you should provide a low one at around 18 in (45 cm) and another twice this height.
 
         However, some designs of hut have bars for perching at a low level, and you need to consider this when you buy. Space saving isn’t always the best for the birds and I do believe they prefer to be higher off the ground than some huts provide for. I say this because in the wild Indian poultry roost in trees, so it must be a natural thing to get up high.
 
         The floor needs to be absorbent because the chickens will poo when on the perch, sometimes against the wall too. If you can get a ready supply of sawdust, particularly pine sawdust, this makes an excellent material for the floor. The oils in the pine dust give the hut a pleasant aroma. Other materials include bark and wood chippings as well as straw, which I like because it adds insulation.
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