

[image: image]




 


 


Martin Gurdon is a freelance journalist, columnist and author, specializing in motoring but writing about a whole raft of other subjects. He is a contributor to the Daily and Sunday Telegraph, London Evening Standard, Your Chickens, and Classic Cars magazine, where he is a columnist. Martin is the author of Hen and the Art of Chicken Maintenance, his first book, and the follow-up, Travels With My Chicken.




 


 


Also by Martin Gurdon


Hen and the Art of Chicken Maintenance
Travels With My Chicken




DOING BIRD


A Chicken Keeper’s Year


Martin Gurdon


Constable • London




 


 


 


 


 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the UK by Constable,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd., 2013


Copyright © Martin Gurdon, 2013


The right of Martin Gurdon to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication data is available from the British Library


ISBN 978-1-78033-193-5 (paperback)
ISBN 978-1-78033-398-4 (ebook)


Printed and bound in the UK


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


Cover design and illustration: www.headdesign.co.uk




Acknowledgements


Special thanks to Sheila Ableman, whose hard work made this book happen, and whose thoughtful advice made it better. Leo Hollis, Charlotte Macdonald, Sue Viccars, Andreas Campomar and everyone at Constable & Robinson for more of the same. Elvi Murcell (I nicked something she said about her hair), David and Jenny Gurdon and especially my wife Jane.




 


 


 


For Philip Gurdon, who liked words too.




PREFACE


Welcome to the sometimes-weird world of the amateur domestic bird keeper.


I’m a writer who has spent the last fourteen years sharing a rural Kentish back garden with my wife, a dog, a cat and an ever-changing flock of chickens. More recently, this space has grown busier, with the arrival of Indian Runner ducks and a fluctuating colony of doves. The surprising, sometimes moving and often funny ways they reacted to us, and each other, lie at the heart of this book. Charting their arrivals, lives, enthusiasms, fears and exits also drives the story it contains. If you’ve thought about keeping hens or other domestic birds – as thousands of people have in recent years – I hope Doing Bird will show you what this can be like; and, if you’re there already, that you’ll get a feeling of recognition.


This book covers the story of a year spent as a bird keeper in a domestic setting: the social and seasonal expansions, contractions, comings and goings that the human and animal occupants of our home experienced over that time. Some episodes are based on events that happened in earlier years; sometimes I’ve ferreted about in our recent history to expand on them. This means that some of the birds or animals we’ve owned, but who are no longer with us, put in the odd appearance too.


Ultimately, writing Doing Bird felt like taking a trip over the recent past, and I enjoyed the journey. I hope you do too.
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CHILLING OUT


My hand was stuck.


It was 5.30 on a winter weekday morning, and the sky was a cloud-free deep blue, lit by a big full moon. As I’d made my way through the garden I hadn’t needed to use my torch. I could see my muddy green wellingtons sinking ankle-deep into the moonlit, meringue-hard snow, which cracked with each step. Then I tripped, and nearly fell face first into the snow, instead breaking my fall with gloveless hands.


Cursing softly, I approached the henhouse. Everything was very still, cloaked by a pervasive cold. Naked, wet hands and a sub-zero temperature made touching things a dangerous proposition, but I still had to unlock one of the aviary doors, secured by a cheap metal latch which felt as if it was made of metallic marshmallow. This was so bloody cold the skin of my numbed fingers instantly stuck to it: Nature’s way of saying ‘Go away, dry your hands and put your gloves on.’ My brain was functioning on reflex and I was deaf to Nature’s entreaties, so wrenching my hand free from the latch I opened the door and grabbed the chicken drinker.


Looking like a child’s drawing of a Soviet space rocket, this stood about two feet tall, and was made in two parts: a removable cylinder with a handle and a pointy top, which covered another cylinder. The latter was attached to a sort of dish arrangement from which the chickens drank. Once it was exposed you poured water into it (filling the dish), then refitted the outer cylinder, a bit like a giant robot’s galvanized condom.


On cold mornings like this one the drinker only worked if you’d emptied it the night before. Once again I hadn’t and the contents had frozen solid, making opening and refilling the accursed item impossible. The handle was bent sideways, thanks to a previous unsuccessful attempt to shatter the frozen contents by turning the drinker upside down and banging the lid on the rock-hard ground.


As I wrapped my already numbed hand round the handle it instantly felt as if my icy fingers had been welded there. Unable to move them, I was now bent in a lumpy arc over the drinker. Frosted blasphemy broke the silence as I contemplated my rapidly freezing hand, uselessly gripping its handle.


Fearing that prising it off would result in removing a layer of skin, I considered carrying it back to the house, where we could both warm up enough to be parted without injury. This seemed like a good plan, but when I tried straightening up I found that the drinker had also welded itself to the ground. Muttering ‘Shit’, I kicked it, but it didn’t budge. With an escalating feeling of panic I kept kicking until one of my boots crunched against the drinker with a dull clang, viciously compressing the toes of my right foot. I realized that normally this would have hurt a lot; in fact, had things been a little warmer, and my circulation working properly, it would have been bloody excruciating. Instead the biggest toes of my right foot just felt deader than before.


Releasing another stream of invective I gave the thing a final, brutal kick, which dislodged it from the ground, leaving a dinner-plate-sized disc of frost-free earth. Now I could stand up straight, but was still fused to the drinker’s handle. Should I go back into the house like this? An absurd vision of clanking into the bedroom, cup of tea for my wife in one hand and chicken drinker stuck to the other, floated into my mind. Sod it; I was just going to have to prise it off my fingers, and live with the consequences. Clasping my frozen hand, I yanked downwards, feeling the flesh stretching until, suddenly, I was free, and apparently not in agony. Since I’d expected it to hurt a lot I’d made a great deal of noise, and from inside the henhouse there could be heard some avian shuffling, followed by irritable ‘Don’t you know what time it is?’ clucking.


Our birds roost in a garden shed with a saggy floor, on either side of which is a pair of big, home-made aviaries with doors secured by catches made from cheap, soft metal. Both aviaries contain garden benches that have become too wobbly for human bottoms to sit on, but are capable of sustaining a perching Buff Orpington. Normally our flock of chickens is more than keen to get up. Hearing me coming will result in a lot of argy-bargy and milling about in the dark, as the girls collide with each other or perhaps engage in some low-key bullying. Sometimes Svenson the cockerel will make his presence felt by crowing in a determined macho fashion, especially if he hears me stamping about and decides that I’ve been too slow in letting everyone out.


I opened a trap door to release the birds, and began pouring their breakfast into the feeder. Eventually something feathery appeared, peered up at me briefly, and then withdrew. I took a moment to inspect my hand by torchlight, and saw a slightly alarming pale yet liverish-looking mark, running diagonally along my palm, as if it had been on the receiving end of a ruler-wielding, cut-price suburban dominatrix. My wife would understand, but it might be difficult to explain to others. I flexed my fingers to try and warm things up a bit, then rubbed my hands together, hoping the friction would agitate their frozen nerve endings into some sort of activity. On this level it was successful, but I sensed that the tingling I was starting to feel was a precursor to pain. I knew that I wouldn’t be brave about it when it arrived.


To take my mind off this I rattled the feeder. The head in the henhouse doorway appeared again and Slasher looked up at me without obvious enthusiasm, so I banged down the lid of the dustbin where we keep the chicken’s food and noticed a skittering movement, as a small, pale-brown shape made a businesslike dart for the feeder. After huddling inside the henhouse, Slasher had decided to ignore the icy conditions and give in to greed. One of our younger birds, Slasher is a compact, busy little chicken with mottled brown plumage, a pompom of feathers erupting from the top of her head and a red comb, like a Renaissance artist’s hat, flopping rakishly over one eye. She began pecking enthusiastically, causing the feeder to sway and wobble on the end of the domestic flex from which it hung.


Now there was a lot of avian muttering and shuffling from inside the henhouse, but still nobody else was joining in. Slasher made the best of the opportunity for an uninterrupted feed, but this state of affairs wasn’t going to last. For a chicken, hearing another chicken filling her face when you could be filling yours – and in the process preventing her from doing so – is something which won’t be endured for long. So Ulrika, one of our bossier birds, emerged from beneath the trap door and headed for the food, shoving Slasher out of the way. Ulrika’s Dad was called Sven, on account of his alleged Swedish origins. Her mother was a Welsummer hen named Ann, another figure of authority. In the henhouse primacy is the order of the day, and Ulrika was clearly a member of the ruling class. She had the brown plumage of a regular farm hen, but was a little more athletic; an odd word to describe a chicken, perhaps, but it suited Ulrika, who looked a bit like a game bird.


She also looked hard, because she was. If Ulrika had been a teenage schoolgirl her hair would be hauled back from her forehead in a vicious ponytail, and she’d probably regard kickboxing as the only after-school activity worth bothering with. And if chickens carried flick knifes, Ulrika would have been armed.


So when she gave Slasher the eye – a process that involved placing her face very close to the other bird and staring hard – Slasher backed off. Ulrika got stuck in and soon the machine-gun rattle of her beak against the plastic dish resulted in some of its contents spraying round the icy run. Slasher quickly made the best of Ulrika’s rotten table manners by pecking up her leftovers.


Slasher’s moniker is also a nod to her violent inclinations, and came to us soon after we’d bought her, along with another chicken. Lacking inspiration on what to call these birds, we’d temporarily christened them ‘the Other Two’. We’ve always given our hens names, something which many of our hardcore rural friends think is inexplicable and moderately nauseating. We avoid cuteness wherever possible, so there are no Tulips and Buntys in our flock. Bad taste is the order of the day, and hens that have come our way over the years have included Satan, Bald Bird, Peckham and Egghead.


For us, the rules of chicken naming are simple. No pun is too awful; no alliteration off-limits; and often we simply wait to see what the birds are like, and for the right names to suggest themselves. So it was with Slasher. One evening when we were going out I had to round up the hens and confine them to the run. Slasher is a free spirit who doesn’t take kindly to being herded and imprisoned, so this was a process that first involved catching her in the garden.


I’d had a lucky break and taken her by surprise, scooping her off the ground, causing her to emit a terrible scream – which my wife Jane heard in the house and thought was the result of the chicken being attacked by a fox. Wriggling sinuously, the bird tried twisting herself free, but when that didn’t work she turned and grabbed hold of the flap of skin between my thumb and forefinger and began wrenching it about. This didn’t actually hurt, but it did demonstrate a certain strength of character. When I explained to my wife what had happened, describing the bird as ‘a little slasher’, we realized that she had all but named herself.


This left us with the problem of finding a name for the other hen. A petite, beady-eyed Welsummer crossbreed with dark feathers interlaced with neat, almost gold, geometric patterns, she remained the nearest thing to a regular companion Slasher had. Being the anonymous half of what had been ‘the Other Two’ meant that this bird’s moniker eventually became shortened to ‘Too’. If this is an expedient name, then the hen that bears it is anything but. Like Slasher, Too is a contrary creature, and almost completely fearless. She certainly doesn’t find me intimidating. So as the grey dawn light began dribbling into the sky like milk in weak tea, and the serious business of feeding at last got underway, she emerged from the henhouse, jumped on my boots, and began eyeballing me.


Too loves bread, and some mornings I dole a little out as an avian treat. For the hens we buy cheapish ready sliced, but for the sake of their health it’s brown. Where possible we go for the higher-quality stuff when it’s reaching its ‘sell by’ date and being sold off at knock down prices by the local supermarkets. We think the cheapest own-brand white (which appears to be made from freeze-dried asbestos) isn’t good for chickens, let alone people. The bread lives in the metal food bin as well as the bags of grain and layers pellets which are the staples of our birds’ diets. Too will always be one of the first in the scrum to get her share.


Her determination to feed sometimes got Too into trouble. She often became so excited that she perched precariously on the rim of the food bin, flapping her wings to keep her balance. More than once she’d fallen in. One morning when everyone was especially keen to shovel the stuff down their beaks and there was a lot of jostling, I plonked the food bin lid on the ground and started distributing largesse. After a bit I became aware that Too wasn’t among the takers, which was thoroughly out of character. Then I noticed the dustbin lid. It appeared to be moving. Lifting it like a galvanized terrene revealed a slightly dishevelled chicken, who was so traumatized by the event that she launched herself into the air, yanked a piece of bread from my free hand and shot off with it.


As she, Ulrika and Slasher got stuck in, the others drifted in from the henhouse and joined them. Squawks was the bird at the very bottom of our flock’s pecking order. A large, round, black, feathered pompom, she’s a strange combination of idiocy, hysteria, ungainliness and beauty. You could half imagine an American football cheerleader waving her about. Her beak and legs are as black as her feathers, and she has a very peculiar run. At low speeds she doesn’t quite limp, but her gait is uneven, and when she’s hurrying it becomes a demented up-and-down lollop. When she thinks you might feed her, she will erupt into view and boing! boing! boing! towards you like a feathery bouncing bomb.


What makes her beautiful? Her eyes: coal-black, feminine circles, fathomless pools of not very much. With the best will in the world, Squawks is a twit; a nice twit, but even by the standards of the average chicken she’s thick, the avian equivalent of a dim debutante. Think minor ex-royal without the financial acumen, but with added avian dyspraxia. Squawks is the clumsiest hen ever to have crossed our henhouse threshold. She lurches about, cannoning into the others, who will often express their displeasure by giving her a serious pecking. She has a penchant for tangling herself up in foliage, and will struggle from the undergrowth, dragging large twigs or small bits of tree behind her, as she hauls herself towards anything edible.


Being at the bottom of the heap means that she has to work harder than the others to make sure she’s fed, and it’s taken her a while to develop the strategies needed to guarantee this. Originally she simply charged into the twice-daily feeding mêlêe, with predictably unhappy consequences. Now she will hang back a little, looking for opportunities to make lumbering surgical strikes on the grub. If it’s bread, which she loves, she’ll charge off with her prize before anyone else pinches it.


Such behaviour would never occur to Brahms the Brahma. Now seven, she is one of our oldest hens, so should be near the top of the pecking order. She has a wizened red face, hooked beak and a rolling, ponderous gait. Her plumage is almost a Paisley pattern of black lines on dark-brown feathers, an incongruous contrast with her solid physique and tough-nut visage; as is the fact that she is remarkably unassertive. Younger birds have emerged from eggs or arrived in cardboard boxes then climbed up the chicken social ladder, more or less trampling on Brahms as they ascended. We’ve never been entirely sure why, but putting it crudely, for the cockerels in her life, Brahms was never a particularly good lay, in any sense of the word.


She gave up laying eggs after a couple of years, and hasn’t shown the slightest inclination to go broody and hatch out anyone else’s. In the unreconstructed world of the henhouse these things represent elements of desirability that push you up or down the popularity stakes. Fecundity gets you to the front of the queue at mealtimes and sometimes puts you in charge of some, or all, of the other birds. So the eggless Brahms also initially kept her distance when the food arrived, and made her way to it after the more senior hens had taken what they wanted. I often keep an eye on her to make sure she isn’t chased away and so goes without completely.


Bonnie is an example of a younger chicken who arrived after Brahms and is now her senior. A white, speckled affair of indeterminate parentage, Bella came to our household as an egg. We named her after one of the pubs in our village. She used to lay a lot of eggs but has largely given this up in recent years, and after having one attempt at parenthood by going broody and spending an unsatisfactory month sitting on some duck eggs and failing to hatch anything, hasn’t repeated the experience.


Now pretty near to the top of the pecking order, she approaches life like a steely middle manager in the sort of work environment where the term ‘creative tension’ is used to describe bullying. She can be benign – or at least about as friendly as a chicken gets – then will suddenly give poor old Slasher, Too, Squawks or Brahms a quick, vicious seeing to, involving the yanking out of some neck or back feathers. This doesn’t always happen at mealtimes, but is quite likely to. This particular morning Bonnie just gave the lower ranks a special, basilisk stare before helping herself.


Bonnie is not to be trifled with, something Meringue, our Marans hen, found to her cost when she tried to bully her. If the word ‘Marans’ looks a bit odd, that’s because it’s French. Meringue is a precise, speckled grey bird who makes distinctive, almost keening noises, and would like to be forceful too. A contemporary of Brahms, she also ought to be a lot further up the pecking order. To prove her credentials she once squared up with Bella for no obvious reason, coming off second-best from the skirmish, retiring if not hurt, then a bit dishevelled. Peace appeared to be restored, until several days later when she had another go, lost again as badly as before, and was comprehensively roughed up. This was a process involving a lot of dusty dragging about and futile attempts to separate them.


Chickens learn by experience, but sometimes need to have that experience several times for it to properly sink into their little brains. So it was with Meringue, who had more goes at Bonnie before giving up, pained if not actually injured; after that the violence stopped, and now they seem to get on fine. These days Meringue is most likely to be found in the company of Brahms, with whom she seems to have an understanding, despite being poles apart socially, and they’ll trundle around the garden like a pair of old ladies on a trip to a village hall coffee morning. Breakfast, however cold, is a different matter, and this morning, as Brahms hung back, Meringue shouldered her way into the freezing, feeding pack.


If Brahms and Meringue vaguely resembled extras in an episode of Miss Marple, Ann Summers, Ulrika’s mother, was more Rosa Klebb with feathers. Ann was a bird with a Lotte Lenya ‘my-shoes-have-blades’ strut. This was partly because she had not long assumed the role of chief chicken, so had nothing to prove. She was power-hungry by inclination, born to make others do her bidding, and rarely needing to resort to force. She was also a serial parent, and went broody during most of the summers she’d been with us. That’s how she arrived, hot and hormonal, from a lady chicken breeder in the Weald of Kent. She was mother to both Ulrika and our current cockerel Svenson, and stepmother to Bella, who came to us as an egg from another flock. Ann sat on the egg and hatched her out.


Svenson and Ulrika’s Dad, Sven, is no longer with us, but turned out to be rather a good thing as cockerels go. On the move he had a stately gait, and resembled, just slightly, a Prussian army hat on legs. He was solicitous to all his girls, not too brutal when it came to sex, not prone to attacking people and distinctly elderly when parenthood with Ann finally happened. Two boys and a girl resulted. His sons lacked Sven’s gravitas, but made up for this with a riot of burnished copper and deep-green plumage. Their sister Ulrika had more than inherited her mother’s spiky demeanour, and quickly displayed a sense of entitlement, which apparently comes from being part of the right bloodline.


This power play was in full swing when Sven keeled over, and we decided to keep one of the cockerels, christened Svenson (because that’s who he was). His brother went to friends in the village where we used to live when we first started keeping chickens. Their daughter named him Swede-y Todd (although confusingly he’s also known as Sven). Swede-y Todd/Sven 2 soon proved his credentials as a babe magnet, and rapidly cut a swathe through our friends’ flock of lady chickens, who inevitably sired another bunch of cockerels to challenge their Dad and make a load of noise. Mercifully, like his father and brother, he hasn’t been violent towards people.


Svenson himself, who was now in his third year, had grown into a big, handsome animal with an equally keen interest in procreation, and a sense of girlfriend favouritism that Meringue in particular has found more than trying. He won’t leave her alone, but had rather less to show for it than his brother. Chickens are not given to angst, and as Svenson strutted his stuff, indicating to his chosen ladies where he thought the best feeding places were, he did not seem to be troubled by the lack of an heir. After thirty-six months he really ought to have known what he was doing but it’s painfully obvious to everyone that Svenson is still getting it wrong, but more than willing to keep practising.


Frankly he has problems angling bits of his wedding tackle. During moments of avian passion he looks like a jockey on the final furlong, arse up in the air, with little hope of a successful coupling. During these extended demonstrations of inept bum waggling his unwilling amours remain squashed in the long grass looking variously alarmed, irritated or resigned. Then, once the action has finished, they bolt for freedom. That winter’s morning it was sufficiently cold for Svenson to keep his bits to himself, and he seemed contented with a little cockerel war dance (drop one wing, shuffle sideways whilst jiggling your feet up and down as if you’re kneading bread very quickly), then got on with the serious business of feeding.


Bolting for freedom was by now pretty much my plan as well, as I was keen to take my throbbing hand indoors to thaw it (and the rest of me) out.


First I had to do something about getting the chickens some water. In the short term I would fill up an old plastic washing-up bowl, and take their proper drinker into the house to thaw out. That seemed like a good plan, so for the second time that morning, I picked it up with a gloveless hand.


My wife swears that at the same time she was woken by a voice coming from the garden. It was shouting ‘Bugger!’


*****


‘It isn’t going to hurt,’ said Jane.


‘But that water will be cold,’ I whined.


‘Not as cold as your hand,’ said my wife. ‘So the water will probably feel warm, and hot water really will hurt.’


We were standing in the kitchen. My wife, who was swathed in a dressing gown and slippers, looked sleepy, her copper-coloured hair a little wild. I was still dressed for the Arctic. Even my hood was still up, so that I looked like a Siberian train-spotter, except that I was dangling a dirty metal chicken drinker over the sink rather than clutching a notebook. Jane had a jug of water, which she wanted to pour over my hand to help free it. The prospect had released my inner toddler, who was now having a serious grizzle.


‘I’ve been bloody stupid.’


‘Yes.’


‘And do you know what’s worse?’


‘You getting me out of bed with this?’ asked Jane, gesturing at the chicken drinker with her jug.


‘No.’


Noticing my wife’s sudden coolness, I muttered, ‘Well yes, obviously that too, but it’s not just that, it’s my other bloody hand. I’ve picked this thing up with both of them now, and the first one’s throbbing, so this is going to be painful as well.’


My wife has large, expressive eyes. She used them to give me a stern look.


‘You should have worn gloves.’


‘I know that,’ I said irritably, ‘but ...’


‘You didn’t,’ cut in Jane briskly. She has developed a nifty line in finishing off my sentences, which is especially annoying when she’s right.


I flinched as she began pouring water on to my hand.


‘It doesn’t hurt,’ said my wife, measuring each word slowly and deliberately.


She was right about that too. The water almost felt pleasant, and I began flexing and rolling my handle-trapped fingers, until I started feeling the skin pulling away from the metal. Although there was no pain (that would come later) it still felt remarkably unpleasant, as if the undersides of my fingers were being sucked from their bones by a vacuum cleaner, which at the same time was blasting them with sand grains. As I finally prised them free I pulled another face, and Jane told me not to make a fuss.


‘You can make me some tea instead, and take that filthy thing out of the sink,’ she said brightly, pointing at the drinker, before heading out of the kitchen, dressing gown swishing. As I watched her go I knew that I was now a debtor on life’s balance sheet.


Wrapping some paper towel round the drinker’s handle I hauled it out, dumped it on the kitchen’s stone floor, and having extracted dried soil and dead grass from the plughole looked ruefully at my palms, which now both sported the same peculiar striped marks. My right hand continued to feel uncomfortable. A few minutes later, as I climbed the bedroom stairs carrying two cups of tea, the left hand joined in by throbbing too ... but by then I had something else on my mind.


GONE WALKABOUT


‘Which chicken’s missing?’ asked Jane as she sat up in bed and blew the steam from her teacup.


‘Nude.’


Distracted by having a chicken drinker welded to my hand, it had taken a while for me to clock that we appeared to be missing a chicken. Nude was a Buff Orpington (get it?), which meant she was large and almost golden yellow, looking a little like Squawks, but without the peculiar gait. Some Buffs are blowsy and laid back to an almost hippyish degree, but Nude, who arrived in our garden as a pullet – which is an adolescent bird, no longer cute and babyish but still growing up, rather like the average human teen – soon proved more strident. She had ‘survivor’ written all over her, and quickly established herself in our flock as a bird who wasn’t about to be oppressed by older, tougher hens. Sitting somewhere in the middle of its social strata, she was neither put-upon runt nor boss bird.


Keep hens for long enough and you will quickly conclude that they’re generally pleased to see you for two reasons: protection and food. Those at the bottom of the pecking order, especially the most recent arrivals, will often shadow you, keeping a reasonable distance but making their presence obvious. They seem to understand that you’ll act as security if any of their feathered cohorts tries to give them a hard time.


Everyone associates you with food, and since eating equates to survival and presumably pleasure, that really makes your company worth cultivating. Give chickens some tinned sweetcorn and they will go completely mad for it, scrapping and scrumming to get as much of this anodyne food stuff as they can. Which is odd because, apparently, they don’t have taste buds.


Occasionally we feed our birds some food scraps, which cuts down domestic waste and seems to be a good way of turning stuff the chickens might enjoy into fresh eggs, but we draw the line at curry, or curried rice, on the basis that this could make the birds rocket-powered. Some chicken breeders think feeding scraps is a bad idea, as it spoils the birds and makes them reluctant to eat their regular chicken feed because they’ll find it boring by comparison.


It also means that they won’t get all the nutrients they need for the energy-sapping process of egg laying, and their annual feather moults, and although you don’t get morbidly obese chickens they can be made ill by the wrong diet. Since ours are pets first we steer a middle course, mostly feeding them thrilling layers pellets, with occasional small rations of more exotic stuff.


But once they associate you with food of any description, you’ll never walk alone. When we go near the chicken’s food bin, we can usually guarantee an attentive audience. Some make sure they’re not in catching distance, but others will focus on you like feather-clad hypnotists. You can be gardening, and a knot of birds will turn up and give you their full attention. Digging a hole has the potential to stir up all sorts of edible delights. Nude understood about eye contact and personal space (as in ‘making it’ and ‘invading it’), so Jane and I quickly became used to having a rotund, fluffy stalker on our trail whenever we ventured into the garden. She also proved to be a bird who liked her creature comforts, hiding under bushes when it rained (unlike some of the other hens, who stand in the middle of the garden for hours to get the full benefit of a freezing soaking, then huddling in a damp henhouse for a quiet steam as they wait for life-threatening chest infections to kick in).


So for a chicken, Nude possessed an unusual degree of nous, and her absence was especially worrying.


‘You’d better have a look for her,’ said Jane. ‘I’ll sort out breakfast.’


‘I hope I don’t find a pile of feathers in the garden.’


‘Well if you do, at least we’ll know what happened,’ said my wife.


The outside temperature had dropped to minus seven overnight. Cold enough to have finished off even a young, healthy hen. I began the search, cursing that I hadn’t checked on the birds the night before, although I knew that once the previous evening’s light had gone Nude would have hidden herself away. Hens are unable to see in the dark and are skilled at roosting inconspicuously. Not having a predator’s finely tuned vision, sense of smell and ability to move quietly and quickly, it would have been very unlikely that I’d have found her. Still, I would have tried.


As I poked about under the brittle, wintry branches of a bush, something trod lightly on my foot, and stayed there. It was Too, whose ‘stand on the human’s foot and give them a hard look to see if they’ll give you more grub to make you go away’ communication technique has become something of a party trick. We peered at each other. What she saw was a gangly man in his forties with curly hair, which once grew in such a way that in his very distant teenaged past his father referred to him as ‘Bubbles’, something that always resulted in a lot of humourless, adolescent huffing. Which of course was the idea. This thatch was now jammed under a shapeless woollen hat, the rest of its owner trussed up in various cold-defying bits of clothing, including a coat known as ‘the Tent’.


This was once a very expensive, high-quality outdoor jacket of soft green quilted material that did a fantastic job of keeping the weather out and the heat in. It had once belonged to my Dad, had then been ‘borrowed’ and after twenty years never returned. I’d like to claim that this was revenge for the ‘Bubbles’ jibe, but it was simply theft. Time, cleaning out chickens and being worn when hacking back rampaging brambles had taken its toll on the Tent, which had grown soiled, shapeless and torn. It had become the sort of garment that could stand up on its own, but it did made me easy for a chicken to spot, and we eyed each other for a few seconds.


‘I’ve bloody well fed you already,’ I said, each word producing a cloud of vapour, ‘and I’ve got to try finding your chum. You can wait.’


Wheezing softly, Too shat expressively next to my foot, got off it and wandered away.


‘What a critic,’ I muttered and went back to hunting for Nude. Half an hour later I’d found nothing, which was a mixed blessing. At least there was no sign that she had been attacked in the garden, but that didn’t mean that she hadn’t been unlucky somewhere else. Back in the house, Jane handed me a cup of coffee around which I wrapped still-tingling hands while giving her a progress report.


‘I’m not sure where else to look,’ I said. ‘At this rate I’ll have to ask the neighbours if I can search their gardens.’


Like many country dwellers we started life in the town, growing up in the same bit of Edwardian southwest London, but we’ve gravitated to a Weald of Kent village because my wife – who is far more dynamic when it comes to home making than I am – wanted to escape her urban roots. I liked city living and still miss it sometimes, but came along for the ride, and found a lot to enjoy.


We moved to a place where there were fields rather than DIY superstores at the bottom of the road. Some of our neighbours moo and bleat at us rather than complain about the lack of on-street parking, or try to mug us. Our home isn’t a farmhouse cottage with exposed beams on which to bang our heads, or priest holes into which we might fall after a drunken night out. No, it’s a mid-Victorian semi-detached on the outskirts of a pretty village, where the countryside dips and undulates, but not far from the flat, slightly otherworldly landscape of Romney Marsh. Our bay-fronted home, made of dark-red brick, with its deep windows, tall rooms and broad, straight staircase, could easily pass unnoticed on Streatham Hill. It’s a townhouse that lives in the country, and this familiarity was one of the reasons that I really liked it and instantly felt at home.


It wasn’t Jane’s idea of a rural house, but she has grown fond of it too, and its interior, with walls painted in warm reds, creams and dark greens, and its mix of furnishings, from thirties’ armchairs with exotically curved wooden arms to the austerity era kitchen cupboard with frosted glass doors, ribbed cream plastic handles and Festival of Britain primary colours. We found that in a junk shop in New Cross, and it’s part of a gentle aesthetic jumble of stuff we’ve accumulated over a long period. The end result – a sort of giant glory hole of books, trinkets and ephemera – wouldn’t suit everybody, but it works for us.
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