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            CHAPTER 1
 
            INTRODUCTION TO CHICKENS, DUCKS AND BEES

         
 
         You choose a noble undertaking when you decide to grow some of your own food. I get excited about food and where it comes from; you might even say I am obsessed with it. There is something marvellous about growing something, caring for it, nurturing it and thence making something wonderful to eat or drink.
 
         This was once the major occupation of every person in the country. The provision of food is rightly ingrained in our culture because it is the way we survive. In fact, more than survive – prosper, enjoy, delight in life. It is as true for growing vegetables as it is for keeping livestock.
 
         This book is about people. It’s about you, although it is supposed to be about chickens, ducks and bees – with a few extras thrown in, it is really about you and the relationship you have with your animals – and of course, it is about the way in which you care for them.
 
         Whether you are keeping animals as pets or as a way of providing your family with food, this regime of care is your responsibility and therefore this book is more about you than anyone else.
 
         KEEPING ANIMALS FOR FOOD
 
         The world is changing. Actually, it is stopping changing – let me explain. Over two hundred years ago a process started in earnest to change the way people lived. Actually, this change originated a mile away from where I am sitting at my computer. Hargreaves’ ‘Spinning Jenny’ made it possible for mill owners to create vast wealth out of the work of other men, and the Industrial Revolution began. From the turn of the eighteenth century, the movement of people from the land to the towns was huge. People were paid for their work in paper money, often with little value, and because they spent over half the day in the mill, they had no time for fundamental domestic tasks such as baking bread, growing vegetables, brewing beer. William Cobbett, an MP from Oldham, Lancashire, was so outraged by the change in the diet of ordinary people that he wrote a book, Cottage Economy, where the basics of food production were spelt out.
         
 
         Eventually, Cobbett left the country because of his views and, as the Georgian period became the Victorian period, people whose great-grandparents were used to the best food in Europe were starving as wages fell time and again. The continuation of land reform that put all common land in the hands of the rich, and then the banks, made the translocation from the land for the ordinary person complete.
 
         The improvement of people’s diet was accomplished by importing cheap food from the Empire, a methodology used by most European countries. Indeed, the UK has never been self-sufficient in food since the Industrial Revolution.
 
         Studies in universities around the world have highlighted the unsustainable nature of the continued importing of food to feed the large cities of the world, and that famine in future generations will more likely occur in western cities than in what we traditionally call the Third World. Consequently there is a need for two things above all else in our modern society – the need to grow food and the skills to cook it.
 
         It is not wrong to want to keep animals for the food they provide, as well as their other benefits, such as keeping you in nutrient-rich soil to provide for your garden.
         
  
         WHY TIMES ARE CHANGING
 
         Because you are reading this book, you may be one of a growing number of people intent on living a simple lifestyle – that of self-sufficiency. It has been associated with crankiness of hippy lifestyles, but has become much more mainstream in recent years. If the studies are accurate, one thing is certain: every family in the UK will have to grow at least some of their own food.
 
         WHY CHICKENS, DUCKS AND BEES?
 
         There is a simple answer to this: these are the animals you are allowed to keep in your gardens or on allotments without having to have a holding number issued by the Government. You can add to this rabbits, but they are outside the remit of this book. Certainly, goats and pigs, as well as sheep, need a holding number, and the reason for this is mostly down to animal welfare and the containment of diseases like foot and mouth.
 
         This doesn’t mean that you are completely free to keep chickens, ducks or bees. Your house deeds, the local authority or the local parish byelaws might forbid the keeping of animals of any kind at your address.
 
         KEEPING ANIMALS WON’T SAVE YOU MONEY
 
         Let me make this clear. Keeping animals will not, ever, save you money. It might bring you out (or nearly out) of the money economy, but it won’t actually make life cheaper, except in the provision of honey, which at the moment is so expensive that a single hive might earn you £300 in a good year and nothing at all in a bad one.
 
         You will always be able to buy eggs more cheaply than you can produce them, and you will always be able to purchase chicken meat for less than you are able to produce it, for the time being at least.
 
         The truth is that the chickens themselves have provided cheap eggs and meat by being forced into intolerable conditions in factory farms to provide you and me with cheap meat and eggs.
         
 
         THREE GREAT REASONS FOR KEEPING ANIMALS
 
         There are three good reasons for keeping livestock in your garden. First, you get great food – eggs are so much more wonderful, for example, when cooked within minutes of coming out of a hen than the month-old examples you buy from the supermarkets.
 
         Second, livestock is wonderful as a part of an overall strategy for being more self-sufficient. Ducks in particular vacuum up slugs and snails, bees provide a crop from the whole of your neighbourhood, and chickens provide mountains of manure to feed your vegetables.
         
 
         Third, they are great fun. Only when you have studied life in the beehive can you find real insights into human behaviour. Your family benefits not only from healthy, wonderful, fresh, pesticide-free food, but they will have an insight into the natural world so frequently missed in modern life.
 
         TEACUP PHILOSOPHY
 
         It is difficult not to become something of a philosopher when you keep livestock of any kind. If you want to become proficient at the job, you have to spend time watching your animals, and consequently you will see, or maybe imagine, that the animals in your charge will have philosophies of their own. Whether this is pure imagination or not doesn’t really matter, because your livestock will continue to live in their way regardless of what you or I think about them.
 
         In essence, keeping animals for food says more about you as a human being than it does about a chicken being a chicken. She will cluck away, demanding food and clean water, somewhere dry and airy to sleep and a place to lay her eggs. These things never change, but you will notice some amazing transformations.
 
         For example, how magical is it that a handful of pellets is transformed into an egg each day? Eggs and a small mountain of poo! The rate of return is quite fantastic too, since chickens seem to be a super-efficient food-converting machine. You notice this with bees, too, who forage out there and create the most exciting array of products, where huge numbers of insects, each intent on doing its bit for the colony, produce an amazing bounty.
         
 
         How I wish we as humans lived like bees. Less enlightened beekeepers sometimes say bees live a little like us. Well, it is a point of view, but in many ways bees are our superiors. Quite unlike humans, they have no overall ruler, daily tasks are not decided by committee; they simply see and do according to their instinct, but here there is reason to see cycles in the pattern of life of a bee colony. Its numbers grow and subside according to the seasons; they reproduce, like so many animals, mostly in the spring; they are born and die in strict cyclic repetition and their organisation within the colony provides for the continued existence of the species.
 
         The study of the bee provides plenty of examples of where mankind’s action is both short-sighted and plainly wrong. You will not find in this book the ‘Paul Peacock’ method of best beekeeping. What you will find is the standard, because from there you will be able to move on and develop your own interaction with bees. But you will also find questions. For example, if bees have lived on the earth since flowers appeared – around 120 million years (or thereabouts) – and have evolved their own behaviour that suits the particular locality, why do we think we are better than all that evolution?
 
         BECOMING MORE SELF-SUFFICIENT
 
         Becoming more self-sufficient is entirely in keeping with the idea of this book, since hens, ducks and bees are part of a wider, more self-sufficient lifestyle. Whatever we say about getting a smallholding and some land, most of us will never, ever, get anywhere near this idyll but we can all do something in our gardens to make us more self-sufficient.
 
         The need to become more self-sufficient is becoming more and more important. For example, the Incas lived in the biggest cities in the world, and they died out because they ran out of food. The Babylonian and Asia Minor cities each died out because of a lack of food. So could the same thing happen to us? That is why it is so important to get into a culture of growing our own food and keeping some livestock.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            ORGANISING THE GARDEN FOR LIVESTOCK

         
 
         Everyone has their dreams. Mine has been to completely remove myself from humanity, except for my beautiful wife and produce lots of fat babies who live off the products of the land I have, the vegetables I grow and the animals I keep. Unfortunately, that remains a dream, though my wife is beautiful and my children are not fat, but healthy.
 
         Like all countrymen of my class, I have no land to speak of, certainly not enough of it to enable me to be totally self-sufficient. Consequently, I am a wage slave and only have modest means to produce my own food. Fitting it all in is difficult; trying to combine poultry with vegetables is particularly difficult so the successful urban smallholder has to be organised and clever.
 
         Land is at a premium, and since what I grow is particularly important to me, I have to make sure my livestock doesn’t gobble the lot.
 
         FINDING OUT ALL YOU CAN BEFORE BUYING YOUR LIVESTOCK
 
         I bought my first hens at an auction. They were a mixed bag of good layers, hopelessly old birds, flighty bantams and what not. I didn’t understand them, but muddled my way through, probably breaking the law in the way I transported them from the market to the allotment.
 
         It was spring. All the allotments were marked out, green shooting cabbages and onions were tasting the splendid summer sunshine and everyone on their respective plots was eagerly awaiting the summer’s growth. My newly bought hens had their own ideas.
         
 
         No one had told me – but this is no excuse and I should have found out – that hens could fly over a six-foot fence. Consequently, I nearly lost the plot (literally) as the red-faced Hon. Secretary tore a strip off me because my birds were growing fat on everyone’s seedlings.
 
         My apology was only just enough, and there followed a frantic wing-clipping session. Before you plan, get some knowledge to begin with, and you will save yourself heartache.
 
         HENS
 
         Allow about 2 square metres as a minimum (an absolute minimum) run for the hens, and have enough space to move them around every three months but 10 square metres per hen if they are to be free-range. There is nothing to stop you making your run the same size as a raised bed, and when you have finished give your hens some time on that bed. They will manure it for you and eat the slugs, etc., scratching away with enthusiasm.
 
         Your hens produce food and manure, and you will want to compost this rich material. Composting will be mentioned elsewhere in this book, but you should have a double-bin system for best results. Fill bin 1 which will then start to rot down. Once this is full tip it into bin 2 to complete the job. If it takes you six months to fill bin 1 then the rest of the year it will be rotting in bin 2. This allows you to fill bin 1 again while the rest of the compost is rotting.
 
         A double-bin system needs 2 square metres, and is static. The bins are a metre high and you can make them from pallets.
 
         The hen hutch should face east–west if possible, allowing you the best of winter sunshine, and make shade in the summer by growing crops such as runner beans along its side.
         
 
         You can keep the hens off your crops in a number of ways. First, keep them locked into their run in the mornings. This forces them to get their full ration of layers’ pellets for a good diet. Over the years I have developed a system of raised beds which will conveniently house either a horticultural fleece covering or a mini polytunnel covering. The fleece provides for an even temperature inside – but less wind. You can water through it, and of course, you can build it so no insects will get inside and spoil your crops. This has to be the ideal organic gardening material, and it will also keep the hens off your crops. They will jump on the fleece from time to time with such alarming consequences to them as the world gives way beneath them, that they probably won’t bother again.
 
         DUCKS
 
         Organisationally, ducks are like hens in every respect except for more water. A careful study of commercial – so-called ‘free-range’ duck accommodation – makes the point that they only need to be able to wash their faces to be happy. This is because ducks get sticky eyes. However, I am personally happier if they can also get their bottoms in the water and have a splash. They look so happy as they scrabble about, so there must be some merit in having a small pond. It only needs to be a small pond, though, as you are not trying to recreate the village green.
 
         For many years I used a sunken baby bath – enough for two birds to splash around in and not so deep as to kill a hen should she fall in. You also need to protect children – so have a plan!
 
         The key is not to let the water become stagnant or dirty. It needs to be changed every day or two so there is constant fresh water available to the ducks – the discarded can be tipped onto your crops, so it’s not wasted.
         
  
         BEES
 
         Preparing for bees takes care and time. A lot of people think bees are bound to swarm and cause all kinds of trouble. That might be the case – but rarely is. With planning you can avoid most swarming needs of the colonies and raise your bees so no one even knows they are there.
 
         Bees should be kept out of direct sunlight, away from icy winds in the winter and driving rain. I have kept bees in the middle of housing estates and the only clue to their whereabouts was me looking like a chain-smoking idiot in my bee suit and smoker – walking down the garden path.
 
         Your bees can be made more or less invisible if you force them to climb upward over a high obstacle. Point the hive entrance away from most of the general populace and surround it with a hedge or fence eight feet high and no one will ever know there are bees in the area.
 
         The trick comes in your second year, when you might want to increase your colonies, and you then have 120,000 bees in the garden in the summer. My usual response to this is to place my bees somewhere else. Often you can talk to a farmer, but even a public park might – with permission – have some out-of-the-way place for bees.
         
 
         Look around and think about siting your bees away from prying eyes and possible harm.
 
         One last point before you turn to the beekeeping chapters: join your local beekeeping society! Not only will your membership provide insurance, there will also be many people who are more than able – and willing – to accommodate your hive.
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            CHAPTER 3
 
            INTRODUCTION TO CHICKENS

         
 
         THE HEN AND WHAT SHE NEEDS
 
         Hens are wonderful, curious, exciting, lovable, tough, intelligent, resourceful, productive, thrifty, communal, clean animals that are relatively easy to care for, generally disease free and, so long as you take care of them, will provide food, interest and amusement for many years.
 
         Thinking about keeping poultry is frequently brought into sharp focus if you consider the Five Freedoms. These are the brainchild of the Farm Animal Welfare Council who consider that good animal welfare implies both fitness and a sense of well-being. Any animal kept by man must, at least, be protected from unnecessary suffering. The Five Freedoms are:  
         
 
         
            1. Freedom from hunger and thirst – by ready access to fresh water and a diet to maintain full health and vigour.
            
 
            2. Freedom from discomfort – by providing an appropriate environment, including shelter and a comfortable resting area.
            
 
            3. Freedom from pain, injury or disease – by prevention or rapid diagnosis and treatment.
            
 
            4. Freedom to express normal behaviour – by providing sufficient space, proper facilities and company of the animal’s own kind.
            
 
            5. Freedom from fear and distress – by ensuring conditions and treatment which avoid mental suffering.
            

         
 
         The ability to supply all of these is the starting point for a happy relationship between you and your animals. The concept of the Five Freedoms originated with the Report of the Technical Committee to Enquire into the Welfare of Animals Kept under Intensive Livestock Husbandry Systems, the Brambell Report, published in December 1965. This stated that farm animals should have freedom ‘to stand up, lie down, turn around, groom
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