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Farmer Martin Pitis and his healthy free-range hens. ‘They are my friends,” he
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says.

en happy hens are profitable hen

by NICOLA TYRER

A  GLOSSY brown hen,
perched nonchalantly on
to Martin Pitts’s shoulder,
began to preen hersells He
smiled and patted her.
fThese hens are my friends.
Am:% thatls the way L want fo
oo It thexe was any
hud in here with something
wrong with it Lrwolldd notice
and [ would be able to catch
her and examine her
It could be any small
farmer, - faithiful to old:
fashioned methods, talking
Martin Pitts is neither. The
henhouse we were Standing
in contained 1800 birds and
though the hens lay heir eggs
in traditional nesting boxes,
those eggs are collected by a
machne which costs £1,000
A Governmient report pub-
lished last Thursday recom:
mended the phasing out of
the battery cage system of
co¢  production  and  the

development of more
humane alternatives:

My Pitts has spent the past
five vears developing just
such an alternative. Far and
away the b'ggmt producer of
free - ranzse  eggs in o othe
country, his hens lay 500
dozen a day, many of which
end up, not only in health
food shops, but in the copper
frying pans of - our. most
esteemed chefs: who favour
theny for their freshness and
whpping qualities:

He is also the only person
in Britain——possibly even in
Futope—producing eggs on
this seale without %elvmg on
battery ‘cages. :

His method of egg pro-
duction 18 known as o the
aviary System and his hens
are very diffe
from their fimorous battery:
reared cousins, Battery hens
live only. 18 mon
spend almost all that time

ent creatures.

ina cage with four or five
others. ‘Lo prevent cannabal:
ism they are often debeaked.

Thev have nothing to do
except lay eggs on the bare
wire: floor and poke  theiwr
heads through the bars for
food and water, By the end
of their shore life they are
frequently bald, from the
rubbing of the bars against
their . neck’ and = breast
feathers.and are fit only for
clitcken ple fantorzes

Mr Pittsls hens are plump,
glossyy inguisitive and sweet
smelling: ‘They are free to
wander anywhere in the hen
house. which is divided into
Strawscovered o floor space
and overhead perches. and
i the runs  outside.
lay  their @ eggs in nesting
boxes placed at correspond.
ing heights to thelr perches
and are fed by altomatic
feeder  with  whole erain
food five times a day. '

They

In the eves of the conven-
tional
Mro Pitts, who  farms 400
acr near  Marlborough,
Wiltshire, has achieved the
impossible. Put those
numbers of hens together,
walking about and pecking
in their pwn droppings, he
was told, and voull lose
them:  all  throusgh disease
and cannabalism. Perch
them in tiered perches and
thevidefecate on each other,

Althisugh the prophets of
sloom were proved wrong,
Mr Pitts is convinced, despite
the cood intentions of the
members of the Commons
Agricultural Conumittee, thar
his m d will never bemme
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