A chicken

LOVE
STORY

Jane Osgathorp reveals all about
her home for retired hens – and
how they have enriched her life
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there’s my Ivy, who only has
one eye,’ she continues. ‘
And my two sweet blind
ladies, Sophie and Henny,
who absolutely love a cuddle.’
As well as her demanding
full-time job, Jane finds time
to volunteer for the British
Hen Welfare Trust,
a charity formed in
2005 that works
with egg farmers
to save laying
hens from
slaughter once
they are no longer
commercially
productive, and finds them
loving new homes. Touchingly,
the charity calls this ‘coming
out for retirement’.
Jane firmly believes sitting
quietly with hens can improve
your mental health and offer
the most amazing therapy
to counteract the
Fresh eggs: just
stresses of daily life.
one of the perks!
‘Even though I never
had chickens as a
child, once they came
into my life, they
seemed to follow me
around!’ Jane laughs.
‘It started 20 years
ago when a
neighbour moved and
left two Light Sussex
hens, which she asked
us to look after.’

henever Senior
Nurse Jane
Osgathorp,
58, needs
some downtime after a long,
hard shift at the hospital,
she always knows there
are some feathered friends
at the bottom of
her garden to lift
her spirits and
brighten her day.
‘I have 18 hens
at the moment, in
three large runs,
one of which I’ve
nicknamed the
“Thug’s Run”,’ smiles Jane,
from Royston, Hertfordshire.
‘One particularly strong
character is Helga.
‘She definitely rules the
roost and is always the first up
in the morning, jumping up to
get first dibs at the corn! Then
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Jane and her partner, Nick,
took on the two chickens,
Sharon and Tracy, and found
Tracy to be particularly
naughty. ‘Tracy was just the
rudest hen,’ says Jane. ‘I was
cleaning the run one day
and they both got out and
ran riot all over a neighbour’s
allotment. When I tried to
get them back in before the
neighbour found out, Tracy
started jumping up and down
and squawking, and just
wouldn’t let me out the gate!’

Jane and her partner then
moved to a larger house and,
believe it or not, it came with
two chickens in the contract.
‘I came to realise that hens
aren’t just birds, they are
amazing creatures full of fun
and personality, and they just
stuck with me,’ says Jane.
Her involvement with the
British Hen Welfare Trust came
about almost by accident in
2013, following the loss of
one hen, which meant the
other was left alone. ‘I knew
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‘Hens are
amazing –
they’re full
of fun and
personality’
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Real life

about battery chickens
and, online, came across the
charity’s work to help them,’
Jane explains. ‘I signed up
and, in a couple of months,
went to collect three hens.’
Jane’s volunteering began
when she went to a pop-up
site in Hertfordshire to pick up
a couple more hens, and she
was inspired by the work she
saw there, and also what fun
the volunteers were having.
‘Animal welfare was very
close to my heart,’ she

explains, ‘and I thought
helping out at the pop-up sites
would be a lovely thing to do
in my spare time.’
She soon started to
volunteer regularly for the
Cambridgeshire team. Jane
loved the work so much that she
is now Volunteer Coordinator
for the Cambridge group,
running a rehoming team out
of Wood Green Animal Centre.
‘It is great to meet the huge
range of people that hens
positively impact – from
a lady who hadn’t been out
of the house since lockdown
before she came to enquire
about adopting, to the great
big chap who told me he’d
painted the hen houses like
beach huts so “his girls”
would think they were at
the beach!’
Word soon spread and
Jane’s soft spot for hens led
to local people also asking
her to care for sick ones or
those they could no longer
cope with.
‘I got the nickname The
Chicken Lady,’ she laughs.
‘I have nursed very poorly
birds, which I let stay in the
house. One I called Dora
because she was adorable.
She thought she lived with
us and when I returned from
work, she would be waiting
by the back door. It used
to make me snigger when
she’d eyeball
me through
the kitchen
window to be
let back in.’
The British
Hen Welfare
Trust places
approximately
60,000 hens
per year with 12,000
families and has rehomed
over 800,000 in total. Its
mission – to rehome as many
as possible and encourage
egg production to become
free-range – is based on the
principle that hens deserve

Waffle (foreground)
and Dorothy

Barbara was so poorly,
she couldn’t sit up

the chance to live as long and
happy a life as possible, and
to exhibit natural behaviours,
such as scratching around
freely outside and laying an
egg in a nest. The charity has
even impacted farming policy,
as through its campaigning,
battery cages were finally
banned in 2012.
‘It is heart-warming to see
ex-laying hens
roaming
around pecking
and making
contented
clucking
sounds,’ says
Jane. ‘They
aren’t used
to grass or
bedding, either, and to see
their reaction when you tip
out a bag of shavings and
they dive in for their very
first dust bath – it brings a
tear to the eye.’
Jane sees the recent surge
in interest in rehoming as

‘Watching
them charge
around the
garden brings
me great joy’

Peggy needed a special
wheelchair to help her walk

people wanting to return
to a sense of simplicity and
maybe make that honest,
personal connection with
domestic animals.
‘I am very hopeful that in
the future we can place hens
in care homes,’ she smiles.
‘The benefits of looking after
these birds and giving them
a second chance at life
are profound.
Watching my hens charge
around the garden when
I let them out brings me great
joy,’ Jane continues. ‘If I’m
lucky, they’ll even leave me
a few warm fresh eggs
for breakfast!’
✣ If you would like to
learn more about the British
Hen Welfare Trust’s work,
or are thinking of rehoming
hens, ideally search its
website, bhwt.org.uk,
or call 01884 860084.
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