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Rare beas(s

Our livestock has always
tended to be the rare
and indigenous species.
And BBC’s Countryfile
has had a significant,
possibly unlooked for
effect on rare breeds;
every time they show a
particular rare breed on
the programme its popu-
larity grows and new
keepers are generated.
Typical of this is the Val-
ais Blacknose sheep
(below), an extraordi-
nary looking animal na-
tive to the alps of Swit-
zerland, previously un-
known in the UK. So
beautiful and unusual
are these animals that it
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started a flurry of UK
interest and | know of
at least two farmers
who have now im-
ported flocks to the UK.

We responded in a simi-
lar way in July 2013
when Countryfile ran a
piece about the Shet-
land duck, the rarest of
native duck breeds. |
thought the ducks were
very attractive and the
people who had pre-
served them in Shetland
utterly charming. |
emailed Tommy & Mary
Isbister on their croft on
Trondra in the Shet-
lands that evening to
say how much I'd en-

joyed their story and, of
course, reserved some
hatching eggs for Spring
2014. We now have a
small group of Shetland
ducks, inevitably re-
lated as all of the criti-
cally endangered pure
bred Shetland ducks are
from the Isbisters. The
Shetland is a pretty
duck, not as surprising
in looks as the ragdoll
Valais Blacknose sheep
perhaps, but a precious
rarity none the less, and
we hope to do our bit
by keeping a small flock
here in Devon. Spread-
ing the genes geo-
graphically never hurts.

Males and females are
similar to look at, with
iridescent black plum-
age, and a white bib,
from the beak and over
the breast. The female
has a black beak and
the drake’s is a dark
olive green. They are
believed to have come
to the Shetlands from
Scandinavia courtesy of
the Vikings.

The photo below shows
the little Shetland ducks
with a young & much
bigger Pilgrim gander.
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Meel Oscar, our last 2014 calf

Harriet at 11 years is our oldest
cow. She’s arthritic of hip and
so we are very careful with her,
avoiding moving her across too
many fields, ensuring she has
everything she needs (shade,
water, grass) close by. She is
wonderfully easy going, happy
to be massaged and scratched
all over, rubbing her head on
you if you stop to demand yet
more attention; just like a
friendly dog. She took a while
to get into calf, and was due in
late July, 2 months after the last
cows had their calves. On her
due date we brought her in
from the fields into the barn to
keep a careful eye on her. She
rolled around, twitching her tail,
restlessly walking about, show-
ing all the 1st stage signs of la-

Lamb boxes

We have lots of lovely grass
fed lamb available for deliv-
ery direct to your door. Abso-
lutely no concentrates have
been fed to our lambs, so
they are slow grown on noth-
ing but their dam’s milk & our
pasture. Research carried out
by the National Trust con-
firms that the health benefits
of eating beef & lamb are
greater when animals are fed
totally on grass, their natural
food. Omega 3 fatty acids -
recognised as essential to
good physical & mental
health - are higher in meat

bour, for........ ten days! Day
ten she decided enough was
enough (at that point | was a
nervous wreck) and at 9am
started lowing quietly to her
unborn calf. At 11.15am there

from grass & the levels of satu-
rated fat are a third of grain fed
meat. So there you are, deli-
cious AND good for you. Prices
unchanged from 2012!
+ Half lamb box (app. 5-7 kilos) -
£70 delivered
* Whole lamb box (app. 10— 14
kilos) £115 delivered.
To place an order or to ask any
guestions, contact Debbie on
01837 810569 or email us.
Remaining delivery dates: 30
September & 21 October. Beef
is now all reserved until 2015.
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were feet and less than 5 minutes
later Oscar was born as easy as shed-
ding a pea from a pod. Big, bonny,
curly of coat. Adorable.

Harriet watching over Oscar asleep

@SmallholdersUk

| don’t know how many of you use
twitter but I'm a great fan. Inspired
by @FarmersOfTheUk which fea-
tures a different farmer each week,
I've set up @SmallholdersUK to fo-
cus on smallholding activity, share
what smallholders get up to, inspire
potential smallholders and inform-
ing those who are simply small-
holder curious. | had a ball launch-
ing the first week at the end of Au-
gust and we now have a fab line-up
of other smallholders taking a week
each. Do follow if you can and for
the actively tweeting smallholders
among you, if you fancy a stint for a
week, let me know!
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Where (here’s muck (here’s muck

Bizarre really. In 25 years of doing an extended period of time  clear.

this stuff we have never yet and using a friend’s So, | present our first ever brand
bought a new piece of farm ma- spreader carries a potential .\ 24 shiny piece of farm kit.
chinery. Second hand has always health risk both to our and Something that spreads shit. Oh
been where it‘s at. One tractor 20 their cows; a risk of which
years old, the other at least twice  our vet said we should steer
that age, hay bobs, flat eight, bale
grabs, trailers, stock boxes, baler,
mower, you name it, all have had
a least one previous careful or

well.

not so careful owner.

And then there came the question
of muck, muck glorious cow muck
and getting it spread onto the
land to work its wonders for the
soil and grass. Having had the
cows all blood tested and finding
them free of all the diseases
tested for, our vet was hugely
helpful in us deciding to get a
muck spreader of our own. Muck
can harbour various diseases for

We actually went on holiday!

Amazingly, after 9 years here,
we finally went on holiday, and
had a glorious week in a cot-
tage in the woods in the s 2
Maremma in Tuscany. We
read, we dined, we oohed at
the glorious views and thor-
oughly relaxed whilst the farm
was wonderfully looked after
by Elaine and the house and
dog Mabel by Rachel and Tom.

We saw just one lovely herd of
Italian cows, some saddleback
pigs and one flock of sheep—
it’s very much olive groves and
vineyards in the mountains.
Lovely though.
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Andrew talks cider & vinegar

With the season of mists and
yellow fruitfulness upon us, it’s
time to start thinking about
making the most of the autumn
harvest from the orchard. The
birds had the few cherries which
ripened and the plums are
safely jammed or frozen ready
to make delicious, comforting
winter puddings to feed the
hungry course participants. Now
the apples are starting to turn a
variety of reds and russets.
We're exceptionally lucky to
have inherited with the farm the
remains of a traditional orchard;
mainly culinary and cider varie-
ties they include a number of
trees reckoned to be between
70 and 100 years old. We
planted a further 35 trees in-
cluding apple, cherry, mulberry,
damson, pear and medlar seven
years ago and some of them are
now bearing a decent crop. On
the downside we lost another
five or six of the old apple trees
to the combination of water-
logged soil and high winds last
spring, reminding us that while
Nature gives she also takes
away.

From the abundant apples we
make apple juice, cider and ci-
der vinegar which we flavour
with soft fruit such as raspber-
ries or blackberries. None of the
processes involved are overly
complicated, but they do all de-
pend on having some means of
extracting the juice from the
fruit for which you need a mill

and a press. The mill chops or
smashes the apples into a pulp
and the press compresses the
pulp to squeeze out the juice.
We're fortunate to have a mill
and press on long-term loan,
but you can hire them by the
day or club together with other
orchard-owners to buy the kit.
The mill is basically a funnel
with an oversize liquidiser at
the bottom and blades that
revolve at high speed, smash-
ing the apples. The pulp is put
in the press, a strong wooden
box with a drain hole at the
bottom. A heavy lid is placed
in the box and a car jack exerts
pressure on the stack, and the
juice gushes out.

That'’s the difficult bit done.
For apple juice, we filter out
any lumps and pour the juice
into spotlessly clean plastic
containers, leaving an inch at
the top for expansion. Freeze
immediately and it will keep
for at least a year. For cider,
pour the juice into a clean
demijohn or plastic barrel and
put an airlock in the bung hole.
The airlock should contain wa-
ter with some sodium metabi-
sulphite (crushed Campden
tablet) to prevent flies or un-
welcome bacteria spoiling the
brew. The naturally-occurring
yeasts from the fruit will start
to work, converting the sugar
in the apple to alcohol. The
fermentation will be finished
by Xmas, but | prefer to keep

my cider at least a year before drink-
ing; as the old saying has it ‘give me
today’s meat, yesterday’s bread and
last year’s cider’.

Cider vinegar is made by converting
the alcohol into acetic acid, for which
you need a mother of vinegar. This is
a curious organism which forms an
frankly unattractive jelly-like mat, and
will convert alcohol to vinegar at the
rate of about 1 percent per week — so
if your cider is 6 percent alcohol, you
need to leave it in the vinegar barrel
for about six weeks. Strain off the
vinegar and boil it briefly to kill off
any remaining mother, otherwise it
will continue to multiply in the bottle.
The vinegar can be used plain or
made even more luscious by infusing
with soft fruit such as raspberries or
blackberries to make a fantastic salad

dressing.

Blackberry vinegar bottled &
ready to use
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Lel Chem eal cake..

You may or may not be
familiar with concentrates
or hard feed. It’s the
name given to compound
pelleted feeds that farm-
ers give to their livestock
to accelerate their growth
or to supplement their
forage consumption—
extra nutrition basically.
We avoid hard feed when-
ever possible as we rear
our lambs and calves to be
fed by mother’s milk and
grass, producing a slower
grown but distinctly higher
quality meat. Having said
that we have to feed our
pigs hard feed as they can-
not thrive on what they
root up from the ground;
it would be like you or i
living off a handful of
acorns and the odd dock
leaf and hoping to do a
full day’s work—no
chance!

Anyway, the point of all
this is to share with you
that hard feed is known
generically as cake. This
has never failed to make
me laugh. Farmers will
feed their cattle bath-
tubs of cake, their lambs
with troughfuls of cake,
and all I ever see in my
mind’s eye is a tub load
of profiteroles, French
fancies and jammy
doughnuts twinkling in
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The cob barn gels a whilewash

decades. It’s clear that
certain images stick with
certain usage and | can
only hope that more of
you will now share my
imaginative wanderings
next time you’re chat-
ting to a farmer in a tea-
shop or hanging outin a
barn.

N.B. The pastry in the pic
is @ Haman Taschen
made by Andrew, filled
with a sweet poppyseed,
honey & almond mix-
ture, a Jewish dish made
for the festival of Purim.

the cowshed. | see cows
daintily picking up an
éclair from a doilied sau-
cer, tea-cup precari-
ously balanced on the
side; bullocks noshing
on massive slices of
chocolate gateau; lambs
devouring strawberry
tarts.

It doesn’t matter that
this is a term that I've
known and used for




