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A beautiful autumn: will winter be as kind?
2016 will be a year we remember for some painful reasons,
the turd on the cake being the
election of Trump on my birthday. However, the farm has
snubbed external traumas and
we have had a truly glorious
autumn. It’s been warm, dry,
and the fallen leaves have
crunched pleasingly underfoot.
For weeks, jackets were not required, we laughed in the face
of hats and frost was in melt
before breakfast.
For us, autumn is certainly the
time of harvest with meat boxes
heading off to customers across
the UK from early September
onwards. We wore a deep
track to the butchers, and sent
out more meat than ever before, having grown our numbers. We still don’t produce as
much beef as our customers
wish, but we’re working on that
too, although the long term nature of beef production means
it’ll be 2018 before we get
there. But if you fancy a nibble
of Devon Ruby beef, let us know
sooner rather than later even
though it won’t be sent

out ‘til at least halfway through
2017.
Autumn also brought with it a
flurry of smallholder courses,
with extra dates sorted to cope
with the bookings. Unusually,
nearly all our attendees were
complete beginners, not having
yet started their smallholding
search. We more normally have
a scattering of novice smallholders in the groups, who have
made tiny first steps and realise

they need a bit of guidance
and insight before taking on
more than they can currently
manage. 750 people have
booked on our courses to
date—I can’t quite believe how
many people we’ve helped on
their smallholding journey .
With wintery long nights arrived, we’re now in hibernation mode to gather strength
for new challenges in 2017.
Here’s to a kind winter for all.

The contents of one of our 15k Devon Ruby beef boxes
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Experimental piglets
We’ve had all sorts of breeds
of pigs over the years, but
quickly came to the conclusion that the Berkshire was
the pig breed for us, what
with its charming look, biddable personality, and most
importantly its second to
none meat quality. The Japanese rave about the meat
from “the black pig” as they
call Berkshires, describing it as
the best in the world, and importing British Berkshires to
raise their own home grown
Kurobuta pork.
But there’s an itch we’ve
wanted to scratch for the
longest time, and that’s having a go at breeding one of
our Berkshire sows to a Duroc
boar. The Duroc, although
now an accepted British
breed, is an old pig breed
from America, and has a rich
auburn coat. It has been used
primarily to cross with other
breeds, and is said to create a
leaner carcase in the offspring.
Well, we finally took the experimental plunge and Poppy
gave birth to ten very vigorous piglets. She has showed
no sign of nesting on the
evening before her earliest
due date but by morning all
had been born and I could
only squeak in delight. I
thought that with out black
Berkshire and the red Duroc

that we would have some black
and some red piglets, but no.
Every single one is a gorgeous
red with black spots, some with
more dots than others, pretty
much as you’d expect in a litter

of Dalmation puppies. One or two
look like they’ve applied mascara to
their eyelashes. The top pic shows
them at 24 hours and the bottom at
two weeks. They’ll be heading for the
great outdoors with mum very soon.
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Cumbrian Herdwicks
Our dabbling in Herdwicks has
been rather fun, so much so that
we decided we should go up to
Cumbria and buy some really
good quality stock. We sought
advice from shepherd and
writer James Rebanks and he
pointed us towards his best
mate in Borrowdale, and we
chose 20 beautiful ewes.
They came straight off Eagle
Crag and after a long journey
home settled in our orchard
for a few weeks of quarantine.
I thought they’d be escaping
for the hills, but they couldn't
believe their luck in finding
easy grazing and plentiful
windfalls.
Less than a month later we
were back in Cumbria for the
Wasdale Head Shepherd’s

meet to admire the glorious
scenery and the quality sheep
on show. We stayed on a farm in
Borrowdale, close to the home of
our new Herdwicks. What a

Debbie’s Diary & other writings
I’ve been writing regularly
for Country Smallholding
magazine for a few years
now. It’s a great pleasure
to me and 2017 sees the
launch of a new series:
Debbie’s Diary, following
our farming year. I’m also
writing a series on people’s
favourite breeds of livestock which has provided
the perfect excuse to visit
and chat to some brilliant
people and their wonderful
animals. If you have any
suggestions, do let me

know.
Another monthly mag, Home
Farmer, are publishing my series on How To Be A Smallholder. I’ve had to consider all the
questions our course participants ask and remind myself of
what it was like when we started out, more than 25 years
ago. We are learning all the
time, but I’m always painfully
aware of how little we knew at
first and how much there is to
get to grips with.

wonderful place is Cumbria,
and we were particularly
cheered by the number of serious walkers in their seventies
and eighties—an inspiration.
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Countryside Stewardship work motors on
To say that Andrew has been busy
with our Countryside Stewardship
commitments is an understatement. He’s done a huge amount
of fencing and hanging of new
gates, laying pipe and installing
water troughs, and putting hard
standing around the new and existing troughs to avoid the cattle
poaching the ground. The good
autumn weather has been kind,
allowing the tractor and other
bits of kit onto the fields without
causing problems, and the digger
has been busy mending the Dev-

on banks prior to the fencing work. If only the digger
did this by itself, but of
course Andrew has been
doing all the manipulating
of levers and buckets, repairing ditches as part of
the bank work. This means
we’ll be able to graze two
additional fields with the
cows in 2017 and keep livestock off the boundaries.
Folk in the past used banks
topped by hedges to keep
livestock in the fields but it

seems like a hopeless task without
fencing; I always wonder how often
they had to rescue sheep and cows
from precious hayfields, neighbouring farms and any other place
they shouldn’t have been.

Tupping time
Four flocks, four rams, all the ewes
split into breeding groups and the
rams sent in to do their stuff. That
was in mid October and now the
rams are back out, getting to know
each other for their 10 month long
bromance while the ewes prepare
for lambing. But first they get to
gorge on hay until early January
when all the ewes are scanned to
see what’s having one, two, more
or none. At that point anything
expecting twins or triplets get separated out so they can be fed accordingly, any barren girls get removed and put with the
youngstock while we check their
records and decide if they will be
given another bite at the cherry
next year or if it’s time for mutton.
Scanning time marks the turn of
the farm year even more decisively than Christmas , when we quan-

tify the sort of lambing we’ll
be having in March and into
April. We average 150%
lambing percentage (i.e. from
100 ewes you’d expect 150
lambs) because our native

breeds are not as prolific as the
more commercial breeds,
where 200% is hoped for, but
that suits us well and doesn’t
over-stretch the sheep. The
fewer triplets we have the better
we like it.
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Time to order your grass fed hogget boxes
Hogget—year old lamb, larger carcase but leaner
than lamb, is delicious and much in demand. Every
time a TV chef mentions it we get emails and phone
calls. It’s only available in May and three quarters
of it has been reserved, but there’s some left—let
us know if you fancy some, (delivery across the UK).


Hogget boxes—half or whole butchered to
your reqs (half £90, whole £155 delivered)

Check out http://www.southyeofarmwest.co.uk/
forsale.html
Lambskins for sale too, of course:
Picture taken by one of our regular meat
customers, Matthew Hyotte

