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in 2012, Noilly and Nut-

meg in 2013 and so on 

it goes.  

Below is Peaceful with 

her second calf, Otis, 

born the night before 

this photo was taken.  

We were concerned 

that Peaceful was taking 

rather too long about 

her labour so we called 

the vet, a young but 

very able intern, who 

said that it was a breech 

and a big bull calf, and 

with the aid of the calv-

ing jack he pulled out 

the gorgeous beast you 

see below.    

Four days later, Willow 

gave birth to her fourth 

calf, but her first heifer, 

who we have called 

Olive.  She is HUGE, 

both taller and bigger 

than Otis,  but came 

hurtling out of Willow 

with no help at all.  Wil-

low has the most enor-

mous udder and rather 

excessively generous 

teats, so if Olive drinks 

everything on offer it 

looks like she has the 

makings of an elephant.    

In five weeks time two 

more cows are due to 

calve and our last one 

in mid summer; not 

what you’d call a well 

planned, tight calving 

pattern, but we can live 

with that.   

For now, Olive and Otis 

at less than a week old 

are finding each other 

rather fun; there is 

much galloping around 

the shed between 

bouts of guzzling and 

snoozing.  I can’t wait 

to turn them and their 

mothers out to grass—

they will have such fun 

exploring the world and 

racing across the fields.   

There will be many, 

many photos taken.  I 

can bore on forever 

about the cows. 

The O Show 
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O is for Otis and Olive 

and hopefully more O 

names as calves con-

tinue to appear this 

spring and summer.   

The Devon Cattle Breed-

ers’ Society helpfully al-

locate a letter of the al-

phabet for cows born in 

any particular year—you 

don’t have to follow this, 

but we have decided to 

do so, with Mellow born 



The wettest winter on record, 

and don’t we know it.  We cer-

tainly haven’t suffered the tra-

vails of the Somerset levels, 

where farmers are only just 

bringing livestock back to their 

evacuated farms weeks after 

the floods, but it’s been pretty 

grim.  The winds tore off the 

roof of one of the log stores and 

6 old orchard trees are now 

sadly recumbent.  The sheep 

were turning even our driest top 

fields into a quagmire, so for the 

first time ever, we had to bring 

the ewes into the lambing shed 

a month before their due date.  

Normally we’d do this the day 

before, so it’s meant a lot more 

hay being used as the ewes had 

no access to grass.   

The ewes took advantage of this 

indoor comfort and started to 

lamb four days early.  Today, 

we’re at day 23, it’s still raining 

and there are 5 extremely 

round ewes left to go pop, 

while the majority of dams and 

lambs are back out at grass which is 

growing like stink.  A week or two of 

sun & we’ll have a welcome jungle of 

grass for them all to grow on.   

Grateful but sodden 

called a prick-eared breed!    
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Simon, who comes and does our 

shearing for us, has been training 

to scan—that’s pregnancy scan-

ning for sheep and cows.  But we 

wanted to know if our artificial 

insemination efforts had worked 

on Daphne, so Simon said he’d 

oblige.  It was his first ever pig 

scanning, and yes, she is indeed in 

pig and is due to farrow in mid 

April.   

We took this photo the day it was 

finally dry enough to bring her 

outside, so it’s no surprise that 

she’s laughing.  She also galloped 

round her paddock with glee.  And 

you can see why Berkshires are 

Piggy pleasures  

Just born Torddu Badger Face twins 



Lots about cows this quarter, but 

then they have been in the cow-

sheds all winter and are very 

much in our faces (and filling our 

barrows and muck yard).   

To make room for the soon to be 

calving cows it was time to wean 

Noilly and Nutmeg, a year old and 

more than ready for weaning.  But 

no-one had told THEM that.  We 

moved them across the yard into 

the youngstock shed, next to 4  

youngsters weaned the year be-

fore. But did they appreciate the 

spacious, light-filled quarters with 

a lovely big bed of straw?    Not 

really, no.  For nearly a week they 

bellowed and roared.  After a cou-

ple of hours their mums stopped 

mooing and relaxed into their 

happy freedom and shrinking ud-

ders, but Nutmeg and Noilly had 

Weaning and losing one’s moo 
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For those of you who remem-

ber Andrew’s penchant for 

baking during his late night 

lambing shifts when the ewes 

refuse to perform, you may 

be wondering if he chose to 

do his Mary Berry stint  this 

year.  Well, I can reassure you 

that various baked goodies 

did indeed appear on cooling 

trays to greet me warmly and 

comfortingly on my early 

morning shift.   

We had gingerbread men, 

rich fruit cake, chocolate 

Guinness cake, bagels (by 

Baking not lambing 
special request), challah—the 

traditional plaited egg enriched 

Jewish loaf—and various sour 

not the past.  His moo came back 

but was used for communicating 

something other than woe.  A few 

weeks later we opened the dividing 

gate and put both calves with the 

older young stock and they are 

now a happy group, waiting to be 

turned out as soon as the ground is 

hard and we have some long wavy 

green stuff.   

dough loaves.   I’m wondering 

what to ask for next in what I hope 

is this final week of lambing. 

other ideas.  We stroked 

them and chatted to them 

and gave them plenty of 

food.  They had each other 

for company and a bunch of 

new playmates the other 

side of the gate.  In the end 

Noilly decided she was al-

right after all, but Nutmeg 

literally mooed himself 

hoarse.  His quiet laryngitic 

croaks were pitiful.  A great 

big baby, weighing all 

of 430kilos, he just 

needed a lot of rubbing 

and petting rather than 

milk.   

It was a huge relief 

when a fortnight or so 

after weaning he sud-

denly determined to 

focus on the now and 

The youngstock with Nutmeg at 

the front 



Those of you who have been on 

our Introduction to Smallholding 

course will have heard me ex-

plaining the hidden costs of buy-

ing cheap inadequately pre-

served fence posts.  This winter 

we’ve experienced first-hand 

just how expensive & inconven-

ient it is to have to replace posts 

& stakes that fail prematurely.   

When we moved onto the farm 

nine years ago we had some 

fencing put up by a contractor, 

who charged us per metre & 

used the cheapest materials 

possible.  I then started to do 

my own fencing, diligently 

searching out the lowest cost 

posts I could find.  Only 6-8 

years later, we are finding rot-

ten gateposts, straining posts & 

stakes in much of the early fenc-

ing.  We’ve had some pretty wet 

summers, & the wettest winter 

for many years, but this is still 

far too short a life-expectancy. 

So what is the difference be-

tween a good and a bad post? 

‘Good’ posts are cut from tim-

ber, ideally the heart wood, al-

lowed to dry, then put in a pres-

surised vessel of preservative so 

the liquid penetrates deep into 

the wood. But the single most 

important factor is that these 

posts are sold with a guarantee  

- usually fifteen years. ‘Bad’ 

posts are often cut & shaped 

then immediately go through 

the preservative bath.  The 

problem is that as the wood is 

completely wet, it simply cannot 

absorb the preservative so 

ends up with a very thin coat-

ing & no guarantee of life ex-

pectancy is given.  There are  

other ways to improve the life 

of your fencing; chestnut 

stakes last much longer than  

softwood and old telegraph 

poles make excellent gateposts 

& strainers as they are often a 

redwood deeply preserved. 

Posts always fail at ground 

level, so applying an extra coat 

of preservative such as creo-

sote to this area will help.  One 

of the manufacturers  offers a 

rubber ‘sleeve’ which is fitted 

to this area of the post; I have-

n’t tried these as I’m con-

cerned that they would simply 

ride up the post as it is 

knocked in (a bit like pulling 

your sock off with your wellie)  but 

would love to hear from anyone who 

has. The difference between cheap & 

quality stakes is about 30 pence; 

£1.60-1.70 per stake for the cheap & 

£1.90-£2.00  for the quality alterna-

tive.  If you’re buying a hundred 

stakes the saving may seem attrac-

tive, but if they only last half as long 

the costs of replacement (materials 

and labour) & the aggravation factor 

should make you think twice! 

Andrew: beware cheap fence posts 
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Above, one of the rotten posts alongside a new one.  

Below, Andrew on a fencing break 



It sounds sort of bonkers 

when we have our own 

Devon lambing live hap-

pening not only all 

around us but also on our 

faithful lamb cam, 

hitched up to our laptops 

so we can watch every 

moment and run up to 

the shed as needed; but 

we are rather addicted to 
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When boisterous Mabel 

arrived, Fenn was so re-

lieved that she didn’t 

have to take on the role 

of alpha dog & relaxed 

back into the family 

group.  Just before 

Christmas 2012 she was 

diagnosed with an inop-

erable bladder tumour 

& given 4-6 months.  

But she loved life & de-

fied expectations, living 

Farewell to our beautiful, sweet natured Fenn 

SOUTH YEO FARM WEST 

BBC’s Lambing Live, where 

Kate Humble’s Badger 

Face Torddu sheep do, of 

course, steal the show!  

What a woman of taste 

she is.  No doubt there 

will be people wanting to 

buy some of our livestock 

this summer, but the 

Torddu ewe lambs have 

already all been reserved. 

Badger Faces on BBC Lambing Live 

not a leader, putting ab-

solute trust in us to take 

care of her.  Any visitor 

sitting at our kitchen ta-

ble would find her big 

head laid gently in their 

lap requiring nothing 

more than a stroke & a 

kind word.  The gentlest 

& sweetest of creatures, 

it was like having a deli-

cate soul in a huge hairy 

body sharing our home.  

When people ask us why 

we moved to Devon we 

usually say it’s because we 

were in search of a bigger 

challenge, a mighty pro-

ject.  But in truth, it was 

because of Fenn.  To keep 

Mopsa, our first Bernese 

dog company, we took on 

a puppy, Fenn, & then re-

alised that ideally, two 

dogs needed a bit more 

space.  By the time Fenn 

was six months old we’d 

bought her the largest 

kennel & playpen imagin-

able—South Yeo Farm 

West— & what a wonder-

ful place it is, & we have 

never stopped thanking 

Fenn for her pivotal role in 

pushing us to move here. 

And boy, did the dogs love 

it too.   

From the start, Fenn had 

always been a follower & 

over a year, & seeing her 

9th birthday on Boxing 

day.  One evening in 

January, she laid her 

head on my lap, & I took 

off her collar & told her 

it was fine for her to go; 

within a minute she’d 

slipped away, no vet, no 

injection, just love & 

home.  She’s joined 

Mopsa in the orchard, & 

we will always have 

Fenn’s Field, the small 

paddock below the 

house, to keep her name 

attached to the farm she 

was so instrumental in 

finding. 


