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Barn owls at South Yeo
How can you resist a request to host a couple of
barn owls in need of safe
release? The Barn Owl
Trust put out a Devon
call for suitable sites for
two female barn owls
that had fallen out of
nests and had been
nursed back to full
health and were now
ready for releasing back
into the wild. I stuck my
hand up and after a site
visit the Trust chose our
farm. They brought a
large mobile aviary and a
big box of frozen chicks
to feed the owls, gave us
detailed instructions and
left us to it.
We fed the owls every
night and a few weeks
later quietly opened the
roof of the aviary at dusk
and watched the birds
fly gently out and into
the trees.
A couple of days later
one of our own barn owl
boxes was newly occupied, and still is, over

two months later. It’s
highly likely that one of
the females decided to
stay close and we hope
she finds a mate.
We hear all kinds of
scratching and fidgeting
from inside the box and
at dawn and dusk see
the owl swoop out of
the barn on its way to
and from hunting.
Above: the Barn Owl Trust aviary. Below: one of the owls on day 1
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Meet Mack
It’s only fair. Our last three dogs
have all been my choice and
every one a Bernese, but although they suit me perfectly
and Andrew is also enamoured,
they don’t make the best farm
work companions. They love to
walk and romp across the farm
but if you set to doing some
fencing or ditching or any other
kind of work, they set off for
home, preferring to guard the
house rather than hang around
to hand you the hammer. So
when I mentioned that perhaps
it was time to get another dog
to keep Mabel company, Andrew said he’d like to choose his
own dog this time, and find one
that would be happy to ride in
the tractor or the Landrover and
to keep him company when he
was out working across the
farm.
He decided a Springer spaniel/
Labrador cross was the thing
and so we now have Mack, who
has proved to be a fabulous

puppy, full of beans, happy as
they come, and delighted to be
with Andrew every moment of
the day. Much to our delight,
Mabel has taken to him as if he

was her own puppy; her patience is
endless and they play vigorously until
Mack falls into an exhausted happy
heap.

didn’t foul up. The farmers taking control over the last year
have been wonderfully diverse,
from blackcurrant farmers,
every kind of arable and livestock famers and from small to
massive in scale.
Inspired by the account I
launched @SmallholdersUK in
August and it’s been a ball so
far, and we’ve got over 1250

followers already. If you’re a tweeting smallholder and fancy a stint for
a week in 2015, let me know!

Andrew with Mack tucked in his
boilersuit

@FarmersOfTheUK
For the tweeters among you, I
strongly recommend following @FarmersOfTheUK which
features a different farmer
each week. I was lucky
enough to take the helm on
Christmas week 22-28 December.
I very much enjoyed sharing
our farming Christmas with its
11,500 followers and hope I
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Cow hair everywhere
Andrew had to dig a bit of old
lime plaster out of our dining
room wall in order to put in new
wall lights as we were fed up of
knocking our heads on the daft
pendant ceiling light. And in doing so he found a quantity of furry
stuff incorporated in to the lime.
No, it wasn’t mummified rat.
When we shone a bright light on
it and gave it a rub it was clearly
cow hair, and a familiar orange.
Whoever had built the wall had
obviously had access to Devon
Rubies rather than the horsehair
traditionally used for the task, and
we can only assume that they
were farmed here in the past.

When we bring the cows in
for the winter we clip off a
long dorsal strip to allow
the heat to escape along
their backs and stop the
cows getting sweaty to
avoid respiratory problems.
We had enough cow hair to
fill several new walls.

Below, the cow hair
found behind the wall
Above, the cattle crush
when we’d finished
clipping the cows

There’s something rather wonderful thinking that we are carrying
on the tradition of the farm with
our own Devon Ruby herd.

After nearly ten years, a bit of work inside
We’re heading swiftly towards
our tenth year on the farm and
to date we’ve done very little
to the farmhouse. The barns,
fencing and hedging have taken
most of our attention and apart
from putting in a quick bit of
Ikea kitchen and slapping paint
over the worst of the lurid paint
colours, nothing else has been
done. But it was more than
time to sort out bathrooms—a
farmer needs to keep clean. So
as I type bathroom changes are
taking place and I should have a
shower big enough to dance in
and Andrew a bathtub that isn’t

rusting and peeling, just in time
for Christmas. The plasterer
was here on Friday and I keep
going in to admire the smooth
surfaces and contemplating
how soon it’ll be before I can
get the walls painted.
We’ve also got rid of the lumps
of stone and concrete in the
dining room that wouldn’t even
have looked good in a rockery,
but was pretending to be a
hearth, and swapped it for a
great slab of granite. There’s
much rubbing down and painting still to be done but I hope
that by the end of January we

will have made the house more
our own and less like the weekend
getaway of the previous owners.
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Cooking Devon Ruby beef
Four years of Devon Rubies at
South Yeo & only our second
year of producing beef boxes;
the honeymoon goes on & on
with both the cows & the beef.
This year we’ve had five calves
born, at least one of which is
such a wonderful little heifer
that she will definitely be joining
the breeding herd. She could
see us into retirement & beyond; what a thought.
We’ve been asked to provide a
few favourite beef recipes, so
here’s a few of our real favourites, from simple everyday
treats to something a bit more
special, but all very easy to
make.
Meatballs in rich tomato sauce
(with spaghetti, of course)
Devon Ruby minced beef in a
big bowl. Add finely chopped
onion, a tiny bit of salt, black
pepper, mixed herbs or thyme
or oregano as you prefer, an egg
& a generous gloop of tomato
puree, plus a handful of flour.
Mix it all up & pretend it’s playdough. Decide if you want little
delicate meatballs or great big
ones. Shake flour on a plate and
your hands, pick up a meatball
sized nugget and shape into a
sphere and pat all round with
flour. Continue til the whole lot
is done. You can put them in a
fridge to firm up if you’re not
ready to cook them yet. For the
tomato sauce fry chopped onion
in oil (preferably the oil from a

jar of sundried tomatoes) until
softened. Add a tin or two of
chopped tomatoes (depending
on how much sauce you want)
or lots of chopped fresh tomatoes if there’s a garden glut, a
few chopped sundried tomatoes, a generous gob of whatever homemade chutney is on
the go (something fruity &
vinegary like a plum chutney)
or if not a small shot of wine
vinegar/cider vinegar or blackberry vinegar, a teaspoon of
sugar. Simmer covered & put
in the oven for an hour to cook
& mellow. Fry the meatballs
on all sides til fairly well
cooked. Put in an oven proof
dish & cover with the cooked
sauce. In the oven for 20-30
minutes & then serve with spaghetti & a fat dollop of thick
Greek yoghourt.
Bolognese (with pasta or rice,
as a filling for savoury pancakes or of course, lasagne)
500g beef
225g chicken livers
4 rashers streaky bacon
2 medium onions
garlic clove or two if garlic is
your thing
tin of tomatoes
glass or three of red wine
tomato puree
olive oil
seasoning and herbs
I give quantities here as a
guide, but it’s not really how I
cook. I’m all about a lump of

this, a heap of that, an overgenerous
amount of meat etc, so play it by ear.
Soften the chopped onion in olive oil
with the garlic and bacon, then add
the beef & brown it well, adding the
chicken livers after a few minutes.
Cook for 5 minutes then add the tomatoes & the puree, wine, seasoning
& herbs. Cover & simmer & then put
in the oven for 45 minutes at least.
Lovely just with spaghetti & a salad,
or you can make pancakes, fill with
bolognese, roll up & put in an oven
dish, cover with a cheesy sauce &
bake for half an hour in the oven til
bubbling.
Brisket with herby or mustard dumplings
Put a splash of olive oil into an in an
ovenproof pan & brown the brisket
joint all over for a few minutes. Remove the brisket onto a plate. Add
thick chopped onion, big chunks of
carrot and some celery to the pan
and brown these too. Sprinkle over a
tablespoon or two of flour and stir
vigorously. Pour in hot water from
the kettle, still stirring, then put the
joint back in (the water should come
nearly to the top of the joint. Add
black pepper, bay leaf & bring it to
the simmer, cover, then put it in the
oven for 2.5 hours. Meanwhile make
your dumplings. Put 8oz (200g) of
self-raising flour into a bowl and add
4oz (100g) of suet. Put in a pinch of
salt and a generous twisting of black
pepper. Add either a mix of favourite
herbs (I like thyme) or a generous
teaspoon or two of grainy French
mustard. Stir the mix together and

add just enough cold water to
make a soft but not too sticky
dough. Flour your hands and roll
the mix into 8 dumplings. These
can be kept on a dish in the fridge
til you’re ready for the next step.
When the brisket has been in the
oven for 2.5 hours remove the pan
from the oven, take off the cover
and pop in the dumplings around
the beef. Keep the cover off and
put the pan back in the oven for
another 25 minutes or until the
dumplings are cooked. Serve the
meat in thick slices with broth &
vegetables & a dumpling or two
plus a generous lashing of
creamed horseradish.
Roast beef
So simple, so wonderful. Mix English mustard powder with plain
flour & rub it all over the joint.
Whatever flour & mustard mix is
left put into your biggest roasting
pan & sit the joint on top. Scatter
parboiled veg around the roasting
dish (spuds, carrots, parsnips, celeriac, turnips etc) & sprinkle sparingly with salt & a light oil (ground
nut, rapeseed, sunflower). Into a
hot oven it goes. Our Aga cannot
be temp controlled so I take out &
baste the veg from time to time &
serve when it’s ready; you’ll know
your own oven best. The critical
thing is to take the beef out of the
oven to rest on a hot plate in a
warm place, covered, for at least
20 minutes before slicing & serving. We like our beef pink, so the
juices should still be running pink
when pricked deep. Remember
that the cooking continues during
the standing time, so don’t overdo
it. We serve with red cabbage,

peas, all the roasted veg, & gravy
made from the juices in the pan.
There’ll be flour left in the bottom
of the pan & lots of juices, so stir
these together over heat & add
water slowly to deglaze the pan.
You can use wine or beer too, just
make sure you let it bubble away
to cook off the alcohol or the taste
will be a bit odd. I never sieve the
result – bits of parsnip or crispy
potato add verve to the gravy. If
you have a fairly modest sized
roasting pan, cook the beef & veg
in separate dishes or you’ll steam
rather than roast the beef.
The perfect sirloin steak
Take a frying pan, drop in a small
swoosh of olive oil and let it heat
up properly, then put in your steak.
Cooking times, approximate as always, but as a guide for
a 2cm thick sirloin steak:
Blue: about 1 min each side
Rare: about 1½ mins each side
Medium rare: about 2 mins each
side
Medium: about 2 ½ mins each side
Well-done: about 4-5 minutes each
side
Use your fingers to check how well
cooked your steak is: rare will feel
soft, medium-rare will be slightly
bouncy & well-done will be much
firmer. What is critical for tenderness and juiciness is leaving it to
rest. A cooked steak should rest at
room temperature for at least five
minutes – it will stay warm for anything up to 10 minutes.
Accompaniments? Chips or baked
spuds, roasted tomatoes, mushrooms and fried onions, or mushrooms baked with blue cheese, or

just as simple as it comes: the
best bread/ciabatta roll you
can find or make, the inside
dipped in the steak cooking
juices, topped with the sliced
steak and a swirl of horseradish or some onion marmalade.
South Yeo Ruby beef stew
I tend to make a massive vat of
stew and then freeze it in double portions as our very own
version of fast food – defrost,
heat and serve with a mixed
swede and potato mash and
fresh green veg. Many, many
variations on a theme here.
Stewing or pasty steak cubed
and rolled in seasoned flour,
then browned in olive oil in a
heavy bottomed ovenproof
pan. Brown sliced onions or a
heap of peeled whole shallots,
chunked carrots, celery and if
you have it, some Berkshire
bacon mis-shapes cut into wee
chunks (lardons to the
foodies). Put the beef back in
with the veg and add your own
preferred seasoning. I like salt,
pepper, fresh thyme, a very
few juniper berries, and a generous teaspoon of ground cinnamon. Glug in a half bottle of
red wine (or Guinness or beer)
and bubble away. Top up with
water and bring to a simmer.
Put in a generous quantity of
button mushrooms either now
or an hour into the cooking.
Cover and pop in the oven for
as long as possible; three hours
won’t hurt. This is even better
reheated, so the freezing process does nothing but good.

SOUTH YEO FARM WEST
Happy New Year!
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I’m allowed to talk about cows...in print
I’m delighted to say that I seem to
have become a new and regular
contributor to Country Smallholding magazine which is the lead
magazine in the smallholding sector (and I know that’ll make the
non-smallholders among you
chuckle).
It all kicked off with an article I
wrote about building a cob oven,
complete with many photos of Andrew doing the building, and now
I’m in the middle of writing a series
of articles about keeping cows.
I’ve also been interviewing other
smallholders for articles and am
finding the whole process absorbing and rewarding. There are
about as many different choices
and ways of doing things as there
are smallholders. Some are cautious, others bold, some are knowledgeable and others not so much...
It all makes for a fabulously intriguing experience.
But best of all, I’m not just allowed

but actively encouraged to rattle
on about some of my favourite
subjects.
A shortened version of my first
cow piece can be read here:
http://
www.countrysmallholding.com/
livestock/
cows_a_step_too_far_1_3876057

