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To my sister Maria, ‘She Who Should Not Be Argued With’, who gives a good kick up the bum when needed! Without you and your ever-suffering husband, we could never have done this. X



[image: Illustration]


contents

Introduction

1 Before You Get Started

2 Cultivating Your Land

3 Keeping Animals: The Essentials

4 Poultry and Other Birds

Chickens

Turkeys

Guinea Fowl

Quails

Ducks

Geese

5 Livestock

Pigs

Sheep

Goats

Cows

Farrowing, lambing, kidding and calving

Transport and slaughter

6 Beekeeping

Resources

Glossary


how to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



[image: Illustration]


introduction

how I got started

My childhood was a very simple one. I grew up in Devon, and my family kept a menagerie of animals, from chickens, quails, ducks and sheep to rabbits, dogs, owls, rescued hedgehogs… you name it, and I am sure that at some point we will have had one! Apart from school, my days were spent ‘playing’ with the animals and helping with the vegetable growing. As I recall, most of the local community produced something, whether meat, vegetables, honey, cheese or jam. My nan’s gooseberries were a particular favourite of mine. Friends regularly turned up to show off and swap their produce, and evenings were spent preparing and freezing bumper crops.

When I left school, I went into nursing, and while on holiday with friends I met my husband. A very short time later, I found myself settled in an urban street in Surrey, living a very different life from the one I had known growing up. Now, with an average-sized garden and neighbours on every side, I was rather restricted. Added to this, my husband wasn’t really into the ‘good life’ and certainly wasn’t keen on the thought of the animals I hoped to have.

We had four gorgeous children, and I was determined to give them a chance to experience some of the wonderful childhood adventures I had been lucky enough to enjoy. And so, with planning and hard work, I managed to develop an urban smallholding. We had quails and chickens for meat and eggs, as well as the occasional turkey, and a lovely vegetable patch and fruit trees that soon flourished to produce an abundance of fruit.

My greatest achievement was having friends around for a meal where everything we ate had been produced in my garden. The moment was spoilt only by my telling them the name of the turkey they were eating! I learnt very quickly not to do this again. Many happy years were spent making mistakes, learning from them, and eventually getting things right.

When my children started school, I realised I wanted to do more. I was keen to share my knowledge and help people achieve the same things that I had. I ended up going into business with a man who lived locally. He was a businessman, working in London, who had 25 acres of land that he wasn’t using. Although he was keen to have a taste of the ‘good life’, he hadn’t yet done anything with his land. Between us, we set up a business called Golden Valley Poultry, raising chickens for eggs and meat, as well as keeping and selling a selection of pure breeds (which is a particular passion of mine). I managed the farm and cared for the animals, whilst he did all the paperwork. Sheep came next, followed by pigs, ducks and geese, all of which proved successful endeavours. Rheas were not such a success for me, but I learnt a lot – and that’s what smallholding is all about.
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A Pekin Cock with a Rhode Island Red Rose Comb Bantam.
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Afternoon feeding time.



My passion for helping people raise productive pets led me to write my first book, Chickens: The Essential Guide to Keeping Happy Healthy Hens, to become a columnist for Country Living magazine and to produce a DVD with Joules Hudson on henkeeping, as well as holding courses and talks.

I recently bought my own smallholding, and set up my own business, Hollywater Hens, something I never thought I could afford in such an expensive and affluent area – it just goes to show that dreams can come true! Although you will never make a great deal of money through smallholding, it is possible to achieve your dreams, albeit with plenty of hard work. Having my own land makes me feel far more secure and content. I have more freedom, and no longer have to travel to lock up my animals morning and evening. If I want to, I can unlock my chickens in my pyjamas and go back to bed with a cup of tea before starting the daily jobs a bit later – extremely welcome after a late night! But for me the biggest advantage to having my own smallholding is that it means I am on hand 24/7 to care for my charges.

In this book I want to share my knowledge of the world of smallholding. Through my own disasters and successes I have learnt a great deal, and hope that my experiences and advice will show you that, however much land you have, you can make it productive and have a truly wonderful time doing it. It will not always be easy, and a positive outlook on life is a must. You will learn to see problems (there will almost certainly be a few along the way) as ‘challenges’ rather than disasters; there is a solution to every problem – sometimes it might not be the answer we want, but we can’t always have what we want! With the right attitude, skills and knowledge, you too can become a successful smallholder.

So whether you have an average-sized garden, one acre or six, there will be something in this book for you.
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After a visit to Tom’s waterfowl farm, I’m heading home with a couple of Embden Geese. Carrying them in this way stops them flapping their wings.
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You can never have too many bird cages and crates!





the world of smallholding

Smallholding is a very sociable way of life. Although you may spend more time with animals than people, you will quickly get to know your local fellow smallholders, who will be keen to offer and share tips and experience – and plenty of laughs! Many friends will be made and a whole new world will reveal itself to you – embrace it! Do not worry about not knowing everything; just make sure you have a good support network, whether that comes from local farmers’ groups and clubs, friends, or neighbours – and, of course, a very good vet helps hugely.

Go into the world of smallholding with an open mind, ready to learn. As in many areas of life, there is no such thing as a stupid question. One of my biggest mistakes when I was younger was pretending to understand and not asking for proper explanations. So don’t be scared of looking foolish – always ask questions. We all have to start somewhere. Everybody I have dealt with, from the local Trading Standards man to a very eccentric shepherd friend, have been only too happy to explain and give me invaluable advice. People who have a passion really want to share their knowledge and help others experience their wonderful way of life, so that it passes on to the next generation. If it were not for these people, some breeds would no longer even exist, so make the time to share in their knowledge.

I could have written this book as a list of ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’, but such is the incredible learning process of smallholding that I can assure you after a few years you would be adding to my lists. No information is set in stone and people’s perceptions, expectations and levels of commitment are all variables. Smallholders often have very different reasons for keeping animals – for example, some don’t want to raise their animals for food, while for others this is their main purpose (my mad neighbour Gill always says, ‘If you cannot eat it – do not keep it.’).

Take your time when starting out – building up your livestock gradually is extremely important. It is not advisable to go out and buy sheep, pigs, goats, chickens, geese, etc. in one go. Introduce one species at a time and gain knowledge, confidence and experience before embarking on the next. Most commercial farmers focus on just one species, with knowledge passed down through generations – and even then, they can come up against problems.

When keeping more than one species on a smallholding, your land management, husbandry and DIY skills will be tested regularly – all the more reason to set up slowly and methodically. Learning and observing each species individually will give you the chance to use and trust your common sense. For example, you will discover that cows and sheep work well together, as cows graze long grass and sheep prefer short grass, so they will happily share a grazing area. However, keeping chickens and pigs together is not a good idea at all: in fact, you can expect to have a few chicken casualties if you do this, as the pigs will eat the chickens. Housing and feeding requirements vary greatly from animal to animal – these are covered in the individual sections later in the book.

The best advice I can give you is to move slowly, learn as much as you can at every stage, and enjoy it. You will not always get things right, but you will progress and, as you do so, you will discover that there is often no such thing as a right or wrong way of doing things. The basic rules may be constant, but all animals behave differently and no two pieces of land are ever the same – so little details will always have to be tweaked along the way. As your knowledge and confidence grow, so too will your crops and livestock.
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A couple of Highland Cows enjoying their meal.
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the good life vs. real life

The ‘good life’ seems to be something a lot of people aspire to in today’s hectic world, and smallholding and self-sufficiency are becoming extremely popular. Many people view this lifestyle as a dream – the idea of collecting freshly laid eggs on a sunny day and watching animals grazing happily inspires a sense of calm and contentment. However, let me shatter that illusion. If you do it right, there can be moments just like this, but ‘the good life’ doesn’t mean ‘the easy life’ – far from it.

Do not be under any illusion: it is both physically and mentally demanding, and you will have a huge responsibility to your livestock. You need to have a passion for the land and its animals, and not be put off by bad weather and hard work.

Although you really cannot beat the sense of contentment that a smallholding can bring, you must remember: the weather isn’t always sunny, the crops are often eaten by the wildlife and the livestock are not always well behaved. With smallholdings, you need to have a ‘be prepared for anything’ attitude. You can almost guarantee that, if you have planned a night out, a pig will escape or a goat will fall ill. Many times I have been dressed to impress and ready to head out only to find myself donning my wellie boots and headtorch to sort out a problem. Does this put me off? No – and, in fact, it usually leads to a good story to tell when I do eventually make it to wherever I was planning to go!

Despite (or perhaps because of) the hard work, becoming a smallholder is one of the most rewarding things I have ever done. Getting back to basics is extremely satisfying – there is nothing quite like cooking a meal with eggs, meat or milk produced by the animals you have raised.

When I talk to my friends who farm, no one complains about their problems; we all accept the challenges of our chosen lifestyle, and we learn from them.

With passion (and bloody hard work), the rewards are extraordinary and you will be able to run a productive, happy smallholding. The land you purchase might not be the best when you buy it, but there are many things you can do to help it become productive (see Chapter 2, Cultivating your Land). Remember that there is a solution to every problem you will encounter – be calm, think it through and try to find a solution. That is, after all, the best way to learn. If you choose to cry and admit defeat you will not succeed.

In this book I will share my experience and try to give you a real insight into living the ‘good life’.
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