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Herd sale paved the way to building ‘dream’ herd
and other business ventures

Middlewich

Selling their renowned pedigree Holstein herd allowed two

Cheshire-based producers to invest in their farm and to pursue

Number of cows:
90
Average yield:
11,031kg
Longevity goal:
six lactations
Lifetime production goal: 70 tonnes

T

en years ago CowManagement
visited ‘new entrants’ Sue and
Mark Nutsford. And what a difference
a decade makes! The pair built up one
of the UK’s most renowned herds,
taking shows and the pedigree sale
ring by storm – and producing plenty
of milk to boot.
Today sees the same enthusiastic
and ambitious couple managing a
different herd and business. Back in
2003 the couple, and their Riverdane
pedigree Holstein herd, were new
recruits to the NMR annual production
ranking top 10. They were milking 55
cows and averaging 11,791kg of milk

their cattle breeding dreams. We first visited the Nutsfords 10 years
ago and now we return to find out what’s happened since.
text Rachael Porter

at 3.7% fat and 3.33% protein. Yields are
similar today, at 11.031kg of milk, but fat
has risen to 4.33% and cow numbers have
increased to 90.

Upgraded facilities
The farm itself has also seen some
changes, with investment in new cow
housing in 2010, with sand-bedded
cubicles and a robotic feeding system
installed in 2011 to feed a TMR that
provides maintenance plus 30 litres.
“It’s great for the fresh heifers. We have a
self-locking yoke system at the feed
barrier and, even if they get held back a
bit, when they do finally get to the feed
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fence there’s plenty of fresh feed for
them,” says Mark.
The existing Vaccar 16:16 herringbone
parlour has also been upgraded, an extra
annex on the heifer housing has been
added, and there are also facilities to
receive and house cows for ET work.
These investments were funded by a
somewhat unusual move back in
2008. Mark and Sue sold the Riverdane
herd – all 200 head – to the owners
of the Cornwall-based 1,100-cow Willsbro
Holstein herd.
“Robert Wills is a good friend of ours and
one evening when he called he caught me
in a bad mood – I’d just finished a difficult
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Mark and Sue Nutsford
A lot has changed at
Ravenscroft Hall Farm
during the past decade.
Its testament to the
couple’s drive and
ambition, which is
stronger than ever.
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New faces: the current
herd was built using cow
families that Mark sourced
from around the world
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Fresh feed: robot ensures a constant supply

milking. And, off the cuff, I said that if
someone would pay me so much per head
for the cows I’d sell them all.
“And he said ‘we will’. So that’s what
happened – I sold the lot, apart from
about 15 heifers and a few embryos that
I had in storage.”
Mark says that he and Sue saw it as a
chance to buy their farm outright and
fund a much-needed upgrade to facilities.
“It was the opportunity of a lifetime and a
chance for me to start again really. We’d
just sold what some said was one the best
herds in Europe and now I could enjoy the
challenge of building a new herd up from
scratch again, using cow families that I’d
always wanted to work with,” says Mark.
He went on to scour the world for the
very best cow families to breed from. It’s
a task he relished.
These included the Ashlyn family, as well
as Atlee and Redrose. “I did look at the US
cow families – I liked what I saw there.
But I also looked elsewhere and I gradually
built up the herd to the one we’re milking

“Sue is usually buried up to her neck in
paperwork – I really don’t know how she
does it all. She gets up and does the
morning milking, looks after our children
and then goes to work in the office,” adds
Mark.
The breeding and genetics side of the
business takes up a lot of Mark – and
Sue’s – time. “Semen from at least 20 of
our bulls, which have been genomically
tested, is being marketed and we’ve also
got some daughter-proven sires too.
“Nothing has changed in the way we
purchase our bulls. I still focus on the cow
family – to us that’s king – and we mainly
look at bulls with a well-proven sire.
“Reliability is important and we choose
our bulls in the same way that we choose
cow families – they have to have strength
and their daughters have to stay in the
milking herd for a long time.”
Mark is looking for five or six lactations
and a lifetime yield of between 60 and 70
tonnes.
For this reason, he places a lot of emphasis
on health traits, particularly somatic cell
count. “But type is important too. I’m
looking for good udders, they’re vital for
longevity.”
The herd is still milked three times a day
and Mark likes to do the evening milking.
“It gives me the chance to catch up on
what’s happening with the herd and to
liase with our herdsman, Ross.”
So, what about the next decade? “Our aim
is to be one of the best breeding herds in
the world,” says Mark.
“Genomics is really taking off and opening
up exciting opportunities. The technology
puts the UK on a level playing field with
the rest of Europe and North America. It’s
now possible to test and acquire semen
from a bull wherever it is in the world.
“It really has revolutionised breeding and
I think it’s what will allow us to fulfil our
ambition.”
If past form is anything to go by, then
there’s little doubt that he and Sue will
certainly succeed. l
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Life’s a beach: cow comfort is king in the herd’s sand-bedded cubicle house

today. I’ve always wanted to milk these
cow families. It’s a great herd, like the one
we had before, but it’s built on different
foundations,” he says.
“That said, I also kept some of best cow
family lines through embryos we had in
storage and these also helped to give the
herd a strong footing.”

Importing embryos
The move has also fed further into his
passion for cattle breeding and freed up
time and energy to invest in genetics.
Together with Sue’s father, Bill, Mark and
Sue set up their own AI company, called
KingStreet Sires. “We started by importing
embryos from across the world and then,
once we got going with using and selling
semen from our own home-bred sires, we
started to import semen too.”
He and Sue also run another business,
Celltech Embryo Transfer, from their
Middlewich-based unit. Proceeds from the
herd sale funded the conversion of one of
the farm’s old barns into office buildings.

S

The way they were: our previous article on the Riverdane herd, published in 2003
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