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Foreword

Milk comes in bottles and cartons from the supermarket. Everybody knows that. When a group of children on a school trip were taken into a milking parlour one time they were amazed and shocked in equal proportion. Years of belief gone in a flash.

Around the world many different breeds of cattle can be found. Some have travelled far from their origins in the British Isles and Europe – where their history can be traced back hundreds, if not thousands, of years – and can now be seen in the USA and Australia. Several breeds have been developed over the years by dedicated breeders intent on producing quality stock. Others have remained untouched: the purity of the Jersey breed, for example, is jealously guarded, unlike that of the black-and-white Holstein and its Friesian cousin; it would take the likes of Sherlock Holmes and Leroy Jethro Gibbs to unravel their complex relationship.

Many breeds have their own society or association, and I have tried with their help to give you a glimpse of the tremendous diversity of cattle found around the globe. Some breeds are as rare as the Giant Panda, others are more numerous – but all need our protection and support.

Jack Byard, Bradford, 2020




1 Aberdeen Angus

Characteristics

Native colour black, but red does occur.
Naturally polled.
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A breed of cattle similar to the Aberdeen Angus (also known as just Angus) has been grazing the fields of Scotland since the 1500s. The breed originated with hornless cattle (known as “Hummlies” and “Doddies”) in the counties of Aberdeen and Angus in northeast Scotland in the early nineteenth century. Hugh Watson, a tenant of Keillor Farm in Angus, bought quality stock from far and near and used only the finest polled black animals for breeding. In 1842 Old Jock, his favourite bull, was born. Another star of Watson’s herd was a cow called Old Granny, born in 1824. She is said to have lived for thirty-five years and given birth to twenty-nine calves. Most of today’s Aberdeen Angus can trace their parents back to these two animals.

William McCombie, a farmer, founded a herd based on Keillor stock and produced outstanding cattle which he showed in England and France, helping to establish the breed’s reputation for quality beef. Sir George Macpherson-Grant returned to his inherited estate in 1861 and spent the next fifty years refining the Angus. Further developments and improvements have continued into the twentieth century.

The Aberdeen Angus is now found throughout the British Isles and the world.




2 Ayrshire

Characteristics

Any shade of red and brown, including mahogany and white; spots are jagged at edges and cover the entire body. Elegant horns, curving upwards, outwards and backwards.
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This breed originated in southwest Scotland, and was created by crossing Teeswater and Channel Island cattle. It was known initially as the Dunlop and then the Cunningham before becoming the Ayrshire, and by 1812 was an established breed. It was first officially recorded in the 1870s, and the Ayrshire Cattle Breed Society was formed in 1877. For many years the curving 12-inch-plus (30-centimetre) horns were the hallmark of the breed, a magnificent sight when highly polished for the showring. In modern farming horns are impractical, and today most Ayrshire cattle are dehorned as calves.

The Ayrshire is an effective grazer, enabling it to survive in less-than-ideal conditions, and a strong healthy, long-lived animal. It can survive the heat of Africa and the extreme cold of Scandinavia and still produce world-quality milk, ideal for making yoghurt, cheese and ice cream.

Originating from the county of Ayr in Scotland there are now herds throughout the British Isles, and on most continents.




3 Belted Galloway

Characteristics

Black, red or dun, with a white belt around the middle. Naturally polled.
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The Belted Galloway, found throughout the British Isles, is currently one of the “in favour” breeds and has experienced a tremendous upsurge in popularity. In addition to its unique appearance and the quality of the product it is a tough, hardy yet good-natured breed.

The origins of the “Beltie” appear to lie in the crossing of the ancient Galloway that originated in the Kirkcudbright and Wigtown areas of Scotland, and the Dutch Lakenvelder (the latter introducing the characteristic white belt). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was an upsurge in trade with the Low Countries and the rest of the British Isles. Miss Flora Stuart of Mochrum, near Wigtown, initiated developments that helped secure the Scottish beef industry. The health-conscious will be pleased to learn that the Galloway has the same fat content as chicken and fish.

The Belties are double-coated, with a soft short undercoat and a long shaggy overcoat that is shed in hot weather. The double coat is ideal insulation against heat loss, and a good raincoat. In 1921 the Dun and Belted Cattle Breeders Association was formed and established lucrative export markets in the USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Europe and Africa.




4 Black Welsh

Characteristics

Varies from jet black to rusty black, but occasionally red.
Either horned or polled.
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A native British breed descended from black cattle that grazed the rough mountains and hills of Wales before the Roman invasion, and possibly from cattle from the Iberian Peninsula. The modern-day Black Welsh is the result of ninety years of careful selection and breeding of two Welsh breeds, the North Wales type (raised in the hilly and mountainous regions) and the South Wales type (from a lower and gentler landscape). The Black Welsh is therefore a true British breed and possibly the oldest and purest breed in the world.

It is hardy and adaptable, growing a thick coat in winter, enabling it to graze in snow and rain when most other breeds would head for cover. It is happy grazing in the lowland areas or foraging in the uplands. This adaptability enables the Black Welsh to survive when many other breeds would starve.

Originally from Wales the breed is now found throughout the British Isles and on most continents.




5 Blue Grey

Characteristics

In terms of colour the name says it all; occasionally auburn. Usually polled.
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This breed is a cross between the Whitebred Shorthorn and the Black Galloway and is extremely popular in the north of England and in Scotland. The Blue Grey is thought to have been grazing the fields since the early nineteenth century. This breed is able to survive on less-than-ideal grazing, suckling calves on coarse grass that other breeds will shun, yet still maintain a good healthy condition and healthy calves, producing a good quality final product. It is a fast-maturing breed (faster than many others) and is unusual in that it has 1-inch (2.5-centimetre) long mottled blue/grey hair.

This extremely hardy breed is capable of being outwintered. It tops the list of good-looking breeds and is now found throughout the British Isles.




6 British Bazadaise

Characteristics

Light grey and slightly shaded in a wheat colour; bulls dark grey with a lighter saddle. Traditionally horned.

[image: Images]
The Bazadaise (pronounced “baz-a-day”) originated in southwest France in the Middle Ages by the crossing of a Marini, a small local grey cow, with breeds brought in from Spain by the Moors. The Bazadaise is able to work in extreme conditions from the lowlands to the Hautes-Pyrénées, a mountainous landscape bordering France and Spain. An exceptional tough and vigorous animal, it will graze in both the extreme cold of the high alpine meadows and the heat of the Spanish border region. In France the Bazadaise has achieved the Coveted “Label Rouge”, a confirmation of its quality. Farm mechanization and war led to a decline in numbers.

In 1989 the Bazadaise was imported into the British Isles where the breed has steadily grown in popularity and is now a premier beef producer. Calm and intelligent, the Bazadaise can cope with the dry heat and aridity of Australia and the rain and cold winters of the British Isles.

Originally only found in France the breed has spread to the British Isles, Australia, Belgium, Spain and the Netherlands.




7 British Blonde

Characteristics

Predominantly wheat colour, but range from almost white to brown.
The majority are horned, but there is a polled variety.
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Three strains of cattle have been used to develop the Blonde: the Garonnais, the Quercy and the Blonde de Pyrénées. The Blonde d’Aquitaine (as the breed is known on the continent) has been grazing European pastures since the sixth century – and any breed that can survive for fifteen hundred years must have something going for it! They were originally used as draught animals, and this continued until the end of World War II. The breed was “improved” by crossing with the Charolais and Shorthorn, but this was not entirely successful and the Blonde was bred back to its original type.

In 1974 the breed was introduced into the British Isles. The British Blonde is a strong, hardy, lean and docile animal and is renowned for its lean, low-fat meat qualities, leading to an increase in popularity amongst the health-conscious in Europe and the British Isles.

Originally found in the Garonne valley and the Pyrénées mountains in the Aquitaine district of France, there are now herds throughout the British Isles and on most major continents.
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