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Northamptonshire farmer Mark Spendlove is 
nothing if not commercial. Over the years, he 
hasn't hesitated to switch from one enterprise 
to another as market signs have dictated and he 
has steadily grown his farming enterprise as the 
fortunes of his business have allowed. 

Today, he is ®rmly committed to beef production; 
has made major investment in housing and feeding 
facilities which will accommodate over 500 head; 
and is strongly attached to the Hereford breed. 
This, he unusually blends with a British Blue/
dairy cross, in a system which is said to combine 
the best of each breed and produce the sort of 
premium carcase which the commercial market 
demands. 

But the road to the Hereford hasn't been easy and 
is coloured with successes, failures and hiccups 
along the way.

His stories of wheeling and dealing in livestock go 
back to his boyhood when he bought ̀ cade' lambs 
from Northampton market to raise at home.

As the son of a tenant farmer, whose family had 
been ̀ scratching around on the land' for 450 years, 

Mark Spendlove 
has never been 
one to follow a 

trend. Always 
doing his best 
to make sure 
he was selling 

cattle when 
everyone else 

wanted to buy, 
he has turned 

the traditional 
system ± of 

using a Hereford 
cross from the 

dairy herd ± 
completely on 

its head. Ann 
Hardy visited 

his farm in 

Turning the system 
on its head

rearing livestock was as natural as falling off the 
proverbial log.

As time ticked on, the core of the current Sandy 
Hill Farm in Rothwell was purchased by his family; 
lambs gave way to calves; and by 1981, Mark and 
his brother Andrew were running the 800 acre 
business together ± with Andrew's main focus 
on the arable business and Mark's on livestock 
production.

ªI used to take a trailer to Sturminster Newton 
market when they'd sell 2,000 head on a Monday 
and I'd come back with 24 Hereford crosses at a 
time,º he recalls.

ªI'd rear 150 every autumn which would stay here 
for 18 months and then I'd sell them as stores.

ªThere's always been a good trade for stores and 
you'd hear the ®nishers at the market in April 
grumbling about the prices and bidding against 
each other.

ªSo we'd sell in spring when they were all 
competing to buy.º

The system worked well for several years - 
weathering the storm of BSE in 1988 - and 
featured a variety of breeds, including continentals 
as their supply-base grew.

But the focus soon turned to suckled calves at 
around 10 months old, which Mark had seen 
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in Northampton Market and thought 
represented value for money.

ªThey were twice the size of the 12 week 
old calves and £100 more, and we ended 
up buying around 200, mostly continental 
crosses, which we'd ®nish on the farm,º 
he says.

A cycle of buying in autumn, wintering in 
yards on silage, grazing in summer and 
®nishing in October continued until the 
market priced him out, when the price 
for suckled calves reached £450 apiece.

Realising he should be producing the 
calves himself, he started to gather 
suckler cows together, but his trade and 
the cash ¯ow were hit, when the spectre 
of BSE returned in the '90s.

ªWe lurched on but the job wasn't good,º 
he says. ªAt the time, all our grass was 
rented and the rent was going up and 
since someone wanted to use our sheds, 
we let out the buildings and sold the 
cattle.

ªI ®rmly believe that if it doesn't pay, stop 
doing it before it breaks you,º he says, 
although he describes the farm without 
stock as ̀ dead ± absolutely dead'.

Sticking with the arable for a couple of 
years, it was a nearby dairy farmer who 
was shooting Simmental cross dairy 
females which prompted Mark's return 
to beef.

ªWe took the heifers away, borrowed 
a Blonde d'Aquitaine bull, and got a 
breeding enterprise of sorts off the 
ground,º he says.

Adding to the venture with a variety of 
continental bloodlines, he recalls: ªThe 
Blonde bull was a bit excitable, and my 
®rst recollection of Limousins was of a 
mob with their tails in the air and over 
the hedge like race horses.º

The search for more suckler cows turned 
to the Hereford/Friesian cross, which 
Mark recalled had placid temperaments 
and were good, milky mothers. But both 
cows and calves proved expensive and a 
series of unfruitful attempts to secure a 
supply forced a reappraisal.

ªWe had intended to put a continental 
bull on the Hereford dairy cross, but we 
couldn't get what we wanted, so we had 
to rethink,º he says.

ªWe decided that if we couldn't get the 
Hereford cross in any quantity, we would 
use what we could get, and put it to a 
Hereford bull.

ªThis way, we could still get the good 
temperament and easy feeding of the 
Hereford, and produce something with 
good eating quality that would ®nd a ready 
market,º he says. ªI also had on the table 
a contract to supply Waitrose through 
Meadow Quality Ltd, and it was with an 
eye on this scheme that I was particularly 
keen to establish the Hereford-based 
system.º

It transpired that a plentiful supply was 
to be had of British Blue x Holsteins, and 
some 80 heifer calves bought over four 
years ago formed the basis of today's 
herd.

The search then began for Hereford 
bulls and Mark's ®rst port of call was the 
Society's show at Tenbury. 

ªOne bull stood out to me,º he recalls. 
ªHe was long and well shaped and 
although not highly placed by the judge 
on the day, I thought he was the sort we 
wanted.º

The bull had come from former Society 
president Marcus Lury's herd in Somerset 
and it was to this herd that Mark made a 
trip.

Returning with the ®rst three bulls for his 
venture, the ®rst of their progeny will be 
sold as ®nished cattle this spring (2010).

Further visits to Hereford Market for 
another Society sale in October 2008 and 
to Moreton-in-Marsh for the National 
Show alerted Mark's attention to other 
breeders, most notably the Wilsons in 
Kelso, who are expected to be the source 
of further bulls.

But believing the supply of commercially 
relevant Herefords to be limited, Mark 
doesn't hesitate to criticise the direction 
of the breed.

ªIt strikes me that a lot of Hereford 
breeders are only really interested in 
winning shows and they don't have their 
eye on the commercial market,º he says. 
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Believing there is vast untapped 
commercial potential for the breed, he 
says: ªThe UK has exported Herefords and 
other native breeds to places like South 
America where they are producing beef 
from those breeds on a vast commercial 
scale. Argentina produces pen after pen 
of identical ̀ Hereford type' cattle. 

ªMeanwhile, what do the British use? 
Continental ploughing oxes (sic) which 
have no fat on them. Where's the logic 
in that? There's a complete mixture 
of breeds in the UK and there's no 
consistent product.º

Noting that South America has the 
potential to ¯ood British markets with 
`huge quantities of beef', he adds: ªAs 
far as I can gather this is perfectly good 
beef.º

The solution he says is to produce a 
product which can compete head on, and 
particularly one for the premium market.

ªThe supermarkets are asking for 
marbling and we know that comes from 
the Hereford, and they are not going to 
go down that route if it is not good for 
their business,º he says.

Aiming to supply precisely this market, 
the system Mark now operates involves 

calving in spring; grazing the calves at foot 
for the summer; housing in winter; grazing 
the following summer and ®nishing in 
yards on a forage-based diet to slaughter 
at two years the following spring.

The breeds appear to be knitting well 
together, with the Holstein supplying 
the milk, the Blue adding carcass shape 
and ¯eshing and the Hereford bringing 
the icing on the cake ± the all-essential 
marbling and eating quality of the beef.

ªThe resulting animals have tremendous 
size and shape, and I think there's also the 
potential to sell the heifers back into the 
suckler cow market as breeding stock,º 
adds Mark.

Feeding has been radically changed to 
accommodate the new system, with a 
nutritionist engaged to develop a total 
mixed ration. Based on silage, straw, oats, 
barley and ®eld beans, the arable rotation 
is completely geared around the cattle, 
whose numbers will level at 150-head of 
suckler cows.

ªTMR is de®nitely the way forward,º 
says Mark. ªIt's not just easier to deliver, 
but we can manipulate it easily to stop 
animals getting too fat.º

With housing now in place for 500 head 

and a silage pit newly constructed, looking 
after the cattle is said to be `little more 
than a one man operation'.

Commenting on the level of investment, 
he says: ªI did a business plan to take to 
the bank to borrow for the buildings and 
we don't expect to spend more than 50 
percent of the sale price on producing 
these animals.

ªThe cow is self funding as her cull value 
is £8-900; each bull costs around £20 
per calf if you cost him over a ®ve year 
lifetime; and our capital outlay over the 
next 15 years will be £126 per ®nished 
animal.º

Having nailed down the total production 
cost of each ®nished animal to £288.13 
per head, he says: ªIf meat dropped by 25 
percent this enterprise could still run.

ªBut some producers complain that even 
at £3/kg they are struggling to make 
money,º he says. ªWhat are they doing? 
They are spending too much producing 
them.º

Recognising that his is a system which 
both suits his area and his farm, he adds: ªI 
accept we are lucky that we can produce 
the straw but other regions have the rain 
and can grow better grass.

ªThe get-out is that if cattle become 
unpro®table, you sell off the stock and 
pay off the debt.º

But that won't happen, he insists. 

ªI'm completely optimistic about the 
industry - we've found a system that 
will work for us, and our plan is to push 
ahead with it.

ªYes, we've made major investment in 
cattle yards to do the job properly, but 
I am con®dent enough in the industry to 
have gone down this route and spent a 
large amount.º

And with the Hereford at the heart of 
his venture, he convincingly illustrates 
his belief in the enormous scope for the 
breed to supply a discerning and growing 
commercial market.


