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The committee would like to wish every member a Happy New Year. 

 

We thought it might be a nice idea to have a quarterly newsletter in which we 

could share our experiences and share tips and recipes etc.  We hope you like 

it and will participate in the future by sending ideas, articles, recipes, etc to 

Cheryl at smileyscot@sky.com.  Whilst Cheryl is a keen gardener and has lots 

of tips for growing your own we will need everyone to make a contribution 

however small if this is not to become principally about gardening. 

This issue includes an article on Cheryl and Simon’s small holding, The story of 

Annie’s experience of a visit from a fox a few other recipes and ideas.  Please 

do get in touch and let us know if you have found it helpful or interesting as 

this is the first issue and we need feedback to improve it  

 

Recipe idea – out of season I know but its nice to think sometimes of warm summer days in the 

darkest days of winter! An idea for a nice summer dip.... 

Cream Cheese and Coriander dip with chilli jam or chilli sauce 

200g cream cheese 

Chilli sauce or jam  

Bunch of fresh coriander roughly chopped. 

Put the cheese in the bottom of your dish cover with sauce or jam and top with coriander – so 

simple! Serve with carrot batons, celery, bread sticks, plain crisps or toasted bread eg ciabatta. 

Enjoy! 

Cheryl’s article   

Murdostoun Kitchen Garden 

Hi folks, 

We are Simon and Cheryl and we bought Gardener’s Cottage at Murdostoun Estate about three 

years  ago but only moved in two years ago as we did not manage to sell our old house.  As I 

mailto:smileyscot@sky.com


volunteered to organise the newsletter I thought it might be interesting if I shared the journey of 

restoring our garden so far. 

As you will understand, not being able to sell our old house meant that we did not have much capital 

to utilise in renovating the garden so progress was slower with much of the work being done by us 

by hand.  Unfortunately as the electrical central heating system shorted the first winter Simon had to 

mend many burst pipes and as a result we had to have several walls replastered, which of course left 

time for little else.  Simon is still working as a doctor so has a busy schedule.  Despite all this we were 

delighted to move in and this was when work really began. 

We have a two acre Victorian walled garden with the house being built into the walls which are 

about fifteen feet high.  We also have a couple of fields and some woodland.  It is a very historical 

setting and I believe at one time was one of the largest Scottish estates so the garden would have 

kept not only the main house but the six farms and estate workers in vegetables.  The estate was 

sold off in the 1970s and the castle became a nursing home.  The garden gradually deteriorated until 

there was little evidence of its past use. 

When we bought it much of the planting was inappropriate and had little of interest.  I had the idea 

that I would sell vegetables to cover the cost of a polytunnel and vegetable seeds so our first priority 

was to create a vegetable patch.  This was not easy as many trees had to be cut down – by hand as 

the shed was broken into just before we moved in and most of our tools were stolen and were not 

covered by insurance as we were not in occupation at that time.  This done a neighbouring farmer 

came along to pull out the roots – a friend described the results as a local Tsunami!  We hired a 

rotovator and prepared the soil and over the summer we grew vegetables quite successfully.  We 

also acquired 2 puppies, Molly and Meg, 2 kittens, Nutmeg and Ginger, 11 hubbards  and several 

hens. 

I asked friends who wanted vegetables and have been selling vegetable bags for £5 as an experiment 

to see how it would work out.   This worked quite well but the experiment taught me too many bags 

to harvest and deliver would be very time consuming and not really what I wanted to do.  As a result 

this past summer I hooked up with a local social enterprise company who have various contracts to 

supply fruit and vegetables to food banks, nhs stalls in hospitals etc.  They collect which removes the 

bit I didn’t like doing.  It also means that since I cannot supply all their needs if a harvest fails they 

simply order more from the fruit market and I sell to them at the price they pay at the wholesaler.  

As you will know this summer was very dry so that made harvesting easy I think this summer may be 

more challenging. 

The work of clearing the garden continues and we are making definite progress.  The garden is now 

much more open and you can see the walls which is good as I do not see the point of having a walled 

garden and not being able to see the walls.  The desire for a polytunnel was an awareness that you 

could not plant our size of garden with shop bought plants so there is a need to grow from seed and 

it also helps tremendously to ensure a constant supply of vegetables. 

This year our daughter will be a bridesmaid and the bride has asked us to grow the flowers for the 

wedding which is great and will be a good focus in addition to the vegetables which have so far 

taken priority.  



  

The picture above shows the polytunnel in February as we have prepared it for the coming year 

although we still have to move the greenhouse round.  The layout has moved round to take account 

of crop rotations.    Unfortunately last year my earliest sowing of peas and beans and indeed sweet 

corn were all sabotaged by mice!  This year I am trying growing them in post first so I will let you 

know if this helps.  Having a polytunnel is great and at least provides some protection from the 

weather and I think is well worth investing in.  Last year we also made for the first time a hot bed for 

the cucumbers and found that it did make a difference so will make another this year.  I have 

ordered my veg seed now but need to order flower seeds as well and I suggest we think about 

registering with T&M as you can obtain great discounts this way so please see later in the 

newsletter. 

That’s enough about gardening  - Simon has also added to his stock.  Below is a picture of Olive one 

of our three belted galloways.  Sadly the three geese are now two.  One of the geese was sitting on a 

nest of about 8 goose eggs and we debated moving the nest inside but didn’t and unfortunately a 

fox or badger brutally killed the goose sitting on the nest.  The remaining two were visibly upset for 

quite a few days.  I had not realised how far geese roam and there is a large puddle in the 

neighbouring farmer’s field which they like to occupy.  The last picture is a photo of Maisie – an 

abandoned lamb.  We had our first lambing this year and had 13 lambs from 10 sheep (we have 

Kerry hills).  All the sheep delivered by themselves.  We have been feeding Maisie but she is now 

growing well.  At first we kept her in at night (following the badger /fox episode with the geese) but 

she now stays out in the field.  It was lovely for a city girl to have a lamb to look after although it is 

very tying.  Sadly more recently we had another visitor either a fox,badger, stoat or mink and so 

we,ve gone from about 26 hens to 1! Our last hen now resides in the garden with the dogs to look 

after her.  In the spring we hope to get 2 pigs again and more hens. 

 



  

Annie’s Article 

Foxes and poultry – whose fault is it?   

I lost my Swedish Blue drake, Jack, his Khaki Campbell wife, Jemima, and their three daughters, to 

Mr or Mrs Fox earlier this year, as well as 10 of my hens.  It was devastating as they were all very 

tame, and part of my animal family.  In some respects I can’t blame anyone other than myself as I 

hadn’t shut them in that night, but living next to a village it annoys me that foxes are being fed 

locally in residents’ gardens, encouraging them to tour the area for kill. 

My ducks and hens were in separate runs, with pop holes into their sheds.  On the Saturday night in 

question, because it was frosty, my dogs and I had got warmed up inside, and it slipped my mind to 

go out and shut the birds inside their sheds.   It was eerily quiet when I went out that Sunday 

morning – no quacking to greet me as I opened the front door.  I saw one of the youngsters lying 

dead in the run and assumed it had died of the cold, and the others has stayed inside because of 

that  - till I got closer and realised the ground was covered in feathers.   I immediately thought ‘fox’, 

and sent the dogs out into the paddock. They retuned with two headless young ducks, three 

headless hens, and some legs and wings - confirming my suspicions.  I cannot for the life of me 

understand why people would feed and encourage a wild animal into their garden and near to their 

families when foxes have been known to attack babies as well as poultry.  They do it because they 

enjoy killing, not just for food. 

What I hadn’t realised prior to this incident was that foxes make the same round trip every night, 

they don’t just suddenly come across some prey, they are actively checking their ‘patch’.  Had I 

known that, would I have been more vigilant?  I think I would. 

On hearing of the loss of my birds, I was given some older hens by a friend and bought some 

younger ones from her too, and also recently bought a trio of quail – something I’d wanted for a long 

time. 

I wanted to protect any new additions to the menagerie so my hens and quail were housed in my 

now redundant weldmesh dog runs inside the brick garage in the back garden, with netting over the 

top, and are shut in, as part of our nightly routine, around dusk when the dogs are also given a run.  

If I am unable to be home before that, my very good neighbour does it for me, and if I know in 



advance I won’t be home before dusk they stay indoors – the odd day inside won’t hurt them; I 

make sure they have plenty food and water, and the lights are on 

Having replaced my ducks last week, I decided to use the redundant hen run at the side of the house 

for the new ducks, but to try to make it more secure.   My son Donald is such a great help to me; he 

travels over here from Paisley fairly regularly to help me make or mend whatever is needed.   

Yesterday's project was 'thwart the foxes', and hopefully we have succeeded.  

7 foot high posts were screwed to the original four foot high panel fence, which is right hard against 

the slab path - hopefully avoiding any digging under.  Attached to that is chicken wire and orange 

building site mesh netting - hopefully too wobbly and high for foxes to try to climb.   At the other side 

of the run is the 10 foot high railway barricade - again hard to the railway line ballast, with the orange 

netting again strung round from there to the gate.  The pop hole can be raised and lowered from 

outside the run, and is very heavy - my dog can't pull it open and he is very strong. 

When they have become used to their run and shed they will be allowed into the front paddock when I 

am here.  With the routine now established of shutting all the birds in every night at dusk, and allowing 

the dogs free run of the paddock for a time, hopefully I will have no further losses. 

 

Here are a few photos to let you see what we've done. Keep your fingers crossed!!! 

       

 

 

QUICK TIPS AND IDEAS TO TRY 

Lay out polythene sheeting (remember to anchor well during high winds) to let the soil dry out to 

keep it ready to dig on good days when ground not frozen.  This will enable an early start later in the 

year. 



 

SUGGESTION 

Thomson and Morgan the seedsmen have a scheme for groups interested in gardening where if you 

have more than 10 members and a group order of over £100 is made you can obtain significant 

discounts (this year 50% off packets of seeds).  Let us know if you think you would be interested and 

the committee can find out more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another recipe idea! 

Beech leaf Noyau – A fabulous winter warmer and probably even good with tonic and ice on 

a hot day! 

Makes 1 Litre 

1 loosely packed carrier bag of soft beech leaves 

500ml gin 

300g granulated sugar 

Brandy 

Pack leaves in a large jar until 9/10th full pour gin over leaves (making sure they are well 

covered or they will oxidise and turn brown) leave to steep for 7 – 10 days then strain the 

infused gin through muslin or a jelly bag Put sugar and 250ml water in a pan and heat gently 

to dissolve sugar.  Allow to cool completely before adding to the infused gin.  Add a couple 

of capfuls of brandy too.  Wait until a cold winter’s night and enjoy before a roaring fire! 

 

Please don’t forget to send your contribution for the next 

newsletter by the end of March to Cheryl 

ITEMS FOR SALE? 

Do you have something you want 

to sell or exchange if so let us know 

and it can be included in the next 

newsletter 


