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Head Stockman
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Phil Gordon-Jones, Daylesford Organic Farms Ltd. 

What qualifications do you have?
GCSEs and A levels 
BSc Business Management at Royal Agricultural College, Cirencester

What does your job involve?
As head stockman, my job requires me to carry out the day-to-day management of our 700+ head beef suckler herd and finishing unit, and oversee the management of our 6500 head sheep enterprise, to the highest standard, over nearly 4000 acres.  This involves not only the daily routines of animal husbandry, but also managing the throughput into the Daylesford Organic Farmshop businesses.

What, or who, inspired you to take your chosen career pathway?
I was born in the USA, but my parents moved back to the UK in 1989, and bought a rural house on a large arable estate in Wiltshire. As do many young boys, I fell in love with the huge tractors, and from a very young age I started helping out at harvest, and then at Easter, and then at every opportunity that I wasn’t at school! The farm then took on an arable contract on the neighbouring estate, which also had a large suckler herd, where I met David Armstrong of Aldbourne Chase Farms. While at the Royal Agricultural College, I started helping at the weekends doing the feeding and bedding, and quickly fell in love with the cattle. I was then offered a full-time job helping to run the 300 pedigree suckler herd alongside David, during which I gained a wealth of knowledge.

What route did you take from leaving school to your current job?   
After leaving school, I knew I wanted to work in the agricultural sector, but at the age of 18 I wasn’t sure which part of it I wanted to be in. So I started doing a Business management degree at the Royal Agricultural College, Cirencester, with the thought that I would become an agricultural consultant, work 5 days a week and earn lots of money! But half way through my second year, while in a law lecture, I decided this wasn’t for me. I switched courses to Agricultural Land Management and instantly felt at home. As I mentioned earlier, I was lucky to be offered such a great job immediately after leaving college, where I stayed for just over 5 years. I then met my now wife, who lived in Somerset, and took a contracting job for 2 years down there before moving back up country to Berkshire. There I took an assistant farm manager’s job on a mixed farming enterprise of cattle, sheep, arable and a large turkey business!

What is the key knowledge, skills and experience needed for your job?
I believe the university route gave me experience in terms of professionalism and business aptitude. But there are no lessons as good as life lessons, and you learn from experience and mistakes. No one is going to teach you how not to panic when you are calving a breached calf, for example. You learn that on your way, and you learn what works and what doesn’t. Handling stock is another example of this, you need to predict how an animal is going to behave, and you learn this from being with them day in, day out. 




What is the best thing about your job?
My job has a lot of pressure and responsibility attached to it, but also a lot to like. I'm outside 70% of the time, in the Great British countryside, working with a great team in the heart of the Cotswolds. Working for Daylesford, I get to see the animal being born, the animal living its best life, and then the same animal on the butcher’s counter. I see the whole story, their whole life, and then the reward. I take a lot of pride in what I do, and walking into the farmshop to see the end product taking pride of place is very rewarding.

What questions are you often asked about your job?
People often ask me if I get attached to the animals, especially the cattle. Of the 180 breeding cows that I calve each year, I know all of them individually, each having its own personality, quirks and temperament. When they come into the sheds for winter, I walk around all of them and almost welcome them back home. These cows are here year in, year out – some living to ages reaching 15 years. It would be impossible not to get attached. However, the store animals and calves are different. You're always going to remember the odd calf that was a bit of a character at calving, or one that you’ve brought back to life. But then they go out with their mums for the summer, come back in the winter and go into the finishing process. Therefore, I know not to get attached to them, and that my main goal is to get them to their optimum target weight. 

What advice would you offer to someone interested in doing what you do?
Farming is a great career, more so now than in the past. It’s fast becoming more about understanding technology, graphs, traits and trends, but the fundamentals will always be the same. The husbandry required will always be the same. You have to love what you do and take time to perfect your craft. Working with animals is tough, especially in the cold depths of winter when you're outside on your own at 3:00am calving a cow, but it’s also very rewarding. And, yes, I’m glad I didn’t opt for the 5 days a week chasing the money!
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