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By Tars Cheema

VISION. COURAGE. PIONEERS. AS RELEVANT NOW AS EVER!

BC DAIRY PI   NEERS

One such breeder and true cowman 
is Guy Sim, still dairying in the Comox 
Valley on central Vancouver Island, with 
an impressive 90-cow Ayrshire herd – a 
rarity outside of Quebec. It was 1911 when 
George Laban arrived on the Island from 
Yorkshire, England. His wife, Mabel, 
joined him in 1914, but their two daughters 
remained behind with relatives, to ensure 
a quality education. They initially started 
with chickens on a farm that had poor soil 
and required water to be carried up a steep 
hill from a spring. In 1916, their Canadian 
chapter would be stalled, as John’s integral 
British loyalty compelled him to return and 
support the war effort. Mabel was on her 
own when a storm dumped six feet of snow 
the first winter, leaving her isolated for a 
good month! Life was not easy for settlers!

George returned two years later, upon 
the end of the WWI. In 1920, they sold and 
moved just a mile away to a better 40-acre 
farm, which remains part of Birkdale Farm 
today. Two more girls were born in Comox 
– the youngest, Sybil, was Guy’s mother. 
World travel was slower, more difficult 
and more costly than in modern times. 
The result was that the entire family, with 
all four daughters, gathered only once in 
1952 - a special, sentimental reunion at 
Birkdale Farm.

Beginnings of Birkdale
As is often the case when people travel 
to distant shores to embark on a new 
life, they want familiar reminders of the 
good things they left behind. The name 
Birkdale came from the golf course in the 

area where the family had a 
summer home on the 

central west coast 
of England. It’s 

easy to see how Comox would be worthy 
of the picturesque ‘summer-home’ 
community George remembered fondly. 
As we visit in the family home built by 
Guy’s grandfather in 1920, I learn that they 
originally began farming with Jerseys in 
1922. “That’s all that was available at the 
time. And consumers wanted to see the 
cream line halfway down the bottle, and you 
needed Jerseys for that,” Guy informs me, 
based on stories his mother would share. 
When cows went to spring pasture, the 
rise in cream line was met with a rise in 
complaints!

“The original barn had eight stalls,” he 
points to the modest little structure that 
has been the calf barn for decades. I’m not 
used to seeing 100-year old buildings still 
in operation…

The Next Generation
Guy’s father, Alec Sim, was originally 
from Thunder Bay, where the family had 
Ayrshires. After graduation, Alec delivered 
milk, then later enrolled with the military 
as the second world war got underway. 
He was posted to Comox, which led to 
meeting young Sybil in the early 40’s. 
Later, Alec spent time at Holberg near 
Vancouver Island’s northern tip, where 
secretive surveillance was undertaken to 
monitor the threat posed by the Japanese 
to Canada’s western shores. “I tried, but 
I could never get my dad to speak about 
his role in the military – he was sworn 
to secrecy, and he wouldn’t speak of it, 
even later in life,” Guy laments this loss of 
historic knowledge. After marrying in 1946, 
they were transferred to Trenton, Ontario, 
but they soon left the military and settled in 
Thunder Bay where Alec took up insurance 
sales. Guy was born the following year, and 

might have remained there were 

it not for the brutal winters which severely 
limited any outdoor enjoyment. The young 
family moved to Vancouver in 1949 where 
Alec continued his insurance career. When 
the opportunity to buy Birkdale farm was 
presented, they both knew it was what they 
wanted. Alec and Sybil took over the farm 
on February 28, 1950. “I can just remember 
standing on the back seat of the car as we 
drove in the driveway, passing between two 
buildings,” Guy recalls with enviable clarity.

From 1950, Alec would gradually retool 
the farm. Buildings were being renovated, 
including the barn expansion in 1954, 
increasing from 16 to 23 cow stalls. They 
had been bottling and delivering milk 
themselves but making the shift to selling 
to the Comox Creamery in downtown 
Courtenay allowed Alec to focus on milking 
more cows. Just two years later he built 
again, bringing the herd size up to 36 cows 
in the late ‘50’s.

The Ayrshirification
The herd was not just growing…it was 
changing. Alec’s Ayrshire background was 
influencing the breeding direction, which 
began with the inclusion of Ubyssey Blue 
Duke – an Ayrshire herd sire from UBC. Alec 
established the Birghdale prefix in 1950 as 
he committed to a registered future for 
the soon-to-be Ayrshire herd! Crossing 
Duke on the Jerseys began the transition 
to a full Ayrshire herd, which they had by 
1960, with the addition of some registered 
Ayrshires, often with strong pedigrees. 
“The local inseminator said he was using 
more Ayrshire semen than Holstein in the 
early ‘60’s,” Guy recalls. When Guy joined a 
mixed 4-H club around the age of 10, his 
interest in cows and judging grew quickly. 
“Going to the PNE was like attending school 
to learn about good cows!”

About an hour south of Birkdale was Harry 
Dawson and his son Charlie of Dawsondale 

While Holsteins were making serious gains across most of BC’s dairy 
industry 60-70 years ago, at the expense of primarily Jersey, Guernsey 
and Ayrshire herds, a few have maintained their loyalty and love of 
their coloured cows.

Guy Sim
AN AYRSHIRE AMBASSADOR

Operating for 100 years, 
Birkdale Farm’s 190 acres are 
spectacular, even with the 
bordering urbanization and the 
busy road that cuts through.

One of many 
Birghdale 
animals that 
sold and 
performed 
exceptionally 
well for others.

The Birghdale cows have been grazing these fields since the 1950’s 
when Alec Sim transitioned from Jerseys to Ayrshires. Since then, 
the city has grown to crowd in on all sides.
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Farms. “Charlie was a great cowman 
who enjoyed traveling and brought some 
impressive cows home,” recalls Guy. Some 
may remember a prominent Ayrshire 
cow, FINTRY LAST GIRL, bred by Captain 
Dunwaters of Fintry Farm, just west of 
Kelowna. When Fintry sold out in the late 
‘40’s, it was Charlie who bought Last Girl, 
selling her to Birkdale as a 5-year old. Her 
daughter, BIRGHDALE HOLLY, sired by the 
American sire Springcrest Statesman, 
became their first Excellent cow (91 points). 
About one third of today’s Birghdale herd 
traces back to one of Last Girl’s twin heifers 
by the neighbour’s Quebec-bred Ayrshire 
sire. Another important acquisition from 
Charlie was HAUGHLANDS COMFORT, bred 
by GL Anderson at Cowichan Station in the 
‘50’s. Her progeny also proliferated into 
a strong family (Countess) that remains 
well-represented today.

“And Bill McFaul scouted out some great 
cows for the show cow game,” Guy adds.

From the Saville herd down-Island, they 
acquired the LELANDS cow (from the 
Blackaddar herd on PEI) and SAVILLE 
BALIG, the result of an early AI breeding 
in 1957, sired by a famous east coast 
USA bull, Balig Bruno, who was originally 
imported as a calf from Scotland. Bruno 
is heavily featured far back in nearly all 
Ayrshire pedigrees still today. The Saville 
bull sired a Birghdale heifer that sold to 
Anderlinis on the mainland, becoming the 
great-granddam of their famous Bella cow.

These were formative exposures for Guy 
who further appreciated the patient 
teaching he received from Charlie and Bill 
over the years. 

The Value of Education
After attending Olds College, Guy returned 
home for a time, until an opportunity to join 
BCAI Centre presented itself. From 1968-
70, Guy worked as an AI tech from Delta to 
Abbotsford, where he learned the skillful 
art of handling 1cc ampules! “I got to see 
lots of great cows and lots that needed 
udder improvement – it really drove me 
to breed the best cows I could.” He also 
witnessed the arrival of the exotic beef 
era, “I recall breeding the big Charolais 
cows, that thankfully turned out to be 
quiet!” While working at Milner, Guy took 
an opportunity to attend the first World 
Ayrshire Conference in Toronto. Through 
the bus tour visiting prominent breeders, 
he made many good contacts with keen 
breeders from the UK, Finland and other 
countries.

This spurred him on to an eight-month 
‘study abroad’ trip, taking him through a 
dozen countries, including the UK, Finland 
and even Turkey! “The Finnish herds 
averaged just six cows per herd back 
then, and they were mostly operated by 
women. I’m still friends with many Finnish 
breeders, most of them women,” Guy says. 
“I remember spending quite a bit of time 
explaining the Canadian sires and their 
pedigrees and strengths to the AI people 
in the UK. I think I may have influenced 
their decision to import semen for the first 
time, from four of our best Ayrshire bulls,” 
he suggests.

An unexpected bonus of the European 
trip was the effect of visiting ancient 
Roman ruins at Bath. Never much for 
history in school, Guy was impacted by the 
remarkable engineering advancements of 
a civilization 2000 years ago. “Seeing those 
complex ruins opened my mind and I’ve 
been more curious about understanding 
history and how it’s shaped our world,” he 
admits with fascination.

“I returned home full of enthusiasm and 
ready to change the world,” he laughs 
out loud! Guy was 23 when he began a 
partnership with his father on the 55-cow 
Birkdale Farm in December 1970. The 
substantial 96-stall 4-row stanchion barn 
built in 1967 was now ready to be filled.

Breeding and developing a prominent 
Ayrshire herd fueled Guy over the years. 
Dave Longeway purchased BIRGHDALE 
NELLE 61 EX-92 3E as a calf in the early ‘90’s 
at the PNE. He sold her to Bryce Fisher, 
and she went on to perform exceptionally 
well, resulting in her profile as ‘cover girl’ 
on Canadian Ayrshires magazine. Other 
Birghdale cattle have been sold to Alberta, 
Ontario, Quebec and into the USA. Notably, 
three heifers were sold to Japan in the 
late ‘80’s.

More than a dozen years ago, Randy Kortus 
of Mainstream in Lynden, Washington, 
picked out three well-bred heifers for his 
son who wanted his own special line. A 
daughter of one of them, MAINSTREAM 
REAL BETHANY went 93 points and was a 
top state production cow making a record 
of 40,640 – 2164 - 5.2F – 1056 - 2.6P lbs. She 
traces to the heart of the Countess family, 
which has now spread into the central US 
through Bethany and her progeny.

Often, we measure the ultimate 
accomplishment of a breeding herd to be 
the ability to yield AI sires which meet the 
threshold for wide marketability. Birghdale 
Nick was recognized as the top fat bull 
of his time, while Copper and Tradition 
were respected for balanced breeding 
patterns. Despite Birghdale Ayrshires 
having attained success with AI sires in 
the past, the modern genomic era has all 
but closed the gate on getting more sires 
into stud. While that may be disappointing, 
Guy remains keenly interested in breeding, 
is proud of his herd, and still finds other 
breeders interested in acquiring his stock.

Where Did 50 Years Go?
Like all committed farmers, Guy continued 
to acquire land around him to support the 
growing herd. But in 1978, the city built a 
main road through the farm, cutting off 
30 acres across the other side. It has only 
increased in annoyance over the years, to 
graze the dry cows and heifers there, with 
the increasing traffic volume, speed and 
disrespect of some city folk. “Farming on 
the edge of the city is no fun; although they 
love to see the farm, fields and cows, they 

don’t want the smell,” Guy admits with some 
frustration. “This farm would be perfect 
for someone younger wanting to have a 
farm to consumer dairy business, like Little 
Qualicum Cheese.” The proximity to the 
large urban population in that case would 
be a distinct advantage.

Guy has always been keen on Ayrshires, 
which brought him an invitation to Kenya 
in 1984 to present as one of three ‘Young 
Ayrshire Enthusiasts’ at the Ayrshire World 
Conference. In addition to being a long-
time Ayrshire Canada member, Guy has 
served as a Director, was on the breed 
improvement committee and was Ayrshire 
Canada President in 1993, hosting the AGM 
in Comox in 1994.

His 100% Ayrshire herd continues to graze 
the main farm fields rotationally from early 
May to late October. As I watch the cows 
return up the laneway from the back field 
ahead of afternoon milking, they walk 
briskly past the rows of white silage bags 
near the barn. Guy points out the damaged 
bags that have been patched visibly with 
red tape in places. “The deer come through 
here and walk on the bags,” he shakes his 
head in exasperation, though I suspect 
he’d rather tolerate the deer than the 
ever-increasing load of regulations that 
producers must comply with. With no 
family to take over the farm, and with the 
city crowding from all sides, the 74-year 
old is not certain how long he will continue 
– but for now, he still enjoys the cows and 
farming.

Guy’s love for the Ayrshire breed is genuine, 
and his success breeding a genetically 
impressive herd, even while the population 
is limited worldwide, is commendable. 
His 90-cow herd currently includes 12 EX 
cows up to 5E! Genetic improvement is 
well-understood to be a numbers game, 
with the rate of genetic advancement 
enhanced when one has access to a large 
population to breed from. The Birghdale 
herd’s genetic accomplishments are all 
the more outstanding in light of this. To 
honour Guy for his lifetime of dedication 
to the advancement of the Canadian 
Ayrshire breed, he was honoured in 2019 
with a Lifetime Member Award, by Ayrshire 
Canada. A fitting recognition indeed for this 
respected Ayrshire Ambassador!

Much like Guy, the cows don’t dawdle. They hustle up the laneway 
heading for the barn daily through the grazing season. Lame 
cows are a rarity.

Guy continues to make full use of the 96-stall stanchion barn 
built by his father in 1967. But the cows have been parlour milked 
for decades.

Guy Sim is the third generation 
to dedicate themselves to 
Birkdale Farm, each one 
developing it to greater 
accomplishment.


