Hidden Value
By Kate Yegerlehner

	Gearld Fry taught me about peasant wisdom.  It takes peasant wisdom to truly observe what you have seen all along but just didn’t ascribe any meaning to it.  For example, when I attended one of Gearld’s seminars in Kansas City a few years ago I was blown away by the significance of the different hair swirls on a cow.  I showed dairy cows for eight years in 4-H as a kid, and after all the hair-clipping I’d done in preparation for exhibition, I knew they had hair swirls.  I just didn’t realize they indicated anything important.  Peasant wisdom awakened my senses.
	I now know those swirls signify such inner processes as endocrine function, immune system health, and pregnancy.  More recently I’ve begun learning about the cow’s escutcheon hair patterns, and their correlation with milking capabilities and quality.  This valuable insight could have been having an impact on our genetic improvement long ago, but it wasn’t until we more fully understood the value of this tool we have always had that we could use it for good purposes.
	In producing value-added products, it is imperative that we learn to discover great worth in something that, to the casual observer, is barely acknowledged.  What are your resources?  What are the subcategories within your list of resources?  In what way could more value be added to these subcategories?
	Here is an example from our farm.  We have a 100% grass-fed dairy and also currently raise 100% grass-fed beef from our dual-purpose herd.  Although there is always a limited supply of the higher-dollar cuts like steaks, it’s not hard to make a profit selling quantities of those.  But look at the lower-cost cuts.  Or rather, look beyond the lower cost cuts.  Cows or bulls we cull often go mostly for hamburger.  We have a large supply of ground beef.  To add value to this, part of it is made into different types of sausages and ready-to-eat specialty meats.
	Another way we would like to add more value this year is to make bone broths out of some of our soup bones and neck bones (and maybe feet—it’s hard to get much lower-end than that!).  Bone broths have long been revered for their healing properties, although changes in the food industry in the last half century or more have minimized their widespread use.  The gelatin and available minerals and nutrients in broth are key players in building strong bones, immune systems and digestive tracts, just for starters.  We were also told this winter that it is being used in nutritional programs treating people with addictions.  This could have huge potential for restoring communities touched by drug and alcohol abuse across our country!
	Bone broth is something that takes time to make…a necessity many families don’t seem to have enough of.  They could buy the bones and make it themselves and save a few dollars, but time is money, and it may be worth it to many to pay for the convenience of prepared broth.  Don’t forget that something like broth would need to be prepared in a commercial kitchen.
	During the winter when things are slower on the farm we often have time and energy to brainstorm new ideas for our operation.  One area we have been trying to be more conscientious of is increasing our profitability with what we have.  One day this winter we started discussing the topic of cheese quality, and it took us all the way to cost reduction through greater energy efficiency.
	In the ten years we have been making cheese, the usual protocol for milking and processing resulted in collecting 2 days’ worth of milk (sometimes more), chilling any stored milk in the bulk tank until it was time to separate cream or make cheese.  In our swing parlor, the milk is pumped (abused) once out of the receiver jar.  If the milk was stored in the bulk tank, it was chilled, agitated (abused) regularly, and then pumped (abused) again to the processing room.  If cream was to be separated, it had to be heated before being pumped (abused) out of the pasteurizer to the cream separator.  There was one less pumping for a batch of cheese, but still the milk was chilled and then heated again.  Dad noticed some butterfat would float up in the whey when he made cheese, and realized we were losing some of the most valuable portion of the milk.  He felt it had to do with all the temperature swings, agitating, and pumping.
	A couple years ago we had some changes made in our stainless steel pipes that allowed us to pump the milk directly from the receiver jar in the milking parlor to the processing room, but weren’t prepared for daily processing from a labor standpoint.  This spring we haven’t even used the bulk tank yet.  Dad has been doing something with the milk every day and finds daily processing less taxing without the added burden of pumping milk from the bulk tank, spending time warming it, and cleaning another whole set of equipment.  
	We feel confident this is improving even more the quality of the product we are making.  Quite possibly it is increasing the butter and cheese yield as well, without the loss of little agitated butterballs.   Energy savings result from less cooling and heating and less water heater and water usage in cleaning as well.  All should translate to greater profitability using only the resources we already had!
	Yet another way I believe it’s possible to draw out greater value from your current resource bank is through grazing management.  The quality and quantity of butterfat in the milk depends greatly on what the cows are eating.  I had to refresh my memory about what I learned in my college classes concerning butterfat production and composition…it’s been a night or two since I have delved into the science of it.  In short, feeding roughage increases acetic acid production, which tends to be an elevating factor for milk fat.  Propionic acid, which is primarily increased by feeding starch (grain), results in decreased milk fat once it is elevated above certain levels.  However, concentrations of propionic acid up to 20% molarity actually have a small positive effect on butterfat according to an old article I found online from the Georgia Experiment Station Journal Series no. 536.  I think this has to do with the role of glucose (synthesized from propionic acid in the liver) in the formation of milk fat.
	With all this in mind, and if I have interpreted the science correctly, it seems that one could maximize the cow’s butterfat production (possibly the most nutritionally and financially valuable part of the milk) by grazing patterns.  As the grass matures beyond the vegetative to the reproductive state, roughage will continue to increase (the Georgia study also found acetic acid level and dry matter intake to have a positive correlation).  Increased roughage will raise acetic acid levels in the rumen and subsequently butterfat in the milk.  Additionally, this maturing grass will produce a seedhead, many of which are nipped off during grazing.  I presume this would be a source of some starch which the rumen microbes would convert to propionic acid.  Cows can live and even be profitable without corn!
To throw a little more food in for thought, increasing soil fertility (which can be done through high density grazing) will increase Brix (sugar) levels.  From what I understand, these sugars would be part of the non-fibrous carbohydrates converted to propionic acid in the rumen, providing yet another source for the glucose needed in butterfat production.  What is more, the lactose level in milk is stabilized by secreting more water into the milk, so with a diet of grass containing optimum levels of both roughage and sugars, a cow can give you more butterfat and water to sell!
Now, it is also important to consider that when you are selling fluid milk, a more concentrated product (higher percentages of fat and protein) is more nutrient-dense for those who consume it, but in order to be fully compensated for the value of those solids, the farmer might need to charge a little more.  I think that is where the importance of higher Brix forages comes in for 100% grass-fed dairies, as the sugars should elevate production a bit and make it more economical to sell fluid milk than something like cheese or butter.
This spring we had a couple hundred pounds of butter preordered before the first cow produced a drop of milk, and as I write this in June we are still filling orders that came in since.  Each year seems to bring more demand for our high quality 100% grass-fed raw butter.  There is a market for those who desire to try their hand at it, but several factors go into making great butter.  I think some of the reasons why people like ours so well include the sole pasture diet and grazing management, the cows are healthy and our production practices are very clean, the fact that it is both cultured and unsalted, and to sweeten the deal it is made with love.  No fooling.  Most everything is a labor of love around here.
We have been making cottage cheese for years from the skim to add value to this butter by-product, but last year we started trying some other reduced-fat cheeses as well.  Our parmesan-style has previously been a whole-milk cheese but since parmesan is traditionally part-skim, Dad opted to try it like the Italians.  Feta is another that has been added to the part-skim line-up.  Feeding the skim to the pigs adds value, but making cheese from it adds quite a bit more.
As you scrutinize the resources in your operation, open yourself to simple yet profound ideas.  I believe we are entering a time in history when the status quo and mediocre will be swept away.  Those who excel will rise up with great potential to meet ever-increasing needs.  Now more than ever we need to be wise with our resources.  We need to search for the value in what we have not yet fully seen.  Let’s use some peasant wisdom to seek out what’s been right under our noses all along.
