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One of the things we have learned in the years since undertaking on-farm processing on our family dairy farm is just how significant it is to be responsible for getting it all done.  There is no middleman to accomplish the marketing or absorb surpluses.  Farming is hard work no matter how you look at it (satisfyingly so, in most cases), but for us, wearing all the hats necessary to get the food from the field to the fork has required cooperation and unselfishness.  Personally I believe these qualities are crucial to the long-term success of any family business of a scale beyond what one person can physically handle.


Currently our labor force consists of my parents, Alan and Mary, our friend and neighbor Evalyn Walton, and me.  We each have our areas of specialty skill-wise, though there is some overlap.  
Mom does the accounting, but also is part of marketing and packaging.  She has always been good at crunching the numbers, so the bookkeeping role naturally fell to her.  

Evalyn probably sees cheese in her sleep, she packages so much cheese.  But she also goes to markets.  She is a lover of people, and interacting with customers at the farmers’ markets as well as our on-farm store is something she enjoys.  
I am the herd manager, working mostly on the animal side, but I go to farmers markets and have even been known to package cheese or separate cream from time to time!  The cows have always been my passion, and part of the reason why my parents decided to make cheese was to enable me to continue doing what I love most in the family business.  That’s what I call unselfishness!
Dad can run the herd as well as I do, but more of his time is spent processing.  At this point he is still the only one who knows how to actually make the cheese.  It’s a tricky thing, really.  I know if I learn to make cheese I’ll have to make cheese and I don’t really want to spend my time indoors making cheese at this point!  I’ve always said my poor mother was cheated out of having a real daughter, because I was never content spending much time in the kitchen helping.  I was usually found, even in early elementary school, traipsing along with my dad helping with the farm work instead.  Ironically, it’s Dad who’s now in the kitchen…or should I say commercial kitchen.  He does enjoy things of a culinary nature, which explains his passion for cheesemaking.  It may be that soon, though, Evalyn will be inspired to try her hand at it, too, adding a little more flexibility into our operation.  And who knows, maybe one day the culinary bug will bite me, too!

That’s where we are now.  One full-time employee.  After 9 years.  And the rest of us aren’t fully compensated monetarily for our labor.  To many, that may sound like the opposite of a success story.  But the hidden handicap we deal with is debt.  I have mentioned before that following some misguided advice in the 80’s led us into that hole, and when the hole gets big enough it can simply take a long time to get out.  Others have conquered their debt more quickly.  Maybe we could too with a different approach, but at least we’re going the right direction.  I liken our debt reduction to our soil improvement:  it may be slow going with a least-cost approach, but the process is sustainable and hopefully so will be the results.  Trust me, I look forward with eager anticipation to the day when we’re not still paying for money we don’t have anymore!

As I said, Mom, Dad, and I still have a pretty low return for our labor.  We do have income in other forms, though.  The Swiss Connection (LLC) purchases from us the milk and beef our cows produce.  I have my own small herd, which currently provides me with most of the resources I need to live on.  My unfair advantage could be that I live with my grandma, who generously doesn’t charge me much rent.  This is where a lot of that cooperation and unselfishness come in.  We are all working toward a common goal:  the success of a business whose mission is to minister to people’s needs while stewarding part of the earth.

The Swiss Connection and our farm that supplies it have undergone many changes in the last 9 years.  But some things haven’t changed much.  As mentioned, the labor force has remained fairly constant.  Evalyn has worked at least part- if not full-time for most of those years.  We have had a few other friends and neighbors who have worked part-time in the Swiss Connection, and Evalyn’s husband Dave worked part-time on the farm side for a few years as well. 
 The herd size hasn’t changed very much, remaining close to 80-90 calving each spring.  The milk supply probably hasn’t varied dramatically either, except in the early years when each cow raised her own calf and by June most of the milk was going into the calves until weaning.  
The first two years we had the benefit of a milk co-op that bought what we didn’t process.   When they told us the third year it was all or nothing, we learned in a hurry about the pressures of having to do something with the milk that just kept flowing whether we had time for it or not!

Our long-term goals do not include growing to a size that forces us to take our hands off of managing the business and start managing people instead.  If we don’t get to do what we’re passionate about, it eventually just becomes a job to get done.  Yet we know that a certain amount of growth is necessary to maintain profitability.  Discerning how that should be fleshed out in future years will require all the wisdom and direction God gives us.  Fortunately we are promised if we seek Him, He will provide what we need when we need it.
My youngest brother Jess, after working for 3 ½ years in the corporate world, will be returning to work here for an as-yet unknown season of time before heading off to other parts of the world.  We are excited, but this year will find us creatively seeking ways for the farm to make a living for another person.  I have no doubt that solutions will come.  I have a good feeling about this production year.  My records indicate possibly seeing the best conception rates to date in a 2-month window.  More cows milking early will go a long way toward meeting the early spring butter and fresh milk demand after the winter dry period.
We dream of seeing increased desire for grass-fed and other natural, earth-friendly products in communities everywhere.  We don’t hope to supply homes all over the nation with Swiss Connection products.  These last nine years when a very large percentage of people in our locale still put the major emphasis on what the price of their food is rather than how and where it is grown, we have been fortunate that people from many parts of the country want to buy our cheese (and there is absolutely nothing wrong with enjoying different foods from different regions whenever you have the opportunity).  But this has been in part because there have been relatively few 100% grass-fed dairies to be found anywhere.  Thankfully that is changing, although that means the education of our respective communities is becoming more important, because if supply grows and demand doesn’t, we’re all in trouble!  I believe if we have the knowledge of something good that improves people’s health and quality of life, it’s our responsibility and privilege to seek opportunities to pass it on to our neighbor.  Oh yeah, and your neighbor can be anyone whose life intersects with yours.

If your family is starting or has started a business together, this could be one of the most rewarding experiences of your lives.  When you have determined the mission of your business, and all members are willing to exercise some unselfishness for the purpose of the success of that mission and the good of those involved, the groundwork has been laid for a great adventure!
