
Moo-ving Through the Ages 
Grade Level: 4-8 

Lesson Overview 
As we have moo-ved through the ages, many changes have taken place in the dairy industry. 
We have gone from lots of farms with some cows milking by hand with no electricity to fewer 
farms with larger herds and utilizing technologically advanced automated systems. Explore the 
changes in the dairy industry through a timeline, Illinois dairy numbers, primary source 
images, and a farm family’s story. 

Student Objectives 
1. Identify changes that have occurred over time in the dairy industry. 

2. Use data to complete charts, work with percentages, variances, make predictions and 
conclusions from the data. 

Materials 
 Dairy Industry Through the Ages Timeline,  worksheet, and Important Dairy Events 
 Illinois Dairy Numbers through the Years & worksheet 
 Dairy primary source images  
 Changes in Dairy Farming through the Eyes of a Farm Family (optional informational 

handout) 

Procedure 

1. Begin by asking the students some simple questions simple questions such as: Who 
has ever seen a dairy cow? Who has ever seen dairy cows being milked? Who has 
ever milked a cow by hand? Do you think your parents ever milked a cow? Do you think 
your grandparents ever milked a cow? Do you think anything has changed in the dairy 
industry in the last 50-100 years? If so, what? 

 
2. Several suggestions for sharing this lesson are provided below. Please choose which 

ones are most appropriate for your students. 
 

a. Provide the students with a copy of the Dairy Industry Through the Years 
Timeline provided. Ask students to read through the timeline and pick out one or 
two items they found to be interesting. 

 
Then divide students into small groups. Each student is responsible for teaching 
their interesting item/event to the rest of the group using whatever strategies will 
help their classmates learn. While each group member is a teacher, they are 
also a learner. It is their responsibility to learn the other items/events shared. 

 



As the students work, walk among the groups to observe what is taking place. 
Be sure to have some type of writing surface ready to record some of their 
responses. 
 
When the time has come to share as a class, ask students to turn face down any 
information they have in front of them. Then ask them to share an item/event 
they learned from someone in their group. Record these on the board, overhead, 
poster, etc. 

b. Provide the students with a copy of the Dairy Industry Through the Years 
Timeline provided. Divide the students into six groups. Assign each group a 
category to look through the timeline for items or events relevant to that 
category. After identifying those items or events, each group should come up 
with a way to present information on that category to the rest of the class. 
Categories may include innovations, education and promotion, processing, 
organizations, production changes, and consumer impact. Then provide time for 
groups to share their information. 

 
c. Primary source images from various historical times have been provided as a 

teaching resource. Those images may also be used to have students write a 
story about the image. 

 
d. Have students write an essay comparing and contrasting the dairy industry 

through the ages. 
 

e. Have students complete the timeline worksheet provided by cutting out the 
Important Dairy Events provided. Alternately, students may write the events in 
the correct boxes 

 
f. Have students read the “Changes in Dairy Farming through the Eyes of a Farm 

Family” narrative. Ask students to write an essay comparing their family life to 
the family in the narrative. These could be shared with the class. Another option 
would be to discuss the narrative as a class instead of each student writing an 
essay. 

 
3. Have students look at the Illinois Dairy Numbers through the Years information and 

complete the worksheet. 

4. Ask the students to go home and ask their family members, relatives and friends about 
their experiences with dairy cows. 

Extension Activities 
1. Invite a local dairy farmer into your classroom to discuss changes in the industry. 



2. Have students explore different milking systems and/or types of housing used over the 
years. 

3. January 11 is National Milk Day. June is National Dairy Month. June 4 is National 
Cheese Day. July is National Ice Cream Month. October 15 is National Cheese Curds 
Day. In thinking of these dairy celebrations, what celebrations or special days do 
students think we should have and why? 

4. Using #12 from the Illinois Dairy Numbers through the Years worksheet, students could 
have a discussion or debate, write a story or paper, make a presentation, etc. to 
discuss future options for the family dairy farm. 

Additional Resources 
• https://www.ilfbpartners.com/farm/farm-life/robotic-milking/ first robotic milking system 

installed in Illinois 

• https://ilfbpartners.com/farm/digital-dairy-finke-farms-video/  Why this Illinois dairy farm 
became a digital dairy 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c4XLZEI154U Robots revolutionize milking cows 

• https://www.lhf.org/learning-fields/livestock/dairy/ Dairy - Living History Farms 

• https://www.nal.usda.gov/exhibits/speccoll/exhibits/show/the-american-dairy-industry 
USDA National Agriculture Library American Dairy Industry special collection exhibit 

  

https://www.ilfbpartners.com/farm/farm-life/robotic-milking/
https://ilfbpartners.com/farm/digital-dairy-finke-farms-video/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c4XLZEI154U
https://www.lhf.org/learning-fields/livestock/dairy/
https://www.nal.usda.gov/exhibits/speccoll/exhibits/show/the-american-dairy-industry


Standards 
Illinois Social Science Standard 

SS.H.1.6-8.MdC: Analyze connections among events and developments in broader 
historical contexts. 

Illinois Mathematics Standard  
CC.6.SP.4 Summarize and describe distributions. Display numerical data in plots on a 
number line, including dot plots, histograms, and box plots.  

Illinois English Language Arts Standard 
W.5.3 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective 
technique, descriptive details, and clear event sequences. 

 

 

 

 

The Multidisciplinary AGricultural Integrated Curriculum 
(mAGic) was created in 2004 under the leadership of the 
Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) and the Facilitating 
Coordination in Agricultural Education Project (FCAE). 
Funding was made available through the FCAE grant budget 
from the agricultural education line item of the ISBE budget.  
This revision, as printed, was developed in September 2021.  

These mAGic lessons are designed to bring agriculture to life in your classroom. They address 
the Illinois Learning Standards in math, science, English language arts and social studies. 

Dairy mAGic project update writers/reviewers: Rhodora Collins – Dekalb County; Suzi Myers – 
Kane County; Connie Niemann – Montgomery County; Debbie Ruff – Livingston County; 
Jennifer Waters – Sangamon County; and Dawn Weinberg – Hancock County. 

 



Dairy Industry Through the Ages Timeline 

1611 Cows arrive for Jamestown Colony. 

1776 First ice cream parlor opened in New York City. 

1812 Dolly Madison served ice cream at a White House inaugural ball. 

1834 Jacob Perkins obtains a British patent for the first refrigerator unit. 

1841 First regular shipment of milk by rail - Orange County to New York City. 

1846 Ice cream cone and first hand-cranked ice cream maker developed. 

1851 First cheese factory in the U.S. was built in Oneida County, New York. 

1861 Louis Pasteur establishes the science of microbiology and the basis for 
pasteurized milk. 

1878 Continuous centrifugal cream separator invented by Dr. Gustav De Laval. 

1884 Milk bottle invented by Dr. Hervey D. Thatcher, Potsdam, New York. 

1885 Hoard’s Dairyman, a journal devoted to dairy farming, was founded and 
published which shared educational columns with farmers. 

1886 Automatic bottle filler and capper patented. 

1890 Test for fat content of milk and cream perfected by Dr. S.M. Babcock. (see primary 
source images) 

 Widespread use of Mehring milking machine. (see primary source images)  

1892 Grass or hay silage was first recommended as a means of preserving the 
hay. The practice continues to be used today. (see primary source images) 

1895 Commercial pasteurizing machines introduced in United States. 

1904 Waffle cone introduced at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. 

1910 While many of the early milking machine inventions were hard on the cow, 
inventors eventually developed a better system. A double-chambered teatcup 
along with alternating vacuum and pulsation provided the solution. The 
process of mechanical milking had become milk then rest, milk...rest, 
milk...rest. By now, it was estimated that 12,000 milking machines were being 
used on 20 million cows in the nation even though still considered 
experimental.  

1910-1935 Milk emerged as a staple American beverage. Nutrition became an 
important issue as public health concerns shifted away from milk 
sanitation. Milk gained a reputation as a “nearly perfect food.” 

1914 Tank trucks first used for transporting milk. 

1915 National Dairy Council was created to educate the public about nutrition.  



1919 Homogenized milk sold successfully in Torrington, Connecticut. 

1920-21 During this time, University of Illinois Researchers showed chlorine was an 
effective sanitizer for dairy equipment and utensils. Chlorine is universally 
used today. They also demonstrated the safety of paper milk containers. 

1931 Documented changeover to power plants supplying electricity through power 
lines to farms in December Hoard’s Dairyman article. According to the article, 
one dairy farmer said: “‘Electric lights save me nearly an hour each day. I get 
a real thrill from going into my barn early in the morning and pressing a 
button. Now I can see. ‘The   dairyman added an automatic water heater to 
his equipment and experienced the convenience of having hot water “at the 
turn of a faucet.” (see primary source images) Early farm electricity came 
mostly from gas engines and some wind-powered generators with batteries 
to store the energy. 

1932 First plastic coated paper milk cartons introduced commercially. 

1935 Milk handling was still all done with milk cans. (see primary source images) 

1935-1960 Innovations included first mechanical barn cleaners, silo unloaders, bunk 
feeders, elevated milking parlors; shift from horsepower to tractor power 
rubber tires used on tractors; baling hay became more common than 
handling it loose. (see primary source images) 

mid 1930’s Artificial insemination was adopted in the U.S.; use of only fresh semen 
limited the service area. 

1937 Agricultural Marketing Agreement Act establishes federal milk marketing orders. 

Producers Creamery - Carlinville plant which later became Prairie Farms Dairy 
was organized. 

1938 First farm bulk tanks for milk began to replace milk cans. 

First “National Milk Month” was celebrated which later became known as 
“June is Dairy Month.” 

1940 First federal milk program for schools providing milk with financial assistance 
from the government 

1942 Every-other-day home milk delivery started (initially as a war conservation 
measure). 

1941-1945 World War II increased the demand for milk. People were asked to use 
equipment carefully and keep it in good repair because many farm 
equipment manufacturing efforts switched to producing defense 
equipment. Even scrap metal was a constant plea for farmers to turn in. In 
1942, the Secretary of Agriculture asked dairy farmers to increase milk 
production by 8 billion pounds to reach 125 billion pounds of milk being 
produced. War milk production accounted for one-fifth of the total food 
delivered to allied nations at one point. Universities published information 



on how to increase production to meet defense needs. There was even an 
article in a magazine telling West Coast dairy farmers how to black out 
their barns to prevent lights from being shown out toward the ocean. (see 
primary source images) Milking machines were called “war tools” by the 
USDA’s Bureau of Agricultural Economics claiming they saved 210 million 
of hours of labor a year. 

1948 Ultra-high temperature pasteurization is introduced. 

early 1950’s Distribution of fluid milk greatly expanded due to several developments 
over the years which included paper packaging, pasteurization and 
homogenization, improved interstate road systems, mechanically 
cooled semi-trailers, and palletized loading 

1953 First calf born as a result of artificial insemination using frozen semen. 

1959 First free stall barn developed in Washington. 

1962 Automatic calf feeder patented 

1964 Plastic milk container introduced commercially. 

1970’s Electronic cow tags invented utilizing radio frequency identification (RFID) 

1973 Only 10% of Americans still receive home milk delivery. 

1980 American Dairy Association launches the national introduction of the 
REAL® Seal dairy symbol (see primary source images). 

1992 The first commercial Automated Milking System using a robotic milker 
installed on a farm in The Netherlands. (see primary source images) 

2000 Automated Milking System using a robotic milker was introduced in the U.S. 

 Federal milk marketing orders reformed; component pricing introduced. 

2010 The first automatic rotary milking parlor was released. 

Note: This information was gathered from several sources. Special thanks to Hoard’s 
Dairyman and Prairie Farms Dairy for their contributions. 



Illinois Dairy Numbers through the Years 

Year 

Average price  
farmer received 

per hundredweight 

Number of  
milk cows 

Milk production 
per cow in a year 

(pounds) 

Total milk 
produced 

(million pounds) 

1930 $2.21* 1,026,000 4,650 4,650 

1940 $1.82* 1,100,000 4,890 5,188 

1950 $3.41 925,000 5,630 5,208 

1960 $3.76 570,000 7,420 4,229 

1970 $5.50 297,000 9,596 2,850 

1980 $12.90 235,000 10,901 2,540 

1990 $12.90 177,000 14,707 2,559 

2000 $12.30 120,000 17,450  2,074 

2010 $17.10 101,000 18,400 1,840 

2020 $17.90 82,000 21,530 1,787 

   * These prices represent the average national price rather than Illinois specific. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: This information was compiled from the National Agricultural Statistics Service web site. 

Year 
(census) Total Farms in Illinois Farms Reporting 

Milk Cows 
Share of Farms 
with Milk Cows 

1920 237,181 183,501 77.4% 

1930 214,497 183,435  

1940 213,439 183,069  

1950 195,268 143,889  

1959 154,640 56,999 36.9% 

1969 123,565 14,803  

1978 104,690 7,021  

1987 88,786 4,304  

1997 79,112 2,259 2.9% 

2007 76,860 1,217  

2017 72,651 924  



  
Name _________________________ 

Moo-ving Through the Ages Worksheet 
 

  



Important Dairy Events through the Ages 
 

Cut apart the events below and glue them in the correct places on the Moo-ving Through the 
Ages timeline. (Alternately, you may write the events in the correct boxes.) 

 

 

Louis Pasteur establishes the 
basis for pasteurized milk Milk bottle invented 

Commercial pasteurizing 
machines introduced in the 
United States 

Plastic coated paper milk 
cartons introduced 
commercially 

Every-other-day home milk 
delivery common 

First ice cream parlor opened 
in New York City 

Automatic bottle filler and 
capper patented 

Cows arrive for Jamestown 
Colony 

First federal milk program for schools 
provides milk with financial 
assistance from the government 

Continuous centrifugal cream 
separator invented 

First regular shipment of milk 
by rail 

Ultra-high temperature 
pasteurization introduced 

Electronic cow tags utilizing 
radio frequency identification 
(RFID) invented 

Ice cream cone and first hand-
cranked ice cream maker 
developed 

First cheese factory in the 
United States 

Bulk tanks begin replacing 
milk cans 

Homogenized milk sold 
successfully 

Plastic milk containers 
introduced commercially 

First commercial automated 
milking system (AMS) using robotic 
milking unit installed on a farm 

Tank trucks first used to 
transport milk 

 

 

  



Moo-ving Through the Ages ANSWER KEY 

  



Name _________________________ 

Illinois’ Dairy Numbers Through the Years Worksheet 
Show your work for each calculation.   
 
1. Before doing any math calculations, by looking at the Illinois Dairy Numbers through the 

Years chart, what can you tell about the dairy industry in Illinois?  
 
 
 
 
 

2. Make a prediction as to whether the dairy industry in Illinois will increase or decrease from 
this data?  Support your prediction with evidence in the charts.  
 
 
 
 
 

3. Complete the farm reporting milk cows chart by finding the percentages of farms with milk 
cows.   
 

4. What 9/10-year span shows the largest difference in the percentage of Illinois farmers?  
 
 
What is this difference? 
 
 

5. What is the difference in price farmer received per hundredweight in 1930 and that of 
2020?   
 
 
Did the price increase, or decrease during this time span? 
 
 

6. What is the difference in total milk produced in 1930 and 2020? 
 
 
Did the milk produced increase or decrease? 
 
 
 



7. What reasons can you think of to explain the differences in your answers to questions 5 
and 6?  
 
 
 
 

8. In what time span did the milk production per cow increase the most? 
 
 
By how much did it increase? 
 
Why do you think these increases happened?   
 
 
 
 

9. The number of farms in Illinois fell from 1920 to 2017.  By what percent? 
 
 
 

10. The Share of Farms with Milk Cows also fell from in 2017 to 1920. By what percent?  
 
 
 

11. After completing the above calculations, do you agree with your prediction in question 2?  
Write a conclusion you come to after completing this worksheet as to the status of Illinois 
dairy farming from 1920 to 2020.  Be sure to support your conclusions with data. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12. Imagine a dairy farm family conversation regarding the future of their dairy farm. What are 
some of the factors important to discuss in making their decision? 

  



Illinois’ Dairy Numbers Through the Years ANSWER KEY 
 
Show your work for each calculation.   
 
1. Before doing any math calculations, by looking at the Illinois Dairy Numbers through the 

Years chart, what can you tell about the dairy industry in Illinois?  
 
The dairy industry has decreased in the number of farms and cows.  Reasons will 
vary. 
 

2. Make a prediction as to whether the dairy industry in Illinois will increase or decrease from 
this data?  Support your prediction with evidence in the charts.  
 
Prediction should be decrease. Reasons will vary. 
 

3. Complete the farm reporting milk cows chart by finding the percentages of farms with milk 
cows.  example: 183,501 / 237,181 = 77.4% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4. What 9/10-year span shows the largest difference in the percentage of Illinois farmers?  

1950-1959 
 
What is this difference? 73.7% - 36.9%=36.8% 

  

Year 
(census) Total Farms in Illinois Farms Reporting 

Milk Cows 
Share of Farms 
with Milk Cows 

1920 237,181 183,501 77.4% 

1930 214,497 183,435 85.5% 

1940 213,439 183,069 85.8% 

1950 195,268 143,889 73.7% 

1959 154,640 56,999 36.9% 

1969 123,565 14,803 12% 

1978 104,690 7,021 6.7% 

1987 88,786 4,304 4.8% 

1997 79,112 2,259 2.9% 

2007 76,860 1,217 1.6% 

2017 72,651 924 1.3% 



 
 

5. What is the difference in price farmers received per hundredweight in 1930 compared to 
2020?   
$17.90 - $2.21=$15.69 
 
Did the price increase, or decrease during this time span? The price increased. 
 

6. What is the difference in total milk produced in 1930 and 2020? 
4,650-1,787=2,863 million pounds 
 
Did the milk produced increase or decrease? Production decreased. 
 

7. What reasons can you think of to explain the differences in your answers to questions 5 
and 6?  
Answers will vary. 
 

8. In what time span did the milk production per cow increase the most? 
1980-1990 
 
By how much did it increase? 14,707 - 10,901=3,806 pounds 
 
Why do you think these increases happened?   
Answers will vary. 
 

9. The number of farms in Illinois fell from 1920 to 2017.  By what percent? 
72,651  ∕  237,181=30.6% 
 

10. The share of farms with milk cows also fell from in 2017 to 1920. By what percent?  
77.4% - 1.3%=76.1% 
 

11. After completing the above calculations, do you agree with your prediction in question 2?  
Write a conclusion you come to after completing this worksheet as to the status of Illinois 
dairy farming from 1920 to 2020.  Be sure to support your conclusions with data. 
Answers will vary. 
 

12. Imagine a dairy farm family conversation regarding the future of their dairy farm. What are 
some of the factors important to discuss in making their decision? 
Answers will vary. Some possible factors may include: any changes in the family 
size or roles, profitability, expenses, insurance, labor, technology advancement, 
value added agriculture (such as opening a creamery, cheese plant, ice cream).  

  



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

 

Picture and sketch of the Mehring milking machine used in 1890. 
(From the USDA Bureau of Dairy Industry Records, Special Collections, National Agricultural Library.) 

Tester for fat content of 
milk and cream perfected by 
Dr. S.M. Babcock in 1890. 

Pennsylvania dairy barn 
showing farmers milking the 
cows, then pouring the milk 
through a filter into the 8-gallon 
milk cans.   
(Emerson Brooks Papers, Special 
Collections, National Agricultural 
Library.) 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

These advertisements for a hay 
rake and mower are from 1892 and 
provided by Hoard’s Dairyman. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

This advertisement 
appeared in the 
February 23, 1910 issue 
of Hoard’s Dairyman. 

This advertisement 
appeared in the May 20, 
1910 issue of Hoard’s 
Dairyman. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

 

  

Shown at left is the advertisement for milk in the motion 
picture Milk For You and Me.  Walter Johnson holds a milk 
bottle and straw at American League Ball Park, New York, 
April 1925.  (Taken from the USDA Bureau of Dairy Industry 
Records, Special Collections, National Agricultural Library.) 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

This 1902 
photo was 
printed in  
Hoard’s 
Dairyman. 

Printed in  
Hoard’s 
Dairyman. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

 

  

Advertisement which appeared in 
Hoard’s Dairyman on March 10, 1940 
for a silage chopper. 

Advertisement which appeared in 
Hoard’s Dairyman on August 26, 1910 
for a silage chopper. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

The advertisement at left in the June 
10, 1943 issue and the one at the 
bottom in the September 10, 1943 
issue of Hoard’s Dairyman. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

 

  

The advertisement at 
left was taken from the 
March 10, 1952 issue 
of Hoard’s Dairyman 
showing a bulk milk 
cooling tank which held 
the 8-gallon milk cans.   

The advertisement at right shows a milk 
scale used to weigh milk on the farm.   



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

This photo shows a farmer 
lifting an 8-gallon milk can into a 
bulk milk cooling tank which was 
provided by Hoard’s Dairyman. 

A butter churn above and a 
cream separator at right 
provided by Hoard’s Dairyman. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

  

The “REAL” Seal provides easy 
recognition of real dairy products. The 
Seal’s ability to establish quick visual 
identity has a substantial impact on 
consumer awareness, recognition and 
appreciation of real dairy foods. 

Modern day milking machine shown in use in a milking parlor. 

This picture shows a modern bulk 
tank used to store milk on the farm. 

Pictured above is an automated milking system 
using a robotic milker. 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

 

  

The top left graphic is an old milk bottle pictured in an early issue of Hoard’s Dairyman which 
reads, “This bottle to be washed and returned.” The other photos on this page were provided 
by Prairie Farms Dairy. In the top row are pictures of an old glass milk bottle and two old milk 
cartons. The photos in the second row show old containers for ice cream and cottage cheese. 

 



Moo-ving Through the Ages Primary Source Images 

  

  

a gallon glass milk bottle from 
the early years 

current half pint cartons 

current 14oz milk bottles 

current gallon plastic jugs 
a plastic jug from the early years 



Changes in Dairy Farming through the Eyes of a Farm Family 
The dairy industry has gone through many 
changes over the years. My family 
members have experienced those changes 
on our dairy farm. There was a time many, 
many years ago when farmers all had a few 
cows, chickens, hogs, horses, a garden and 
a little acreage to farm. They raised what 
they needed to feed and support their 
family. Today, farms are larger and usually 
not as diversified. Most dairy farmers do not 
raise a large number of hogs, chickens, and 
other livestock besides their dairy cattle. 
While my family farms the same land as my 
grandparents, they increased the number of 
acres they farm. 

My grandparents both grew up on farms 
and had many chores to do to help out. 
When they got married in 1931, they started 
their own farming operation with 132 acres. 
Each of their parents gave them a couple 
cows to get started. They built their herd 
from there for they would be too expensive 
to buy. My 98-year-old Grandma shared 
that they had 10-12 cows they milked by 
hand every day in the morning and again at 
night. Grandpa would milk half and then 
Grandma would milk half. One of them 
wouldn’t have the strength to milk them all. 
The milk was filtered into 8-gallon milk cans 
that were kept cold with cool water. The 
milk man came to pick up the milk cans 
everyday as he traveled from one farm to 
the next to take them to the bottling plant. 
They had to heat the water to clean the milk 
cans out really good before refilling the 
cans with fresh milk. Grandma said, “When 
electricity came out, we thought we were in 
seventh heaven.” Then, they had a cooler 
to store the 8-gallon milk cans in. “We went 
along with the times,” Grandma said as she 
talked about all the new inventions that 
came along. When they began a family, 
they got an electric milker so one person 
could milk all the cows when need be. They 
drank the milk they produced. In the early 
years, they had to heat the milk first and 

then cool it down. After refrigeration came, 
they didn’t have to do that anymore. 
Grandma said, “Those were the good old 
days; but, I don’t want those back either. It 
was hard labor. Everybody had their work 
cut out for them.” They grew and baled their 
own hay. They grew some corn and 
soybeans too. They raised lots of chickens. 
In the earlier years, Grandma said they 
hatched their chicks on the farm; however, 
in later years, they would take the eggs to a 
hatchery a hundred at a time. They 
butchered their own animals to provide 
meat for their family. They raised all their 
own calves for they would be too expensive 
to buy replacement cows. While there 
wasn’t much sickness with the animals, 
there was a veterinarian they could call 
upon. 

When Grandma was growing up, they 
learned both German and English in school. 
Could you imagine as young child having to 
learn ABC’s in two languages? About half 
of her studies were in German and the 
others in English. They had two teachers - 
one for each language. Her parents spoke 
both languages. The preacher offered two 
church services each week - one in 
German and one in English. She and her 
siblings walked to school unless the 
weather was too bad. Just as today, they 
had a couple months off during the hot 
Summer months from school. They didn’t 
have any outside or extracurricular activities 
like they do today. High schools were not 
common at the time either. Grandma told 
me, “Those were the hard days. You’re 
living in the best of days.” 

My Dad was born and raised on this farm. 
When he was young, his family quit using 
the milking machine and went back to 
milking by hand due to problems with 
infections. Dad and his three sisters all had 
chores to do to help Grandma and Grandpa 
with the farm work. They would bring the 



cows into the stanchion barn at night where 
they were milked and fed. The cows would 
stay in the barn overnight until after the 
morning milking when they were turned out 
into the pasture when the weather was 
good. Then at night the process would start 
all over by bringing them back in and tying 
them up. Until Dad was a teenager, they 
also raised some hogs. They grew corn, 
hay and oats. They only fed a little grain at 
the time. In the fall, they would cut up some 
of the ears of corn when it was still in the 
milky stage to feed the cows. The hay was 
mostly fed in the wintertime. Before they 
bought a round baler, the hay was stored 
loose in the barn loft. In 1951, they bought 
a tractor to use instead of horses for cutting 
hay. They began growing soybeans in the 
1950’s. Dad shared that one summer in the 
1950’s, the creek went dry from the heat 
and lack of rain. Then they had to water all 
the animals from the wells. They rotated 
between three different wells. At this time, 
they were shipping what was called 
manufactured milk. This was milk used to 
make various dairy products such as butter. 
As the dairy herd grew, they milked the 
cows in shifts because all the cows did not 
fit in the barn at the same time. All the milk 
was still being stored in milk cans in a milk 
cooler at this time. The milk in the cans had 
to be stirred periodically throughout the day 
to keep the cream from separating. Dad 
said they drank some of the milk their cows 
produced and sold the rest. Sometimes 
they even skimmed the cream off the top to 
eat on their cereal. Dad bought his first 
tractor, a 550 Oliver in 1961. 

Mom also grew up on a livestock and grain 
farm where they had dairy cattle, chickens 
and hogs in the early days. In the later 
years, they raised beef cattle and chickens. 
Mom’s family was unique in that when her 
parents got married, they moved in with her 
mom’s parents. So, for many years, three 
generations lived and worked under the 
same roof. Mom said they had a windmill 

on their well that pumped water to the 
cows. In the early years when the milk 
inspector wanted her family to modernize 
their operation, they decided to quit milking 
for it would be very expensive to make 
those changes. Then, they began raising 
white-faced Hereford beef cattle. Mom said 
they butchered their own meat and 
processed it all right there on the farm.  It 
took a lot of work. 

My parents bought the dairy farm from my 
grandparents when they got married in 
1967. They decided to make some 
improvements to the operation and switch 
to Grade A milk which was sold as fluid 
milk. Grade A milk was worth more money. 
Some of the improvements they had to 
make included pouring more concrete (no 
cracks allowed), liming the floor every day, 
keeping everything much cleaner, putting in 
a wash vat, hot water heater, screens on 
the doors and windows. A milk inspector 
periodically came to the farm for surprise 
inspections to ensure the quality standards 
were being met. They also went back to 
using a milking machine. The milking 
machine had to be dipped in chlorine water 
to sanitize (clean and kill bacteria) it before 
putting it on the next cow. The buckets of 
milk had to be carried to the milk house 
where they were poured through a filter into 
the milk cans. Then the milk cans were 
stored in the milk cooler. Some cows had to 
have kickers put on before they were 
milked to keep the farmer from being 
kicked. It could be dangerous at times 
working with the cattle. My parents kept 
handwritten records on the production of 
each cow once a month by weighing the 
bucket of milk before pouring it into the milk 
cans for storage. Each cow wore a chain 
with a number on around their neck like a 
necklace. The second year they were 
married they built a 60-foot concrete silo. 
The silo was used to store silage for the 
cows in. Many years later they extended 
the silo another 10 foot. In their third year, 



they built a large pond where three smaller 
ponds once were. By now they were milking 
about 30 cows and putting the milk in a bulk 
tank. So, the buckets of milk were carried 
and poured into the large tank instead of 
several milk cans. In 1975, my parents 
decided to build a milking parlor to make 
the whole operation quicker, safer, more 
convenient, and keep the cows cleaner. 
With the parlor came more milking 
machines and a pipeline to carry the milk to 
the bulk tank. All these improvements 
allowed them to continue expanding their 
herd. They began using artificial 
insemination in the 1980’s to improve their 
herd through breeding. This provided them 
with better bull choices. It also improved the 
safety on the farm when the bulls left. 
Holstein bulls often got very mean and 
dangerous when they got more than 3 or 4 
years old. Before artificial insemination, 
they had to be careful when they were 
around the bull and be sure to sell him 
before he got mean. In the early 1980’s, my 
parents began buying a couple registered 
dairy cattle which my brother and I showed 
at the county fair. 

Growing up on a dairy and grain farm was 
wonderful. I learned many things that make 
me the person I am today as a result. My 
parents, brother and I all worked together to 
get the work done that needed to be done. 
It had to be a team effort. Dairy farming is a 
different lifestyle than most people ever 
know. Our lives and schedules revolved 

around the dairy farm. The cows had to be 
milked twice a day at regular intervals every 
day of the year. It did not matter what the 
weather was, how you felt, or where you 
wanted to go for the work still had to be 
done. On holidays, we gathered with family 
members between and/or after milking 
times. There were only a few times that I 
remember our family taking a vacation. 
When we did, we had to hire and train 
someone to run the operation while we 
were gone. Besides milking cows, we 
worked in the fields growing alfalfa hay, 
corn, soybeans and wheat. Life on the farm 
was never dull. There was always 
something to do. It taught me a valuable 
work ethic. I learned that you worked until 
the job was done. You give anything you do 
100% effort and do it the best you can. 
When my family decided to quit milking in 
1997, I learned more about the lifestyle that 
many other people live. While the decision 
to quit was based on many reasons, one of 
the main reasons was that the dairy 
operation had reached the point at which 
expansion requiring lots of money was 
needed if it was to continue. We were 
milking about 65 cows at the time and had 
over a hundred calves and heifers. 
However, most dairy operations were 
expanding to 100-300+ cows in order to 
make a living. As a result of the changing 
times, the county I grew up in that once had 
quite a few dairy farms only has a few left 
today. 

 


