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T
he barn where Roy Eaker milked a few cows by hand 
still stands near Cherryville. Built in the 1930s, it’s 
a reminder of the Eaker family dairy farming legacy, 
which continues today with fourth-generation dairy 

farmer Cameron Rusty Eaker Jr.
Roy is Eaker’s great-grandfather. His son Cecil contin-

ued the dairy until Eaker’s father started college and the 
family sold the cows and leased out the farm. That put the 
family business on pause. Eventually Eaker’s father bought 
56 cows, returning to the diary business. “And I don’t 
think we’ve missed a milking since,” said Eaker, the dairy’s 
current owner and manager. “I don’t know of too many 
businesses that go seven days a week, 365 [days per year].”

In the late 1970s, the Eaker family constructed its current 
milking barn, where heifers are milked three times each day. 
Along the way, its parlor was expanded from a double six — 
capable of simultaneously milking 12 cows — to a modern 
28-cow double 14. And as Eaker Dairy grew, those wearing 
the farm boots changed, too. “My dad and uncle, they ran 
the farm forever, and they pretty much did everything,” 
Eaker said. Today, the dairy has 11 employees — including 
father and son — each with specific responsibilities. It’s still 
hard work. “We’re milking 600 cows three times a day,” he 
said.

MILK
IN THEIR

VEINS
The fourth generation of Eakers 

milks about 600 cows on the 
family farm near Cherryville.

By AMANDA MEMRICK

Eaker Dairy, a fourth-generation family farm near 
Cherryville, milks about 600 cows. They produce 
about 40,000 pounds of milk each day. [PHOTO BY 
AMANDA MEMRICK]
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Dairy farmer by choice
Eaker found growing up on a dairy farm frustrat-

ing. He had to stop hanging out with friends, for 
example, to come home to feed baby calves twice 
each day. “But you know, it taught me a lot about 
responsibility,” he said. And even though he grew 
up doing the same work as his father, grandfather 

and great-grandfather, he 
never felt forced to take over 
the family business.

Dairy farming has never 
been easy, but farmers are 
facing challenges from more 
directions today. The biggest 
is oversupply, said Eaker, 35, 
who earned an agricultural 
business management degree 
from N.C. State University 
in December 2006. He said 
that drives down milk prices, 
taking family dairies with 
them, unless they find a 

lifeline, such as a unique product, business model 
or industry niche, to remain solvent. Some North 
Carolina dairies, for example, have started making 
artisan cheeses. Those that don’t are at greater risk 
of closing. The 2017 Census of Agriculture reported 
only two dairy farms in Gaston County, down from 
four in 2012. Cleveland County had eight in 2017, up 

from two in 2012.
Eaker hopes his dairy doesn’t stop with his 

generation. He has reason to be optimistic. He sees 
a spark in his 2-year-old daughter, Emma, who 
always asks to visit the “moo-moos” when she’s at 
the dairy, pointing out those waiting to be milked.

Despite the challenges, Eaker believes in his work. 
He feels blessed to be able to work outside, continu-
ing a family legacy of hard work and doing a job he 
loves. “It is a way of life,” he said.

A day on the dairy
Days start early at the dairy. The first of five 

groups of cows is milked at 5 a.m.
Once a cow is in a stall, a worker uses a dipper 

to apply disinfectant to the cow’s teats. Individual 
rags are used for each cow to remove that disin-
fectant before attaching a milking machine, which 
uses vacuum to imitate hand milking. The machines 
automatically stop when milk flow slows. Then a 
worker applies a protective iodine solution to each 
cow’s teats before the cow leaves the stall and the 
next one enters. Eaker said the entire process takes 
10 or fewer minutes for most cows.

The milk is piped from the parlor to storage 
tanks, filtered and cooled along the way. It’s held 
no warmer than 38 degrees. Eaker Dairy produces 
about 40,000 pounds of milk a day. Eaker said 
a gallon of milk weighs 8.6 pounds, so his cows 

Dairy day
5 a.m. — First milking begins
7 a.m. to noon — Cows are fed
1 p.m. — Second milking begins
1-9 p.m. — Farm work, includ-
ing repairing and maintaining 
equipment, planting, harvesting 
and fertilizing
9 p.m. — Third milking begins
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Milk is filtered and cooled before being stored in Eaker Dairy’s tanks, which holds milk colder than 38 degrees. It’s trucked away daily. [PHOTO BY AMANDA MEMRICK]
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Some of the milk produced at Eaker Dairy is used to feed the farm’s newborn calves. [PHOTO BY AMANDA MEMRICK]
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produce about 4,651 gallons of milk each day.
While cows are being milked, the barns are cleaned. An 

automatic scraper removes manure, which also is recycled. 
Bedding is changed every other day. A continuous process of 
washing and sanitizing milking machinery ensures noth-
ing but pure milk enters the storage tanks. Eaker said some 
consumers have a misconception that some milk contains 
antibiotics. “There are no antibiotics in milk,” he said. “Do I 
treat my cows if they’re sick? Yes. [Labels that state no anti-
biotics are] a marketing ploy is all that is.”

Eaker ensures his milk is antibiotic free several ways. Each 
cow that is treated has its ear tag marked. The milk from 
these cows never mixes with milk from healthy cows; it’s 
isolated in buckets. And all milk is tested for the presence of 
antibiotics before it leaves the farm.

Milk is shipped daily from the farm via truck on an alter-
nating schedule. First the truck takes enough so that the 
storage tank will be full the next visit. Then it takes all the 
milk. Eaker Dairy belongs to the Dairy Farmers of America 
co-op, which sells the milk.

Feeding the cows starts at 7 a.m. and takes about five hours 
to complete. Eaker said their food is brought in a wagon, 
whose built-in scale ensures they receive the perfect portion, 
about 100 pounds per cow each day. The feed wagon distrib-
utes the feed along the sides of two open-sided barns filled 
with stalls. Cows stay here when they aren’t being milked. 
The feed is pushed closer every four hours so the cows 
always have access to feed. Clean water is always available in 
troughs. “It takes a lot of energy to produce milk, so they’ve 
got a lot of high-energy needs,” he said.

The cows eat “mill mix,” a combination of corn, soybean, 
millet and silage. Silage is created from whole plants, such 
as corn rye or grass, that have been packed tight in covered 
stacks, where, with the right amount of moisture, it under-
goes anaerobic fermentation. Eaker also feeds the cows 
cottonseed and citrus pellets, which provides fiber and uses 
items that otherwise would be waste. A nutritionist helps him 
with the menu, so cows receive a proper diet.

Farm work isn’t easier in the afternoon. “We call it put-
ting out fires,” Eaker said. “There’s a lot to do just doing 
walkthroughs and making sure you don’t see any trouble 

I  D O N ’ T  T H I N K  W E ’ V E 
M I S S E D  A  M I L K I N G  S I N C E 

[ R E S T A R T I N G  T H E  D A I R Y ] . 
I  D O N ’ T  K N O W  O F  T O O 

M A N Y  B U S I N E S S E S  T H A T  G O 
S E V E N  D A Y S  A  W E E K ,  3 6 5 

[ D A Y S  P E R  Y E A R ] .

CAMERON RUSTY EAKER JR.
EAKER DAIRY OWNER AND MANAGER
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occurring or starting to occur.” Issues range from 
farm equipment that needs to be repaired to putting 
escaped cows back in the pasture. “And there’s 
always things to do out in the field — planting har-
vesting, [applying] fertilizer — lots of little stuff.”

Eaker tries to get to the farm before 7 a.m. and 
return home to wife, Haley, and Emma by 7 p.m. But 
he’s always on call in case something goes wrong.

Eaker said most dairy farmers take good care of 
their animals. “The biggest thing is cow comfort,” 
he said. “You take care of the cows, and the cows 
will take care of you, whether you’re milking 10 
cows or 10,000.” A trimmer comes every other 
week to trim hooves and inspect the cows’ feet. 
Cows’ hooves are trimmed twice a year. A veteri-
narian visits every other week to make sure the herd 
is healthy.

Keeping cows comfortable is challenging in the 
Southeast, where summer temperatures make it 
sweltering. A cow can experience heat stress when 
the air temperature reaches the 70s, so Eaker’s 
barns are outfitted with an automatic sprinkler 
system and fans that keep them cool.

In addition to the milking cows, Eaker Dairy is 
home to about 500 “young stock,” which aren’t 

mature enough to produce milk. Baby calves are fed 
milk twice daily until they turn 2 months old, when 
they are weaned to grain. Around age 2, heifers — 
female cows that haven’t had a calf — are bred. Once 
they have a calf, they join the other milk-producing 
cows. “It’s just a continuous cycle,” Eaker said.

Eaker Dairy milks cows 
three times every day. 
It takes no more than 
10 minutes to milk the 
typical cow. [PHOTO BY 
AMANDA MEMRICK]

Five North Carolina Dairy Facts
• There are 190 farms in the state.
• There are about 45,000 milking cows in the 
state.
• Most of the milk produced — 93 percent — is 
consumed as fluid milk.
• Gaston is the state’s No. 4 milk-producing 
county. Iredell County produces the most.
• The average milk production per cow is 2,460 
gallons per year, enough to make 6.9 pounds of 
cheese per day.

— The Dairy Alliance, 2018

Dairy cow details
• A dairy cow weighs about 1,500 pounds.
• A cow has its first calf when it is 2-years-old.
• Cows live about six years.
• Most of Eaker Dairy’s cows are Holsteins, the 
black-and-white ones typically associated with 
milk production.
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W
hen you think of dairy foods, what 
comes to mind first? Milk, cheese 
and ice cream, most likely. While 
those ready-to-eat choices are good, 

dairy products can be much more, whether pro-
viding key nutrients or starring in a recipe.

“Dairy foods are a safe, wholesome and 
delicious source of essential nutrients — 
available at a reasonable cost,” said Laura 
Buxenbaum, assistant director of food and 
nutrition outreach in the Greensboro office of 
Atlanta-based The Dairy Alliance Inc. It’s a 
nonprofit funded by Southeastern dairy farm 
families that promotes their products and 
industry. She said three servings of low-fat or 
fat-free dairy foods such as milk, cheese and 
yogurt are recommended for those 9 years and 
older as a part of an overall balanced, healthy 
eating style. And low-fat, no-fat and lactose-
free products means there’s something in the 
dairy case that fits almost anyone’s diet.

Combined, milk, cheese and yogurt contain 
high-quality protein, calcium, vitamin D and 
more. “In fact, one 8-ounce glass of milk has 8 
grams of protein,” said Buxenbaum, a regis-
tered dietician. “That’s more than an egg.”

Preparing dishes that feature dairy products is 
a simple way of including those benefits in a meal. 
Try these recipes, courtesy of The Dairy Alliance.

Greek Yogurt Dip Trio
These dips are perfect for summer gather-

ings. Serve with fresh veggies, pita chips, 
crackers, naan bread or tortilla chips. Prep 
time — 15 minutes, chilling time — 1 to 12 hours, 
yields — varies among recipes.

Indian Spice Greek Yogurt Dip
8 ounces Greek yogurt, strained style
1/4 cup chopped parsley
1 tablespoon minced garlic
1 teaspoon ground turmeric
1 teaspoon tahini paste
1/2 teaspoon cardamom
1/2 teaspoon sea salt
1/4 teaspoon paprika
1 tablespoon lemon juice
Zest of one lemon

Directions
Combine Greek yogurt and remaining ingredi-
ents in a medium mixing bowl, and stir until 
well combined. Cover tightly and refrigerate 

for at least one hour or up to 12 hours. Just 
before serving, garnish with black sesame 
seeds, if desired.

Cheddar Sriracha Greek Yogurt Dip
8 ounces Greek yogurt, strained style
3/4 cup grated sharp cheddar cheese, reserv-
ing 1/4 cup
1 tablespoon lime juice
1 tablespoon lime zest
1 teaspoon Sriracha sauce
1 teaspoon garlic powder
1/2 teaspoon sea salt
1/2 teaspoon ground cumin

Directions
Combine Greek yogurt, 1/2 cup grated cheese 
and remaining ingredients in a medium size 
mixing bowl and stir until well combined. 
Cover tightly and refrigerate for at least one 
hour or up to 12. Just before serving, top with 
remaining 1/4 cup of grated cheese.

Black Bean Mango Greek Yogurt Dip
8 ounces Greek yogurt, strained style
1 cup black beans, drained
1/2 cup fresh mango, chopped
1 small plum tomato, seeded and diced
1/4 cup red onion, diced
1/2 jalapeño pepper, finely chopped

1 tablespoon lime juice
3/4 tablespoon sea salt
1/2 teaspoon garlic powder
1/4 cup chopped fresh cilantro

Directions
Place well-drained black beans in a medium 
size mixing bowl, and mash using a potato 
masher. Add Greek yogurt and remaining 
ingredients. Stir until well combined. Cover 
tightly and refrigerate for at least one hour or 
up to 12 hours. Just before serving, top with 
chopped cilantro for garnish.

Ham and Swiss Quiche Muffins
This high-protein breakfast can be prepared 

the day before serving. Cover and chill the 
muffins to store, then reheat them covered in 
the microwave on high power for 20 seconds 
or until hot. Prep time — 8 minutes, cook time 
— 22 minutes, servings — 12.

Ingredients
8 large eggs
1/3 cup whole milk
1 tablespoon melted butter
1 cup shredded Swiss cheese
1/2 cup diced ham
1/4 cup fresh spinach leaves

DELICIOUS DAIRY

With no churning, this ice cream is easy to make. [PHOTO COURTESY OF THE DAIRY ALLIANCE]

By PETE M. ANDERSON
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2 tablespoons diced pimiento
1 tablespoon minced green onion
1/4 teaspoon seasoned salt

Directions
Preheat your oven to 350 degrees. Whisk 
together the eggs, milk and butter in a 
large bowl. Stir in the cheese and remaining 
ingredients. Portion the mixture between 
12 lightly greased, standard-size non-stick 
muffin cups and place on a baking sheet. 
Bake 22 to 25 minutes or until puffed and set. 
Remove from oven; cool 3 minutes. Gently 
loosen the quiche muffins with a small offset 
spatula, and remove them from the pan.

Sheet Pan Mediterranean Shrimp
Prep the vegetables the night before to 

make this quick weeknight dinner even easier. 
Prep time — 30 minutes, cook time — 30 min-
utes, servings — 4.

Ingredients
1 pound large raw shrimp, peeled and deveined
Herb Greek yogurt marinade, divided (recipe 
below)
2 cups fingerling potatoes, halved
1 medium red onion, sliced
1 medium red pepper, sliced
6 ounces green beans, trimmed
3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
1 teaspoon kosher salt
1 teaspoon black pepper
1/2 cup crumbled feta cheese

Herb Yogurt Marinade and Sauce
1 cup plain Greek yogurt
2 tablespoons lemon juice
2 tablespoons parsley chopped
1 tablespoon minced garlic
1 teaspoon kosher salt
1/2 teaspoon oregano
1/2 teaspoon paprika

Directions
Preheat your oven to 400 degrees on convec-
tion bake. Place shrimp in a large bowl, and 
toss with 1/2 cup of the marinade. Let them 
stand in your refrigerator for 30 minutes. 
Line a large rimmed baking sheet with parch-
ment paper. Place prepared vegetables on 
the baking sheet, drizzle with olive oil and 
season with salt and pepper. Place sheet 
pan on middle rack and bake for 15 to 20 
minutes. Pull pan from oven, removing green 
beans and setting them aside. Lay shrimp in 
a single layer on the pan and return to oven 
for 10 minutes or until shrimp are pink and 
slightly firm. To serve, distribute vegetables 
evenly among four bowls, and top with 
shrimp, 2 tablespoons of Feta cheese and 
heaping spoonful of yogurt sauce.

Mango-Curry Chicken Salad
Already packed with nutrients, this salad 

gets a protein and calcium boost from the 
cheese cubes. Prep time — 20 minutes, cook 
time — 20 minutes, servings — 4.

Ingredients
2 1/2 cups grilled skinless and boneless 
chicken breasts, chopped into 1/2-inch pieces
1/2 cup non-fat yogurt
1 teaspoon curry powder
1/2 cup mango, seeded and cubed
1 cup dried, sweetened cranberries
1/2 cup walnuts, coarsely chopped
1/3 cup Mozzarella, cut into small cubes

Directions
Grill chicken breasts, then cut them into 
pieces and set aside. In a medium bowl, 
blend yogurt and curry with a whisk, then 
stir in chicken, mango, cranberries, walnuts 
and Mozzarella. Mix well and serve on let-
tuce leaves, if desired.

No-churn Chocolate Peanut Butter Ice 
Cream

This quick dessert will impress your guests. 
Prep time — 15 minutes, freezing time — 1 hour 
plus 6 hours to overnight, yield — 1 quart.

Ingredients
1 cup heavy whipping cream
1 14-ounce can sweetened condensed milk
1/2 cup buttermilk
1/4 cup unsweetened cocoa powder
1/2 cup peanut butter

Directions
Combine cream and sweetened condensed 
milk in a mixing bowl and whip with a mixer 
on high speed until soft peaks form. Add 
buttermilk and mix on low speed until well 
combined. Gradually beat in cocoa powder 
on low speed until well combined. Pour 
mixture into a metal loaf pan, cover tightly 
with plastic wrap and place in freezer for 1 
hour. Just before the 1-hour mark, warm the 
peanut butter for 30 seconds, so it’s easy to 
swirl into mixture. Remove the pan; gently 
swirl in the peanut butter, making sure to 
leave some visible chunks. Cover tightly 
again and place in freezer for at least six 
hours or overnight.

Strawberry Banana Smoothie
Use 1 cup of blueberries, blackberries or 

raspberries in place of the strawberries for 
new flavors. Prep time — 10 minutes, serv-
ings — 1.

Ingredients
1 cup strawberries, frozen
1 banana, peeled
1 5.3-ounce container low-fat vanilla Greek 
yogurt
1/2 cup low-fat milk

Directions
Combine all ingredients in blender, and pro-
cess until smooth.

Packed with nutrients, dairy products can be more than a glass 
of milk or slice of cheese. Try these recipes, which feature them.

Yogurt and milk bring plenty of protein to this 
smoothie. [PHOTO COURTESY OF THE DAIRY ALLIANCE]
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