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INTRODUCTION 

South of Cashton, Wisconsin (Figure 1), lies a small community of 
unique people. These people are a quiet group who keep to themselves. 
They live life a little differently than most Americans, but they live 
it the only way they know it. This paper will examine the life of the 
Amish people and their interaction with the non-Amish community in the 
Cashton, Wisconsin area, specifically the cooperation between" the Amish 
and Mr. Michael Everhart in a joint venture, The Wisconsin Hill and 
Valley Cheese Factory. 

AMISH ROOTS 

Much has been written on the Amish, however, a few points are 
included here for information purposes. The Amish originated in 
Switzerland in the 17th century. Jacob Ammann, a Mennonite minister, 
was the leader of a group of people that split from the Baptist Church 
in 1693. They made their new home in Canton Bern, Switzerland. By 
1750, all of the Amish left Bern and moved to other European nations 
including Germany, France, the Netherlands, and Russia. A fe\v hundred 
Amish emigrated to America before the American Revolutionary War. 
During the Napoleonic Ivars, more Amish fled Europe to come to the United 
States. Today there are 112 Amish settlements in the United States. 
Seventy-three percent of those were established after 1940 (Zielinski, 
1975). 

According to Jakob Detweiler (1987), most of the Amish came to the 
Cashton area from Iowa, Ohio, and Missouri. Detweiler who is a member 
of the Amish settlement also came from Ohio. He came to Cashton because 
of the overpopulation of his former settlement. Wisconsin, Indiana, 
Missouri, and Minnesota have provided new homes for the Amish since 1945 
(Crowley, 1978). 

LIFE STYLE 

The Amish came to America in search of religious freedom and a new 
land in which to grow. The Amish live a plain and simple life, within 
the harmony and bounds of nature. They work with the seasons, not by 
the hour. The clock of Amish life strikes at a different rate from that 
of the modern world. They are living for the most part the lives of our 
great grandfathers, but that does not bother them. They would not want 
it any other way. While the rest of America has pursued the Great 
American Dream, the Amish have continued to live by necessities rather 
than luxuries. They are indeed a unique ethnic group in the Cashton 
area. 
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I · Everyone in the Amish community is considered a neighbor. \~hen a 
neighbor has a problem, the rest of the community is there immediately 
to help out. An example of this is the custom of barn-raising. If a 
house or barn is destroyed or if there is a need for a new structure, 
the Amish will all work together to build one. A saw mill will be set 
up on the site and the work will be accomplished. With approximately 
200 men helping, a barn can be raised in a single day. While neighbors 
help each other whenever possible, they do try to remain financially 
independent. They obtain loans from banks to pay for their farms and 
landjust like other non-Amish farmers. They search for the best interest 
rates and marketing strategies as the non-Amish do (Jakob Detweiler 
1987). 

Next to the Bible, land is the most important possession of the 
Amish. Land is a gift from God that is given to man for his safe
keeping. The Amish invented the methods of crop rotation to get the 
most out of the fields year after year. Their main source of horsepower 
on the farm is just that, the horse. The saying goes, "A horse 
reproduces, a tractor produces nothing but debts". They use the horse 
for transportation as well as power for running machinery and 
fertilizing fields (Zielinski, 1975). 

The Amish family consists ot mother, father, and large numbers of 
children, plus grandparents sharing in the same household. The boys 
will become farmers and the girls will become mothers and farmwives., 
They are instructed in and then practice farm skills. All of the 
children work and play together and are taught strong morals, including 
non-aggression and non-competition (Zielinski, 1975). The children 
attend school through eighth grade. The "3 R's" are stressed. They go 
to school from September to May, for the same amount of days as public 
school children. They do not take two week vacations over Christmas 
like most public schools. On Friday afternoon, the children are 
instructed in German so that they can read the bible in German 
(Detweiler, 1987). 

Life of the Amish is centered on religion. Church services are 
held on Sundays. Since there is not a church structure, the Amish 
rotate homes on various Sundays to hold services. In the Cashton 
community there are four church groups. Each group consists of 
approximately twenty-five families making up the total of one hundred 
families in the community. In each church group there are a bishop, a 
deacon and two ministers. The church services are held in German and 
consist of Bible reading, hymns, and a sermon. After the service, the 
host family serves a meal followed by an afternoon of socializing. The 
Amish welcome visitors to their church services on a limited basis 
(Richter, 1987). 

All the Amish communities across the United States keep in touch 
with each other through their newspaper, The Budget. This is a weekly 
newspaper that carries selections of letters from the different Amish 
settlements. They give information about the weather, crops, visitors, 
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and births and deaths. With the expansion of the Amish in the Midwest 
over the past forty years, this is one way to keep in touch with 
relatives and friends. The Budget was first published in 1889. 

THE CHEESE FACTORY 

Wisconsin and cheese have become synonymous. The Amish rely mainly 
on dairy farming for income. In 1982, the Amish in the Cashton area 
(Figure 2) decided that they could become more economically efficient by 
constructing a centrally located cheese factory to process their own 
milk. They got the idea from a similar plant that was constructed in 
Ohio (Detweiler). Previously, the Amish took their milk to a dumping 
station where the milk was put in bulk trucks and transported elsewhere. 

The Amish contacted Michael Everhart who was working in a cheese 
factory in Cadott, Wisconsin at the time. His father was a cheese
maker, and Michael learned the trade from his father. Michael was 
sought out by the Amish through mutual friends and agreed to come to 
Cashton and manage the cheese factory for the Amish community (Everhart, 
1987) • 

The building site was then chosen. It would be built on a parcel 
of land owned by the Amish. The major construction of the cheese 
factory would be by the Amish. Because the Amish constructed the 
building, the cost was kept to a mlnlmum. On November 1, 1982, ground 

" was broken for the new building. During construction Michael purchased 
the equipment that would be needed for the daily operation of processing 
milk into cheese. Michael owns all of the equipment that is used in the 
factory. The Amish own the building and have approximately $160,000 
invested in the project. They received loans from a local bank for the 
structure. The total cost of getting the cheese factory started totaled 
over $250,000. Michael estimated that his investment to date was 
approximately $260,000 (Everhart, 1987). 

HAKING CHEESE 

On March 1, 1983, production started at The Wisconsin Hill and 
Valley Cheese Factory. Production capacity is presently 125,000 pounds 
of milk per day. Hichael stated that the average production of 1986 was 
85,000 pounds per day or 68 percent capacity. Michael predicted that in 
1987 the daily average production would rise above 90,000 pounds of milk 
per day. All milk is delivered to the creamery in cans and is Grade B 
milk. One hundred percent of the milk goes into cheese. Seventy 
percent of the cheese is made into the Monterey Jack variety. Semi-soft 
marble cheese makes up 25 percent, and the remaining amount is made into 
Colby. Michael is currently experimenting with new types of cheese 
including a Gouda. The factory ships one and one-half semi-loads of 
cheese a week (Everhart, 1987). The cheese is made into 40 pound blocks. 
The blocks are then shipped to three major purchasers, including 
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Sargento, Kraft, and Safeway. The companies cut it into smaller chunks 
and put their own label on the cheese. The Amish do not allow a private 
label on the cheese. The logo for the factory however, incorporates an 
Amish buggy. In addition, approximately a quarter of a percent of the 
cheese is sold through a retail store located at the cheese factory. 
The store is run by Michael as a separate business, and customers are 
basically the Amish and non-Amish visitors. Also sold in the store are 
syrup, eggs, and other goods provided by the Amish. 

There is no manufacturing on Sunday at the cheese factory because 
of the Amish tradition of keeping holy the Sabbath. However, at 12:01 
a.m. on Monday the refrigerated trucks rollout to pick up Sunday's 
milk. The cheese factory is started earlier on Monday to process the 
extra milk. The normal hours of the cheese factory are from mid-morning 
to 8:00 p.m. The factory employs six full-time employees, three part
time employees, and a full-time bookkeeper. The normal working day for 
most of the employees is from noon to 8:00 p.m. but some have to come in 
at 6:00 a.m. to unload the first milk delivery (Everhart, 1987). 

There are 165 farms that co-op their milk with the cheese factory. 
Of the 165 farms, 147 are Amish, and only 18 are non-Amish. Most of the 
farms are within a seven mile radius of the plant. There are 33 patrons 
that live in another Amish community in the town of \Vil ton northeast of 
Cashton. The non-Amish farmers sell here because of the lack of 
creameries that still take Grade B canned milk (Everhart, 1987). 

The cheese factory's waste products are disposed of using three 
methods. The whey is sold to the Viroqua Whey Products Company. 
Approximately 50 percent of the whey is sold by this method equalling 
one semi-load a day. The second method is to spray the whey on the 
surrounding fields. The cheese factory owns its own truck for field 
spreading the whey. However, during the summer, 20 percent of the whey 
is sold back to the Amish farmers to be used as livestock feed. The 
cheese factory has a permit from the Department of Natural Resources to 
fieldspread the whey_ The truck can spray the whey up to a 125 foot 
distance from the road. The cheese factory has had no problems with the 
DNR using this method of disposing of the whey (Everhart, 1987). 

PROFIT SHARING 

The Wisconsin Hill and Valley Cheese Factory is run by a five
member Board of Directors. The directors are all Amish and include a 
president, vice-president, secretary, and treasurer, and one member at 
large. Once a month, the board and Michael Everhart meet to discuss the 
business of the cooperative. Each year an annual meeting is held for 
all the patrons. 

Michael Everhart is paid by the cooperative through gross receipts 
of the factory. tvlichael 's share is approximately thirteen percent of 
the gross profits. Michael also receives revenues for the sale of the 
whey and the retail cheese operations. Michael pays for all 
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manufacturing and energy costs. The Amish pay the property taxes and 
maintenance on the structure. They also pay for the quality and 

• 	 butterfat testing. The Amish also contract for local hauling of milk 
(Everhart, 1987). 

LIVING IN AN AMISH COMMUNITY 

When the cheese factory was first built, Michael and his family, 
consisting of his wife and two sons, lived in a home next to the 
factory. He installed a satellite dish for television reception to 
relieve some of the isolation of the rural location. Although Michael 
is from a small town in central Wisconsin, his wife is from Chicago. 
Because of the isolation, the family decided to move to La Crosse in the 
winter of 1986-87. Presently Michael makes the commute of approximately 
80 miles roundtrip six days a week (Everhart, 1987). 

SUMHARY 

The Wisconsin Hill a~d Valley Cheese Factory is an outstanding 
example of cooperation between two ethnically diverse groups. The 
relationship has proven to be economically symbolic for both parties. 
The cheese factory is a living testimony that two diverse ethnic groups 
can cooperate in an economic endeavor. Hopefully more endeavors of, cooperation can be entered into by both groups. As technology continues 
to further the gap between the ways of the Amish and non-Amish, the two 
groups can live side-by-side in harmony and mutual cooperation. 
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