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FROM LAWN MOWERS TO
CHEESE MAKERS
By Elizabeth Larson, Northern California Correspondent

Bellwether Farms Produces Niche Products,
Weathers COVID-19 & Provides Hunger Relief

A

FAMILY-OWNED
Northern California
creamery that offers
a unique line of products
is continuing to find more
customers while overcoming
the unexpected challenges
that the COVID-19 pandemic
has thrown their way, and are
helping to address hunger in
their community.
Based in Petaluma,
Bellwether Farms, owned by
Liam Callahan and his family,
produces handcrafted dairy
products including yogurts
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and cheeses using full-fat
sheep’s milk and cow’s milk
and traditional, artisanal
techniques. The year 2021
will see the family marking 35
years in the business.
Becoming a producer of
unique products like sheep
cheese and cow whole milk
yogurt didn’t have a direct
path. “It’s really funny
because there was no planning
at all, frankly,” said Callahan,
who runs the operation with
wife, Diana. The couple have
two sons, Connor, 20, and

Will, 16.
The journey into the
dairy business came about
accidentally. As Callahan
says, it was a case of moving
from lawn mowers to cheese
makers.
His parents, a doctor and a
nurse, relocated from the East
Coast to San Francisco in the
1960s. When their sons were
grown, they purchased a rural
34-acre Petaluma property in
the early 1980s. His mother,
Cindy Callahan, started asking
around about how to control
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the property’s lush grass.
Stephanie Larson, director
of the University California
Cooperative Extension in
Sonoma County, suggested
getting sheep.
So Cindy Callahan, then
a 51-year-old woman with
no agricultural experience,
headed to the auction, buying
ewes and a ram, which
produced their first lambs in
December 1986. “She didn’t
know it yet, but she wanted
to be a shepherd,” Liam
Callahan said, adding that
it quickly became clear that
his mother found her calling
working with the animals.
The family moved quickly
from producing lamb for
themselves and their friends
to supplying local restaurants.
By 1989, the family’s sheep
numbers were up to 100 ewes,
and a family friend of Middle
Eastern descent asked if they
thought about milking sheep,
as it is common in the Middle
East.
They later became part of
a small and burgeoning sheep
dairy industry in the United
States, starting the first sheep
dairy west of the Mississippi.

Liam Callahan with his mother Cindy, a former
nurse, and founder of Bellwether Farm in 1986.

A Popular Range of
Organic Milk Products
While the family’s entry
point into the dairy industry
was through sheep, not cows,
before long, their business
expanded to produce cow
milk products as well.
They converted a
6,000-square-foot veal barn
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on their property into a
12,000-square-foot creamery,
warehouse and cold storage
facility.
“When we first started, we
were really cheese-focused,”
Callahan said, explaining that
they didn’t think people were
looking for a rich and creamy
yogurt. Soon, however, they
started getting requests for the
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product.
Yogurt is a big demand
item for Bellwether Farms,
which produces organic whole
cow’s milk yogurt as well as
the No. 1 whole milk sheep
yogurt in the United States.
They have plenty of local
supply from which to draw
to make that whole cow
milk yogurt, as Bellwether
Farms is surrounded by many
traditional Sonoma County
dairies. They began buying
cows milk in 1994, moving
to high-butterfat Jersey milk
within a few years.
The Callahans use the
cow’s milk to create a unique
line of increasingly popular
products, including the bestin-class hand-dipped whole
milk basket ricotta, made
from pure Jersey cow milk
and sold in the package in
which it’s made. It’s cultured
first and then slowly heated in
small kettles until curds form.
They took inspiration
from the way ricotta is made
in Italy, which Callahan
visited in the early 1990s.
While there, he saw people
waiting in the parking lots of
creameries to get fresh ricotta.
The ricotta produced in
Italy is completely different
from the product most
American consumers have
used, which tends to be
hidden in lasagnas. Callahan
said ricotta done right “is
a completely different
experience,” with his ricotta
cheese getting a lot of positive
consumer response. It’s meant
to be shown off and not just
used as an ingredient, he said.
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Callahan said their product
line has developed based
on their own interest and
consumer requests. The latter
resulted in another of their
standout products, crème
fraiche, a French cultured
cream made from pure, local
heavy cream.
A retailer proposed the
crème fraiche product in the
late 1990s. Callahan said it’s
been a great product for them,
and is valued by professional
chefs and home cooks alike.
They also produce it for a
manufacturer who uses it
for white pizza sauce. The
company pursues a “whole
is better” approach to its
products, which Callahan said
is a win for everyone – from
the animals to the consumers.

An Ever-Changing
Market
In its early days,
Bellwether Farms marketed
its products directly to
select customers, including
restaurants, using farmers
markets as its distribution
channel through much of
the 1990s. Sue Conley,
who later started Cowgirl
Creamery, worked for the
Callahans early on, bringing
tours to their operation and
introducing them to chefs and
food shows.
As awareness of artisan
dairy and a renaissance
of small scale and craft
production that began in the
1970s picked up in the 1980s.
Farmers markets were a great
spot to find consumers who
were looking for those quality

products. “The retailers
weren’t really ready yet,”
Callahan said.
Farmers markets
introduced them to more chefs
and restaurants, and served as
a great way to get Bellwether
Farms products on menus.
It also gave them face-toface contact with customers,
who would offer feedback
they used to refine their
products. They drove their
own delivery van for some
time, but when the business
grew beyond what they could
service themselves they
switched to food distributors
who opened the door to more
restaurants and cheese shops.
Callahan said it took
them about 15 years to get
from farmers markets to the
distribution channels they
have today. They offer some
direct sales to wineries but
they no longer sell directly to
any stores, with their primary
channel being through
distributors servicing retail.

Challenges in the
Market
The COVID-19 pandemic
has hugely impacted food
distribution. “The challenge
in the market has been
significant,” said Callahan.
He said 25 percent of his
business goes to restaurants.
A lot of their ricotta cheese
is sold to food service, an
industry that has taken a
“tremendous hit” due to the
pandemic.
They’ve benefited from
the majority of their business
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going to retail distributors,
but Callahan said there is
more work to do. There’s also
a heightened challenge in
getting products to the market.
“The surge in grocery in
general costs smaller brands
like us trucking capacity,”
Callahan said.
The logistics system
couldn’t absorb the crush that
the March and April period
of COVID-19 produced,
Callahan said. “The niche
products were impacted
more in that scenario,
unfortunately.”
In some cases, that resulted
in products expiring before
getting to the stores because
of hang-ups in the logistics
chain. “It was a frustrating
time,” Callahan said.
One of the trends they’ve
seen accelerate during the
pandemic is a migration
to larger product sizes,
with Callahan noting their
multiserve products are
selling better than their singleserves.

Charity Begins on the
Farm
Even before the pandemic,
Bellwether Farms had a
heart for charitable efforts.
In 2016, the Callahans
established the nonprofit
Bellwether Farms Foundation,
pledging 1 percent of sales
to organizations providing
hunger relief or food-related
education.
“There’s a never-ending
need,” Callahan said. “The
food system is a big mess in
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terms of access to good food
and availability of food in
general for some people.”
He said food companies
need to be part of that
solution, and so Bellwether
Farms partnered with the
Redwood Empire Food Bank
to donate excess product
whenever they have it.
As COVID-19 hit,
Callahan said they had the
opportunity to take more milk
than they would ordinarily.
Bellwether Farms launched
Project Spilled Milk and
raised $50,000 online to
purchase excess milk from
dairy farmers who had fewer
open restaurants or schools to
buy their dairy.

Callahan keeps in direct
contact with consumers. He
responds to most of the emails
they receive and answers
consumer questions. He said
those lines of communication
make him feel hopeful.

Cindy Callahan turned 85
this year, and the decision was
made to sell their flock, which
topped out at about 400 sheep.
Callahan said the animals
were sold to the producers
who have been supplying
them, so they are keeping the
sheep in the supply chain.

He’s looking forward to
2021 and working on one
of his big goals – creating
a community of consumers
around what his family
is doing in its Petaluma
creamery. “It’s a really
exciting time,” he said.

“It’s a bittersweet decision
for us,” said Liam Callahan,

Editor’s Note: Photos
Courtesy of Bellwether Farms
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AM1 – Optimum® AcreMax® 1 insect protection system with an
integrated corn rootworm refuge solution includes HXX,LL,RR2.
Optimum AcreMax 1 products contain the LibertyLink® gene and can
be sprayed with Liberty® herbicide. The required corn borer refuge can
be planted up to a half-mile away.
AM – Optimum® AcreMax® insect protection system with
YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2. Contains a single-bag integrated refuge solution
for above-ground insects. In EPA-designated cotton-growing counties,
a 20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted with Optimum
AcreMax products.
AMT – Optimum® AcreMax® TRIsect ® insect protection system with
RW,YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2. Contains a single-bag refuge solution for
above- and below-ground insects. The major component contains
the Agrisure ® RW trait, the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene and the
Herculex® I gene. In EPA-designated cotton-growing counties, a 20%
separate corn borer refuge must be planted with Optimum AcreMax
TRIsect products.
AMX – Optimum® AcreMax® Xtra insect protection system with
YGCB,HXX,LL,RR2. Contains a single-bag integrated refuge solution
for above- and below-ground insects. In EPA-designated cottongrowing counties, a 20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted
with Optimum AcreMax Xtra products.
AMXT (Optimum® AcreMax® XTreme) – Contains a single-bag
integrated refuge solution for above- and below-ground insects. The
major component contains the Agrisure ® RW trait, the YieldGard® Corn
Borer gene and the Herculex® XTRA gene. In EPA-designated cottongrowing counties, a 20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted
with Optimum AcreMax XTreme products.
Q (Qrome ®) – Contains a single-bag integrated refuge solution for
above- and below-ground insects. The major component contains the
Agrisure® RW trait, the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene and the Herculex®
XTRA gene. In EPA-designated cotton-growing counties, a 20%
separate corn borer refuge must be planted with Qrome ® products.
Qrome products are approved for cultivation in the U.S. and Canada.
They have also received approval in a number of importing countries,
most recently China. For additional information about the status of
regulatory authorizations, visit http://www.biotradestatus.com/.
YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2 (Optimum® Intrasect ®) – Contains the YieldGard®
Corn Borer gene and Herculex® I gene for resistance to corn borer.
YGCB,HXX,LL,RR2 (Optimum® Intrasect ® Xtra) – Contains the
YieldGard® Corn Borer gene and the Herculex XTRA gene for resistance
to corn borer and corn rootworm.
RW,HX1,LL,RR2 (Optimum® TRIsect ®) – Contains the Herculex I gene
for above-ground pests and the Agrisure ® RW trait for resistance to
corn rootworm.
AML – Optimum® AcreMax® Leptra® products with
AVBL,YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2. Contains a single-bag integrated refuge
solution for above-ground insects. In EPA-designated cotton-growing
counties, a 20% separate corn borer refuge must be planted with
Optimum AcreMax Leptra products.
AVBL,YGCB,HX1,LL,RR2 (Optimum® Leptra®) – Contains the Agrisure
Viptera® trait, the YieldGard® Corn Borer gene, the Herculex® I gene,
the LibertyLink® gene and the Roundup Ready® Corn 2 trait.
HX1 – Contains the Herculex® I insect protection gene which provides
protection against European corn borer, southwestern corn borer, black
cutworm, fall armyworm, lesser cornstalk borer, southern cornstalk
borer and sugarcane borer; and suppresses corn earworm.
HXRW – The Herculex® RW rootworm protection trait contains proteins
that provide enhanced resistance against western corn rootworm,
northern corn rootworm and Mexican corn rootworm.
HXX – Herculex® XTRA insect protection contains the Herculex I and
Herculex RW genes.
YGCB – The YieldGard® Corn Borer gene offers a high level of
resistance to European corn borer, southwestern corn borer and
southern cornstalk borer; moderate resistance to corn earworm and
common stalk borer; and above-average resistance to fall armyworm.
LL – Contains the LibertyLink® gene for resistance to Liberty® herbicide.
RR2 – Contains the Roundup Ready ® Corn 2 trait that provides crop
safety for over-the-top applications of labeled glyphosate herbicides
when applied according to label directions.
AQ – Optimum® AQUAmax® product. Product performance in
water-limited environments is variable and depends on many
factors, such as the severity and timing of moisture deficiency,
heat stress, soil type, management practices and environmental
stress, as well as disease and pest pressures. All products may
exhibit reduced yield under water and heat stress. Individual
results may vary.
BMR – Brown MidRib Corn.
Herculex® insect protection technology by Dow AgroSciences and
Pioneer Hi-Bred. ® Trademark of Dow AgroSciences, DuPont or Pioneer,
and their affiliated companies or their respective owners.
YieldGard®, the YieldGard Corn Borer Design and Roundup Ready ® are
registered trademarks used under license from Monsanto Company.
Liberty ®, LibertyLink® and the Water Droplet Design are registered
trademarks of BASF.
Agrisure® and Agrisure Viptera® are registered trademarks of, and used
under license from, a Syngenta Group Company. Agrisure ® technology
incorporated into these seeds is commercialized under a license from
Syngenta Crop Protection AG.

Pioneer ® brand products are provided subject to the terms
and conditions of purchase which are part of the labeling
and purchase documents. TM ® SM Trademarks and service
marks of Corteva Agriscience and its affiliated companies.
© 2020 Corteva. PION0LOCL055
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Their new online customers
are giving the Callahans a
level of interaction, feedback
and sharing of stories – with
customers telling them how
they use their products and
sharing recipes – that’s
reminiscent of the interactions
they had with dedicated
farmers market shoppers.
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A Bittersweet
Transition

Callahan said they want
to focus on the market, shelf
space and expanding the
customer base. Even with
the challenges COVID-19
presented to their business,
Callahan said they have had
growth in their products’
sales, have continued to
pick up accounts and new
customers have found them,
a process aided by the rise
of social media and online
information streams, as well
as the farm’s website, www.
bellwetherfarms.com.
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Bellwether Farms
dedicated one production shift
each week to create yogurt
from this milk and delivered
25,000 16-ounce containers
of yogurt to food banks,
which have been experiencing
unprecedented demand this
year. Callahan said they also
did a virtual “turkey trot”
which raised funds for the
food bank. He said hunger
relief is a win for everyone.

noting that there were other
drivers as well, including the
challenges of finding housing
for their workers.
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