Braunvieh: The Homesteader’s Cow

Braunvieh evolved over thousands of years in the harsh terrain and climate of the Swiss Alps. In this environment producers cannot support large herds with most being relatively small by American standards, even to this day. Traditionally, most families owned one or two cows. The cows lived and worked alongside their owners, frequently under the same roof. In this scenario cattle had to be docile, friendly, functional, and easy to work with. They needed to provide the family with milk and protein with the least input possible gleaned from the alpine pastures. In other words, they were “family cows.”
We don’t generally think of it in the same terms, but a family living and working in the Alps along with their animals, was homesteading. It was the epitome of small scale agriculture, a “backyard farm” if you will. They had a cow or two, raised a few other animals, and grew what food they could. The environment and terrain did not allow for anything else. In this scenario the family cow had to be calm and easy to work with, she had to produce plenty of milk for her calf and the family, but not so much that she had problems. If she produced more milk than her calf or family needed, that milk could be sold. Milk components or “solids” were also important as it was easier to store and transport cheese than raw milk. As the cheese industry evolved and grew, so did the cattle that supplied it. Just as importantly, the calf also needed to produce meat for the family. A scrawny, bony, inefficient calf was simply not functional. A cow that produced more milk than her calf could consume developed udder problems. Simultaneously, she consumed more resources than a small farm in the Alps could provide. In this environment, people needed an efficient cow that produced milk, plenty of meat, was easy to handle and did it all on limited forage. Out of this environment stepped Braunvieh cattle.
Braunvieh are frequently described as a gentle, “family cow” by many who own them, especially first time Braunvieh owners. This is not surprising given they spent centuries fulfilling that role in Switzerland. Producers having experience with other breeds often comment on how easy Braunvieh are to work with and how docile and calm they are in general. Owners are often surprised at how easily mature cattle can be adapted to a small scale operation, or even halter broken. With a little patience and effort, they seem to adapt effortlessly to their humans. Of note, this trait often tracks percent Braunvieh with higher percentage animals adapting to the “family cow” role more easily. A personal observation based on conversations with producers that maintain a 1-2 cow operation is that 95% Braunvieh or higher seems to be a sweet spot for a family milking cow. Below 90% is less consistent but many wonderful and easily handled animals exist in this range.

The challenges with dairy cattle on a homestead:

When talking to homesteaders who produce milk and milk products, you will frequently hear the same story. They tend to purchase smaller breeds of dairy cattle that consume large amounts of feed all while producing too much milk and not enough meat. Dairy cattle are traditionally not good mothers and their calves frequently require more input to raise than people had hoped. The owner often has to fulfill, or at least supplement, the cow’s role in raising her calf. Today’s dairy cow is not bred to be a good mother, she’s bred to produce large volumes of milk in a controlled environment.
Because of the large quantities of milk produced, people are forced to milk their cows twice a day, without a break, or their cows develop udder problems such as mastitis. All this plus an inefficient calf that does not produce a large amount of meat. Many homesteaders want a cow that can be nursed out by her calf when they are not home and takes care of her calf with minimal assistance. Instead they are bound to that cow twice a day during lactation, in addition to caring for her calf.
The next problem with dairy cattle in a homesteading situation, is many are not hardy, self-sufficient animals. Commercial dairy cattle are effectively pampered, housed in controlled conditions to optimize milk production and minimize stress. This is often unrealistic for a small farm. Dairy cattle are given plenty of high quality feed and water in a controlled environment that minimizes the risk of diseases such as pink eye, foot rot or heat stress. Currently dairy animals are bred to thrive in this controlled environment, however when removed from a highly controlled environment they are more prone to problems. Dairy cattle are not inherently heat tolerant or drought tolerant and can be prone to pink eye and foot problems outside of their controlled environment. To compound matters, treatment of foot rot and pink eye can render the milk unusable during antibiotic treatment.
Another area that is often of interest to homesteaders and backyard farmers is A2/A2 milk. A2/A2 milk refers to milk produced by cows that naturally produce only the A2 beta-casein protein. Most commercially available milk contains a mix of A1 and A2 proteins. A1 is only produced in cows, resulting from a mutation at some point. Humans, sheep, and goats only produce A2. The amount of A1 and A2 present in a herd is influenced by breed with some breeds having a high prevalence of one or the other.
Some individuals report that A2/A2 milk is easier to digest, being the protein produced by humans, and may cause fewer digestive issues than regular milk. A2/A2 milk still contains lactose and is not suitable for those with lactose intolerance.

Benefits of using traditional dairy breeds for homesteading:
1. Readily available
2. Docile, Easy to work with, used to being milked
3. Large volume of milk if you’re able to milk daily and have a use for it
4. Milking records and history

5. ”Designed” to produce milk
6. Mothers are not “over protective” of their calves

Problems using traditional dairy breeds for homesteading:
1. Large volume of milk produced by dairy cattle exceeds what many families can consume / use
2. Dairy cattle require milking twice a day, even when suckling a calf
3. Dairy cattle are often poor mothers
4. Dairy cattle consume large amounts of feed to produce milk
5. Dairy calves can be labor intensive
6. Dairy calves, even cross bred to beef, are not as efficient as a beef calf and depending on the cross, may not produce a carcass with as much meat as a beef calf. Some Angus bulls crossed with Holstein can produce a meaty carcass but are still not as efficient at producing meat as a straight beef animal.
7. Many dairy breeds are not as hearty as beef cattle

Homesteader cow wish list:
1. Docile, family friendly, easy to work with
2. Produce enough milk for the family and a calf
3. Can go days without being milked if need be or milked daily if desired
4. Produce high quality milk with plenty of solids
5. Good mother
6. Produce a meatier, more efficient calf
7. Efficient, able to produce milk on limited or all grass forage
8. Disease and problem free
9. Hearty / sturdy cow that is heat and drought tolerant
10. Good fertility with the availability of sexed semen
11. High percentage of A2/A2 mothers
12. Longevity

This is a long list of wants and we’ll address each as it relates to Braunvieh
cattle.

#1: Braunvieh are a docile breed and easy to work with. They evolved over the centuries in the Swiss Alps as a dairy animal in close proximity to their family and retain these traits. For the homesteader, most Braunvieh for sale have not been milked, so initially they may require more patience and effort to get started. This is where a higher percentage or fullblood animal may adapt more quickly. Another suggestion is to start

with a young heifer before her first calf. This will allow you to bond and work with your animal while she’s smaller and before she’s expected to be milked.
#2: People who milk Braunvieh do so by separating the calf the night before and milking the cow in the morning. They can consistently yield 1-3 gallons of high quality milk. Some only milk 2 quadrants when lower volumes are needed. The calf is then returned to its mother and allowed to nurse. The calf is left with the cow for the remainder of the day getting plenty of milk to grow.
#3: Braunvieh do not need to be milked daily by the homesteader. If milk is not desired, the calf is left with the cow. The cow can be left with the calf for days or weeks and not milked with no negative effects on the cow or her udder. It may take some patience to get her back in the routine of milking however.
#4: Braunvieh milk is high in solids with high levels of beta-casein, which is excellent for cheese making. Braunvieh milk is higher in butterfat than milk from Holsteins but not as high as that from a Jersey.
#5: Braunvieh are excellent mothers and used in the commercial beef industry for their maternal qualities. They can be very protective of new calves which is in stark contrast to the average dairy animal. This is a big difference for people used to working with dairy cattle that can have a calf and walk away. Care needs to be taken when dealing with a new baby and a Braunvieh cow. After a few days the cow will be less protective but will continue to nurture her calf until weaning.
#6: Braunvieh evolved in a resource limited environment in the mountains where efficiency was necessary for survival. Braunvieh are known for their efficiency and carcass merits in the beef world. Braunvieh frequently win carcass contests and score well in efficiency testing and feed outs. The breed continues to measure sires for these characteristics in both short and long term programs.
#7: Braunvieh do not require high quality feed to produce milk and a calf. This can be accomplished on grass alone, although if resources are extremely scarce milk production will decrease. Under drought conditions that would be difficult for a dairy animal to function, Braunvieh can continue to produce milk and raise calves.
#8: Braunvieh are known to have low incidence of pink eye and foot rot, they are sure footed with strong sturdy hooves. These traits are known in the beef world and allow them to function with fewer problems than many beef and dairy breeds.
#9: Braunvieh are sure footed and used in diverse climates throughout the world from the high mountains and arctic to the tropics. They are known for their adaptability and resilience.
#10: Braunvieh have high levels of fertility and are amenable to AI or bull based breeding programs. There is some availability of sexed semen within the breed but not to the extent one would find in the dairy world.
#11: The prevalence of the A2 gene in Braunvieh is harder to come by and not routinely tested for in the U.S. If this is something that is important to the producer, I

highly recommend testing the individual animal. The best information on this comes from Switzerland, where all cattle are tested, and the basis for Braunvieh around the world originated. The percentage of A2/A2 in Original Braunvieh in Switzerland is 67%. Anecdotally that would seem to be the case in the US, however the test is reasonably priced so testing is prudent to ensure a buyer is getting what they need.
#12: Braunvieh routinely produce calves until the age of 12-14 years. Some have gone well past that. Milk production likely falls off with time but the rate and extent are not well documented, especially in the US.

Braunvieh developed over the centuries as the animal of choice for small, family farms producing milk and meat on limited resources. They lived closely with their family and functioned well in that role. Those traits persist today in the Braunvieh breed making them a viable option for the homesteader and backyard farmer.
