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F
ourth-generation dairy farmer Colin Kahler and his 
border collie Sandi are poking along on a four-wheeler 
buggy behind a mob of Friesian cows heading to the 
milking shed. It’s 2°C and, with the district cloaked 

in heavy fog, it’s hard to see them as they make their way up 
the winding dirt road. Here at Hartley-Vale dairy, at Geham on 
Queensland’s Darling Downs, this twice-daily milking routine has 
been rolling out every day for more than 150 years.

The chilly morning isn’t a worry for the quiet-natured, good-
humoured Col. “It’s an automatic ritual,” he says. “We’re up by 5 for 
some coffee and toast and then walk over to start the milking by 6.”  
While Col brings in the herd, his wife, Violet, sets up at the shed. She 
fills the grain bins and readies the suction cups, puts the hose filter 
in the vat and rinses the buckets for the calves’ milk. The process of 
setting up, milking, feeding calves and cleaning up takes about three 
hours every morning and every afternoon, seven days a week.

Col’s great-grandfather, Johann Kahler, bought Hartley-Vale in 
the 1860s – soon after immigrating from Germany to Queensland. 
Across cleared softwood scrub he bred Clydesdale horses, grew 
potatoes and lucerne, and began the dairy with Jersey cows – noted 
for their good cream supply. Col’s father Andrew later introduced 
Illawarra cattle, a hardy Australian breed; and when Col took 
over he switched to Friesians for their ability to produce high 
milk volumes even through dry times. “Unlike other breeds that 
tend to go dry, Friesians keep milking. Our dairy adviser helps us 
with good nutrition plans to support that,” Col says.

Becoming a dairy farmer was a natural progression for Col.  
“Back in those days, options to pursue other careers weren’t available 
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While the dairy industry continues to face 
challenges, Col and Violet Kahler’s deep 
love for the work and lifestyle on their 

dairy farm ensures they hold fast.  
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Violet and Col Kahler 
stand proudly in front 
of their Friesian cows.
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CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Violet watches the cows make their way to the milking shed; cleaning during morning milking; 
Col hand-feeds calves. OPPOSITE: Col: one of few remaining dairy farmers in his district.
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like they are today and I was quite happy to stay on. It’s 
all we know and all we want to do. We like working for 
ourselves and love our animals – this is our lifestyle. Even 
during the tough times, we know we’ll find ways to make 
it through to the other side.”

Last year the Kahlers experienced the worst drought on 
record. “Rain fell between January and March this year, but 
like so often before, it’s turning out to be another teaser 
break before entering another long dry spell – and each 
one is harder,” Col says. “Unlike decades ago, when the area 
was full of spring-fed waterholes, swamps and overflowing 
dams, we’ve had to find ways to cope with less rainfall. 
We’ve added bores, built bigger sheds for storing feed and 
machinery; and while we grow barley, oats, lucerne and 
cowpea, when supplies get low, we need to buy in feed. 
With a changing climate, deregulation and low commodity 
prices, making a profit is a challenge these days.”

When Violet married Col in 1976 and arrived at 
Hartley-Vale the locals welcomed her with open arms. 
“This is the best farming community,” she says. “I came 
from the Lockyer Valley farming district and didn’t know a 
soul when I arrived. But the women went out of their way 
for me. They were kind and supportive. Even today, people 
help out whenever you need a hand. Some of the older 
women aren’t around anymore and I miss them deeply – 
they were sweethearts.”

In between milking, Col and Violet attend to the work 
of maintaining fences and machinery, and checking the 
animals and bores, and all that’s needed to grow crops 
and improved permanent pastures. Col insists he wouldn’t 
know how to hand-milk a cow. “We use the Herringbone 

system, which provides easy walk-through as well as good 
operator and animal comfort.” When Violet first came to 
the dairy there was only a hay-making machine – a square 
baler and side rake pulled by a tractor. “We have several 
tractors now and we seed plant by direct drilling. There’s 
always more we’d like to do, but the profits seldom justify 
the outlay,” Col says.

Today, Col and Violet’s three children, Jo-anne, Kristy-
Lee and Andrew all have their own off-farm careers. Violet 
says Geham was a wonderful community to raise their 
kids in. “But they know the work involved to run a dairy 
and that the returns are not like they used to be,” she says. 
Hartley-Vale is one of only two remaining dairies in the 
district. “In our area there used to be 33 dairy farmers and 
we knew them all,” she says. 

The last 100% Australian farmer-owned dairy 
cooperative, Norco, collects Hartley-Vale’s milk every 
second day. Violet is concerned the day might come when 
Australian milk is no longer on the market. “We have the 
world’s lowest retail milk price, yet the highest input costs,” 
she says. “The supermarkets continue to source milk as 
cheaply as possible and won’t budge unless they’re forced to.”

Knocking off any time soon isn’t an option for Col and 
Violet. Following this morning’s milking, they are seated 
at their kitchen table with newspapers and magazines 
piled high. The homely room is warmed by a wood-fired 
combustion stove and kittens are playing on the verandah.

Violet says the dairying lifestyle keeps them healthy – 
especially the unpasteurised milk they drink. “If Col’s still 
fit and active at 95, he’ll still be milking cows,” she says. “I’ll 
be pushing up daisies, but he’ll still be milking.”   
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