How It Started; How It’s Going

Land O’Lakes Celebrates
Ten Decades of Innovation
karen mellott-foshier

M

any people are surprised to learn that Land
O’Lakes, Inc. is a 100-percent, farmerowned cooperative, and it has been since its
inception in 1921. Known as the bu/er company
worldwide with headquarters today in Arden
Hills, Minnesota, Land O’Lakes is celebrating its
centennial this year.¹ This is a significant milestone for the Ramsey County-based company,
created by soliciting prospective members and
convincing them to embrace change and buy
into a vision that would disrupt an industry. For
these natural-born entrepreneurs with humble
beginnings, “That’s the way we’ve always done
it” wasn’t and isn’t part of this farming community’s vernacular.
Today, more than 95 percent of dairy farms
are family-owned businesses and o1en work
through larger entities such as Land O’ Lakes for

processing and packaging. Based on a 2020 report from the National Cooperative Bank (NCB),
this Minnesota-based company ranks in the top
three of all US cooperatives nationally.²
This celebratory article focuses on the business’s early innovations and then pivots to present day. As Land O’Lakes forges ahead under
the direction of Beth Ford, its first female president and CEO, the creative cooperative continues to embrace new technologies and ideas to
support its member-owners, consumers, and
communities around the world.³

Land O’Lakes President
and CEO Beth Ford.

What is a Cooperative Creamery?
It all started with a call to collaborate by forming a large cooperative made up of many smaller
cooperatives. A cooperative, also known as a coop, forms when a group of people in a particular
Minnesota Cooperative
Creameries Association
Manager Arthur McGuire
(First row, fourth from
right) with creamery
workers, board members,
and employees in front
of their early warehouse offices at 2386
University Avenue in
St. Paul at the corner of
Raymond Street, a few
blocks east of today’s
Highway 280. In 1926,
the company changed
its name to Land
O’Lakes, Inc., and moved
its headquarters to
Northeast Minneapolis.
Both images courtesy
of Land O’Lakes, Inc.
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A horse carriage
transports tubs of butter
to the railroad depot
in Milaca, Minnesota.
Before the creation
of the Minnesota
Cooperative Creameries
Association, individual
and county co-ops paid
high shipping rates for
partial carloads.

keep it from souring). Cream was skimmed by
hand, barns and milk pails could be unsanitary,
and there were few uniform testing standards.
That o1en resulted in poor-quality bu/er and
low prices because cream was purchased by
volume regardless of the quality.¹¹
Bu/er as we know it today has evolved considerably. While it was used as a cooking fat, not
many folks were slathering it liberally on their
toast. Fortunately, somebody decided enough
with the nasty-tasting bu/er. With the commitment to quality, Land O’Lakes bu/er eventually
featured premium sweet cream, and there was
scientific technology behind that commitment.
The revolutionary Babcock Test developed by
Stephen M. Babcock at the turn of the twentieth
century provided a simple way to measure the
amount of bu/erfat in milk and cream and helped
the dairy industry reliably evaluate quality.¹²
But even with this test, farmers or members
of smaller cooperatives were at the mercy of
markets and had li/le to no control over pricing. The creation of the Minnesota Cooperative Creameries Association was meant to give
members greater authority locally and on a
national level.

Improving Industry Standards
Grassroots research by founding members of
Minnesota Cooperative Creameries Association,
including John Brandt, who led the successful
Meeker County Cooperative Creamery and eventually became president of Land O’Lakes, and
his friend Tom Sti/s, an agricultural agent,
uncovered inconsistencies and unscrupulous
behavior in the business. This sleuthing eventually won over any initial resistance to joining
the statewide cooperative mission.¹³

Volume 56 • Number 2 • Summer 2021

John Brandt served
as president of Land
O’Lakes for nearly
thirty years. Both
images courtesy of
Land O’Lakes, Inc.

For example, Brandt witnessed two cooperatives place their own bu/er tubs aboard the
same railroad freight car heading to the same
East Coast destination, but because they were
from separate co-ops, the farmers had to pay
the more expensive less-than-carload freight
rates. Later, Brandt discovered that those two
creameries received payments from the same
commission house, yet shoddy (or maybe even
intentional) bookkeeping practices recorded
the bu/er tubs arriving on diﬀerent days. With
more investigation, the cooperative front men
determined that dairy producers could save
more than $100 (~$1,500 when adjusted for inflation today) on a single carload if they pooled
their resources and shipped as a full carload.¹⁴
And that’s not all members discovered in regard to abusive business practices. Commission
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men in charge of Eastern markets determined
the bu/er prices throughout the United States
during daily public auctions and would dump
excessive bu/er onto the market during heavy
spring production months, which lowered the
price. They would then buy up inventory at the
lower price and sell later at a profit.¹⁵
Additionally, these commission houses received a fixed rate, so ensuring fair and reasonable pricing for dairy farmers didn’t concern
them. The co-op founders discovered that even
good bu/er would not receive premium pricing
because the buyers used disparate grading systems. Because Minnesota farmers and creameries had no scales of their own, they had to accept
decisions when commission houses claimed
bu/er shipments were short. Future leaders of
the association estimated that Minnesota creameries were missing out on $10 million a year as
a result of these unethical business practices
(~$134 million).¹⁶ Association members were, indeed, pleased when the co-op began to work out
a standardized industry system. This included
member-owners in Warren, Minnesota, as reported by the local paper:
At least 50 carloads of Minnesota Cooperative creamery butter are moving to
the eastern market this week under
the consolidation of shipping plans
of the state association . . . [which]
plans to establish its own traffic
department so that patrons . . . see
that freight charges are just, the
shipments are properly inspected,
and that the farmers’ interests are
protected in all matters of
losses and overcharges.¹⁷

Creating a National Distribution
and Marketing System

Land O’Lakes’ Chief
Technology Officer Teddy
Bekele. Courtesy of Land
O’Lakes, Inc.

In the early 1920s, Minnesota Cooperative
Creameries also needed a be/er way to distribute and sell their dairy products. “The idea was
to take sweet cream bu/er from Minnesota and
distribute to all parts of the country,” says Land
O’Lakes’ Chief Technology Oﬃcer Teddy Bekele.
“So how do you enable it?”¹⁸ It’s 1921. No Internet, no email, no TV. Even telephones and radio
were in their early adoption phase. And while
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rural free delivery (RFD) was becoming more
prominent, the US Postal Service routes didn’t
deliver everywhere in Minnesota or elsewhere.¹⁹
Bekele says a crucial Land O’Lakes innovation from a technological standpoint was the
creation of its national distribution system
using scientific knowledge to develop an integrated network with all key stakeholders, especially retailers. The fledgling co-op’s ability to
establish a national network to market its own
products with limited resources and no blueprint had never been done before.²⁰
To start, it was important to educate and
recruit more members in Minnesota. S. G. Gustafson, a bu/er expert and former state dairy
and food inspector, was an early influencer,
helping convince dairy farmers to join the cooperative movement. He and Brandt traveled to
creamery a1er creamery, sharing how a unified
front among Minnesota dairy farmers would
benefit them all. Simply put, bypassing the commission houses meant lower costs for consumers and be/er returns for farmers.²¹
Expanding the market to sell their “fancy
bu/er” to all corners of the country was a challenge and opportunity. The majority of Americans at the time were not aware a be/er-tasting
bu/er even existed. Through a series of le/ers
to member-owners and prospective members,
co-op leadership shared examples of the need to
distribute their be/er bu/er across the country.
One le/er used New York as an example: “New
York consumes a large quantity of fine bu/er,
but there are still thousands and thousands of
people who do not know good bu/er and who
have to be educated before this market will take
a much larger quantity of bu/er than it is now
asked to absorb.”²² So that was a new frontier
the early cooperative farmers explored—not
only selling their premier sweet cream bu/er
themselves in existing markets but expanding
and educating consumers in other regions.²³
Slowly, farmers began accepting the challenge of marketing their own products. Further
helping advance that vision was the passage of
the Capper-Volstead Act in 1922, cosponsored
by Minnesota Congressman Andrew Volstead.
This bill eliminated antitrust laws for farmers
and served as a catalyst for Minnesota Cooperative Creameries to create and expand its sales,
marketing, and distribution strategies.²⁴
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Devising a National Sales Strategy
and Business Plan
At the association’s second annual meeting in
March 1923, Brandt moved from secretary to
president, a position he would hold for nearly
thirty years. His first priority—establishing the
cooperative’s own bu/er sales agency. The strategy included creating sales oﬃces in New York,
Chicago, and Philadelphia, where they could inspect all bu/er upon arrival, check the grading
process by customers, and find ways to increase
consumer demand.²⁵
They also invested heavily in additional marketing tactics such as a $1,500 (~$22,000) advertising campaign at the National Dairy Show
in St. Paul, ads in New York and Chicago publications, and the purchase of ten branded trucks.
They also produced a company documentary
and manufactured children’s toys such as Land
O’Lakes sailboats.²⁶
To meet anticipated demand, the cooperative invested $14,000 (~$211,000) to improve its
operations at the Central Warehouse in St. Paul.
They even added a print room where they could
brand their one-pound bu/er cartons.²⁷
In just a few short years, higher-quality dairy
products, wider distribution eﬀorts, and smart
marketing paid oﬀ. In 1924, the state reported
that the value of creamery bu/er skyrocketed to
$90,000,000 from $72,000,000 in 1922. And it
was a very good day for co-op members when
the United States Navy sent a check for $32,000
for 450,000 pounds of bu/er. A week’s output
from every member-owner in the association
was needed to fulfill just one bu/er order, garnering a he1y sum, nearly $500,000 today.²⁸

This flyer, which
touts the benefits of
cooperative marketing,
was designed to convince dairy farmers and
cooperatives that it pays
to be part of this larger
association.

Minnesota’s butternaming contest brought
in nearly 100,000 entries.
Ida Foss of Hopkins,
Minnesota, and George
Swift of Minneapolis
separately submitted the
winning name—Land
O’Lakes. Each won 200
in gold. An additional
300 was awarded to the
runners-up, who suggested the names Maid
O’ the West and Tommy
Tucker. Both images courtesy of Land O’Lakes, Inc.

Branding the Better Butter
Branding was also an important strategy. To
create more publicity, interest, and sales around
its premier bu/er, the association determined
they needed a be/er bu/er name, as Minnesota
Cooperative Creamery Bu/er did not roll oﬀ the
tongue. So, in 1924, the association took out fullpage ads in newspapers and farm publications.
With the campaign focusing on the golden color
of its sweet cream bu/er, the association oﬀered
$500 in gold as prizes (~$7,500).²⁹
This contest brought in 7,000 entries a day.
A1er weeks of evaluating all options, the company selected the winning entry from two
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Always striving for
excellence, Land O’Lakes
uses research and
development test plots
to improve products and
services for the agricultural community.

see a farmer’s operation, there’s always something
novel that they’re trying,” Bekele says.”³⁹ And
Land O’Lakes is right there with them.
For example, in 2019—in partnership with
Uber Freight—the company completed the nation’s first cross-country commercial shipment
using a self-driving truck. The autonomous vehicle drove itself (along with a safety driver) from
Tulare, California, to Quakertown, Pennsylvania,
over a three-day period carrying 40,000 pounds
of bu/er. Digital and automated suppliers like
these help improve the customer experience.⁴⁰
Technology allows farmers to outfit a dairy
barn with facial recognition cameras to gather
health intel, such as body size and shape, on
every cow, and collar sensors monitor their vitals
so producers know when the animals are going
into labor. The company’s Purina Animal Nutrition business also piloted a door lock that opens
a horse barn door in the event of a fire. That way
animals can escape safely, which protects owners
who might have a/empted to rescue them.⁴¹
“I think it’s imperative for us to not just think
of technology as an enabler but as a driver for
new competitive advantages . . . in the future,”
Bekele says.⁴²
One of the more recent and crucial innovations for Land O’Lakes, and the one that excites
Bekele the most, is its research and development (R&D) into data insights, which provide
a way to analyze data and information to make
be/er business decisions.⁴³

An example comes with the data gathered at
the Purina Animal Nutrition Center in Missouri.
The business creates diﬀerent feed formulations
for pigs, chicken, and beef and dairy ca/le. From
the tags cows wear, the research team collects
data that provide everything from the weight
of the cow to the components in the milk. This
helps determine what’s working and what isn’t
to continue to improve animal nutrition, health,
and performance.⁴⁴
Another fascinating example of technological innovation comes from data gathered
through WinField United Answer Plots. In these
test plots, “we plant diﬀerent seed varieties
[and] apply diﬀerent crop-protection applications in diﬀerent environments [and] diﬀerent
soil conditions using diﬀerent practices,” Bekele
says. “[If] you’re a farmer and you want to try
these seeds, wouldn’t it be great to know there’s
someone who’s [tested them] in literally every
possible condition and replicated [the test] 115
diﬀerent times?”⁴⁵
Of course, there’s always more to do. Creating a distribution network one hundred years
ago was one of Minnesota Cooperative Creameries Association’s first innovations. They made
be/er bu/er, but they had to find a way to reach
and educate farmers, co-ops, and consumers.
New and be/er products didn’t add any value
if people didn’t know about them. This is not
dissimilar to the challenge of reaching and educating rural communities today by creating a
Land O’Lakes’
American
Connection
Project connects
rural communities with
broadband
Internet access.
Both images
courtesy of Land
O’Lakes, Inc.
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About 2,000 employees
work out of the Land
O’Lakes headquarters in
Arden Hills, Minnesota.
The company opened its
newest building on campus (Building C) in the
spring of 2018. Courtesy
of Land O’Lakes, Inc.

new kind of network. According to Bekele, “If
the connectivity is not there, none of this is
possible.”⁴⁶
That’s why the cooperative’s American Connection Project is so important. Over the last
few years, Land O’Lakes has partnered with
other agricultural organizations, including state
Farm Bureaus, to ensure that rural communities
can access broadband Internet services through
3,000 Wi-Fi locations because member-owners
and their families and neighbors can’t be productive if they aren’t connected.⁴⁷
Many consumers may not know that less
than 2 percent of all US workers provide the

majority of the food we eat. We rely heavily on
a very small agriculture industry. That means
rural infrastructure must work. Imagine if roads
are bad and farmers can’t get food to market, or
a farm worker is injured on the job and no one
can get through to call 911, or a family member
is unable to drive eighty miles to see a doctor.
What happens when students can’t get online to
take their classes during COVID and, therefore,
can’t graduate? These are issues that ultimately
aﬀect us all. Land O’Lakes and its cooperative
membership are aware of these issues and is
constantly adapting to change and figuring out
how to solve problems such as these.⁴⁸

Land O’ Lakes: Committed to Ramsey County Communities
As a farmer-owned cooperative, Land O’Lakes has always believed in working together for
common good. Whether in its international endeavors or here at home, the company bases its
philanthropy on three pillars: education, hunger relief, and strengthening communities. For
decades, Land O’Lakes has invested in partnerships with local organizations to help residents of
Ramsey County and the surrounding areas. Some of these collaborations include the American
Red Cross, Second Harvest Heartland, and Greater Twin Cities United Way. They also have joined
community-wide efforts on large capital projects, such as helping build the new Catholic Charities Dorothy Day Place in downtown St. Paul. In addition, the cooperative supports numerous nonprofit organizations, including the Shoreview YMCA, Communidades Latinas Unidas
en Servicio (CLUES), the Center for Economic Inclusion, University of Minnesota’s Saint Paul
campus, and The Good Acre.a
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What Does the Future Hold?
What will sustain Land O’Lakes into the future? “We’re celebrating one hundred years; it’s
fantastic,” says Kappelman. “Now, how are we
going to win in year 101?”⁴⁹
For member-owners, trust and embracing
change—just like in the very beginning—are
key to shared success for future generations,
according to both Bekele and Kappelman. For
consumers, the cooperative will continue to
build that trust by producing high-quality products, including its trademark be/er bu/er, and
providing exceptional service, solid marketing
and branding, and increased market share.
“Establishing ourselves as trusted partners
was the principle that co-ops were founded
on,” Kappelman says.⁵⁰ And it’s important to remember that John Brandt’s early insight was not
limited to near-term, local success. He could see

where the bu/er industry and farmers should
go all across the United States. He just had to
bring everyone along on the thought process
and gain their trust so they, too, could see his
vision. With that, Land O’Lakes was born.
Karen Mello!-Foshier is a Twin Cities-based
freelance contract marketing communications
and content storyteller. With over twenty-five
years of corporate communications experience
with global companies, she is also the owner
and author of kmfiswriting.com, a travel and
lifestyle blog website. Mello!-Foshier focuses
on Minnesota destinations and history as well
as US and international travel. She recently finished hiking all sixty-six Minnesota state parks
and is currently writing a local’s guidebook
about her experience, which will be published
later in 2021.
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The Society was established in 1949 to preserve the Jane and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon
Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places
in 1974, the original programs told the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance
of a Dakota Advisory Council, RCHS also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways, now
telling
. the stories of the remarkable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people
of Heyáta Othúŋwe (Cloud Man’s Village).
In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine Ramsey County History. In
1978, the organization moved to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts building on the National Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was
completed in 2010 and rededicated in 2016 as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs
Burke Research Center.
RCHS oﬀers public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.com for details of upcoming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse and depot tours, and more.
The Society serves more than 15,000 students annually on field trips or through school outreach. Programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all
of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not a member of RCHS, please join today and help
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.
Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, & Inclusion
RCHS is commi/ed to ensuring it preserves and presents our county’s history. As we continue
our work to incorporate more culturally diverse histories, we have made a commitment to
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion that is based on this core idea: RCHS exists to
serve ALL who call Ramsey County home. To learn more, please see www.rchs.com/about.
Acknowledging This Sacred Dakota Land
Mnisóta Makhóčhe, the land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds, extends
beyond the modern borders of Minnesota and is the ancestral and contemporary homeland
of the Dakhóta (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnisóta Makhóčhe. RCHS acknowledges
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands.
RCHS is commi/ed to preserving our past, informing our present, and inspiring our future.
Part of doing so is acknowledging the painful history and current challenges facing the Dakota
people just as we celebrate the contributions of Dakota and other Indigenous peoples.
Find our full Land Acknowledgment Statement on our website, www.rchs.com. This includes
actionable ways in which RCHS pledges to honor the Dakota and other Indigenous peoples
of Mnisóta Makhóčhe.
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