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First-generation cattle farmer blazes 
trail for his family, future generations

BY ISAIAH PINTO
STAFF WRITER

WILLIAMSBURG — Eugene Smith is 
43 years old and began farming roughly a 
decade, with no prior family experience.

Three years ago, Smith was able to buy 
himself and his family nearly 90 acres of land 
three years ago, which is located off the two-
mile marker on Interstate 75 toward Williams-
burg. 

The winding roads to the farm split through 
shade from overhead, lined by towering trees 
with assortment of greens. Eventually, the 
rolling hills led to a large opening of huge 
green fields.  

“I’ve got 54 (black Angus cows); that’s 

good for me and my property and what I got,” 
said Smith. “That’s all for me working by 
myself.”

Prior to becoming a full time farmer, Smith 
worked as a mechanic specializing in large 
construction equipment. One day Smith met 
farmer Jackie Jackson while at work operat-
ing on Jackson’s tractors.

The two spoke a lot; Smith developed an in-
terest in trying to raise cattle. Over time Smith 
gained enough courage and insight necessary 
to purchase his first two cows from Jackson.

“(Jackson) said to me, take your time,” 
Smith said. “Don’t go out here and buy a 
bunch of stuff all at once. Don’t get over-
whelmed.”

Eugene Smith began his farming career a little later than most 
but has built a successful cattle operation. | PHOTO BY ISAIAH 
PINTO
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Taking Jackson’s advice, Smith could 
slowly grow his farm with time. His friend 
encouraged Smith to keep an eye on the 
local market. After a while, Smith could 
start buying more cows and equipment.

“I talk to Jack frequently, he’s a great 
person. (Jack) and his brother still farm,” 
Smith said. “He’s helped me a lot, he 
really has.”

Smith takes his calves to Stanford in 
Lincoln County, where he sells them after 
they reach about 500 pounds. 

Over the years, Smith has learned 
several ways to save money. For example, 
he leaves a large lot of grass to overgrow 
in the summer to cut and use as hay in the 
winter to feed his cows because the price 
of feed increases in the cooler seasons.

Additionally, every year Smith uses one 
of his cows for beef for his family.

One day, Smith hopes to encourage 
young people to farm through the Future 
Farmers of America (FFA) and the Whit-
ley County school system. He’d like to 
give tours of the farm to visiting students.

“I want to bring kids here and I want it A heard of cattle walks at Eugene Smith’s farm. | PHOTO BY ISAIAH PINTO



to be safe; that’s the number one thing,” 
Smith said. ”Let the kids come in and 
learn how to work 
cattle. I am going to 
have that hopefully 
in the next year or 
so.”

One major dif-
ference between 
Smith and other 
local farmers he has 
met is in age. The 
majority of farmers 
Smith has met have been in their 70s or 
older.

A misconception that Smith learned 

for himself to not be true is the idea of 
only being able to grow cattle out west. 
Despite the lack of large masses of land 
and less industrial expansion here in 
Kentucky, there are ample opportunities 
to have a successful cattle farm.

“I’ve listened to people talk that’s 
from Oklahoma or South Dakota, North 
Dakota, and you become acquainted 
with them and listen to their stories,” 
Smith said. “They’re all basically the 
same as us (in Kentucky); the markets 
go up and down… same as us.”

At the Stanford’s Bluegrass Stock-
yards, Smith estimates that local small 
farmers bring in roughly a collective 
of 1,800 cattle per sale. Often buyers 
from the Stanford market take their 

purchased cattle out 
west to farms and 
ranches out there.

Smith encourages 
young people to use 
their creative minds 
to find advance-
ments in farming 
through cattle and 
medicine. 

“Buy a few cows; 
find out if that’s 

really what you want to do,” Smith 
advised. “If so, buy a few more and 

don’t go ahead and buy everything all 
at once. If you do, it’s really too much.”

Through it all, Smith loved the pro-
cess of becoming a farmer. One day, he 
hopes to pass it on to his kids, so that 

the farm he’s built can become genera-
tional.

“I’m going to farm as long as I live 
or as long as I’m able,” Smith said. “I 
encourage anyone to just try it.”
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We are proud to have helped
our area farmers and the local

community for the past 85 years.

A herd of cattle grazes in the field at Eugene Smith’s farm. | PHOTOS BY ISAIAH PINTO

A cow bows for a drink of water at 
Eugene Smith’s farm.

“I want to bring kids 
here and I want it to be 
safe; that’s the number 
one thing. Let the kids 
come in and learn how 

to work cattle. I am  
going to have that 

hopefully in the next 
year or so.”
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Thanks to Our
Farm Families!

We salute the local families who 
dedicate so much to carrying on our nation’s 

agricultural traditions and succcess

East Bernstadt couple’s 
products are favorites among 

locals and out-of-towners
BY NITA JOHNSON

STAFF WRITER
EAST BERNSTADT — 

Cheese.
It’s a popular commodity 

for most people, whether it 
offsets a hamburger, smoth-
ers pizza or mac-n-cheese, 
served with crackers or even 
paired with wine for a finer 
taste blend.

For Ronnie and Clara Pat-
ton, cheese is an obsession.

This East Bernstadt 
couple has championed the 

cheese-making industry on 
the local front, serving up 
the traditional cheddar, Col-
by, Gouda and Swiss ver-
sions – and adding in a few 
extra ingredients for their 
own unique special varieties.

“We have 18 varieties of 
cheeses,” Ronnie said. “We 
have different kinds of ched-
dar, yellow and white cheese 
curds and we have a Somer-
set cheddar cheese.”

The couple combines the 
culture of the area along 

Clara and Ronnie Patton launched Wildcat Mountain Cheese in 2014. Pictured here they pose 
by the sign to their store off KY 490 in the East Bernstadt area. | PHOTO BY NITA JOHNSON
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with their own story. The Somerset 
cheese, for example, describes their 
own history.

“Cheddar cheese was invented in 
Somerset County, England. It has 
to be aged for a year,” Ronnie said. 
“We met in Somerset (Kentucky) so 
we named one of our cheeses ‘Som-
erset.’”

The Patton Farm off KY 490 is one 
of the oldest dairy farms in the area. 
Ronnie represents the third genera-
tion operating the farm established in 
the 1930s and currently has just over 
two dozen dairy cows.

“We had to cut the herd by two-
thirds. We’re milking about 27 cows 
this summer,” he said.

The pasture outside their shop and 
their home hosts Jersey, Holstein 
and Jersey-cross cows. The black-
and-white and brown-and-white 
dairy cows graze among the green 
hilly landscape of the farm, creating 
a picturesque glimpse into the rural 
section of Laurel County with a bold 
reminder of days gone by when dairy 
farms were common across the area.

Ronnie handles the milking of the 
cows and marketing of the cheese, 
while Clara is the actual cheese 

maker.
“She graduated from UK with a 

degree in Food Science,” Ronnie 
explained. “She’s the one who knows 
all about how to make cheese.”

That knowledge has placed them in 
a unique marketing arena — they are 
the sole artisan cheese producers in 
the area and their products are favor-
ites among both locals and out-of-
town consumers. The couple markets 
their products as Wildcat Mountain 
Cheese under both the Kentucky 
Proud and Appalachian Proud um-
brella banners, and are dedicated to 
providing the best quality possible.

The product so readily consumed 
by customers is not an overnight 
process by any means. As suppliers, 
the Pattons’ cheese products are 
subject to strict regulations. Clara, 
for instance, must sanitize the cheese 
processing area every day. Their 
cooler where the cheese is stored 
to age must comply with state and 
federal regulations and the couple 

adheres to those rules with the strict-
est of disciplines. Clara regularly 
checks the cooling/aging bins for any 
products that have not aged properly 
as well as ensuring that the bulk of 
the aging cheese is maintained at the 
required temperatures.

With a degree in Food Science, 
it is no surprise that Clara Patton 

Inside the store, customers have a wide selection of cheeses to choose from. 
And the Pattons will even give you a taste test if you are unsure of which or 
how many cheeses you want! | PHOTOS BY NITA JOHNSON

Clara Patton stands with one of the 
forms used to mold the cheese mix-
tures during the processing phase. 

When Swiss immigrants came to 
Laurel County in the 1880s, they 
named their community “Bernstadt” 
after their county in Switzerland, 
which is now known as the Swiss 
Colony community. Other Swiss 
immigrants moved northeast, form-
ing East Bernstadt, and the Pattons 
named this Swiss cheese blend to 
signify the history of the area. 
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is emphatic about making the best 
cheese possible.

“The process for making cheese 
— any cheese — is about the 
same,” she said. “The milk has to 
be processed at 145 degrees for 30 
minutes. Then it cools to 85 to 90 
degrees. You add a bacteria culture 
— because cheese requires that. The 
bacteria culture varies according to 
which kind of cheese you’re mak-
ing. Then you add an enzyme so the 
milk coagulates to make it a solid.”

The solid is a “curd,” which is 
then cut into smaller sections at 
which time the liquid separates 

again and the curd becomes cheese.
“Then you ‘cook’ that at 102 de-

grees and stir it,” Clara added. “You 
drain off the whey (the liquid that 
remains after the milk is curdled) 
and put it into a form.”

The cheese is then put into a press 
overnight, then squeezed to remove 
any more whey, before being put 
into the cooler to age. 

“The aging process, depending 
on the cheese, takes four weeks to 
months or years. The aging is when 
it gets its flavor,” Clara explained. 
“Cheesemaking is art and science 
coming together — and luck.” 

The varieties of the cheeses are 
displayed in their store. Ronnie said 
the most popular brands they sell are 
garlic pepper cheddar, Gouda, Som-
erset Cheddar and cheese curds.

“Gouda is a Dutch cheese,” Clara 
said. “Gouda is one of the most pop-
ular cheeses in the world because 
it is a good melting cheese. A lot of 
people use it in grits.”

Wildcat Mountain Cheese prod-
ucts are testimony to the Pattons’ 
knowledge and love of cheesemak-
ing. The Pioneer Coffee Rub Ched-
dar is exactly as it is named — a 
yellow cheddar cheese with coffee 

This is the area where the cheese products are aged. Some cheddars must 
age one year before their full flavor is reached. | PHOTO BY NITA JOHNSON

A collection of blue ribbons from the 
Kentucky State Fair signify the 
quality and craft of Wildcat 
Mountain Cheese, produced locally 
by Ronnie and Clara Patton.



rub that has just a hint of coffee, with 
paprika and chili powder for a very 
bold flavor. 

Their Victory cheddar is a white 
cheese with draft beer and spice rub 
added in.

The history of the area is reflected 
in their “Bernstadt Swiss” cheese. In 
the 1880s, Swiss immigrants came 
to Laurel County, settling in the 
western area now known as Swiss 
Colony, or Bernstadt. But some 
differences between the immigrants 
resulted in one group of the immi-
grants splitting away, settling into 
the community now known as East 

Bernstadt. 
The Pattons’ dedication to sup-

plying artisan cheese to the area has 
been successful since they opened 
their business in 2014. The Kroger 
stores in north Corbin and in Som-
erset sell their Wildcat Mountain 
Cheese products. The Pattons also 
support their community through 
their efforts, donating 50 cents of 
each sale to community food banks.

They can also boast of numerous 
blue ribbons from the Kentucky 
State Fair for a variety of their chees-
es — the Bernstadt Cheddar, Gouda, 
and Garlic and Pepper Cheddar.

“We opened in 2014 with our first 
cheese. We have a fascination with 
cheese,” Ronnie added. “It was 
something to do on the farm and 
we have more control over the end 
product.”

The store hours at their East 
Bernstadt location are from 1 p.m. 
to 5 p.m. on Monday and Friday, 
from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Tuesday, 
Wednesday and Thursday. The store 
is closed on Saturday and Sunday.
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Once the dairy cows are milked, the milk is piped to this tank, then sent into a 
processing area where Clara Patton works her magic to create Wildcat Moun-
tain Cheese. | PHOTO BY NITA JOHNSON
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Pollinator habitats keep food on the table

BY CHRISTEN GIBSON
STAFF WRITER

WILLIAMSBURG — You may 
have heard about the popular 
#savethebees movement, but why are 
these tiny creatures so important to 
our food supply and farmers? 

For over 10,000 years the honey 
from these tiny buzzing creatures 
has been an anecdotal remedy for a 

plethora of medical conditions but 
science is beginning to study and back 
up some of those techniques.

We talked to Theresa Martin for all 
the details. She is a certified master 
beekeeper from Cornell University. 
Additionally, she is the president of 
the Whitley County Beekeeping Asso-
ciation, an organization geared toward 
helping guide locals in beekeeping.

Five years ago, beekeeping became 
a part of Martin’s life as a hobby or 
interest. Now, helping the bees and 
producing bee products a natural way 
has become part of her lifestyle.

She successfully has had multiple 
seasons of fruitful honey and has 
spaced out hives to protect the bees 
from spreading diseases if they get 
any.

Martin attributes her success to her 
main mantra of beekeeping: “Dead 
Bees Don’t Make Honey.”

However, the save the bees move-
ment goes beyond the delicious local 
honey she produces. She shared that 
without honeybees and other pollina-
tors, farm-fresh food would cease to 
exist.

“People ask me all the time what 
they can do to help honey bees,” Mar-

tin said. “When they say honey bee, 
they are like the mascot for all polli-
nators and she makes us honey. Who 
doesn’t love honey but for all pollina-
tors, there are a couple of things we 
can do.”

Without pollination, the male and 
female portion of flowers would have 

701 Robinson Rd | London, KY 40741
(606) 864-5131
www.robinsonmeats50.com
Serving you for over 65 Years!

THANK YOU TO ALL
OUR HARD WORKING 
FARMERS! YOU MAKE OUR 
PRODUCTS POSSIBLE!

100%
SATISFACTION
GUARANTEED!

Gifts for
All Occasions,

Employees,
Family &
Friends

Pollination is key to plant production. | PHOTO BY CHRISTEN GIBSON

Theresa Martin attributes her success 
to her main mantra of beekeeping: 
“Dead Bees Don’t Make Honey.”
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a huge difficulty in producing the gor-
geous and delicious food we get from 
farmers all over the world.

So why do the pollinators need 
saving? Martin attributes it to multi-
ple factors including lack of diverse 
forage, general pesticides and inva-
sive species.

One simple thing anyone can do is 

to mow less. You can even put a sign 
in your yard if you live in a suburban 
area that says pollinator habitat so 
people know you’re not being lazy 
but doing this to benefit our food 
system.

The seasonal wild flowers grown 
in yards are important food to the 
pollinators. Without that first sign of 

spring, the pollinators could struggle 
to stay alive.

The pollinator habitats can last all 
year long and benefit pollinators due 

to the amount of Americans who keep 
their yard free from wildflowers and 
weeds.

“We are a mow-a-holic nation. The 
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Theresa 
Martin shows 
a panel from 
one of her 
bee hives. 
| PHOTO BY 
CHRISTEN 
GIBSON

Over 90 percent of the bees in any given hive are female, but there is 
only one queen at a time. The remaining thousands are males. | PHOTO BY 
CHRISTEN GIBSON
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number one cultivated crop in Ameri-
ca is your lawn. There is more herbi-
cide put on lawns than all the other 
crops. That beauty of perfect lawns is 
just an ethic we have and that’s what 
we value,” Martin said. “Anyone that 
shows there is another approach is 
benefitting the movement towards 

valuing the diversity of nature and 
how we fit into it.”

Martin encourages other farmers 
to let some areas in the field go in 
patches that can serve as habitats for 
pollinators like bees and monarch 
butterflies.

“Us farmer types out in the country, 

Great Rates • Great Products • Great People®

FREE Checking Account
FREE Internet Banking
FREE Mobile Banking
FREE Mobile Deposit
FREE BillPay & Email Alerts
Instant Issue Debit Cards
300+ Surcharge FREE ATMs

Call us at
800-292-2905

Visit us at
www.LNFCU.com

The Martins sell their honey through Little Wolf Farm. 

Theresa 
Martin 
encourages 
property 
owners to 
hold off on 
mowing to 
encourage 
bee pop-
ulations. | 
PHOTO BY 
CHRISTEN 
GIBSON
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if you just let small parts of the field 
go, there will be the most beautiful 
wild flowers,” Martin said. “You can’t 
plant better than mother nature can 
plant.”

Even a 20-yard border around 
the field can benefit the pollinators. 
Farmers can let it go for several years 
and just bush hog it once a year in the 
winter when the seed pods are left.

“They will have a beautiful show 
from mother nature,” Martin said.

Over time, destructive invasive spe-
cies like the varroa mite came in from 
different countries which have also 
depleted pollinators over the years. 
Bees now need some help from hu-
mans to grow in numbers after a long 
while of battles they didn’t ask for.

The bees are an incredibly unique 
part of nature.

“When the bee emerges from her 
cell, first thing she does, she turns 
around and cleans out her cell so the 
queen can lay another egg in it. Ini-
tially she makes her bed and does all 
this work her whole life, 3-5 weeks. 
She works her little wings off col-
lecting honey, taking care of the baby 

bees and cleaning the hive,” Martin 
said. “Her last act on earth, she knows 
she is going to die and flies away 
from the colony all by herself so that 
her sisters in the hive don’t have to 
clean out her dead body.”

Over 90 percent of the bees in any 
given hive are female, but there is 
only one queen at a time. The remain-
ing thousands are males.

“If you see a bee on a flower she is 
a girl and is called a worker,” Wolf 
said. “Males are called drones and 
their sole responsibility is to mate 
with queens, and fly out to a drone 
congregation area around two miles 
away from the hive and wait for a 
queen to fly by and catch her.” Wolf 
said. “The queen is misnamed; she 
really is the mother and bosses no 
one around. The workers make all the 
decisions and they do it as a collective 
mind. She can lay up to 2,000 eggs in 
a day to make more bees.”

The workers forage for nectar which 
is turned into honey, pollen which 
is the protein to grow baby bees and 
nutrients, water and tree resin which 
they turn into propolis.

Bees are a super organism with over 
50,000 bees in the colony. One bee 

cannot live by herself.
“All the bees work together to 

achieve the objective of the super 
organism” Martin said. “It’s like the 
cells of your body. They work togeth-
er to serve your function.”

When the bees can thrive, so can 
the crops.

If you are interested in learning 
how to keep bees, the Whitley Coun-
ty Beekeepers Association meets the 
second Monday of every month at 
the Whitley County UK Cooperative 
Extension Office in Goldbug.

“Anyone is welcomed to join,” 
Martin said. “We do a lot of mentoring 
new beekeepers and giving them the 
support they need to be successful.”

Martin said it’s important to support 
local farmers and beekeepers.

“We are all connected in some way. 
Humans connected to other humans, 
connected to nature, connected to 
animals, connected to bees,” Martin 
said. “We are all one big system of 
connectedness. Local Matters.”

Abundant
Thanks to Our 
Nation’s Farmers

Today we recognize the 
incredible contributions our 

nation’s farmers make to our lives 
and economy. Thanks to all those 
whose hard work, dedication and 
innovation in the field enrich our 

lives and keep our country growing!

602 18th Street • Corbin, KY • 528-2330

If you are interested in learning how to keep bees, the Whitley County Beekeepers Association meets the second Monday 
of every month at the Whitley County UK Cooperative Extension Office in Goldbug. | PHOTO BY CHRISTEN GIBSON
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SOUTHEASTERN FARM SUPPLY


