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It’s become an amusing family expectation 
that when Erin Anderson says, “I have an 
idea…” everyone in the family groans 
woefully while rolling their eyes in 
exasperation. But then she gets to present 
her idea which often leads to something 
new and innovative at their Fort Langley, BC 
dairy. Coming up with ideas has been part of 
Erin’s life since growing up on her parents’ 
small farm, where she was intrigued by the 
innovations in the farming publications that 
crossed their kitchen table.

Setting the Stage for a 
Farming Life
Erin’s parents, Alfred and Joyce Gabriel 
bought out the 25-cow herd in Surrey from 
Alf’s mother in 1973, milking in a three-stall 
parlour with loose housing. “Dad was more 
of an introvert and he preferred to work at 
home than being a mechanic. And Mom 
never went back to teaching – she was busy 
between the farm and family,” remarks Erin. 
But her Mom remained a life-long ‘teacher,’ 
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steadfastly promoting education to all four 
of their daughters and making the farm her 
classroom.

Though 4-H was never part of their 
youth, each of the girls gained valuable 
experience helping with farm chores. “They 
expected us to help with chores, but they 
also paid us – it was all about teaching us 
lessons even though we didn’t necessarily 
appreciate it early on,” she smiles. Being 
exposed to farming ideas through the 
different publications was also formative. 
“A lot of the infrastructure improvements I 
suggested came with more cost than they 
were prepared to take on. But breeding 
improvements were more affordable and 
I got to share my input,” she recalls.

With her Mom’s expectation for post-
secondary education, it is no surprise that 
Erin went on to UBC for animal sciences. 
Her summer jobs included a vet clinic, 
Langview Farms and two summers as a 
DHI milk tester. “It was a great experience 
working with the Blairs, and as a DHI tester, 
I got to see so many different farms and 
farming methods from Delta to Agassiz – 
there was a real education in that!”

The Farming Adventure 
Begins
One of the regular milk testers began 
hanging around the Gabriel farm not so 
subtly. Brian Anderson from Fort Langley 
had been testing for four years when he 
and Erin first met, and they married in 

The family was excited to add the VMS to their operation in 2012.  
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the Fall of 1994 after Erin had graduated 
from UBC. They credit their travels to 
Britain, Australia, and New Zealand with 
both educating them and exposing them 
to the possibilities of having a farm that 
welcomes the public.

Erin’s layoff from her DHI job two years 
later wasn’t the worst timing as they were 
expecting their first child and it gave them 
the impetus to instigate their farming 
adventure together. They shared the Dairy 
Dream – but with a twist – Erin wanted to 
incorporate education into the operation. 
Having seen many dairies that they liked 
over the years, they returned with tape 
measures to collect specifics as they began 
construction of their ‘home-made’ dairy 
farm in 1996 on Brian’s parents’ acreage. 
“Brian bought a sawmill and milled most 
of the lumber and beams for the structure 
and we built much of the barn ourselves,” 
Erin explains. They called in a crew to help 
finish the building and on March 11, 1999, 
they milked their first cow at Eagle Acres 
Dairy. They leased Erin’s parents’ quota 
and milked 11 of their cows, plus others 
from supportive dairying friends. “David 
Janssens organized the donation of a heifer 
from the Surrey-Langley DHI Association 
which was a really touching gesture,” she 
recalls.

As most can appreciate, enthusiasm 
exceeds finances in our younger lives, and 
this was true in their case, as they pulled 
together a ‘hodge-podge’ of equipment, 
pipe, stalls, gates and pieces from two old 
parlours to build their own single-sided 
six-stall inline parlour.

Educate-A-Kid
Erin’s vision all along had been to create a 
dairy farm ‘education centre’ where they 
could share their dairy knowledge to both 
educate the public and create an agri-
tourism business. They chose ‘Educate-
A-Kid’ as their herd prefix, which was as 
unorthodox as it was perfectly fitting. 
The single-sided parlour was specifically 
chosen for its visibility to the visitors 
situated on bleachers in a theatre-type 
setting, surrounded by farm-themed 
murals and numerous educational displays 
and artifacts, all explaining and intriguing 
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  Lower Left photo:

Students listen intently 
as Erin explains dairying 
fundamentals with an 
attention-loving Jersey 
waiting to be hand-milked 

by dozens of children.

  Bottom photo:

The Andersons feel very 
fortunate to have had 
the chance to build their 
dream educational dairy 
setup a second time in 
Fort Langley.
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The Farm-Family Balance
Erin knew from her own upbringing that 
you can balance farming and family. Her 
Mom passed in 1999, but Erin recognizes 
her deep legacy in instilling the value of 
education and family. “Family was the heart 
of the farm – we did this together – it worked 
because it was educational as we worked 
together,” she assesses. “For Brian and I, we 
also knew the family had to be the priority as 
we farmed together. The kids were almost 
always in the barn with me and that included 
their bikes, toys and eventually, doing 
chores along with us. They were paid for 
chores, and they could save up that money 
for bikes or other things to help develop 
their sense of work and value of money. 
They were given their first calves around 
the age of four so they could feel ownership 
and invested. Naming their calves was a big 
deal,” she muses.

But it wasn’t all chores…they participated 
in other activities – hockey at first, then 
soccer, swimming and rugby. “It’s important 
to spend as much time with your kids as 
you can – whether in the barn or at their 
activities,” Erin shares.

But sometimes something so unforeseen 
can happen that it can completely upend 
one’s life. When Brian and Erin lost their 
teenaged son Jared seven years ago, their 
world stopped – but the farm couldn’t. “I 
don’t really remember how chores got done 
– we had neighbours and friends helping, 
Ryan de Lange from J&D helped coordinate 
a lot. We just held on and had to get through. 
You have to keep going for those you need 
to keep going for,” Erin says, thinking of the 
difficult time the other children were also 
experiencing. “It wasn’t easy, we had to be 
there for them and talking helped us keep 
going.” There is unquestionable strength in 
family. “Whether we are at home or away, 
we light a candle every evening at dinner for 
Jared. This is one of our ways of keeping 
him with us.”

A month later, the pre-booked farm tours 
resumed, with the gracious support of 
longtime farm friend Wim Kraan coming 
over every tour morning to cover their 
chores so Brian and Erin only had to 
contend with the tour. “The difficult return 
to this routine somehow helped us keep 
putting one foot in front of the other; the 
tours became part of our healing.” For four 
months, Wim was their morning farm hand, 
for which he would not take payment.

Each of the children have found their own 
passions while still having one foot in the 
farm. Brianna completed her Bachelor of 
Fine Arts and now works with J&D Farmers 
Dairy Service, utilizing her communications, 
art, graphic and photographic skills. 
She often creates the artwork used in 
conjunction with the farm. Gabriel is a 
skilled welder with his own business and 
continues to be a valuable asset on the 
farm. Erin especially enjoys the distraction 
of being grandma to Gabe and Brooke’s six-
month old son, Heston. Eighteen year old 
Reid, the ‘cowman’ of the bunch, is studying 
astrophysics at the University of Alberta. 
Despite his distant focus, he enjoys the 
cows and ‘cow-science.’

Then Came Covid
They operated the Farm Tours for 2018 
and 2019 at the new farm mostly as they 
had in the past, adapting and adopting 
new elements as Erin’s ‘ideas’ came along. 
But before the March Spring tour season 
began in 2020, Covid shut down much of the 
world’s movements. “We were pretty worried 
– we had a lot of fresh debt and the tours 
were an important part of our business 
plan,” Erin shares the concerns of that 
time. But along came another ‘idea,’ one that 
the whole family created together….they 
redeveloped their in-person educational 
tours to a ‘drive-through’ model, cleverly 
rebranding it as ‘Safarmi.’ Tired of being 
cooped up at home, people brought their 
families and loved the Safarmi experience, 
which could take most of an hour to slowly 
drive their way through the barns and the 
farm property with multiple displays set up 
along the route. Always following the public 
health orders as they evolved, Eagle Acres 
Dairy continued the drive-through Safarmi 
system to May 2021. “Safarmi brought a new 
wave of visitors and word spread among the 

community with the help of social media. 
We have returned to the in-person style of 
tours now, but we get requests for drive-
through visits because elders and others 
with mobility difficulties prefer to stay in 
their cars.”

What’s the Next Idea?
Erin is happy to settle into a routine for 
a while, given the demanding pace of 
recent years. They have begun laying the 
groundwork for a succession plan to allow 
the children to eventually take over the farm 
enterprise should they wish.

Looking back over this journey, Erin offers 
this advice, “If you have an idea, go for it! 
We’re glad we didn’t hesitate and spend 
life watching and wondering if we should 
have. Take a leap of faith!” While recognizing 
that life is not perfect and is often a messy 
juggling act, Erin says, “I’m doing what I 
was meant to do. I like teaching, and I love 
farming with my family. Realize that no one 
does it on their own. We need to lean on 
others…and we should be there to be leaned 
on too,” she humbly concludes.
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The six-stall parlour gives visitors an excellent view of this common 
milking method – capturing their attention with the rapidly-filling jars.

Tens of thousands of non-farm kids will 
remember this unique moment of touching 
and hand-milking a cow, thanks to Eagle Acres.

visitors with dairy facts. It was a unique and 
completely novel ‘field trip’ for students and 
word of mouth helped to accelerate their 
bookings. The vast majority of their visitors 
came from school groups, with the busiest 
period from March-June with between 1200 
to 1500 students each month! Besides the 
first 15 Holsteins, they intentionally brought 
in two cows of the other dairy breeds for 
educational value. Since then, the Jerseys 
have grown to about 1/3 of the herd. Starting 
at 10am, students would get hands-on 
opportunities to hand-milk a perfectly 
calm old cow, churn butter and watch some 
parlour milking before Erin would finish 
milking and Brian would complete the tour 
through the main barn, with bottle feeding 
and hand feeding the cows. Every tour 
finished up with chocolate milk, a colouring 
book, smiles and appreciation.

“We learned that it was best to ask everyone 
– especially the parents and other adults – to 
hold their questions to the end. There would 
be fewer antagonistic questions for us by 
the end of our presentations. Antibiotics, 
hormones and organics are most often 
questioned, but often the questions are 
all positive,” she attests.

Always interested in learning and improving, 
Erin quipped one day, “I want a robot before 
I die.” Recognizing the educational value of 
demonstrating a very cool piece of dairy 
technology, they set about acquiring a 
DeLaval VMS, which began service on the 
first day of Spring in 2012. By this time, they 
were milking about 40 cows which kept 
the VMS reasonably busy – though they 
continued parlour demonstrations for the 
visitors. By 2015, the VMS was milking 55 
cows.

“Over the 23 years that we have been doing 
these farm tours, we have witnessed a 
massive increase in negativity to the dairy 
industry. I believe it’s completely correlated 
to the misinformation that floods the 
internet. We have to provide the balanced 
narrative,” she insists. “We make sure 
people know that this is just one way of 
farming – not the only or best way. This has 
to be about our industry – not us. Our goal 
is to give the public an honest education 
about dairying, not give them reasons to 
judge practices and divide farmers,” she 
states firmly.

On the plus side, some of the earliest 
students are now returning as parents or 
teachers!

A nearby 40-acre farm they had previously 
purchased became the new home of Eagle 
Acres Dairy in September 2017, after much 
planning, permitting and prep! “We got a 
second chance to build what we wanted – 
this time we made wider comfort stalls with 
mattresses, included pasture access, and 
updated the educational displays in the old 
farm display area. We were really fortunate 
that our application received funding from 
WestGen’s Endowment Fund to cover much 
of our new educational elements here,” 
Erin shares with gratitude. There is also 
an automated feed pusher, bringing a new 
aspect to the dairy tech advances, which 
still includes the DeLaval VMS.


