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A lake of new milk I beheld


In the midst of a fair plain.


I saw a well-appointed house


Thatched with butter.


As I went all around it


To view its arrangement


I saw that puddings fresh-boiled


Were in thatch-rods


Its two soft door-posts of custard,


Its dais of curds and butter,


Beds of glorious lard,


Many shields of thin-pressed cheese.


Under the straps of those shields


Were men of soft sweet smooth cheese,


Men who knew not to wound a gael,


Spears of old butter had each of them.


A huge cauldron full of meat


(Methought I’d try to tackle it)


Boiled, leafy kale, browny white,


A brimming vessel full of milk


A bacon-house of two-score ribs


A wattling of trip – support of clans –


Of every food pleasant to man,


Meseemed the whole was gathered there.


From The Vision of Mac Conglinne (Aislinge Meic Con Glinne)


Anon, 11th/12th Century


© UCC CELT project (www.ucc.ie/celt/published/T308002/index.html).


Reproduced with permission.
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How to Use This Book








This book describes the cheesemakers of Ireland and their cheeses. Each cheesemaker has a section to themselves with a subsection for each of their significant cheeses. A selection of recipes using Irish farmhouse cheeses follows, many of which have been contributed by leading Irish chefs.


In each of the main cheesemaker sections an information panel gives:


•    the contact information (proprietor, address, website, email, phone)


•    the cheeses made


•    the company size (small, medium or large, in the context of Irish farmhouse cheese1)


•    the availability of the cheese (local, national or international)


•    other products that the cheesemaker may sell (usually dairy)


•    (in some cases) a cross-reference to a recipe in the recipes section.


A mini-map showing the location of the cheesemaker in Ireland is also provided. In some cases, selected outlets where the cheese can be found are listed. Relevant awards for the cheese are also listed.


Within each of the cheese subsections there is a small description of the cheese and a cheese-specific information panel. The panel lists:


•    the milk type (cow, goat, sheep, buffalo) depicted with the relevant icon


•    the style and texture of the cheese: hard, semi-hard, semi-soft, soft, fresh


•    whether the milk used to make the cheese is raw (i.e. unpasteurised) or has been pasteurised


•    whether the rennet used to curdle the milk is traditional (animal) or vegetarian


•    whether the cheese has been produced through certified organic principles


•    other cheeses this cheese is reminiscent of, where appropriate


•    the length of maturation before the cheesemaker releases the cheese


•    the shape and size of the cheese


•    the availability of the cheese (local, national, international)


•    the fat content of the cheese, if known (including FDM (fat in dry matter) if known)


•    the varieties of the cheese produced, if any


•    the county in which the cheese is made (with map)
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On the southern side of Bantry Bay, not far from Durrus Cheese
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Cheesemaking in Ireland Today








At the beginning of the second decade of the twenty-first century, cheesemaking is a healthy industry in Ireland, with a global reputation for the high quality of its dairy products. As the Irish climate is ideally suited to dairying, it is no wonder that Ireland is full of highly productive cattle feeding off one of the world’s greenest dairy pastures. By the end of the 2000s, Ireland was supporting over 1 million dairy cows.2 As well as milk, Ireland produces large quantities of butter, yoghurt, buttermilk and, of course, cheese. Much of this is industrial produce for the export market. The industrial cheese industry in Ireland is discussed in Appendix 5. It is a highly successful and established industry, producing a very high-quality product. The Irish farmhouse cheese industry, however, is still very young.


The renaissance of Irish farmhouse cheesemaking started in the 1970s and 1980s. The reasons for this are twofold. With a higher level of prosperity, many Irish people began taking annual overseas holidays, often to western European countries with established good-food cultures. Up to this point, Irish people were established cheese eaters . . . as long as the cheese was cheddar and not too strong. Processed cheese was also well established in Ireland, and still is in the 2010s. Adventurous cheese eating meant eating strong cheddar or maybe cheese with a little added flavour. By the 1970s and 1980s, there was a smell of change on the wind. Or at least there was a smell of cheese. Irish people discovered smelly cheese on their holidays, and some of us at least could not get enough of it. Bries, camemberts and many more travelled back to Ireland, ageing with gusto on the trip. While some submitted to the smelly invaders, many of us stayed true to our cheddary upbringings. The fledgling Irish farmhouse cheeses of the period had restricted availability. Savvy restaurateurs formed an important market. For the consumer, unless you lived in Dublin, Cork or Galway and had access to long-established food meccas like Cavistons or McCambridge’s, options were limited.


By the 1990s, awareness of quality Irish food was growing rapidly, due in large part to passionate and tireless campaigning by figures like Myrtle and Darina Allen of Ballymaloe.


But the holiday traffic was not all one way and here is the second reason for the Irish cheese renaissance. Europeans, our new fellow countrymen and women, were travelling to Ireland to see what the western edge of their new ‘unified’ continent looked like. Who could not be charmed by the easy tranquillity and sheer beauty of the west of Ireland? Many Europeans, heretofore locked in industrial suburbia, decided to stay and bought properties right along the western seaboard of Ireland. Some brought money, some brought nothing . . . and some brought cheese. Many were attracted by the relatively cheap price of land in Ireland at the time.


It is hard to find an example today of an Irish-based artisanal cheesemaker who has not been influenced in some large way by Continental European cheesemaking. Much of our cheesemaking has Dutch, English, French or German influences. We have welcomed our visitors and in many cases have set up home and family with them and we have learned, or rather relearned, cheesemaking from them. Native Irish cheesemakers were influenced by the introduction of milk quotas in 1984. With a cap on the amount of milk they could produce, they sought instead to add value to the milk they were producing. It is not yet clear how the removal of the milk quota system in 2015 will affect farmhouse cheese production.


Having learned from our Continental friends, Irish cheesemakers make washed-rind and mould-ripened cheeses in the French style. We make gouda copies and derivatives in large amounts, and while we had already been seduced by the cheddar family, albeit with an Irish slant, we now make real artisanal cheddars in a range of styles and we have copied many of the English ‘territorial’ cheeses. We also make natural-rind blues, blue bries and some blue gouda. Alongside that, we’ve had a go at Italian, Swiss and Greek-style cheeses and German quark and we make a lot of cream cheeses, to which we can perhaps allow claim to the Americans.


This might sound as if the Irish artisanal cheese industry is just a copy house, but this is far from the truth. We have all the right ‘ingredients’ in Ireland for cheesemaking, but perhaps what’s more important is that we Irish like to deviate from instruction and experiment. This is essential to the art of cheesemaking. Many Irish cheesemakers will admit to getting it terribly wrong many times before getting it right. But when they get it right, they really get it right. Some of our best-established cheeses, the Ardrahan and Carrigaline and Cashel and Coolea and Cooleeney and Durrus and Gubbeen and Milleens and St Killian, though distinctly of one type or another, are unique cheeses in their own right.


Most Irish farmhouse cheese is made from cows’ milk. An increasing amount is made from goats’ milk, spurred on by the public perception of its health benefits. There are only a handful of sheep’s milk cheeses, but those that are made are notable. One Cork producer is starting with water buffalo milk in 2011. Goats’ milk and sheep’s milk have the advantage that they are much easier for humans to digest than cows’ milk and may be consumed by those allergic to cows’ milk, and even to some who are lactose intolerant. Goats’ milk contains a high percentage of solids and produces a high yield. Sheep’s milk is also high yielding and is higher in protein than the other milks. The public are also increasingly asking for lower-fat cheese.


Most cheese is made from pasteurised milk but many artisanal producers insist on using raw milk because of tradition and the perceived better flavour. There are much more stringent regulations regarding the use of raw milk and that leads to greater overheads for producers. There is probably a roughly even split between the use of vegetarian rennet and traditional animal rennet. Some producers have had legal battles with authorities over raw milk use and the authorities have not always prevailed. Producers exporting to the US must also be aware of US regulations regarding raw milk and some produce pasteurised versions of their cheeses purely for the international market.


So now we Irish are making exceptional artisanal cheeses, but we’re also buying it. Artisanal cheese is still a relatively small but growing part of the internal cheese market. For reasons of economies of scale, artisanal cheese is more expensive than block cheese and this somewhat impedes the expansion of the market here. Nonetheless, artisanal cheese can now be found in shops in every corner of Ireland where it would never have been found before. A number of food and cheese distributors are getting the cheese out there (Appendix 3), but they too take their margin, which of course pushes the price higher (See Appendix 4 for a guide to buying cheese in Ireland). The next move for Irish cheesemakers is to expand their market overseas. Tourists to Ireland are bringing Irish cheese home with them and are wondering where they can get it in their home countries. Artisanal cheesemakers, by their nature, are small operations. Many are farmers who also run the cheese dairy. Sales and marketing are often not their forte. Margins are slim, so taking on extra marketing and promotional staff is difficult. Government and local authority grants can be a help to some. Many Irish cheesemakers are husband and wife teams. Some are benefiting from adult children returning from industry with key business skills that can be used in the dairy. Some artisanal cheesemakers have grouped together, in a very loose way, to help each other with sales, marketing and distribution. Artisanal cheesemakers are also limited by an inherent glass ceiling in their industry. When does an expanding, successful artisanal cheesemaker become an industrial cheesemaker? When success does come, it can bring hard decisions with it. With Ireland heading into recession in the early 2010s, there will be more price pressure on artisanal producers. This might be mollified somewhat by a ‘back-to-nature’ trend and greater desire for natural, healthy, additive-free food from consumers. Many cheesemakers are going back to basics and meeting consumers face to face through the resurgence of farmers’ markets around the country, thus cutting out the middlemen. Indeed, some cheesemakers are becoming food heroes; the Sunday Independent magazine ran an article on 7 February 2011 highlighting, amongst others, David Tiernan (Glebe Brethan Cheese) and John Hempenstall (Wicklow Farmhouse Cheese) as pioneering good-food heroes.



Cheesy statistics


In 2009, 163,000 tonnes of cheese were produced in the Republic of Ireland, of which 97.5 per cent was exported. Less than 1 per cent, in the order of 1,000 tonnes, is farmhouse cheese.3 On top of that, 33,000 tonnes of cheese were imported. Within Ireland, 28,000 tonnes were used, with a per capita consumption of 6.4 kg.4 Cheese production peaks every year in May and June and is at its lowest in January.


There are in the order of sixty registered farmhouse cheese producers in Ireland. Let us say that they produce perhaps three distinct cheeses on average, which gives us nearly two hundred distinct artisanal cheeses in Ireland. Some of these have a very small production indeed and can be found only locally. Of course the scene is constantly changing and many small producers appear and disappear. Nonetheless, there is a backbone of larger artisanal producers who started out in the 1970s and are still going strong. At the beginning of 2011, about 62 per cent of farmhouse cheesemakers live in Munster, 27 per cent in Leinster, 7 per cent in Connaught and a handful, 4–5 per cent, in Ulster (including Northern Ireland). Thirty per cent are in County Cork alone. Why Munster, and Cork in particular, are such havens for cheese producers is not clear, but it is probably a combination of the ideal climate for pasture and maturation coupled with scenery that has attracted Continental cheesemakers, as described previously. Cork is followed by Clare, Tipperary and Kerry as cheesemaking havens, with Meath, Waterford, Wicklow, Limerick and Louth not far behind. The Meath/Louth area is becoming a mini-centre for small-scale cheesemaking.


.







What Is Cheese?








To recognise good cheese:


Not at all white like Helen,


Nor weeping, like Magdalene.


Not Argus, but completely blind,


And heavy, like a buffalo.


Let it rebel against the thumb,


And have an old moth-eaten coal.


Without eyes, without tears, not at all white,


Moth-eaten, rebellious, of good weight.


Le Ménagier de Paris, 1393


At its most basic, cheese is the solid milk protein (casein) left over when most of the liquid is removed, by careful manipulation, from sour milk. Left to its own devices, milk will go sour of its own accord. However, there are two major problems; most seriously, harmful bacteria may be present and multiplying in addition to those beneficial to the process, but also there is no control over how acidic the milk will become.


The skilful cheesemaker therefore takes control of the process by first adding a starter culture to the milk. This reacts with the lactose in the milk to form lactic acid. Rennet, traditionally obtained from the stomach of a calf, is then added. The rennet assists in the coagulation or curdling of the milk. The resulting solids are called curds and the thin yellowish green liquid is whey.


Curd can therefore be considered a very unrefined form of cheese. The curd is separated from the whey and filled into moulds, which will give the cheese its shape and permit the new cheese to drain. From here, the cheese may be pressed, brine washed, exposed to bacteria to form a bloom on its rind, brushed, smear-ripened, etc. All these decisions reflect the art of the cheesemaker and give the product its individuality and character. The cheesemaking process is described in greater detail in the section on how cheese is made (pp. 15–19).
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Cahill’s Cheddar curd



What is farmhouse cheese?


The poets have been mysteriously silent on the subject of cheese.


G. K. Chesterton


There is no legal definition of what constitutes a farmhouse cheese. In many jurisdictions the milk must come from the producer’s herd and the cheese must be made and matured entirely on the farm. A lot of what constitutes Irish farmhouse cheese fails this test and might properly be described as artisanal.


For the purposes of this book, however, we will just use the term ‘farmhouse cheese’ and take it loosely to imply the following:


•    There is a major ‘handmade’ element to the product.


•    Production is in general quite small. There are of course a handful of producers who produce a considerable tonnage every year and might be considered outliers, but in terms of volume they still pale into insignificance compared to the output of a typical co-op.


•    Milk is from the producer’s own herd or from a known source.



Other dairy products and their relation to cheese



Butter


Butter and cheese are closely related, siblings perhaps, from the same parent, milk. The word ‘butter’ may derive from the Greek bou-tyron, meaning ‘cow cheese’ and emphasising the link between the two. Cheese is made from milk, split into curds and whey under the action of a curdling agent. Butter is made from cream or creamy milk, split into butterfat (butter) and buttermilk through repeated agitation. The cream is not curdled, but rather is repeatedly agitated through churning, which solidifies it into butter. About 20 litres of whole milk are needed to produce 1 kg of butter, with 18 litres of skimmed milk and buttermilk as by-products. Salt is often added to extend the life of the butter. Butter is usually made from cows’ milk, but can be made from any milk from which cream can be extracted. Although it is harder to extract cream from goats’ and ewes’ milk, butter from both animals is produced and goats’ butter, in particular, can be found in Ireland.


Butter and cheese production methods are orthogonal, so it is possible to produce cheese from the casein left in buttermilk and it is possible to make a form of butter from the fat left in whey, although this is rarely done, as the yield is very low.



Cream


Cream is essentially milk with a high butterfat content. Cream is collected from milk in the traditional way, when the lighter fat rises to the top. For industrial butter production, cream is generated from milk with a centrifuge separator. Cream can be retrieved from whey and made into whey butter. Cows’ milk cream is an off-white/yellow colour from the carotenoid pigments in plants consumed. Cream from goats’ and ewes’ milk is white. Cheese made from cream can have a much higher fat content and some cheeses have extra cream added at various stages of the process to alter the flavour and texture of the finished product. Cream is graded by its fat content and each country tends to have its own regulations regarding minimum fat content. Sour cream has been soured with a bacterial culture and is a bit like thick yoghurt. Crème fraîche is slightly soured cream. Lactic or farmhouse butter is sometimes made from sour cream.



Buttermilk


Buttermilk is produced as a by-product of butter production. It has a sharp, tangy flavour and is used in baking and as a refreshing drink. Real buttermilk often has flecks of butter still in it, but the majority of buttermilk sold today is made by artificially souring low-fat milk with a bacterial culture. In ancient Ireland, buttermilk was sometimes used as a base for making cheese. The tartness of buttermilk is due to the presence of acid. This acid curdles some of the buttermilk, making curd, which gives the buttermilk a somewhat thicker texture, depending on the manufacturing method.



Yoghurt


Yoghurt is produced from the bacterial fermentation of milk. Bacterial cultures, introduced either naturally or by a yoghurt maker, feed on the sugary lactose in the milk, producing acid, which gives yoghurt its characteristic tang. As with buttermilk, some of this acid goes on to curdle a portion of the milk, which gives the yoghurt a consistency thicker than milk. Yoghurt can be considered as a sort of simple, ultra-soft acidy cheese. The whey in yoghurt adds to the tang. In some Middle Eastern countries yoghurt is strained to remove the whey, producing yoghurt cheese. Greek yoghurt is a type of strained yoghurt. Goats’ yoghurt is becoming popular in Ireland.



Other farmhouse dairy producers in Ireland


While outside the scope of this book, there are a number of notable artisanal dairy producers in Ireland, producing a range of milks, yoghurts, creams, butters, ice creams and even fudge. Many of the cheesemakers described in this book make other dairy products. There are many, many small producers. Here are some of the better-known ones.


•    Cuinneog in County Mayo (www.cuinneog.com) make Irish fermented country butter and natural buttermilk (the by-product of the butter making).


•    Glenilen Farm in County Cork (www.glenilen.com, see pp. 207–9 for their cheese) make yoghurts, mousses, clotted cream, crème fraîche, double cream, cheesecakes and slightly salted handmade country butter.


•    Glenisk Organic Dairy in County Offaly (www.glenisk.com) make a range of products, including yoghurts, milk, fromage frais, cream and crème fraîche from both cows’ and goats’ milk.


•    Barbara Harding makes Ballymassey Country Butter in her dairy in Borrisokane, County Tipperary.


•    Yeats Country Foods in counties Sligo and Donegal (www.yeatscountryfoods.com, see pp. 300–1 for their cheese) make sour cream, crème fraîche, milk and buttermilk.


•    Nicholas and Judith Dunne make Killowen Yoghurt, cream cheese, yoghurt desserts and smoothies at Green Valley Farms in County Wexford.


.







How Cheese Is Made








The talent of one cheese in mouths of ten men


Hath ten different tastes in judgement – most times when


He saith ‘tis too salt’; he saith ‘tis too fresh’;


He saith ‘tis too hard’; he saith ‘tis too nesh.’


‘It is too strong of the rennet,’ saith he;


‘It is,’ he saith, ‘not strong enough for me.’


‘It is,’ saith another, ‘well as can be.’


No two of any ten in one can agree.


John Heywood, ‘Of Books and Cheese’ (sixteenth century)


Cheese is made from the solid protein (casein) in milk. Because the apparent presence of these solids within a liquid is not obvious, the process of creating cheese has been viewed as an alchemical, almost magical, process. The power of this process was further enhanced through the provision of food for the long winter months. Butter, made from the fat in milk, was held in similar veneration for the same reasons.


Cheese is created by curdling milk, effectively splitting it into curd(s) and whey. The curds are mostly solid and the whey is mostly liquid. Most cheese is made from the curds, although a few whey cheeses are made from the proteins remaining in the whey (Italy’s ricotta is probably the best known).


The milk must be soured with an acidic souring agent like lemon or vinegar or a stronger curdling agent like rennet. Traditional animal rennet is an enzyme complex from the stomach lining of a young animal, typically a calf. The stomachs are obtained as a by-product of veal production. All infants of milk-fed animals have a rennet-like curdling agent5 in their stomachs. When infants are fed milk by their mothers, the rennet curdles the milk, splitting it into liquidy whey and solid curds, a simple kind of cheese. The solid curds remain longer in the baby’s stomach than the liquid milk, providing a slower, sustained release of nutrients. As the rennet of each species of animal is particularly tuned to the milk produced by the females of that species, it would make sense to use goat rennet when producing goats’ cheese and lamb rennet when producing sheep’s cheese. As these substances are often unavailable, the more ubiquitous calf rennet is used instead. Other curdling agents, derived from fungi and plants, are acceptable to vegetarians and are increasingly being used. Microbial vegetarian rennet is often used. Rhizomucor miehei is a mould often used in this way, but it cannot always be proved that animal products or genetically modified (GM) products were not used in production. Bacillus subtilis, a bacteria, is also used. Vegetarian rennet made from several species of nettle and thistle or, for example, Galium verum6 or Cynara cardunculus7 is also sometimes used. Acidic liquids like vinegar and lemon juice are effective souring agents and many people use them in the kitchen to make a simple cheese like paneer from India. Raw milk, left on its own, will eventually split into curds and whey. This is due to the sugar lactose present in the milk, which, under the action of bacteria present in the environment and in the milk, ferments into lactic acid which then, in turn, acts as a curdling agent.
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Silke Cropp stirring the Corleggy curds and whey


In practice, in modern cheesemaking a fermentation starter or just starter is also used. This starter is a microfloral cocktail, sometimes including some element of the most recently produced cheese. It is added to the milk in the early stages, before the addition of rennet. The milk is often heated prior to the introduction of the starter and rennet to improve the action. Many artisanal producers will insist on using still-warm milk from recently milked cows in their cheesemaking. The starter bacteria consume some of the milk sugars (lactose) and produce lactic acid, which starts the curdling process. Starters are also critical in adding distinctive flavour to the cheese. Starters tend to be based on the Lactobacillus, Lactococcus and Streptococcus genera of bacteria. Industrial starters can also include yeasts, moulds and enzymes.


Most artisanal cheesemakers make batches of cheese in large vats. The vats are often food-grade stainless steel, but many cheesemakers use copper vats, as they believe this adds to the flavour of the cheese.


Not surprisingly, the quality of the cheese produced depends on the quality and type of milk. Milk can be pasteurised or raw. Raw milk contains microbes which can positively affect the taste, texture and appearance of the cheese. Most artisanal cheesemakers prefer to use raw milk, but there are stricter regulations on its use. Raw milk can be contaminated by pathogenic microbes, but these are often killed in the production process and cannot survive for any length of time in hard (dry) cheese. This is why sick people, the very young, the elderly and pregnant women are advised not to eat soft raw milk cheeses. Some cheesemakers choose to pasteurise their milk. This process kills off most pathogenic microbes in the milk, but many will argue that the good bacteria that contribute positively to the taste and character of the cheese are also killed off unnecessarily.


The breed of animal (within a species) affects the taste, cream content and fat content of the milk and the milk yield itself. Most cheese in Ireland is made from the milk of Holstein-Friesian cows. Other breeds are used because of differences in the fat content of their milk and whether they can be kept for beef. Other cattle breeds used in artisanal cheesemaking in Ireland include Dexter, Irish Moiled, Jersey, Kerry Black, Montbéliarde, Rotbunt and Shorthorn. A variety of goat and sheep breeds are also used. The goats used tend to be British Alpine, Saanen and Toggenburg and the sheep are usually Friesland.


The taste of the cheese is also affected by what the animals eat. Terroir is a French word describing the type of land and environment on which an animal is raised. Land varies in terms of its soil type, the minerals within the soil and the type of grass, herbs and other edible greenery present. In winter, when many animals are kept under a roof, they may be fed a mixture of grass, silage and other processed animal feeds, giving noticeably different qualities to the milk. The cheese flavour produced from such animals can differ greatly from season to season. The diurnal time of milking also affects the cheese. Morning milk tastes different from evening milk and some cheesemakers favour morning milk. Milk also varies in taste relative to the time since calving. Milk from pregnant cows or cows that have recently calved is richer in taste, minerals, protein and antibodies and lower in fat. Such milk from cows late in pregnancy or just about to give birth is called colostrum (or ‘beestings’ in Ireland). While constituting just a small percentage of milk produced, it is sought out for cheesemaking.


The timing of the addition of starter and rennet is carefully managed. The temperature of the milk and later the curds is also closely monitored. Some cheese needs to be constantly stirred or agitated. Some of the cheesemakers do this by hand and some have all manner of crafty mechanical assistance. Most cheese needs to be left alone, at least for a while, to separate. All these factors determine what kind of cheese will be produced. For a simple fresh cheese, like cottage cheese or quark, this can be the end of the process. For other cheeses, the manufacturing process may not be complete for many months. The cheesemaker may wish to produce a soft or a hard cheese, a washed-rind cheese, soft white-mould cheese or a blue cheese. At this point the whey can be removed or the cheese may be gently heated or ‘cooked’ in its own whey. Some whey is removed at every subsequent stage. When the whey is drained off, the curd may be cut. This assists with removing remaining whey from the cheese. A soft cheese will have little moisture removed while a hard cheese will have a lot of moisture removed. The smaller the pieces into which the cheese is cut, the dryer and consequently the harder the resulting cheese will be. Cheese left to drain must also be turned from time to time to ensure even drainage. The cutting and turning process can be quite quick and straightforward in the case of a soft cheese or complex and lengthy in the case of a hard cheese like cheddar. At this point, the curds are becoming young cheeses. Some may now be packaged and sent to market. Curds destined to be hard cheeses may be reheated at this stage or ‘cooked’. This removes more whey.


Some cheeses may now be put into moulds. The moulds are made of food-grade plastic or metal and often have holes to allow more moisture to escape during pressing. Mould sizes reflect the sizes of the resulting cheeses; they can vary from holding a few grams to over 50 kg. Some are simple ring cylinders with neither top nor bottom. The young cheeses may now be pressed to remove more moisture. For some soft cheeses there is no pressing at all. Some semi-soft and semi-hard cheeses may be pressed under their own weight, in their moulds, by stacking several on top of each other. Hard and very hard cheeses can be deliberately pressed, with machinery, in a number of ways.


Salt is often added to the cheese to add to the flavour, to remove more moisture, to prolong the life of the cheese and to provide some control of the bacteria present and hence the rate of maturation. Soft cheeses may have their rinds washed, usually in brine, but they may also be surface-smeared with a bacterium such as Brevibacterium linens. For soft white cheeses like brie or camembert, a mould such as Penicillium candidum may be added to produce the characteristic white-mould rind. For blue cheeses, holes are usually made in the cheese at this point and a blue cheese mould such as Penicillium roqueforti is introduced to the cheese to start the bluing process. Such additions at this stage are called secondary cultures; the starter is referred to as the primary culture.


After pressing, the cheese can be left to mature and may be turned at frequent intervals during maturation. Some cheeses are sealed in wax or plastic wax substitute before sending to market. Others are wrapped in leaves, straw, ash or other natural protective covering.


The maturation process is often continued at the distributor’s premises or in retail shops. The cheeses will be regularly turned and attention will be paid to the condition of the rind. The retail purchaser of the cheese may also continue to control the maturation of the cheese at home. Cheeses left on a shelf may mature very quickly, while maturation may be slowed by refrigeration.


See also ‘How to make cheese in your kitchen’ on pp. 23–6.
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St Tola wooden press and moulds
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A Cahill’s cheese being waxed



Cheese classification


There are two types of cheese, smelly and stinky.


Anon.


Cheeses are classified in a number of different ways, including milk source (cow, goat, sheep, buffalo, yak, camel, horse, moose, reindeer, etc.), rind type (soft, hard, mouldy, natural, waxed, etc.), pate texture (soft to hard), maturity and means of manufacture (washed-rind, soft-wash, surface-smear-ripened). Classifying and assessing a cheese by the type and status of its rind are often how professionals judge a cheese.


In terms of classification based on pate texture, the most common system is based loosely on moisture content, as follows:8


•    Hard: Average moisture content is <42 per cent. Typified by a long ripening, typically three months to a year, or even longer.


•    Semi-hard: Average moisture content is in the range of 43–55 per cent. Ripening takes from two weeks to three months (or potentially longer depending on the cheese style). Sometimes cheese at the softer (i.e. with a higher moisture content) end of the semi-hard classification may be referred to as semi-soft.


•    Blue: Typified by mould growing on the surface and/or within the cheese, otherwise generally semi-hard in texture. Ripening period varies, from around six weeks to anything up to a year. (Peter Thomas produces a fourteen-month-old vintage Bellingham Blue.)


•    Soft: Average moisture content is >55 per cent. Short ripening time in general.



Variations in cheesemaking


If mould doesn’t like your cheese, you won’t like it either.


Old saying


At every stage in the cheesemaking process, a very slight change can result in a very different end product. Cheesemakers experiment with new ways to make cheese by slightly tweaking the controls. Much experimentation leads to awful cheese, but some produces exciting new products. An experimenting cheesemaker must carefully record exactly what s/he does at each stage so that when s/he gets it right, the process can be reproduced. The right temperature and acidity must be maintained for the right amount of time. The right amount of starter and rennet must be added at just the right time. The curd must be stirred with not too much and not too little force. Such differences are responsible for a range of cheeses, from soft fresh Ardsallagh goats’ cheese to hard Desmond cows’ cheese.


When the cheese goes into production, consistency is key. The recipe must be followed to the letter. Even with diligence, artisanal cheesemakers will tell you, no two batches of cheese are exactly the same. There are simply too many variables to manage. But this variety is part of the beauty of artisanal cheesemaking. Some of the variations in cheese production are described here.
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