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CHEESE TERMINOLOGY


Throughout this book you’ll see “PDO” and “PGI” after some of the European cheeses and cured meats. “Protected Designation of Origin” (PDO) and “Protected Geographical Indication” (PGI) means that the product is both protected and promoted by designating specific locations, production processes and quality controls that ensures what you are purchasing is genuine. There are bilateral agreements between countries worldwide that accept this, and it protects the reputation of regional foods, local food production and its economy, and ensures top quality.


There is also an appellation system in place for most of these foods (also used for beverages), but for the purposes of clarity, this book uses predominantly PDO and PGI for its protected designations. The main exceptions to this are the cheeses of Switzerland, which are promoted and protected by the French appellation “AOP” (Appellation d’origine protégée). There is also France’s “AOC” (Appellation d’origine contrôlée), Italy’s “DOC” (Denominazione di origine controllata), Portugal’s “DOC” (Denominação de origem controlada), Spain’s “DO” (demoninacíon de origen) and Romania’s DOC (Denumire de origine controlata).


SAFETY NOTE


Pregnant women, young children, the elderly or those with a compromised immune system are advised not to eat any uncooked mold-ripened soft cheeses such as brie, camembert, chèvre or others with a similar rind. Soft uncooked blue-veined cheeses such as Danish blue, gorgonzola and roquefort should also be avoided.


COOK’S NOTES


•  Both American (Imperial plus US cups) and British (Metric) measurements are included in these recipes for your convenience. However, it is important to work with one set of measurements and not alternate between the two within a recipe.


•  Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperatures. We recommend using an oven thermometer. If using a fan-assisted oven, adjust temperatures according to the manufacturer’s instructions.


•  When a recipe calls for the zest of citrus fruit, buy unwaxed fruit and wash well before using. If you are only able to find treated fruit, scrub well in warm, soapy water before using.
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Introduction




Cheese makes people smile. Simply saying “cheese” leads to a grinning photograph and instantly lifts the spirits. Delicious, satisfying and with endless flavors and varieties, cheese is often the favorite food on the table. Yet, most people actually know very little about how it is made, the different styles and how to “talk cheese”. Deciding which cheese to buy is often accompanied with a shrug and eyes at half-mast. It’s true that there are many, many cheeses out there. But this book will hopefully help to show you that this can be exciting rather than overwhelming.


How, then, to be confident when putting together a cheese board? Above all else, be sure to let loose and have fun. If you are not having a good time, it’s likely your guests won’t either. You’ll find many helpful pointers here that will help to ensure your board is a hit. But the fun and personality you inject into the cheese board starts with you.


Just like anything you’re not sure about, ask for assistance if you need it. If a shop has a counter or a cool cabinet filled with cheese, there will likely be at least one person around who can lend a hand. Find a board you like in this book and take in the names of the cheeses on that board. If the shop doesn’t have the same cheeses, that’s fine. Let them guide you to appropriate alternatives. Almost all cheeses have similar siblings that can be substituted—and that is how you learn about other cheeses. Even if you have favorites, step out of your comfort zone and try something new every now and then.


Not everyone has access to a cheesemonger, but if you do you are off to the best possible start. Dive in and befriend those folks! They’ll be halving wheels and cutting cheeses daily, so there will be random samples to try, plus they will be able to open up wedges that you are interested in for sampling. The best way to learn what you like is, of course, to taste (and smell).


Most cheese counters place similar cheeses together so that you can navigate by eye when browsing. Cheese signs are incredibly helpful, and even the packaging on cheeses aims to make selection easier. A lot of effort goes into making them accurate and, often, fun. Read them carefully, learn and enjoy. Don’t stress so much that you lose sight of the fact that you’re choosing cheese for a happy occasion. It should be a pleasant experience, so smile, take your time and think about the end result: eating cheese!







Cheesemaking and Agriculture




Milk, the wholesome, nutritious liquid naturally produced by females after giving birth is simple in its concept but wondrous in what it achieves. What mamas eat and the state of their health impacts the quality of their milk and, therefore, the cheese produced from it. Extreme care taken by farmers in raising and milking their animals is the foundation that every cheesemaker relies on. If the milk is not excellent, the cheese cannot be either.


The main milk sources for cheesemaking are cows, goats, sheep and water buffalo. All cheeses—from fresh, rindless cheeses to mozzarella, blue and cheddar—can be made from any of these milks. The skill of the cheesemaker comes into play when reckoning with the components of each milk type and its seasonality, in order to transform the liquid into a product that can be coagulated, formed, aged, eaten and enjoyed. Not a single step can be taken lightly; when 1000 pounds of the highest quality cow’s milk is to be made into 100 pounds of cheese, there is much at stake. Cheesemakers must know what they are doing and have planned exactly what they want that cheese to be before the milk warms in the vat.


Making cheese is not hard but making good cheese consistently is difficult, requiring skill, dedication and meticulous attention to detail. The basic steps to cheesemaking include coagulating (which separates the solids from the liquids), adding specific molds/yeasts, cutting the curd (aka solids), manipulating the curd in different ways (such as heating, washing, pressing, hand-ladling), then salting and aging the cheese. Every step in the recipe impacts the texture and flavor of the cheese, and every cheese produced from a single vat is different, even if it is made exactly the same way—which means it must be kept under careful watch.


The younger the cheese, the higher the moisture content and the faster it needs to be eaten. Soft cheeses with delicate rinds owe much of their texture and flavor to the rind itself, which is actively growing on the surface of the cheese and should be eaten (or else you’ll be missing the point). Firmer and more aged cheeses, which cover a wide variety of styles, develop a mind-boggling spectrum of flavors due to the way that the milk’s components (specifically the butterfat and proteins) break down over time and the careful treatment of the wheels as they age (whether repeatedly washed with brine or moved to lower/higher temperature or lower/higher humidity, etc.).


But nothing should mask or overpower the flavor of the milk itself—not in any cheese. No matter what, the milk is key. Remind yourself of that as you create your cheese board, making sure the cheeses get top billing and are savored. Because they are not only agricultural products but crafted with care, with millennia of practice and tradition tied to their production.
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Getting Started


Now that you’ve decided to make a cheese board, let’s talk about what this means. Either you are treating yourself, or you and a loved one (never a bad idea, especially if the weather isn’t cooperating) or you’ve got people coming over who need feeding. The beauty of cheese boards is the ease with which they can be adjusted to accommodate one, two, 10 or 30+ people.


They can be simple and paired back with store-bought accompaniments, or much more extravagant affairs with homemade dishes served alongside. You can spend as much or as little time as you want on them, but for some people the sheer scope of this choice can be part of the problem getting started. To stop the task from becoming overwhelming, you should mentally break down the process of creating your cheese board into the three simple steps below:




1. Exploring


Musing about the flavors, finding a theme, identifying where to buy the cheeses from, choosing which guests to invite.


2. Shopping


Diving in with an open mind, a list and a purpose.


3. Serving


Putting the board together, from the base to the accompaniments and signs.





Exploring


An exciting and interesting way to think about creating your cheese board is by theme. As you browse through this book and its 25 themed boards, consider what your personal preferences are. Are you a cocktail drinker, and do you want to have some fun with cheese and cocktails? Maybe you and your friends prefer to drink beer. Or do you want to make things less focused on cheese and more about the rest of the time you have together with your friends? In that case, perhaps Less Is More would be the board of choice. Perhaps you need a cheese board to fit in around the day you are planning, in which case you might choose something like On the Go or the picnic board, depending on your needs.


Alongside your own needs, think about the other people who will be eating from your board and what might be best for them. Things to consider include:


•  How many people are there?


•  When will you be eating the cheese board. Before, during, after or in place of a meal?


•  Do your guests have an interest in food and drink (if not specifically cheese) that you know about?


•  Are there any vegetarians or people with food allergies?


•  Are they friends of yours, acquaintances or new to you?


•  Are there any children?


These are all things that will help you to narrow down your choices and decide amounts, types and overall selection of cheeses and accompaniments. The bottom line, though, is that you want to eat and enjoy some delicious cheese. As long as this is done, it’s impossible to go wrong.


Shopping


Unless you want to pay hefty shipping fees for mail-order cheese (which will include ice packs and overnight delivery charges), you’ll want to work with what is available to you nearby. The cheeses you can source locally will depend on what the stores near you can get their hands on. Start by getting acquainted with your local cheesemonger or the cheese counter at your local grocery store or delicatessen. Don’t be shy about asking them for specific cheeses; they may have them stored elsewhere or perhaps aren’t familiar with them yet so an introduction can lead to a wider selection for all. Another good thing to do is to go along to farmers’ markets and see if there are any local small-batch cheese makers.


Throughout this book, you’ll see that each cheese listed is explained with its most identifiable attributes, including at least two of the descriptive terms listed below right. Using those, you’ll be able to find a similar cheese for your board. The cheeses are chosen for a reason, but you don’t need to use the exact one listed in this book if you can’t find it. Use the list of cheese substitutions provided or look through the cheeses available in your local shop and ponder the list of attributes to see if most of them match what you want.


If the cheese bug nabs you, there are lots of books and websites out there. Every cheese you try opens another window of discovery. Flip to the Coveted References on page 156 for a curated, cheese-centric listing.
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DESCRIPTIVE TERMS FOR CHEESE


•  The type of milk: is it cow’s, goat’s, sheep’s, water buffalo’s, mixed milk, etc.


•  The texture: is it soft, semi-soft, hard, etc.


•  The flavor: milky, buttery, nutty, sharp, stinky, etc.
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