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About the Book


British Cheese on Toast showcases the absolute best of British cheeses, with over 100 recipes.


There is something magical about cheese on toast. Two simple ingredients that, when put together, are perfection. At its most basic level, this staple of many a British teatime is a delicious pairing, as award-winning cheesemonger Steve Parker shows in this celebration of the nation’s favourite cheeses.


From Cheddar to Wensleydale via soft, blue, smoked and goat’s, Parker gives clever twists on this very traditional dish. Giving advice on which cheese to use with which type of bread, and suggesting innovative flavour combinations to take things to another level, this is a book for cheese lovers everywhere.









Dedication


To my Dad, Alan
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There is no doubt that cheese on toast is considered an all-time classic dish loved by generations of people of all ages. It can be enjoyed as a meal or snack at any time of the day, be it breakfast, brunch, lunch, dinner or as a late-night supper. The combination of two fermented products makes for a great pairing and if you add a third fermented product, wine, you create a light meal that is enjoyed in many countries throughout the world.


In Britain, it’s usually referred to simply as Cheese on Toast but different combinations of one or two slices of bread can also be called Grilled Cheese, Cheese Toasty, Toasted Cheese, Roasted Cheese or even Choast. The idea is to place cheese on top of a slice of toast and grill it – possibly the quickest and simplest recipe ever!


In 2010, I opened a cheese and wine shop and restaurant which went on to win various food and drink awards, as a result of which I was invited to judge in several major cheese competitions, including the World Cheese Awards. The menu comprised a range of dishes all centred on cheese, including fondue, raclette, tartiflette, cheese boards and other dishes I created myself. Cheese and Bacon Bread and Butter Pudding, anyone?


Without a doubt, the most popular item on the menu was ‘Amazing Cheese on Toast’ which sold much more than any other item. Simple to make, tasty to eat and popular with everyone. Hardly a day passed without someone asking for the recipe, so after closing the restaurant and shop, after many happy years, to focus on running tasting events and writing, I decided to put pen to paper for the benefit of my former customers.


Why stop at ‘Amazing Cheese on Toast’? I thought. Over the years I had created a number of tasty cheese on toast combinations and therefore decided to write a whole book of my recipes.


Despite there being a multitude of great cheeses made around the world, I still maintain that Britain makes the finest range and variety of artisan and farmhouse cheeses, so I decided to make this book about British cheeses only. As I started writing the recipes, the list grew longer and I set myself the target of creating one hundred recipes, all using traditional, artisan or farmhouse cheeses.


This book, containing over one hundred different recipes, builds upon the simple premise of placing cheese on a piece of toast, by using a wide and diverse range of different cheeses, different breads and different accompaniments – all designed to give tasty flavour combinations.


Like so many traditional food combinations, there are an infinite number of personal views on the right and wrong way to make cheese on toast, dependent on geography, local cheeses, family tradition and personal taste.


For the purposes of this book, I have followed a few basic principles. You may agree or disagree but at least you know what ‘rules’ have been applied.


No Butter: as delicious as melting butter spread on toast is, the combination of two dairy products does not work in my opinion and so the cheese wins and the butter is left in the fridge, except for use in preparing toppings.


No Beans: one of the great meals of all time, much-loved by university students, is beans on toast with grated cheese on top, but it is not cheese on toast and therefore doesn’t feature in these pages.


Hot and Cold: many cheese styles lend themselves to being melted but some are better enjoyed as they are, so I have included a few recipes where the cheese is not heated in any way, making them ideal summer dishes.


Supermarket Swaps: each recipe in this book recommends the use of a traditionally made artisan cheese, and also includes a list of some suitable alternative cheeses at the end of the recipe. If, however, you are unable to source a particular artisan cheese, please feel free to use an alternative cheese of your choice. Every British supermarket has a range of cheeses that are made especially for them, some of which are traditionally made and others that are commercially made. It is not the intention of this book to compare or make judgements on these different cheeses in any way, and some of them are truly excellent. Therefore, if you prefer to use a supermarket own-brand cheese or a branded cheese, such as Cathedral City, Pilgrim’s Choice or Seriously Strong, then please do so instead.


Perfect Cheese on Toast?


Somewhat unbelievably, in 2013, The British Cheese Board and The Royal Society of Chemistry carried out a scientific study to establish the formula for the perfect cheese on toast.I thought you may be interested to see the results of their research, as follows . . .


[image: Illustration]


For the non-scientific readers, this means you take 50g of sliced hard cheese and place it on top of 10mm-thick toasted white bread. You then put this under a medium grill for 4 minutes at a temperature of 115°C, at a distance of 18cm from the grill.


The researchers evaluated the effect that distance, time and cheese format had on the final result. They found early on that the cheese melted more consistently when the heat source was further away. After zeroing in on the distance, the time was assessed. It had to be just the right time to melt the cheese without burning the edges of the toast. Finally, these highly trained scientists investigated grated, sliced and cubed cheese with sliced cheese being the clear winner.


Further tests established that a hard cheese like Cheddar worked best, and white bread provided the most consistent platform for cheese melting. Clearly this is all a bit silly, but science isn’t always a serious business. It is highly simplified, but at least you know how to make scientifically perfect cheese on toast!


The Maillard Reaction


The Maillard reaction refers to a chain of reactions between amino acids and reducing sugars and it is named after the French chemist Louis-Camille Maillard who first investigated these reactions in 1912.


When a slice of bread is placed into a toaster or under a hot grill, the heating elements rise to an optimum temperature of 154°C, at which point the system is provided with enough thermal energy to begin the Maillard reaction. The reactive carbonyl group of a reducing sugar reacts with the amino group of an amino acid within the bread to produce a nitrogen-substituted glycosylamine molecule. The glycosylamine molecule then isomerises to produce a ketosamine, which undergoes further reactions depending on the environment.


The slightly acidic conditions of white bread (which typically has a pH of 5.0–6.2) allow for the formation of melanoidins, which are long, polymeric pigments (much like the melanin in our skin). And that, dear reader, is why toast turns brown.


Why Does Cheese Melt?


Two things happen. First, at about 32°C, the solid milk fat in the cheese begins to liquefy, the cheese softens, and beads of melted fat rise to the surface. As the cheese gets hotter, the bonds holding together the casein proteins (the principal proteins in cheese) break, and the cheese collapses into a thick fluid. This complete melting occurs at about 54°C for soft, high-moisture cheeses like mozzarella, around 65°C for aged, low-moisture cheeses like Cheddar, and 82°C for hard, dry cheeses like Parmigiano-Reggiano.


Less of the science, let’s take a look at the various styles of cheese and bread used in this book, based on taste, flavour and great pairings, not formulas!






It’s all About the Cheese
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Britain makes over seven hundred different varieties of cheese, covering every conceivable style, restricted only by the availability of milk from indigenous animals. As far as I know, there is no camel’s, yak’s or donkey’s milk cheese produced in Britain despite their widespread use in other parts of the world. In the interests of clarity, for the purposes of this book, all of the cheeses featured are made in either England, Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland. All the cheeses mentioned here are traditionally made cheeses, most of which are artisan, farmhouse cheeses made using milk from the cheesemakers’ own herds of cows, sheep, goats or buffalo. No industrial factory-made cheeses are used. Although the majority of British cheeses are made from cow’s milk, there are also a large number of goat’s, sheep’s and to a lesser extent, buffalo’s milk cheeses, which can be within any of the categories listed below.


Fresh Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Mild cheeses which are ready to eat as soon as they are made and usually eaten within a few weeks. The short maturing time means the full flavours of the milk are predominant, they are nearly always pure white and the texture is always soft and creamy, with no time for any rind to form.


[image: Illustration] This category includes cow’s milk cheeses, which are typically grassy and slightly sweet, goat’s milk cheeses with a slight winey, nutty flavour, and the caramelised flavours of sheep’s milk cheeses. Soft buffalo’s milk cheeses are also in this category.


[image: Illustration] Some fresh cheeses are coated in either ash (mainly goat’s cheeses) or have been aged for a short time to allow the development of soft rinds.


[image: Illustration] British examples include British Mozzarella, Fettle, Golden Cross and Ragstone.


Soft, White Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Soft, creamy cheeses which have developed a brilliant white, soft, velvety rind. The interior usually starts as a firm, chalky, dry texture but during maturation, becomes soft, oozy and runny. They are not pressed and therefore retain a relatively high level of whey and accordingly have a lower percentage of fat.


[image: Illustration] Flavours start as fresh and grassy, but develop into a mushroom-like aroma and taste as they ripen.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Tunworth, Bath Soft, Perl Wen and Waterloo.


Semi-Hard Cheeses


[image: Illustration] As the name suggests, semi-hard cheeses are aged for longer than soft cheeses but not as long as firm or hard cheeses. They have a high moisture content and tend to be milder tasting than other cheeses, with earthy, milky, sweet and tangy flavours.


[image: Illustration] Usually off-white to pale creamy yellow in colour, the interior is usually smooth and supple, meaning that they are easier to slice without crumbling or breaking.


[image: Illustration] They can be made with cow’s, goat’s or sheep’s milk.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Cornish Yarg, Dirty Vicar and Caerphilly.


Washed-Rind Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Soft or semi-soft cheeses with a soft, thin rind which have been washed in brine or alcohol resulting in a pungent, fruity flavour and a sticky pink or orange rind.


[image: Illustration] They are nearly always made from cow’s milk but a few examples exist using goat’s or sheep’s milk. Washed-rind cheeses often start with a grainy texture and slowly soften as they ripen, starting under the rind and working to the centre.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Stinking Bishop, Maida Vale and Rollright.


Firm Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Pressed cheeses, with either cooked or uncooked curd and a firm but moist texture. By pressing the cheeses, excess whey is eliminated resulting in a firm, smooth texture which maintains its structure when cut.


[image: Illustration] Alpine-style cheeses, many of which have naturally formed holes or eyes, are generally firm in texture and therefore are categorised as firm cheeses.


[image: Illustration] Firm cheeses are usually matured for at least three months and often years, during which time aromas and flavours develop, until they are strong and tangy.


[image: Illustration] Many traditional British cheeses are included in this category, including Lancashire, Wensleydale and Cheshire, which are also referred to as ‘crumbly’ cheeses.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Cheddar, Red Leicester, Rachel and Ogleshield.


Hard Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Fully matured cheeses with a brittle, crumbly texture and salty flavour.


[image: Illustration] Usually made by cooking the curd and pressing to give a lower moisture content.


[image: Illustration] Generally these very hard cheeses are made from cow’s or sheep’s milk.


[image: Illustration] The longer period of maturing results in full flavour cheeses with a distinctive tanginess.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Old Winchester, Berkswell, Teifi and Sussex Charmer.



Blue Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Inoculated with a mould (most commonly Penicillium roqueforti) that creates blue veins and develops a tangy, salty flavour.


[image: Illustration] The blue, green or grey veins develop when the cheese is ‘spiked’ to allow oxygen to enter the cheese and encourage the growth of the Penicillium mould.


[image: Illustration] They range from soft, creamy and mildly tangy cheeses to full-flavoured, salty styles.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Stilton, Stichelton, Barkham Blue and Cornish Blue.


Flavoured Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Additional flavours are either added to the curd before moulding or rubbed into the outside before the rind fully forms. This category includes smoked cheeses, leaf-wrapped or rind-rubbed cheeses, and cheeses with added fruit, herbs or spices.


[image: Illustration] British examples include Wild Garlic Yarg, Tornegus and Hereford Hop.


Cow’s, Goat’s, Sheep’s and Buffalo’s Milk Cheeses


[image: Illustration] Cow’s milk is the most popular milk used for cheesemaking in Britain, but cheese can be made from the milk of most mammals.


[image: Illustration] Cows require flat or gently sloping pastures on which to graze, so in areas that have different terrains, such as steep hills or rocky areas, goats or sheep are better suited due to their climbing abilities. They need less grazing pasture, due to being smaller animals, and therefore have proved easier to keep on small farms. The smaller size means that they produce less milk and as a result the cheeses have historically been much smaller than some of their larger cow’s milk counterparts.


[image: Illustration] Goat’s milk contains a higher proportion of fatty acids than cow’s milk and it is this that leads to its distinctive tangy flavour, and the lower level of milk protein gives it the smoother, creamier texture normally associated with goat’s cheese.


[image: Illustration] Sheep only have two teats and produce much less milk than cows, but their milk contains much more fat, protein and minerals, making it ideal for cheesemaking. These higher levels of nutrients means that a sheep’s milk cheese requires less milk than an equivalent cow’s milk cheese, thereby making it ideal for small farms.


[image: Illustration] Buffalo were probably first introduced to Europe by the Roman Empire, who brought them back from their expeditions. The milk contains lower cholesterol but 100 per cent more fat, making it richer and creamier than cow’s milk.


[image: Illustration] Goat’s, sheep’s and buffalo’s milk can be used to make cheeses in many of the sections in this book but for clarity have been given their own sections.



How Cheese is Made: A Simple Guide


Milk is the nutrient-rich liquid food produced by mammals that contains five key components – water, protein (casein), fat (butterfat), lactose and calcium.


The first stage in the process is to add a bacterial starter culture to feed on the lactose and convert it to lactic acid. This acidification process starts to curdle the milk and raise the acidity. Selection of the starter culture is a key factor in determining the style of cheese that will be produced.


Once the lactic acid has risen to the right level, an enzyme called rennet is added which reacts with the casein protein and causes it to precipitate. As it starts to solidify, it traps the butterfats, calcium and lactic acid within the protein matrix, forming what is known as curd.


The cheesemaker judges when the curd is sufficiently set and releases the liquid whey, which is drained off and can be used for a variety of purposes, such as animal feed, whey powder or whey butter.


The remaining curd is cut into small pieces, the size of which will determine the hardness of the cheese, allowing even more whey to drain from the increased surface area of the curd.


Depending on the cheese style being made, the curd can be treated in a number of ways, such as heating it to change the protein structure further, stacking it when making Cheddar-style cheeses, or adding a bacterial mould to form a soft, white rind or to allow the development of blue veins.


The finished curd, which usually has salt added as a natural preservative and flavouring, is then placed into a shaped mould. As the curd settles in the mould, more whey drains away through gravity pressing the curd down on itself, and in the case of some harder cheeses can be mechanically pressed.


After a time, dependent upon the size of the cheese and the texture required, the partly set cheese is removed from the mould and after any salting, rubbing or other processes used, is put aside to start its maturing and ripening.


This is a very brief and basic summary of the process of cheesemaking, which will be referred to in the descriptions of cheeses in the recipes, but there are a few more terms that will prove useful in understanding how cheese is made.


Cheesemaking Terms


Organic Milk – Definitions of organic vary around the world, but in Britain, the Soil Association sets the standards which can be summarised as follows . . .


Organic cows are fed a grass-rich diet for at least two hundred days per annum, free from artificial additives, chemicals or genetically modified ingredients, and no routine use of antibiotics.


Treatment of Milk – Pasteurised milk has undergone a process of heating to kill all the naturally occurring bacteria and enzymes. The process is designed to kill off any detrimental bacteria but in doing so kills everything. Pasteurisation is usually undertaken when milk from more than one source is used, as any traceability is impossible in the event of a problem. Some cheeses have regulations that prohibit the use of unpasteurised milk, e.g. Stilton. To distinguish it from other processes, pasteurisation involves heating the milk to 72°C for 15 seconds or heating it to 63°C for 30 minutes.


Thermised milk has been heated to between 57°C and 68°C for at least 15 seconds. This process kills some, but not all, of the natural bacteria and enzymes in the milk, thereby retaining more of the natural flavours.


Unpasteurised milk refers to all milk that is not, by definition, pasteurised.


Rennet – Rennet is an essential part of the cheesemaking process as it is used to coagulate the milk and set the curd into a solid form. It was probably discovered by accident when the only method of transporting or storing liquids was an animal’s stomach.


Traditional rennet, sometimes referred to as animal rennet, is an enzyme obtained from the stomach lining of an unweaned veal calf. Kid or lamb can also be used.


Vegetarian rennet can be made either by using moulds that produce enzymes that are similar to rennet, or by genetically modifying moulds to produce the rennet enzyme called Chymosin.






It’s all About the Bread


[image: Illustration]


Although all the recipes in this book use only British cheeses, there are a number of international bread styles in Britain that serve as excellent pairings for different cheeses.


Baguette – The popularity of long sticks of bread in France started in the eighteenth century, using a highly milled flour. The first recorded use of the word ‘baguette’ to describe bread was in 1920 when a set of laws was published.


The crusty, crisp nature of a baguette pairs well with soft cheeses including soft, white cheeses and soft, rind-washed cheeses.


Ciabatta – This is a relatively recent style of bread, having been invented in 1982 and introduced to Britain in 1985. It was first made in Italy as a response to the growing popularity of French baguettes being used to make sandwiches.


It is made with a soft, wet dough using a high-gluten wheat flour and olive oil. Despite regional variations, it is always dusted with flour after baking, has a crisp, hard crust and a dense crumb with an open texture and large air holes throughout.


The crispness of ciabatta bread makes it perfect for soft, creamy cheeses, including buffalo’s milk cheeses.


Crusty White Bloomer – A traditional loaf made from white flour with a soft, crumbly centre and a hard crust. It is cooked directly on the floor of the oven and therefore has a flat base. The soft crust holds the shape of the loaf and the fact that no bread tin is used means that it spreads and blooms, developing a traditional cushion-type shape.


Ideal with virtually any cheeses, crusty white bloomer goes especially well with Cheddar, other firm cheeses and all kinds of rarebit.


Crusty White Farmhouse – A rustic style of loaf with a strong crust, a less uniform crumb and a strong yeasty flavour. Baking in a tin gives the bread straight sides with a spreading top where it spills over the top of the tin and is often split and dusted with flour.


Ideal with virtually any cheeses, crusty white farmhouse goes especially well with Cheddar, other firm cheeses and all kinds of rarebit.


Granary – Made with brown malted flour and malted wheat grains to give a dark crumb and a soft crust. It keeps longer than many other breads with the malted content giving it a smoky sweetness.


Granary bread has a distinctive nutty taste that pairs well with the nuttiness of Red Leicester, and contrasts well with the tangy flavours of most blue cheeses.


Rye – Made with rye flour, which can range from light to very dark brown, rye bread contains more dietary fibre and has a lower glycaemic index (GI) than most breads. The texture is very dense and it is full-flavoured. Rye bread can sometimes be difficult to find and is usually expensive, so granary provides a suitable alternative.


Rye bread is a perfect accompaniment to blue cheeses and other full-flavoured cheeses, such as nutty Red Leicester.


Soda – Soda bread is made by using bicarbonate of soda (sodium bicarbonate) instead of yeast as a raising agent. The traditional ingredients used in soda bread are flour, bicarbonate of soda, salt and buttermilk. The buttermilk contains lactic acid, which reacts with the bicarbonate of soda to form tiny bubbles of carbon dioxide, which causes the raising. It has a firm crumb with a light, cake-like texture and a natural sweetness.


Soda bread is an ideal partner for tangy, strong cheeses.


Sourdough – Made with a fermented starter of flour, water and naturally occurring bacteria instead of baker’s yeast, causing lactic acid to form, which creates a sour taste. It has a thick, hard crust with a soft, chewy crumb that lasts longer than most other breads.


The savouriness of sourdough pairs well with many full-flavoured cheeses, including pungent, washed-rind cheeses, as well as feta-style cheeses and other sheep’s and goat’s milk cheeses.


Spelt – Spelt is an ancient variety of wheat, approximately 9,000 years old, that was cultivated by most ancient civilisations. It went out of favour at the end of the nineteenth century when conventional wheat took over. In the mid 1980s, it was rediscovered in Europe, and, due to its nutritional qualities, became very popular. It is lower in gluten than wheat and is therefore easier to digest.


The nutty flavour of spelt bread pairs well with pungent cheeses, fruity, alpine-style cheeses and any smoked cheeses.


Wholemeal – With a rougher texture than white flour, brown wholemeal flour is the finely ground meal of the grains of whole wheat. It uses all of the grain with the bran husk and germ being retained during processing, making it higher in fibre, coarser in texture and more nutritious than white flour. Toasting makes the natural nuttiness of the bread even more pronounced.


The sweet nuttiness of wholemeal bread makes it an ideal partner for salty blue cheeses and Cheshire.






Notes About the Recipes
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Each recipe recommends a specific cheese, all of which are traditionally made artisan cheeses. Alternative cheeses are listed at the end of each recipe that can be used if you are either unable to source a particular cheese or wish to try something different. If, however, you are unable to source an artisan cheese for a recipe, please feel free to use whatever cheese you fancy instead. Every British supermarket has a range of cheeses that are made especially for them (some are traditionally made and others are commercially made), some of which are excellent cheeses.


Although each recipe recommends a particular type of bread, if you have any particular preference or food allergy or intolerance, feel free to use a different bread and experiment. The recipes are based on my own experiences and tastes, so please modify, add, subtract, alter, amend and change as you wish – the process of experimentation is half the fun. The other half is, of course, the tasting, or more correctly, the eating.


There is no such thing as a standard-sized slice of bread and, therefore, exact quantities are difficult to gauge. Each recipe has been based on a large slice of bread (thick-cut or medium-cut, depending on the recipe), either 15 × 15cm or 22 × 10cm, except in the case of recipes using baguette or ciabatta where a 15cm length of bread is cut in half lengthways.


Each recipe makes one serving, but all recipes can easily be doubled up (or more) to make extra servings, if required.


In each recipe, the ingredients are listed in the order in which they are used in the method, with the two most important elements, the cheese and the bread, being presented in bold typeface so you can easily identify them.


Some recipes recommend specific named brands of cheese. They have been recommended based on flavour during recipe testing and, in some cases, based on geographical relevance. In each case, there are other similar cheese brands available, which you may prefer to use instead.


During testing, I used a separate oven and grill, but some readers may have a combined oven/grill set-up. When assembling a cheese on toast, many of the ingredients and specifically the cheese are usually taken from the fridge and are therefore cold at the time of assembly. If you simply grill the finished item, it is easy to have a beautifully grilled dish that is still cold in the centre. If you only use the oven, the temperature and melt are achieved, but then without the ‘browning’ from the grill, the visual impact can be rather ‘beige’. This was something that I discovered very early on when selling cheese on toast in my shop/restaurant, hence I recommend using a preheated oven and a medium-hot grill to achieve the best results. It is best not to turn the grill up to full/high as this can result in the cheese on toast burning rather than grilling. All grills vary in temperature so I suggest experimenting a bit to find the ideal setting for yours. If you have a combined oven and grill, for preheating purposes, please refer to the manufacturer’s guidance.


The recipes specify that the bread should be toasted (on both sides), but individual preference will dictate how much or how little the bread is toasted.


Every recipe has been tried and tested by myself and by many of my friends and family, who have had to put up with the testing stage – it’s a tough life!
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