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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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LIVING THE CHEESE LIFE


There’s something in the air in British cheese shops, and it’s not just the tempting aroma of Cheddar and Stilton. Breathe in deeply and you will also pick up notes of love, obsession and even a subtle hint of revolution.


That’s because there’s been a remarkable renaissance in the quality and range of cheeses being made in this country, driven by a new generation of farmers, cheesemakers, cheesemongers and chefs, who are fully committed to leading their best cheese lives.


This book is a celebration of this turnaround, packed with stories about the people and cheeses that have helped put British cheese back on the map, plus killer recipes from The Cheese Truck and The Cheese Bar restaurants (more on them later).


To understand exactly why and how this happened requires a quick history lesson. At the start of the twentieth century, there were thousands of small, farm-based cheesemakers in Britain. But two world wars, government supports for milk and the rise of large creameries meant that by the 1960s there were just a few dozen traditional cheesemakers left.


But the beginnings of a fight-back came in the 1980s when a handful of new cheesemakers set up as part of a British “back-to-the-land”, smallholder movement. Their numbers swelled in the 1990s as chefs became celebrities and the British restaurant scene took off, a trend that continued into the 2000s with farmers’ markets and a surge in interest in local food. The Cheese Truck and the Cheese Bar restaurants are part of the story too, bringing good British cheese to festival goers at Glastonbury and diners in central London.


Today the UK has more than 200 small cheesemakers, many of whom are young and enthusiastic, and are winning awards on the international stage. There are also hundreds of delis, farm shops, cheesemongers and cheese-obsessed restaurants for them to sell to. British cheese is even being exported to France.


The people that work in these businesses have created their own unique cheese culture and community. Cheese is not just a job. It’s a way of life for many and they have the tattoos to prove it, with arms inked with artwork depicting cows, cheese knives and cartoon wedges.


Most people don’t set out to work in cheese. They find themselves falling into it as a career, so everyone has a story to tell. There are plenty of actors, musicians, artists and writers who end up becoming cheesemongers and makers, but we also know accountants, lawyers, chefs and scaffolders who have heard the cheese calling.


This culture is not just confined to the UK. Similar scenes have sprung up in the US, Japan and Australia, which have undergone their own cheese revolutions, while a new wave of young fromagers are breaking traditions in France and Spain.


Despite the success story, British artisan cheese remains a fledgling industry. It’s a small world where everyone seems to know everyone. Perhaps that is why it is so unusually open and friendly, with close links between the farms, cheesemakers, cheesemongers and chefs.


What unites everyone living the cheese life around the world is a mad passion for the food itself. There’s something about the way cheese is rooted in the land and history that seems to capture the imagination. That sense of place, seasonality, craft skills, mysterious microbes and the sheer deliciousness of cheese make it irresistible for anyone interested in food.


That’s true as much for the farmers who spend their days in the fields and milking parlours as it is for the cheesemakers, who bend their backs in warm dairies, transforming milk into rounds and truckles. And it’s especially true for the cheesemongers, chefs and waiters who unwrap, slice and serve cheese every day, providing the cities and towns with a direct link back to the fields and farms where the cheese was made.


There’s more than one type of cheese life.


Mathew


People have romantic visions of how journeys like mine start out. “He must REALLY love cheese,” they say, some deep-rooted passion that drives him on. The truth is far less glamorous and much more serendipitous than you’d believe.


My story starts with a desire to escape the hum-drum of office life and spend my days at music festivals. I also had to find a use for a 1970s ice-cream van I was gifted. Dishing out grilled cheese sandwiches to intoxicated revellers at Glastonbury seemed like the natural solution.


My first ever grilled cheese sandwich was served on 6 February 2014. Me and my friend Alex Lambert bought some British artisan cheese, namely Keen’s Cheddar, Ogleshield and Cropwell Bishop Stilton, pitched a stall at Maltby Street Market, London, and flogged about 20 sandwiches to predominately supportive friends. Alex is the first of many people who shaped our story; we wouldn’t be where we are today without them.
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The more I learned about British cheese, the more fascinated I became. Firstly, because it tasted incredible! But, also, because the stories, the people and the creativity that come when passion is put before profit really inspired me.


Back then, most of my friends could name more European cheeses than they could British. That just didn’t seem right. I wanted to serve incredible British cheeses in a way that would engage a new audience, bringing fun and youthful energy, and encouraging people to discover the exceptional cheesemakers on their doorstep.


So that summer we took our converted ice-cream van (painted yellow and christened Archie) to Glastonbury and sold 4,000 grilled cheese sandwiches over the weekend, all filled with the best British cheese we could find.


I suppose that’s when I really started to live the cheese life.


To save some time and vital pages, I thought it would be easier to summarize our glory years in a timeline:


6 February 2014


The Cheese Truck is born, sans truck! We take a stall on Maltby Street Market and sell our first grilled cheese sandwiches.


25 June 2014


The Cheese Truck is actually born. Our first event in the Truck is Glastonbury Festival.


3 March 2017


We open The Cheese Bar in London’s famous Camden Market.


8 September 2019


Pick & Cheese, the world’s first cheese conveyor belt restaurant, opens in Covent Garden, London.


22 October 2020


Funk, our cheese and bottle shop, opens on Columbia Road in East London.


21 May 2021


The Cheese Barge, our 96-foot floating restaurant devoted to British Cheese, opens outside Paddington Station, London.


So, that’s two cheese trucks, three cheese restaurants, one cheese shop and countless tonnes of artisan British cheese in less than 10 years.


Today, we serve thousands of customers a week in our restaurants and shop. And we live by the motto “Eat More British Cheese”. I like to think we’ve become an important part of the new wave of cheesemongers, makers and retailers pushing the industry forward in Britain. It’s never been a more exciting time to embrace good cheese!


Real cheese tastes better, does better and melts better. But it shouldn’t be intimidating or complicated. So join me and my good friend Patrick as we take you on a journey into cheese and demystify what can at first seem complex and confusing. We’re serious about great produce, but not so serious that we forget to enjoy ourselves. Cheese is fun, food should be fun, and life should be fun! Otherwise why bother.…


Hang on, who’s Patrick? Well, I’ll let him introduce himself, but a quick story about the first time I spoke to him. It was a Monday morning, 28 June 2015. I’d just woken up in a sweltering tent at Glastonbury after our second year at the festival. We’d sold somewhere in the region of 12,000 grilled cheese sandwiches, I’d had precisely nine hours of sleep in five days and I smelled quite strongly of cheese.


Who do you want to be on the phone call that wakes you up? I’ll tell you who you don’t want it to be… a journalist writing an article for the Telegraph hoping for an interview with you! Thanks Patrick. Luckily, I held it together, managed to say a few vaguely coherent things and the friendship with Patrick was born. He’s been one of our biggest supporters and a great source of cheese knowledge to us ever since.


Hopefully you’ll come away from our book with an understanding of what makes real cheese important. How to buy, cook, talk and share it with confidence and gusto. You’ll also hopefully come away with the same admiration and love for good cheese that I have.


Patrick


It’s funny, I can also clearly remember the day I called Mathew for that article. It was for a piece on how British cheese was having a moment, thanks to a new generation of dynamic young cheesemakers and retailers (and street food traders) who were breathing new life into an industry that had long struggled. It ran with the headline, “The only whey is British: the great cheese revolution,” which summed up the mood quite nicely.


The thing that first struck me when chatting to Mathew was not that he was hungover in a tent – my investigative journalism skills somehow missed that – but that he had sold over a tonne of artisan British cheese in just one weekend at Glastonbury. That’s a lot of grilled cheese sandwiches (Mathew made it clear several times that I must not call them toasties in the article).


Up until this point, the British cheese renaissance had been taking place rather quietly in specialist cheese shops, farmers’ markets and high-end restaurants, where older, affluent customers were the norm. But here was someone serving some of the best cheese in the land to young festival goers, and they were clearly absolutely loving it.


It turned out Mathew was only just getting started. I’ve written numerous articles since then about how he has built his cheese empire, flying the flag for artisan British cheese with passion, creativity and a commitment to showcasing small family producers. Mind you, if you can’t get a story out of the launch of a cheese conveyor belt restaurant, then you might as well give up being a journalist.


We ended up working together to put on three cheese festivals called The London Cheese Project with our cheesemaker pal Kristen Schnepp, one in Camden and two in Hackney. Thousands of people, most of them in their 20s and 30s, came to buy direct from cheesemakers, attend talks and tastings, and generally stuff themselves silly with melted cheese, while necking craft beer to live music.


We wanted to capture that fun and vibrancy in this book, telling some of the stories behind the cheeses we love and the people that make them.


I’ve spent the past 15 years visiting and interviewing many of them in what has turned into my own unusual little cheese life, full of weird and wonderful moments. I’ve trekked in the Picos de Europa mountains in Spain in search of caves filled with Cabrales blue cheese, made Cheddar in Cheddar Gorge and dined in hipster cheese bars in New York.


Wherever I’ve gone, I’ve been struck by the kindness and openness of people working in cheese. They want to tell me about their history, their land and their animals. They’re always happy to show me how they make and mature their cheeses. And they’ve welcomed me into their shops and restaurants with great warmth, giving me tastes of their favourite wedges and the wines they go best with.


We want to bring all these different lives and stories together in one place, so as you read the book, you’ll hear two different voices. Mathew has collated the recipes, which come from years spent building his cheese truck and restaurant empire. I have written the sections explaining the how, why, who and where of good cheese, taking you behind the scenes of the wonderful world in which we are both so immersed.


In other words, we want to dig beneath the rind and give you the knowledge and confidence to buy and eat great cheese.


Welcome to the cheese life!
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WHAT MAKES GOOD CHEESE?


Life is too short for boring cheese. Whether you’re making a grilled cheese sandwich or a spectacular cheeseboard, our advice is to buy the best cheese you can. It might cost more, but it will taste better and last longer in the memory.


But what exactly is the best cheese?


Well, it’s complicated. Ask that question to a room full of cheesemongers and you will receive twice as many opinions as there are people in aprons. But cheesemongers are an affable bunch and they usually agree on a few fundamentals.


Cheeses made by hand on a small scale are more interesting than those made by machines in big creameries. Sometimes called “farmhouse” or “artisan” cheeses, they are often made with milk from a single herd or flock and have complex and subtle flavours that reflect the seasons and the craft of the cheesemaker.


Raw milk can also be a good sign. It suggests higher welfare standards on the farm and an interest in traditional cheesemaking in the dairy. Pasteurization involves heating milk to kill off any harmful bacteria. This is done as a food safety precaution. In the US, the Food and Drug Administration requires that raw milk cheeses must be aged for at least 60 days, which rules out lots of young, soft raw milk cheeses. But this is not a requirement everywhere. Many cheesemakers, who are confident their milk is clean and safe, don’t pasteurize, thereby retaining the good natural bacteria in the raw milk. These unique microbes, which are specific to the land, animals, farm and dairy, can create complex flavours that make a cheese sing.


While these are all good rules of thumb, there are always exceptions. We’ve tasted terrible cheeses from small farms using unpasteurized milk. Similarly, there are some great cheeses from large dairies.


It’s worth digging a bit deeper.


The farm


There’s an argument cheese is made in the field, not the dairy. “You can’t make good cheese with bad milk,” is a phrase cheesemakers often say.


Most milk in the UK comes from black and white cows (Holstein–Friesians), which have been bred to produce huge volumes of milk. As a nation of tea and cereal lovers, the UK has an insatiable demand for liquid milk, and the dairy industry has responded by expanding the size of herds, farming more intensively and breeding cows that can produce Herculean amounts of milk. Some cows rarely see the light of day because they are kept in sheds and fed silage (pickled grass and other crops), cereals and protein.


Smaller farms focused on cheesemaking tend not to push their animals so hard. They are more likely to graze their animals for longer and many are also reintroducing native and traditional breeds that are hardier and produce richer milk. If you see a cheese made with milk from Montbéliarde, Guernsey, Jersey, Shorthorn or Ayrshire cows, then it’s definitely worth further investigation. The same goes for sheep breeds, such as Lacaune and Lleyn, and goats, such as Anglo–Nubian or Golden Guernsey.


Diet also makes a difference to the flavour of cheese. Cows that are free to graze, especially if the pasture contains diverse grasses, herbs and flowers, produce better milk for cheese.


Sensory trials in Ireland found that Cheddar made with milk from free-grazing cows tasted better than those made with milk from indoor, ration-fed animals. The cheeses were softer and more yellow and had a higher concentration of “good” fats, including conjugated linoleic acid. Similar research into the French cheese Cantal showed that cheeses from pasture-fed cows tasted creamier and had more intense flavours.


There’s been a move among British farm-based cheesemakers to improve pastures in recent years as part of the regenerative agriculture movement, which has seen them sowing a much wider range of plants in their fields. Grasses, herbs and legumes with wonderful names such as timothy, yarrow, sheep’s parsley and bird’s-foot trefoil. Known as herbal leys, they help capture carbon and fix nitrogen in the soil, meaning less need for artificial fertilizers, and improved biodiversity and soil health. They also provide a more varied diet for the grazing animals, leading to better milk and more delicious cheeses.


The idea is that like terroir in wine, cheeses made on a farm with animals grazing diverse pastures have unique personalities and a sense of place.


The dairy


Not surprisingly, the cheesemaker has a big say in how the final cheese turns out. Milk changes dramatically depending on the season, the animal’s diet, its lactation cycle and even the weather.


Some large creameries with automated equipment will standardize their milk, removing or adding fat and protein, so that the equipment runs smoothly and the cheese remains consistent. But smaller dairies roll with the seasonal differences in the milk. Their cheeses will taste different depending on the time of year, but that’s what makes it delicious and interesting.


Then there’s the process itself. While larger creameries work at huge scale, using automated machinery overseen by engineers, traditional cheesemakers work with open vats, using a mix of science, intuition and experience. Rather than follow a recipe, the best cheesemakers adjust and adapt what they do, guided by how the milk and curd looks, feels, smells and tastes.


This instinctive knowledge, accumulated over generations, is also at play in the maturing room. How cheeses are looked after as they age can have a huge impact on their final flavour and texture in a way that simply doesn’t apply to cheeses that are vacuum packed in plastic (see here).


One last, important point. What constitutes “good cheese” is not just about flavour and texture. While cheeses made by hand on farms are invariably more delicious than those made in big factories, their creation also keeps alive skills and traditions that stretch back generations. They reflect the climate, geography, economy and history of the place where they are made in a way that factory cheeses rarely do. They also provide employment and investment in local areas.


They are certainly not boring.
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DAIRY MAGIC: HOW CHEESE IS MADE


Making cheese is like alchemy. With a bit of magic, a liquid is transformed into a solid. Milk becomes curd.


There are lots of books and courses on how this happens (it’s science not sorcery), but a good way to understand it is by looking at the four main ingredients involved: milk, starter cultures, rennet and salt.


Milk


You can make cheese from almost any type of milk. Horse, camel, reindeer and donkey cheeses are popular in some parts of the world, but the big four are cow, sheep, goat and buffalo.


Milk is nutritious stuff, rich in protein and fat, which are the building blocks of cheese. When milk curdles, the previously soluble proteins join together to form a wobbly curd, trapping fat and moisture in the process.


Starter cultures


Cheese is a fermented food, so to get the process going, helpful bacteria, known as starter cultures, are added to the milk. These micro-organisms convert the natural sugars (lactose) in milk into lactic acid.


If you’ve ever squeezed lemon juice into milk, you’ll know that acidity will cause it to split and curdle. The same thing can happen with starter cultures. Leave them long enough in the milk and they produce so much lactic acid that the proteins clump together to create a delicate blancmange-like curd. A lot of goats’ cheeses are made this way and are sometimes referred to as “lactic cheeses”.


Starter cultures also play other crucial roles in cheese, helping to make it a safe food (potentially harmful bacteria struggle to survive in acidic environments) and creating different flavours in the final cheese.


Rennet


To help the curdling process (known as coagulation), rennet is also often used. This is an enzyme, extracted from the fourth stomach of a calf, kid or lamb, which changes the proteins in the milk so they stick together to form a more solid curd than through acidity alone. There are also vegetarian rennets, which have been developed in laboratories, and plant-based alternatives, such as cardoon thistles, which do a similar job.


Once you’ve got your curd, you can do all sorts of different things with it depending on what style of cheese you want to make, from simply ladling it into moulds to make soft cheese, to cutting, heating, piling and pressing the curd to reduce the amount of moisture (whey) and make harder cheeses for longer ageing.


Salt


The final ingredient is salt, normally added at the end of the process to help preservation and to flavour. This can be done by sprinkling salt on the curds before they are moulded into shape. Alternatively, the cheese is formed and floated in a brine bath. For small soft cheeses the cheesemaker will just rub dry salt on the outside.


Hey presto, you have cheese.
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HOW TO BUY CHEESE


If you’re going to take one thing away from this book, then we hope it’s this piece of advice: buy your cheese from a cheesemonger.


The people that work behind cheese counters in specialist shops are literally living the cheese life. Their job is to find the best cheeses, keep them in the best conditions and tell anyone who will listen why they are so good. They’ll also let you taste before you buy and are full of excellent advice about how to cook with cheese and what to drink with it.


So if you have a deli, farm shop, food hall or even better a dedicated cheese shop near you, get in there and get chatting to the cheesemonger. And if you don’t have one near you, there’s always online – they all deliver. (See here for a list of good shops in the UK and other parts of the world.)


Cheesemonger chat


A few tips when you are in a cheese shop. Don’t be shy. Talk to the cheesemonger. Tell them what you like and don’t like, what you want the cheese for and how much you want to spend. They don’t want to judge you. They want to talk to you about cheese and help you find your perfect wedge.


Cheeses that are freshly cut from a larger wheel will be in better condition than pre-wrapped pieces. And don’t buy too much in one go. It’s better to buy what you need, so that it’s in good condition when you taste it, rather than huge pieces that will sit in your refrigerator and become dry and cracked. Little and often is the rule.


When it comes to oozy woozy cheeses, such as Brie, washed rinders and blues, it’s also a good idea to tell the cheesemonger when you’re going to be eating it. If you’re buying Brie on a Monday, but not going to eat it until Saturday, the cheesemonger should hopefully sell you a cheese that is a little under ripe, but will be gloriously gooey by the weekend.


Supermarket strategies


That’s not to say it’s impossible to buy good cheese in a supermarket. It just needs a bit of a know-how.


First of all, pick your retailer. In the UK, Waitrose, M&S and Booths are the best supermarkets for cheese. In the US, Whole Foods Market and Kroger (which has Murray’s Cheese counters) are the pick of the bunch. In Europe, try Eataly (Italy), Biocoop (France), El Corte Inglés (Spain) and Biomarkt (Germany). In Australia, there are a growing number of upmarket Cole’s and Woolworth’s stores.


When you get there, head to the counter if they have one, and chat to the cheesemonger. If there isn’t one and you find yourself in the pre-wrapped cheese aisle, then go for retailers’ premium own brands. They will have been aged for longer and been specially selected by graders (cheese tasters) to have richer, stronger and more balanced flavours. They will cost more, but you get what you pay for.


Avoid pre-sliced and pre-grated cheeses, which can be dry and plastic-tasting, but soft cheeses in wooden and card boxes can be good, such as Camembert and Epoisses. The packaging helps protect the cheese and acts almost like a little cave.


Read the labels closely. Cheeses that are made with raw or organic milk, or give specific information about the farm or breed of animal, could be interesting. But be careful of marketing smoke and mirrors. Just because the word “farm” appears in the brand name, doesn’t actually mean it’s made on a farm.


Cheeses that are protected under Geographical Indication laws are also worth looking out for. They are governed by strict rules, designed to protect traditional practices and recipes, such as the use of raw milk from particular breeds and traditional rennet. Comté, Roquefort, Parmigiano Reggiano, Stilton, feta and Mozzarella di Bufala Campana are just some of those covered by the schemes. The most common logos to look for are “Protected Designation of Origin” (PDO) or “Protected Geographical Indication” (PGI), which are regulated by the EU.


There are equivalent national protections, which mean the same thing, such as Designated Origin and Geographic Origin in the UK, Appellation d’Origine Protégée (AOP) in France and Switzerland and Denominazione d’Origine Protetta (DOP) in Italy.


How to keep cheese


The cool temperature, high humidity and gentle airflow of caves and cellars have long made them the perfect places for maturing cheese.


Unfortunately, not many houses or apartments are equipped with either, but you can use the salad drawer in your refrigerator as a kind of mini cave for cheese (who needs salad anyway?). It will protect cheese from the worst of the air flow that is blown around domestic refrigerators.


Waxed paper is king when it comes to wrapping. It’s favoured by cheesemongers because it protects cheese from drying out, while also allowing it to breath. If you buy your cheese from a cheese shop, try not to rip the paper as you open it so you can use it to re-wrap. But don’t swap wrappers between cheeses because moulds and aromas will jump from one to another. Friendly mongers might even give you a few sheets to take home with you, if you ask nicely. It’s really important to wrap your cheese tightly with no exposed areas, so it doesn’t dry out (see wrapping techniques).


Cling film (plastic wrap) works pretty well on hard cheese, but soft and sticky cheeses can get sweaty and their delicate rinds can suffocate under plastic. Reusable beeswax cloth wraps are better for the environment, but not always easy to wrap snugly around the cheese. For super pungent cheeses that fill the refrigerator with their funky fragrance, airtight containers are a wise move. Just remember to take the lid off every day or two to let the cheese breathe.


Finally, if some of your cheese starts to grow moulds, then don’t worry too much. Just scrape or slice off the offending areas and re-wrap nice and tight.


Cheese is a living food that needs a bit of looking after.








Cheese styles: The Magnificent Seven


Fresh


One step away from milk, these young, soft and mild cheeses are made to be eaten within hours or days of being created. They don’t have time to develop rinds or strong aromas, so expect pure, dairy notes, but there can also be citrus, yogurt, and grassy flavours.


Examples: halloumi, ricotta, feta, mozzarella, burrata, paneer, cottage cheese.


Mould ripened


Cheesemakers sometimes age soft cheeses in their maturing rooms so that they develop bloomy or wrinkly coats. These white rinds are actually made up of edible moulds or yeasts that slowly break down the interior (the paste) underneath, until it is oozy and gooey, creating earthy, mushroomy and spicy notes.


Examples: Baron Bigod, Tunworth, Brie, Camembert, crottin, Brillat-Savarin.


Semi-hard


A big category that can be split into two main types – those with a crumbly texture and those with a springy texture. The former is a classic British style, while the latter is more common in continental Europe. Typically these cheeses are aged for weeks and months rather than years and the range of flavours is equally diverse, from savoury and tangy to earthy and caramel.


Examples: Cheshire, Wensleydale, Cornish Yarg (all crumbly); Tomme de Savoie, St Nectaire, Fontina (all springy).


Hard


By removing much of the whey from the curd during cheesemaking, larger, harder cheeses can be made. These can be aged for years, during which time they develop complex flavours, such as umami, roasted nuts and animal notes.


Examples: Cheddar, red Leicester, Manchego, Gouda, pecorino, double Gloucester.


Hard cooked


Often made in mighty wheels and drums (Emmenthal can weigh over 100kg/220lb), these cheeses are so called because of how they are made. The curd is cut very small and “cooked” (heated to over 50°C/120°F) to expel moisture so that huge cheeses can be created and aged for a long time. Sometimes called “Alpines”, because many originate in the Alps, they are often sweet, nutty and crystalline.


Examples: Gruyère, Comté, bergkäse, Emmenthal, Parmigiano Reggiano, Grana Padano.


Blue


Penicillium roqueforti is what puts the blue into blue cheese. Added to the milk during cheesemaking, the mould grows within soft and crumbly cheeses as they mature, creating beautiful blue veins and fruity and peppery flavours.
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