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About this book
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This book was not written for professionals or those in the cheese industry. I have written it for readers like you who are curious about cheese and don’t know much about the subject, but who have discovered that the world of cheese is infinite and that you deserve better than the factory-made products found on supermarket shelves.


I hope you will approach this book in the same way you enjoy a good cheese: pay attention to what you’re doing but don’t get bogged down in the detail. Be curious, explore, but most of all enjoy! I have left out factory-made cheeses to help you (re)discover real and delicious regional produce. After reading this, I hope you will be more confident in choosing authentic cheeses. Instead of buying two factory-made Camemberts, why not treat yourself to just one farmhouse raw-milk Camembert which will take you to seventh heaven in an explosion of flavour?


If you forget everything you read in this book but still come away with an appreciation of traditional, properly made products and have the urge to try some wonderful, authentic cheeses, I will have achieved what I set out to do.


Claude


Find me on social media
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How I became an affineur
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Obelix, the character in the Asterix comics, might have fallen into a cauldron of magic potion as a child, but I fell into a world of gastronomy. Not the gastronomy of grand restaurants, but of the local terroir: a world of good, simple, authentic produce.


My parents opened a restaurant when I was just eight years old. My father cooked his famous coq au vin using the chickens that roamed freely in the fresh air outside his kitchen door. There were raclettes made with cheese from the mountain pastures just above the village and salads using produce from my mother’s garden. It was my job to go and cut a lettuce when a customer in the small grocery shop attached to the restaurant wanted to buy one – and all this developed my taste for produce with a capital P!


My path was mapped out before me. After studying hotel management, I went on to run a restaurant and catering business. I always made sure I sourced good-quality cheeses to serve to my customers. Soon after, I bought my grandmother’s house where I discovered cellars over two hundred years old, with vaulted ceilings, thick stone walls, a constant temperature of 12°C (54°F) and a humidity of 93 per cent. There was no doubt in my mind – I wanted to use it to store cheese. And so the adventure began.


I bought a cow to graze on the mountain pastures so I could make my quota of cheese. My eldest son christened her Popeye so that – like Popeye and his famous spinach – the nutritious grass would give her the strength to make good milk. But sadly, the day she was due to come down from the high pastures, she stumbled and fell, and we had to put her to sleep. And although I changed my mind about having my own cows, I did not change my mind about cheese. My original idea was to provide a range of excellent cheeses for my customers in the restaurant, but my passion overtook me and I gave up everything else to concentrate solely on cheese.


Unfortunately, over the past few years, my cellar has no longer maintained a temperature of 12°C (54°F), so I have had to install air conditioning, powered by solar panels. But still today, all my cheeses are aged in my granny’s old cellar. Keep reading and I’ll tell you everything you need to know about my profession.
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The cheese industry


THE ROLE OF AN AFFINEUR


I try to source the best raw-milk cheeses, made on a farm if possible. This is becoming increasingly difficult because nowadays raw-milk cheeses make up only around 10 per cent of cheese production in France (see here), and this proportion is shrinking year on year. In 1945, 100 per cent of cheeses were made from raw milk but seventy years later, 90 per cent were made using pasteurized milk. Of the 10 per cent still made with raw milk, farmhouse cheeses only represented 3 per cent of total production. Two millennia of knowledge and history swept away just like that. These figures were published in 2016; the situation today is probably worse.


In 1945,


100 %


of cheeses in France were made from raw milk.


WHAT DOES MY WORK INVOLVE?


Once I have found suitable cheeses, I store them in my cellar. My job is to bring them to full maturity, the point at which all their qualities are at peak perfection. That can take just ten days for a Saint-Marcellin, or over 36 months for a Sbrinz. You don’t need a best-before date on a cheese. If it is too old or too ripe, it’s just not nice – it develops a taste of ammonia and becomes bitter. It’s as simple as that.


When I receive a batch of cheeses, the first thing I do is sort them according to their ripeness. If they are already very ripe, I store them at a low temperature to slow down any further ripening as much as I can. If they are soft and have the potential to collapse, they go off to the drying room to build up more of a rind before going into the cellar.
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FARMER
Produces milk, sometimes makes cheese (fromage fermier or farmhouse cheese). Sometimes ages cheese and even sells direct from the farm.
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CHEESEMAKER
Works in a dairy using milk collected from farms (see here). Makes specialist cheese and sometimes ages and sells it.







	MILK PRODUCTION
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	CHEESEMAKING
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	MATURATION
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	SALES
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MY DAILY TASKS AS AN AFFINEUR


[image: ] Conduct careful and regular checks of humidity (93 per cent) and temperature (12°C/54°F).


[image: ] Clean washed-rind cheeses using a brush and fresh water one to three times a week – depending on their degree of maturity.


[image: ] Turn cheeses covered with Penicillium camemberti and P. candidum moulds every day to stop them sticking to the wooden shelves and to ensure the mould develops evenly.


[image: ] Clean shelves as cheeses reach maturity and leave the cellar, or if I notice them becoming overly stained with mould.


[image: ] Closely monitor fast-ripening soft cheeses to determine when they are fully mature and ready to sell or go into the cold store to halt the maturation process.


[image: ] Use a cheese-testing iron to taste large cheeses with a long maturation time to track their progress.


[image: ] Check the brine level of the feta and top it up if required. I take the cheeses matured in Marc d’Humagne from their bath when I feel the time is right and put them on shelves in the cellar where they’ll become coated in their beautiful white mould.


[image: ] Wash and sort the raclette cheeses: the small number I deem unsuitable for melting are set aside to be eaten as they are. Raclette cheeses are relatively low-maintenance.


[image: ] Make the fondue mix – I choose between 10 and 15 types of cheese from my cellar to make a balanced and delicious mixture.


[image: ] Create cheese platters to order, taking care to ensure they are varied and well-balanced.
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THE AFFINEUR
Does not make cheese, but matures and prepares cheeses for sale. Sometimes sells cheese directly.
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THE CHEESEMONGER
Sells cheese. Does not always have premises for aging cheeses.
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THE CHEESE SELLER
Buys cheeses and immediately sells them on (to supermarkets, for example).
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Raw, thermized and pasteurized
milk
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Traditionally, cheese was made using milk at the temperature it comes out of a cow, that is, 32°C (90°F). I firmly believe that cheese is a living substance and the most natural way to make it is with raw milk. Unfortunately, this is now only the case for 10 per cent of cheeses made in France. Where did it all go wrong?


Making cheese on a farm in the traditional way does not require that much milk. By contrast, the modern cheese industry buys astronomical amounts of cheap milk from Eastern Europe to satisfy demand. Raw milk does not travel well, so the industry relies on pasteurization to keep it fresh for longer. But pasteurized milk is denatured, dead, so a starter culture of bacteria has to be added to the milk to make cheese.


A while ago, I remember happily signing up for a series of conferences for cheese professionals, hoping to fine-tune my knowledge and improve my maturation techniques. It just shows how naive you can be, at any age! It was explained to me that, nowadays, thanks to chemistry, you can take a neutral mass of cheese, add a few drops from a pipette and, ta-da, you get a ‘farmhouse Alpine’ cheese or a ‘Camembert’, or any other cheese you fancy! Do the manufacturers who sell these horrors actually eat their own products?


But let’s get back to the cheese. I have tried aging pasteurized-milk cheeses in my cellars, but there’s no point. Even after several weeks, they don’t develop in terms of flavour – at best they age and some even go bad. However, I must admit that I can get a reasonable result when I age cheeses made with thermized milk, which is heated to a slightly lower temperature than pasteurized. Heating the milk less preserves some of the good bacteria, so the milk is less denatured. With thermized-milk cheeses, I can be ‘disappointed in a good way’ as they say where I come from – which means pleasantly surprised. But it’s always best to bear in mind that nothing can beat a good farmhouse cheese made from raw milk.


Health warnings


Despite the precautions taken by professionals, raw milk can be contaminated with pathogenic bacteria present in the digestive tracts of ruminants (such as Salmonella, Listeria and E. coli). To protect at-risk individuals, it is usually recommend that children under the age of five, pregnant women and immunocompromised individuals should not consume raw-milk cheese or raw milk.


RAW MILK


[image: ] Unprocessed, unpasteurized, has not undergone any heat treatment.


[image: ] In France, three-quarters of the total volume of AOP and IGP (PDO and PGI in English) cheeses are made from raw milk.1


[image: ] The micro-organisms present in the milk – bacteria, yeasts, moulds – make up its microflora
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1,400


DIFFERENT BACTERIA


from 12 genera in raw milk
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1,000


DIFFERENT BACTERIA


in AOP cheeses, of which around 400 are found in the rind and 190 are present only in the paste
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5,000


BACTERIA


per millilitre of paste on average2
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	NO TWO SAMPLES
of milk or cheese contain the same microbial flora


	BACTERIAL FLORA
differ between farms, even if they are neighbours!


	BACTERIAL COLONIES
vary wildly depending on the season








THERMIZED MILK


Heated to


68–85°C (155–185°F)


for around 30 seconds


PASTEURIZED MILK


Heated to


57–68°C (135–155°F)


for around 15 seconds




CLAUDE’S VERDICT


Thermized and pasteurized milk are as bad as each other. In both cases, the aim of the process is to kill bad bacteria. Unfortunately, nothing’s spared and the good bacteria are wiped out too, as well as all the flavours from the different grasses the cows have grazed on.








How is cheese made?
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To make cheese, you need milk…and therefore you need cows, ewes, goats or buffalo. And to make good cheese, they need to be able to graze outdoors and make the most of their natural surroundings, which all affects the milk they produce. I thought this might be worth spelling out because with modern chemistry, we might soon be making cheese without milk!


The following cheesemaking process has been greatly simplified, as each cheese has its own characteristics and is produced in a particular way. However, it’s useful to have a general overview.


THE MILK


Milk comes out of a cow’s teat at 32°C (90°F). Straight away, rennet and lactic acid bacteria (LAB) are added to the milk to transform it into a homogenous mass. Rennet is an enzyme extracted from the stomach of young ruminants (animals with 4 stomach compartments), which they themselves use to coagulate the milk they drink. LAB transform the sugar (lactose) in the milk to acid, which helps separate the curds and whey.


STAGES OF CHEESE PRODUCTION


1 CURDLING


The milk proteins separate out to form a homogenous mass: the curd. The remaining liquid is called the whey or in French petit lait (little milk).


2 DRAINING THE WHEY


After standing for a while, the whey is drained off. The curd is then cut into smaller pieces the size of a corn kernel, a walnut or bigger, depending on the cheese being made.


3 REMOVING THE LACTOSE


Water is added to the vat to rinse the curds, reducing the lactose content in the cheese and preventing further acidification.


4 STIRRING AND HEATING


To make semi-hard cheeses (such as raclette) or hard cheeses like Parmesan, the curds are stirred and heated. The temperature must reach 40°C (104°F) for raclette and 57°C (135°F) for Gruyère, for example.


5 & 6 DRAINING


For soft cheeses, the production process is almost complete. The curds are drained then transferred to pierced moulds for further draining.


7 TRANSFERRING TO MOULDS AND PRESSING


The mass is ladled into the pierced moulds that give the cheese its shape, where further draining occurs. Some cheeses are left to drain slowly, while others are pressed to remove a larger quantity of whey.


8 BRINING


You might think you are in a spa with all the treatments being lavished on the cheeses. Brining the cheeses in a salt bath for 24 hours firms them up and brings out their flavours.


9 MATURATION


Then follows a spell in the aging cellar where they rest in cosy surroundings at a constant temperature of 12°C (54°F) and a humidity of at least 90 per cent. Here they stay for 10 days for fresh cheeses, or up to 40 months for mature cheeses such as Sbrinz, Gouda and Parmesan.
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These are some of the basic steps of the cheesemaking process. It might sound simple, but this is only the start of it – the craft, eye, skills and experience of the cheesemaker make all the difference to the finished product. Every cheesemaker has their own secrets, which they guard jealously.





WHERE ARE CHEESES MADE?


FROMAGE LAITiER


[image: ] Produced with milk from several farms


[image: ] Made in either a dairy, by a cheesemaker or in a factory using locally collected milk


[image: ] Made from raw, thermized or pasteurized milk


Fromage laitier translates literally as ‘dairy cheese’


Dairy cheeses are made using the milk from different farms in a local area, which is collected to make the cheese.


The advantage of this method is its consistency. You can choose the best milk for the cheese, and use the remainder as drinking milk, for example.




HOW IS MILK COLLECTED?


Every 2 or 3 days,


an insulated, temperature-controlled milk tanker collects the milk from the surrounding farms.


It travels about


75km (47 miles)
a day and collects
20,000 litres (35,000 pints)
of milk.





Source: CNIEL
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FROMAGE FERMIER


[image: ] Produced on a farm using only the farm’s own milk


[image: ] Made from raw, thermized or pasteurized milk


[image: ] Fromage fermier translates literally as ‘farmhouse cheese’


Farmhouse cheese is produced on the farm where the livestock live. The farmer follows his own milk from field to vat.


The farmer relies on their experience to adapt the process according to the specific circumstances. Farmhouse cheeses are a far cry from standardized products: during a drier summer, for example, the grass is different and so is the cheese.


As in wine-making, the season, terroir, weather conditions and production method all influence the final product. And that’s the beauty of it!




CLAUDE’S VERDICT


All other names used to describe cheese, such as fromage artisanal and fromage de terroir, are simply marketing terms.








AOP and PDO: certificates of origin



A


OP stands for Appellation d’Origine Protégée (‘protected designation of origin’ in English). This label is used to identify products that have been produced and processed in a clearly defined region; in the case of cheeses, this means the milk is produced in the same area where the cheese is made and aged. However, this European Union certificate is, in my opinion, no longer an absolute sign of quality and guarantee of authenticity. I’m not saying they’re all bad – there are some fantastic AOPs. But unfortunately, in some cases, large manufacturing companies have appropriated the labels and have influenced them to their advantage, which has reduced the quality of the product.


How appellations came about


France created the AOC label in the early 20th century, initially to combat fraud and protect French wines. This label was gradually extended to other agricultural products, notably cheeses. In 1992, the European Union created the AOP label to standardize product labelling across Europe. The AOP label has now replaced AOC for cheeses.


The idea behind these labels is to maintain a diversity of small, medium and large producers in a defined area with traditional production methods in common. The overall goal is to protect the know-how, traditions and terroir in each area by defining clear production specifications.


The reality of these labels


Today, many AOP cheeses are no longer really being protected by the label. Fourme d’Ambert and Bleu d’Auvergne, for example, can now be made with pasteurized milk, not just raw milk as the label previously specified. And they are not the only ones affected in this way.


Worse still, in Britain, the Protected Designation of Origin label for Stilton no longer even permits the use of raw milk. A small group of producers have decided to carry on making Stilton in the traditional way, but they have had to jump through hoops to be able to continue using raw milk. They now call their cheese Stichelton (the old name for the town of Stilton) as they can no longer use the name. Stichelton is a traditional dairy cheese produced using raw milk. It is made using a natural yeast culture and is properly aged, yet it does not have a PDO. Stilton, however, which does have a PDO, is produced using pasteurized milk, industrial yeasts and a shorter maturation time. Clearly, when it comes to taste, Stichelton will be blessed with an infinitely wider range of flavours!
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