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INTRODUCTION


Cheese is magic. While inanimate to the naked eye, cheese is alive with microbes breathing, breeding, and conjuring flavors and textures out of coagulated milk. That milk is itself a manifestation of the natural world: flora, sun-powered and born of the soil, consumed by fauna, absorbed, and transmuted into the liquid gold that flows back out at the touch of the human hand.


Due to this shape-shifting nature, there is a long-standing relationship between witchcraft and cheesemaking. Crafting artisanal cheese is a tricky business even for experts, and that’s partly how it differs from industrial cheesemaking: the potential for misfortune. Milk can sour or fail to coagulate, rinds can dry out and form cracks, and the gases within can build up and cause cheese to literally explode.


Before our ancestors understood microbial activity, they often attributed this uncertainty to witchcraft, accusing dairymaids of casting an evil eye over neighboring cows that had dried up or enchanting their own yields into rich butters and well-set cheeses. While these allegations were often rooted in misogyny, cheesemaking is not unlike spellcasting. It involves practice, faith, and a little bit of magic. Even to this day, cheesemakers consider it unlucky to enter the make room or aging cellars in a sour mood, lest these dark energies transfer onto the cheeses.


Cheese also has an enchanting effect on us. In her 1970 tome The Complete Book of Magic and Witchcraft, Kathryn Paulsen declared, “You may fascinate a woman by giving her a piece of cheese.” She has a point: cheese has the physical power to charm our reward centers into releasing dopamine and eliciting sensations of pleasure.


In addition to her magical abilities, cheese possesses a goddess-like quality. The milk comes from female ruminants that were historically milked by dairymaids who possessed the secret knowledge of cheesemaking, much like mystics. Even in the modern era, the artisanal cheese movement has been largely led by women. I like to honor this divine connection by using she/her pronouns when referring to cheese. It’s mostly cheeky, but also a reference to the women who’ve played such a vital role in the ancient lineage of cheesemaking: from the dairymaids to the Sumerian goddess Inanna, who demanded butter and cheese offerings from her worshippers.


Both cheese and magical rituals have been enjoyed and practiced by our ancestors for thousands of years. Engaging in both gifts us the opportunity to connect to those who came before, as well as their traditions. Cheese Magic honors this ancient history by harnessing the powers of the natural world, from the cheese to the magical herbs and ingredients with which she’s paired. You don’t have to identify as a witch or even practice magic to enjoy the recipes and pairings detailed within these pages. Regardless of your level of skill or interest, these rituals will have the enchanting effect of grounding you in the present and connecting you to the seasons that inspired them.


At its core, magic is the power to create change through mysterious forces. While many of our ancestor’s superstitions have been debunked, our scientific knowledge has not lessened cheese’s mystique. From turning a few wedges and accompaniments into a beautiful platter to transforming stale bread into brûléed chèvre-crowned French toast, these recipes harness the magic of cheese. While both cheese and magic seem intimidating to novice practitioners, neither requires esoteric knowledge or specialty tools. All they ask of you is your presence and intention. You need only to begin and practice. The guiding principles in this book will help you along the way.


What is a cheese plate if not an altar?
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The Wheel of the Year
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This book is organized by the eight sabbats that form the Wheel of the Year, a series of festivals that mark the solstices, equinoxes, and cross-quarter festivals in between. These touchpoints make up our journey around the sun, each an equidistant spoke on the ever-turning wheel.


It’s important to note that the Wheel of the Year is a modern invention, first mentioned in Jacob Grimm’s 1835 book Deutsche Mythologie and further developed by Wiccan and neo-pagans throughout the twentieth century. While mostly derived from Celtic mythology with Germanic and Norse influences, there are celebrations around the world that align with the spokes on the wheel.


Over the course of history, these touchpoints were celebrated with rituals, revelry, and, most importantly, feasting. By following this calendar, you can channel the energies of the changing seasons into your practice. Each section in this book features eight recipes, three cheese plates, and two pairings—thirteen opportunities to help anchor yourself in relation to your environment, even as climate change is drastically impacting the way we experience the seasons. If you don’t live in a place with distinct seasons, there are still cycles within the self: a time to plant seeds, a time to grow, a time to harvest, and a time for rest and release. No matter where you live, the annual journey of the sun connects us all to the magic of each day.





On Appropriation



The world of spirituality is rife with appropriation, especially from the First Nations of the Americas. The founders of Wicca, the nature-based religion practiced by many modern witches, cherry-picked customs from cultures around the world, then flattened and repackaged them for Western consumption. I’ve also included mythologies and history from around the world, not to extract but rather to highlight the root of many modern-day customs. For example, most of our Christmas traditions are derived from the Germanic and Nordic customs of Yule, which marks the winter solstice.


We must be mindful of where these rituals originate and to what extent they are open to us. For example, it has become quite popular in recent years to burn white sage bundles and palo santo, a practice known as smudging. However, the overharvesting of these sacred medicines is not only damaging the earth but also stealing a custom from a closed culture, meaning one that has not expressly consented to outsiders’ use of their customs. By contrast, because incense has been used historically around the world, it is open. While we are all connected by the same organic lineage and can draw inspiration from the old ways, we must be mindful of our sources. This book draws inspiration primarily from the Paganism of northern Europe because that’s my heritage. If that does not resonate with you, look into the customs of your own lineage. Adapting a ritual to better match those practiced by your own ancestors will yield the most potent magical results.
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Cheese 101


The following is a primer with everything you need to know in order to get the most out of Cheese Magic.
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THE RULES OF CHEESE MAGIC


1. Buy cheese often: Once a wheel is cut, cheese starts to deteriorate. The smaller the piece, the quicker she loses her flavor. The key to eating cheese at her peak is to buy only as much as you can eat in a few days, then buy more.


2. Serve cheese at room temperature: Refrigeration dulls the flavor and makes the texture more brittle. Always let soft cheeses sit out for at least twenty minutes and firm cheeses for forty. This rule applies to cooking with cheese too. A cold cheese doesn’t melt evenly and can even separate, resulting in an oily, clumpy mess.


3. Cut that cheese correctly: More surface area means more flavor on your tongue. Instead of cubing cheese, slice her thinly to maintain the shape of the wedge. When cutting soft cheeses like Brie, aim for an equal rind ratio by slicing wheels like a pie and wedges lengthwise.


4. Respect the rind: Unless they’re coated in wax, cloth, or plastic, all rinds are edible. Some of them are delicious and can add all sorts of flavors and textures to your cheese experience. Try them all at least once. If you don’t like it, then don’t eat it again! That’s okay too.


5. Don’t store cheese in plastic: Cheese is alive and needs oxygen to breathe. Wrapping her in plastic suffocates her and traps moisture, which can ruin the flavor and even make the texture slimy. I recommend professional cheese paper, or wrapping her tightly in parchment or waxed paper, then storing in a loose resealable bag or tub. This allows for airflow while maintaining proper humidity levels.


6. Shred your cheese fresh off the block: Freshly grated cheese has a better flavor and smoother texture than pre-shredded cheese, which often has preservatives and de-clumping agents that make the consistency rubbery when melted.


7. Use one knife per cheese: The unique, complex flavors of each cheese are special and deserve their moment in the spotlight. Avoid cross-contamination by using a different knife for each cheese and accoutrement.


8. Taste cheese right: Enjoying a good cheese is a ritual and a full sensory experience. First, take in her beauty. Then touch her and observe the texture. Next, take a big whiff and concentrate on her aromas. Finally, take a bite, letting the flavors wash across your palate. Refrain from playing with pairings until you’ve tried the cheese by herself. When tasting multiple cheeses, always begin with the mildest one, and end with the strongest flavor.
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TYPES OF CHEESE
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Cheese takes thousands of forms, and while it’s nearly impossible to properly categorize this bounty, I like to break it down into five simple types: fresh, bloomy, washed, firm, and blue.













Cheese takes a thousand forms.
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1. Fresh cheeses are unaged, high-moisture, and very perishable. Aside from brined feta, which has an impressive months-long shelf life, I recommend eating fresh cheeses within a week of breaking the seal. Types include spreadable, like fresh chèvre; pasta filata, like mozzarella; or pressed, like paneer.


2. Bloomy cheeses are voluptuous and creamy, with delicate rinds that range from soft and downy to thin and wrinkly. They’re sensitive to the touch and prone to mishandling, so be careful where you source them. If they spend too much time sitting in their plastic wrap, they might taste ammoniated. Types include classic French Brie, Italian robiola, and wrinkly, Geotrichum rinds, like Chabichou.


3. Washed-rind cheeses are bathed in brines or alcohol to encourage the growth of bacteria, resulting in sticky, reddish rinds, golden pastes, and a pungency that can range from fresh onions to stinky feet. Their bark is often bigger than their bite, with tasting notes such as caramelized onions, beef broth, and baked quiche. Types include spoonable Époisses, pudgy Taleggio, and Alpine styles like Gruyère.


4. Firm cheeses are the broadest category, featuring sturdy wheels with hardy, protective rinds that form after months or even years of aging. Mature and deeply complex, they’re some of the most expensive due to the masterful craftsmanship and time it takes to create them, but they’re so worth it. Types include Dutch Gouda, block cheddars, Manchego, and grana styles like Parmigiano Reggiano.


5. Blue cheeses are some of the most polarizing, characterized by their salinity and pockets and streaks of blue mold. They can range from soft enough to spoon to hard enough to grate. Some are quite mild and gentle, while others carry a tongue-titillating burn. Avoid pre-crumbled cheeses, which tend to have an off-putting metallic taste that overpowers the natural flavor. Types include Stilton, Roquefort, and Gorgonzola.


MILK TYPES


1. Cow’s milk cheeses range from light cream to golden yellow, due to the beta-carotene in grass, which travels through the cow’s bloodstream into the milk. Cow’s milk creates buttery, smooth textures with fruity, earthy, and creamy flavors.


2. Sheep’s milk cheeses are pale ivory with unctuous, rich flavors, due to the higher ratio of fats and protein. The flavors are often nutty and sweet with gentle woolly notes from the lanolin oil on the sheep’s skin.


3. Goat’s milk cheeses are bright white because goats can convert the beta-carotene in grass. The texture is often fragile and crumbly, due to the smaller fats and proteins and the way they clump together. Flavors are tangy, herbaceous, clean, and bright.


4. Buffalo’s milk cheeses have twice the fat and half the cholesterol of cow’s milk cheeses. While water buffalo are rather uncommon in the US and northern Europe, they’re popular dairy animals throughout the world, including parts of southern Asia, northern Africa, along the Mediterranean, and Latin America. Their milk is bright white with a rich, luscious texture and a clean, creamy flavor that has a subtle mossy note.








Serving Size
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For an appetizer:


2 to 3 ounces (55 to 85 grams) total cheese per person


For the main course:


4 to 6 ounces (115 to 170 grams) total cheese per person


If you’re melting the cheese, then you can double the portion.


For whatever reason, we can take in a lot more cheese when she’s liquefied.


















Cutting the Cheese


Let the shape of the cheese tell you how she wants to be cut.
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1
 LOGS


Slice into coins.


2
 RECTANGLES


Thinly slice them lengthwise.


3
 SMALL-FORMAT WHEELS


Cut like a pie.


4
 WEDGES


Cut into triangles.


5
 SQUARE BLOCKS


Slice into ½-inch-thick slabs. Cut in half vertically, then horizontally. Cut on diagonal both ways for eight triangular portions.


6
 CRUMBLY CHEESES


When it comes to certain cheeses, you’ll never get a clean cut no matter how hard you try. Biscuity blues and crunchy aged cheeses just want to crumble, so let them. Simply insert the tip of a knife straight into the wedge and gently wiggle to release snackable chunks.
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ON RAW MILK


Cheeses made with raw milk are some of the most enchanting, but they’re difficult to create. Cheesemakers must put in a lot of extra work to prevent pathogens at every stage of the process. Pasteurization, which is the act of heating milk to kill off bacteria, makes this easier because it destroys pathogens. However, it also wipes away the magical microbes that create complex flavors and textures unique to the individual environments where these cheeses are made. Cheesemakers can always purchase molds and yeasts from labs to reintroduce that flavor, and there are tons of delicious pasteurized cheeses out there. In my opinion, nothing quite compares to the mystique of a raw milk cheese. In the United States, the Food and Drug Administration requires all raw milk cheeses to be aged sixty days or more.


AGED CHEESES ARE (VIRTUALLY) LACTOSE-FREE


If you’re cursed with lactose intolerance, I have good news for you: you can still eat cheese! During the cheesemaking process, the milk sugar known as lactose is either consumed by lactic acid during coagulation or drained away with the whey. As the cheese ages, the lactose disappears even more. Any cheeses aged two months or more, such as Gouda or Parmigiano, have the least amount of lactose. If you want to enjoy younger cheeses, just harness the power of Lactaid, which contains lactase, the enzyme needed to digest lactose.


HOW TO BUY CHEESE


The best place to buy cheese is at a cut-to-order cheese shop with cheesemongers who know how to properly care for the cheeses and can offer suggestions, samples, and pairing advice. A cheese counter like that is hard to come by, so if you’re shopping at the grocery store, make sure you recognize the signs of deterioration. Cheese is sensitive to mishandling, especially soft-ripened cheeses like Bries. Look out for dents, cracks, dry patches, or any discoloration or molds that shouldn’t be there on the interior paste. Be sure to check the label to ensure that the cheese was cut and wrapped within a week of purchasing and to look for specifics about the region, maker, and age of the cheese. The more a company reveals, the better: withholding details is a red flag that they’ve got something to hide. If you see PDO, AOC, DOP, or another similar acronym on a label, that means that the cheese is protected by a national government to preserve its history and production method.



“You have to be a romantic to invest yourself, your money, and your time, in cheese.”


—ANTHONY BOURDAIN
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THE PRICE OF CHEESE


Anthony Bourdain once said, “You have to be a romantic to invest yourself, your money, and your time in cheese.” He was right. Making cheese is an arduous labor of love that requires long hours of backbreaking work. It takes a lot of money to care for the animals, purchase and maintain equipment, market and transport the product, or even operate a retail shop. While it’s expensive for the consumer, there isn’t a lot of profit left over for the ones who are doing the work. We devote our lives to cheese because we are romantics.


There are two types of cheese out there: the handmade artisanal variety and the mass-produced industrial kind. While the former costs considerably more, you’re supporting small artisans and ancient practices. The industrial food system is wreaking havoc on our planet, and it’s our duty as cheese lovers to support those who are creating food in a way that respects the earth and her creatures.













On Plating Cheese


Transforming an array of wedges and accompaniments into a bountiful board can feel intimidating, but remember that all cheese plates are beautiful so long as you enjoy consuming them. Creating a cheese altar should be fun and celebratory rather than stressful. Of course, we all want a pretty platter, so take some inspiration from natural landscapes. Bisect your board with a winding trail of crackers, chip off a few crumbles that cascade from a mountain of Parmigiano-Reggiano, or gently fold prosciutto into a rippling stream. Here’s a little step-by-step guide, in case you want a little more direction.
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1 Turn on some music, take a deep meditative breath, and set aside enough time so you won’t feel rushed.


2 Choose whatever platter or board fits the mood, and start by laying out any jars and bowls so you can build around their shapes.


3 Add the cheeses, evenly spacing the different types and arranging them from mild to strong.


4 Position accompaniments near their recommended cheese pairings to help guide people on where to begin. Fill in the gaps between the cheeses with loose items, like nuts, fruits, and chocolates.


5 Then, simply finish with garnishes and utensils.


WHEEL OF THE YEAR CHEESE PLATE 
(clockwise from top)


A. Tomme Chèvre Grand-Mère Adrienne with cherry and almond crisps


B. Gabriel Coulet Roquefort with Hot Honey


C. Saint-Nectaire with blackberries


D. Pleasant Ridge Reserve from Uplands Cheese with roasted almonds. Sage and blood oranges to garnish.
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Magic 101


As I’ve said before, you don’t need to practice magic as you cook your way through this book. However, if you are interested in witchcraft, this is a great place to start. Don’t be intimidated if you’re at the beginning of your journey. Whether you’ve whispered a wish over birthday candles or simply spritzed yourself with your favorite perfume, you’re already practicing magic. Just like with cheese, you don’t need a lot of knowledge or tools to begin. If you trust your instincts, your palate, and yourself, the rest will fall into place.
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PREPARING YOUR SPACE


To avoid bringing negative energy into your workings, it’s important to cleanse your mind and clean your space before casting spells or performing other rituals. Take a few meditative breaths and then take a moment to prepare your space. Wipe down your counters, sweep your floors, and maybe even burn incense to clear away any lingering dark energies. Then gather your tools and ingredients so they’re on hand as you cook. I also like to put on a playlist that aligns with my intention while I work.


HOW TO CAST A SPELL


1. Intention: Decide what it is you are trying to accomplish and set an intention to get it done. Try to get as clear and specific as possible. For example: If you’re doing a money spell, write down the exact dollar amount that you’re manifesting.


2. Invocation: Determine which energies you’re invoking to achieve your desired result, using the correspondences here of this book. For example: If you’re trying to cultivate self-love, cast your spell on a Friday, which is ruled by Venus, the planet of love. You can also work with rose petals, strawberries, and other Venusian ingredients. Make sure to speak words of gratitude for any and all energies that you invoke.


3. Action: This is the actual spellwork. Mix a drink, cook a recipe, or build a cheese plate. Speak your intention as you work, and express gratitude for the land, animals, and human hands that brought those ingredients to your kitchen. Complete the spell by enjoying the fruits of your labor.


4. Make It Your Own: At the end of this book, you’ll find a list of Magical Correspondences that outlines herbs and other ingredients that will help you customize your spell. The list also features colors, numbers, planetary energies, and even the days of the week that will help you tailor your workings to your intentions.


TOOL KIT




	
Mortar and pestle for grinding herbs and spices


	
Microplane for zesting citrus and grating hard cheeses into a feathery dusting


	
Brûlée torch for creating a caramelized sugar shell on fresh cheeses


	
Candy thermometer for making hot honey


	
Scale for measuring ingredients


	
Wooden spoons can be used to direct energy into whatever it is you’re stirring. They correspond with wands and can be charmed or carved with symbols. Since wood is porous, I recommend having one spoon for savory recipes and another for sweet, lest your honey-poached peaches stink of onions.


	
Kitchen knives correspond with swords and ritual daggers, which are used to cut cords or remove psychological blocks. I recommend having a small, serrated blade for tomatoes, a longer serrated blade for cutting bread, a short paring knife for detailed jobs, and a chef’s knife for heavy lifting.


	
Cheese knives are mostly unnecessary, since you can cut most cheeses with a chef’s knife. However, I do recommend having an offset blade or a cheese wire for getting a clean cut on delicate soft cheeses.


	
Miniature serving knives are adorable and convenient for adorning cheese plates. If you don’t have them, just use butter knives for soft cheeses and steak knives for harder wedges. If you want to invest in a set, I recommend one that has a spreader for soft cheese, a skeleton knife for semisoft to firm cheese, and a spear-tipped blade for hard cheese.







Magical Maintenance


Cleansing Your Tools


Simply wash with soap and water, while envisioning all energies and dirt rinsing away. Burn incense around them for additional cleansing.


Charging Your Tools


Speak an incantation to consecrate your tools. Make it personal and tailored to your intention. Then activate the tool by charging under the moon or sun. You can also anoint it with moon water (see recipe here) or place it under a crystal.





CHEESE MAGIC PANTRY




	
Extra-virgin olive oil for dressings and marinades


	
Neutral oil for cooking at high temperatures


	
Good butter, preferably unsalted, so you have more control over seasoning


	
Black pepper, freshly ground


	
Honey, preferably local and raw for best flavor and most medicinal qualities


	
Fresh lemons, limes, and oranges because you can never have too much citrus


	
Vinegars, specifically apple cider, balsamic, red wine, sherry, and champagne


	
Nuts, preferably recently purchased since most will go rancid within three months (store them in the freezer to keep them extra fresh)


	
Whole spices so you can grind them yourself with your mortar and pestle


	
Bouillon or stock for that extra boost of flavor







The Kitchen Altar


An altar is a sacred space used to direct energy, honor deities, ground your workings, or just add a little bit of beauty into your life. I keep my altar in the center of my workspace and decorate it with a few crystals, an herb bundle for cleansing, a lighter, a bowl of seasonal fruit, and sometimes even fresh flowers when I’m feeling extra indulgent. I recommend making yours personal with a few trinkets or whatever items bring you inspiration. Keep it by your stove, among your salt and pepper, or by the sink to gaze at as you wash dishes after working your kitchen magic.
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Fresh herbs because dried ones just don’t compare


	
Kosher salt is less salty than table salt, which helps to thoroughly season your food. I developed the following recipes using Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt, which is about half as salty as Morton Salt. If you prefer Morton, I recommend halving the amount.


	
Flaky salt for garnishing your food. There are different types, and they each serve a different purpose. Black salt is great for protection, pink salt is suited for love spells, and sea salt is the most versatile.


	
Moon water for cleansing, charging, or using in potions and spellwork (see below)









[image: Illustration features a glass bottle with a cork stopper, with a crescent moon drawn inside it. At the top of the frame, the actual moon is drawn as well.]







To harness the power of the moon, fill a clean jar with water and place it outdoors or near a window overnight. In the morning, put a lid on it and store the jar in a dark place until ready to use.


You can make moon water during any moon phase, although I advise against doing so during eclipses. See the correspondences here for information about moon phases.
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YULE



Northern Hemisphere


On or around December 21


The festival of Yule marks the winter solstice. The sun is reborn, and her waxing light has overcome the cold, icy grip of the year’s longest night. The temperatures have dropped, and the world has seemingly died all around us. We’re in the midst of the darkest part of the year, and yet Yule is a time of festivity, gratitude, reflection, and light. We honor the great evergreen, who retains her needles and reminds us that life goes on even in the darkness. We celebrate new beginnings and join together with our nearest and dearest to feast, be merry, and welcome the return of the sun and the start of a new year.


On or around June 21


Southern Hemisphere















Brûléed Bûcheron French Toasts




SERVES 8




Crowned with a round of soft-ripened goat cheese that’s sugared and torched with fire, this orange-infused French toast practically pulsates with solar energy. You can use any spongy, soft bread, such as challah, but just make sure it’s a little stale so it can more easily soak up the batter. I recommend leaving it out overnight, but if you’re limited on time, just lightly toast it. Pair with a pomander latte, using the syrup here.







8 slices white bread, slightly stale or lightly toasted, cut ½ inch thick


4 large eggs


1 cup whole milk


2 tablespoons granulated sugar


Zest of 1 orange


½ teaspoon ground cardamom


¼ teaspoon cinnamon


¼ teaspoon ground cloves


1 teaspoon vanilla extract


½ teaspoon Diamond Crystal kosher salt


2 to 3 tablespoons salted butter for frying


6 to 8 ounces (170 g to 226 g) Bûcheron, Caña de Cabra, or other soft-ripened chèvre


4 teaspoons granulated sugar, for dusting


Confectioners’ sugar, to serve









Preheat your oven to the lowest setting.


In a large bowl, whisk together the eggs and milk. Set aside.


In a small bowl, add the sugar, then add the orange zest and rub together with your fingers until the sugar is sandy and fragrant. Add the cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, vanilla, and salt and stir until combined.


Place one slice of bread in the batter, let it soak for about 1 minute, then flip to make sure it’s fully saturated.


Melt a pat of butter in a pan over medium heat. Once it’s foamy, add the battered bread and fry until golden brown, 4 to 5 minutes per side. Transfer to a sheet pan and set in the oven to keep warm until ready to serve. Repeat with the remaining slices.


Slice the goat cheese into 8 coins. Lay a coin onto each slice of French toast.


Sprinkle each slice with about ½ teaspoon of sugar. Use a brûlée torch to melt the sugar until until a brown crust forms.


Dust with confectioners’ sugar and serve.
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