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         Visit our How To website at www.howto.co.uk
         
 
         
             

         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you can engage in conversation with our authors – all of whom have ‘been there and done that’ in their specialist fields. You can get access to special offers and additional content, but most importantly you will be able to engage with, and become a part of, a wide and growing community of people just like yourself.
 
         
             

         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll be able to talk and share tips with people who have similar interests and are facing similar challenges in their lives. People who, just like you, have the desire to change their lives for the better: be it through moving to a new country, starting a new business, growing their own vegetables or writing a novel.
 
         
             

         
 
         At www.howto.co.uk you’ll find the support and encouragement you need to help make your aspirations a reality.
 
         
             

         
 
         You can go direct to www.making-your-own-cheese.co.uk, which is part of the main How To site.
 
         
             

         
 
         How To Books strives to present authentic, inspiring, practical information in its books. Now when you buy a title from How To Books, you get even more than just words on a page.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            
[image: ] 
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHEESE: THE MIRACLE FOOD

         
 
         As a child I used to be sent to the shops for what was then termed ‘cooking cheese’. It was a kind of Cheddar: slightly hard, full-fat, strongly flavoured, ideal for melting. It was twenty years before I realised I was eating strong Cheddar. What my mother termed ‘eating cheese’ was Cheshire, which was crumbly. We never saw Stilton or Danish; you simply couldn’t buy those in inner-city Manchester.
         
 
         Thankfully, the arrival of a supermarket opened a new world of opportunities for cheese. We were suddenly exposed to Roqueforts, ricottas, wonderful Edams and Gruyères. Cheese lost its mystique for us, and while it became more commonplace, at the same time certain types remained grand and desired.
 
         Even today, we still don’t really understand cheese. We like flavours and textures – like many wine-drinkers we ‘know what we like’ – but the step from buying cheese in a supermarket to making your own remains a pretty daunting prospect for most people.
 
         And yet, making cheese is one of those things that, for centuries, humans have done to survive. Its origins stretch right back into the dawn of agriculture. However, it is much more than a mere ‘survival tool’. Cheese is one of those foods that make life bearable – and to me, real culture is just that: something that makes life bearable.
 
         Which is why, although this book will show you how to make cheeses in many categories, it has only one theme: that cheese should be enjoyed by everyone.
 
         Indeed, cheese is culture at its best. 
         
 
         How it all began
 
         We can only speculate about the consequences and technology that came together to create cheese. On one hand, most people know that if you leave milk for long enough you get a semi-solid, strongly aromatic mass few of us would actually wish to eat. On the other hand, it is quite a leap to work out that these two portions, solid and liquid, separate and that you can wash away the ‘off’ portion, leaving behind coagulated protein.
 
         Yet the fact that every culture in the world has a simple, basic cheese made in almost the same way suggests a common ancestry. Even the Chinese, who aren’t noted for dairy products, make a simple cheese called bai, which is similar to Asian paneer, South American queso blanco and so on. It was in Europe, however, that cheese-making developed into the range of delightful culinary treats we know today.
         
 
         The development of Brie, for example, is a little miracle in itself. Its manufacture depends on exact temperature management and the application of a fungus during the maturation stage. How eighth-century cheese-makers were able to keep milk at the required temperature, when a variation of just one degree can ruin the cheese, is still unknown, yet they were obviously successful at it – so much so that when Holy Roman Emperor Charlemagne first tasted Brie, he asked that the town’s taxes be paid not in money, but in cheese.
         
 
         Whatever its origins, cheese was possibly first mass-produced in Greek times, but the Romans were the true cheese-masters. They preferred smoked cheese, and also invented the cheese press. It wasn’t until the fourteenth century that moulds for pressing cheese into specific shapes were invented. In medieval times, monasteries were the major movers in terms of cheese manufacture, and most commonplace cheeses we know today started life in cloistered surroundings. From the Middle Ages onwards, the popularity of cheese exploded exponentially – particularly because most royal families gave it as presents to courtiers at Christmas. 
         
 
         Why make your own cheese?
 
         This book is designed for anyone who wants to make cheese for his or her own use – not sell it to others. The reason for this is because I believe we will one day have to rely on the skills my grandmother had for our everyday existence.
 
         My grandparents lived modest lives in industrial districts, went to work in an effort to keep the country from the grasp of Nazi Germany, and yet still had time to grow and produce much of their food. Cheese was a fundamental part of their world. When they had cheese melted on grilled bacon with a splash of milk to make the sauce, it was their own cheese they used. Forgive me for sounding pessimistic, but their skills, I believe, are the key to mankind’s success in future years.
 
         So my answer to the question ‘Why make your own cheese?’ is based partly on this concept: that the skills and knowledge humanity has used over generations are just as important today as they were a thousand years ago.
 
         Yet there is something more we have missed out on along the way. If you make your own cheese and become proficient at it, you are making a product that is wildly better than anything you could buy in the shops. You know its origin; you know there is nothing in it other than what you put into it; you control its saltiness, additives and flavour. It is your cheese – and as such, it is better than any other.
         
 
         Is it cheaper?
         
 
         Not if you have to buy the milk, but it can be. It will, however, certainly be cheaper than those posh cheeses you purchase at the shops. You can make a very good Boursin alternative with very little fuss, for example, and it will be your cheese.
         
 
         When is the best time to make cheese at home?
         
 
         Summer makes for more even temperatures; consequently maintaining milk temperature is easier. But nowadays, the best time to make cheese at home is anytime you fancy cheese! 
         
 
         Types of cheese
 
         Making Your Own Cheese contains recipes for the following cheese types, described here in brief but elaborated on in later chapters. Their successful manufacture depends just as much on your ability to store and mature them as on each recipe’s heat treatments and starter requirements.
         
 
         While ancient cheese-makers relied on microbes from their locality, modern cheese-making uses microbes purchased in a sachet. The difference between a creamy Lancashire and a Stilton is due to the starter and microbes used in the process, but centuries ago it resulted simply because there were different microbes in the environment where Stilton was made than were present in Lancashire. Microbes aside, however, all cheeses can be divided into the groups listed below.
 
         
Fresh
         
 
         Fresh cheese is the simplest type to make. Milk is soured, either with rennet or sometimes with lemon juice, and the resulting whey is allowed to drain away naturally. The mass, or curd, is simply collected in a cheesecloth and washed to remove as much of the whey as possible, then salted. Sometimes cream is added, but otherwise this is all that’s involved in the process.
 
         
Soft cheese
         
 
         Soft cheeses are made by the action of a starter inoculation and rennet. When the cheese has been made, it is then washed in a fungal solution to achieve its final form. Camembert and Brie are familiar examples of soft cheeses.
 
         
Veined cheese
         
 
         Veined cheeses are hard or crumbly cheeses that have been inoculated during the maturing process with either special fungi or bacteria. They have blue or sometimes green or green/yellow veins which are formed wherever the bacteria or fungi have come into contact with air. Stilton and Gorgonzola are good examples of veined cheeses. 
         
 
         
Hard cheese
         
 
         Hard cheeses are pressed. While pressing doesn’t create the hardness as such, it does extract the final amounts of whey from the cheese. The consistency and flavour of hard cheese comes from the starter, which is added to the milk at the beginning of the cheese-making process.
 
         
Cooked cheese
         
 
         Cooked cheese is a hard cheese that has been cooked. Emmental is one example: its texture has been changed by being cooked for around an hour. Cooked cheeses are often painted with wax.
 
         
Goats cheese
         
 
         Goats milk cheeses are white cheeses created by the fat globules present in goats milk, which are much smaller than those found in cows milk. Generally soft, goats cheese can sometimes be hard and more acidic in nature than the more familiar cows milk cheese.
 
         
Ewes cheese
         
 
         Sheeps milk produces both soft and hard types of cheese, and both are usually strongly flavoured and creamy. Pecorino, for example, is a little like Parmesan, while Broccio is a very creamy soft cheese that is similar to ricotta.
 
         
Smoked cheese
         
 
         There are various smoked cheeses, some of them processed and inexpensive, others full-bodied and crafted. Most cheese-makers consider apple wood as the best wood for smoking cheese, but other types can be used, depending on personal taste.
 
         
Processed cheese
         
 
         Many cheese spreads and slices are more industrial than the specialist craft cheeses that make up the focus of this book. What we think of as American cheese, for example, was developed to cover hamburgers, and is made by blending various cheeses, then cooling them in strips. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            HOW CHEESE IS MADE

         
 
         One thing I’m asked more than anything else is ‘How do you make cheese?’ For some reason, people believe it is one of the most difficult things in the world, while in fact it is quite simple.
         
 
         Milk: the main ingredient
 
         Obviously, cheese is made from milk. The milk of any domesticated farm animal can be used to make cheese: cow, goat, sheep, buffalo, reindeer … even yak. The methods of making cheese may vary, but no matter which animal it comes from, it all starts with milk.
 
         Milk is a miracle food. It contains essential nutrients for infants, be they calves or lambs, human babies or newborn yaks. Some of these nutrients, such as sugar, are ‘water-soluble’ – they dissolve in water. For example, milk contains lactose, a milk sugar, that is essentially dissolved in water. Yet some nutrients, including many proteins and vitamins, are fat-soluble, and these are also contained in milk, dissolved in fat globules in suspension within its watery portion. This fat not only provides an infant with important fat-soluble material needed for growth, it is also a source of energy.
 
         Every mammal on earth owes its life to milk. It has all the nourishment needed to sustain life, grow an immune system and bones, and it provides the energy needed for life to develop further. 
         
 
         Why milk spoils
 
         Bacteria in milk feed on milk sugars, which are found in milk’s ‘watery portion’. As they feed, the bacteria excrete an acid called lactic acid. When the pH of the liquid reaches 4.2, milk protein, known as casein, coagulates and you end up with a smelly, yucky mess. The milk spoils, or ‘smells off’, and we discard it.
 
         Yet this isn’t the whole story. Bacteria only consume the sugar that is present in milk; they leave its protein and fat portions untouched. Separating the ‘off’ portion from the rest is what gives us the perfectly good, edible product known as cheese, and to do this under controlled circumstances, you must curdle the milk to make it separate.
 
         There are a number of ways of doing this, but the two most common are by directly adding acid and using an enzyme.
 
         
Using acid
         
 
         In Africa it has long been usual practice to drink the paunch liquid of certain antelopes as a strategy for avoiding dehydration. Of course, this liquid is acidic, but it is mainly water and thus suitable for drinking, because the antelope used this liquid as ‘storage’ in case of drought. Yet it is still acidic enough to curdle milk, so it may well be that ‘antelope acid’ was used to make the world’s first cheese.
 
         As mentioned earlier, every culture has a basic cheese, based on the addition of acid, be it in the form of lemon juice or vinegar. During typical simple cheese-making, milk is heated to quite high temperatures and then the acid is added. The whey is discarded and the remaining curds are washed until they are no longer acidic. This type of cheese is often cooked again, then preserved in brine or oil.
 
         
Rennet
         
 
         Rennet is the curdled milk found in calves’ stomachs (although vegetarian rennet is also available these days). It has often been said that the enzyme route to creating cheese was discovered when people first cut open a calf’s stomach to find this clotted material inside. Personally, I find this a difficult proposal, but we do know that Egyptians, and probably the Mesopotamians and Persians, used to dry animals’ stomachs to use them as containers for liquids. These vessels could easily have leached a substance that did in fact clot milk. Because these ‘stomach bags’ date from around 4000 BC, this really is remarkable.
         
 
         How cheese gets its flavour
 
         A good cheese gets its flavour in two ways. Firstly, the creamier the milk, the better the flavour (well, that’s my opinion, at least). Cheese made from a ‘factory’ milk cow, a poor genetically ‘enhanced’ animal that makes five gallons of milk a day, is never going to taste as good as that made from milk from a Jersey that produces barely one and a half gallons of really thick, creamy milk. The fat content of milk is an important part of any cheese.
 
         The second flavour aspect comes from bacteria present in the cheese. Some, such as lactobacillus and listeria, originate in milk; others are found in the environment, and still others, such as lactococcus, are added.
 
         There are mainly two types of bacteria that are added to cheese: mesophillic, which can withstand temperatures up to around 30–40°C; and thermophillic, which can withstand even hotter temperatures. In a nutshell, mesophillic starters make softer cheeses, while thermophillic starters make harder, more robust cheeses – although, as we shall see later, this isn’t always the case.
 
         Flavour in cheese can also come from different types of fungi, which are usually added at the maturation stage. Brie, Roquefort and Camembert, for instance, are all made with a penicillium fungal wash. In some cases the fungal wash creates a white crust and the cheese is soft and dissolved. In other cases, fungi react with oxygen to create a number of different colours: anything from grey or green through to blue. 

         
 
         

         
         
 
         APPRECIATING CHEESE
 
         Whenever two people come together there will be two differing opinions about cheese. Thankfully, though, the language that surrounds cheese-making is generally exempt from the kind of nonsense adjectives used to describe fine wine (especially wine from France). But in a way, real cheese, the type made in farmhouses by small farmers or at home, or made by craftsmen according to recipes that are hundreds, if not thousands, of years old, has a provenance and terroir in the same way as fine wine. And this means that the ‘making’ of cheese, and its appreciation, is affected by more than straightforward ingredients.
         
 
         The terroir aspect
         
 
         Cheese varies according to where its made – from farm to farm, from pasture to pasture. It is often all too easy to forget that cheese is simply nature’s processed grass, and as such is subject to the vagaries of the weather, the soil, the fertility of the land – i.e. the terroir, in wine terms – as well as the genetics of the animal that produced the milk and, of course, the skill of the cheese-maker who produces it.
         
 
         To enter into the making of cheese, whether you are a dairy farmer, a small goat herdsman or an enthusiast in your own home using bought milk, is to join a long line of miracle workers that stretches back to the beginning of civilisation.
 
         Cheese should certainly be enjoyed. It is not just a staple, like potatoes, to be fed to the masses, but even where it does take on such a role it is almost worshipped. The difference between a pecorino and a Parmesan might seem small to some, but it means all the world to Italian mothers feeding hungry families.
 
         The English, by contrast, have long thought of cheese as a separate part of a meal, often to be served only at the end in the form of a cheese board. But around the world cheese is and has traditionally been a fundamental part of any main meal. 
         
 
         Wine and cheese
 
         If you remember wine-and-cheese parties, you will be of a certain age. They were all the rage in the 1970s and usually consisted of Cheddar on sticks with apple or pineapple and some very dubious wine. The French, however, take wine and cheese very seriously and believe the two flavours complement each other. Although we in the UK take the combinations of cheese and wine with a pinch of salt (not literally), there is certainly something in what the French say.
 
         As a general rule of thumb, light red wines are best served with soft cheeses: Beaujolais and Brie make a classic combination. Stronger, more robust wines are needed to accompany blue-veined cheeses, which themselves have a stronger flavour. The extra saltiness of blue cheese matches deep red wine, such as Bordeaux, very classically.
 
         Of course, the UK has its own traditional cheese dish that can only be best enjoyed with a pint of good beer. In my opinion, the ploughman’s lunch cannot and should not be eaten with anything else!
 
         Cheese and crackers
 
         Crackers were the ‘fast food’ of Victorian times, and the best, to my mind, are small, thin and made from rye. The original idea behind the cracker was to add another texture to a meal; according to etiquette, they should not be dramatically larger than the tiny morsel some people load on them. In France they still debate at length, even after many hundreds of years, whether you should put butter on your cracker. Well, that’s up to you! Personally I prefer unsalted butter simply because this does not detract from the saltiness of the cheese.
 
         Crackers are really only a British and French way of eating cheese. Italians cook their cheese almost without exception, or eat it with soft bread. The rest of the world sees cheese as something to cook, apart from the Americans, who either put cheese on everything, and take a large part of it from a cellophane wrapper or worse still, a tube. To be honest, there are a number of good farmhouse cheeses in America, but when you visit, you frequently only see the processed cheeses.
         
 
         Cheese by season
 
         Like all agricultural processes, there is an element of seasonality to cheese. The UK is among the best places to grow good-quality grass, and this is reflected in the quality of our cheeses.
 
         The best cheeses in the world come from wherever grass grows best. Northern Europe has mountainous valleys where the temperature and rainfall make for good grass. There, grass starts to grow in April and stops in October. During the winter months, when cattle are stalled and fed on hay, silage or pellets, there is a perceptible difference in the quality of cheese made from their milk.
 
         Since cheese is frequently left to mature, it is possible to ‘release’ it for sale over a period of time, and, generally speaking, the following cheeses are available and good all the year round. We are talking here about bought cheeses from specialist suppliers and cheese shops, but homemade cheese can be made very successfully at any time of the year.
 
         
Summer cheeses
         
 
         Blue farmhouse cheeses • Most goats-milk cheese • Ewes-milk cheese
 
         
            All of these are better between May and October. Later than October and they have been refrigerated a little or are a little on the ripe side.

         
 
         
Winter cheeses
         
 
         Brie • Camembert • Stilton • Mature cheeses such as strong Cheddar
 
         
            Nearly all UK cheeses are fine all year round, as are very hard cheeses such as Parmesan, and northern European cheeses.

         

 
         Storing and serving cheese
 
         Bought or made, cheese is best stored in cool temperatures. You should not put cheeses in the coldest part of the refrigerator, but at a reasonable distance away from it, so that they never really chill, but are kept in a condition where they can continue to mature.
 
         Soft cheeses particularly need time to mature properly. If you were rich enough to waste a few soft cheeses (dreadful thought!), on slicing through them you would find an ever-decreasing ring of maturity. This is why you should try to avoid eating a soft cheese until it has been rested for a few days (but if you’re anything like me, you will find resistance difficult).
 
         You can store cheeses in an airtight container, partly to keep the moisture in, partly to save the whole fridge from smelling like it. A single droplet of water on a tissue in the container will create the perfect conditions for cheese maturity.
 
         Before serving, give cheese a chance to breathe. Leave it to come to room temperature and never allow it to be warmed (or cooled for that matter) too quickly. Only serve small quantities at any one time. Continual warming and cooling of cheeses increases the possibility of bad bacteria – which is why you should avoid returning pieces of cheese to the refrigerator from the cheese board. They will invariably have been handled and contaminated and who knows what will grow on them? It’s best – and more enjoyable – to eat them up there and then.
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