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Introduction:
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Delicious
Adventure Awaits!


If you’ve ever strolled into a cheese shop and felt gobsmacked by the sheer number of soft, pillowy surfaces and curiously craggy hunks, let me explain something. Your local cheese counter is a tiny portal into what is essentially a massive wilderness, ranging from everyday table cheeses, such as Cheddars, to extraordinary finds that are seasonal and elusive—the ghost orchids of cheese, as it were. Only those in the know, a crew of milk-thirsty caseophiles (i.e., cheese connoisseurs), ever lay eyes on them.


I’m not suggesting you quit your day job to track down rare cheeses. No. I’m here to invite you to become an explorer, right from the comfort of your own home. If you love cheese, if you are the kind of person who goes to parties to enjoy a moment of solitary bliss with a piece of runny Camembert in the corner of a stranger’s kitchen while everyone else discusses real estate or their latest phone plan, well, you’re one of us. You are a curd nerd. You’re someone whose eyes glow a little more brightly at the mere mention of the words triple crème. There, did you feel it? How about if I say the phrase cheese road trip or lactic vacation?


I thought so.


You see, I’m about to launch a cheese adventure club with a series of expeditions to eight different dairy destinations. If you’re into the idea of flying Air Fromage and landing in pastures to meet local makers, if you’re keen to taste a wide variety of cheese styles in a way that will change how you entertain friends forever, if you’re interested in hanging out with cave mistresses and cow connoisseurs, well, then follow me. Consider this book your invitation. All you need is curiosity—and a couple of cheese knives.


Let me introduce myself. My name is Madame Fromage.


My life as a cheese writer and educator started when a tattooed cheesemonger handed me a piece of life-changing Roquefort. I had just moved to Philadelphia all by my lonesome, and for my first stop, I strolled into a cheese shop that had more cheeses than I’d ever seen in my life. It was the sort of old-world Italian deli that has giant provolones dangling from the ceiling like holiday baubles and 350-some cheeses facing out from the counter, glittering and shimmery and seductive. My eyes banged open like shutters. My heart turned into a thwamping accordion. My lungs filled like gills sucking in gusts of air, which smelled like warm milk and honey with pastures undulating in the background. I was, in that moment, transported.


Sure, I was in Philadelphia, but I felt like I had just been air-dropped into a small European village, and I never wanted to leave—at least not before tasting all 350 cheeses. And so I did just that. Not all at once. Every week I ventured back to this little shop for a few morsels of cheese and a wood-fired oven–baked baguette and, sometimes, a jar of truffle honey with tiny commas of dark mushrooms floating around in the amber slur. Whatever the dream team behind the counter of Di Bruno Bros. recommended, I bought and tasted. Soon, I carried a cheese notebook on these junkets. I jotted down pairing recommendations for bandaged cheeses and whiskey, for Gruyère and drizzled caramel, for briny blue cheeses and bottles of oyster stout.
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As I made my way on and off subways and navigated a new city full of screaming car horns and night-shrieking stray cats, it was the quiet of the cheese shop that became my refuge. And the cheese boards I made for myself alone in my apartment, or for a few new friends who also happened to be cheese-curious like me—these moments became coveted departures from daily life, like magic carpet rides into the dairy-sphere. I began to write about these experiences on my blog under the nom de plume Madame Fromage, which led to becoming a “cheese blogger in residence” for Di Bruno Bros., then writing a book with their cheesemongers, then partnering with a travel company called Cheese Journeys to cohost luxury food tours to cheese caves around the world, and finally, becoming the cheese director for a trio of cheese-centric wine bars in Philadelphia. I currently teach writing by day, and by night I curate cheese menus and teach cheese classes.


But first, I learned to travel by taste bud. And now, so will you.


Let’s go. Many lactic landscapes await!


How to Navigate This Book


Everything you need to know about choosing cheese, tasting it, pairing it, and sharing it is in these pages. Really, this book is a cheese adventure guide. I suggest you start treating yourself to some interesting cheeses on the regular and that you assemble a crew of co-adventurers to join you on your tasting missions. I will train you to become intrepid, to speak fluently and articulately about cheese, to track both the best cheeses on a budget and the great must-taste cheeses of a lifetime. By the time you reach the end of this book, you will be a fearless cheese adventurer who can regale friends and lovers with cheese knowledge and dazzle with spectacular cheese boards.




Part One is all about discovery. You’ll drop into a field to learn about pasture-raised animals, pop into a creamery to  watch a cheesemaker start her morning at the vat, and dart to Amsterdam to get up close to some wheels of Gouda in a cave run by the queen of Dutch cheese. Plus, there’s some history and an anatomy lesson.


Part Two offers eight itineraries you can explore in your kitchen, from fresh cheeses to wildly flavored cheeses. Follow these chapters in order or jump around. Each itinerary is essentially a flight of cheeses that you can create on a board and taste to understand that style. While some of the cheeses in this book may be hard to track down in your hometown, many of them are available online.


Part Three contains all my tips on shopping for cheese, creating next-level boards, and pairing cheese with beverages. You’ll also find suggested cheeses for different situations you might encounter, plus a lexicon you can use to describe tastes and textures fluently.


Part Four includes all the resources you need to keep exploring—lists of cheese festivals, travel tips, a reading list, and more.





Ready for your first wild ride?
Let’s get these wheels off the ground!









    

        
Part One


        Discover


        Template for a Great Cheese Board


        The Secret to Great Cheese


        Craft Cheese vs. Kraft Cheese


        A Brief History of Cheesemaking


        The Creative Evolution of Cheese


        How Cheese Is Made


        All About Milk


        The Natural Wonder of Raw Milk


        Cheese Anatomy 101


    




Being a cheese adventurer requires a good nose and curiosity about terrain—just like a master tracker in the wilderness. How a cheese smells and tastes has everything to do with where it’s made. Sniff a rustic wheel of Pecorino Sardo and you will smell thyme and lanolin from the sheep that graze freely along the rugged coast of Sardinia eating wild herbs. An aged Dutch Gouda, on the other hand, smells like a sea salt caramel—think cooked milk and ocean wind. You won’t be surprised, then, if the best Goudas lead us to Holland, where much of the countryside once existed below sea level, and the cows pasture on grazing lands that were once part of the sea floor. Peel back the grass, and you’ll find layers of salt and shells.


Are you ready to visit some hidden corners of the world in pursuit of great cheese? Up ahead, I’ve arranged a training board with three cheeses that will introduce you to key concepts every cheese scout needs. With each wheel, you’ll be transported to its origin. You’ll cross pastures to sip milk of different seasons, step into a creamery to meet a maker, and peer into a cheese cave run by a famous cave mistress who caresses Goudas until they reach optimum ripeness.



Template for a Great Cheese Board


Like any great trip, a good cheese board should offer a mix of adventure and comfort. I always suggest picking three cheeses in the following categories: a conversation piece, a comfort cheese, and one cheese that’s local or regional. Here’s a sample board to guide our first quest.


1 A CONVERSATION PIECE


(Rush Creek Reserve)


You can’t look at this little Moon Pie wrapped in bark without wondering what it is and where it’s from. That’s what makes a conversation-piece cheese. It invites curiosity. It flirts with you. Rush Creek Reserve is a plush little stinker from Wisconsin, a cult favorite that’s available only in fall and winter, usually starting in November (mark your calendar now!). To serve this, I’d peel back the top rind and suggest you dive in with some potato chips, ’cuz this cheese is a little plunge pool, and yes, that is spruce bark preventing a cheese flood. The bark infuses the cheese with a woodsy flavor and functions as a compostable container. When Rush Creek isn’t in season, I’ll serve a similar bark-bound beauty available year-round called Harbison from Jasper Hill Farm in Vermont.
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2 A COMFORT CHEESE


(L’Amuse Signature Gouda)


A comfort cheese should be your standby, and mine is an aged hunk with toffeelike crystals. It reminds me of my dad who is a Gouda man. This particular hunk has won over my heart because it tastes like bourbon, and it’s aged by a strikingly tall blond woman with twinkly blue eyes named Betty Koster, whom you’ll meet here; she is famous for maturing the most crystalline Goudas of the Netherlands. She once handed me a bite of this cheese with a slice of candied ginger and a hunk of dark chocolate. It made me moan. That’s how I love to serve this cheese now—it reminds me of Betty’s sparkle and ingenuity.


3 A LOCAL CHEESE


(Birchrun Blue)


When you travel, it’s always fun to try regional specialties, so why not do this at home? My local pick is a stunning blue cheese from a small family farm just outside Philadelphia. (Yes, it’s available online, in case you’d like to try it.) Think of it as Pennsylvania Stilton, rugged but supple. If you were sitting on my stoop, I’d hand you a hunk of this blue with some oozing honeycomb and a shred of warm baguette, then tell you—while you chewed, eyes closed, bliss infused—about my friend the cheesemaker. Her name is Sue Miller, and she is the first person who ever showed me how to make cheese, after I stalked her at a farmers market. Don’t worry, she’ll show you, too.


While you begin nibbling, I’m going to give you an overview of what makes great cheese. It’s the real reason I am writing this book, my second homage to fromage. A bite of superb cheese takes you on a journey—it’s literally called the journey, an industry term for the way a cheese reveals complexity. When you eat divine cheese, close your eyes and imagine a curved road. Your initial impression is the first curve. When you start to chew, does the flavor take a turn? When you swallow, what do you notice up ahead, and how long does the ride last?


Like a great wine or a treasure map, great cheeses unfold. They are not simple or one note. They may not be something you can afford to enjoy every day, or every week, but once you realize they are out there, once you begin to appreciate them and search for them, you will never be bored. You will always want to try more, which is why I am still writing about cheese even after eating close to a thousand different kinds. Because the more you explore cheese, the more amazing things you discover.



The Secret to Great Cheese


If you’re anything like most people I meet, you’ve spent much of your life in the Singles scene—as in, Cheese Singles. I’m not going to lie, there is something seductive about watching a processed cheese slice melt over a burger, but Singles do not contain actual cheese. They’re usually made with powdered whey protein and soybean oil. They’re an industrial product that’s designed to last for eons. You could take them with you to a desert island.


Really good cheese is made with—get ready—plants!
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Seriously, animals that are raised on chlorophyll-rich greens produce the most sought-after juice, known in the industry as cheese milk. When you eat cheese from animals that have eaten grass, you’re basically eating a green smoothie with a rind. Cheese made from pasture-based milk is a healthy, life-giving food. In fact, there’s no reason it shouldn’t be part of a plant-based diet. High-quality cheese is loaded with protein and vitamins, and the better the quality of the feed, the more nutritious the cheese. In fact, cheese made from the milk of pastured animals has been shown to have higher levels of omega-3 fatty acids, beta-carotene, and vitamins A and E.


Studies also show that the fat in grass-fed dairy is different from the fat in animals raised on corn and grain, the standard at most industrial dairy farms that produce the majority of our milk supply. According to the Journal of Clinical Nutrition, pasture-raised dairy contains up to five times the amount of linoleic acid or CLA, a healthy fat found in the meat and milk of grazing animals. A study of over 3,500 people showed that participants with the highest levels of CLA in their tissues were 50 percent less likely to suffer a heart attack than those with the lowest levels.




What Makes Great Cheese?
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• A good menu (i.e., pasture) for well-treated animals


• A knowledgeable artisan


• Aging time for complex flavors to develop





This is what connects all the cheeses on the board on here—they taste great because they are loaded with greens. If you want the good stuff, you gotta hit up a pasture.



Let’s Pop by a Pasture!


Tuck into that gooey wheel of Rush Creek Reserve, then let’s teleport ourselves to its origin, one of the most famous dairy farms in the United States. Spin your calendar to June, and drop your pin down on Dodgeville, Wisconsin, where a rangy guy named Andy Hatch is waiting for us in the middle of a 450-acre meadow, holding a garlic press.


Andy is the cheesemaker at Uplands Cheese, where he makes two of the most sought-after wheels in America: Pleasant Ridge Reserve and Rush Creek Reserve. Andy raises his own herd of cows—see those eighty ladies grazing over there?—and he hand-makes and ages all the cheese himself in a modest building in the middle of the field.


The secret to his success? Nope, it’s not his habit of playing mandolin in his aging cave (fact!). It’s the sweetness of his milk.


“It’s almost like someone dropped a tablespoon of sugar into it,” Andy says.


If you look closely at Andy’s grass, you’ll see it’s lush—juicy and full of chlorophyll. Andy moves his cows to different parts of the pasture each day, depending on where the grass is sweetest. That’s why he’s carrying a garlic press. He kneels down, extracts some juice from the tips of some grass blades, and looks at the liquid through a Brix meter, another tool he carries in his pocket.


A Brix meter is a digital tool that measures sugar. It looks like a stopwatch.


“When we bring the cows out, we want the grass to be bursting with energy,” Andy says, looking up. When the grass is about to go to seed, it contains the most sugar. Reader, look down, right here, where you’re standing. Do you see all those different types of grass? There are also a dozen different types of legumes and wildflowers, like purple chicory and feathery Queen Anne’s lace. They’re the other secret to Andy’s stellar cheese. The more varied the plants in a pasture, the more flavors and aromas you’ll find in a cheese.
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Craft Cheese vs. Kraft Cheese


Craft cheeses, like the ones Andy makes, are produced on a small scale, often by a single maker who seeks to follow traditional recipes and uses the best milk possible, likely from a single herd. These cheeses are usually labeled handcrafted or small batch. Or, in Andy’s case, farmstead, because his cheeses are made on the farm where the animals are raised. Farmstead cheese and handcrafted cheeses are unique because they capture the flavors of the farms where they are produced in the same way that great wines are bursting with terroir—the taste of a place.


As Andy will tell you when he hands you a bite of his award-winning Pleasant Ridge or Rush Creek Reserve “Cheesemaking is the way we distill our farm’s pasture.”


Stellar cheeses like Andy’s take your taste buds on a wild trip. The first time I ate a scoop of Rush Creek Reserve, the experience was akin to seeing the northern lights. It had a glowing orange rind and a ring of dark bark, and when I scooped its paste into my mouth on a spoon, it filled my mind with stars and what felt like shimmering fingers reaching in different directions toward savory meatiness and green-oniony freshness. It was so alive-tasting and so different from anything I’d ever eaten that I could barely put words to it. In my little cheese notebook where I record all my tasting notes, I wrote, Imagine plucking a tiny onion sprout, a seedling bursting with fresh oniony zest, then set it on a snail glistening in butter.


Finding a life-changing cheese, like finding that perfect cup of coffee or otherworldly chocolate bar, is an unforgettable experience. Such cheeses are rare and usually require a professional guide or some serious sleuthing, but here’s what’s exciting: There are more craft cheeses available globally than ever before, especially in the United States, where, at last count, there were more than a thousand licensed artisan and specialty cheesemakers—a number that has doubled since 2000.




    The Price of Grass-Feeding Cows
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    If you’re wondering why all cheese isn’t made from pasture-raised cows, here’s a little lesson in economics: Pastured cows produce half the amount of milk that grain-fed cows produce at industrial dairy farms. Also, raising cows on pasture requires a lot of land, about two acres per cow. If the cows eat a pasture down to the soil, the grass won’t regrow—the plants will think that it’s winter and put all of their energy into the roots—and that’s a big problem for a product that relies on grass for its exceptional flavor. Great cheese made from great milk demands a whole lotta effort—and with it, money.





People like Andy, a skinny guy in a feed cap with a garlic press in his pocket, have returned to old ways of farming and cheesemaking because they’re passionate about carrying on tradition, caring for their land, and creating really cool cheese that can’t be re-created on a massive scale. Hang around long enough and he’ll tell you how he produces cheese only when his cows are on pasture, and how his two cheeses are based on a centuries-old model from France, where cheesemakers in the Jura Mountains switch up their recipes seasonally to account for subtle changes in the milk. Andy makes his firm, flavor-rich wheels of Pleasant Ridge Reserve in summer when his grasses are most tender and the milk is sweetest, and he switches to making soft, scoopy Rush Creek Reserve in fall when the grasses turn dry and the milk becomes richer (less water in the grass means more concentrated fats and proteins).



A Brief History of Cheesemaking


Grab your walking stick and prepare for a trek through time, all the way back to the Neolithic era. According to an often-told legend, the first cheese was accidentally created when a Mesopotamian shepherd put some milk in a bag made from a dried goat stomach, which would have contained the cheesemaking enzyme called rennet, opened the bag on his lunch break, and found some cheese curds. The only trouble with this story? Early nomads were lactose intolerant, according to cheese historian and scientist Paul Kindstedt (whom you’ll meet here), so it’s unlikely that a shepherd would have slung a goatskin bag full of milk over his shoulder. Though we’ll never know for sure, the first Neolithic cheese was probably discovered by heating milk over a fire and accidentally dropping in something acidic that made it separate, resulting in an “aha” moment for a nomad who would have ended up with a cauldron of something much like ricotta.


Either way, long before refrigeration was invented, cheesemaking became a convenient way to preserve milk. Once nomadic cultures figured out how to acidify milk to create curds and whey, they collected the solid curds and eventually pressed them into cakes. By salting these cakes and drying them, the first cheesemakers figured out how to store cheese without it spoiling. When they stacked the curd cakes in a clay urn full of oil or salt water, the cakes lasted even longer. Think feta. Then, when they stored the salted, dried cakes in the back of a cool, damp cave, something else happened. Rinds formed, thanks to natural molds and microbes floating in the air. These landed on the cheeses and helped create a lovely little husk around them. Plus, they added flavor. The first cheesemakers must have had a field day—and risked their lives eating a lot of disgusting moldy blobs—to further their studies in affinage (the art of aging cheese).




    Each sort of cheese reveals a pasture of a different green, under a different sky.
—Italo Calvino





Since those early efforts, cheese has become both sustenance and a symbol. It’s been traded like gold bars, presented as wedding gifts, used to fuel Roman Olympians, and served on royal tables. It’s also been turned into a mass-produced wartime staple and processed into a flummoxing spray-can situation, which is handy on a hike as long as you don’t examine its list of ingredients. Amid the many inexpensive and uniform factory-made cheeses today, there is still a reverence for tradition that keeps unique, artisan-made cheeses alive—like Salers, for example, a legendary French cheese made in tiny huts high up in the mountains of the Auvergne, using the milk of a rare and very woolly cow of the same name.


Thanks to a budding maker movement, there are also unique new cheeses appearing in unlikely places. In the heart of Paris, I once stumbled across a wonderful and enterprising goat herder named Pierre Coulon, who kick-started the city’s first urban micro-creamery and makes beautiful cheeses and yogurts seven days a week from incredible milk that he sources just outside the city. In Mumbai, India, a pair of brothers have launched the Spotted Cow Fromagerie, where they make French-inspired rounds of Bombrie and Camembey. Look around: Chances are, there is a small-batch cheesemaker living practically in your own backyard. Not sure? Give a Google. You may be surprised. Not far from my office in a busy city neighborhood, there is a pediatrician who operates a licensed raw-milk creamery (Merion Park Cheese) right out of his basement. I can walk to my favorite bar and eat his hyper-local cheese any night of the week.





The Creative
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Evolution of Cheese
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    There has been cheese since the earth was new.
—Pierre Androuët, Guide du Fromage
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    Cheese is one of the great achievements of humankind. Not any cheese in particular, but cheese in its astonishing multiplicity, created anew every day in the dairies of the world.
—Harold McGee, On Food and Cooking









how cheese is made


Cheese is alive. Just as wine is made from fermented grapes, and beer is made from fermented grains, cheese is made by fermenting milk—which makes it more delicious and digestible. Whether we’re talking provolone or Pecorino, a wheel of cheese is basically a jetpack of microbes working inside milk to help it withstand time.
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Milk that comes straight from the udder, aka raw milk, contains a natural community of microbes that can be used to jump-start the natural process of fermentation. Microbes can also be added to the milk in the form of a starter culture—just as you would add starter cultures to make yogurt or sourdough bread. It all depends on the recipe.


To give you a window into microbe wrangling, a term coined by cheese scientist Michael Tunick (see here), I’m going to introduce you to my friend Sue Miller, the first person ever to invite me to watch the cheesemaking process, who has a tiny creamery outside Philadelphia. Unlike Andy Hatch in Wisconsin, who always wanted to be a cheesemaker, Sue Miller found this vocation by chance. She’s an animal lover, and after college, she and her husband, Ken, moved to the country and started a small dairy farm with a herd of Holsteins that Sue calls by name. (My favorites: Brie, Prosecco, and Little Chardy.)


Before we suit up in hairnets and rubber boots, here’s a quick crash course in the basics of cheesemaking. The most important thing you’ll need to know is that cheese is made from four basic ingredients: milk, cultures (aka beneficial microbes), rennet, and salt. The following is a basic blueprint for how cheese is made. If it helps, think about the fact that fromage, the French word for “cheese,” comes from the word form (forma, in Latin), so the cheesemaking process is all about forming milk into a solid.




    

        
Lifecycle of Cheese
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Four Ingredients, Endless Possibilities


“How do we get thousands of different cheeses from just four ingredients and a few steps?” you ask. You wouldn’t be the first person to marvel at this feat. Here’s the deal: Cheese is all about massive variables. Here are some questions you can ask when you approach an unfamiliar cheese. The more you learn about these variables, the more you’ll understand how they affect flavor.


1 What animal? Cheese can be made from the milk of any animal: cow, goat, sheep, buffalo, even humans (oh yes, it’s been done—though not commercially—although human milk has only 1 percent protein, so it must be combined with another milk to form curds). All milks taste different and have different ratios of protein and butterfat, which affect cheese taste and texture. (For more about milk, see here.)


2 What region? The particularities of where a cheese is made—from the climate to the soil to the weather, even down to the water that the animals drink—affect its flavor. Cheeses that intentionally reflect the place where they are made are said to have terroir.


3 Is it pasteurized? Pasteurization involves heating milk to kill all bacteria, both undesirable and desirable. It affects the flavor and texture of cheeses. This is why some cheesemakers prefer to work with unpasteurized (aka raw) milk—or “milk with personality,” as Bronwen Percival, a cheese buyer for London’s Neal’s Yard Dairy, calls it. For more about raw milk—a conversation that could last to the moon and back—check out the raw-milk FAQ.


4 Whose hands? The way an artisan handles the curds during the cheesemaking process affects the final texture of the cheese. I was surprised to learn this, but in the cheesemaking world, people really do talk about a maker’s “touch.” For instance, a very light set of hands is needed to stir and scoop delicate, creamy cheeses, like Brie. If you like to stir and you have a tender touch, you would probably be a good maker of Brie. Cheese shop owner Lou Di Palo, who runs Di Palo’s in New York’s Little Italy neighborhood, told me that he can tell which of his employees made the house mozzarella each day, based on its chew.


5 Which cultures? Starter cultures are an ingredient in cheesemaking that help convert lactose (milk sugar) into lactic acid. These beneficial bacteria also contribute aroma and flavor to the final cheese. Different cheese recipes call for different cultures. These days, most cultures are purchased from labs in freeze-dried packs, much like commercial yeast, though a few hard-core US cheesemakers make their own native starter cultures. Before the 1880s, native starter cultures were made by souring milk or whey from the previous day’s cheesemaking, then adding it to fresh milk—much as homemade yogurt was made.


6 What kind of rennet? Cheesemakers can choose between animal or vegetable rennet, an enzyme that helps milk separate into curds and whey. Animal rennet, harvested from the stomach of a baby ruminant, was traditionally used in cheesemaking and is still necessary to achieve the desired taste of some cheeses, especially cheeses that are aged, like Parmigiano-Reggiano. Today, many makers purchase vegetable rennet (aka microbial rennet), which is produced in a lab, though you can also find some really interesting vegetarian cheeses from Portugal and Spain that are made with thistles (see here).


7 How long was it aged? The art of aging cheese is called affinage, as you know. Affineurs—people who specialize in maturing cheeses—are responsible for bringing wheels to maturity by various processes that can include turning, flipping, brushing, washing, salting, inoculating, and testing. Time also plays a role; as moisture evaporates from wheels, flavors concentrate. For this reason, aged cheeses usually have the most complexity.
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Field Guide


* Meet a *
Cheesemaker


A Day in the Life of Sue Miller
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When Sue Miller first decided to make cheese, in 2007, it was the middle of the night. Her family’s dairy farm, Birchrun Hills an hour outside Philadelphia, had fallen on hard times because of declining milk prices. The thought of losing her home—an old stagecoach inn that has been in the family for three generations—had kept her up at night for weeks. Selling milk from her family’s small herd to the local bottling plant was no longer paying the bills.


“I was literally lying in bed when the idea came to me,” Sue recalls. “I thought, I’m going to make cheese.” The next morning, she phoned the Pennsylvania Association of Sustainable Agriculture and talked her way into a cheesemaking class even though it was full. She told the person on the phone, “I have to learn how to make cheese! My family’s farm depends on it.”


Sue’s family includes her husband, Ken, who raises crops and maintains pastures, and her twentysomething sons, Randy and Jesse, who take care of the herd. Both sons graduated from Cornell University, where they studied agriculture. Today, the Millers milk around eighty black-and-white Holstein cows (plus a few little Jerseys), and much of the milk is made into cheese, which Sue sells at local farmers markets and to restaurants along the East Coast.


Sue’s cheeses are made from raw milk. She makes several styles, including a blue, and takes pride in creating cheeses that reflect her farm and the region. As she’ll tell you, Chester County is the mushroom capital of the world, producing more than a million pounds of mushrooms per year. “I swear I can taste a little mushroominess in our cheeses,” Sue says. “I call it Chester County terroir.”


In Her Own Words: Morning to Night


Here’s how Sue describes her day on the farm, which begins with a quick family breakfast before she heads to the creamery just outside her back door.


5:30 A.M.


Our day starts with the whole family drinking coffee at the kitchen table, and we always begin by checking in about the cows. Before I make cheese, I like to know if there have been any changes to the feed. Our cows graze on pasture and eat a mix of supplemental feed for extra nutrition.


6:00 A.M.


Ken heads to the milking barn, and I go to the creamery behind our house to suit up in my boots, apron, and hairnet. Then I check the temperature in the aging caves and sanitize the vats and the pipeline that brings milk in from the barn.



7:00 A.M.


I text Ken that I’m ready for the milk. We have a gravity-fed pipeline from a bulk tank that leads right into my cheese room. I like to make cheese with milk that is very fresh, less than twenty-four hours old. I always drink a cup of it so that I know what flavors are coming through before I make cheese.


7:30 A.M.


When the milk comes into the vat, I begin warming it very gently. It comes in between 30°F and 48°F, and I need to get it to 90°F.


8:30 A.M.


At 80°F, I add the cultures. The warm milk wakes them up, basically, so that they can begin the fermentation process. I’ll stir the milk gently with a paddle for about an hour, and I’ll keep checking the pH, because the cultures increase the acidity of the milk. We call this the ripening time.


9:30 A.M.


I add the rennet, which will set the milk into a yogurtlike consistency. We always use calf’s rennet because we’re trying to practice making traditional cheese, and calf’s rennet is at the core of tradition. At this point, I’m still stirring slowly and checking the pH constantly. It’s kind of like a meditation. I don’t like any distraction, not even music. I’m using all my senses to pay attention to the milk—visual, aroma, taste, touch. Cheesemaking is really a blend of science, craft, and intuition.


10:30 A.M.


When the milk sets into a gel-like consistency, it’s time to cut it. This is called cutting the curd. I use a long curd knife, and it takes only about five minutes. After I cut the curd, there’s about another hour of stirring, and then I’ll drain off the whey.


11:30 A.M.


Hooping begins. That’s the term for gathering the curds from the vat and putting them into forms. I’ll fluff the curds on a table first to remove any residual whey, then I’ll fill the forms, which are round, to create wheels.


Noon


I never eat lunch. I’ll nibble one of our meat sticks, or I’ll eat some cheese on the fly in our break room between turning cheeses. The cheese needs turning every thirty minutes for the next hour and a half. The forms are perforated so that excess whey can escape each time I flip them.


2:30—6:30 P.M.


After cleaning up, I’ll spend the afternoon down in the aging caves. All the blues get turned once a week. My two washed rinds, Red Cat and Fat Cat, need to be washed with brine three to four times a week so they stay moist.
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6:30 P.M.


Finally, I’ll check emails and texts and fulfill any orders. I’m always apologizing because I am hard to get ahold of during the day. Usually, I don’t leave the creamery until around 8:00 p.m., and then I’ll visit the barn to see if any new calves were born. If I can’t make it, one of my boys will bring a new calf by my window.


8:30 P.M.


Dinner. Generally, we’ll have our own meat or eggs, and I’ll cook the produce we’ve bartered for at market. In the summer, nobody comes in to eat before dark. Sometimes my son Jesse will grill.


10:00 P.M.


I fall into bed!






All About Milk


Four Glasses of Milk: Sip Through the Seasons


Just as the best farm-to-table chefs are obsessed with seasonal produce, the best cheesemakers work with the seasons. When Sue Miller drinks a cup of milk from her family’s herd each morning, she tastes different flavors, depending on the time of year. Spring milk is usually the most flavorful because the pastures are full of tender new grasses and wildflowers, but late summer milk is usually richer because the grass is drier and denser. When Sue’s cows move onto locally sourced hay in the fall, their milk changes again. If we were to sit down to a flight of milks from different seasons on Sue’s farm, here’s what we might notice.
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Glass No. 1: Spring Milk


Spring wildflowers and the first tender grass blades contribute the most delicate flavors to milk. Think of this glass as the Champagne of milks: fresh tasting, a little floral, full of zippy energy from emerald-green chlorophyll. Traditionally, spring also marks the beginning of the lactation cycle, resulting in milk with a thick, rich consistency.


Fact: The greatest nutritional value lies in the first centimeters of plant growth.
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Glass No. 2: Summer Milk


Second-growth grasses in the pasture yield another wave of flavorful milk, especially around June. As long as there’s good rainfall, the pasture remains dense and lush. You should taste grassy notes but also notice that this glass of milk is thinner because there is more water in it—thanks to rainfall but also the shift in the lactation cycle.


Fact: Milk from pasture-raised cows is golden in color because of beta-carotene in the grass. When you see a cheese with a golden tinge, like a straw-colored wedge of Montgomery’s Cheddar, you’re most likely looking at cheese made from pastured spring or summer milk.
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Glass No. 3: Fall Milk


As the fields turn from bright emerald to brown, the color of harvest season, you’ll taste less of a fresh grassy taste and notice more richness. As the grass dries, the milk turns high in butterfat again, perfect for making creamy cheeses. This is why Andy Hatch stops producing wheels of Pleasant Ridge Reserve, made with flavorful summer milk, and switches to making his lush Rush Creek Reserve, beloved for its soft, creamy texture. His seasonal approach to cheesemaking is inspired by centuries of Alpine cheesemakers, who did the same.


Fact: The most nutritious hay is cut when it’s still green—it’s harvested at the peak moment for grazing, so it still contains chlorophyll.
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Glass No. 4: Winter Milk


Winter milk is mild; you may taste straw. Most animals are fed hay, grains, and cereals during the winter months. Their milk grows richer from fattier feed, but it is much less complex in terms of flavor and aroma. Some makers let their cows go dry at this stage and stop making cheese altogether.


Fact: Winter marks the end of the lactation cycle. Animal milk contains the most richness at the beginning of lactation and is mostly water by the end.




    The closer you peer through the magnifying glass at milk, the more extraordinary it becomes. We throw around the expression “superfood,” crowning new ingredients on a monthly basis for their nutrient-rich profile, and yet I cannot think of a single one that comes anywhere close to matching milk.
—Nutritionist Annie Bell, The Modern Dairy






The Four Main Milks


The easiest way to distinguish between milks? At a glance, they vary in thickness, from watery cow’s milk to smoothie-like water buffalo milk. What makes a milk thick and rich? Butterfat. The thicker the milk, the richer the cheese. Note: The yields below are averages; milk production is affected by the seasons and the animal’s lactation cycle.
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milk no. 1: Cow


About the milk: One cow can produce six to eight gallons of milk per day. Here’s the rub: 87 percent of it is water, which means it takes a lot of milk to get enough solids (curds) to make a single wheel of cheese. Milk production does vary by breed. In fact, breeds are a bit like grape varietals. Some cows, like Jerseys, produce exceptionally rich milk, so they’re referred to as “ice cream cows,” whereas black-and-white Holsteins produce milk that’s less rich, although they produce more of it. Each cheesemaker has a breed preference.


Taste: mild and sweet


Sample cheeses: Cheddar, Havarti, Gruyère, Gouda
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milk no. 2: Goat


About the milk: One goat produces just over half a gallon of milk a day, on average. That’s a tiny amount, which is why you don’t see as much goat’s milk on the market. Like cows, however, goats have a long lactation period, about 284 days. Their milk tastes less sweet than cow’s milk because it contains less lactose (sugar), but it has 13 percent more calcium and 134 percent more potassium. Goat’s milk is naturally homogenized, which means that no cream separates to the top—this is thanks to its small, pearl-like fat globules, which are easy to digest.


Taste: High-quality goat’s milk tastes like fresh grass with a slight lemony hook on the finish that is bright in flavor but not sour. If the milk smells or tastes like “animal,” it’s probably because a buck hung out too close to the does and caused them to release sexy hormones into the milk. Surely, we can all agree that sexy hormones are good, but not in milk or cheese.


Sample cheeses: chèvre, Valençay, Nababbo, aged goat Gouda
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milk no. 3: Sheep


About the milk: Like the goat, one sheep produces around half a gallon of milk per day. Sheep have the shortest lactation cycle—around 180 days—but their wonderfully rich milk produces great cheese. It contains twice the fat of cow’s milk and 75 percent to 100 percent more protein, so it’s basically liquid gold. Like in goat’s milk, the cream in sheep’s milk does not separate, and small fat globules make it easy to digest.


Taste: mild, slightly herbaceous, with a silky mouthfeel


Sample cheeses: Manchego, Pecorino, feta
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milk no. 4: Water Buffalo


About the milk: One water buffalo can produce around one gallon of milk per day. A buffalo weighs 1,600 pounds, yet makes hardly any milk for its size. The quality of that milk, however, is superb. It’s twice as rich as cow’s milk, and it contains less cholesterol, 30 percent more protein, and loads of minerals. Some people call it a dairy superfood.


Taste: sweetly delicate in flavor and extremely silky


Sample cheeses: Mozzarella di Bufala, Casatica di Bufala, Blu di Bufala





The Natural
[image: Image]
Wonder of Raw Milk


Raw or pasteurized?


Raw milk comes straight from the udder of a cow, just as freshly squeezed orange juice comes straight from oranges. Although there’s no guarantee that a raw-milk cheese will taste better than a pasteurized cheese, many cheesemakers will tell you that high-quality raw milk offers a more interesting canvas, thanks to the natural flavors and the diversity of its microflora. You could say that cheesemakers who use raw milk are traditionalists, following age-old recipes in much the same way that natural winemakers are traditionalists—keen to draw flavors from the soil and use minimal intervention. Pasteurized milk, which is heat treated, essentially erases the pasture from milk. Its aim is to destroy any potentially harmful bacteria, but it kills everything—even taste.
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What’s the 60-Day Rule?


Raw-milk cheeses in the United States are highly regulated and have been since 1949, when a law was passed that required them to be aged for at least sixty days before they could be sold. That’s the length of time deemed necessary for potentially harmful pathogens to be destroyed, according to the Food and Drug Administration. This is why you don’t see raw-milk Brie or Camembert at cheese counters in the United States—it’s illegal to import them. These cheeses typically ripen in less than sixty days, so all the Brie and other “bloomy” rind cheeses sold in the United States are pasteurized. It’s a real shock to taste these same cheeses in Europe, because the flavors and textures are so different. A well-made raw-milk Brie is a revelation, nuanced in flavor and lush in texture—it is unrecognizable from the many bland, rubber-band-like Bries sold in the United States.


What’s pasteurization?


Named after scientist Louis Pasteur, pasteurization involves slowly heating milk to 145°F (63°C) and holding it there for thirty minutes. This is known as vat pasteurization and is most common in the cheese industry. If you want to get really geeky, there’s also a heat process called thermization, an in-between route that some makers are opting for, especially European cheesemakers who want to export their cheeses without a lot of red tape. The process destroys some but not all of the natural bacteria and enzymes in the milk. Thermized milk is heated to somewhere between 135°F and 154.4°F (57°C to 68°C) for just fifteen seconds. The milk is neither technically raw nor technically pasteurized.


How exactly does pasteurization affect cheese?


Think about freshly squeezed OJ—it tastes very different from industrially produced orange juice that you buy in a carton. Pasteurization affects the taste and texture of milk, and that means it handles differently when you make cheese from it. Because pasteurized milk is nearly flavorless, a cheesemaker has to add more freeze-dried cultures to develop a complex flavor profile. In practical terms, pasteurization makes total sense when it comes to large-scale cheesemakers who often collect milk from multiple farms and transport it over many miles. Pasteurization ensures safety, and it also extends shelf life, so there is less spoilage.


Why are some cheeses made only with raw milk?


Traditionally, cheese was made on farms from fresh raw milk. Many countries require cheesemakers to use raw milk for certain recipes in order to preserve the cultural heritage (and depth of flavor) of traditional cheeses, such as French Comté. Raw milk also contains beneficial bacteria that increase dramatically through the process of fermentation.






Cheese Anatomy 101


Talk Like a Curd Nerd


To expand your dairy vocabulary, here are a few useful terms. Keep in mind that no one expects you to talk about cheese like a pro when you order at a cheese counter or restaurant, but it can be helpful to know a few words in the local dialect.


Affineur: A well-trained cheese babysitter who oversees the cheese-ripening process, usually in a cavelike environment. The process of maturing cheese is called affinage.


Cheesemonger: A person who sells cheese, just as a fishmonger sells fish.


Creamery: A cheese nursery, i.e., the place where cheese is made. Typically, this is a sterile room with a vat and sometimes a pasteurizer. Milk may be pumped into the room through a pipe directly from a dairy or brought in by hand, using milk cans, depending on the scale of the operation.


Cheese Cave: A controlled environment where cheese is aged. Temperature and humidity are adjusted, depending on the style of cheese. Yes, at one time, early civilizations aged cheeses in actual stone caves that were dark and cool and damp. Today, cheeses are aged in everything from limestone tunnels to walk-in coolers.
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Creamline: A milky layer that forms under the rind of soft cheeses as they ripen.


Crystals: Feel that crunch between your teeth? Many cheeses develop crystals as they age. It usually takes the better part of a year for this to happen. (For more about identifying crystals, see here.)
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Curds and Whey: When you heat milk and add an acidifier—like vinegar or rennet—you get curds and whey. Curds are lumpy milk solids that sink to the bottom of a pan or vat, and whey is the liquid that rises to the top. Whey is usually drained off (and fed to plants or pigs) so that the curds can be packed into forms to create wheels of cheese.


Eyes: Holes in cheese. A cheese without holes is called a blind cheese.


Nose: The tip or point of a cheese wedge. It’s bad luck, or at least bad form, to cut it off and eat it first. Always cut round wheels of cheese from nose to rind, like a cake, to form triangular wedges. That way, each guest can taste all parts of the cheese.


Paste: The interior, or body, of a cheese under the rind.


Peak Ripeness: The optimum stage for eating a cheese, usually determined by an affineur. Peak ripeness indicates that a cheese has reached its ideal flavor and texture. Since cheeses ripen over time, just like peaches, ripeness is a spectrum. A soft, runny Brie, for example, is considered at peak ripeness by many eaters, whereas some might prefer a Brie that’s a bit firmer, at a younger stage.


Protected Designation of Origin (PDO): An umbrella term for cheeses that have legal protection to preserve their authenticity or geographical connection to a region, like Parmigiano-Reggiano, for example. In general, a cheese with a PDO monogram is special and usually of good quality. In this book, PDO cheeses are noted in the Dairy Dossier.


Raw Milk: Milk in its natural state, unpasteurized.


Rind: The exterior of any aged cheese.


Vein: A streak of blue, typically found in blue cheeses, although you will also find the occasional vein of blue in other cheeses, like aged Cheddar.
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Field Guide


* Meet an *
Affineur


Betty Koster
Fromagerie L’Amuse, Amsterdam
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At the doorway to L’Amuse, an expansive cheese shop overlooking a busy Amsterdam canal full of fishing boats, prepare to be greeted by Betty Koster, “the queen of Dutch cheese.” She is tall with a huge smile, striking periwinkle eyes, and a blond bob the color of Brabander—her signature goat Gouda. Step through the door into Betty’s brightly lit shop, and you can’t help but smell a note of butterscotch—a scent that pervades her flagship store, which is also a warehouse for storing cheese before she ships it from the port. Look behind the counter: There is a wall of golden Goudas, like a bookcase full of glowing suns.


Head to the counter, and Betty will break out her black cheese plane and offer you some slices from her collection. The first bite tastes sweet and milky, like nougat. The next sample, like candied pineapple. The third, like caramelized bacon with a rum chaser. Each wheel is aged to perfection because Betty has a knack for discovering the best cheeses in the Netherlands. When she finds a batch she adores, she drives the wheels home in her truck and ages them herself. That way, she can be sure that they mature to her liking—full of sweet, milky notes and glittering crystals.


Now look past the charcuterie case and through a window into a small, dark room where heavy wooden boards support more golden wheels. That’s Betty’s mini–cheese cave. It holds a fraction of what she actually ages in a larger cave system behind the shop, but you get the idea. In the cheese world, Betty is famous for aging her cheeses at higher temperatures than other Gouda affineurs in order to create more crystals, and yet the paste remains miraculously buttery—never dry, like many other aged Goudas can become.


What happens in a cheese cave? Wheels are turned and flipped regularly so that they mature evenly. They’re also tasted at different stages. The longer the wheels mature, the more moisture evaporates and the more concentrated the milk flavors become. It’s very much a waiting game. Cheeses ripen from the outside in, so the larger the wheel, the longer it takes to reach peak ripeness. Betty attends to some of her cheeses for several years. Her L’Amuse Signature is aged for two. Once you factor in labor costs and the price of cave real estate, you begin to understand why hard cheeses usually have a higher price tag than soft, fresh cheeses that require little or no aging.


Before we depart, Betty waves us into the café attached to her shop, where she offers cups of tea. Tea is her favorite thing to pair with cheese. “Heat,” she says, “warms and opens the palate, preparing it for tasting.” She might also hand you her favorite accompaniment for L’Amuse Signature—a sliver of candied ginger and a square of dark chocolate. Sweet, spicy, bitter, crunchy, creamy. Close your eyes and wait for it. First one flavor unfolds, then another. Can you taste “the journey?” Now you’ve been initiated.
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