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For Charlotte










Preface



GOATS


A Love Story


ALMOST TWENTYYEARS AGO, FROM THE KITCHEN TABLE OF MY BROOKLYN apartment, I dreamed of being a goat farmer. The pages that follow chronicle a 12-month journey I embarked on in 2003 with my husband Karl, led by the longing for a life rooted in the earth. This is a story of motion, of our unlikely dream, and of the community of strangers who supported us at crucial and unexpected times. It’s also, of course, about goats.


Since 2005, Karl and I have raised our three daughters, a herd of Alpine dairy goats, and an ever expanding menagerie of pigs, sheep, horses, and poultry on Ten Apple Farm, our homestead in southern Maine. Everything about the life we’ve created here began with our year of the goat and the lessons we learned in our travels. Our embrace of risk and adventure, our curiosity about where our food comes from, our techniques of animal husbandry and land steward-ship all began with our experiences on the open road.


When I published this book in 2007, we were still early in our homesteading, and much of what’s now just daily life was still an aspiration. We had discovered a model for the farm we wanted to create—and the people we wanted to become—but we had barely gotten started. After mortgaging everything to buy a big farmhouse with an attached barn, we filled our new homestead with four goat kids, a dozen chickens, and an infant daughter. We bought and stacked a cord of green wood, and harvested rhubarb and asparagus from a garden that came with the property, but we were as new to self sufficiency as we were to parenthood.


Looking back from this distance, I know that the person who wrote this book couldn’t yet process forty jars of apple butter in one long afternoon, or butcher a freezer’s worth of chickens, or reach into a laboring dairy goat to find her baby’s nostrils and gently tilt his head for a safe delivery. When this book came out, Karl had never tented the skin on a goat’s flank to give it an injection, or wrangled piglets with the rest of the 4H parents at the county fair, or felled, split, and seasoned standing oaks for our family’s winter firewood. While writing The Year of the Goat, this kind of competence was still our dream. Now it is simply the rhythm of our life.


If you met me today, you might not recognize the narrator of this memoir. Nearly twenty years later, immersed in an existence that is so deeply rooted in our farm and family, I barely recognize myself in these pages.


I have now spent more than a third of my life on our farm, my days governed by the needs of our animals, my years structured by the seasons. In 2013, Karl and I shared the privilege of nursing my father through the end of his life here on the farm. Our marriage has been forged in the triumphs of the farm’s daily miracles, and in its trials.


When we started the goat project, our intention was to become cheesemakers, and our journey began in part as a quest to find a variety of goat cheese that we loved enough to make on our own. By the end of our travels, however, Karl and I had changed our ambition. Settling on our farm, the goal was simply to create a diversified homestead that closed the circle between production and consumption, which is exactly what we have done. Yes, I’ve been making chèvre and a few aged cheeses and teaching simple homestead cheesemaking in our kitchen for more than a decade. But rather than exclusively dairy production, we’ve consciously modeled our farm and its offerings on several of the places we discovered in our travels: Quillisascut in Rice, Washington; Antiquity Oaks, near Joliet, Illinois; and Wind River Pack Goats in Lander, Wyoming. We’ve integrated hospitality into our homestead in the way of the Italian agriturismo system we experienced during our delayed honeymoon at Casa Scaparone, near Milan.


We’ve modeled ourselves, too, on the people we met in our travels. As much as this story is about us, it is also about the people we met along the way. Those I wrote about in the book were consistently kind, generous with their knowledge, and forgiving of our mistakes. We are still in touch with many, but over the years, we have lost some of those who inspired and encouraged. We are reminded of them in these pages, and in the portraits that Karl photographed, which hang on many walls in our rambling farmhouse. We think of these mentors every day, and try to live up to their examples.


Like all personal narratives, The Year of the Goat is a product of its time. This is a young woman’s story, told at the quick pace of a road trip. The book was written in a period when questions of privilege weren’t squarely out front in many narratives, and the dramas of mounting debt and existential fear were often sequestered off the page. The tone of this memoir is light by design, and many of the personal challenges we faced are deliberately omitted. An early working title of the book was “Goats: A Love Story,” and in some ways I think that better captures the spirit of the narrative. In our adventures, we fell deeply in love with an animal and a lifestyle, and while our travels took a year, the journey, almost two decades later, continues.


If I were to write this book now, I might start with an acknowledgment that Karl and I began from a place of privilege. In our education and work lives, we had reaped the rewards of a system stacked in our favor. Furthermore, we both come from families who encouraged our quest for fulfillment. Without their support—emotionally and materially—this adventure could never have happened.


If we were to start this project today, we’d begin with a Kick-starter campaign, and chronicle our adventures on a dedicated Instagram account. In 2003, we were early bloggers, selling t-shirts and handmade fleece goat puppets on our website, and phoning in occasional dispatches from the goat world to WNYC’s show, The Next Big Thing. Despite beginning with a stable financial foundation, along the way, we went into debt to fund our travels, and missing from this story are the arguments about money, the maxed out credit cards, and the challenges of paying my student loans from the road in a time before online billing. Changing your life is hard, but even though I kept many challenges private, my overall memory of this year is as rosy as it appears in this narrative.


The focus of this book was on the culinary world, and consequently, we omitted discussion of many side trips and conversations with ranchers and goat herds who were not directly involved in making food. Fiber producers, researchers, and breeders receive scant mention in these pages, particularly when compared to the enormous influence they’ve had on our lives. In particular, we continue to follow the incredible work of Lani Malmberg, an ecologist whose work and impact have only grown in importance.


When we left New York, people often told us that the back to the land movement was over. They couldn’t conceive of why we would be interested in such a difficult life. We embarked on our goat journey in the early years of what turned into the most recent wave of small scale homesteading and animal husbandry. Just a few years after The Year of the Goat was published, a flurry of narratives appeared that chronicled a similar transformation. Looking back, we sometimes joke that if we’d just stayed in Brooklyn, we probably could have raised at least a small flock of chickens in Fort Greene.


As it is, we are grateful for the space we have, the animals we tend, and the work that we’re able to do together. We invite readers to visit our farm—online and in person—and to come hike with our goats. They are magnificent creatures, and each day we marvel at our good fortune to be here, tending our herd, on Ten Apple Farm.


—Margaret Hathaway & Karl Schatz


Ten Apple Farm, 2022










Introduction



WHEN I LIVED IN NEWYORK, I THOUGHT OF FARMING AS THE RETURN TO a simpler life. I imagined the people who sold cheese, greens, and homemade sausage at the market in Union Square to have lives much different from my own: engaged in the rhythm of the seasons, elevated through their literal roots to a higher spiritual plane. I knew there were hardships—the plight of the American small farmer was enough of a catchphrase to make that obvious—but other than weather and disease, I had no idea what they were. I saw them with their battered trucks and dirt-streaked work pants, and I imagined that their lives had a kind of purity of intention that mine lacked. I thought their days must be governed by the needs of their animals and plants, that once a week they would make the trip into the city, but otherwise they would simply work the land. In my mind, this existence was somehow less complex and cluttered than my own.


In the early months of 2003, my boyfriend, Karl, and I began to yearn for this kind of life. The feeling had built gradually within each of us, unspoken, and by the time we discussed it, we were both in its thrall: we wanted a quieter life.


We lived at the time in Brooklyn and worked in Manhattan at jobs we enjoyed. Karl was the picture editor for Time.com, the Web site for Time magazine. I was a manager at the Magnolia Bakery, a West Village landmark that had earned its reputation by making homey sweets that reminded patrons of their childhood, lived or imagined.


We were very much engaged in the city, beginning our days at the Fort Greene dog park, scanning the Voice and Time Out New York for things to do in the evenings, ordering takeout from the cornucopian drawer of menus in our kitchen. (Only in New York do your delivery choices include sushi, Dixie, and Senegalese.) We had a life that in many ways was fulfilling: a dog, the bottom story of an old brownstone, a large circle of friends, enough money to eat well and take interesting vacations. But at the same time our priorities were shifting, and as our domestic life assumed a new weight, we began to question some of our choices.


When we moved in together in the fall of 2002, our lives had begun to center less on the delights of the city and more on the comforts of home. We had adopted a puppy, and his needs precluded long nights out. Instead, we painted our apartment and invited friends over for lavish dinners, cracking the spine of Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking to offer our unsuspecting guests stuffed shoulder of lamb, daube de boeuf, and duck braised with chestnuts and cabbage. Our meals, whether with friends or alone, stretched for hours over several courses. We still went to exhibits and concerts, but the urgency to take part in every opportunity the city could offer had been supplanted by a satisfaction in nesting.


As the winter stretched on, and that first hushing magic of snowfall was replaced by a harsh, biting cold, this became especially true. The gray-capped snow and leaden skies felt dirty and oppressive; unshakable chills and deep pools of exhausted slush made the days bleak and dingy. Late blizzards shut down public transportation and sent Karl out on cross-country skis to walk the dog. At the bakery, we had to cover the checkerboard floor with flattened cardboard to soak up the slop tracked in by every damp boot. The subway was slick with iced grime, and it seemed as though each fellow rider was angry. When we weren’t at work, Karl and I just wanted to be at home.


In late January I spent several days in upstate New York at the restored farmhouse of my friend and Magnolia’s owner, Allysa Torey. We were working on a cookbook she was writing and spent most of the time indoors at the dining room table, which was covered in recipes and Post-it notes. But the mere fact of being in the country caused a dramatic change in my mood. Though I was sitting with my boss, working for eight hours at a stretch, the glimpse through the window over her shoulder of dried cornstalks in a field made me breathe a little deeper. The winter claustrophobia that had settled within me was alleviated, not by spring, but by space.


I came back to the city with a dream of the country. I felt like a different person when I was out of New York: my neck relaxed, my head cleared. In contrast to the frantic pace of my city life with its lists and anxieties and headaches, this brief escape brought me calm and a keen focus. Days in the country seemed longer and more expansive, suffused somehow with a sense of possibility.


Coming back, I wondered what sort of people Karl and I would be if we lived in the country. I imagined us in a town like Allysa’s, living in a many-roomed old house with a wide porch and a big garden. Our dog Godfrey would have room to romp in the fields; I would watch him from a distance while I hung out laundry or darned socks or made pickles. Though I’d only known Karl as a city person, when we’d first met he’d kept a small garden behind his apartment, and I’d seen his delight tending tomatoes, hollyhocks, and strawberries. I could easily imagine him puttering around the yard or tinkering with a lawnmower, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat and wiping sweat from his brow with a bandanna. The fantasy included babies and Sunday dinners and like-minded neighbors who would drop by for late-morning coffee.


My daydreams were an amalgam of memories from my grandmother’s house and Charlotte’s Web—an existence bustling with people and chores but tidy and orderly, curtains ironed, bathrooms scrubbed. It was very 1950s, embarrassingly coated in gender stereotypes, but it was a captivating dream. I was sure that life would feel easier in the country, even if our daily tasks were just as hard. Returning to the present, to our urban livelihoods and rhythms, I wondered what we could do to support ourselves in a rural community.


I shared the vision with Karl, who is an animal lover, and it was he who hit upon the idea of farming, though at first it was kind of a joke. It was something fun to think about, and it was a fantasy that fueled us through the winter. When the weather was ugly or someone on the street was rude, we could seek solace in our farm.


About this time, the bakery received a case of samples from Ronnybrook Farm, a small New York dairy. The story of Ronnybrook was one that, in the following year, would become very familiar to me: a small family farm, squeezed on all sides by corporate dairies and agribusiness, had found a niche. At Ronnybrook Farm, their tactic had been to beautify their packaging, diversify their products, and, most important, to keep their milk as natural as possible. What the dairy’s salesperson dropped off at Magnolia was a plastic crate filled with glass bottles of milk, yogurts, fresh cheeses, and a paper-wrapped block of sweet butter. It was amazing. The flavor of the milk reminded you of its origins; it wasn’t exactly that it tasted of grass and sky, but something in it recalled its source. There was a richness and a complexity about it that I had ceased to expect from milk. In the end, we couldn’t switch to Ronnybrook’s milk at the bakery, but their example had changed something within me. It suddenly seemed possible to live out the dreams we had been concocting, to live both off the land and closer to it. If other people were making a go of it as farmers, I thought, why couldn’t we?


At home, Karl and I began to talk seriously about farming and about the possible niches we could find and fill. Cows were out of the question for a number of reasons: they are too large, there are too many farms like Ronnybrook already in existence, and we didn’t feel drawn to them by any kind of cosmic tug. Then we began to talk about goats.


We both love goat cheese, and the more we talked, the more we found the idea of goats oddly compelling. Karl had visited a goat dairy in the Berkshires, and from that experience he easily imagined himself caring for a small herd. I wanted to make something, and envisioned myself in the earthiest of situations, milking animals and then turning that milk into something pungent and fabulous. As a very small child I had been to a cheese cave in France where wooden hoops formed cheeses that aged against dank stone. In retrospect it’s embarrassing, but when I thought of making cheese, that was my point of reference, and it seemed wonderful.


I felt, too, as though I had been moving in this direction—toward a cave in the country—since nearly the beginning of my life in New York. When I had first moved to the city, I worked for a year as an assistant to a cookbook editor. I realized during that time that while I was reading manuscripts about food, what I really wanted to be doing was preparing it. There was a sterility to my life in an office that made me feel profoundly disconnected from the world around me. My first remedy was to quit that job, to trade in silk scarves for vintage cotton kerchiefs, and start working at Magnolia where my days were filled with frosting, conversation, and natural light. There were parts of me that still loved this life, but an increasingly larger part of me wanted a stronger connection to my environment than I could ever have in the city. As Karl and I talked about goats, we both became seduced by the image of ourselves as farmers and cheese makers, escaping from our current lives and creating, in the country, better versions of ourselves.


We began to do some empirical research. On reconnaissance missions to the cheese counters at Zabar’s and Fairway market, we sampled different types of goat cheese. There were fresh chèvres, the mild, crumbling, luminous white cheese most people associate with goats. We found them blended with honey, rolled in vegetable ash, and swirled through with herbs, some forming a beautiful loose spiral of deep green and white. One called Madame Chèvre, from Woolwich Dairy in Canada, came already packaged with various accompaniments, like roasted red peppers and spiced cranberries. There were aged and softly running crottins, small, flat disks of pungent cheese whose name derives from the French word for animal droppings. There was even a nutty brown cheese from Norway that had the dense consistency and concentrated sweetness of caramel. At Gourmet Garage, I found several flavors of goat’s milk yogurt from Redwood Hill Farm in California. At our local Pathmark grocery store, I even found ultrapasteurized fluid goat milk from Meyenberg, another California dairy.


We experimented, substituting goat’s milk in things like hot chocolate and rice pudding. While the processing of the milk had gotten rid of any trace of a goaty flavor, there were definitely some additions that went well and others that did not. We found that we liked goat’s milk with chocolate, cinnamon, honey, mint, rosemary, and, weirdly, grapes. We didn’t much care for it with citrus, and found that quiche made with goat’s milk was a little strange (though, to be fair to the goat’s milk, I also put in Gruyère, and it may have been the combination of flavors that clashed).


We also started to do some Internet research about dairy goats and small farming. What we turned up was in many ways discouraging: land was outrageously expensive, the variety of dairy goats was overwhelming, and making interesting cheeses looked much harder on the computer screen than it had in my childhood memory. The projected startup cost of a U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)-inspected Grade A dairy, which is the only kind that can legally ship products across state lines, was about a quarter of a million dollars. That was just for the equipment and animals; a farm on which to put them would at least double the cost. Looking at online real estate ads, we found trim dairies, rambling farmsteads, empty parcels of land, all bearing price tags with more zeros than we could contemplate.


“Good God,” I would breathe, leaning over Karl’s desk chair to look at listings that were progressively farther from our means. Any way you look at it, $500,000 is a startling amount of money, but it is especially so when you’re looking at it from a rented one-bedroom apartment in Brooklyn. Without money to pursue it, we felt the dairy dream slipping from our grasp.


By this point, however, we had become goat people. Everywhere we looked, they seemed to rear their horned heads. In an afternoon at the Met, what I saw was not an accumulation of fine art, but rather goats capering across the swollen jugs of red and black amphorae, gauzy Impressionist goats chewing their cud, glazed Chinese goats corralled in an ancient earthenware pen. Cutting through the food court at Grand Central, my eyes rested on the curried goat sign at Golden Krust. The U.S. Postal Service had just issued goat stamps for the Chinese New Year; a Gambian baker at Magnolia brought leftover goat stew for lunch. Goats were everywhere.


We could not give up the dream of ourselves as goat farmers. We were possessed by the idea, and our hopes had gone so far into the country that our daily city lives seemed schizophrenic and disappointing. Celebrity spottings at the bakery, the startup of Time’s softball season, chicken and fried yucca from our favorite Peruvian restaurant—things that had once been cheerful distractions no longer brought that little zip to our lives. We moped around the apartment, feeling cramped in rooms that had once seemed spacious. We snapped at each other, as though blaming one another for inadequacies that (we imagined) had precluded acting on the fantasy. But we simply couldn’t find an angle that would put this goat dream into a manageable order. Karl had the idea of apprenticing ourselves but didn’t know where to begin. I thought of trying to coerce family members into becoming business partners, but no one was really interested. We both tossed out the idea of simply moving to a small town and seeing what happened.


In May we took a vacation to South Africa, trying to shake off our goat malaise with an adventure. Ironically, South Africa is the heart of the international meat goat industry, and in retrospect, the vacation was a little like trying to escape cattle by going to rural Kansas. At the time, however, it was just the nudge we needed to push us out of inertia. For two weeks, we went on photo safaris, toured vineyards, and swam with penguins. We returned to New York refreshed, Karl excited by the photos he’d taken and I by the serendipity of travel. After months of funk, we felt fun again.


Dr. Fraum, Karl’s therapist, had been listening to the goat saga—its wild speculations, curious revelations, crashing defeats—twice weekly for many months. He had been patient throughout the spring, making the appropriate noises of encouragement and skepticism, but in late May, upon our joyful return from Africa, he made a bold suggestion: what if we were to take a year to explore the goat world? We could have adventures, take photographs, record our thoughts, and at the end, if we made it, we could decide whether devoting our lives to agriculture was really the answer. It wouldn’t bring us any closer to the down payment on a farm, but after a year we might realize that a farm wasn’t what we wanted.


In retrospect, it seems likely that Dr. Fraum was not making a serious suggestion but rather throwing out the idea casually to assess our levels of both commitment and desperation. But whatever his intention, for us it was a revelation. Karl and I found in his idea the germ of a plan—here was a way to our dream! Dr. Fraum tossed a Rorschach blot in front of us, and in it we saw goats and a path out of the city.


Through a fortuitous series of events—most notably the loan of a car and a house by our parents—by summer we were in a position to leave New York and travel the country. In August of 2003, six months into the zodiacal Year of the Goat, we began our own.










1



New York City
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WE START OUR JOURNEY BEFORE LEAVING NEW YORK WITH A VISIT TO Max McCalman at the restaurant Picholine. Max is the author of The Cheese Plate, and as the maître fromager at both Picholine and its sister restaurant, Artisanal Fromagerie and Bistro, he is a recognized authority on cheese. We meet with him in the late afternoon of a muggy August day as he arranges the evening’s cheese cart in a climate-controlled room that functions as the restaurant’s wine cellar. Periodically through our conversation, Max disappears into his adjacent cheese cave, emerging with a pungent paper-wrapped lump that he sniffs, pokes, and carves before arranging it on the marble slab of his cart. We have chosen Max for precisely this kind of single-minded distraction. His devotion to cheese, and specifically to maintaining its integrity through proper storage and handling, is legendary among foodies. What we hope to learn from him is some background on American goat cheese. We want to know the issues facing American cheese makers, the varieties of cheese they are producing, and the operations he thinks we should visit.


Max is a slight man, and in appearance and bearing he seems European. He arranges his cart in shirtsleeves and a tie, and somehow the casual dignity of his attire is in no way undermined by the fact that what he is doing, at base, is evaluating the progress of bacteria.


The process of cheese making is achieved in roughly four steps: acidification of the milk; coagulation, or curdling; cutting and draining; and ripening, or maturing, the cheese. All cheese is acidified and curdled. In the first step, the milk is warmed and a bacteria that produces lactic acid is introduced. The bacteria can be one of many kinds, and the ultimate flavor of the cheese is dependent upon which culture is used. When the milk has acidified, or ripened, another agent—either rennet or a vegetable extract—is added to coagulate the milk. In this second step, the milk curdles, and the whey separates from the curds. The whey is generally discarded (or cooked to make ricotta), and the curds are cut and drained.


It is at this stage that the most significant variations between cheeses occur. Depending upon the desired outcome, curds can be stirred, kneaded, cut, stacked, or even cooked. The treatment of the curd determines the texture of the cheese: for a soft, fresh cheese, the curd is simply ladled into a perforated mold and allowed to drain. For a cheddar, the curds are stacked into piles that squeeze the whey from the bottom layers, and then are restacked and drained so that each layer has a turn on the bottom. For a cheese with the consistency of mozzarella or provolone, the curd is plunged into hot water and then pulled into thick strands like taffy.


Once the curd has been worked, it is pressed into forms. This is what turns curd to cheese and is so important to the process that the French and Italian words for cheese, fromage and formaggio, come from the Latin root forma, or mold. The sizes and shapes vary, though all cheese forms allow for some method of drainage. For harder cheeses, a weight is placed on the top of the form to press out the last drops of moisture. When the cheese is sufficiently stiffened to be removed from the form, it is taken out, and, if salt hasn’t already been added to the curds, the cheese is salted.


From this point on, the cheese is in a process of maturation. In the longer-aging cheeses, this takes place in a cool, dry room where the cheese may live for years before it emerges onto the market. For other types, ripening is hastened by the introduction of bacteria, yeast, or mold, and by curing in a warm or moist space where these additions can bloom. Depending upon the maker’s technique during a cheese’s maturation, possible results can include a soft interior coated in white down (a bloomy rind), a firm interior within a rind that’s been regularly rubbed with brine (a washed rind), or a dense creamy block, mottled with blue (a classic blue-veined). In each case, the conditions must be carefully monitored to ensure that the living microorganisms that cause ripening neither run amok nor die.


This is where an impassioned Max McCalman enters the picture. “Cheese is alive,” he repeats like a mantra, and he speaks of his role as twofold; he is both its promoter and its caretaker. When an artisan has put so much work into a product, in some cases spending years with a cheese before it is ready for retail sale, Max sees it as his responsibility to tend it through maturity and ensure that it reaches the table at the exact moment it peaks. And so, as we ask him questions he continues his daily regimen, appraising every specimen, which range in size from morsel to slab, and placing them carefully among the congregation of cheeses on his cart. At times, moved by aesthetic or gustatory considerations, Max pauses and reconsiders his juxtapositions, shifting the cheeses like pieces on a chessboard.


Our questions for Max are relatively basic. Sitting in cool humidity among wooden racks of wine bottles, perched on chairs brought in from the dining room, we ask Max who are America’s premier artisanal goat-cheese makers.


“Judy Schad, of course, Laura Chenel, Mary Keehn,” Max lists these cheese-world celebrities in an offhand manner, and we’re too embarrassed by our ignorance to ask for repetition. I take notes frantically, phonetically spelling unfamiliar names. His voice is lost in a rush of air as he opens the glass doors of the cave, and he continues to call out names, though he might as well be in a wind tunnel.


“Is the recorder getting any of this?” I mouth to Karl, who grimaces and shrugs. I continue scribbling on my notepad.


When Max ducks out of the cave and returns to the cart, we ask him where these people are and what types of goat cheese they’re making.


“In truth, most American goat cheese comes from California, but there is superb cheese coming out of dairies in Indiana, Alabama, and Texas. The people who are doing it right understand goat’s milk—they know that it doesn’t make a giving or forgiving cheese. Cheese is a living thing, and goat cheese, especially, needs to breathe while it ages.” A coating of ash, Max thinks, makes a perfectly sufficient rind.


“What I like to see are cheese makers who eat their own cheeses,” he continues, and his praise generally goes to those who have done exhaustive research before embarking on their enterprise. (Karl and I exchange a self-congratulatory glance.) He stresses the importance of the French concept of terroir, a term that literally means a foodstuff’s provenance, but more broadly means both the land and the culture from which it comes. His biggest piece of advice to a budding cheese maker is this: taste what the Europeans have made and use it as your standard.


Where Max really becomes excited—setting down his cheese to gesture, raising his voice from the modulated tones that for so much of our interview have trailed off into the cave—is in discussing the differences between European and American cheese makers, and especially the trials of the Americans. The issues that affect them are numerous. European subsidies of artisanal cheese makers drive down the prices of imports and, perversely, make domestically produced cheeses more expensive in America than those produced in France. Raw-milk legislation—the statutes demanding that most milk sold in the United States be pasteurized—makes Max nearly apoplectic: “It’s alive. You pasteurize it and it’s dead. You kill it, you kill it.” He sighs, “Would you rather eat live food or dead food? Live.” The question is rhetorical, but Karl and I find ourselves silently answering, “Live, of course, live.”This legislation, which in the past dealt mostly with cow’s milk, has begun to take a broader view, encompassing all types of dairy and exposing goat’s milk producers to much more stringent regulation.


But the most difficult issues, hands down, are the public misconceptions about goat’s milk cheeses. When Max arranges a cheese plate for restaurant patrons, he says, he routinely asks them if they have any preferences. The most common answer, whether they like creamy Camemberts or stinky blues, is that they would prefer that their plate include no goat cheese. The true reason for this is a mystery, though Max has some theories. The first is fear; for many American restaurant goers, the introduction of a cheese course is itself relatively new. The variety of cheeses that to a connoisseur is thrilling, is to the uninitiated a little nervous-making. With so many possibilities, the chance to weed out anything, and in the process assert some control, is perhaps attractive. But why weed the goat? The most likely reason is a simple ignorance of the glorious possibilities of goat’s milk cheeses.


To those in the know, the term goat cheese encompasses a delightfully broad spectrum with seemingly endless variety. Goat’s milk can be made into a cheese that’s sweetly marbled and blue; another that’s salty, dense, and dry; even one that’s moist and springy on the tongue. The cheeses that Karl and I found on our early dairy expeditions just skimmed the surface of what’s available; goat cheese can signify practically anything. The animal from which milk comes does little to determine the type or texture of cheese that can be produced. Though it may be influenced by characteristics of the milk, the style of cheese is ultimately decided by choices made by the cheese maker during production.


To many, however, the process of cheese making remains a mystery, and goat cheese means only one thing: chalky white logs of fresh chèvre. They imagine something bland, unworthy of their cheese plate, or worse, are overpowered by the fear of a cheese so goaty that it smothers a fine meal’s lingering glow with a distinctly barnyard film. Max would like to educate these people, to encourage them to broaden their palates, but they don’t cause him to lose sleep.


That honor is reserved for another group whose abstention from goat cheese really, well, gets Max’s goat. It’s pregnant women for whom goat cheese has been classed in the same forbidden category as raw oysters and hard liquor. Max scoffs at this prohibition, citing his own family as evidence. While pregnant with their daughter, Max’s wife consumed raw-milk goat cheeses with no ill effects.


The reason for abstention, according to the medical community, is that soft, fresh cheeses are more susceptible to the bacterium Listeria monocytogenes, commonly called Listeria, which causes the infection listeriosis in humans. To a healthy adult, listeriosis produces mild flulike symptoms, but to a pregnant woman, it can cause premature delivery, stillbirth, or an infection in the fetus. It’s a serious concern, especially because pregnant women are twenty times more likely to get listeriosis than other healthy adults.


The focus on goat cheese as a carrier, however, is less clear. Listeria lives in soil and water. Animals can carry it without seeming ill, and vegetables can become contaminated with it through the soil. Any raw or unpasteurized food has the potential for contamination.


Pregnant women are not routinely advised to avoid salad bars or raw vegetables, though they are both prime potential breeding grounds for the bacterium. Yet Googling “goat cheese pregnancy” turns up dozens of entries citing “Foods to Avoid While Pregnant,” and, in one particularly dire warning, advises that indulging in a wedge of goat cheese while pregnant may cause “your baby to get sick or die.” Listeriosis is of course a serious concern, but these notices play on every pregnant woman’s fear, infusing the cheese with guilt.


Max is right to be concerned about the influence that these kinds of articles have on the cheese-eating public. As in most cases, the truth is much less sensational than we’re led to believe. Yes, raw milk, like unwashed vegetables and undercooked meat, carries a greater risk of bacterial contamination. But as with any dairy product that is sold legally in the United States, goat’s milk cheeses must either be pasteurized or, if made with raw milk, they must be aged more than sixty days. The cheeses must also be made by a licensed cheese maker in a certified dairy, and the facility must be available for testing by health inspectors and USDA officials. In terms of public safety, Max asserts, goat’s milk cheeses pose no more of a risk than any other dairy product. In terms of taste, they are incomparable.


As our interview winds to a close, we ask Max how he would assemble an all�goat cheese plate. In response, he puts one together for us, pairing it with complementary wines and apologetically sending us to a banquette near the bar as the first of the evening’s diners trickle to reserved tables in the main dining room. Aesthetically, the plate is lovely—four small wedges of cheese set in a pinwheel around a mound of sliced fig and almond cake, prune and walnut cake, a domino of the Spanish quince paste membrillo, and two Medjool dates. The cheeses are arranged clockwise in the order in which they are to be eaten. Beginning with the mildest and most delicate, Chabi-chou du Poitou, the flavors become progressively stronger with the hearty Mont St. Francis, the edgy Ibores, and the final tingling Harbourne Blue. Max sends us glasses of Pouilly-Fumé to accompany the first three, and he pairs a sweet Quart-de-Chaume with the blue.
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