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				It’s Not You, It’s Brie

				“Kirstin Jackson’s It’s Not You, It’s Brie shines a light on the phenomenal American artisan cheese movement. She focuses on the cheesemakers who have led it with their world-class masterpieces. The thoughtful, colorful descriptions of the artists and their amazing cheeses make this book a great pleasure to read. The accompanying recipes promise many more pleasures to eat.”

				—Max McCalman, author of Mastering Cheese

				“It’s Not You, It’s Brie tells the stories of family farmers and talented cheesemakers in such a way that you don’t realize until you are done that you just had a fun, quick, and thorough education on the resurgence of American-made cheese. Never stuffy or pretentious... You’ll also come away with a list of great cheeses to seek out and try.”

				—Gordon Edgar, author of Cheesemonger: A Life on the Wedge

				“Kirstin Jackson tells the story of modern American artisan cheese with obvious passion and originality. American cheesemakers are fortunate to have such an enthusiastic and knowledgeable advocate.”

				—Janet Fletcher, author of Cheese & Wine and The Cheese Course
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				This book is dedicated to my parents, who’ve provided me with more support than I would have thought capable of just two people. And to artisan cheesemakers, who inspire with what they do every day: Thank you for providing such amazing cheeses to write about—I cross my fingers that you will find this book more enjoyable than cleaning milk vats at the end of the day (unless that’s your thing, then bless you for your sanitary ways).
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				Introduction

				American cheese has more styles than the pope has gilded robes in his Vatican armoire. There is Quesillo de Oaxaca, a Mexican-style cheese hand-stretched by the Salazars in California; Scholten Weybridge, an uber-crème made in Vermont from the milk of a rare Dutch belted cow; and Rivers Edge’s Mayor of Nye Beach, a washed rind goat’s milk that could knock any Époisses out of the water. None of them fit into neat categories.

				Rather than boxing the abundance into eight or nine categories or trying to replicate other excellent cheese guides, this book explains American artisanal cheese according to their influences—cultural and historical backgrounds, production techniques, flavors, and uses. Here, cheeses are divided into sixteen basic genres. Then, each genre is explored by using three specific cheeses as lenses to consider that style’s varied inspirations, production, and history, and to look closer at the people who are making American cheese.

				I picked these specific cheeses because I think they serve as great examples of each varied category, not because I think they’re necessarily better than another similar style made in the United States (although I do adore the ones I picked). In so doing, I may miss some cheese types, but I’ve tried to focus on the ones that have made the most impact in the United States and, by default, in my own life.

				The cheeses in this book are artisanal. There are many different ways to define “artisanal” and “artisan,” but in this book, an “artisanal” cheese is one that is made by craftspeople and artisans who respect the specific cheese’s process and tradition, and understand their impact on it. Because this requires so much attention, most times artisanal cheese will be made by smaller cheese companies. The cheesemakers crafting “artisanal” cheeses respect their animals and their land. If the cheese is not farmstead (“farmstead” means that cheesemakers make cheese from the milk of their farm’s herd), the cheesemakers respect the farmers and the animals who provide their milk as they do the cheese itself.

				The recipes in this book are original and crafted to highlight the artisan cheese with which they’re served. They run from appetizer to dessert, are seasonally arranged, and are inspired according to cheese style. I hope you enjoy them.

				Finally, though I use the term “American” in this book for simplicity’s sake, I am specifically referring to the United States of America, not the broader Americas.

				A Very, Very Brief History of Cheese in the United States

				There is a rhyme and reason to why certain cheese styles reign mighty in some areas versus others—why the funky scents of Limburger are banished to dairy drawers in Wisconsin fridges and don’t sell much in California, and why Vermont has more creameries than Louisiana. Cheese in the United States is deeply linked to our nation’s past. Like Comté in France or Pecorino in Italy, American cheese tells stories of craftsmanship, culture, and history.

				For example, commodity cheddar isn’t the highest-grossing wheel in the United States because of its taste alone. As Paul Kindstedt explains in his book American Farmstead Cheese, cheddar is the most popular cheese here because the Puritans, many of whom were from cheesemaking epicenters in Britain that focused on easily transportable, durable cheeses, brought with them their customs and spread their cheddar love at home and abroad.

				Though few would dispute that the British made the biggest bang with their cheddar-style cheeses in the United States, other immigration populations such as the Dutch, Swiss, Germans, Italians, and Mexicans also influenced North American cheese with their customs.

				It wasn’t until the Industrial Revolution hit America that cheese became commercialized, or commoditized. Equipment became mechanized and more efficient. Women, who were the original cheesemakers in home kitchens, lost commercial control of their craft. Because large milk quantities were needed to meet higher demand and safety concerns arose with the expanding production, milk pooling became more common and pasteurization became the norm. Artisan and farmstead cheesemaking declined.

				The twentieth-century drive for modernity and homogenous food marginalized the craft even more. Sure, good artisan cheese was being made here and there in small batches, but it wasn’t given the time of day by most of the American public, who were happy with their modern, smooth-melting processed cheeses.

				It wasn’t until the 1980s that our cheese really earned back its artisan credo. As the United States prospered economically, Americans headed out to see the world. They traveled, they read books about traditional cheesemaking, and a handful of (mainly female) cheesemakers started making cheese that made people care again. Which brings us to where we are today—in a dynamic artisan cheese world. Skilled people who honor their craft, the art, and the animals and land that make it all possible are making our artisan cheeses, and they’re growing in number. This gives the big processors a run for their money, and gives the rest of us wonderful things to spend our hard-earned cash on—farms, dairy, and making our stomachs happy. Long live the cornucopia of American cheese. May its bounty always outnumber the pope’s gilded robes.

			


		

	
		
			
				Prepubescent Cheese

				The Salad Days

				These young fresh cheeses are the prepubescents of the cheese world. They’ve matured past being just cultured cream or yogurt, have undergone acidification, have likely seen a little rennet in their lifetime, and with a drizzle of olive oil and a grind of pepper, are ready to venture out and maybe top a bruschetta or two.

				But like a tween with access to their parents’ Playboy channel, fresh cheeses need constant supervision. Overexposure to the world’s elements can morph a young ricotta specimen from sweet and lovable to sour and bitter within twenty-four hours.

				Best consumed within days or weeks after birth, the glory of fresh cheeses is linked to their immaturity. Unlike many tweens of today, fresh cheeses have a squeaky clean appearance. Most are white or a light hue, and because the milk is minimally processed, they taste like whatever the animal that provided their milk was eating that week. Once aged and tainted with the extra acidity, firmness, or rind that time deals them, most fresh cheeses loose their appeal.

				The category of fresh cheeses is wide. Often anything from chèvre to mozzarella or schloss is labeled “fresh.” But for this book’s purposes of grouping cheeses together via similar characteristics, influences, and uses, I’m dividing up the classic “fresh” category into three families.

				Here, the first “fresh” family is made up of cheeses such as chèvre, ricotta, fromage blanc, quark, Teleme, and crescenza. They are the lightest and brightest of fresh cheeses and are either best served with a bit of sea salt or olive oil to show off their simple flavors, or used in cooking. Unlike freshly made mozzarella or burrata, which become rubbery when heated, these freshies like it hot. Unpressed and unbrined, they work differently with foods than queso fresco or feta. These are the simple, handmade cheeses that have been made in kitchens, mainly by women, around the world for centuries. They require excellent milk, a deft touch, light wine and beer pairings, and constant chaperoning to make sure they stay in line.

				Mystery Bay Farm Chèvre, Washington

				Like taking a tattooed punk rocker to the prom after your mother set you up with the nice boy from Sunday school, making cheese can be as much a political act as a labor of love. And a much more successful and meaningful one at that.

				Mystery Bay Farm in Nordland, Washington, has been making chèvre since 2008. Through their efforts to pursue their passions in farming and animal husbandry, and to show that being an independent small-time farmer is still a viable option in the current American economic system, they’ve created a farm and dairy that both set an example, and a cheese that demonstrates the beauty of simple things done well.

				A blizzardy, school’s-called-off hue of white, their chèvre—spreadable at room temperature, and crumbly when cold—is a fresh, lactic-acid-set goat cheese. Translating to “goat” in French, chèvre in the United States indicates a fresh, minimally processed, young goat cheese. In France, it is called fromage blanc.

				Slightly tangy with lemony and peppery notes typical of fresh goat’s milk, Mystery Bay’s chèvre epitomizes the glory of the fresh milk cheeses. That is, in addition to highlighting goat’s milk’s basic flavors, chèvre tastes exactly like what the animals are eating. The cheese and its curds are not cooked, aged, pressed, or salted, so all you taste is milk—an expression of what lactating animals consume. In Mystery Bay you taste grass, sweet blackberries, blackberry leaves, and the occasional floral notes from western Washington’s native roses, which the goats snack on during their time on the rotated pastures.

				Ecologists and farmers, husband and wife owners Scott Brinton and Rachael Van Laanen chose to focus on chèvre for two main reasons. They had faith that the quality of the milk provided by their pastured animals would show marvelously in the straightforward, elegant cheese. And thanks to the goat cheese revolution of the seventies and eighties that introduced chèvre to the American masses, they also had faith in people’s previous familiarity with the style, and they knew the local Port Townsend population would welcome it.

				A bonus—there’s no need to find cellar space or spend time flipping wheels or washing the chèvre down. It takes up little space and requires much less labor than aged cheese. To make chèvre, the milk is heated, then cooled, and cultures and rennet are added (rennet is a mix of enzymes that comes from the stomach lining of a cow, plants like thistle, or microbial molds and is responsible for coagulating and seperating curds/proteins from whey/liquid in cheesemaking). Next, the curd mass is left to sit for about twelve to fourteen hours; then it is ladled into molds, drained for twenty-four hours, salted, and packaged—all within three days. In, then out.

				Which brings us to another point. Cheese is not just a passion; it can be a political product, and one that can propel families, societies, and businesses forward. There are many ways cheesemakers support and engage their community—by buying milk from local dairy farmers, by hiring community members, by being land stewards, by being small business owners. One reason why the Van Laanen–Brinton family chose to make a low-labor cheese from the milk of their small herd of goats was because by doing so, the couple could demonstrate that running an independently small, environmentally sustainable, and financially stable farm was possible in a big business–dominated world. When they sell the cheese they make with such intentions, the product takes on meaning, and the community can engage that meaning in the way of their choosing by buying the product. That, or they could just revel in the cheese’s deliciousness. In Mystery Bay’s case, that would likely entail cooking with the chèvre.

				Its elegant simplicity, one of the things that drove Mystery Bay to the style, is also what makes chèvre such a good cooking cheese. It has a clean, pure, bright flavor that pops in any dish. As with all fresh cheeses, the more local it is, the better. Whatever chèvre you can get made from the milk of pasture-grazed animals near you will no doubt be better than one or two states away because chèvre loses its bright, lively, fresh flavor as it ages, which it inevitably does when transported long distances.

				Some other favorite chèvres besides Mystery Bay are those from Harley Farms from Pescadero, California; Prodigal Farm from Rougemont, North Carolina; Dancing Goat from Byron Center, Michigan; and Catapano from Long Island, New York.

				Salvatore Bklyn Ricotta, New York

				If you thought ricotta was just a lasagna filler killing space between the noodles and sauce until the real dairy prize—the hot, buttery, oozing, white mozzarella—arrived, Salvatore Bklyn Ricotta will prove you wrong. This ricotta is a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

				At first glance, one might confuse Salvatore with the everyday grainy, low-flavor, nondescript cheese of the same name sold at chain supermarkets. But a second look reveals a ricotta story of flavor, complexity, and Italian culture. That, and it shows why Italian grandmothers devote canolli space to ricottas when there’s perfectly good pastry cream nearby.

				The color of cream spooned from the top of a milk bottle, Salvatore is at once fluffier, thicker, and richer than its supermarket cousins. Its flavor is a mix of sweet floral milk and rich, salted butter with a light crème fraîche tang. It begs to be spread over freshly baked, crusty bread, drizzled with olive oil, and then left alone with the other guys so it can show what it’s made of.
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				Despite its prowess, according to some purist cheese folk, Salvatore ricotta is not real ricotta. “True” ricotta is an ingenious value-added cheesemaking by-product. In Italy, cheesemakers discovered that if they heated the liquid (whey) that remained after the milk proteins/solids firmed and coagulated, and maybe added a tad more milk, even more cheesy protein would gather and give them two cheeses for the price of one. Little to no fresh milk or cream is added. This type of ricotta tastes less rich, and is very, very authentic. (It can be spotted driving fast cars, doesn’t take milk in its coffee after noon, and wears a shirt that says, “I Am Authentic Italian; Just Ask Me.”)

				Although most wouldn’t kick Salvatore off bruschetta, most Italians and many proud Italian-Americans would not consider it ricotta. If an Italian grandmother made anything similar to it in her home, she’d probably call it “home cheese.”

				But since part of the charm of American cheesemaking is its willingness to be playful and take risks with traditional archetypes, and Salvatore tastes more representative of excellent Italian ricotta than most “true” mass-produced versions out there, let’s close our formaggio dictionary for a moment and roll with it.

				Betsy Devine started making Salvatore as a chef in Brooklyn’s Lunetta restaurant kitchen because she wasn’t happy with what was on the market. She wanted more than just something to stuff between noodles; she wanted a cheese that made her customers revel in the notion of ricotta. Devine quickly developed a following of chefs, and later, cheese shops, that were smitten with her cheese.

				Inspired by a trip to Italy, where Devine and her wife and business partner, Rachel Mark, met a charismatic ricotta genius named Salvatore, Devine left the restaurant biz and the two opened a ricotta company.

				Salvatore uses a combination of mainly milk and some cream from Hudson Valley Fresh, a small cooperative of family-run farms in Upstate New York. Devine heats the blend and adds lemon juice to encourage the curds and whey to separate. Once the curds emerge, they’re gently scooped into a perforated plastic tub lined with cheesecloth so the liquid can drain from the creamy curds overnight and become a thick, rich cheese that spreads in small, rich grains.

				With its fresh, sweet, milky flavors, ricotta is a cheese that’s typically employed to bring a balanced richness to dishes, in lasagna, as a pasta filling, and in traditional Italian desserts. Yet a good ricotta really shows its stuff served in plainest form. Salvatore made its name at the Brooklyn Flea Market, for example, spooned over toasted bruschetta and drizzled with olive oil. To show off ricotta’s simple flavors, serve with a lean wine, such as a sparkling Prosecco or Cava, Sauvignon Blanc or Grechetto. Other creameries’ ricottas to try are Bellwether Creamery from Sonoma, Calfornia (they make a ricotta from cow’s and sheep’s milk whey, as well as a fresh, whole cow’s milk ricotta, available mainly in California); Alleva Dairy from New York, New York (made from cow’s milk whey, available in New York); Jacobs Creamery from Chehalis, Washington (whole cow’s milk ricotta, found around the Pacific Northwest); and Catapano Dairy from Peconic, New York (whole goat’s milk, available in New York and by mail order).

				Franklin’s Teleme, California

				Franklin’s Teleme gets you with its innocent puppy dog eyes. Sitting low to the cheese board in its quiet rectangular shape with little adornment, rind, or color to speak of, the humble cheese suggests its only need in life is to be eaten—fresh or cooked, as long as it’s with love.

				After one bite, that’s all you want for the Teleme, too. Well, that and to have its sweet, subtle creaminess waiting for you over polenta with a glass of Trebbiano in hand when you get home from work every night.

				Teleme is most closely related to crescenza in the Italian stracchino family of cheeses, but it didn’t start out that way.

				According to Teleme cheesemaker Franklin Peluso, the first batch of Teleme was made by a man trying to make Turkish feta-like cheese, otherwise known as telemes. The telemes attempt was a bust, but the outcome was a hit. The resulting sweet, subtle, creamy, mild cheese stood about an inch high, turned into a puddle of cream when melted, and tasted just like crescenza.

				The original stracchinos, off-white, creamy Northern Italian cheeses meant to be consumed quickly, were made with milk from stracca (tired) cows. Hiking around the Lombardy hills took its toll on the cows, and at the end of the day, their milk was higher in fat (less water content) and more acidic. These high-moisture, rich yet subtle cheeses with lemony flavors were staples of the region—served for dessert, over foccacia, or used in cooking.

				With a large Italian immigrant population craving stracchino, cities such as San Francisco were an easy market for Teleme back in the twenties. The West Coast Italian-American Pelusos started crafting their own version with a lightly coated rice flour rind and joined the two other Teleme forces in San Francisco in filling North Beach deli cases.

				Yet despite an increase in the cheese’s sales when Italian imports were restricted during World War II and a spike in popularity in the sixties, Teleme fell out of fashion toward the end of the century. The Pelusos looked to other cheese styles to stay afloat and the other two Teleme producers went under. When Franklin Peluso’s father taught him how to make the cheeses in the 1980s, Teleme sales were at an all-time low, and in 2005, the Pelusos sold their company. Franklin, however, kept his vision and his cheesecloth handy and opened his own company.

				Now, Peluso focuses entirely on making the cheese that stole his heart the first time he hand-shaped the curds (word around town is that he might also release a washed rind version). For him, Teleme is a source of family pride and responsibility. Because of its high moisture content and tart bite, it’s a fussy cheese. Few knew how to make it right, and most of those who did have either retired or died. And, Peluso says, he’s not sharing the recipe.

				Regardless of whether cheesemakers will only be inducted into the Teleme club after swearing (blindfolded, with all three hands tied behind their back) never to reveal its secrets, the cheese has touched many. Every time Peluso makes Teleme, he feels a sense of duty toward those who have told him that his cheese makes them smile because it tastes like their childhood fifty years ago. So Peluso continues to hand-press every batch.

				Because Franklin’s Teleme has a rice flour rind that absorbs moisture, it lasts longer than the classic crescenza-stracchino. Unlike other soft stracchino relatives that have a week or two shelf life before they start to taste sour or bitter, Teleme gains power and gets gooier as it ages. Franklin’s version most closely resembles the original when young and can be eaten until you can no longer take the accumulating strength (i.e., funk).

				Traditionally stracchino cheeses are primarily used in cooking, to top risotto, crostini, or for dessert with fresh fruit and honey. They are also a good light starter served at room temperature, or baked, and drizzled with olive oil and cracked pepper. Eat with straightforward wines as with other prepubescent freshies—Grechettos, Trebbianos, unoaked Chardonnays, Southwestern French blends, and stick to the lightest beers possible, like a Pilsner. Franklin’s Teleme is available at select stores around the country, but if you can’t find it near you, try another local, crescenza-stracchino style, such as Bellwether crescenza from Sonoma, California, or Mozzarella Company’s from Dallas, Texas. However, expect a much shorter shelf life—the original crescenza styles can turn as quickly as a fresh ricotta.

			

		

	
		
			
				Herbed-Polenta Teleme Squares

				SERVES 6–8

				These seared polenta squares serve as a gentle base for the mild Teleme cheese, and the Teleme serves as a base for a seasonal topping of your preference. I like asparagus tips, heirloom tomatoes, figs, or persimmons in the height of their season, or just eating the squares plain when I’m in the mood for serious comfort food. The squares can be served as hors d’oeuvres, or if topped heavily and cut in larger pieces, as improvised pizza bases as part of a main course. Many young, mild, soft cheeses such as chèvre or fromage blanc (drain in a sieve if very wet) or fresh ricotta could be used as substitutes.

				1 cup polenta

				31/2 cups water

				1 teaspoon salt

				1 small ancho chile

				1 bay leaf

				1/8 cup parsley, chopped

				1 teaspoon rosemary, finely chopped

				1–2 tablespoons butter

				salt and pepper to taste

				1/3–1/2 pound Teleme

				Put the polenta, water, and salt in a medium-sized, heavy-bottomed pot. Whisk together well to mix. Bring the mixture to a boil while whisking occasionally to blend and to ensure the polenta on the bottom of the pot doesn’t burn. Once the polenta has come to a boil, add the chile and bay leaf and turn the heat as low as possible, making sure you still see small bubbles. Continue stirring occasionally and scraping the bottom of the pan (switch from a whisk to a wooden spoon as the polenta thickens for easier stirring) for 15–20 minutes. You want a soft polenta with its small kernels still a little firm. Stir in the herbs and, if needed, add salt and pepper to taste.

				Spread the polenta on a cookie sheet covered with buttered parchment paper or a silicone mat. Use a cake spatula to make smooth. Let cool. Cut into small, easy-to-pick-up squares.

				WHEN READY TO SERVE:

				Preheat the broiler.

				Bring a medium-sized sauté pan to medium-high heat and add a half-tablespoon of butter. Working in batches, sear the polenta squares until their edges are crispy, and set aside on a cookie sheet. Once done with all the polenta, cut pieces of Teleme just smaller than the squares and place one on each rectangle. Broil the squares on the cookie sheet until the Teleme starts to bubble and become golden. Add your desired toppings to the squares and serve.
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