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Foreword

THE CHEESE BOARD is the one indispensable institution in the north Berkeley neighborhood where I live and work. It has created a community larger than itself, composed of the collective and all its former members, suppliers, customers, neighbors, and all the beneficiaries of its commonsense purity of motivation. And the Cheese Board has anchored and sustained this community by its uninterrupted practice of compassionate collectivism, expressed through food.

Where else but the Cheese Board could I walk through the door on a Saturday morning into a more or less orderly but still thrilling and lively throng of people, all drawn in by the irresistible good smells of baking bread? Inside there are warm loaves fresh from the ovens and huge cases filled with hundreds of cheeses. Everywhere there is greeting, gossiping, and babies crying. Right in plain view is an undisguised workshop: an open, no-nonsense kitchen and counter, with no high-concept merchandising, and nothing boutiquelike about it. And I can always count on a hug and a kiss from a friend behind the counter.

The Cheese Board was there, a hole-in-the-wall with a line out the door, before Chez Panisse was so much as a gleam in my eye. When the restaurant was conceived, I wanted it to be in north Berkeley so the Cheese Board would be nearby, because I knew I would be among friends. The Cheese Board was then a beacon of honesty, and it still is, although now it is also a central gathering place, cheese merchant, bakery, and pizzeria—and still with a line out the door. Its liberality and sheer political expressivity is an inspiration to us here across the street.

Knowing that the Cheese Board is nearby has helped save Chez Panisse from getting too expensive and exclusive, I think. I know I will never forget the astonishing night in the seventies when the merry collectivists, having stripped themselves naked, burst through our front door in the midst of the dinner service and streaked through the restaurant, the very embodiment of ecstatic, anarchic nature, if not anarchosyndicalism.

To have been their across-the-street neighbor for so long is to love the Cheese Boarders most of all for their generosity and kindness. For over thirty years the collective has been quietly teaching its patrons with authentic food and authentic politics. I’m very happy they are now expressing their passion in this book.

—Alice Waters


Preface

WHEN WE BEGAN THINKING ABOUT a Cheese Board cookbook, we knew that it would have to contain not only recipes, but also the multiplicity of voices that have been a part of the Cheese Board these past thirty years. A small group set out to interview past and present members about their experiences, and this resulted in an invaluable anecdotal archive of Cheese Board history. Since 1967, each decade has had its benchmarks: the moving of the store, the starting of the pizzeria, the spawning of new collectives. And with the passing of time, new voices joined the group, adding their creativity and helping the Cheese Board to grow.

The history of the Cheese Board is one of creativity, investigation, trial, and change. Someone gets an idea and throws it out there. Then we pool our knowledge; the idea grows and changes, profiting from the group’s participation and experience. The experience of writing this book has mirrored this process. At first, it was an idea, then a small group of people gathered in support of this idea, the Cheese Board membership endorsed the project, and here we are. We have grown closer, eaten great food, and had a terrific time. And if we’ve learned anything from being Cheese Board collective members, it is that process and product can work together to create something new and worthwhile.

There are many excellent books that explain the science of bread baking. Our book does not go into those details; instead, we offer our years of baking experience. Please follow these recipes as we would: No instruction is carved in stone and no technique is a rule. You are the ultimate judge of what tastes good to you. Our philosophy is that preparing food should be joyous and fun.
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Introduction

 


Someone out on the street is always asking, “Who really is the boss?”






THE CHEESE BOARD COLLECTIVE is a neighborhood bakery, cheese shop, and pizzeria in Berkeley, California. Entering our store is initially overwhelming to some first-time customers. As you walk in, a multitude of sensations surrounds you: the aromas of fresh baguettes, hot cheese bread, and garlic oil from trays of focaccia. From the cheese counter comes the barnyard smell of goaty chèvres and the sharp tang of the blue cheeses. The open kitchen allows you to see the whole operation. Everything is in motion: in the front of the store, workers are selling cheese and customers are browsing and choosing breads and cheeses; in the back, workers are rolling and baking bread. The large selection of products can be confusing. There are forty feet of cases with over three hundred varieties of cheese from around the world. Sourdough products are a store specialty, as are hearty wheat breads, hefty scones, muffins, and savory breads. The varying daily bread schedule is complex enough that even the workers have difficulty remembering it. Customers seem to prize the store as a gathering place for social nourishment as much as a place to buy food. There is a loud party atmosphere of busy shoppers waiting for service and catching up with old friends. Instead of taking a number, you grab a playing card from a hook. When a cheese clerk calls out, “Who’s got the jack of hearts?” you know it’s your turn. If you happen to draw the joker … well, you’re in luck because jokers are wild.

 

HOW WE RUN OUR BUSINESS

The Cheese Board is worker-owned and -operated. We run our business without any formal hierarchy and in as egalitarian a fashion as possible. Regardless of seniority, every member is paid the same hourly wage. Everyone is encouraged to learn all the jobs. Some of the jobs, such as ordering, payroll, and bookkeeping, are held for several years and then rotated to a different member. Each member has equal voting power. Major decisions are made at the monthly meetings using a modified consensus process, while minor decisions are made by the shift at the time that they arise. There are quarterly meetings involving the entire membership to discuss issues that affect both the pizza operation and the cheese and bread operation.

We strive to produce good products with integrity, made by workers who have an investment in their workplace and community.



A few doors down from the bakery and cheese shop is the Cheese Board Pizzeria. The pizzas feature a crisp sourdough crust, Mozzarella, and different combinations of fresh seasonal produce and, of course, specialty cheeses for the topping. For the customer, the choice is easy—there is only one type of pizza each day. The toppings are changed to produce the flavor of the day, but the only choice you have is the number of slices or pies. Just as the hot pizzas are taken from the oven, garlic-infused olive oil is brushed over the crust, creating a heady scent. There is always live music—piano and stand-up bass, sometimes a drummer—and occasionally musician friends drop by and bring their horns, saxophones, guitars, and flutes. Jazz, the roar of the oven fans, aromas, and conversation fill the small space as customers wait in line for slices or whole pizzas. “For here or to go? For here or to go?”

Our History

It absolutely changes people to work here. You learn about yourself, you learn about trying to get along with people. Hopefully, before you die, you learn that these are the most important things in life.

—ART

We would never have survived the years of change if we hadn’t laughed as hard as we did.

—CHARLIE

The basis of the Cheese Board is generosity and love. That was the original gift. A couple of people started it, and the people who work here today revel in that gift. The history is strong.

—LISA



“I’ve been shopping here since this was just a tiny store up on Vine Street.” We hear this comment from our customers all the time. What does it mean? For the veteran collective member it is a reminder that we are friends, family, and community. For the newest members, it is an invitation to join the communal history. We are fortunate to have such loyal and involved customers. Through the years they have supported our alternative work style and joined us in our enthusiasm for and pleasure in food.

Getting our history to sit still on a piece of paper isn’t easy. Since our fundamental spirit is the equality of all voices, it is especially difficult to translate our rich tradition of stories into a single narrative. While interviewing past members, sharing stories with customers, and laughing over experiences with each other, a strong sense of our collective past came through in the individual voices we heard. Here are some of those voices.

1967

One day, I came across Peet’s coffee at Vine and Walnut, where I had a cup of coffee that I remember to this day—it was a Proustian flood of memory that took me back to Paris a year earlier. It was the first time I’d had French roast coffee in the United States. I had discovered something very European in Berkeley. Then I walked down the street and there was this little shop, and once again the cheeses were from France. Oh my God, I’d never seen anything like this: such an array of cheeses, there were maybe thirty or forty.

—JOHN HARRIS,
FORMER MEMBER

Elizabeth and Sahag Avedisian first opened the doors of the Cheese Board in 1967. Their dream was to run a small specialty shop together and make use of slow moments to pursue their interests and studies. The location was a tiny, narrow storefront wedged into a converted alleyway on Vine Street, in north Berkeley. While south Berkeley and the university campus were often roiled by the political actions of the era, the Cheese Board’s immediate locale seemed nothing more than a quiet corner of a small college town. The neighborhood had two gas stations, a drug store, and a small five-and-dime store. The laundromat on the corner was mostly deserted except for a cat sleeping in the window. The Berkeley Consumer Co-operative grocery store, a local meeting place for townspeople, was a block and a half away. Just up Vine Street was Peet’s, a newly established European-style coffee shop that soon was vying with the Co-op as the place to run into friends.

The Avedisians selected the first cheeses for the store by randomly paging through a Domestic Cheese Company catalog. By reading and tasting, talking and sharing, they soon developed a sense for what they liked. By offering samples to customers they learned more about what was delicious and popular. Despite having no real retail experience and little knowledge of cheese, Sahag and Elizabeth soon had a steady business. Berkeley’s large European community and well-traveled locals were thrilled to find a store that carried a variety of authentic, imported cheeses.

[image: ]

Within three months it became necessary to hire a few people to help out in the busy store. The first employees were hired because they were friends or frequent visitors to Vine Street. The new workers and the owners were an eclectic group, which created a vibrant and exciting atmosphere in the small store.

After about six months of talking and eating, and hanging out with Sahag and Elizabeth, I started working there.

—JOHN HARRIS

Well, I hadn’t done that much retail. Being part of the Cheese Board was like being part of a family. I really liked everyone there. It was just fun, and you got paid for it—that was really something.

—TESSA MORRONE,
FORMER MEMBER

Creativity and personal expression were supported by the staff and owners. Most people worked part-time in order to pursue their outside interests. The combination of the store’s character, the appreciation of European culture, and the changing politics of the times created exactly the right environment to foster experiments in alternative work- and lifestyles.

We were not interested in becoming men in gray flannel suits. We wanted to live the free artistic life—we were after more personal expression and freedom.

—GIORGIA NEIDORF,
FORMER MEMBER

Everyone had a main career goal or ambition, whether it was to be an artist, actor, politico, or whatever, and the Cheese Board was a supportive part-time gig.

—JOHN HARRIS

People began to drop by out of curiosity as well as for cheese.

I don’t think that the customers were coming in just for the cheese. It was the atmosphere. It had something to do with what Berkeley was then and what we were. Sahag’s ideals were seductive and wonderful; everybody was ripe for them, the customers and we who worked there. For example, he gave away free soup; the ideals embodied in this offering were right for the community. Those were the days when Berkeley got its reputation.

—PAT DARROW,
FORMER MEMBER

THE COLLECTIVE

Arising from a deep belief that a more equitable distribution of wealth was necessary for a good and just society, and inspired by time spent on an Israeli kibbutz, Elizabeth and Sahag offered to sell the shop, at cost, to their employees. In 1971, the two owners and six employees formed a worker-owned collective.

I couldn’t believe it when we collectivized. It seemed to me that Sahag and Elizabeth were just giving the place away. I had never heard of anything like that. It just seemed so extraordinarily unusual.

—TESSA MORRONE

Sahag and Elizabeth were instrumental in having this collective come into being. There it was, and there it still is. They had the chance to become serious capitalists and they turned it down for the benefit of the workers.

—DARRYL HENRIQUES,
FORMER MEMBER

We were marching for peace, but we had not heard anyone say the owner should not make money off the workers. That was amazing to me!

—PAT DARROW

Originally, the change in status was not formalized on paper. Issues such as legal ownership were not as important to the group as the shift into a brand-new, democratically run business. The transformation from a small, privately operated store into a collective with a completely egalitarian pay structure was revolutionary. The generosity of this act has graced the workplace for succeeding generations of workers.

We still believe that everybody’s time is worth the same amount of money. The quintessential element of the Cheese Board politics is that notion.

—MICHAEL

Trying to devise a legal entity that reflected the reality of the Cheese Board’s structure wasn’t a straightforward proposition.

We were trying to stay out of “the system” as much as possible. We were told we had to incorporate, but then we found out that there were no laws about collectives in the state of California. We decided to hire a lawyer to set something up.

—A LONGTIME MEMBER

To me the central issue was that we had figured out a way for the store to own itself and there were no people that actually owned the store. Your participation in the store had to do with the number of hours that you worked. It was critical that everybody made the same hourly wage no matter how long they had worked there.

—DARRYL HENRIQUES

The transition to a worker-owned and -operated cooperative relied upon a shared work ethic, high standards, and the strong emotional connections among the group. Decisions were made, after much debate, either on the shift or at the monthly meetings. The operation and management of the collective was, and is still, a constantly evolving process. Meetings in the first years were frequently loud, argumentative, and unstructured.

Things were different then. First of all, there were a lot of strong characters who had very fascinating and extreme personalities. In the beginning of the seventies, we didn’t really believe in getting along so much. That wasn’t the big principle—it was more express your emotions and let it all hang out.

—FRIEDA DILLOO,
FORMER MEMBER

The politics of the traditional workplace had been turned on its head. The new owners shared a belief that the collective process would organically create a truly democratic society. Discussions were an exploration into limitless territory. The utopian vision was, however, firmly grounded in an everyday reality.

We succeeded as a business because we weren’t doctrinaire; we were inclusive. We didn’t choose people on the basis of their politics.

—FRIEDA DILLOO

During one member’s job interview with the entire group, she asked, “Do I have to agree with all those posters and signs in the front window of the store in order for me to work here?” We all told her, “Of course not.” She wouldn’t have worked here with us unless we had said that.

—CRAIG KNUDSEN,
FORMER MEMBER

We’re still around because we paid attention to the business. Other collectives criticized us for being too bourgeois. Being a collective does not make you exempt from market forces. You still have to create a place customers want to shop in so that you can generate enough income to pay a living wage to your members.

—S. S.

I love saying to people that this seems like an impossible business model, but it works, and it works very well.

—CHARLIE

BREAD

Daily work at the Cheese Board consisted of waiting on customers, cleaning, cutting cheeses, sweeping the floors, and paying the bills. The introduction of bread for sale, like so many changes at the Cheese Board, wasn’t planned. One day friends of the store brought by a loaf of whole-wheat rye as a gift. With its hearty crust and dark crumb, it couldn’t have been more different from sliced white bread. Inspired, the members invited the friends to bake loaves to sell alongside the cheeses. The loaves were baked in a single oven in the cramped kitchen space. Bread making was seductive—it was a hands-on, tactile experience that was deeply satisfying. On a political level, it was an honest handmade product. Customers loved the bread, and the new product added variety to the store, inspiring members to develop recipes for other breads.

I simply put everything I could think of that was good into the honey egg bread! It was such a rich bread.

—PAT DARROW

The collective was expanding in a new direction, slowly evolving into more than just a cheese shop. But not all the members were excited by this new direction.

I wasn’t that interested in the breads—I think that I rolled out a bread once. The main thing that I wanted was the social relationship with the community. I wanted to stand at the counter and talk to people and sell cheese. It was like a cabaret; the public was the audience and we were the performers.

—JOHN HARRIS

SHATTUCK AVENUE, 1975

With a steadily growing business in cheese and the development of new breads, the Vine Street store was bursting at the seams.

It was tight on Saturdays in the old store on Vine Street. There were four of us behind the counter and there was only one scale and two cutting spaces. We had to move around each other. The line went out the door on Saturdays.

—A LONGTIME MEMBER

There were discussions about moving to a larger space and what that would mean to the group. It wasn’t simply a matter of getting a new space; there were serious concerns about how growth would change the intimacy of the group. The lament, “Let’s stay small and keep the family feeling,” would be heard from then on. But when a larger storefront became available around the corner on Shattuck Avenue, the opportunity was too good to pass up.

In typical Cheese Board style, the members embraced the store’s new home.

We’ve always had the notion of doing everything ourselves. When we moved from the old store to the new store on Shattuck all this construction had to happen. A lot of us thought, “Well, we can make the new store and do everything that’s necessary, relying on our own expertise.” I love that philosophy.

—MICHAEL

It wasn’t long before the Cheese Board was one of many food establishments in the area. There was Peet’s; Pig-by-the-Tail, a charcuterie; Lenny’s meat market; North Berkeley Wine; the restaurant Chez Panisse; Cocolat, a decadent chocolate shop; the Fish Market, right next door to the Cheese Board; and the Juice Bar, another collective, which took over the original Cheese Board location. The neighborhood exchanged ideas over food, and there was a shared belief that good food was essential, honest, and important. Alice Kahn, a local writer and humorist, labeled the neighborhood the Gourmet Ghetto, a title that has stuck to this day. We didn’t know it at the time, but we were in the middle of a food revolution, one that could never have happened without the support of the whole community.

When the food thing really started happening in the mid-seventies our lives changed. We had thought that we were going to be artists, but a lot of us ended up being food people. What was the support, or the economic base, for the career, ended up being the career. There was a transformation where food became an art form, and a life—a life in food.

—JOHN HARRIS

BAGUETTES

The conflict between personal vision and the “collective good” has always been a challenge to the group. The collective fosters personal freedom and at the same time suppresses it. While everyone is an owner, everyone is also a worker.

There’s really no structure for personal creativity in terms of coming up with a new product or initiating a change. It requires certain personalities, people who can’t resist or help themselves.

—D. W.

If anyone thinks of a new product, everyone gets cranky. It’s not easy to innovate—it’s the hardest thing to do.

—LISA

[image: ]
The new store, Shattuck Avenue, 1975.


You have to invent new products on your own time, or else you risk inflicting your desire to create something new onto the shift, which can cause stress. The process makes it really difficult to create something new, but the product in question inevitably becomes better.

—CATHY

Despite initial hesitations, the collective members eventually embraced the idea of offering warm, house-made baguettes to eat with cheese. The customers loved them, and the members began to delve deeper into the art and challenges of baking.

The baguettes were started by just playing around. They were really terrible at first, but in a way they were good—sour and interesting. Bob made people mad at him by experimenting with sourdough on the shift. He had no support, and people would tell him, “You will never make money with bread.” Then we started doing some accounting and discovered that bread did make money.

—FRIEDA DILLOO

The most fun is making the baguettes—rolling and baking them. I love the rhythm of doing the same thing over and over. And then there’s the final product, a wonderfully crusty bread with a delicious sour tang and beautiful mahogany sheen.

—S. S.

Though innovation is a source of struggle and tension at the Cheese Board, it is crucial to our creative dynamic. Each product undergoes scrutiny and experimentation until it is impossible to recall the prototype after all its incarnations. The reward of the process is universal pride of ownership as the new product makes its daily appearance on our shelves. Each of the many bakers has brought their own contributions to the recipes; our store’s master recipe book, tattered and scribbled with notations and corrections, is a testament to this.

Back when we first started making baguettes, almost nobody knew what a baguette was—the word was hardly known in Berkeley. Of course, ten years later you would see as many people walking around with a baguette under their arm as you would in Paris.

—FRIEDA DILLOO

[image: ]
Our master recipe book.
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Shattuck Avenue, 1982.


PIZZA, 1985

When the recession of the eighties hit us in California, the business suffered and we were worried about our economic stability. We brainstormed about ways to stay viable. There was talk of taking a pay cut. As business was slow, there was time to play around.

Initially, someone started making pizza once a week on Tuesdays. Then people on other shifts began experimenting, too.

—ART

Pizza became a regular staff lunch. Someone grabbed cheese from the case, someone else would run next door to the Produce Center for vegetables. A half an hour later, pizza was served. Customers noticed and wanted a piece, too. Before we knew it, we were selling slices for lunch.

We had all been talking about what to do because business was slow. At a meeting we decided to try serving pizza on Friday nights from 7:00 to 9:00 P.M.—for fun, you know, just for fun. And that’s how it happened. That first Friday night, everyone stayed after work to check it out. It was a good thing because we needed their help.

—ART

What started out as a whim ended up reinvigorating our sales. It was so successful that we needed to open an entirely separate storefront and add new members to handle the volume.

By opening the pizzeria as a separate division, the pizzeria was able to expand. I was one of the first people hired for the pizza collective, just as it was in the process of splitting off from the Cheese Board. Cheese Board members were beginning to have babies and didn’t have the time to put into a new product.

—PAM

The pizzeria quickly developed its own distinct character. Nowadays, friends and families listen to live jazz while sitting at café tables inside and out on the sidewalk in front. The tiny space fills up quickly and spills out into the neighborhood. In good weather, picnickers spread out on the median strip, and the sidewalk is full of people eating a slice as they walk along. The line out the door is echoed down the block by the coffee line at the French Hotel.

[image: ]
The Pizzeria, 2003.


BAKING AND BUILDING

The opportunity to expand presented itself again when the Fish Market next door closed in 1989. The membership voted to take a pay cut to fund the remodel of the space. With no particular plans for how we would use the space, we closed our eyes and jumped in, employing our in-house talent to do the remodeling.

Fortunately, Berkeley city laws allow the owner of the business to do the work. When I went to get the permits I said, “I’m the owner. I don’t have a contractor’s license, and I’m not an architect, but I do know how to do the drawings, and I do know how to do the work.” They moaned and groaned, but ultimately they allowed me to do the work.

—MICHAEL

I had been coming to the store on and off since ’84. It looked different then—it seemed small and exciting. Then as the store changed and spread out, that was nice. There was more of the same energy glowing in a bigger space.

—JOSÉ RUIZ,
FORMER MEMBER

By the beginning of nineties, the original concept of a small cheese store had expanded greatly. The selection of cheeses from around the world was enormous, and there were many more baked goods. The marriage of bread and cheese remained strong. Nationwide there was a growing interest in rustic bread; our passion for bread making had already led us to develop many recipes, so the timing was perfect. The Cheese Board was gradually becoming as much a bakery as a specialty cheese store.

When the sixties finally ended in Berkeley, sometime around 1994, the only thing left standing from that bygone era was the Cheese Board. Odd that a time and place so thoroughly associated with outrage and rebellion should all melt down into four hundred or so tasty blobs of Camembert, Port Salut, and Bleu des Causses. Those of us old enough to remember its first tiny storefront have watched fads in politics, haircuts, nose rings, and bread dough come and go, but the Cheese Board stands alone.

—ALICE KAHN, WRITER AND CUSTOMER

With the increased space and redoubled energy, the collective members decided to push back the opening time from 10 A.M. to 7 A.M. for breakfast customers. Soon we found we were running a café—the Morning Bakery—complete with espresso drinks, homemade jam, and pastries. As the store’s focus became more bakery oriented, the shifts began earlier and earlier. (Now, some shifts start as early as 2 A.M.)

I really love doing the coffee line in the morning. You get to know the customers, the regulars. You start playing a game with yourself: having the change ready in your hand.

—ERIN

2003

I have eaten my way through only about one-sixteenth of the products, but it’s not just about the cheese or the sun-dried tomato focaccia. It’s about the collective spirit of the place, even though like a Broadway hit, most of the original cast has come and gone. I remember when some of the new kids on the block of Shattuck near Vine cut their first slices of smoked Gouda.

—ALICE KAHN

Food is still central to our neighborhood. A former Cheese Boarder runs the Phoenix Pastificio a few blocks away; Poulet, a deli-café, is down the street; Masse’s, a French bakery across Shattuck, provides us with birthday cakes; César serves Spanish-style tapas across the street; Grégoire, a tiny takeout place, is around the corner from us. And many of our old friends are still here: the Juice Bar, Saul’s Deli, Chez Panisse, and Peet’s.

Recently, the collective voted to close on a Saturday in October in order to march for peace in San Francisco. We met our customers and neighbors at the BART station—a familiar multigenerational group. While this new peace movement is reminiscent of the sixties, when we look back over the years, we find that the food we make has infiltrated the home more easily than our politics filtered into the American workplace. Even supermarket chains now carry artisan breads and specialty cheeses.

Much of what we have done has come about by chance, by following our passion for food with the support of our community. The belief that every voice is central has sustained us over the years. We have never wavered from the original vision of a democratic workplace. This commitment has made it possible to constantly reinvent ourselves while remaining faithful to our political vision and our belief in good, honest food.

I think we are political in a more subtle, natural sense than in the past. We used to talk much more about politics at meetings and when we got together outside of the store. Actually, in a practical sense, we are just as political as we have ever been.

—MICHAEL

The most political thing we do is that we all own the business together. We let that be our statement.

—JULIA

To me, one of the basic principles of the Cheese Board is to create a great product at a reasonable price, with a generosity of spirit. If you can do all that, the business will thrive. If you can do all that while at the same time creating a democratic workplace, it can be an incredibly fun place to work. These components play on each other—they influence and support each other. When it’s working, the sum is greater than its parts.

—S. S.
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Marching in San Francisco, 2003.



 

SISTER COLLECTIVES

As with many successful businesses, the impulse to expand and capitalize on a good idea occasionally infects the Cheese Board. Unlike most businesses, the motivation for the Cheese Board is not accumulating greater wealth but advancing the notion of worker cooperatives.

The first such endeavor was the Swallow Restaurant Collective. In 1972, the Cheese Board, after over a year of planning, opened a sister collective called the Swallow. The Swallow was an elegant buffet-style restaurant located on the bottom floor of the University of California Art Museum, next door to the campus film archive. Museum-goers could eat inside or outside, surrounded by sculpture. Initially, Cheese Board members joined with the new Swallow staff to launch the restaurant. After this transitional supportive phase was over, the Cheese Boarders returned to the original collective. The Swallow collective had a good run for almost two decades, but eventually succumbed to the combined difficulties of being a collective institution and trying to operate inside a university bureaucracy.

I think the Swallow was probably an example of a collective not gone wrong so much as gone wild, really not kept in check. There were incredibly high moments of great cooking at the Swallow, but it always had a wild streak in it. No one was holding it down, or together even.

—PAT DARROW

More recently, the Cheese Board has participated in an effort to launch a network of worker cooperatives modeled on the Cheese Board and using its bread and pastry recipes. The network is called the Association of Arizmendi Cooperatives, in honor of the priest José María Arizmendiarrieta, the founder of the Spanish Mondragón Cooperatives. This network has opened one Arizmendi Bakery Cooperative in Oakland and another in San Francisco. These are independent cooperatives owned and operated by their workers. The Cheese Board provided some initial seed money and training, and gave the new bakeries Cheese Board recipes. At the time of this writing, the newest Arizmendi Bakery is being established in Emeryville, just south of Berkeley. The new cooperatives, which are members of the association (and own the association), will then provide financial and technical support for starting other new cooperatives based on the same model. The Cheese Board is also a nominal part of the association.

The Cheese Board has little appetite for expanding its own enterprise beyond its borders. We want to promote worker cooperatives, but not at the risk of changing our own scale or culture. Some of our lack of ambition can be attributed to a philosophical distaste for society’s dependence on and glorification of growth and expansion, and some can be because of our natural inclination to take it easy and keep things on a smaller scale.



 

THE CHEESE BOARD: REMEMBRANCES AND AN ACCOLADE

My connection with the Cheese Board began in 1971, when I had the good fortune to find myself in the company of many other young enthusiasts who had a crazy notion of creating a very fine restaurant—with no previous experience. The restaurant was Chez Panisse, and I became its first chef. At the time, I was hardly a chef and Chez Panisse was hardly a restaurant. The Cheese Board, however, just around the corner, was already an established icon in what came to be a very special neighborhood in north Berkeley, California. At the time, the Cheese Board was a hole-in-the-wall with precious little interior space, so people would line up out the door to get their irresistible cheeses, always offered up with great, good vibes and free tastes by founders Elizabeth and Sahag Avedisian and their fellows. The original Peet’s Coffee, Tea, and Spices store was within a few paces, as was Lenny’s Famous Meats, Butcher to the Gods, and by 1973, I had opened my Pig-by-the-Tail Delicatessen across the street from Chez Panisse. Alice Medrich’s original Cocolat store soon followed. The Berkeley Gourmet Ghetto was suddenly there, not by the design of one person or a firm of developers, but by the confluence of people who wished to purvey the best of what there was in artisanal foods while paying respect to the notion of sustainable goods. Though those were not bywords at the time, they were themes of our endeavors, a legacy carried on by the Cheese Board. Quickly, we became friends in that spirit and in daily community life. We celebrated together with group picnics and softball games on the Fourth of July, clapped and smiled together when babies were born, applauded when things went right, cried together when there was loss. The remarkable thing about the Cheese Board is that it began as a genuine collective and continues to be so. That means that everyone gets the same amount of money for every hour worked, and the same benefits, and no one can position him- or herself in a certain job forever until death. It’s one of the most remarkable institutions/businesses in the world, and especially so because in spite of, or because of, its collective nature, it thrives and continues to grow. Well, they do have the best cheese shop in the world.

—Victoria Wise



 


With no boss running the show, it falls on all of us to be perceptive enough to see what needs to be done before it becomes critical. The Cheese Board is like a beautiful, functioning organic machine. The day is full of moments with all of us working together to get the job done. It’s like an improvisational dance.

—JOHN



 


There are as many different opinions about what the collective is as there are people working here. We are a cooperative, but there are forty different interpretations of what a cooperative is. People make it what they want it to be.

—SHEHANNA
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The Basics: Equipment, Ingredients, and Methods

EQUIPMENT

At the Cheese Board, we have improvised with equipment from the start. A plastic three-pound baker’s cheese bucket was the standard measure for all dry ingredients in making large and small doughs until the early 1990s, when we finally purchased a large floor scale. We didn’t use baskets to proof rising sourdough loaves until a few years ago, and we still don’t measure or weigh the sourdough starter; the dough maker just pours the starter into a huge spiral mixer, leaving an inch or two at the bottom of the bucket.

To bake from this book, your collection of equipment need only include the basics. The following list is simply a guide and not a set of rules. Bread has been baked for hundreds of years without any specialized tools. Oh, but you do need a metal dough scraper!

BAKING STONE

A baking stone is a slab of heat-resistant ceramic that allows you to create artisanal-style breads and pizzas in your home oven by mimicking the effect of a wood-fired brick oven. At the Cheese Board, we finish baking focaccias and pizzas by placing them directly on the stone for the final minutes of the bake, which results in a crisp bottom crust. A baking stone is also useful when baking certain sourdough breads at home, either for the entire bake or, as we prefer, for just the final minutes.

If you choose to use a baking stone, remember that you will need to preheat your oven 45 minutes in advance rather than the usual 15; the oven will not reach the desired temperature otherwise. Transfer focaccias and breads from the baking sheet to the stone 5 minutes before the end of the bake, at which point your baked good should be firm and starting to color. Using a metal spatula and an oven mitt, loosen the bread gently and lift or slide it off the sheet onto the stone to crisp the bottom crust. Pizzas are more delicate and therefore should be baked on an inverted sheet so that they can be loosened with a metal spatula and easily slid off the baking sheet directly onto the stone.

CHEESE GRATER

Of the many types of cheese graters, the most essential one is the four-sided box grater with different sizes and shapes of rasps. It is also nice to have a handheld grater that can be used at the table for grating cheese over salads, soups, and pasta.

DOUBLE BOILER

This special two-part pot is used for melting chocolate slowly over hot water. To melt chocolate in a double boiler, add 3 inches of water to the bottom pot and bring to a simmer over medium heat. (One can improvise a double boiler by putting a stainless steel or glass bowl on top of a saucepan. The bowl should fit into the pan snugly and not drop too far down into the pan.) Turn the heat down to low. Add the chopped chocolate to the top compartment and warm until the chocolate is just melted, stirring it occasionally and taking care not to overheat it. Do not place a lid on top of the melting chocolate or splash water into it as this will cause it to bloom—white splotches form on the chocolate, and although these don’t mar the flavor, they affect the look of the finished product.

MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS

Over the years we have become more conscious of the importance of consistency, and we now use a scale and standard measuring equipment. The home baker should have on hand both liquid and dry measuring cups, as well as a set of good-quality measuring spoons. Liquid measuring cups are spouted, graduated cups that come in 1-, 2-, and 4-cup sizes; it is useful to have more than one size. Dry measuring cups are nested in ⅛- to 1-cup sizes.

MIXER

At the Cheese Board, we make our doughs in an industrial spiral mixer with a hydraulic lift that dumps the dough into waiting twenty-gallon buckets. We also have a 140-quart Hobart mixer that is more versatile. We use this mixer, fitted with the paddle attachment, to make our scones, muffins, and cheese spreads; we use the dough hook attachment to knead smaller batches of bread. A home KitchenAid stand mixer is a miniature replica of the Hobart. Though all of our recipes can be made by hand, a KitchenAid mixer is a worthwhile investment for serious bakers.

MIXING BOWLS

Bowls of various sizes are essential. (Though, as one bachelor recipe tester found, the cavity of a wok works just fine in a pinch.) At a minimum, have small, medium, and large bowls.

PANS

Have available at least three 12 by 16 by 1-inch-high baking sheets; two heavy-gauge loaf pans (we use 8½ by 4½-inch pans, a little smaller than some loaf pans; the recipes will work fine in larger pans but the loaves will be flatter and wider); and muffin tins (enough for one dozen muffins). While all the recipes have specific pan preparation directions, note that if your pans are nonstick or well seasoned, you can often omit this step. Most of these items are easily available at a well-stocked kitchen supply store, or to mail order see the Source List.

PARCHMENT PAPER AND SILICONE BAKING MATS

We like to use parchment-lined baking sheets for baking pastries. First of all, parchment paper makes cleanup so much easier because sugar often will burn on an unlined pan, which means soaking and scrubbing. Second, this molten sugar can glue the pastry to an unlined pan, making it hard to remove the pastry in one piece. Investing in a silicone baking mat—which can be used and reused forever—saves on sheets and sheets of parchment paper.

PASTRY BRUSH

It is important to use a sturdy, high-quality 2-inch-wide pastry brush. We use natural-bristle brushes because they give a smoother application onto the surface of the bread. Have two brushes on hand, one for sweets and the other for use with garlic and herb oils.

PASTRY CUTTER

This old-fashioned tool is extremely handy for cutting butter into flour. If you don’t have one, use two dinner knives.

PLASTIC WRAP

Cover your bowl of rising dough with plastic wrap (or a damp kitchen towel) to create a warm, humid environment.

PROOFING BASKETS

We proof sourdough breads such as City and Suburban Breads in willow baskets. The baskets provide a comfortable form for breads that need an extended rising time; they help the loaves keep their shape; and they leave a beautiful imprint on the finished bread. Rising baskets are available at many kitchen supply stores, or you can order them (see Source List), but they can be expensive. The baskets need to be floured to prevent the rising dough from sticking. The amount of flour used should be enough so that the dough doesn’t stick to the baskets, but not so much so that the finished loaves look powdery and pale instead of brown and rustic. (Maybe this is so obvious it doesn’t need mentioning, but be sure to remove the loaves from the baskets before baking!)

You can use wicker baskets instead, but be sure to line them with a well-floured thin linen or cotton cloth, because the wicker tends to fray and leave fibers in the dough. You can also use a glass, plastic, or ceramic bowl lined with a floured cloth; it should be about 8 inches in diameter and 4 inches deep.

PROOFING CHAMBER

For sourdough breads, which have a long rising time, it is important to create a warm and moist environment. Professional bakeries have proofing rooms where the humidity and temperature can be controlled. We tried to mimic this effect at home by rigging up a zippered sweater bag made from heavy, clear plastic and held up by chopsticks, like a tent. A plastic bag also works well, though it needs to be large enough to loosely surround the rising bread and the pan that it is on. Place something (such as a 1-liter bottle of vegetable oil) inside the bag to function as the “tent pole,” keeping the bag from touching the bread as it rises, and close the bag with a twist tie. Baking supply catalogs carry less-creative options called “proof covers” (see Source List).

RAZOR BLADE

The bakers at the Cheese Board prefer to use a new single-edged razor blade every time they begin a baking cycle, since a reused blade is too dull to make clean slashes in the dough. You won’t be baking in the quantities we do in the store, but remember that razor blades do dull easily.

ROLLING PIN

A heavy rolling pin makes rolling out dough much easier. At the Cheese Board we use American-style pins, with ball bearings. For wet doughs, flouring the pin will make your job easier. Don’t wash a rolling pin in water, as the bearings can rust or get clogged; simply scrape off the pin
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