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Part IBorough Market






Chapter1The Stage

OPENING THE STALL ALWAYS begins with the shutters, a metal curtain that grinds and clatters as it rises. Behind it, polished surfaces shine eerily in the grey light. The smell is a bleach-like clean. There’s something slightly sinister to the market before sunrise. It’s a stage without the lights or the actors, the decor in shadows.

All around Borough Market at this hour, there are stirrings, the beginnings of a determined, pre-dawn buzz in the air as traders arrive to start the day. In the distance, a floor sweeping machine, the echo of foldable tables falling to the concrete floor, chains being unlocked and released, the occasional audible groan or grunt from someone lifting something heavy.

In our row, there is only one stall that’s illuminated. It sells Italian cured meats and cheeses: Mozzarella, Burrata, Stracciatella, ham that begins to melt as soon as you place it on your tongue, but they’re all packed away now. At this hour, the only visible harbinger of the day to come is the meat slicer, waiting.

You need to make a little effort in order to flick on the lights in our stall. They’re controlled by a socket near the floor. I place my bag down, reach across a table and stretch to turn it on, then pop my head next door to say hello. It’s Francis, their cheesemonger. If you were to look up stock photos of a solitary lighthouse operator, you might see someone exactly like him: navy blue beanie, dark cable-wool jumper, grey hair and long grey beard, specs, gravelly voice. As it happens, Francis was a solitary lighthouse operator for many years.

‘Morning, Francis. All well?’

‘Morning, Michael. It’s early.’

Maybe you’ve only seen the market when it’s packed with foodies on a summer afternoon, laughter and delight in the air. You could set a rom-com at the market. At this early hour, you’d be forgiven for thinking you’d stepped into a thriller, horror story or gritty drama. As it happens, the market has acted as the setting for each of the above.

That the face of the market changes so radically from night to day, from winter to spring, from rain to sun, is not just down to the elements and the passage of time, of course. It’s the hard graft from all of us, the people who work here, and all those who came before us.

On this site for a thousand years, a food market has stood – beneath the bell tower of Southwark Cathedral, at the foot of London Bridge, on the banks of River Thames – in a state of permanent renewal and transformation, feeding the city. When I first laid eyes on it, it was a wholesale market primarily and I knew nothing about it, except that it was big and beautiful and already casting its spell over me, as it has so many others.

Brie de Meaux

‘Je viens de découvrir l’un des mets les plus délicieux qui soient.’

– Charlemagne, reputedly, after his first bite of Brie de Meaux in 774 AD at the Reuil-en-Brie Abbey. Loose translation: ‘This cheese is banging.’

[image: decorative illustration]

Origin: Born in the Brie region, east of Paris, it dates back to the seventh century. The recipe originates from the monks of Jouarre Abbey, 20km outside the town of Meaux. It became a favourite of European royals and the aristocracy. A raw milk cheese, it is now protected by both an Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (AOC) and Appellation d’Origine Protégée (AOP) designation.

Presentation: About 36cm across and weighing in at around 3kg, it is more often oval, not round, and features a downy, white rind – referred to as a bloomy rind – due to the mould and yeast that bloom on its surface. Depending on how ripe it is, the paste can be chalky in the centre, or oozing. The cliché is that the French prefer the former, the British the latter.

How to serve: A gooey wedge of Brie is a beautiful thing on a cheeseboard; smaller slices on little toasts work as an apéro. It’s popular in sandwiches, some like it melted, and others fancy it alongside fruit, such as cranberries. It’s versatile, an absolute classic French cheese. Beware imitations – supermarket Brie abounds, but these are not Brie de Meaux and sometimes they are more texture than taste. For pairings, the classic is a glass of Champagne, otherwise choose something with a good acidity. Beer is a great choice, anything from a stout to a blonde ale to a pilsner.

Fun fact: In the sixteenth century, Margaret of Valois, popularly known as La Reine Margot, is said to have kept her husband Henri of Navarre, later ‘Good King Henry’ of France, from visiting his mistress, Gabrielle d’Estrées, by offering him Brie on toast.






Chapter2A Gateway

ONE OF THE MOST exciting things about being a cheesemonger is discovery. Your own discovery of new cheeses is one thing, but I’m talking here about the customer’s. It’s a thrill to introduce people to good cheese, to watch them as they taste something they’ve never tried before and, if you’re lucky, fall in love with it.

Sharing the joys of discovery means treating regulars to new products; it’s the excitement of a newly arrived batch of an old favourite cheese, and one of the biggest highs of all is to watch a newbie as their whole world gets rocked.

If the newbie in question is open-minded and curious, that’s fun, but there’s a special thrill involved in converting a sceptic. Sceptics are easy to spot. You can see from their body language that they’re wary of anything too exotic. Arms are often crossed, and they’ll be half a step back from our display of cheeses at Borough Market. They’re here because they were brought along by someone else. Often, it’s a couple.

‘Oh, he only likes strong Cheddar,’ says the cheese-loving girlfriend as you offer a sample to her beau. He is shaking his head.

‘That’s a shame. What about goat’s cheese?’ I ask.

‘I don’t like it,’ he announces matter-of-factly.

‘Why don’t you like it?’

‘It’s just not for me. Can’t stand the taste.’

‘When was the last time you had it?’

‘Dunno. Years ago, I guess.’

‘Supermarket goat’s cheese?’

‘Probably.’

‘Okay, hang on a minute.’

I reach for a block of ash rind goat’s cheese called Tomme de Chambrouze. It’s a cheese that has ups and downs. Each wheel is from the same cheesemaker, and she is something of an eccentric, based in the Beaujolais area. We are currently on a considerable up with this cheese. The wheel we have open has an intensely white paste – it’s slightly firmer than most goat’s cheeses, with an alluring citrus and pepper vibe. Some nice acidity makes it feel bright on the tongue. It does not taste like supermarket goat’s cheese.

I look him in the eye and speak earnestly. ‘Right, so you may not like goat’s cheese, and I respect that may be the case. What worries me is that you maybe had a not-great cheese years ago that was sitting on a supermarket shelf for weeks, entombed in plastic, and now you can’t get past it, like a mental block, and I’m just not sure that’s a great place to be in life. What do you say? Can we give this a go? It’s limited exposure. One taste.’

‘Try it!’ says his girlfriend. She is invested now.

He does.

You can pretty much tell instantly once the cheese gets put in someone’s mouth which way a thing is going to go. For instance, some people just don’t like goat’s milk. Is it something about the farmy sweetness? Who knows. In this case, he’s poker-faced at first, but there is no spitting out, and the tell – no frown. Sure, he’s cautious at first, leaving it on the tip of his tongue so it can be expelled immediately, if necessary, but that’s not happening. I think we’re in for the win.

A couple of moments later, you can see his tongue move a bit. The cheese has made it past the second barrier, back further into the mouth where other taste centres are being recruited. His head begins to nod, only slightly at first. Then I’m getting eye contact. We’re there.

‘All right.’ A proper, full nod. ‘Not bad. You got me. What’s that cheese called, then?’

These are the moments you live for when you’re wearing the apron. I wish I had a special button under the table to produce an orchestral flourish or a firework. A cowbell hangs from the ceiling, but we have agreed only to ring that when a monger cuts a piece of cheese precisely to a requested measure.

So much of it is in the approach but also, of course, the cheese! You have to know how far you can go. That gooey piece of Sainte-Maure that’s currently sharply goat-forward, that would have sent him running for the hills. Things have to look and feel safe.

I have my own set of gateway cheeses that I go to for sceptics. These are cheeses that have enough character to ensnare, but present low risk. They are not overly smelly, there’s no bonkers mould or bacteria growth. The Tomme de Chambrouze is often a winner, Tomme de Savoie for semi-soft cow’s milk, Fourme d’Ambert for the blues, the big Alpine Comté and Gruyère, of course. No matter how wary people are, if the door opens just a crack to try something new, the right non-threatening cheese can be the ticket. That guy standing half a step back from our stall? That was me, once, before a whole world of cheese love opened up to me. For me, the gateway cheese was, wait for it: La Vache Qui Rit, paired with apple sauce.

As a secondary school student, I lived in France for the better part of a year with my exchange host family in a mid-sized city, Saint-Étienne. They would bring out a platter of cheeses without fail every midday and evening meal. The cheeses struck me as exotic at the time, strange and foreign to my palate, at once off-putting and intriguing. When I tell this story to them now, they laugh. My host family thinks their cheeseboards of the 1980s were unadventurous to say the least, mostly popular, branded, store-bought cheeses.

To me, they were a wonder. I grew up in Canada with industrially produced blocks of bright orange cheese wrapped in heavy plastic, individually wrapped slices for hamburgers and Cheez Whiz. These French cheeses were all shapes, smells, sizes and colours. Some of them weren’t even cow’s milk. At first, I didn’t dare to eat them. They were just too out there, and I thought I might gag.

I stuck a toe in the water by taking a triangle of La Vache Qui Rit and eating it alongside some purée de pomme, unsweetened apple sauce. The two together were delicious and allowed me to overcome my reticence. Beyond seemed a big step, though.

Weeks went by. Hunger dictated that I would venture further into the daily cheeseboard. Our family had eight mouths to feed, the parents, the five children and me. Often there was a cousin or a family friend to boot. I soon began to understand that food was not in unlimited supply, and the way the French ate; the main course was a much smaller portion than in Canada, so seconds were rare and fought over.

If you didn’t have a bit of each course, you were going to leave the table hungry. So it was yes to that leek soup, to the salad of tomato and red onion and to the platter of cheeses that came near the end of dinner. Things I suspected I would not like suddenly became more appetising through necessity. A food paradigm was shifting.

As with just about everything I tasted that year for the first time – different types of fish, foie gras, Dijon mustard, oysters, smoked salmon, pâté, endives, certain types of salad leaves, even rice salad – cheese was a revelation. Once I opened my mind, my tastebuds followed.

The cheeses, as it turns out, were awesome, and I moved from taking little, experimental bits of them alongside plenty of baguette in case I couldn’t stomach the taste or smell, to healthy chunks and wedges that I ate with enthusiasm, no bread. I was a convert. Those were times of happy discovery, my initial entry into the world of cheese.

Tomme de Savoie

‘Le fromage, ça se partage, mais si en plus c’est de la Tomme de Savoie, alors là, on festoie!’ 

– From the Tomme de Savoie IGP website, this wee verse rhymes in French, but not in English: ‘Cheese is for sharing, but if it’s Tomme de Savoie, then it’s for celebrating!’

[image: decorative illustration]

Origin: Hails from the heart of the French Alps, the Maurienne and Tarentaise Valleys. In the time of the Duchy of Savoie, from the sixteenth century, it became a staple on farmhouse tables, served at every meal.

Presentation: They vary, typically a chubby-looking wheel, around 20cm in diameter and weighing about 1.5kg.

How to serve: Eat the rind, give it to children, place a chunky wedge on your cheeseboard and watch it disappear. It can pair with fruit paste or even a high-fruit jam, but if you have a good one, there’s no need. An excellent breakfast cheese. A lighter red such as a Gamay or Pinot Noir will work nicely; for whites, lean towards something aromatic.

Fun fact: People often will ask, ‘What is a tomme, anyway?’ and the fact is, many cheeses are labelled as a tomme but have little in common. They tend to be from the mountains, France, Switzerland or Italy, they are mostly uncooked curd cheese and have a natural rind. You’ll find goat’s, sheep’s, and cow’s milk tommes. A tomme can also refer to a family of cheeses that are lightly matured. In Roman times, soft cheeses coming from Lozère and Gévaudan were called toumo in patois. There are so many different varieties, the word tomme might as well mean cheese.






Chapter3Mrs Kirkham’s

THERE IS A LARGE DANDY of a man, a customer, an Englishman who wears extravagant, countryside outfits with splashes of London colour. His hair is long and unruly. He has a full beard, ginger and grey. Often, he wears a hat adorned by a feather. He shops at Borough Market, and he loves Mrs Kirkham’s Lancashire, a crumbly, buttery, cow’s milk cheese that we stock. We are known for our French and Swiss cheeses, so not a lot of people come to us for it and, to be honest, we carry it there mostly for him. It’s a lot of pressure vying for his approbation.

When he declares the Lancashire to be ‘Marvellous!’ the whole stand feels marvellous by extension. Customers smile and buy more cheese, and cheesemongers feel a flush of pride. The energy boost can last an hour.

‘Yes, very good that is! Give me a large cut from that piece, will you, Squire?’

If he’s particularly taken by our wheel of Lancashire, he’ll sometimes add, with a wink and a grin: ‘I shall take one more cheese as well. Cheesemonger’s choice!’

Lancashire is a deceptively fussy cheese for a sturdy Northerner. It dries out easily when unwrapped, it can take on an overstated acidity, has a proclivity to mould over on its cut face, develops blue veins, and can tip over into sour.

‘This is about to go off,’ he will sometimes say. We are in an open-air market but hearing those words sucks all the oxygen out of it anyway.

‘You may be right about that, I’m afraid,’ meaning he is right about that. ‘It’s the only wheel I have but what if I give it a good trim?’

I remove about a centimetre from the face of the piece and try again.

‘No. This needs to be eaten in the next three days and no longer. I shall have a piece, not as big as usual,’ he says, for all to hear. I catch myself flinching in sympathy with the Lancashire because, truth be told, I’d been verging similarly towards sour and dried out for a while.

Fast forward to a different day altogether and even from the back of the stall, I can tell he’s just pulled up, call it a sudden shift in energy.

‘How’s your Lancashire today, Squire?’

‘It’s just come in! Let’s find out together.’

‘It’s my lucky day,’ he says, and he means it. Mine too because his timing is perfect.

Can a cheese glow? This one seems to be performing for us. I take my black-handled tasting knife and carve off two pieces, one for each of us. This Lancashire has depth and balance, a slight sweetness with a touch of sour that play off each other. There is a pleasant hint of acidity, a faint line of vanilla. The paste yields easily between the teeth; it has just the right degree of moisture.

He gives an ostentatious chew, and we lock eyes. ‘Delightful. A hair on the young side, this is! Very good. I’ll take a substantial piece of it, Squire.’

Most people when they taste ‘the Kirkham’s’, as it’s sometimes called, find it tastes nice, then purchase a slab and off they go. I mean, it’s Lancashire, a gentle, often subtle cheese, not complicated like a Camembert or Époisses, both of which evolve rapidly and feature a more complex set of flavours. For him, though, it has a universe of meaning. One of the unexpected things about becoming a cheesemonger is that the more you learn about the cheeses, the more you learn about people.

Sure, a moister paste, a higher acidity, a sweetness that recalls vanilla are things we experience together as we taste, objective qualities. To what extent he finds those things pleasing will depend on his gustatory predispositions. But then there is a whole other realm, that of memories and associations, how certain tastes make us feel, where they transport us. When Lancashire tastes like this, I can tell it has taken him some place wonderful and personal that only he can ever visit. It’s why he keeps coming back and why disappointing him is felt as a blow.

Today, it’s brought him joy that I get to share a piece of.

Kirkham’s Lancashire

‘Around 1890, a Lancashire County Council employee named Joseph Gornall began visiting all the farms in Lancashire, observing the cheesemaking activity and giving practical advice on production and method. His aim was to standardise Lancashire cheese production across the county and create a formal recipe and method. In this, he succeeded and the recipe is basically the same as that used today.’

– Nigel White, The Evolution of the British Cheese Industry

[image: decorative illustration]

Origin: Lancashire cheesemaking, dating back to the twelfth century, was entirely located within a few kilometres of the Forest of Bowland, formerly Viking territory. Mrs Kirkham’s Lancashire is one of only two farmhouse, raw milk Lancashires still in production.

Presentation: A wheel of Lancashire is impressive, weighing in at around 25kg and shaped like a squat barrel.

How to serve: Eat it straight off the cheeseboard, along with some bread or a cracker, with fruits, nuts or a chutney. It makes a superb cheese toastie. Pairs well with a pint of beer.

Fun fact: Each cheese is slathered in butter from the farm after being wrapped in cheesecloth.






Chapter4Carotting the Comté

TASTING CHEESE IS PART ritual, part science, part art. It relies a lot on memory, and it gets personal. We’ll be tasting a lot of cheese in these pages. Similarly to Lancashire, Comté is gentle, but there’s more to it – don’t tell our number one Kirkham’s fan I said so. Comté is one of the big, Alpine cow’s milk cheeses, a staple in kitchens across France. Wheels of Comté can measure the better part of a metre across and weigh close to forty kilograms. They are without question the heaviest and most awkward of the cheeses we have at our Borough Market stall and require strength, dexterity and familiarity to handle without injury. When we stack them one on top of the other on the display, people stop to take photos or just to ooh and aah. At its best, Comté is liltingly smooth, nutty and creamy. I’ve heard many people dub it heavenly.

Flat Comté, on the other hand, is a thing that happens, and when it does, it is very, very sad. Flat Comté has no brightness to the paste, the sweetness absent, the nuttiness muffled or stale. It can approach a sour onion flavour, or worse, it’s just blah. You might even find yourself wondering, what is the point of this cheese?

On one late autumn afternoon, I decide to tell Manager Elle, after having worked a few shifts at our shop in East Dulwich, that the Comté we are currently serving at Borough Market, where she is in charge, is not as good.

‘What do you mean exactly?’

‘I don’t know, maybe it was just the novelty of working at a different site, but the Comté just tasted so much brighter.’

‘The Comté is definitely flat. What can I do if I keep getting underwhelming wheels?’

I have hit a nerve.

‘What about the returns?’ I ask. Every Sunday, we send back to Cheese HQ our unsold pieces from wheels cut during the week so that they can be moved on quickly for wholesale. If a cut piece hangs around for more than a couple of weeks, it goes south. Essentially, what I am asking Elle here, irritatingly, is whether she remembered to return last week’s cut pieces.

‘I am returning it,’ she says, turns on her heels and walks to the back of the stall.

I shouldn’t have asked that. Can I blame a hangover from days working in live radio where a clock is running, meaning things are said more directly and too spontaneously? There again, I should have known she would take it personally. Elle is one of the best. Maturing cheese is a central part of her job so of course she is keeping track of the stock.

Elle hails from Swansea. She has a gentle charm that wins over the customers. Some of them come to chat with her for long minutes about the cheeses, about restaurants and food, theatre outings or just the weather. She has long chestnut hair that she keeps up while working, and a prominent pair of specs. She can surprise you with her simplicity, or with her complexity. She’s genuinely fascinated with smaller, everyday developments around the market and in people’s lives. Professionally, she’s a proven problem-solver. She’ll untie a tricky knot before you’ve even noticed it’s there.

Sometimes, as she says, the wheel of Comté we receive is just flat. The problem is elsewhere but it becomes ours. On that same day, two different customers have a taste of our Comté, and follow it with a long pause, saying: ‘I’ll have the Gruyère, thanks.’

‘And the Comté?’

‘I don’t fancy your Comté, I’m afraid. It has no spark,’ says one. The other adds: ‘It’s like it’s died inside.’ You will occasionally get on-the-nose feedback like that at the stall and bristle. In the event, it is fair comment, so I smile, thank her, and ring up the Gruyère.

Later that same week, Owner Jon comes to Borough Market around midday and the subject turns towards the underwhelming Comté.

‘Let’s choose one then,’ Jon says without skipping a beat. He is not arguing the point, even for a second. He goes to the back and pulls out an instrument known as a cheese iron. Some call it a tester, or even a trier. It looks like a cross between a ballpeen hammer and a corkscrew. In fact, the flatter end can also be used to give the wheels a knock. You can tell things about a wheel of cheese by the sound it makes. Our company features a cheese iron prominently in our logo, on the front of all our branded aprons.

The French call this instrument une sonde, which makes sense because it is used to probe the cheese. Une sonde is a probe. When you insert it diagonally into a wheel of Comté and give it a good twist, it will remove a smallish cylinder of cheese. The French call that a carrot. They will also call a cheese iron une carotteuse, something which draws out a carrot-shaped piece from a bigger whole. It’s a word I love, partly because away from the language of cheese, the verb carotter has a more whimsical meaning. It indicates someone removing or taking away something, sometimes brazenly, from a secure place. It can also be used to say someone has been scammed or swindled.

Jon decides to iron all three of the wheels of Comté we are keeping in stock in our hard cheese cupboard at the market. There are dozens more at Cheese HQ, or The Arch as we call it. After handing us each a sample, he looks at me expectantly.

‘I mean, it’s pleasant enough but no more than that, a hint of sweetness.’

He says nothing as he turns it over in his mouth. Elle is also silent. Jon pauses, considers, then inserts the carotte of cheese back into the wheel to plug the hole he’s made and moves to the second wheel.

‘Yeah, that really is a bit flat,’ says Elle immediately of the second. This time there is no pause, and Jon moves on to the third.

As I put this latest sample in my mouth, I have an instant, involuntary exclamation. ‘Ohhh! This is smooth.’ There is cheesy magic in the taste of the third wheel of Comté. You can read it on the face of all three of us. It has a solid combination: rich, nutty, with a sweet creaminess to round everything off. It’s considerably different from the other two, like a couple of levels of taste better.

When you know cheese, you know when the Comté is flat. Cheesemongers spot signs of trouble early on because we’re always looking for them. Do we know ourselves so well? Pressures build up in our daily lives; routines wear us down. It can all happen without us taking note. Then when the world begins to feel grey and bland, where do we find the courage to grasp the cheese iron and ‘carotte’ ourselves, to find out what’s gone wrong and make a change?

Comté

‘Comtois, rends-toi ! Nenni, ma foi!’

– Translates to ‘Comtois, surrender! Not on your life!’ and is the motto of the Franche-Comté region of France. Comté is emblematic of the region and its people hold it in great esteem.

[image: decorative illustration]

Origin: The origins of Comté reach back to the thirteenth century, but Comté was only given as the name to the cheese around 1924. Its history is also the history of the people where it is made in the Franche-Comté. Throughout the years, there were heated disputes over methods of production. Comté was awarded its AOC designation in 1958.

Presentation: 50 to 70cm across, it weighs as much as 45kg – a big Alpine wheel of cheese. The height can vary between 8 and 13cm.

How to serve: A good Comté needs no accompaniment; it’s delicious on its own. I like it slightly chilled, mountain temperature, giving it a firmer texture and more resistance between the teeth; when warm, it sweats and loses some of its appeal. Serve ideally with a mountain red like a Pinot Noir or a Savoyard white wine. Comté is a great melter and works in fondue, but also in cooking as a gratin. A favourite recipe – there are many – mixes it with rice and kale, baked.

Fun fact: Before the wheels leave the Franche-Comté, they are graded on a scale of 1 to 20. The best wheels are graded 15 points and higher and given a green band denoting Comté Extra. There’s a lot of room for variation between 15 and 20, meaning some wheels are notably better than others. Wheels that score 12 to 14 points are given a brown band. Wheels that score less than 12 are not sold as Comté.
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Chapter5The Presenter’s Tale

I AM A JOURNALIST BY TRAINING, with Canadian citizenship by birth and Irish citizenship through my father. For years, after graduating from university, I was a researcher, then a reporter, and finally one day arrived at the BBC World Service, at Bush House in London. In total, I ended up working at the BBC and the Guardian for fifteen years on either side of the Millennium. Thanks to the wise counsel and assistance of a colleague obsessed with the London property market, I stretched my life savings in 1999 and managed to grasp a rung of the ladder before prices really exploded, a cosy ex-council flat in Southwark, a stone’s throw from Borough Tube station.

I thrived for many years in London, professionally and personally. It was a formative time for me. On a night out in 2002, I met the man I would make my life with, a beautiful, compassionate, eccentric and understanding Frenchman from the rocky coasts of Brittany.

During those London years, the BBC dispatched me to produce from Moscow to Paris, Washington to San Francisco. I covered summits and big events like the September 11th attacks, the introduction of Euro notes and coins, and the George W. Bush elections. My shift-work schedule meant that I could cultivate rich friendships and partake in London’s millennial nightlife scene, a source of wonder and excitement for a boy originally from the Canadian prairie (I was born in a small town called Esterhazy, Saskatchewan).

In the late 2000s, I traded all of that in for an offer to return to Canada to present the daily radio morning programme for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) in Montreal. It was the realisation of a dream – my own show. As the years went by, the programme became known as innovative and successful. So far, so glamorous.

Here’s the problem: the programme eventually ate my life. To help convey what that meant, let’s start with the classic scene, which you may have seen in movies or on telly. We are in the bedroom; the blind is drawn and the lights are out. It’s 3 a.m. on the clock, sometimes 2.45 a.m. There’s a daily alarm calculus which has to do with the amount of prep left for the day’s interviews, +/– the amount of news expected to occur when setting the alarm the night before, multiplied by the value of every extra minute of sleep.

Oh, and when I talk about setting the alarm, I should say alarms, because there are three, on two different devices, staggered by five-minute intervals. One of them is not a computer (you never know), and none of them depends on the electricity staying on.

Next, I remove my mouth guard. I was once in Westmount, an upmarket part of Montreal, doing ‘streeters’, where you stop people on the street to ask them a question to put on air. At the end of one interview, I asked a woman what she did for a living. She said she was a dentist. Then, as she walked away, she told me, ‘You have nice teeth, but you grind them too much.’

Back to the dark. The alarms are positioned carefully so that to turn them all off, you need to get out of bed. It is, of course, pitch black, although occasionally you get some impressive moonlight. Proceeding down the hallway at home, sometimes I need to steady myself with a hand to the wall. I flip on the radio tuned to BBC Radio 4, where in London it is a civilised eight o’clock in the morning. It helps to reconnect me; allows me to pretend in a corner of my brain that this is all normal.

Every morning in the shower, I say the same words to myself after wetting my head and pointing my face into the warm spray: ‘That feels better,’ preceded by a big sigh. About six months earlier, it clicked to me that I make exactly the same sigh and say the same three words in the same way at the same point in my shower every working morning without fail.

My clothes are set out in the living room from the night before, every article. My lunch is sitting in the fridge, prepared, as well, the night before. I don’t eat before going on air, and especially never within an hour of being on live, so there’s no point in having ‘breakfast’, or is that a late-night snack? If I eat anything in that hour before going on air, I will burp sometimes, slightly under my breath in mid-sentence. I used to think people didn’t notice. I fill a thermos with hot coffee.

On opening my building’s front door in a Montreal winter, I am braced for an influx of snow and an icy wind, –15°C on the thermometer. Anything warmer feels spring-like and is worthy of inward celebration. You need to calculate the right amount of time to catch the bus but not wait too long in freezing conditions. There is one bus per hour at this time. Oh, and there is no such thing as sprinting for the bus on an ice- and snow-covered pavement, so you need to factor in road conditions.

The beauty of the Night Bus, aka the Vomit Comet, is that even though it most often does smell like someone’s been sick, it is lightning fast and filled with a group of like-minded people. There is solidarity in the 4 a.m. bus. These are people whose alarms have gone off in the 3 a.m. hour. Most of them are counting on making the night bus connection at René-Levesque and St-Denis for the 747 bus that will take them to Pierre-Trudeau International Airport. I imagine they have jobs as security or baggage-handlers or maybe they run a de-icing machine for the six o’clock flights to Cuba.

There is comfort and an unspoken bond for this determined weary crew heading off as pioneers of the Montreal morning. Except on Monday mornings, when you tend to still have some straggling revellers aboard. Mostly, though, with my chauffeur-driven bus, I can sit back, take off my toque (a beanie-like hat, for Brits) and read through the morning news sources on my tablet. Every minute counts. I am reading in the way you do in order to be able to relay the information accurately and in detail, with attribution, on the air, in less than an hour. Let’s call it uploading.

When I arrive at the office, I finally allow myself the morning’s first coffee, unless I have forgotten to pack the thermos in my bag. When I forget, it is sadness, sometimes inconsolable. In that case, once in the office, I have to do a mad, middle-of-the-night scramble of the first-floor basement of La Maison de Radio-Canada searching for a brew. If I’m lucky, I’ll find a plastic, hotel-style sachet of instant coffee at the back of a drawer behind some cutlery. Sometimes it’s decaf, in which case the sadness reaches new depths.

I feel it’s important to make one thing really clear. If I were writing this ten years ago, it would be a whole other wheel of Comté. It would be a story of the joys of live radio, the excitement of being among the first journalists awake in the city, the magic of the moment when the light goes red after a night of canned programming from around the world, the thrill of starting the day for thousands of people in the intimacy of their early morning.

It would be the story of working with a crew of brilliant, creative, resilient people, people who love storytelling and have a vision for a better city, a better world, people who lean on each other for motivation and support in high-pressure jobs.

It would be the story of the heartfelt connection with my audience, people who send me notes of encouragement, who smile at me in the street or stop me to talk, people who come to watch me at remote broadcasts, people who happily read my social media and like it, who depend on me to be their morning companion, to tell them what’s new and important in the world, to reflect their concerns, to ground their days.

It would be the story of the high-wire act that is live radio, with me balancing everything: smart, funny, full of empathy, curious, inquisitive, agenda-setting, ready to interview a government minister or an administrator, the mayor, a doctor, a victim of crime or a company executive all at the drop of a hat, and being aware enough of their areas of expertise so that I can push them to answer candidly and accurately, without embarrassment or confusion.

Through it all, I need to be technically sharp enough to convey information like weather and school closures, all so that it ends at exactly one second before the top of the clock. And while on the air, I need to do all that as though it is effortless, plus have plenty of supportive energy to extend to my on-air colleagues and production team to help draw the best from them.

Five years earlier, this might have been the story of the drama of announcing the first victory of Donald Trump in a surprise US presidential election result, of conveying the sadness of the death of David Bowie and doing some justice to the legacy of his music. More recently, it could have been the story of being steady, calm and finding the right note of urgency, not alarm, as we came to grips with a virus that challenged all our assumptions about normal life.

I could write the story of having a front-row seat to modern history, and a relationship with all the big newsmakers in Montreal, from the Prime Minister, to the Premier, the Mayor, but also the man who jumped into the river to try to save two people from drowning in their cars, the woman who was struck and handcuffed for not speaking to Montreal police with what they thought was an appropriate tone, the Mohawk elder who faced down the Canadian army in 1990, the son who just lost his mother in a care home, the athlete who just won a gold medal, the filmmaker just awarded an Oscar.

This could have been a story about the excitement of processing the day’s news and information in my second language, French, and then conveying it in English, sometimes live on air, of living in two cultures and understanding the mindset that comes with each, while trying to stand far enough apart from both to see clearly.

I could write the story of someone whose great privilege it was to be the city’s CBC morning show presenter for thirteen years total. I could detail the stories that came with it, of politicians hanging up the phone on me or walking out of the studio angry, of conflicts with editors, frustrations navigating the CBC and its confluence of the news, public broadcasting and taxpayer mandate.

This is not that book. This is a book about the transformative power of mongering and cheese, how I began learning about its reach through history, its unique alchemy. Cheese fed my soul just as I was flagging.

Époisses

‘Regarde-moi, voyons, sa rougeâtre patine; Vois les pleurs épaissis qui coulent sur ses flancs; Sent ce fumet subtil adoré des gourmands; Et convient que c’est là dessert de haute mine.’

– L’Abbé Charles Patriat, 1900, and part of his poem celebrating l’Époisse:

‘Look at its blushing patina,

See the thickened tears that run down its flanks,

Inhale the subtle aroma that gourmands adore,

And agree this is the finest of desserts.’

[image: decorative illustration]

Origin: This is one of the gastronomic prides of Burgundy, deriving its name from the town of Époisses. An iconic French cheese, it can be traced back to the sixteenth century. Napoleon was a fan. Documentation indicates that as early as the nineteenth century a set of production standards was formulated, and judging by the written descriptions, it seems closely to resemble today’s version. An AOC was awarded in 1991.

Presentation: Like Camembert, Époisses is sold in a box and weighs around 250g. Larger wheels are also made, from which you might purchase a slice. When they are younger, they tend to be somewhat firmer, although still wonderfully unctuous. Their orangey-ochre coat darkens in hue as the cheeses age. They become hardcore with time: gooier, the taste and aroma get stronger.

How to serve: Remove it from the fridge in ample time for it to relax and soften. If you are serving it on plates, say with a salad or with some form of cracker or bread (spiced, raisin and/or nut breads work well), cut it when it’s straight out of the fridge the way you would a cake. That way the wedges will come away more cleanly and begin to ooze on the plates. Know your audience. If they like big cheeses, go ahead and push their boundaries with a more mature wheel. However, Époisses doesn’t have to be a big, manly cheese. When it’s young and slightly chalky at the centre of the paste, it has an approachable, peanut-Marmite or bacon flavour that’s hard for anyone not to enjoy. If you’re serving it on a cheeseboard, keep in mind that it can dominate the others. For wine pairings, try a Gewürztraminer, a Gamay or a younger red. Beer goes well with Époisses, but the beers need to stand up to all that flavour, so think stout, porter, or stronger ales. A bitter cider will also pair up nicely. Few cheeses have as many recipes associated with them as Époisses: pasta, tarts, pastries, sauces, in combination with leeks, bacon, endive, mushrooms and potatoes: there is a world of possibilities.

Fun fact: There are all sorts of stories about how Époisses is not allowed on public transport in France because of its antisocial aroma. I wrote to the RATP, which runs the Paris Métro – not true. Use common sense with it (with any cheese) – don’t leave it in a hot car. Customers have told me stories of placing one in checked luggage and things going disastrously wrong. I feel Époisses is one of those wonderful, ephemeral things in life. Buy it at the stage you like it, eat it as close to the same day as possible, remember it fondly thereafter.






Chapter61924 versus 2019

THERE IS A WOMAN who comes to the stall at Borough Market who is unusually tall, blonde-haired, well-spoken and forthright. She loves a cheese called 1924. She buys great hunks of it and seeks it out enthusiastically: ‘I am looking for a large chunk of one of your blue cheeses. It’s named after a year from the early twentieth century, but I have forgotten which one.’

‘1924.’

‘That’s it!’

‘Would you like to taste?’

‘Should I? I know I want it. Go on then, why not?’

‘I always recommend tasting so as not to be disappointed – especially with a cheese like 1924.’

I refer to this customer as ‘Maybe Gwendoline Christie’ because I have never had the courage to ask her if she is indeed Gwendoline Christie but goodness, she looks just like the sword-wielding Amazon from television’s Game of Thrones. She is English, tall and impressive, with a shock of blonde hair.

She tastes the sample. Her eyes close. She is silent.

‘Oh my God, yes,’ she says, at first slowly. Then with some urgency: ‘Yes, yes, yes. That’s it. Cut me something impossibly large, please.’

‘This much?’

‘More!’

An acquaintance of the real Gwendoline Christie’s knows Cheesemonger Fionnuala and works over at one of the wine shops, a charming Irishman. He once promised to ask her whether she had fallen for 1924. Knowing her, he says, it is a cheese you can well imagine her enjoying.

The name of the cheese is a reference to the year before Roquefort received its AOP status. AOP stands for Appellation d’Origine Protégée, which translates to Protected Designation of Origin. The peculiar, cheesy/in-crowd reference is this: in the year 1924, the world was on the cusp of designating Roquefort an AOP (1925). That meant in 1924, the strict AOP rules were not in place. These are rules dictating exactly how and where you can make Roquefort if you want to label it as such. So this cheese, the one Maybe GC adores, could have been/would have been called Roquefort in 1924. Fast forward to today – it contains cow’s and sheep’s milk, while Roquefort can now only be made with sheep’s milk and only under certain conditions. That’s the thing with AOPs, and that’s how 1924 got its name.

It’s the brainchild of a somewhat eccentric Franco-American named François Kerautret, an executive from a Seattle-based cheese importer who wanted to know ‘what would happen if Roquefort and Stilton had a baby’.

I understand Maybe GC’s obsession with 1924 at a deep and personal level. My infatuation with it began in the run-up to Christmas in my first year as a cheesemonger. A particularly popping batch arrived that surpassed its predecessors by so much that it was bordering on narcotic-grade.

Every note of it was heightened to the nth degree. It was cake-like, moist and crumbly and breathtakingly beautiful. Its rind was mottled – bumpy brown with the most peculiar neon yellow mould spots, almost as though someone had been playing with a yellow highlighter pen. When you cut into it, it collapsed slightly in on itself, such was the weight of the moist centre of the paste as the wire ran through it. 

1924, as mentioned, is a blend of sheep’s and cow’s milk and that means you get a buttery and creamy texture together (Roquefort plus Stilton’s ‘baby’). En bouche, it’s a full-spectrum umami headrush. It’s salt-forward with a hint of pan-drippings as from a Sunday roast, but the thing that cuts through above all others is a rich mushroom-y flavour. Imagine the earthiest, most lip-smacking mushrooms you’ve ever tasted. That’s what this cheese was packing. To top it all off, it had a singular line of sweetness reminiscent of an Oreo cookie. It was an absolute whammy of a cheese.

Once I had a taste, the sheer intensity of the flavours was such that my brain could not escape its call. It was a high, there’s no other way of saying it. I would carry on my day performing other tasks but all the while a little voice in the back of my head kept repeating, ‘Malty, creamy, mushroom-y goodness’, until I gave in and ate some more. I began to understand Odysseus, tied to the mast of his ship while the Sirens called.

On that particular day, I had eaten so much of it that Cheesemonger Fionnuala finally turned to me mid-bite and exclaimed, ‘Michael!’ as
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