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			PRAISE FOR CHEDDAR

			“In this witty and well-researched study of an iconic food, Gordon Edgar serves up a satisfying slice of Americana. More than any other cheese, cheddar evidences America’s tradition of innovation and embodies the paradoxes of our food system. From mammoth, processed blocks to clothbound, lard-rubbed wheels, Edgar details how cheddar straddles the continuum of industrial and artisanal manufacture to safely nourish great numbers of people while reinforcing class distinctions marked by taste. This welcome book credits the labor and ingenuity of America’s food makers, both past and present.”

			—HEATHER PAXSON, author of The Life of Cheese

			“On the surface, it would be easy to dismiss a book about a cheese so integral to the gustatory fabric of the American experience that it’s hardly noticed as much more than a standard hamburger’s melted shroud. But this paean to America’s cheese tells the journey of a food integrally linked to the rise of ‘cultures’ in America (cheese and manufacturing, both) and, no less, to our value system. In Gordon’s eminently capable hands, what could be a staid single-subject book is blithely entertaining, peppered with laugh-out-loud, respectful, and occasionally irreverent anecdotes, and ultimately a story chock-full of historical and contextual references that come together to create a newfound understanding and respect for a cheese that, because of this essential book, will never be ‘just cheddar’ again.”

			—LAURA WERLIN, author of Laura Werlin’s Cheese Essentials

			“Kudos to Gordon Edgar for his comprehensive history and contemporary analysis of America’s iconic cheese. For any lover of cheddar, Edgar crafts the story of its unique place—from early farm-based, handmade products to standardized, industrial cheese to its renaissance over the past twenty to twenty-five years. A book to savor, it helps us understand how cheddar evolved over four centuries. He stirs an entertaining vat of literature, science, poetry, and sociology to reflect broad changes in American agriculture and our connections to food and place. Make sure to have a piece of cheddar, and perhaps a glass of beer, to accompany your journey!”

			—JEFFREY ROBERTS, author of The Atlas of American Artisan Cheese

			“Over the years I have read many thought-provoking works on cheddar cheese, mostly dealing with cheese science and technology, but rarely have such texts been ‘fun’ to read. Gordon Edgar’s exploration of cheddar is both thought-provoking and fun, and has given me a fresh perspective on a cheese that I have studied for years and cherished all my life.”

			—PAUL KINDSTEDT, author of Cheese and Culture

			“Gordon Edgar’s latest work, Cheddar, is a lively story of this much-maligned but iconic cheese. No longer will I quickly pass over the large blocks of golden cheddar. Edgar has traveled the country unearthing the historic roots of cheddar, from the artisan clothbound wheels to the mass-produced blocks of commodity cheese, and writes with wit and humor. His passion and experience as a cheesemonger are evident, and the reader can’t help but love cheddar by the end of this spirited book.”

			—KURT TIMMERMEISTER, author of Growing a Farmer

			“Cheddar by Gordon Edgar is a book of vignettes, ripened from the author’s wanderings around the country, milled with both large and small cheese-making experiences, peppered throughout with Gordon’s political views, and aged to perfection.

			Edgar shares his knowledge in sometimes smooth, sometimes sharp, and sometimes bitter ways, coming up with an overview that is tried, ripened, and ready to read.”

			—RICKI CARROLL, owner, New England Cheesemaking Supply Company
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			Mac and Cheese, Class War, and the Many Meanings of Cheddar

			I walked in early with my judge-privilege. I could hear echoes from my footsteps. It sounded like I was walking into a cop-show trap set in a post­industrial warehouse, or—if I want to be less dramatic—stepping through a cheese make-room in the afternoon, when the work for the day was done. Soon, however, the space filled faster than I would have thought possible. Doors opened, food prep clattered, and the crowd rhubarbed as everyone hurried in to get their money’s worth. The expected smells competed with each other to dominate the room: cheese, pasta, meat . . . dairy, doughy, dead. And presumably delicious.

			Who would have thought that being invited to judge a macaroni and cheese cook-off would send me on a journey to see what cheddar can tell us about America? 

			Growing up, I thought that there were two things that were quintessentially American: casseroles and road trips. Though as I got older I developed a more nuanced view of the concept of “American,” what transpired at this contest would send me on a series of road trips to look for deeper meaning found within a main casserole ingredient. 

			Being a cheesemonger has brought me many tremendous experiences. My first trip to France was an all-expenses-paid cheese tour. I have stayed at the houses and visited the farms and creameries of many of the best cheesemakers in the United States. I have an incredibly small niche of local fame that leads to people yelling things like, “Hey! Cheese Guy!” from moving cars instead of throwing things at me. My crowning local achievement, however, was being chosen to be a judge at this macaroni and cheese cook-off. 

			I am from a casserole culture. And while mac and cheese is not always casserole based, it is pretty much the only meal I never get tired of in any form. So being asked to judge a competition gave justification to my career choice of milk, mold, and fermentation. And I love pretty much any mac and cheese: love making it, love eating it, love emptying out the cheese bin in my fridge with so many scraps of samples that the portion cost would be prohibitive if done at a restaurant. Love.

			I was excited about this event from the moment I was tapped for service. To heighten the anticipation even further, the event was not a country-fair-style cook-off. No, this was a hipster foodie event, so I expected to taste a lot of experimental dishes. Would there be a PBR-infused mac and cheese? Mac and cheese with grassfed beef formed into faux Vienna sausages? Locally sourced, artisanal, gluten-free, cruelty-free, ancient grain pasta topped with locally sourced, artisanal, gluten-free, cruelty-free, grassfed, rBGH-free, raw milk cheese? While I would often prefer a traditional version at home, I couldn’t wait to see what the contestants would come up with.

			Also, word of mouth had made this a hot ticket. As a monger, I am prone to exaggeration, but I am telling the truth here: the event sold out in under three minutes. The San Francisco–based online foodie hubs were filled with hate from those jealous that they could not attend. The Internet, like an overripe Brie, tends toward bitterness.

			The cook-off was held in an old warehouse called Public Works right under the freeway, a venue that had been recently converted to an art space, dance club, and cottage-food market, though not usually all at the same time. It was a familiar setting because my workplace, Rainbow Grocery Cooperative, is also in an old warehouse and under the same freeway just two blocks away. In fact, this event was on Erie Street, which dead-ends across the street from our store. Down by us it’s more of an alley, curving just enough that you can’t see all the way down it to the next street. Once the loading dock for sausage factories and a lumberyard, it is now more often a homeless encampment, a place to score drugs, or a place to get mugged. Often, someone1 adds an extra “E” at the start of the street sign to better introduce the alley to the unknowing pedestrian. The end of the street, where the contest was being held, dead-ends into weedy city land, sits next door to a women’s health center, is down the street from the old armory that is now a porn studio, and is across the street from a couple of high-end restaurants.

			Which means it is a perfect place to hold a fancy hipster mac and cheese cook-off.
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			I walk by this area every day on my way to work, but I had never actually walked down this part of Erie Street before I arrived to judge the event. Even though I was early, there was already a line down the block. Clearly I was not the only one who felt there was something special about mac and cheese. 

			SF Food Wars, a mostly one-woman organization that started having cooking contests to raise money for the San Francisco Food Bank while having foodie fun, put on this event, and no one entered to get rich or famous. The top prizes were one hundred dollars and a few gift certificates from local businesses. Still, bragging rights were at stake, and the competition figured to be fierce. During its short-lived three years of putting on events, SF Food Wars’ cook-offs had garnered much attention and given winners local fame far greater than one might expect from two hundred people standing around eating the iconic American food of the day.

			Public Works, pre-event, was a big, empty, postindustrial space. I was escorted up to the judging platform, where I met up with my fellow judges: food writer Tamara Palmer (who also acted as the resident judge at all Food Wars events), and Heidi Gibson (who had just won a nationwide grilled cheese contest and opened a grilled cheese restaurant in San Francisco). We were on partial display, easier to see than the actual contestants, who were frantically serving up plates to growing lines of eaters. Many of the entries were from culinary school grads, caterers, and local restaurants, so I figured we were going to taste some crazy, fancy-ass, Top Chef–y, ingredients-no-normal-person-would-use kind of stuff. 

			Attendees were also judges in their own right since there was a People’s Choice Award given to the audience favorite. The ballot box sat right below our raised judging area. On two walls of the room, contestants served up their dishes. On a third wall there was a bar. We were on the last wall, sitting behind and slightly above the huge tower of prizes. The space was packed to—and possibly past—capacity. As the attendees started to settle in to their eating, the clatter gave way to discussion-hum and the muted sound of compostable potato forks hitting recycled paper plates. The atmosphere was young, excited, and, given the way tickets were sold, trending toward cliques of the Internet-savvy and urban food geeks, which of course overlap somewhat. Ironic T-shirts and trucker hats? Sure, there were some, but the Food War was more Google Bus than the newest drunken Ping-Pong2 event. 

			Insulated from the surges of the crowd, we judges had a runner who would go and fetch us our judging portions of mac, as well as free beer. “Hmmm,” I thought, “we don’t usually get free beer at cheese judgings.” “Free beer” is still a magic phrase for me, and it was actually effective on that day in helping me remember my place. Though I have judged a number of national cheese competitions, I am not really a professional mac and cheese judge. Palmer, Gibson, and I discussed the ground rules, and I realized immediately that our role was a lot more relaxed than everything about official cheese judging. No score sheets, no specific criteria—and we could talk to each other. Oh, and did I mention free beer? I know mac and cheese is comfort food, but I didn’t expect to feel so much at home. 

			The good feelings kept coming: there was an announcement that the vegan entry had dropped out. While I am the “fake cheese” buyer at our store as well as the cheesemonger, and I can appreciate the utility of ersatz mozz for the right person at the right time, I really didn’t feel the need to eat it or judge it against the other fifteen entries made with real cheese. 

			When the macs started arriving, I was not disappointed. There was a mac with habanero-infused olive oil and topped with chiles; a hearty whole wheat mac with butternut squash and hazelnuts; and classic mac with pork belly. We were treated to “Quack and Cheese” with duck confit; a noncasserole mac that consisted of crusty little balls of mac emphasizing the traditional bread-crumb/hard-cooked-cheese top; and mini-macs nested into tiny cups of maple-smoked bacon. The chefs threw in every amazing ingredient you could think of: greens, prosciutto, handmade chorizo, and so on. Expensive cheeses were used liberally, often in regional themes. One entry used all local cheeses; others employed Asiago, goat cheese, truffle cheeses, triple creams, and Parmigiano Reggiano. Clearly, what differentiated these macs from the recipes you can find on the Internet, on the back of a pasta box, or in your grandma’s recipe file was, for the most part, a lack of reliance on cheddar.

			My fellow judges and I discussed, dismissed, and deliberated. As we ate and debated, person after person pushed through the crowd to vote. It was as tough a decision as one can have: judging a bragging-rights contest of one’s favorite food, and the argument and enthusiasm were infectious. Of course, I am not the only one who thinks of mac and cheese as a favorite. Jeannie Choe, the organizer of SF Food Wars, said that the mac and cheese contests were always their most popular events: “Mac and cheese is definitely an iconic American dish, but I think the appeal nowadays has a lot to do with customization, elevation, and, here in San Francisco, Californization. . . . Mac and cheese is a food that makes people irrational, unpredictable, and irresponsible. In other words, they will drop everything and trample a baby kitten for good-quality mac.”3

			I can say that we, as judges, rewarded creativity and classic style, balance of flavor and texture, and all-around good flavor—you know, all those things that food judges say at every county fair or reality TV show. But for me in this kind of judging, it’s often about which one just feels right in the end when you are considering all the ones you have tasted. We picked the mac and cheese nested in bacon. It was also the one that was Vermont based and whose star ingredient was an aged cheddar.

			The People’s Choice winner was also one of our favorites, but the People’s runner-up, which did not place in the judges’ rankings, caused consternation. When that entry’s chef accepted the award, he dropped a bombshell. His recipe was mostly Velveeta, the “pasteurized prepared cheese product” that—to lovers of cheese, tradition, and small family farms—symbolizes everything that’s wrong with the American food system. Serious foodies in the audience looked embarrassed. Numerically speaking, many of them must have eaten, enjoyed, and voted for the evil anti-cheese! Was this entry an act of mockery and sabotage? Performance art attempting to deflate the foodieness that often barges in—entitled and unaware—to neighborhoods such as this one without regard to its effect on the community? A call to think about trendy repurposing of a cheap filling meal as another out-of-reach fancy food?

			Up on the judging perch, I hadn’t noticed that a skirmish in the class war had been raging below me. I thought back to a drunken party I had attended years before. It was at a large collective house (since evicted) right next to the San Francisco Tenants Union in the Mission District a few blocks from where we sat. I knew folks there from activist politics and the not-for-profit punk rock record store collective (not there anymore) where we volunteered. It was a party, but it wasn’t very festive. One person there, a fixture of the local music scene and main coordinator of a collective venue (on that night, recently evicted), announced he was leaving the city. He was being evicted from his longtime apartment to make way for people who could pay more, and he couldn’t find another place he could afford.

			It’s hard to explain to non–San Franciscans how under siege you feel in this city if you don’t make a lot of money. We all live in fear of eviction for profit—not for nonpayment of rent—of losing friends who need to move to a more affordable city, of losing every cheap diner or neighborhood bar that we love so that someone can replace it with a high-end concept business.

			As people got drunker at that party, some bitterness took hold, focusing on a super-fancy restaurant that had opened recently. “Did you see that place?” the about-to-move musician asked the room. “Fish tacos for twenty dollars. Fucking fish tacos! You can walk two blocks and get fish tacos for a couple of bucks. I guess it’s worth an extra eighteen dollars for some people so they don’t have to talk to brown folks. Damn. These people don’t even know good food. We could probably serve them shit tacos for twenty dollars, and they’d be happy. SHIT TACOS!”

			Among a small group of people the phrase “shit tacos” has lived on to this day. When one of us sees a new expensive restaurant displacing a taqueria or other cheap eatery, our first question is always, no matter what the food style, “How much are the shit tacos?”

			There’s irony here, too, though. Farmers in this country, who have often been on their land longer than we urban dwellers have been in our apartments and neighborhoods, face many of the same issues as renters in a gentrifying city. There are many pressures that force people off the land and out of the cheese business, and especially, until recently, out of the cheddar business. One of the solutions proposed by many foodies, of course, is that people need to pay more for their food. High-end restaurants that serve twenty-dollar tacos—whether fish or shit—are posited as part of the “solution” because, theoretically at least, they pay small-scale, local farmers a premium for quality, which in turn enables these food producers to stay on the land. What these restaurants do in the neighborhoods where they open varies, of course, and their effect is open to debate.

			The restaurant that was the source of the twenty-dollar fish taco rant? It sat within about a football field’s length from the mac and cheese judging. The judging—with the division of the judges’ choices and the People’s Choice Award—had become an unexpected battleground. Both winners were cheddar based, but which cheddar could really be called “the people’s cheese”: one aged for over two years in Vermont, produced by one of the most respected makers of cheddar in the country, or processed cheese food based on cheddar flavor? A Velveeta mac and cheese—normal to so much of the country—dramatically brought these often unspoken questions of authenticity, mode of production, flavor, class, and food justice to the surface, much like rennet does to whey in a cheese vat.
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			I like journeys. Predating my “career” as a cheesemonger, I had a teen obsession with a book on roadside attractions. I had the opportunity to visit quite a few in California growing up, then many more in some cross-country drives in the mid-eighties, but for some reason (one might call it fate) the page featuring “The World’s Largest Cheese” called to me—but it just didn’t fit into any of the routes I took. Even as I later visited Wisconsin on cheese business, I could never quite accomplish my quest. So finally, about ten years ago, when a friend needed help in driving across the country, I volunteered, with one condition. We had to take one extra day to see the cheese monument.

			Since my friend is a sociologist by trade, she didn’t flinch at this request. I have never been to grad school, but I am sure it must be part of the training of sociologists to not show emotion when people demonstrate odd cultural obsessions. I have never asked her, but perhaps she shifted from friendly conversation to research mode at that moment. Whatever the case, she agreed, even though it added a couple of hundred extra miles to a twenty-five-hundred-mile trip.

			I have visited a lot of roadside attractions. Crazy roadside art may just be my favorite part of being an American. Not many—actually, surprisingly few, as far as I’m concerned—are cheese or dairy related, although I did get my picture taken with the enormously accurate veiny udders of Salem Sue, the World’s Largest Holstein Cow, while passing through North Dakota. Over a few years of my life, I spent an inordinate amount of time driving from one end of the country to another, and while I have seen the important sights—the Washington Monument, Mount Rushmore, and so on—I always enjoyed what I considered “the real American monuments” more: places built by obsessed and otherwise frustrated but extremely talented people. Places such as the Garden of Eden, Nitt Witt Ridge, Watts Towers, the House on the Rock, the Winchester Mystery House, and the Forestiere Underground Gardens.

			Unexpectedly on this journey, in fact, my sociologist friend and I had stopped at the amazing Porter Sculpture Park in South Dakota. We hadn’t planned it; we were just driving on I-90, and there it was. While wandering around the welded scrap metal art in the insane Midwest summer humidity, I asked the creator if he lived there year-round. No, he replied, he lived on a farm and raised sheep the rest of the year.

			“For meat or milk?” I asked. 

			He looked at me as though I was yet another stupid city person. “People milk sheep?” he said. He wasn’t really asking.

			Clearly, if someone who works with livestock for a living has never heard of a traditional and common way that many people in the world use that same animal, there is a need for cheese history to be more widely taught. In France (and, true, one would expect this of France) cheese is so important to the culture that it has been argued that Camembert is a national symbol. One of the best cheese books ever written argues that one can glimpse centuries of change in France’s national character by looking at the history of Camembert.4 In fact, one of the most enduring battles in Normandy is over who really invented Camembert. The statue commemorating Marie Harel as the inventor of Camembert is undoubtedly the reason that she is remembered today, perhaps at the expense of others who were just as influential, and certainly at the expense of the concept of farm recipes as a community effort and a part of oral tradition. Commemoration is not a trivial thing. 

			The fact that her statue was funded by an American doctor who believed in the medicinal benefits of the mold, cultures, and milk in Camembert shows that cheese love has been crossing borders for a very long time. However, many cheese practices have never been translated into “American.” That a sheep farmer didn’t know that much of the world milks ewes doesn’t reflect ignorance as much as it illuminates the history of dairy in the United States. Until very recently, it was mostly all cows and all cheddar. 

			The real World’s Largest Cheese, to which our cheese-seeking detour was dedicated, was a 34,951-pound cheddar. Made in Wisconsin, it was transported to New York and displayed in a large trailer during the 1964 World’s Fair. I knew that the cheese—nicknamed “the Golden Giant”—was eaten at the fair, but I also knew from my reading that a monument to the Giant still stood in Neillsville, Wisconsin. Finally, I thought at the time, my search will be over soon.

			We got in late on that Midwest-humid summer night. Still, I was eager. I asked the woman at the motel desk how I could find the big cheddar. 

			She replied, “You mean the big cheddar replica?”

			For a moment I thought over the attractions I had visited previously. Why did the World’s Largest Talking Cow get to be just “a cow” but the World’s Largest Cheese had to be a “replica”? But I didn’t dwell on it. The motel worker’s semantic twist and lack of enthusiasm should have been a red flag, I realized later. If I’d been reading a cheese mystery, and I saw that response on the written page, I would think it was an obvious bit of foreshadowing, and I would have looked for the important clue to take with me.

			However, I was too wrapped up in cheese reverence to notice. After all, while driving through the miles of small-town highways, I daydreamed that we would arrive and be warmly welcomed by local Wisconsinites with family histories related to the mammoth cheddar. Such stories as, “My cousin got married in front of it four years ago because she felt like it was more relevant than the church they grew up in.” Or, “My grandfather lost an arm during the milling of the curds that made the original cheese. But the finished block was so beautiful that he never regretted it for a minute.” I expected excitement, pageantry, and civic pride to be evident around a commemoration of the world’s biggest cheddar.

			In retrospect, I may have had unreasonably high expectations. 

			I approached—breath held—anxious to see the monument to cheese that American cheesemakers deserve, ready to see small-town civic pride on display. Residents of the state of Wisconsin go all out on their roadside attractions. Huge replicas of farm animals and wild beasts litter the highways. I didn’t expect majestic. I was hoping for actual sculpture but would have been happy with a campy Styrofoam mass painted orange. Really, anything that showed the local love for cheese would have satisfied.

			Unfortunately, this was not to be. No, what was housed in a beautiful, glass-sided trailer, painted with ORIGINAL WORLD’S LARGEST CHEESE, was not a replica of a cheese at all. It was a replica of the large crate that was used to transport the Golden Giant to the World’s Fair. 

			It was a wooden box.

			My sociologist friend looked at me. I could almost see her taking notes in her head. I spent the next couple of hundred miles in the car apologizing for taking us so far out of the way for that, but truly, I was disappointed not for our wasted day, but for cheese people everywhere. 

			I knew that cheddar was more important than this. I knew it deserved a better monument. I didn’t know it at the time, but I think that was the moment this journey was born. Clearly cheddar was underappreciated, even though—or maybe because—it is ubiquitous. Cheddar has something to tell us, and I guess I’m the one who is going to try to interpret its story. That’s what happens when you are a cheesemonger at an urban grocery store in a working-class neighborhood instead of a monger at an upscale cheese shop. Cheddar is not just something I can take for granted—unlike the makers of America’s roadside monuments.
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			Driving away from the World’s Largest Cheese Replica, I started to wonder, what would a monument to American cheese look like? And what does cheddar have to tell us about America?

			An argument could be made that a monument to American cheesemaking should be a replica of, well, American cheese: an individually wrapped processed cheese single. In terms of importance in the world of food production, it’s not so silly, really. Processed cheese food holds an important—if somewhat dubious to foodies—place and has a silent majority of support among eaters. And it does bear the name “American cheese.” 

			Perhaps it’s appropriate that the Henry Fordism of American food production brought us something called “American cheese.” After all, the mass popularity of processed cheese is a culmination of much of the history and emblematic of the tensions inherent in both the new “artisan” food movement and the plight of farming and food-making in this country today.

			Cheddar is a cheese that Americans eat without shame. More mozzarella may be produced and sold, and the image of Swiss cheese may be more visually recognizable, but no cheese is more loved than cheddar. Though it has historic importance and tradition, it’s a cheese that spans the gamut of eaters. Some like it mild and cheap, some like it sharp and bitey, some like it traditionally made and rubbed with lard. But it’s a cheese of comfort, and it is largely bereft of snobbery. It’s eating cheese—not cheese you need to serve just so, or explain too much. 

			Unlike Camembert, there is no popular founding myth or partisan debate about cheddar’s heroes or origins. In fact, the history of cheddar is largely untold outside an academic audience. That a cheese originally from England became America’s favorite cheese is not entirely surprising. It certainly has been Americanized to the extent that most people have never even tried a traditional version. That there is a lack of oral history regarding how it came to be is not surprising, either, given how many changes it has gone through and given that there is a great regional diversity in the way people want their cheddars to taste.

			In fact, through my cheese travels I have found that in some places there actually are local oral histories regarding regional cheddars or specific makers, not just all-encompassing ones. People swear allegiance to their home state versions, especially if they are from Vermont, New York, or Wisconsin. Even within those areas, cheese eaters will align themselves with the makers in particular counties or towns in a way that reflects the origins of cheesemaking in the world. There once was a time when milk could not travel very far without going bad, and if there wasn’t a local cheesemaker, there probably was no great local love for cheese.

			From farm-made varieties to local producers and co-ops to large factories and incredibly long shelf lives, the story of cheddar-making in this country reflects the shift of the U.S. population from the land to the urban areas, and the shift of food production from family farms to large-scale industrial agriculture. Cheddar-making, once a career choice that seemed like a wise financial move and a good escape from farming, now is an extremely hard way to make a living for a small-timer.

			At a time when food politics is becoming more of a political issue—for increasingly militant urban shoppers “voting with their dollars”; for working people who chafe at the elitism of being told that “food should be more expensive”; for practical-joking home chefs who want to stick a fork in the foodie pretension that may help gentrify them out of their city—cheddar is an interesting food because it has fans on all sides of the food debate.

			Every cheese eater in the country appreciates cheddar, though he or she may love completely different cheddars for completely different reasons. Cheddar has regional differences, subjective (but strongly held) beliefs by followers and makers from all over the world. It also, in the cheese-positive foodie wave that has highlighted more obscure and “new” cheeses, has gotten a little lost in recent years. While in no danger of extinction—indeed, more nuanced and traditionally influenced cheddars are probably being produced now in the United States more than at any time in the last hundred years—cheddar does get snubbed or forgotten at times, from both sides of the cheese counter.

			Rarely is the snubbing malicious. It’s more the idea that everyone knows cheddar. Cheddar does not necessarily create a buzz at a party or the excitement of a new food trend. But, I would argue, we—as cheese­mongers, as cheese lovers—don’t really know cheddar. It’s everywhere, but why is that? A cheese that is used in Big Macs, mousetraps, and mac and cheese, yet is still served in mansions, is a cheese that calls out for more attention. 

			As for the World’s Largest Cheese Replica in Neillsville, it’s no longer there. Rumor has it that it was sold because someone wanted the refrigerated trailer. The wooden box, I assume, was used to heat someone’s home in a cold Wisconsin winter, which probably was a better use for it anyway. 

			I shouldn’t have been looking for what cheddar has to tell us in a monument. There’s no perfect food to study to tell us about ourselves. America is too big and too diverse for that. But some of the answers can be found in a food that came to the United States as an immigrant and was transformed, not always for the better, by that process. Cheddar spans the regional and class differences in the United States, encompassing everything from traditionally made cheese crafted by hand and covered lovingly in lard, as it has been for centuries, to Kraft processed singles that are extruded by machines absent the human touch beyond the push of a button. Any cheese that appeals to that many people has a story to tell. There is a lot to say about cheddar, I think, and it also has something to tell us about ourselves.

			Chapter 2
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			The Idea of Wisconsin and the Wisconsin Idea

			After I decided that I wanted to search for the meaning of cheddar, I had to figure out where to start. Besides spending way too much money on obscure, out-of-print cheese books and reading them—arguably the best kind of journey possible—the first destination seemed obvious: Wisconsin, a state that roots its identity in dairy.

			Not only does Wisconsin wear its cheese pride on its head, it also has a particular pride in cheddar. The only state with an official Master Cheese­maker program, Wisconsin boasts twenty-three master cheesemakers proficient in cheddar1 and probably the most cheddar-makers of any state in the Union. Almost a full third of all cheese made in the state is cheddar.2

			Jeanne Carpenter, Wisconsin cheesemonger, writer, and fourth-generation Wisconsinite, puts the Wisconsin love affair with cheddar this way:

			To most Wisconsinites, cheddar is our state symbol. It is the very meaning of our state slogan, America’s Dairyland. We wear it on our heads at Green Bay Packer games (albeit in a foam version with holes—not sure about that), we debate which age we like best at dinner parties, and we swear that orange cheddar still tastes better than white, when we all know they taste the same. Cheddar is truly Wisconsin’s identity. Of the 129 cheese plants in the state, 60 make cheddar—producing 561 million pounds of just this one type of cheese every single year. That’s a lot of cheddar.3

			Cheddar-making is also still rooted in community. I have witnessed—in my many visits to the state on official cheese business—fierce debate over whose region has the best cheddar, which producer makes the best cheddar curds, how a certain cheddar no longer in existence was the best cheddar ever and you just will never know how good it was because you didn’t live it. 

			I don’t want to give the wrong impression. The arguments—while intense—never got violent or anything. Wisconsinites are far too unified in their belief that their cheese is far superior to anyone else’s in the country. They will always fall back on that unity before, say, a gang brawl between Widmer’s Warriors and Henning’s Hellcats can break out.

			Yes, Wisconsin—home of the disappointing packing crate memorial to cheddar—was the obvious point to start my journey in earnest. When Chris Roelli, of the Roelli Cheese Company, invited me to attend the gathering of cheddar-makers he was hosting, I had to go. Even so, I was not quite prepared for what I had gotten myself into.

			My first day in Wisconsin was all about transportation. I got a direct flight from San Francisco to Milwaukee, and my trip was fast and pleasant. I picked up my rental car in my after-flight daze, said no to all the scare-tactic extras, and was on my way. Very soon after landing I was driving out of Milwaukee, listening to a punk show on the left of the radio dial, and heading west to Shullsburg, which is in the southwest corner of the state, closer to Illinois and Iowa than to Madison or Milwaukee. Driving through small-town Wisconsin was a great way to acclimate to a few days of cheese talk. 

			Unfortunately, as I got to Darlington, where I was staying, I realized my big-city ways had not prepared me for small-town life. It was 9:15 p.m. Wisconsin time; I hadn’t eaten, and nothing was open. Well, nothing except the gas station McDonald’s, and it was about to close, too. I had to think fast . . . cobble together a meal of Pringles, powdered donuts, and cookies from the gas station mini-mart or get my first McDonald’s meal in about twenty years. 

			I’m an American. I did what I had to do. Oddly, or perhaps not oddly at all, the Big Mac tasted exactly the same as I’d remembered; the same as the hundreds of Big Macs I had eaten growing up. There is an irony in this. Here I was, traveling halfway around the country simply to be in the presence of some of the best cheesemakers in the world, and I was eating food that is the polar opposite of what they make or I sell. For even as makers strive for consistency in their cheese, the object of a great cheesemaker—due to seasonality, maturation, or whim—is not to make the same-tasting cheese every time.

			The mini-mart did carry New Glarus beer, so I bought a six-pack of Spotted Cow, a brand that’s not available outside Wisconsin, to pair with my Big Mac, just to prove I really was a snobby urbanite. It was, in a word, terroirific.
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			While I started my physical journey in Wisconsin, I began the educational part before I left home, by making a list. I soon realized, though, that I would have to unlearn some of what I thought I knew. On that list, long since scribbled over and recycled, were a
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