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  GREEN COUNTY AND THE DRIFTLESS REGION are home to the highest concentration of award-winning cheese in America. Grassy peaks and carved valleys, unchanged during the ice age’s glacial shifts, prove to be a nice resting place for cows, sheep, and goats, whose milk is woven into all this amazing cheese. Young organic farmers work alongside multi-generational Amish families, both passionate about living off the land.


  What makes the cheese so delicious? It’s the milk. Another factor is the relationships between cheesemakers and dairy farmers. Some date back four generations, united by a bond to keep their businesses small and family-owned. Many learned to make cheese from Swiss relatives who moved here as young immigrants chasing an American dream. And yet a younger generation is emerging, people like Andy Hatch who, in his thirties, serves as cheesemaker and co-owner with his wife and another couple of Uplands Cheese, making just two cheeses each year that are sold in high-end cheese shops around the country.


  Reflecting that Swiss heritage most deeply is the Green County town of Monroe, home to Emmi Roth, one of the state’s largest creameries. Visitors can enjoy a pot of fondue with a glass of Wisconsin wine and witness cheese being made. Several micro creameries like Roelli Cheese Haus put out fine cheeses that are true Alpine style, stemming from ancestors who learned to do the same task in the Swiss Alps and, fortunately, brought that skill to Wisconsin. Many Driftless Region cheesemakers—like Tony Hook of Hook’s Cheese and Willi Lehner of Bleu Mont Dairy—flock to the country’s largest producer-only farmers’ market, hosted on Madison’s Capitol Square every Saturday morning. Rubbing elbows with chicken farmers, Amish bakers, and growers of specialty vegetable crops is a fitting tribute to this agricultural belt, where boutique approaches to doing business are respected and revered.


  Bleu Mont Dairy
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  WILLI LEHNER’S PARENTS EMIGRATED FROM SWITZERLAND to Wisconsin during the 1950s. Drawing upon expertise gained back in Switzerland, his dad landed a job at a Mount Horeb creamery. Lehner watched his dad make Swiss, Muenster, and cheddar cheese. “I was in charge of waxing,” he quips. “I remember how good the flavor was in those cheeses.”


  “As a kid, Dad taught me about the quality of milk (cows feeding on grass, not grain), but it wasn’t until I went to Switzerland and helped a friend make cheese in an alpine pasture and saw what the cows ate that I got it,” says Lehner. He noticed that what animals eat influences the final product. What makes Wisconsin milk so well suited for cheese? “A lot of it has to do with the calcium in the soil,” he says.


  Lehner experienced an epiphany tasting clothbound cheddar from Great Britain as an adult. “I tasted it and went ‘Oh my god, this is sensational cheese,’” says Lehner. Several seasons spent in Switzerland’s Bernese Alps taught him how to make cheese using a copper kettle over an open flame. Through a grant from the University of Wisconsin–Madison’s Center for Dairy Research, he studied cheddar production in Great Britain.


  Bleu Mont Dairy’s production is small: four batches of 320 wheels twice a year (spring and fall), followed by twelve to eighteen months of aging in dome-like caves just behind Lehner’s house, built into the grassy hillside. “I don’t make cheese in the winter. Winter’s for skiing,” says Lehner, who spends much of each winter in Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Distribution isn’t limited to Wisconsin: Murray’s Cheese in New York City carries Bleu Mont Dairy’s cheese.


  Willi’s college-age daughter lives in Zurich, Switzerland, studying sustainability in agricultural systems and policy at ETH. “Whenever we go to Switzerland, he comes home with a couple of wheels (of cheese),” says his partner, Kitas McKnight. “He eats more cheese than anyone else I’ve met.” Sure enough, two wedges are out on the kitchen counter on a drizzly day in May. Lehner slices off a hunk of his Alpine Renegade and considers its flavor profile. Like any man who knows his cheese, he responds that it needs “another three to four months.”


  “The Bandaged Cheddar grated on top of asparagus is so good. Those flavors just work,” says Kitas McKnight.


  “Whenever I make quiches, I put a layer (of the cheese) on the bottom and on the top.”


  Kale Ddeokbokki


  4 cups chicken stock or vegetable stock


  1 onion, sliced


  1 tablespoon minced garlic


  1 tablespoon minced ginger


  1 package rice logs, cut into thirds and soaked in cold water for at least 1 hour or overnight


  1 bunch kale


  6–8 perilla leaves (shiso leaves)


  2 links Lap Cheong (Chinese sausage), cut into bite-size pieces


  4 hard-boiled eggs, chopped


  2 tablespoons (or to taste) fish sauce


  1 tablespoon (or to taste) sugar


  GARNISH:


  Bleu Mont Dairy Bandaged Cheddar, shredded


  Korean chili flakes


  Sesame seeds


  Scallions


  [image: image]


  In a stockpot, heat stock to a boil. Add onion, garlic, ginger, and rice logs. Simmer, reducing by half, until thickened and rice logs are tender.


  Boil kale until tender in salted water, then shock in ice water. Blend cooked kale with perilla leaves and a bit of ice water. Cook sausage on stovetop, turning until browned and crisp, about 3 minutes. Add kale puree and chopped eggs to cooked rice logs and bite-size sausage pieces, then fish sauce and sugar, adjusting for taste.


  Garnish with shredded cheese, chili flakes, sesame seeds, and sliced scallions. Serve immediately.


  Recipe by Tory Miller, chef/owner Sujeo Restaurant in Madison


  SERVES 4
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  The Charmant Hotel


  101 State St


  La Crosse, WI


  (608) 519-8800


  thecharmanthotel.com


  On a sunny evening in early June, I settled into a table at the sixty-seven-room Charmant Hotel’s ground-floor restaurant. The Mississippi River was on my right, viewable through floor-to-ceiling windows, the industrial-era decor of the sun-dappled massive dining space to my left.


  The process of taking my order went more like a conversation than me reading off the dinner menu. That’s because adjustments are made based on what arrived in the kitchen from local farmers that morning. Case in point: the cheese plate. Its three to five selections were not entirely known to me until it was set in front of me. That’s the beauty of dining local: You are at the whim of the region’s soil. Some years the tomato harvest might be late or the ramps come in earlier than ever before. A good chef, just like executive chef Spencer Schaller at the Charmant Hotel, knows how to work with flux.


  In the heart of the Driftless Region, one of America’s most concentrated organic-farm belts, and home to the Organic Valley cooperative, the Charmant Hotel’s culinary staff considers this to be a welcome challenge. It’s also a fitting second chapter to this brick building, which opened in 1898 as a candy factory, staying in operation for the next thirty-five years. Guests are immediately reminded of this heritage upon check-in when they are handed two chocolates. The hotel opened its doors in late 2015.


  Other cheese dishes on the menu include Old Country Creamery cheese curds with house ranch dressing and a burger topped with Hook’s Colby. A starter of goat cheese, too, is paired with local Amish honey.


  French Onion Soup


  2 cups chopped onions


  ⅔ cup brandy


  4 quarts (16 cups) beef or chicken stock


  2 bay leaves


  10 thyme sprigs


  3 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce


  Salt and pepper, to taste


  Gruyère, to top


  Sauté onions in frying pan until caramelized, then deglaze with brandy.


  Add stock, bay leaves, thyme, and Worcestershire sauce and simmer for 10 minutes, seasoning with salt and pepper to taste.


  Spoon in baking dish and top with Gruyère. Bake at 400°F until top is golden brown and cheese has melted, becoming bubbly and slightly toasted, about 7 to 10 minutes.


  Recipe by the Charmant Hotel


  SERVES 24
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  Carr Valley Cheese
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  MASTER CHEESEMAKER SID COOK is a legend when it comes to Wisconsin cheese. He’s won more awards than any other cheesemaker in the world—somewhere around seven hundred. In fact, he won twelve at the first competition he entered, in 2002 at the American Cheese Society’s competition in Washington, DC.


  Crafting around one hundred varieties of cheese—but specializing in cheddars and fontina, sourcing cow’s, sheep’s, and goat’s milk, and doing a mix of smoking and aging—Cook is inspired by his great-grandfather’s brother’s legacy. In 1883 Ed Lepley began making cheese at a factory in nearby Viola at the age of thirteen. Cook got his cheesemaker license at sixteen. His grandparents were also cheesemakers.


  Carr Valley Cheese, which Sid purchased in 1986, continues to be family-run. His son works in the Mauston plant, his stepdaughter (Andrea Christoff) oversees social media, and his son-in-law (Dave Christoff) works in sales.


  Two years ago, Carr Valley Cheese branched out into butter. Eight stores are open in Mazomanie, Middleton, Sauk City, Mauston, Fennimore, La Valle, and Wisconsin Dells. A blue-cheese factory in Linden joined the company in 2011. Exports of Carr Valley Cheese cross oceans to places such as Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, France, Germany, Australia, and Nicaragua. When Cook skis in Colorado—as he often does—he sometimes even spots his own products. “I was skiing at Vail and at a restaurant and what do they have there? Gorgonzola from Carr Valley.”


  Cook believes strongly in getting to know his customers—not just selling through distributors. This is why Carr Valley Cheese has so many stores. “We like to sell to our consumer because it drives our brand nationally,” he says.


  Cheese is never not in abundance at the Cook household. “We always have twelve to fourteen different cheeses in the fridge,” he says. “I really like the blue cheeses. With the Billy Blue (smoked blue goat cheese) I’ll make a cream sauce, for pasta al dente.” Another favorite snack? That same sauce spread on toast with honey drizzled on top. Cook also likes putting blue cheese in a salad of greens and sliced pears. Blue cheese is also used in a layered potato dish. “We always have that on Christmas dinner, with a prime rib,” he says. But for everyday consumption, it’s his smoked pepper jack cheese he likes. “This is a great beer-drinking cheese.”


  Growing up, Cook’s relatives always put out a hearty spread for meals. “There was always cheese. Lunch was ‘whenever you stopped by,’” says Cook, who recalls berries with cream, pies, and sandwich fixings like pickles, ham, jelly, honey, bread, and—of course—cheese.


  Supreme Macaroni and Cheese with Carr Valley Fontina and 3-Year Cheddar


  1 (16-ounce) package elbow macaroni


  ½ cup (1 stick) butter


  ½ cup all-purpose flour


  2 cups half-and-half


  2 cups milk


  1 teaspoon salt


  1 teaspoon dry mustard


  2 cups shredded Carr Valley Fontina


  3 cups shredded Carr Valley 3 Year Aged Cheddar, divided


  3 teaspoons fresh chives, optional


  1 cup cornflake crumbs tossed with 1 tablespoon melted butter


  Preheat oven to 375°F. Lightly grease a large baking/casserole dish.


  Cook macaroni according to package directions.


  In a saucepan, melt butter over medium heat and stir in flour until smooth. Add half-and-half, milk, and salt, stirring with a whisk until thickened. Add mustard, then gradually add fontina, 2 cups cheddar (reserving 1 cup for topping), and chives, stirring until cheese has melted.


  Combine sauce and macaroni, then transfer to baking dish and layer remaining cheddar over top. Sprinkle with buttered cornflake crumbs and bake for 20 minutes.


  SERVES 6
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  Fried Potato Chips with Spicy Blue Cheese Sauce


  POTATO CHIPS:


  2 pounds unpeeled potatoes (7–8 medium)


  Oil for frying


  Salt


  BLUE CHEESE SAUCE:


  2 tablespoons unsalted butter


  2 tablespoons all-purpose flour


  2½ cups whole milk, room temperature


  ½ teaspoon cayenne pepper


  ¾ pound crumbled Carr Valley Glacier Wildfire Blue
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  FOR POTATO CHIPS:


  Wash and peel potatoes. Slice very thin.


  Place slices in a bowl of salted ice water immediately after cutting, and let stand for at least 30 minutes.


  Completely dry potato slices before frying in hot oil (at 390°F) until light golden brown. Drain on paper towels and salt lightly.


  FOR BLUE CHEESE SAUCE:


  Melt butter in a saucepan, stirring in flour, and cook for 1 minute. Slowly whisk in milk, and continue whisking until thickened.


  Remove from heat and stir in cayenne pepper and Glacier Wildfire Blue cheese. If sauce is too thick, thin with extra milk.


  SERVES 8


  Apple Pie with Sharp Cheddar Crust


  2¼ cups all-purpose flour


  1 teaspoon sugar


  1 teaspoon salt


  1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, cold, cut into pieces


  1 cup shredded Carr Valley 4 Year Aged Cheddar, plus additional for topping


  36 ounces prepared or homemade apple-pie filling


  1 egg


  Splash of cold water or milk


  FOR CHEDDAR PIE CRUST:


  Combine flour, sugar, and salt in a bowl. Add butter pieces and, with a pastry blender, cut butter into flour until crumbly. Add cheese.


  Add 4 tablespoons cold water. Divide dough in half and let rest for 30–45 minutes.


  FOR PIE:


  Preheat oven to 400°F.


  Roll out half of dough on a lightly floured surface and place in a greased 9-inch pie dish. Add apple-pie filling.


  Roll out other half of dough and place on top of pie, sealing edges and trimming excess dough.


  Brush pie with egg wash (egg beaten with cold water or milk) and cut air slits in the center.


  Bake for 60 minutes on a baking sheet or until crust is golden brown.


  Remove from oven and top with additional cheddar, then cool to room temperature.


  SERVES 8


  

  Sid’s 101-year-old mother, Merna, serves this pie often. “I like that big, bold fruity acid flavor,” says Sid.


  

  Roasted Root Vegetables with Carr Valley Snow White Goat Cheddar


  1 large sweet potato, peeled and cut into wedges


  1 large turnip, peeled and cut into 1-inch pieces


  2 medium beets, peeled and cut into wedges


  3 medium carrots, peeled and cut into 1-inch pieces


  ¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil


  Salt and pepper, to taste


  8 ounces Carr Valley Snow White Goat Cheddar, rind removed


  Preheat oven to 400°F.


  Combine vegetables, olive oil, salt, and pepper in a large bowl. Transfer vegetables to a baking sheet and bake for 40 minutes or until soft enough to pierce with a fork.


  Using a vegetable peeler, shave goat cheddar into thin strips.


  Remove vegetables from oven and sprinkle with cheese while still warm.


  Serve warm.


  SERVES 8
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  “Our Snow White Goat Cheddar is incredible shaved on any warm roasted root vegetable,” says Andrea Christoff.
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  Dane County Farmers’ Market


  Capitol Square


  Madison


  Saturday 6:15 a.m. to 1:45 p.m.


  Never is Madison more alive than on a Saturday morning between April and November on Capitol Square. No, there is not a protest or University of Wisconsin Badgers sporting event—this is the country’s largest producer-only farmers’ market.


  Pedestrian traffic, to the tune of twenty thousand visitors each weekend, is so thick that you must walk in one direction around the square, and you will inevitably brush elbows with others. Amish farmers sell scones, breads, and muffins next to thirty-something farming couples who gave it all up to live off the land, and Hmong farmers participate in the market, too. Since 1972 this market has been in full swing and always on the square. Former mayor Bill Dyke had been inspired by Europe’s open markets and sought to bring a similar concept to Madison. Only the concept took a while to land with farmers: The first market drew only five vendors but quickly grew to dozens of vendors each week. Two years later the number of farmers participating had evolved to more than 100. There is now a two-to three-year waiting list for farmers to participate.


  Today you should definitely pick up Hot & Spicy Cheese Bread from Stella’s Bakery. This bakery, currently owned by Brian and Julie Winzenried, has been in business since 1988 and is an institution in Madison.


  Creameries like Bleu Mont Dairy, Farmer Johns’ Cheese, Forgotten Valley Cheese, Hook’s Cheese, Capri Cheese, Brunkow Cheese, Crème de la Coulee, McCluskey Brothers, LaClare Family Creamery, and Murphy Farms offer samples and sell wedges of their cheese. It’s important to these cheesemakers that they put a face to their product, establishing relationships with customers over morning coffee each weekend. For cheese lovers, it’s a dream come true to be able to try, with your little toothpick, a dozen cheese varieties at one stand alone. Prices tend to be competitive, too, with local retailers, so definitely don’t be shy about stocking up.


  Local chefs choose to shop at the farmers’ market, keeping the farm-to-table movement alive, whether that’s cheese or greens, or even meats, all made locally by boutique food producers.


  Visiting Madison during the week? Dane County Farmers’ Market also runs a market Wednesday between 8:30 a.m. and 1:45 p.m. (between mid-April and mid-November) in the 200 block of Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard, a block off Capitol Square. During the other months, the market moves to indoor locations, keeping its year-round status.


  Cedar Grove Cheese
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  BY RUNNING ONE OF THE AREA’S first cheese factories—in business since 1878—Bob Wills is a conscientious steward of Wisconsin’s culinary history.


  “At one time there were 2,600 cheese factories in the state,” says Wills. “There were 21 within seven miles of here.” Fewer creameries resulted in a shift from commodity to artisan, specialty cheeses. “We went from being a state that made Colby and cheddar—and Swiss in the southern part of the state—to realizing there were a lot of opportunities and we could compete nationally. There’s been a significant rebirth of the industry here.”


  Today rolling green hills in Sauk County part to reveal a long road leading to Cedar Grove Cheese, where the flagship cheese is cheese curds, nearly twenty-six thousand pounds churned out per week. Milk is sourced from local farms, including one in continuous operation for around a century. A retail store sells Cedar Grove cheese. Also on the property is one of the state’s most successful eco-agriculture projects, a “living machine” that’s a natural water treatment system augmented with tropical plants. It’s fitting as Wills once worked for environmental pioneer and Earth Day founder Gaylord Nelson. “It is a unique and innovative way to not only clean the waste water but also to make the importance of clean water more visible for our employees and visitors,” says Wills. “The water reaches a quality that enables us to return it to the groundwater or the local creek.”


  Wills bought his in-laws’ cheese factory in 1989, after receiving a law degree and doctorate in economics from the University of Wisconsin–Madison and working in Chicago and Washington, DC. “I wanted to do something completely different,” he says. “I decided I wanted to make something.” He’s one of the state’s Master Cheesemakers, too. Much like Wills’s urban cousin—Clock Shadow Creamery in Milwaukee—he leases the factory for area cheesemakers, including Landmark Creamery and Bleu Mont Dairy, who lack their own equipment to make cheese. Wills’s son Bo manages operations at Clock Shadow Creamery while son Owen chips in with sales from time to time.


  Standard Wisconsin Poutine


  1 medium onion, thinly sliced


  1 tablespoon brown sugar


  2 tablespoons butter


  1 tablespoon all-purpose flour


  6 ounces dark malt beer


  ½ cup beef stock


  3 cups crispy potato tots or french fries


  1 cup Cedar Grove cheddar cheese curds


  Cook onion and brown sugar in butter until onion is translucent and begins to caramelize. Slowly stir in flour and dark malt beer. Simmer for 5 minutes. Add beef stock and reduce for 7 minutes.


  Cook crispy potato tots or french fries according to package instructions.


  Add curds to potatoes while still hot. Pour gravy over curds and tots and serve immediately.


  SERVES 2


  Wisconsin Vegetarian Poutine


  Olive oil


  4 sprigs fresh rosemary, minced


  Garlic, minced


  1 large rutabaga, peeled and diced


  1 cup Cedar Grove cheddar cheese curds


  ½ cup sweet spring peas


  GRAVY:


  1 medium onion, thinly sliced


  2 tablespoons butter


  1 tablespoon brown sugar or maple syrup


  1 tablespoon all-purpose flour


  1½ cups vegetable broth


  1 tablespoon Sriracha


  Preheat oven to 400°F.


  Coat a roasting pan with olive oil and add rosemary, garlic, and rutabaga. Bake for 1 hour, turning after 30 minutes.


  FOR GRAVY:


  Cook onion in butter until translucent and about to caramelize. Add brown sugar or maple syrup, then stir in flour. Add vegetable broth and Sriracha sauce and reduce for 10 minutes.


  While still hot, cover rutabaga with 1 cup curds. Pour gravy on top.


  Add peas just before serving.


  SERVES 2


  [image: image]


  Crave Brothers Farmstead Cheese
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  CRAVE BROTHERS’ HOLSTEIN COWS are clustered by grade, as if cycling through elementary school on up to high-school graduation.


  George Crave runs the creamery—which crafts about fifteen thousand pounds of cheese daily—and farmstead. His wife, Debbie, handles marketing and also dips into her Italian American heritage to create recipes using their mascarpone and mozzarella. Crave Brothers also produces cheddar curds; Oaxaca, a Hispanic melting cheese; and Farmer’s Rope, a braided rope cheese. Its marinated mozzarella took first place in the 2018 World Championship Cheese Contest, and its fresh mozzarella third. Crave Brothers is one of only three mascarpone makers in Wisconsin. Four years ago the company introduced a Wisconsin classic to its product line—cheese curds. All in all, Crave Brothers has won 112 awards, including for its fresh mozzarella, mascarpone, string cheese, and cheddar cheese curds.


  In 1978 George and his brother Charlie rented a farm in Mount Horeb with fifty-five cows. Now they milk 1,900 cows
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  Edelweiss Creamery
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  Emmi Roth
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  Hook’s Cheese Company
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  Landmark Creamery
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  Montforte
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  Nordic Creamery
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  Roelli Cheese Haus
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  Uplands Cheese
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  White Jasmine
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