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Introduction

If you’ve ever been curious about cheese, that’s understandable; cheese is fascinating. It has never ceased to amaze me that four ingredients – milk, starter, rennet and salt – can create the diversity that we see in cheese. It’s made all over the world. It takes patience, precision and knowledge. An interest in cheese can be a lens for exploring science, art, history, geography, food culture and even religion. It’s turned pairing into an art form, farmers into household names and brought unutterable joy to millions of people. Every day at Pick & Cheese I see visitors discovering the country through its cheeses and all my holidays are an extravagant ruse for finding new cheeses.

When I meet people at parties, they will often observe that I tend to talk about cheese A LOT. It’s not that I intend to, it just sort of happens. My job will come up in conversation and, before you know it, I’ll be knee deep in some story about why some goudas taste like caramel or what makes blue cheeses mouldy. They also tend to notice that someone has eaten all the crisps, but I swear that’s a coincidence!

After only a few months of working as a cheesemonger, I knew that there was no other industry that I wanted to work in. I was being paid to eat cheese and talk about cheese, which was pretty much my hobby already. I thought I would get bored of it, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. Every time I make a new discovery, visit a producer, read an article or judge at a cheese awards, I uncover new information – but I also realize how much there is still to learn.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
An illustration showing two types of cheese. On the left is Oaxaca, depicted as a ball of white string cheese unraveling slightly, with a white speech bubble label 'Oaxaca'. On the right is a wedge of Stilton, a crumbly blue cheese with prominent blue veins and a rough rind, labeled with a white speech bubble 'Stilton'.


In 2016, I started to teach cheese classes for the Academy of Cheese. Their level one course is designed to be accessible to all – from keen industry folk who are starting out on their educational journey to absolute beginners who have never ventured far beyond the Cheddar section in the supermarket. Moving from the cheese counter to the classroom made room for much more in-depth conversation, pushing my knowledge, stoking my curiosity and, most satisfyingly of all, witnessing the joy as students make new discoveries and gain confidence in their newfound knowledge.

When the opportunity arose to write a book about cheese, I knew I had to communicate the excitement and fascination that cheese inspires. And now here we are – the written distillation of all those conversations I’ve had about cheese at the cheese counter, in the restaurant, in the classroom and, of course, at parties. Now kindly pass those crisps …
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
An illustration showing cheese and crackers. On the left is Tulum cheese, depicted as a dark, rough-textured log or mass, labeled with a white speech bubble 'Tulum'. In the center is Mont d'Or, a soft cheese in a round wooden box with horizontal stripes. A spoon is lifting a gooey, melted portion of the cheese. The box and the cheese have a speech bubble label 'Mont d'Or'. On the right are three round, textured crackers.





One The Fundamentals
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A piece of crumbly white cheese with distinct blue veins/mould pockets. A white speech bubble sticks out from the top right, containing the word 'One' in a cursive font. The background is a solid medium blue.


Milk, starter, rennet and salt. These four ingredients unlock a constellation of dairy possibilities.

Types of Milk

There are thousands of ways that cheeses can differ, but there is one ingredient that unites all of them: milk. If you’re going to make cheese, you’re going to need a lot of it. While individual cheese recipes vary, it takes around 100 litres (203 gallons) of milk just to make a single 10 kg (22 lb) cheese.

Cow: These animals are responsible for producing most of the milk used for cheesemaking. Their milk is abundant, versatile and forms robust curds, making it suitable for some giant heavy hitters in the cheese world like Cheddar and Gruyère.

Sheep: They’re hardy animals and can adapt to climates and terrains which would be difficult for cows. While the volume of milk they produce is not large, it has about double the solids of cow milk, so you get much more cheese from it. Pecorino, Manchego and Roquefort are the most renowned cheeses made from sheep’s milk.

Goat: Quite compact compared to cows, so they will produce a low volume of milk. Their varied diet brings some interesting tangy flavours into the milk which can be a little divisive. The animals themselves are sociable, charming and (sometimes) intelligent.

Buffalo: Water buffalo are farmed all over the world, with the highest concentration of herds in India and Pakistan, where they outnumber dairy cows. They make rich, fatty milk and are best known for mozzarella in Italy, but also make cheeses of note in India, Bulgaria and Egypt.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A side-profile drawing of a water buffalo standing. It has a dark, shaggy coat and thick, downward-and-upward-curving horns. The word 'Buffalo' is written above it to the left, with an arrow pointing down towards the animal.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A drawing of a yak standing, facing slightly to the right. It is dark brown/black with very thick, long, shaggy hair covering its body and short, forward-curving horns. The word 'Yak' is above it to the left, with an arrow pointing to the animal.


Donkey: Not just for Cleopatra’s bath, donkey milk is also used for cheese, most notably Pule, produced in Serbia. A lactating jenny will produce about a litre of milk (34 fl oz) a day for up to 6–7 months after foaling, so the cheese comes with a high price tag.

Camel: Cheese made from camel milk is a relatively recent development. There are many barriers to its success, given it’s produced in a hot climate, with limited access to refrigeration or dairying facilities. Also, the composition does not help, as it makes it very difficult to form curds. That said, it’s all worthwhile when you can offer your guests a slice of camel-bert.

Moose: It must have been a brave soul who first decided to milk a moose. They’re skittish, generally unwilling and a little bad-tempered, and any sudden movements will cause them to instantly stop lactating, so milking them is a time-consuming and difficult affair. Perhaps this is why there’s just one moose cheese producer – in Bjurholm, Sweden.

Yak: Wild yak can only live above 3,500 m (11,482 ft) elevation, making them less accessible to humans, but after thousands of years of breeding with cattle at lower altitudes their offspring have now became a distinct breed. The Tibetan yak has been domesticated for around 2,500 years and their milk is intrinsic to the diet of the semi-nomadic herders living in this region.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
A drawing of a moose in profile, facing left. It is light brown with long legs and a distinctive snout, shown without full antlers (possibly a female). The word 'Moose' is written above it, with a curved arrow pointing down to its back.



Why is My Cheese That Colour?

Yellow: Most cow milk cheeses have yellow paste. This is down to a specific pigment found in grass – beta-carotene, the same thing found in carrots. The cows are not able to digest this nutrient and so it is passed through them into the milk, causing the golden colour. When grass is dried into hay, it loses around 80 per cent of its beta-carotene, so winter hay-fed cheeses are often easy to distinguish from summer grass-fed cheeses.

White: Goats, sheep and buffalo are all able to digest the beta-carotene in their diet, meaning that none of it will pass to the milk and their cheeses tend to be white or ivory. You may also see cow’s milk cheeses which are white, indicating high acidity.

Orange and Red: Most likely these will have been coloured with annatto, a natural food colourant sourced from a South American shrub, Bixa orellana. This has been commonly used in cheesemaking since the eighteenth century, but prior to that carrot juice or ‘ladies bed straw’ flowers may have been used. This addition was either intended to mimic the appearance of rich butterfat in milk – which may have had some cream content removed already – or just to mask seasonal differences between batches.



What’s in a glass of milk?

It seems obvious that when you look into a glass of milk you see a liquid, but when a cheesemaker looks at milk, they’re focused on the solids it contains which are suspended in water. Each of these milk components plays a part in the cheesemaking process.

Fat: Delivering the rich, buttery mouthfeel. As fats are broken down, they also create flavour and aroma.

Lactose: This is converted into lactic acid during the cheesemaking process, making the milk more digestible.

Proteins: When the proteins interact with rennet, they form a firm mesh, turning the liquid milk to a solid curd. They also create a lot of the flavour in long-aged cheeses.

Calcium: Responsible for the cheese texture – when cheese has high levels of calcium it has a bouncier, elastic texture.

Water: About 90 per cent of milk is made up of water, most of which will be removed in the whey during cheesemaking.

Pasteurization

Let’s dive headfirst into a contentious topic in cheese – not the age-old question of bread or crackers (that’s far too important to cover at this stage!) but pasteurization. Pasteurization, developed after Louis Pasteur’s work in the 1860s, involves heating milk to kill harmful bacteria, significantly reducing the transmission risk of diseases like bovine tuberculosis. While it became a key public health measure to ensure safety for liquid milk, its use in cheesemaking is a more nuanced story.

Raw milk is a lively environment with strong microbial diversity and competition. Many of these bacteria can behave as a natural safety net for the milk, outcompeting pathogenic bacteria and diminishing their opportunity to survive. These bacteria also bring with them many of the flavour-giving properties that we expect to find in our cheeses. When making cheeses with pasteurized milk, these flavours must be reintroduced to the milk using prepared cultures created to deliver the precise flavour attribute required by the maker. There are those who feel that this process of killing off the naturally occurring bacteria, only to reintroduce them by other means later in the process, diminishes the authenticity of a product, very much like cutting off all your hair and then buying a wig to wear instead.

It is absolutely possible to make safe and delicious cheese with raw milk. In fact, many of the world’s best-known and best-loved cheeses can only be made unpasteurized according to the rules that govern their trademark. Dairy hygiene has moved on immeasurably in the last 150 years and so has our understanding of the microbial activity in milk. Ironically, it is now the overbearance of hygiene control which threatens raw milk safety. The lively and competitive environment that helps make it safe relies on having the correct levels of bacteria, and if this high stakes balancing act can’t be achieved then pasteurization is a great solution.

Ultimately, for us, as eaters of cheese, the top consideration will be what it tastes like. At the extreme ends of each scale, raw milk cheese can be feral and mangy whereas pasteurized can be bland and uninspiring, but both are capable of greatness in the hands of a good cheesemaker, so it really isn’t the be-all and end-all that is often asserted.


[image: Illustration of a brown and white cow]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
A drawing of a cow standing in profile facing right. It has a light brown coat, a white underbelly, and visible udders. It appears to be a dairy breed, possibly a Jersey cow.



Vegan cheese

Technically, in Europe, you can’t call a product cheese unless it contains dairy milk. Despite the paradoxical title, I think it’s worth touching on what these products are as well as what they are not.

• Most vegan ‘cheeses’ are made from seeds, nuts or soy with the addition of vegetable fats.

• Nut milks have been fulfilling a need for vegans and the lactose intolerant for decades.

• While
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