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Recently I was visited by one
of our country’s top cheese
affineurs and he presented me
with a perfectly ripened Valen-
cay goat cheese from France.
I've been eating this cheese for
years and considered it an
average one, until now. The
art of affinage [AH-fee-nahj],
which is still on the upswing in
this country, is the tradition of
aging cheeses and coddling
them along to perfection. The
end result is a perfect cheese
at its optimal ripeness and
peak flavor.

To show an example, the
young, fresh Valencay has a
firm, chalky white paste but
after four weeks of proper
aging it transformed into a
completely different cheese.
As it ripened, a delicate rind
formed and directly under-
neath a creamy, silky layer
appeared that oozed at room
temperature. The flavor tran-
sitioned from a sharp and
tangy to sweet and nutty.

Cheese is a living, breathing
substance and is in a constant
state of change. Every cheese
ripens in its own way depend-
ing on its style and every
cheese has a “window” of peak
ripeness. The more you un-
derstand about cheese styles
and the ripening process the
easier it will be to navigate the

cheese counter and select
great cheeses at their peak.

Cheeses can fall into one of
these categories: Fresh, Semi-
soft, Soft-ripened, Surface-
ripened, Semi-hard, and Hard.

Think of most fresh cheeses as [§ ’

having two flavor characteris-
tics: either milky or salty. The
word “fresh” in this case sim-
ply refers to cheeses that are
not aged and are instead,
made to be consumed within a
few weeks of production.
Their color should resemble
the fresh milk from which they
were made, either off-white
from cow’s milk or bright
white from goat’s or sheep’s
milk. Usually there’s not much
aroma so if you find one that is
pungent, it’s best to pass on it.
Look for uniformity in the
cheese with no blemishes or
discoloration. Cheeses in this
category include mozzarella,
fromage blanc, Chévre, and
Feta.

Semi-soft cheeses are mild but
anything but boring and some
in this category are my favor-
ites; especially those made
with sheep’s milk. Aged only
about two months, it's the
suppleness in their texture
that I'm drawn to. Think of a
perfectly cooked grilled cheese
sandwich that coats your
mouth and lingers with flavor.
The aromas are usually earthy
or floral; you'll know if it’s past
its prime if it smells musty.
Made from all milk types or
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The striking difference between a
young, fresh Valengay (left) and a
properly aged example of the
same cheese.

blended milk, the paste is al-
most always white to light
ivory in color. My favorites in
this category are Etorki, a
sheep’s milk cheese produced
in the Basque region of France
and Pecorino Fresco, one of
Italy’s gems.

Soft-ripened cheeses are un-
mistakable due to their soft,
white rind. When a soft-
ripened cheese is at its peak it
is cheese nirvana. Because this
cheese ages from the outside in
the paste just beneath the rind
turns practically translucent
while the interior remains firm
and chalky white. It's like hav-
ing two cheeses in one. The
French call this characteristic
chalky center the I'ame, or the
“soul” of the cheese. Brie,
Camembert and Montbriac (a
blue-brie) fall into this cate-
gory. The rind should always
be supple so avoid any that are
hard or have cracks. The
aroma should have either but-
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Did you know?

In meats and fish,
the flavor is in the
fat, and this is partly
true of cheeses as
well. Most fat-free
cheeses are bland
and texturally
unappealing. The
butterfats from the
milk contribute
vastly to a cheese’s
flavor, aromas, and
body. As the cheese
ripens, the flavor
and aroma becomes
more complex.

Milk into Cheese

Here are some cal-
culations to give
you an idea of how
much milk it takes
to make cheese:

1lcow=8-10
quarts per day

1 goat = 3-4.5
quarts per day

1 sheep = 1 quart
per day

[t takes 2 quarts of
milk to make 1 8oz
wheel of camem-
bert

[t takes 16 quarts
of milk to make a 5
pound wheel of
brie

Cheese is a living, breathing substance. It is the soul of the soil.

tery, floral, or mushroom
tones so pass on any that are
pass their peak and smell of
ammonia.

Surface-ripened cheeses are
some of the most interesting
looking cheeses because they
come in so many shapes and
the rind is delicate and wrin-
kled. Often, when I receive a
cheese box full of Chevrot or
Caprifuille goat cheese from
France, the wrinkled rind is
covered with puffy white
mold that resembles cotton
candy (and tastes like it, too).
The paste can either be firm
or creamy but should never
smell of ammonia. The Italian
cheesemaker, Caseificio
dell’Alta Langa, has been pro-
ducing some of the most di-
vine cheeses in this category
including Brunet, Rocchetta
and La Tur.

The largest category of cheese
is Semi-hard cheese and the
flavor profiles run the gamut
as well. They can be aged
anywhere from two months
to two years. The paste
should be firm but not so hard
that it doesn't give when
pressed. And when you put it

in your mouth it should start
out firm but then give way to
a nice creaminess and linger
for a while. Many cheddars,
gouda-style, and pecorinos
fall into this category and a
favorite in many cheese shops
is Prima Donna from Holland.

Hard cheeses are just that -
hard. Because they've been
aged from 12 months to 8
years they’ve lost a great deal
of moisture along the way.
They pack a punch and a little
goes a long way. Try a chunk
of five-year aged Gouda and
this butterscotch-flavored, lip
-smacking cheese will make
you think you're eating candy.
Hard cheeses usually have
little white flecks or crystals
that are responsible for mak-
ing your mouth salivate. The
only recourse is to wash it
down with an equally bold
wine like Cabernet or
Brunello. Stars in this cate-
gory are Parmigiano-
Reggiano, Mimolette from
France and Serena from
Three Sisters Farmstead in
the U.S.

Remember that cheeses age
and taste best when they are

properly cared for. Many can
be enjoyed at different stages
of ripeness and understand-
ing the various styles will
only enhance your experi-
ence. Shop at stores where
cheesemongers are passion-
ate about their cheese and
never be afraid to ask for a
taste.

Stacey Adams-Zier is the
Owner and Fromager of Tast-
ings Gourmet Market and Ar-
tisanal Cheese Center located
in Clock Tower Place, Annapo-
lis, Md. She can be reached at
410.263.1324

www. TastingsGourmetMarket.

Le Chevrot is an example of a
surface-ripened goat cheese.

The first U.S. cheese factory was founded by Jesse Williams in Rome,
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of local history: agricultural, political, or ecclesiastical. Knowledge of
this enables us to distinguish the genuine from the imitation; it adds to

our appet.
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-PATRICK RANCE, The French Cheese Book
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