MRS.
KIRKHAM
HAD A

FARM

A handful of artisanal

British cheese makers

are reviving a great (and

delicious) cultural and

gastronomic tradition

By JoHN W HITLEH?Y
PHOTOGHERATPHS
B Y HuaGH PALMEHR

Ruth Kirkham, above, makes superb farmhouse Lan-
cashire with milk from her Friesian cows, at right.
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100-YEAR-OLD farmhouse on the grassy
slopes of a Somerser valley, brothers George and Steven
Keeen make checsse. Because they're barely five miles from
the ancient limestone caverns of the Cheddar Gorge,
they call it Cheddar. Yet to anvone accustomed to the
flavorless, orange, plastic-wrapped stuff sold all over the
world under thar name, their Cheddar wasees as if 10 came
from another planet. Thas is real, handmade cheese—

pungent, crumbly,
tenderly aged
The Keens are

among the last two
dozen or so farming
tamilies 10 Grear
Britain  who still
make the greac regional hard
cheeses according o generations-
old mechods. Fifteen years ago,
such farmers were on the verge of
disappearing complerely,

“Ir had got so thar there was al-
most no point in making cheese,”
George Keen says, standing be-
side the tiny copper vac his great-
aunt used 1o make cheese with be-
tore World War I1. "Prices were
so low that most of the other
makers closed down or turned
into factories. It would have been
simpler for us to sell our milk un-
processed. But slowly people be-
came inte l'{"\[t‘tl mn 5Tﬂ]1]ll.:l'r [ASTCS,

and we saw that we could ger a By sheer st

premium price if we distinguished
ourselves by providing something the Keens
special.”

This last-minute revival gave
new life to the cheeses of regions
beyond Somerser, as well: Deep
red Cheshire, burtery Lancashire,
and biting Double Gloucester,
among others, have also managed
to survive, Specialey shops have
sprouted up around the nation,
perhaps most notably Neal’s Yard
Drairy in London’s Covent Garden,
where Randolph Hodgson 1s a passionate advocate of chese time-
honored cheeses. Without quesaon, in face, Hodgson 1s che white
knighr who broughr this farmbouse industry back from che edge.

“When | started in 1979, says the 37-year-old Hodgson, “there
were really only a handful of farmers left. Evervone else had eicher
Riven up or {11.t|13_'n'l.F o “le"l].: commercial |*T|H|1|1 ts with pelsteur-
teed milk and wax coatings. The rradicion was close to being lose.”

MNeal's Yard now sells a quarter of a million pounds of cheese a
year—A40,000 pounds of 1t to the United Scares. “You have o sell
it properly. People have gor used o che idea char Cheddar or Lan-

The Keen brothers’ farmhouse in Lancashire, near Cheddar
Gorge, top; above right, their crumbly and delicious cheese.
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cashire 1s incredibly dull, so you must persuade them o see i,
Owver the past iive years, the makers chemselves have gor more con-
hdence in cheir produce, They can see people are enjoying i, and
they 're being pad properly.”

The Keens have gained enough confidence to construce a brand-
new dairy i a big 18ch-century barn, where they make as much as
500 pounds of cheddar a day from the milk of cheir herd of 180
Friesian cows. “The point of making good cheese is thar ic has wo
be done by hand,” George Keen
explains. “If you try to use too
many mechanical aids or to mod-
ernize oo much, it loses its char-
acter. My maocher learned o make
cheese from her family, and we're
still doing ir almose the same way,
though on a larper scale.”

Instead of the round copper tub
designed for the lone housewife,
for inscang Cs [l'll' W -:.ld.ll"l.' Uses &
1, 000=grallon vac, Starter and ren-
net are added to che milk, which
15 heared unol i forms curds and
whey, The mixture 15 churned,
then the curd is pur inro a cool-
ing tub where it’s “cheddared™—
continually turned to give it s
rexture, then allowed ro solidify
in blocks. Finally, it's put through
a mull, salved, scooped into molds,
and pressed for chree days

At virtually every moment, the
]1ll|'|"|.|'|'] [OrLL !I I5 rl,'llllll'l,'l.l: I'E'I.I'\ s
*us labor-intensive an endeavor as
making sculpture. The Keens
fcheese maker, Jack Parsons, and
“ar least one helper are conscantly
checking the temperature of che
: milk, testing irs acicdicy, and lift-
: ing and turning the curds as they
= pradually harden from runny jun-
ket o crumbliness. The slight-
st variarion in flavor can tell a
connoisseur precisely who made
the cheese, from which pasture the
milk came, and in whar season.

The revival of farmhbouse cheeses
has made them fashionable ar Brimin's smarter restauranes and din-
ner tables. Yer chev're still as rooved in farmang life as cthey were at
any time in the pase. In Europe, cheese has always been a basic ool
of the farm economy, giving milk added value
Where a gallon of milk may sell for £1, the same amount convert-
el into cheese can ferch upwards of £1.60.

Traditionally, cheese making was the province of the farmer’s

and i srall 15,

JOHN WHITLEY s the former vestaurant critic and a featnres woriter

for Lowdon’s The Daly Telegraph.




wife. The Keens' mother was inducted into the mysteries of the
process by her aunt. Ruth Kirkham, on the other hand, starced
making her acclumed Lancashire only after she married John Kirk-
ham, a farmer from a neighboring village. Today, she sells o stores
like Harrods and 15 famous enough to ger fan mail from as far away
as Africa that’s addressed simply o “Mrs. Kirkham, Lancashire”™

For 16 years, this indefatigable and cheerful morher of chree has
worked a 12-hour day, seven days a week, in her cramped, makeshift
dairy in a particularly unpic-
turesque spot on the damp green
Pennines near Preston. "If |
didn’t make cheese, we couldn't
be in farming,” Mrs. Kirkham
says. “If you're in a small way like
we are, with only 40 cows, you
cun win an excra few pounds like
that. There's abour 100 gallons o
make into cheese—we add the
new noming's milk o last mghe's
in the tub. For 70 minutes, I'm
going really hard.”

The first task is to add che
starter, @ chemical culture pre-
pared the night before and
dunked in the milk. The starter
stimulaces the bacteria thar give
acidiry to che milk and make it
go cheesy. Ie's che rickiest and
most mysterious part of the
process, and every cheese maker
has a secrer tweak. Some even
claim char a srarter isn't necessary.
A penerous dose of starcer,
though, is guaranceed procection
against phage, a bacrerial infec-
tion—but too much will make
the cheese acidic. Mrs. Kirkham

I
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uses only the tiniest amoune, risk-
g an expensive disaster, bur usu- _ J i
aly getring a superb resulr.
After adding the starter, she
hears up the 100-0dd gallons in
her bath-size tub to 86 degrees
and adds some animal rennet,
which helps the milk to form a
junker; otherwise it would turn
into a sort of créme fraiche
st inwo curds,” she says. “Then I drain off the whey from the wop.

“You have to work it uneil it stares to

This is when you can rell if the cheese is going o be good. It should
be nice and springy.”

The really backbreaking job is shoveling che compacted curds
up from che tub into the drainer. “Then | crumble them up by
band. After each lor of crumbling, they have to be pressed o ger
out the last of the whey. This is impormane, and 1 do ic chree times.
by the end of che day, I'll have handled thar curd so many nimes
that it feels as chough 've been lifting half a ton.”

Top, Hodgson, of Meal's Yard Dairy, tastes a cheese sample in his
aging room. Bottem right, a selection of his cheeses,

The rest of the day s spent grinding and binding che cheeses
into their molds and scrubbing chem down, There are no short curs
in the process. Mrs. Kirkham's Friesians are nourished on home-
grown chemical-free silage, and she has adamantly resisted all pres-
sure to pasteurize: It takes our all the enzymes and the individ-
ual fAavor, which are what make each cheese different

She responds the same way o suggestions thar she expand: “Peo-
ple often say, "Why don't you ger someone to help you so thar you
can make even more?” Bur the re-
sult might not be the same. A
ladly from one of the supermarker
chains came o warch me one day,
and she said, "You're the nearest
thing the 20th century has toa
slave!” It would be so nice o just
have a day off ench week.”

Even when there's a larger pool
of relatives to draw on, the cheese
maker’s life can be a strain. As
Chrnis Duckete, whose family has
been making Caerphilly for three
generations, says, "My brother
Philip and [ are supposed to ke
holidays on alternate years, bur
we hardly ever manage.” For con-
solation, he keeps llamas on che
rambling Duckert farm near
Wedmore. They, along wich che
Duckeres” herd of 120 Friesians,
roam the eerie Netherlandish
landscape of whar the locals call
the moors—the great expanse of
wetlands screcching from che
Mendip Hills rowards Devon,
mostly below sea level. All sum-
mer the cows are out among the
pastures—ifollowed by mobile
milking units called bells and by
a tanker that takes the milk back
to the farm on higher ground

When Chns's mother began
making cheese in the 1920, che
milking was done by hand, of
course. Ocherwise, she says, the
process has hardly changed. Un-
like other hard cheeses, Caerphilly
15 caren young and so must be made more rapidly. The two daily
milkings are mixed topether with sarter and rennet—The Ducketes
use a vegerarian one, which is slightly cheaper than che amimal va-
rery and then four men work flac-out to churn and cut the curd
and pack 1t into molds for pressing.

“This 15 a cwo=hour cheese,” Chris Duckerr explains. “You mustn't
leave it too long or the curd solidifies, and you don’c hear ic as lagh
s Cheddar. The whey 1s druined off after one and one-quarter hours
Then we pack it into these muslin=lined molds thar have a special

collar to make ic easier to turn them out—rthat’s why our cheese
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has that ridge round che cop.”
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Filling the 120 molds rakes about 40 intensive minutes. Then
they're put under a pair of ornate cast-iron presses dated 1869,
Dripping whey, they are turned and salted to develop a slight rind,
then wrapped again and re-pressed uncil they're hard enough to
spend a further 24 hours in the brine bach. Usually, the cheeses are
eaten within ten days of their production. This young, chey have
an almost lemony flavor. Matured for about two months, they also
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the only one, Though Mrs. Appleby still looks in, the dairy is now
in the hands of the couple’s two sons, Edward and Robert; cheir re-
spective wives, Christine and Elizabeth; and Dave Collins, the sar-
donic cheese maker who spent seven years as Mrs. Appleby's assis-
tant. Here, too, there has been Lirtle attempe ar automanion, alchough
the rest of the farm has very up-to-date equipment

One thing that has changed is the ingredient thar gives Cheshire
its distinenive red color, In che old tl.lj.'\, Sy (:ulhr:\, farmers ;'\nuru,i

develop a grassy tang—which
Mrs. Duckete particularly likes

It may seem an anomaly for a
Welsh cheese, which Caerphally
was originally, to be made in Eng-
land, but Chris Duckett has his-
torical justificacion. "My mother's
father was a cheese dealer near
here and he realized thar the
Welsh could not make enough
Cacrphilly to meet demand. It was
a miner’s cheese—its freshness and
nutrients made it perfect for cat-
ing down in the pit. There was
plenty of spare milk in Somerset,
so he took to making the cheeses
and taking them over the Bristol
Channel to Wales. | can remem-
ber chem just sitting on straw.
Later we used cardboard boxes.”

Since Stilton (see box) is the only
cheese protected by an appellation
of origin in Grear Britain, such
practices are legal and quite com-
mon, “We made Cheddar in the
war,” Duckett =y, “amed Yo could
make Cheshire here, But it would
raste different because of che dif-
ferent plants and minerals in che
milk and since we're lower down,”

By these lights, the quirkiness
of the ."hpph‘h}' r'.umil:.-'s C |:|n-u'\r:1F
to make Cheshire cheese in Shrop-
shire seems I\(hlll."-'t,‘l!.' reasonable,
Luc ¥ r‘l.|1p|t'1'r'_||' n'm‘-':'tl [ (4] II.I“ |'~'.-
stone Abbey Farm from Cheshire
before Waorld War 11 to joimn her
husband, Lance, with whom she

The Stilton Revival

he first traditional British cheese to be marketed with a

T high price to match its air of -Hcluﬁviiy was Stilton. In

| 966, it became the anly cheese in Britain to have its own

trademark, when a H;pl'l Court ruled that only Stilten- style cheeses

made in the counties of Ltic.:lur:h;rq, Hntﬂnghqmi!‘l;rh and Der-
byshire were entitled to carry that name.

SHH, Stilten's quu“’cy has suffered over time, as its prn-du:qrs have
gone over ankir Ity to pasteurization. Yet the small Colston Bassett
and District Dairy, Ltd. in Nottinghamshire makes creamy Stiltons
comparable to the old ones. Ernie Wagstaff, Colston Bassett man-
ager, argues for the advantages of pasteurizing. "We don't have to
skart processing all the milk every morning,” he says, "and there are
still plenty of variations in each batch of cheeses.” Seme goed Stil-
tons also come from the Cropwell Bishop dairy in Yale of Belvoir,

Stilten's curds are milled and thrust inte melds, hand-turned
daily. At five weeks, the cheese goes into a blueing machine, a drum-
ful of spikes that pierce it to let in oxygen, which stimulates the
mold that makes the veins, After ten weeks, the cheese is shipped.

Creamy, ivory-hued Stilton, above, first made as early as the
| 720s, has long been known as “the king of English cheeses.”

in carror juice, Today a natural dye
made from annatto sceds is added
with the starrer. The « uirrrmlu; 15
an aesthetic touch char makes no
difference to the rasie; the Ap-
plebys also produce an unblush-
ingly white version of the cheese

Ocherwise, the cheese 1s made
much like Cheddar and Lan-
cashire, with a few vanations, Like
Mrs. Kirkham, the Applebys in-
troduce a tiny amount of starter
Indeed, it's probably chis delica-
¢y that proteces the cheese from
the overacidity that spoils some
Cheshires. An Appleby Cheshire
can always be picked ourt by its
apulently mellow, munded taste

One vat of milk makes about
750 pounds of cheese at the Ap-
pleby farm. The cheese 15 com-
pressed in one of 14 Victorian

. L Il‘f."l'."-l.' ]"rl'."ﬁ.ﬁ'f."\ -il“"j."'ill.l.l.' !h["
: dairy
- .
= salvaged from neighbors who re-

a magnificent collection

. Ilrl'."'ln.i EJL h L‘!H.‘L“if.' i\ “'le"l"!;'l.! n
El-lll".rl '1“11.'-'Ir|‘.'li| “'i!h an l'h!]‘l"[("
= paste, mcher like wallpapering, to
- make it stick tight. A saggy wrp-

ping means cracking and blueing

* later on. That would be a facal
flaw in a cheese thar boasts a l:m;:
: shelf life. It has ro be tumed overy
Ed.u' for the first 1._1'II.J|"|[I.' of weeks

] \tlill'l rhl‘.‘ maoisture rom ‘|I“!II'I||,:
s Ih[' ]'H'ITTHII'I. .irl'll.'ﬂ I.!I‘q m.‘l.l‘l.][:'lu‘i
15 D a
‘!|'§.‘.|.r—‘l|.:r““'lll_:|.'_" CYVEr TiC |:1'r .md

.I.r'l'l."'.\'lil;'rl.' Irom twWo mont

started the business. At 86, Lance is still making deliveries; and
Lucy still pops into the dairy to lend an expert eye and hand

II..'-I'H‘L' I..ill'l:'l |=‘|l'J’. 15 AL tll.ltl:q' E“'Il':p' icn [lllil;."l Over I'I'“_ [‘.h'l;'ﬁl][.rl' I'H'rr-
der and still on part of the Cheshire Plain—whose soil seasoned
with alum and sales gives the cheese its punch. Though the house
wias never part of an abbey, it was generified a century or so ago
with monastic-looking windows to make a pleasing vista from the
I‘l(.l“r{"'ﬂ.!i"," F\:ItL: IHPF‘V\II{'.

In the 1930s, chere were more chan 400 farms producing real,
unpasteurized, cloth-bound Cheshire. Today, the Applebys’ farm is

saltier, bur never losing its juiciness.

These are the authentic favors of an earlier time, The tl.!lﬁ' farm-
ers who have aken up old ways, resuscitating them for che mod-
ern age, are far from self-conscious anachronisms putting on a show
for visitors. They are genuine artisans, giving us, with every suc-
culent morsel of cheese they create, a vivid illustration of che con-
tinuity berween these authentic food products and the grear cul-
tural inheritance from which they sprang. g

Uare: THE PANTRY pr. 121



