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f LEISURE B

Cultural Evolution

Vermont could become to cheese what Napa Valley is to wine.

BY SHEILA GIBSON STOODLEY

T ISTENING TO Bach’s Cantata no. 131
| and talking about cheese while tending
4| to the machinery that tugs on the teats
of his Jersey cows—is there a better way to
spend a Sunday morning in Vermont? Not for
John Putnam, a 50-year-old lawyer—turned-
cheese maker. The music, courtesy of
Vermont Public Radio’s Stinday Bach program,
comes from the speakers that Putnam
installed in his barn. “I like Bach, Mozart, all
the good stuff, masters of their art. Life is

too short to deal with crap.” he says, then
adds, “Not to be crass, but I have only 20
cows. If I'm not doing top-shelf cheese, what's
the point?”

Each batch of Putnam’s Thistle Hill Farm
Tarentaise requires the yield of four milkings
from his cows, and on this May morning at
7:30, he is gathering the third milking. He
will collect the fourth later today and make
the cheese tomorrow morning before return-
ing to the barn to start the cycle anew.

Among Vermont's sought-after artisanal cheeses are {foreground, left to right) Jasper Hill Farm's Bavley

Hazen Blue, Vermont Shepherd's eponymous sheep'’s mill: cheese, and Thistle Hill Farm's Tarentuise.
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“Milk is fundamentally immune to
contamination for two hours after it
leaves the cow, but you can see that we
don’t wait,” Putnam says, his hazel
green eyes blazing as he carries a full,
5.2-gallon stainless steel bucket into an
adjacent room, where he will empty its
a tank chilled to 38

degrees Fahrenheit. “The law is, " Thou

contents 1nto

shalt get the milk below 40 degrees
in two hours.” That's common sense.”

Putnam left a law career to purchase
Thistle Hill Farm, an 83-acre prop-
erty in North Pomfret, Vt,,
14 miles north of South
Woodstock, the
where he grew up. With his

town

wife, Janine, he produces
Tarentaise, a Vermont ver-
sion of Abondance. Janine
is absent from the milking
session because it is Moth-
ers Day, and she is sleeping
in. (The Putnams have
tour children, who are not
required to participate in
the farm work.)

The Putnams first tasted
Abondance during a 1999
cheese pilgrimage through
the Alpine regions of
Switzerland, ltaly, and
France. Since they made
their first batch of Tarentaise in 2002,
the cheese has won four awards from
the American Cheese Society (ACS), a
professional orgamization of American
cheese makers,

John Putnam believes there is a
right way to make cheese and that
many producers are departing from
the one true path. I learned from the
French: one place, one cheese,” says
Putnam, who makes only Tarentaise at
Thistle Hill. “If you do a second, do it
on another farm. People who make
five cheeses in one place make five
mediocre cheeses,”

Putnam’s cheese has been acelaimed,
but its taste is not consistent; the tlavor

changes with the scason as his cows’
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diet l'}l.mgg‘\', “May cheese 15 different
from September cheese” he says. “1
don't try to standardize it, and 1 don't
want to. It varies like crazy, | love it.”
Putnam is one of nearly 350 artisanal
cheese makers operating in the United
States, according to Jeff Roberts, author
of The Atlas of American Artisan Cheese
(Chelsea Green Publishing, 2007). Their
ranks have more than doubled since
2000, In Vermont, a state known for
its cheddar, the number has risen from

18 to 34 since the turn of this century.

Vermont’s cheese makers encourage
the notion that their state is to
American-made cheese what Napa
Valley 1s to American-made wine. The
Vermont Cheese Council (VCC), a
promotional organization, reinforces
this idea by touting the Vermont
Cheese Trail, a map that shows some
three-dozen farms, dairics, and other
cheese-related facilities, many of
which conduct tours and tastings. In
Burlington, the University of Ver-
mont established the Vermont Insti-
tute for Artisan Cheese (VIAC) in
2004, intending it to nurture cheese
makers in the same way that the Uni-
versity of California at Davis’ viticul-
ture program assisted nascent vintners

(see “Cheese Courses,” page 390).
“There’s a lot of innovation taking
place. People are beginning to
that
management—monitoring the things

understand careful pasture
that the animal cats—will distinguish
the milk.” says Roberts, who is also a
consultant to VIAC. “But we have a

long way to go.”

ALLISON HOOPER probably was the
first to grasp the Napa Valley analogy,
and she has promoted it for years. She
and her business partner,
Bob Reese, cofounded the
Vermont Butter & Cheese
Co. in 1984, a ume when
goat cheese was exotic.
Hooper, who is now presi-
dent of the ACS, and
Reese purchase fresh milk
instead of I‘I]illding a herd
of goats. “In the begin-
ning, we dealt with five

farms that were very
small,” says Hooper, who 1s
49."We would pick up 10
gallons per farm, and we
could only process 50
gallons of milk at a time.
We were in business 20
years before we had the
resources to hire someone
whose only job was to work with
the farmers.”

Vermont Butter & Cheese grew by
catering to French chefs in New York,
who liked having a domestic supplier
of goat cheeses, butter, and créme
fraiche. The 10-by-10-foot milk house
in Brookfield, Vt., where Hooper and
Reese imually established their busi-
ness would fit mside their office at
their current headquarters, a 15,000-
square-foot facility in Websterville, Vt.
The company’s 32 employees make
450,000 pounds of cheese annually,
packing logs of herbed cheévre to songs
broadcast by Froggy, the local country
station. The company offers 12 prod-
ucts (including five made from cow’s

Jasper Hill Farm'’s Constant Bliss (top right), a soft cow’s milk cheese, is influenced by Chaource, a cheese from northern France. Artisanal

goat cheeses from Vermont Butter & Cheese Co. include (clockwise from bottom right) Bijou, Bonne Bouche, and Coupole.
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